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1: Not Crazy

Zarian was sitting on a bench at a major Miami mall. The place was all sparkling glitz, in-season glam, and neutral colors. Each store front shone with wares that attracted the flurry of passing people ignoring him.

The delicious smells from the food vendors the next floor above had his empty stomach growling. When he looked down between his darkness-inked arms, the polished floor reflected a scruffy black face and kinky black hair that hadn’t seen care in a while.

The passing mall shoppers spoke of mundane topics, unable to sense what he could sense.

The local sports team was losing like usual. Elections were around the corner, riling everyone up. Fake celebrity gossip. The economy was hard. A new pair of shoes from a popular brand cost as much as a paycheck, but people bought them anyway.

There were more banal topics than Zarian cared for. His focus was on something vitally important.

Magic. Actual magic.

It hummed, rippled, and pulsated from the center of the koi pond near the elevators across from him. Everyone kept walking past it without recognizing they were in the presence of the supernatural.

Between him and the koi pond was an open floor where promoters had set up a stand for a popular rum drink. He was tempted to steal a bottle and have a big swig or two. He could use a little liquid courage while attempting something that should be impossible.

Zarian grimaced. I’ve been doing the impossible for a year.

It was a good thing the Marines had kicked him out when they did. He would’ve preferred not having a bad discharge, but it was around then the magic powers showed up.

Instead of being poked and prodded in a sterile laboratory, Zarian was out in the open, dressed in wet, ratty clothes, with duct tape keeping his shoes together. He smelled like the Miami streets on a heavy rain day.

He wasn’t a fan of the literal down-to-earth living. But he had a lot to do the past year instead of finding a job and living under a roof.

He’d focused on practicing his magic powers. And he’d done so without the government knowing they had a superhuman on the streets.

He’d also worked on being a good older brother to the ghost who was claiming to be his sister.

“You got this, Big Bro. Just like in the dreams. Go touch that magic thingy and see what happens!” Ariana cheered, sitting on the bench beside him.

“Dreams are dreams for a reason. I’ll get thrown into jail again if it’s really just a dream.” Zarian didn’t want to raise his hopes too high.

Ariana’s bubbly nature wouldn’t put up with that. “Don’t let it be a dream. You have magic. Make it a reality!”

Zarian chuckled at her cheesy motivational words.

Ariana was way more put-together than him while she acted like a perpetual four-year-old child. She had on pearly white shoes. A flowery skirt covered in sparkles. And she had her hair tied into braided pigtails.

She was like a doll always dressed in her Sunday best, while Zarian looked like a public menace who crawled out of the sewers. At the very least, she was a good little sister who kept him from being lonely, even if she was the primary source of his problems.

She’d manifested into his life when Zarian was eight years old and learning to make friends at school. The friends faded fast, but Ariana had always stayed nearby, except for when he needed his obvious privacy.

Zarian had long practiced speaking to her without looking at her. He would speak from the side of his mouth in a low tone, which he always thought was sneaky enough.

The sharp looks from passing mall shoppers suggested otherwise. He’d received the same looks when he started making too many mistakes in the Marines.

He’d always tried being considerate to people around him. His little sister understood that nobody other than him could see or hear her. She understood he should ignore her, especially in public.

Yet Zarian had a hard time doing that. She was adorable and sweet, after all.

He could, however, acknowledge she was probably an untreated issue with his psyche. Drugs and therapy could make her go away. Then Zarian might become a functional member of society.

Zarian shook his head, putting aside what was logical and safe. He turned to his little sister fully. “Alright, fine, let’s go all out. I’d hate myself if we miss what could be the opportunity of a lifetime.”

Zarian ignored the many concerned looks or dirty glares from mall shoppers. He squinted toward the humming magic in the center of the koi pond. “The dreams from the past couple of nights kept pointing to this. It all has to mean something, or my psychotic breakdown is imminent.”

The nearest mall shoppers hurried away after overhearing Zarian.

From the corner of his vision, he noticed a squad of cops positioned from two angles on the floor with him. A few other authorities covered the nearest escalators and the elevator.

Wow, the mall didn’t even bother with in-house security. They went with the local police directly.

Ariana balled her little fists and puffed her cheeks, angered by the show of force drawing a net around Zarian. Since she was perpetually four years old, the act didn’t lose its cuteness factor over the years.

He was tempted to send her away before the potential violence started, but the determinedly cute expression on her face suggested she wouldn’t be easily swayed.

“You got this, Big Bro!” Ariana shouted, pumping her arms up and down, little fists held tight. “You practiced for a whole year. You’re the strongest, and nobody can beat the strongest! Not these mundane weaklings!”

Zarian nodded to her cheers, ignoring the strange phrasing toward the end. He looked up and noticed the mall shoppers clearing out faster, sensing danger on the horizon. Retail workers looked out from the entrances of their stores. The rum promoters looked around in concern.

One of their young show girls started to put away the rum bottles.

Zarian sighed, disgruntled. “This is going to be so embarrassing if all of this was made up in my head.”

Heart hammering, Zarian reached out with one arm, calloused fingers aimed at the rum promoters.

“He’s raising a weapon!” A police officer shouted.

The screaming started.

“Freeze or we will shoot!”

The screaming grew louder. Innocent bystanders threw themselves to the ground or ran for their lives.

The winding, inky darkness around his arm shifted forward. More darkness flowed out from the short sleeve of his pitted shirt and piled up onto his outstretched hand. More and more darkness gathered until it built up as a bulging dark orb surrounding his hand.

The police hesitated. The mall quieted. No more squeaky footwear scuffing across the shiny floors. No more pointless conversations circling around the same unimportant concerns.

No more mundane humanity.

For the first time since ever, people saw Zarian for what he truly was. They saw what he was doing with the inky darkness on his arm and the bulging dark ball growing from his hand. They saw something eerie, unbelievable, utterly impossible.

Magic.

Then the melon sized dark orb shot out fast, like an arrow, while staying tethered to his hand, stretching. The dark magic caught the bottle a rum promoter girl was holding while staring like a deer caught in headlights.

She shrieked, letting go of the bottle, which was nice of her. The long tendril of pure darkness snapped back to Zarian with his prize.

He lost some of the dark material. He could feel it slipping away, getting vaporized by the mall lights.

It took a lot of concentration to gather and store quality darkness. Mere shadows wouldn’t work out well enough. Not when he needed to do magic quickly.

The shiny, industrial mall was not a good place to pull off these stunts.

Oh well.

Zarian bounced off the bench, twisted off the cap from his newly stolen drink, and took a big swig. He let out a loud whoop as he swaggered toward the koi pond, drawn by the humming, dreamy, pulsating magic at the center.

Random bystanders went back to screaming. The police maneuvered fast and aggressively, setting their sectors of fire while trying to avoid shooting their own or the civilians.

Zarian hoped he had enough time to get to his goal before they had a clear shot.

A roaring blast from a pistol going off dashed away his hopes. Even after his stint in the Marines, he nearly flinched from the sound.

Without ear protection, a pistol shooting indoors sounded louder than what the media depicted. It was also easy to miss a target while panicking or shooting on the move.

He felt the first bullet zip past his back. Then another shot zipped close to him. Then another and another.

Zarian wanted to duck for cover and avoid the open space around the koi pond. He went against his instincts for self-preservation when he felt the swirling magic from the pond thump with sudden urgency.

It felt unstable.

It felt like it was going to disappear if he didn’t reach it in time.

Poignant questions came to mind.

Should he risk getting shot for the chance of something impossible and dreamy?

Or should he collapse to the ground and hope for mercy from a bunch of panicky police?

If they didn’t kill him on the spot, he was destined for Area 51 or worse. He had no doubts about that.

Zarian picked up the pace while draining more from the rum bottle. He tossed the half-emptied bottle behind him as the liquor burned a trail to his gut.

Somehow, he kept everything inside. Even with his hammering heart and queasy stomach.

More gunfire blared, roared, and sent supersonic lead snapping through the air around Zarian. They kept missing, and he kept moving.

“Go, Big Bro! Go all out!” Ariana frolicked behind him, completely fine.

Bullets snapped into her and phased out the other side with nothing to show for it. Nothing mundane could harm her.

Zarian’s annoyance boiled up anyway. Being the big brother came with a protective attitude, regardless of his little sister being an untouchable ghost.

When he reached the koi pond, instead of hopping in with a forward lunge, he twisted around and dove backwards.

He extended both arms and let the darkness gush out. Watching it go was extraordinary. But feeling it was something else.

The darkness he’d gathered had weight to it. Like the depths of their black, lightless substance went further than anything he could imagine.

They also felt homey to him, as if they were family.

And they shot out with a lot of force.

The darkness flew as blunt javelins from his arms. A dozen of them. When they passed by mall lights, the illumination dimmed and curved.

The dense, dark conjurations seemed to have an effect against the lights, which was another weird quirk among many that Zarian was still trying to understand.

It didn’t matter at this point. All his answers were on the other side of the strange magic humming from the center of the koi pond.

Shooting out all of those dark javelins sent him skipping across the koi pond like a well-thrown stone. His javelins landed in a bursting barrage on contact with the police.

Each hit struck like getting tackled by a three-hundred pound American lineman, who was sprinting at full speed.

Zarian gawked, mouth hanging open, as his dark magic sent grown men with guns flying off their feet. Then he lost momentum and hit the water with a big splash, koi fish scurrying away from his dirty body and the ruckus surrounding him.

The gunfire died down. Police and bystanders shouted and screamed. He twisted around, rose to his knees, and hacked up some water.

Feeling woozy from the rush, the rum, and the lack of proper nutrition, Zarian needed a second to get his bearings. He muttered, “I’m really not crazy,” a few times before he recognized his position.

He landed in front of the magic thing that had beckoned him through his dreams the past couple of nights.

“It’s there, it’s there,” Ariana said in awe, standing on the water’s surface behind him.

Now that he was here, Zarian felt the pond magic more acutely. It was definitely weird. Like he was getting drawn by a weak riptide to somewhere unknown.

The full current of the pond magic was getting blocked off. He couldn’t see what the magic was composed of nor what kept it plugged up. He had no idea how any of this worked.

But his dreams had led him and Ariana here, making him act rashly, as if he was going to miss out if he didn’t take this chance.

Is it some sort of mythical ley line? Zarian thought of all the mystical mumbo jumbo he’d read whenever he could get access to the internet.

He wished he wasn’t in such a rush or he would’ve enjoyed the moment.

An actual ley line sat patiently in the most modernized mall around. Nothing human or human-made could sense it but him.

I’m not crazy. Zarian smiled.

More gunfire roared, the shooting starting up again. Bullets snapped around him. He felt a sharp punch through his right back shoulder and got a concerning reality call.

Most people would’ve screamed or fallen down from the pain of getting shot.

Not Zarian.

As his back shoulder flared with pain and bled, he clenched his jaw and ducked down to make his body a smaller target.

He focused past the pain. He focused on his magic, connecting with the remaining darkness he kept stored.

He sent the inky darkness down his legs, through the koi pond’s bottom, and up into a crisscrossing cage of spikes.

He couldn’t form a dome. His dark magic liked to form into straight shapes with reach: tendrils, spears, spikes, stuff like that.

A cage of spikes was good enough.

Bullets from most pistols could rip through car doors, drywall, plenty of furniture, and still kill humans. But against Zarian’s magic barrier of crisscrossing dark spikes, the bullets might as well be plastic pellets.

The killer rounds ricocheted away and endangered the shooters themselves or fell in crumpled drops into the water.

Zarian felt like a god.

A tired, wheezing, thoroughly soaked god with his blood draining out. But a god nonetheless.

He wasn’t crazy.

His magic could affect the physical world.

Of course, he’d seen it do so when he used it for tricks at the behest of his little sister. Or when he’d committed to the old school superhero training at a ghetto junkyard with nobody around.

He’d grown proficient at wielding darkness from the year of practice. He’d seen how it could plow through hard obstacles that would’ve stopped the strongest humans.

He had magic.

He had fucking magic! And he was the only one to have it.

Why? How? What was this all leading to?

The koi pond ley line could hold the answers to his questions. Because there was more to Zarian’s strangeness than his dark powers.

There was Ariana. There was his weird upbringing in foster care. There was his name, Darkrun, which felt branded to him in a way that no paperwork or mortal person could change.

He was Zarian Darkrun, brother to Ariana Darkrun, and he wanted answers to his weird-as-hell origins and impossible powers.

Feeling mighty awesome and ignoring his perilous injury, Zarian split his attention between maintaining the dark spike barrier and reaching out to the ley line. He pushed with a thought, which felt magical on its own even if nobody could see it.

Zarian was ready to fight tooth and nail to yank the ley line open and access what lurked behind it. That didn’t end up being necessary.

The moment he touched it with a press of his mystical will, Zarian felt no resistance. The koi pond ley line let his desires pass through, opening wide.

Zarian watched, jaw dropping, as a portal bloomed into existence. It was dark and strong. And it was sucking up everything into its howling depths like a miniature black hole.

Zarian was right in front of the portal. The only thing keeping him rooted was the darkness he tethered to his ankles and the spike barrier around him.

Everything else fell into the hungry maw of the portal. Gallons of water. Thrashing koi fish. And more, which kept surprising Zarian. He watched as a police officer whirled head-over-heels through the air and toward the portal.

“You can see it!?” Zarian blurted out at the screaming, blabbering man.

Zarian wanted to reconfirm again that this was all real.

Before he received an answer, the cop made contact with the dark portal. The man wasn’t simply flushed into its depths. He disappeared the moment his flailing body touched the hole to somewhere beyond.

That looks dangerous, Zarian thought. I might’ve unleashed something that’ll destroy the mall. Maybe even all of Florida and beyond.

Whoops.




2: Honored Outsider

Zarian was about to gather his remaining darkness and try to escape away from the wild black portal. When he turned to check on Ariana, he found her stepping calmly through the chaos of twisting water, thrashing koi fish, and screaming people flying to what could be their doom.

Zarian shook his head at his ghostly little sister. What was she thinking? She should get away. Yet, she ignored what should be common sense in favor of getting up close to the portal.

Her braided pigtails wavered toward the swirling dark pit. So did the rest of her body, barely holding on to this side of the world.

What happened to ghostly little sisters when a void-like phenomenon ate them? Zarian didn’t want to find out.

“Ariana, what are you doing?!” Zarian shouted.

“Heading for the portal, Big Bro,” she said with a grave weight that was beyond her childish appearance. “We don’t belong in this weak, mundane world. We belong on the other side. At least for now.”

“What’s over there? How do you know that?!” Zarian watched a screaming mall shopper fly into the portal.

She disappeared with her shopping bags.

There in one moment.

Gone in the next.

Zarian’s heart was practically in his throat as he shouted himself hoarse. “The dreams didn’t tell us about what’s on the other side!”

Ariana turned back to him and smiled. “Let’s go on an adventure and see. It’s going to be okay. Just like always. Trust me.”

Zarian watched her, waiting to see if she would step into the portal and disappear. She didn’t. She waited patiently for him.

He was both relieved and horrified. He always wondered if Ariana was a weird break in his psyche that drugs and therapy could treat. If she was fake, then he was actually crazy, even with magic.

That would be devastating. They had thirteen years of laughter and tears, hard times and visceral excitement.

She was the only family he knew, and that familial bond was strong, like well-forged steel.

She’d been encouraging.

She’d been practically perfect.

She had to exist. If so, then there was another slight worry. Tiny. Infinitesimal, even.

He still had to ask while facing down an apocalyptic scenario.

“Ariana, you’re not a demon are you?” Zarian asked. “You didn’t, like, play a long game of getting me to this point, so I’ll doom Florida and the rest of the world, right?”

She smiled at him, holding her silence. She looked lovely and bubbly like always. Zarian felt like he wanted to protect her instead of accusing her of apocalyptic evil.

More screaming people tumbled past him and Ariana. More blood leaked out of his body from the gunshot wound. He was getting more tired now. All the chaos, violence, and bad nutrition were draining.

“Fuck it.” Zarian dropped the dark spike wall from around him.

He didn’t bother regathering his fading darkness. That was going to be a pain to load up later.

Oh well, he had bigger concerns. Like getting lifted off his feet and yanked into a portal to the unknown.

The last thing he saw was Ariana’s upturned face as she watched him flip into the portal. The look on her face was slightly different. Just slightly.

Zarian’s concerns deepened. Because inside of Ariana’s eyes was a glint of crazy glee. Truly, they were family. They were crazy together.

He hit the portal. Everything went dark for him. And ultra weird. Like he was getting stretched out into the longest piece of human taffy without physically feeling it.

Time seemed to stop. Motion was a concept that didn’t exist in simple observable terms here. Space was infinite and finite.

He should be dead. Or at least unconscious. But he was still alive and aware.

His mind interpreted it all while unable to feel, speak, taste, hear, smell, or do anything. Most people would’ve found that hellish to endure, or they would’ve completely zonked out.

Zarian, however, found it normal. Once he put aside the panic and settled into the journey to the unknown, it even felt like a pleasant reprieve.

It helped that the journey was happening inside high quality darkness. The deepest and densest kind. Since it was his favorite element, he liked its crushing hold on him.

Better yet, he could sense the depths of this portal magic far better than before. There was more to it than just darkness. Like it had a few unique twists or ingredients to make it all possible.

What could all that be?

They felt … familiar. Natural. He kept trying to break it down, but the answers kept slipping out of reach. He was right on the cusp of grasping it all.

He snapped back into reality before he could unravel the secrets of the portal. He slammed chest first into a stone floor. Hard. The air whooshed out of his lungs.

His chin dribbled off the stone floor, whacking his jaw and the rest of his head with thumping pain. He was still bleeding from the gunshot wound inside his upper back. And he wasn’t alone.

Zarian heard other people shouting and screaming in front of him. He pushed up a little, blinking rapidly to clear his blurry vision.

A strong, desperate hand grabbed him by his bushy, tangled hair. The assaulter, a police officer, shoved Zarian’s face back into the stone floor, smashing his cheek. Then the officer pushed a hot pistol barrel into his face.

“What the fuck did you do? Where the hell are we?” shouted the cop, voice breaking.

Before Zarian could speak, the cop’s knee slammed down onto the small of Zarian’s back. The air he’d struggled to take in rushed back out.

Zarian sputtered and gasped. He tried to think as the cop screamed down at him while yanking even harder on his hair, his scalp burning.

Zarian wanted to say he had no idea where they were. He wanted to say he hadn’t meant for any of these complications.

He didn’t get the chance. He was still gasping for air when a strange thing occurred, popping up in his vision.

A blue box appeared in front of Zarian’s face. Like a notification. It even came with a soft ‘ding’ in the corner of his head. It wasn’t a sound that was heard by the ear. It was more internal, a part of his mind.

The blue notification read as if it came from a genderless and artificial speaker:

<Welcome, Outsider!>

“Hello,” Zarian mumbled hoarsely.

Another notification popped over the welcoming one.

<Commencing integration with Infinita Star System. Commencing, commencing, c-c-c-commencing…>

That was ominous. Shocking, even. Zarian’s mind felt like it was crawling and racing at the same time.

With a gun still to his face, he glanced past the cooling barrel and at the man holding him hostage. The panicked cop was staring at something in the air that only he could see.

Are we all seeing our own blue notification boxes?

Zarian wondered if all the blue notifications were doing the weird glitchy thing. Was there a problem with the integration commencing?

There was another weird thing happening. Zarian’s reactions.

I’m handling this pretty well, Zarian realized. Then again, I’ve been playing with actual magic for almost two years when nobody else can. I think. Maybe.

Another blue notification appeared over the last.

<Proper integration failed. Scanning to troubleshoot. Scanning, scanning, scanning.>

A red notification popped up with one big bold word written in white.

<ALERT!>

Zarian felt rising excitement instead of fear. He was growing more thrilled even while having a gun shoved into his face. Then the hype grew further with more red notification boxes appearing, overlaying the past ones.

<You are beyond the Infinita Star System’s jurisdictions for proper integration. Tracing origins. Origins found beyond the universal system.>

<Request for access sent.>

<Response … received.>

“What the fuck is this? Is this some sick virtual reality game? Who paid you to pull this stunt off, asshole?” The cop yanked Zarian’s head around and placed more weight on his back.

He winced at the pain, but his enthusiasm remained undaunted. He wanted more notifications. He was practically starving for them.

He had no idea that any of this would happen.

But he felt like he was meant for this.

The Infinita Star System seemed to be on his side. It gave him a new notification to feel even more excited about. The notification came out gold this time around.

<Honored Outsider, your origins grant you a unique start! Commencing Advanced Integration!>

Zarian had too many questions. But he was delirious, starved, suffering blood loss, and having his hair yanked near the scalp with a pistol barrel and a twitchy trigger finger in his face. He couldn’t focus on any one thing until he forced himself to take a painful breath, hold on to that pain, and clear his head.

Two things came to mind.

It would be nice if I get a little more info about my origins.

And where is Ariana?

Zarian needed to get his feet under him, then take another breather and look around. First, the panicked cop had to get the hell off of him.

Zarian felt around for his familiar darkness. To his surprise, he felt a greater connection to the darkness in his surroundings. Stranger yet, when he called on the darkness, unfamiliar hieroglyphic symbols flashed through his mind.

Something clicked inside of him like the press of a button.

With a flex of his will, darkness pooled under his palm rapidly. Before it became too noticeable, Zarian flipped over his hand and shot up a bar of thick darkness. He struck the handgun directly with a force that was both surprising to Zarian and the cop.

The pistol fired. Zarian’s hearing went out, replaced by a painful ringing. He clenched his jaw when the flesh on the back of his skull flew off from a bullet scraping across his head.

If the shot was a few more inches to the left, then the back of Zarian’s head would’ve been blown out. His luck was pushing past the point of breaking now.

Lucky or not, I can’t die now. That’s a hell naw from me. Zarian pushed aside his pain, the weariness, and the shock of everything happening at once.

He scrambled from under the surprised cop who was already falling over, his gun arm swinging wide after getting shoved hard by the dark beam. He was shouting about his gun hand hurting, barely able to keep hold of his weapon.

The cop was still armed and dangerous.

There was barely any light here. Only some scraps of illumination, with the shadows circling around the light sources and the darkness waiting hungrily further out. Zarian and the man who nearly blew out the back of his head were in one of those dark zones.

The strange hieroglyphic symbols flashed through his mind again. The button-like click resonated inside of him once more. He felt something uniquely orderly and powerful, giving him a firm push to do as he pleased, as if he was getting a helpful assist from something bigger than him.

He gathered a straight bar of darkness as long as a pipe and slammed it down on the gunman’s shoulder. Zarian felt the crunch underneath the weighty blunt hit.

The arm holding the gun flopped to the side uselessly after getting popped out of the shoulder socket. The gun fell fully with a dull clatter, barely audible to Zarian’s ears while they were still ringing.

The man cried out hoarsely, holding his injured arm. Zarian might’ve done more damage than pop the arm out of the shoulder. But at least he neutralized one shooter.

He turned in time to see the other cops who’d entered the dark portal along with a bunch of randos.

People were paying attention after the gunshot. Zarian counted three pistols leveled at him.

There were no more weaponized authorities than that. The rest were a handful of civvies and some flopping koi fish entangling with some weird gunk pooling in the middle of the dark stone room.

Hell, Zarian had seen nobody else drop in after him. There was no roaring portal or anything now. It was just him and the people who’d got sucked in first.

Looks like we have ourselves a Mexican Standoff, Zarian thought, even though everyone else was aiming at him. A real Mexican Standoff would have everyone against each other.

Worse yet, they were close enough to hit him accurately this time.

“Do you wipe up or do you wipe down?” Zarian asked, his hearing returning quicker than normal.

The police glared at him. One man asked, “What the hell are you talking about, psycho?”

“An older Marine once told me, depending on which direction you wipe, you might have shitty balls. So, do you have shitty balls?”

Zarian didn’t wait for them to respond as he covertly pooled darkness under him. He deepened its depths and density. It was far easier than ever before.

He shot three dark beams from in front of his feet, like lances of the deepest abyss.

The guns fired, roaring, flashing. Bullets flew, snapping by with sonic speed. One bullet clipped him on the hip. Another dug away some meat from his left arm.

Zarian was feeling awful even with the adrenaline. He stayed on his feet and watched his magic work.

Three dark beams landed on three chests and struck the police officers harder than Zarian had expected. They flew for dozens of feet. They hit the stone floor with a hard finality that suggested they wouldn’t be getting up for a while.

Just to be on the safe side, Zarian reached out with four tendrils of darkness that snapped out faster than ever before. He gathered all the guns and piled them on the floor behind him.

Then Zarian collapsed to the ground with a phlegmy wheeze. He coughed into his fist, enduring the pain of having bullet wounds all over his body. Blood leaked from everywhere, which made it a wonder how he was still alive and functional.

“What the hell did you do? Where are we? You won’t get away with this,” yammered the officer who had his shoulder broken. “And get this blue crap out of my face!”

Zarian ignored him and the others for now. He looked around for Ariana. She was still nowhere to be found.

He paid attention to the new notifications he felt piled up in his head. The soft dinging sound they made wasn’t too distracting and helped as a reminder to check. As soon as he willed for the notifications to show up, they appeared in front of his face.

The boxes were still gold.

Despite the pain of bleeding out alive, Zarian’s face lit up with a crooked smile. Call him a simple man, but he liked how the System made him feel special with gold notifications.

It was like getting the VIP treatment.

He’d never had that before. And things were only getting better.

<Advanced Integration complete. Behold your profile! Then begin your climb for infinite power beyond the stars, Honored Outsider!>

Zarian laughed giddily as a whole golden profile appeared before him. His heart rate picked up. Chills ran down his spine. He might bleed out soon. He didn’t care.

He did what the notification told him.

Behold.

<>

Origins: Zarian Darkrun, 21-yr-old Human, Honored Outsider.

Level: 10

Class: (Please Select)

Traits: Dark Affinity (Rare), Overpower (Epic).

Alpha Skills (1/3): Straight Darkness (Level 5).

Willpower: 21

Strength: 15

Agility: 14

Wonder: 22

Mysticism: 75

Free: 50

Achievements: Honored Outsider (Unopened).

<>




3: Why Him?

While Zarian was ignoring his bloody problems and feeling hyped over his golden advancement, his former high school peer was doing all he could not to piss himself. The former peer’s name was Jack Masters.

He was the one who’d called mall authorities on Zarian prior to the shooting, chaos, and portal madness.

Jack had warned them of a ‘dangerous, deranged, and likely armed’ man sitting on a bench across from the koi pond. Jack had reported as many details as possible to urge the police to move in quicker.

He had tried his best to be equally tolerant of everyone. But past issues didn’t make Jack tolerant of the mentally ill. They were likely to be violent and do horrible things, in Jack’s experience.

He remembered how Zarian would mutter to himself during class back in high school. He remembered how Zarian attacked other people like a raving maniac – though there were rumors saying that Zarian had only attacked his bullies in self-defense.

He bit off a guy’s ear like a Mike Tyson wannabe. That’s the actions of a crazy man, not someone rational defending themselves.

Jack had stayed as far away from Zarian as possible. He’d started doing that ever since he first heard Zarian whisper to his dead little sister that nobody else could see.

What was her name?

“Ariana, come out and see this!” Zarian yelled, sounding as deranged as usual.

Hearing him like that made Jack flinch where he lay belly down, arms covering his head.

A few droplets of piss leaked out and stained his expensive pants.

This is my favorite brand, Jack realized before pushing that thought aside.

He was still grasping at straws, trying to make sense of the unbelievable things he’d seen.

Zarian had shot out a dark tentacle from his hand back at the mall. Gunfire had ensued, which had Jack pinned in the corner close to the elevator behind the koi pond. Then a powerful suction had snatched Jack off the floor and dropped him into a dark, cave-like room.

From there, he’d watched Zarian shoot more dark beams like he was a villain straight out of a fantasy novel or movie. As a concept, it should’ve been comical or silly. Jack had never seen something so horrifying in his life.

That couldn’t be actual magic. There was no way. Because why would Zarian of all people have those powers?

Yet, the dark beams had sent grown men off their feet. Zarian had defeated them without weapons, only magic.

Not without injury, though.

It was dark here, with only a few light sources. Despite the lack of clear vision, Jack was sure that Zarian had been shot. Possibly in multiple places. If only someone could land a final hit on the mad man.

If only I weren’t hallucinating about blue notifications and a profile, Jack thought.

What the heck was this madness? He was Level 1, apparently. And he had an … alpha skill?

It even came with a description:

<Star Bolt (Level 1): Charge and fire a bolt of star magic from your hand. Scales with Wonder or Mysticism.>

Jack looked up shakily at Zarian. The mad man was sitting down, not moving, doing God knows what.

Quickly, Jack resummoned his profile with a thought. He examined his ‘stats’ – which he could hardly believe were real – and noticed that his Wonder stat was higher than the others.

Why was that?

What was Wonder?

He waited for answers from the so-called System. But he received no explanations.

Was 9 points in Wonder enough to do anything to Zarian?

“Ariana, if you don’t come out, I’m going to choose my class without you!” Zarian shouted hoarsely before letting loose some wet coughs and a groan. “Then you’ll regret it!”

He sounded weak even while shouting. Even with all of his magic power.

If Zarian could use magic, couldn’t Jack do the same now? Why should someone as crazy and dangerous as Zarian be the only one to use his powers?

Jack trusted himself to have magic if it existed. Someone had to stop Zarian before he did even worse damage.

Removing his hands from over his head, Jack initiated his plan. He calmed his shaking body with a few deep breaths, in and out, in and out. He pushed his hand forward toward Zarian’s seated body.

The distance wasn’t too far. Only about forty feet. Jack had a good eye for hitting at range ever since he’d played little league baseball.

He was not good enough for D1, but he was good enough for chucking a decent fast ball accurately. Or in this case, shoot actual magic to kill a dangerous man.

You need to go down! Jack gritted his teeth and willed for the magic, Star Bolt, to work.

To his ever-growing surprise, the alpha skill answered his request. He felt a click inside of him, like the press of a mystical button.

He saw weird alien symbols flash through his mind, overworking his brain, making it throb. He didn’t get why he was hurting when it was a Level 1 skill.

Was that because he lacked enough energy or whatever?

The throbbing headache stopped mattering when a literal spark of starlight formed in Jack’s palm. The light pushed back the darkness despite its small size.

The growing Star Bolt shone with hope, faith, and Wonder.

Jack was amazed. He was a true believer now.

And he was about to die when a pony-size creature thrashed across the ground in his direction. He noticed its moving bulk from the corner of his vision and turned to see a gaping maw filled with teeth aiming for his flesh.

Jack jerked his star-lit palm around.

He fired his shot. And missed.

His one skill streaked across the cavernous room and over a pool of dark ichor that was filled with more of the large monsters. The Star Bolt blasted the far wall with a solid burst, spraying sparks and rock chips like a grenade going off.

It was amazing. It would’ve beaten the monster back if it had landed on flesh instead of stone. It would’ve been nice to charge another one if Jack had the time and energy.

I’m dead, Jack thought.

The monster lunged into the air. It plummeted down on Jack. He froze. He screamed.

Before he met his doom, dark beams struck the slimy monster’s side, all direct hits. The streams of jetting darkness pushed with a force that was palpable, making Jack feel oppressed under a heavy, invisible weight.

The monster’s momentum reversed and slammed down somewhere behind Jack.

“Ah, wait, I should’ve struck with the pointy ends, not the blunt ends,” Zarian said, slurring his words. “Ugh, I’m not doing so great.”

“Are you for real, Darkrun? You caused this mess, and now you’re complaining? You’re so out of pocket I want to shoot you myself,” said a familiar dark-skinned woman.

Despite her threat, she sounded way too calm about the situation they were in.

She grabbed hold of another woman’s hand, one of the show girls who worked for the rum promoters. She was the same girl who had her bottle snatched away by Zarian.

Jack watched the two women run from the slimy, coiling monsters. They stopped behind Zarian, who was still sitting down.

The guns are over there. Jack scrambled to his feet, his headache giving him some trouble, but not enough to stop him. It faded away a little at a time, making it easier for him to concentrate and move.

He lunged over one of the police officers. They were still struggling to get up after Zarian had taken them down.

Jack wasn’t going to help them. They’d failed their duty to protect and serve. If the monsters ate them, that was their fault.

Breathing in relief, he joined the others who got on the side of the man who caused all of this trouble.

Other than the familiar black woman and the rum promoter girl, there was the addition of a middle-aged woman clutching half-a-dozen shopping bags and a skinny retailer worker guy.

None of them went for the pile of pistols that was near the maniac. Jack thought of them as idiots as he tried to circle around the strange gathering and get at the guns.

Something snake-like lunged from the darkness under him. It snatched him by the wrist and made him squeal.

“Jack Masters? Yeah, that’s you.” Zarian flicked a single finger, beckoning Jack.

The dark tendril pulled Jack over into a stumble, its power undeniable. He nearly burst into pathetic apologies about calling the police and trying to kill him, but Zarian kept talking.

“You should’ve pitched more baseballs, dude. I swore you would’ve made it to D1. But I guess it’s a good thing you’re here. I need you to aim my hand. Blood loss is getting to me, and I’m still in the middle of selecting my class.”

Jack couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Zarian hadn’t realized Jack had tried blasting him with Star Bolt earlier.

Well, Jack wasn’t going to tell him.

“I don’t know what those big wormy things are, but they look scary. It’s a good thing I’m scarier.” Zarian laughed wetly before letting loose a fit of coughs.

Now that Jack had an up close look. The man … looked rough. Very rough.

He’d gone into the Marines and gotten kicked out, which was the last thing Jack heard about his former school peer before today. Jack wondered why the Marines would let go of a magical super villain?

How were they here? How was any of this possible?

Then Jack noticed one monster thrashing toward a vulnerable police officer. The man was struggling to crawl away.

Jack still didn’t want to help.

What if touching Zarian was a trap? What if the maniac bit off his ear? Jack didn’t want to sacrifice anything, not for a failed police officer.

“I’ll do it.” The black woman brushed past Jack and dropped to a knee beside Zarian. “Gods damn you, boy, why are you so much freaking trouble? I can’t go anywhere without wondering what stupidity you’re gonna get into next.”

“Oh hey, Sergeant Washington,” Zarian slurred. “Fancy meeting you here.”

Jack jolted with sudden realization. The black woman was the military recruiter who’d shown up at their high school senior year.

She’d recruited Zarian into the Marines.

What was this twisted fate? How did this happen?

Jack gawked as Sergeant Washington sat in a stable shooting position and treated Zarian’s arm like a rifle. She rested her cheek on his triceps and aimed down the limb and past his outstretched fingers. Then she squeezed his biceps firmly.

Instead of the boisterous bang of gunfire, a silent and weighty bar of darkness shot forth. It was scarier when it made no noise while packing so much power.

The dark beam speared through the monster that nearly bit into one of the downed policemen. The creature thrashed aside, missing the man by a few inches.

Monster blood sprayed about, spilling on the officer. Jack heard a stifled gasp from someone behind him. He was gasping for air himself.

“My aim was off,” Sergeant Washington said. “Let’s try that again with a double-tap.”

She squeezed Zarian’s biceps twice and fired two short, dark beams, one after the other. She obliterated the monster’s skull, tossing up gore, brains, and eyeballs.

“It’s a fish,” said the retailer worker guy. “It’s a koi fish, but a big and mean one.”

“How did it get like that?” said the rum promoter girl with a strong Hispanic accent.

“Someone fucking help me!” shouted one of the downed policemen. That was the most he could do.

“Someone should go help them before they get eaten by the, eh, koi fish,” urged the rum promoter girl.

Nobody moved, especially not Jack. Instead, he glanced at the guns. The rum promoter and retail worker followed his gaze, probably thinking the same thing.

Jack hesitated. He had his energy back. The headache was gone.

He could fire another Star Bolt. It was powerful. Maybe it could be as powerful as Zarian’s dark beams.

Wouldn’t his skill improve if he used it more? Just like how it worked in a video game?

This was actual magic. Wonderful magic. It would be more powerful than a gun if he leveled it up, right?

Zarian was the perfect example, which Jack realized with horror and disgust.

Sergeant Washington was picking off the monster-turned koi fish with ease. Zarian was a reliable weapon, shooting pointy dark beams whenever his recruiter squeezed his biceps.

She pushed the shooting pace to a five-shot volley with a pause in between. She and Zarian blasted the koi monsters into gory bits before the giant fish could reach the downed policemen.

It was a terrifying display of power.

Zarian wasn’t even paying that much attention. He was letting someone else aim and signal when to fire. Sergeant Washington handled that like a pro.

“How are you doing that? How are you so brave?” asked the rum promoter girl, which was the same question Jack was wondering.

“I’m cheating. I got this alpha skill called Tranquil Mind, Level 2. It calms me down and makes me think clearly. Or I’ll lose my shit like the rest of you,” Sergeant Washington explained. “Is that what’s happening now? We’re in a video game? All because of this impulsive boy? God, you annoy me so much, Darkrun.”

“My bad, Sergeant.” Zarian let out a bloody chuckle that made the others shiver. “I might’ve screwed up a lot. But I got good news. I know what I’m picking for my class.”

“Does this look like high school to you?” Sergeant Washington snapped at him, while still shooting at the monsters.

Jack couldn’t believe the gall of this woman during an absolute massacre. Yet, Zarian kept chuckling, not bothered at all.

“Video game term, Sergeant. It means I’m picking a magical battle role to beat the monsters better.”

“Sorcerer?” asked the retailer worker guy.

“Oh, I get it. This is a role play. This is all make-believe. It’s like the VR stuff and brain chips, right?” asked the rum promoter girl.

Jack was having a hard time with the tonal whiplash. There was death, macabre, and screaming monsters ahead. Yet the surrounding discussion was more suitable at a convention for nerds.

“Not sorcerer. And this is not make believe,” Zarian said. “Here, I’ll show you. You can stop shooting now, Sergeant.”

The recruiter hesitated for a second before backing off of Zarian’s arm. She strode to the pile of pistols, picked one, then emptied the rest of their magazines and cleared the bullets. She shoved the mags into the thin waistline of her jeans.

She probably needed the gun and bullets more than Jack. He’d never shot a gun before. He was still sad she took control of one and hogged all the ammunition.

Meanwhile, Zarian staggered to his feet like a drunk.

Wait, he is drunk, isn’t he? He’d taken a bottle from the rum promoter girl when all of this madness started.

Jack couldn’t believe he was standing behind this guy now.

Zarian lurched toward the remaining monsters. There were far fewer now. Sergeant Washington had done a good job wiping out half of them with Zarian’s power.

Jack glared.

Why wasn’t Zarian affected by overuse?

“Yeah, no, I’m not going to,” Sergeant Washington muttered to no one in particular.

“Not going to what?” Jack asked.

The military recruiter looked grimly at the back of Zarian’s bleeding head. Her hand gripped the pistol firmly with it pointed at the floor, finger off the trigger.

Jack understood what she meant now. He disliked the woman even further.

She had a golden opportunity, and she was squandering it. Yes, she could wait for Zarian to finish the koi monsters then take advantage. But how could she call herself a Marine and not take down a dangerous disgrace?

It has to be me, Jack thought. Zarian has to have a limit. He can’t shoot all of that magic forever. He’s barely able to stay standing.

“Ariana, I’m worried about you. You’re not responding or showing up anywhere. If you really were a figment of my imagination, that’s going to hurt,” Zarian said aloud. “You know how many people wrote me off as crazy. I’m not crazy. Don’t make me look crazy.”

Jack looked dead in the recruiter’s eye. Aren’t you seeing how insane that is?

Sergeant Washington ignored Jack’s glare with a stony expression. She was not a good woman, that was for sure, or she wouldn’t have gotten Zarian into the Marines somehow.

“When do we go home?” asked the rum promoter girl.

“We’re in an isekai,” said the retail worker guy. “I don’t think we get to go home. I’m Wally, by the way.”

“Hannah,” said the meek-looking, middle-aged woman still clinging to her shopping bags. She was all the way in the back.

“Bianca,” said the rum promoter girl. She was a natural blond beauty and should be far away from these horrors.

Jack muttered his name while Sergeant Washington grunted out “Naomi.” They fell into an uncomfortable silence as Zarian faced off against the remaining koi monsters.

One of the koi monsters stood bigger than the rest with a greater amount of bulk. It looked like a serpentine dragon rising out of the eerie muck that was covering all the monsters.

Maybe the creature might be strong enough to kill Zarian.

Wait, no, if that happens, who would kill it? Jack wanted to shout in frustration.

He also wanted a new pair of pants. It felt uncomfortably wet, distracting him even with death and horror happening in front of him.

Then things became even weirder when a large, chain-wrapped book phased out of Zarian’s torso and floated in the air beside him. The chains rattled so hauntingly they drove the fear of evil into Jack’s soul.

The chain bindings on the big black book pulled away from its thick face. The covers swung open. Ghastly black lights shone from the rapidly flipping pages.

What the fuck was that? What class did he choose? Jack checked his profile and saw he didn’t have the option to choose a class.

Was it because he was Level 1?

What level was Zarian?

And seriously, why him?




4: Title Drop

Why do I have so many class options? Zarian was barely conscious of what was happening. He was on his feet because of his Willpower.

He felt like he was about to fall over and kick the bucket soon. He stayed up because the people he’d yanked into this cavernous room would die if he didn’t take responsibility.

It didn’t take him long to believe it was his duty to protect them. Even the police who had shot him. He had no hard feelings toward them, really.

He’d done some freaky stuff at the mall that would’ve scared anybody. He was self-aware enough to acknowledge that. He had to be self-aware to be somewhat functional.

Or maybe that was another weird quality of his.

Self-awareness hadn’t done him much good before, but he could change things around now. Especially with his class selection.

He’d shorten the list of over a hundred class options to a few. So many varied between different brands of warrior, rogue, cleric, and more.

There was a Death Squire class. There was a Blood Reaper class. There were class-types for Wiccan, Alchemist, Murderer, Assassin, Executioner, Torturer, Soldier, Jailer, Wanderer, Vagrant, Studier, Portal Jumper, Void Dancer, and more.

There were mundane sounding classes. There were super special classes that seemed cool. It was a lot to take in, and he didn’t have time to examine them all.

Thankfully, he found one that fit his fancy early on the list. He kept thinking of it as he zoomed down to the bottom and back up multiple times.

<Black Wizard Apprentice (Epic): This class is equipped with the Grimoire of Black Magic 101, a soul bound skill. This class comes with 1 rare trait and 1 skill of your choice. It offers +2 Willpower and +3 Mysticism with every personal level up. This class is evil aligned.>

There were a few other epic classes. But none of them suited him like the Black Wizard Apprentice.

Anything below epic gave fewer stats, even if they sounded cool like Portal Jumper and Void Dancer, which were rare classes. They probably had strong skills.

But Zarian liked the idea of being an epic wizard with a fancy spellbook.

No, not a spellbook. It’s called a grimoire. That sounded even better.

There was one legendary class, which seemed major. It gave more stat points than Black Wizard Apprentice.

<Repenting Grand Martyr (Legendary): This class comes with the Grand Sacrifice Skill and offers +6 Wonder. This class is good aligned.>

Zarian didn’t like the sound of the class or the skill. The legendary class didn’t even come with a rare trait, whatever that could be.

He had little time to scrutinize things because he was dying from blood loss. He needed something to help stop that.

Picking Black Wizard Apprentice was probably a Hail Mary judgment call. He figured the epic wizard class might have a fix-me-up type of spell if he was lucky enough.

He locked in his choice with a push of his will, which he found really cool. There was no need to plant chips in his brain. The magic system, or System, did it automatically.

A new notification confirmed the addition of the new class. He also felt the update, like someone uploading new codes or runes into his soul. He shivered from the sensation, nearly tripping over.

Did having a profile and being connected to the Star System make him part magic machine now? Even with the fleshy bits?

Or was the magic so advanced here it was almost Sci-Fi? Maybe it was sufficiently advanced science that became magic-like.

Either way, this was all rad.

I’m getting too distracted by all these scattered thoughts.

Where was Ariana?

Ugh, he was going to give her a good scolding the next time she showed up. For now, he needed to save the people who probably wanted him dead.

It’s my screw up. I’ll fix it.

Zarian didn’t even bother looking at the skill description for the Grimoire of Black Magic 101. He felt it in his soul-attached profile and pressed the inner button to activate the skill.

A flash of runic text scrawled across his mind’s eye.

The runes were deep, vast, complex, and almost incomprehensible. He felt energy drain out of him. He was flagging a lot now.

The book came out with a big rattle of chains like a wraith exiting its container, which was him. The covers spread open, and the pages flipped in a blur.

The book glowed an eerie black light before shifting to the bloody red spectrum. Zarian could barely focus, but somehow he could make heads and tails of the magic geometric shapes and hieroglyphic scribbles of an unfamiliar language.

<Bloody Lifesteal (Uncommon): Steal life energy from the blood of your living enemies. Scales with Mysticism.>

“Oh, that’s straight up gruesome,” Zarian muttered before shrugging lazily with his better shoulder. “But a man’s gotta do what man’s gotta do.”

The koi fish monsters slithered toward him. There were ten of them left, with a bigger koi fish in the back acting like a mini-boss.

Zarian stopped at the edge of the murky, oily liquid that the koi fish splashed around in. He sighed tiredly as he forced himself to think through a few actions.

First, he dumped 30 Free points into Mysticism, 10 Free points into Wonder, and 10 Free points into Willpower. While raising Mysticism felt like the smartest move, his gut instincts told him to raise up Wonder and Willpower as well.

Just like that, he felt more focused and ready. He didn’t feel so close to death anymore. And he was swelling with a new inner power as the koi fish launched their attack.

He commanded the darkness to spring into a wall of pikes in front of him. It happened so fast the speed of the formation nearly shocked Zarian.

The koi fish monsters thrust themselves onto the pointy ends with their monstrous bulk. They were even more surprised than him.

He was going to smile when a few more monsters slammed into the backs of their brethren. The jarring impacts did the unexpected. The long, dark spears snapped.

Zarian had made them too long and thin without enough density. Now the monsters were lunging down at him.

Zarian cursed as he dropped to the floor and quickly manipulated more lines of darkness. Thick bars criss-crossed inches above his body from both sides.

The koi monsters slammed down with a heavy force, bending the dark bars inward, threatening to crush Zarian. He wished he’d put points into Strength. He was too weak to push back physically.

Things looked bad until the blood of the perforated monsters dripped through the gaps. Loads of it. It was pouring all over him.

The chained grimoire was lying next to him. Zarian hadn’t done his research on the consequences of its use, but he evoked his first ever spell: Bloody Lifesteal.

The spell pages glowed a malignant and vampiric red. The blood touching Zarian glowed the same foreboding color.

Then Zarian felt renewed energy uplift his entire sense of life. He felt further away from death than ever.

He felt like he could live forever. He felt like he could drain life from the blood of his enemies, or anyone he deemed his enemies, nonstop.

It was a rush.

It was insanely intoxicating.

It was a new drug.

Zarian crushed that pleasurable high with Willpower. He had enough to refocus on his situation. The dark bars continued to buckle under the hill of crushing koi monsters. It was time to get squirrelly and escape.

Feeling more lively, Zarian twisted around and belly crawled through a gap above his head.

A koi monster lunged down and scraped some flesh off the shoulder. Zarian hissed out a curse and raised his hand, shooting out a dense jet of sharp darkness.

He punched out the brains from the monster that bit him before he crawled the rest of the way out.

He made it just in time. The dark bars holding up the monsters collapsed. He avoided getting crushed beneath the bulky monster hill by a few feet.

The danger at his back remained. The ones on top thrashed free and resumed the chase.

They were too late to stop him, however.

Zarian was up on his feet now, and he was more aware.

He had his second wind and enough magic.

“Sorry for what happened to you,” Zarian said, sliding to a stop before spinning around with arms raised. The koi fish lunged at him again.

He struck them back with rapid fire javelins of the densest and sharpest kind.

It was an incredible display of power. Like he was a heavy caliber machine gun. Each puncture wound tore out so much flesh from the monsters, it almost seemed comical if there wasn’t so much blood and gore.

By the time Zarian felt like he was gassing his reserves, he’d slaughtered all the koi monsters, including the big one. He tore that one apart the most until it stopped moving.

Then all was still.

Silence filled the cave. Nobody spoke. Zarian only heard the pulsating beat of his hammering heart and the blood racing through his ears.

His floating, soul bound grimoire rattled as it shut closed and phased back into his body. Zarian lowered his twitchy hands and smiled, soaking in the momentous victory.

Then the closest police officer pulled out a taser while still on the ground and shot Zarian with it.

The taser stung somewhat. But it wasn’t enough to drop him. Not anymore. He weathered the shock for long enough to pull the prongs out of him.

“Do that again and I’m not saving you from the next monster attack.” Zarian stuck a thumb back at the monsters.

“This is your fault!” shouted the cop.

“Yeah, and?” Zarian still stuck his thumb at the dead monster corpses.

The cop shook his head before laying back, groaning in pain, his eyes looking about in bewilderment. The other police officers were doing the same.

Zarian had struck them so hard they still couldn’t move. He’d definitely broken some ribs.

One man was coughing up blood. He sounded like he was struggling to breathe.

“Can someone help that guy?” Zarian pointed. “I need a break.”

“I’ll help him, sir,” Sergeant Naomi Washington offered.

Zarian looked hard at her, puzzled. Naomi wore a serious, no-nonsense face, which suggested he was better off accepting the ‘sir’ designation than fighting her about it.

It made him itch to be called a ‘sir’ when he was an enlisted man, but she was clearly doing it for a reason.

“Yeah, cool, much appreciated. I got to examine some things. You all work together for now. I’ll be over there. Oh, and stay away from this evil-looking gunk here. It’s like dark radioactive waste, but magical. That’s what transformed the koi fish into monsters, I bet.”

While he had a short stint in the Marines, he learned enough to lead people. He wasn’t always the best at it, but he had a decent time leading subordinates before having his ranks taken, kicking him down to private.

Wow, thinking of that brought back some heavy emotions.

He almost wished things had gone differently. Oh well. He had magic powers and was in another world now.

He was closer to tracking down his origins more than ever before.

I took a bunch of losses to get here, but I’m here.

There were plenty of bright sides. He wasn’t dying of blood loss. He was still bleeding a little and covered everywhere in crusted blood, yeah, but the wounds that would’ve killed him earlier had sealed up mostly.

He’d gotten lucky with Bloody Lifesteal as his first spell from the grimoire.

Too bad the bullet lodged in his back right shoulder was still in there. That sucked. A lot. He could feel it when he shifted his right shoulder around.

Note to self: Lifesteal helps with securing life, not fixing my pains. Miniscule difference, but still a difference.

Zarian walked over to the nearest wall and sat against it. He closed his eyes and chilled out.

He was back to feeling weary, but he wasn’t as far gone as before. He probably looked even more crazy to the others, but he couldn’t care about that right now.

Ariana was gone.

He was in a new environment, the Infinita Star System, which called him an Honored Outsider. It sounded like he wasn’t in the old Solar System anymore, let alone Earth.

Zarian had literally ripped open a hole in spacetime and flung himself, some koi fish, and ten other people across the universe. Or into another universe.

Yeah, he caused the isekai.

Suck it, Truck-kun.

Since nobody had followed in after Zarian, he assumed the portal had closed up once he went through. Earth was safe on the other side.

Unless Ariana waited for me to go through so she could take over Earth, Zarian thought, feeling crummy.

He was better off pushing forward and examining the new magic stuff made available to him. Then he could go on an actual adventure.

Ariana would either show up or not. Hopefully, she was just playing hide-and-seek. Or maybe she wasn’t. Maybe this was goodbye.

Zarian shoved his feelings deep down. He was no stranger to people abandoning him.

Clapping his hands quietly, Zarian forced himself to smile, eyes opened. “Back to the magic powers.”

Yes, he had those. He also had new notifications to examine. Those might be important, so he pulled them up with a whim.

They were still golden.

He enjoyed seeing the gold boxes a lot. That VIP feeling made him feel warm inside.

<Compiled report!>

<You’ve defeated 23 Koi Fish Corrupted, Levels 13 to 17!>

<You’ve leveled up from 10 to 14! Stat points dispensed!>

<Your skill, Straight Darkness, leveled up from 5 to 6!>

<Your skill, Grimoire of Black Magic 101, leveled up from 1 to 2!>

<Your evil alignment remains the same.>

Zarian reached the end of the notifications, surprised by all he’d accomplished. He also felt disappointed that he didn’t choose his third skill in time for it to get some levels.

He was still shaky about what the evil alignment meant. He was also unsure how his current level compared to when he unleashed his powers in public view at the mall. The chaos of the past ten to twenty minutes had blurred the differences.

I definitely feel different. I feel way healthier and stronger than before. If I had a reference point, I could tell the difference easier.

Before he dove deeper into his profile, he noticed one civilian talking excitedly. Zarian caught traces of the conversation surrounding blue boxes and levels.

Ah, I’m going to have to check with them about all of that, Zarian figured.

He was pretty sure Sergeant Washington mentioned having a skill. Zarian could’ve sworn someone conjured a shooting star that hit the wall.

He didn’t know who – he had been dazed at the time – but that was another useful skill. He wondered what their classes were.

When he looked at the nearest civilian – or survivor – he stared a little harder this time. Something inside of him flipped like a switch. Then a golden box hovered over the person’s head – the woman holding onto her shopping bags.

<Hannah Townhouse, Outsider, Level 2, Best Alpha Skill: Basic Enchantment.>

That looked like the major parts of her profile. If all of that was true, why was her level so low?

After some thought, Zarian figured it was because she was a normal Outsider instead of an Honored Outsider like him.

Could the others see each other’s levels and skills, or was that special to him?

Zarian checked his traits. He had a few more compared to the last time he saw his profile. And he could read all of their powers.

<Dark Affinity (Rare): You have a special talent for darkness, which enhances the scaling of Willpower, Wonder, and/or Mysticism by an added 25% based on what dark abilities you use. This affinity may show through your aura.>

Yeah, Dark Affinity made sense. It was thematic with him. And he’d guessed right when he distributed stats earlier on the ones to focus on.

Mysticism was probably his most important stat, while Willpower and Wonder served as good supportive pillars.

He had no idea what those stats truly meant. They wouldn’t explain themselves. But if his Dark Affinity liked them, he would like them, too.

He wished the Dark Affinity would explain a little more about what ‘aura’ meant. Was that the magic energy fueling his powers?

Aura, huh? Not mana?

Zarian let it sit for now and moved on.

<Overpower (Epic): Your raw power is greater than normal, enhancing all your stats by an added 25% at will. Or you can boost one skill by an added 125%.>

Now that was a badass trait. Probably the only reason he could overcome a bunch of giant koi monsters. His magical abilities came with an overkill switch he could turn on whenever he wanted.

He needed to test the Overpower trait to see how fast it could switch from boosting stats to boosting a single skill. Pairing this with the grimoire skill would be devastating, honestly.

<Identify (Rare): Translate vital profile info, languages, item qualities, or deeper designs of the Infinita Star System with focused observation. This works best against targets beneath your personal level or range of power.>

Bingo bango, this one was the reason he saw Hannah’s info. He had gotten the Identify trait from accepting the Dark Wizard Apprentice class.

It was likely that the others didn’t have this trait, only him. And it was a rare trait, which sounded highly valuable.

In fact, the epic trait Overpower was probably higher in value than a rare trait.

He was an overpowered wizard.

Yeah, it sounded cheesy to call himself that. He couldn’t help it, though. This was everything he wanted, plus more.

Excited, he turned toward where Ariana would usually stand. He wanted to tell her about all the great news so far.

She wasn’t at his side, however. She was still nowhere to be seen.

Zarian forced himself to move on. He had his current skills to look over along with a new skill choice.

He also had that unopened achievement. What would that get him?




5: More Gains

<You’ve defeated Kenneth Smith, Outsider, Level 1.>

A new gold notification popped into Zarian’s awareness. Before he digested what it meant fully, shouts and screams sounded off from the group.

They were all standing close in a circle while looking down. At their feet was a police officer. He wasn’t moving anymore.

Oh, uh, I didn’t expect him to die from a blunt strike.

Then again, Zarian had officially become overpowered.

Even blunt strikes could be deadly on anyone lower level than him. The dead man might’ve had broken ribs and terrible internal bleeding.

Zarian didn’t have the emotional bandwidth to deal with that directly. Not right now.

Instead, he used Identify on everyone and noticed one of the remaining police officers had Basic Healing as their best alpha skill. Zarian gawked at the huge idiot.

“You, the big one, Gilbert, you have a healing power. Look at your profile. It’s right there. All you have to do is will it to work, and you’ll feel a button get pressed inside of you. Make sure everyone is okay, so nobody else dies.” Zarian got the words out quickly so he could go back to his own power up review.

The police officer he addressed gaped at him dumbly. Thankfully, Sergeant Washington stepped in and took control of the situation.

She had everyone check their profiles and speak aloud their skills so she could get an inventory. A man had died because some people weren’t adapting fast enough.

Yes, Zarian was the reason for the man’s death.

In a fight between a gunman and a wizard, the wizard survived, Zarian thought. And I will continue to survive no matter what.

Even with the game-like System, death seemed like a brutal reality.

Killing monsters hadn’t registered the violent nature of this new world with Zarian right away. But a man’s death was the real deal. And Zarian had survived without even reading the descriptions in his skills.

<Straight Darkness (Level 6): You manipulate darkness in straight lines or vectors with some flexibility. Scales with Mysticism.>

That would explain why his darkness always came out as staffs, spears, or tendrils. Weird, but fairly workable.

<Grimoire of Black Magic 101 (Level 2): Through study and practice, you can evoke spells from the grimoire. The grimoire must be summoned as a medium. You currently have 1 learned spell.>

There wasn’t much else to it other than finding time to practice and study. At the very least, he’d practiced Straight Darkness for nearly two years. He was proficient in that skill.

How hard could studying a thick grimoire of black wizardry be? Couldn’t be that difficult. He’d learned Bloody Lifesteal on the fly.

As for choosing a new skill. The list was much simpler this time compared to having over a hundred options for selecting a class.

<Select a new skill!>

<Parasite Cloak (Level 1): Summon a parasitic, amorphous, shapeshifting cloak with a hunger for flesh. The cloak can take in objects to hold in a pocket dimension. Scales with Willpower and a portion of its last meaty meals.>

<Dark Staff (Level 3): Summon a staff that serves as a medium that enhances dark powers and black magic. It also serves as a blunt weapon, especially when charged with weighty darkness.>

<Evil Wand (Level 2): Summon a wand that applies the touch of evil to spells channeled through the medium. This increases evil alignment faster.>

Zarian figured being a wizard apprentice meant he got little outside of utility skills and a soul bound grimoire. Without Straight Darkness, he would’ve had a harder time fighting the koi monsters.

He would’ve been dead.

Dark Staff seemed like the most useful skill. It would enhance Straight Darkness, making his biggest offensive skill even more overpowered. It would also enhance his black wizardry.

Dark Staff started with the highest level as well. Did that mean it was more tailored for him?

The next skill down in level was Evil Wand. But its description of the evil alignment wasn’t a draw.

Dark Staff seemed like the most superior choice. It was the smartest choice.

Zarian chose the Parasite Cloak instead. That one sounded cooler and reminded him of the Venom symbiote from Marvel Comics. It also came with a dimensional storage, able to hold stuff without weighing down the wearer. So it was both fun and practical.

Who in their right mind would turn that down?

<You’ve selected a skill: Parasite Cloak!>

Excited, Zarian pressed the quasi button inside him and activated his new skill. When he saw the magic symbols and text in his head, they seemed hungry, carnivorous, chaotic, and horrifying.

Then the skill exploded out from his back in a horizontal geyser of blood-like and leathery tendrils. His shirt ripped off, leaving him bare-chested.

Zarian remained unharmed, but everyone else was reacting with screams and stares of horror. Even the tough-as-nails Sergeant Washington looked shaken, her Tranquil Mind reaching its limit.

Unbothered, Zarian waved them down. He was perfectly fine, enjoying the show as the parasite twisted around. Tangled threads of flesh and bone encircled him for an oddly intimate embrace.

The parasite was truly a sentient cloak. It was a hideous and grotesque cloak that quivered and glistened wetly unless it assumed a harder leathery appearance, but still a sentient cloak nonetheless.

It even came with a dry, leathery hood.

“Everyone, meet Para, my newest skill. She’s a parasitic flesh-eating cloak. And she has an appetite,” Zarian said as Para vibrated around his body gently, sweetly even.

“Hola, Para, me llamo Bianca,” the rum promoter greeted in Spanish, done with her screaming.

The others looked at her questioningly.

She looked back in confusion. “What? Maybe Para won’t eat me if she gets to know me. I’ll even teach her Spanish.”

Zarian had to admit that Bianca was kind of ditzy in a quirky way. The others didn’t seem to appreciate that about the Latina.

He kept the ball rolling. “I’ll feed her the koi monsters. I’m almost done looking over some stuff, too. Be ready to move because there is only one way out.”

Zarian left it at that before standing up and walking to the nearest monster corpses. Para flapped dramatically behind him, the cloak flowing in a wavering current of fleshy threads and glints of ivory.

Para knew the assignment without Zarian having to ask her, defying the laws of physics. Gravity? What was gravity? Only the rule of cool existed with Para.

Almost like Spawn’s cape.

Once Zarian drew close enough to a monster corpse, Para stopped being dramatic and regal. She lunged around him and all over the meal.

Bony, razor-sharp teeth grew from the fleshy threads. Multiple mouths, some like lampreys, formed and opened wide from her material.

She wolfed down on the koi fish, taking big, loud bites that tore off chunks and cracked bone. She gulped up the flesh without adding on any weight somehow, staying comfortable for him to wear.

Zarian watched as his cloak devoured one koi monster whole. That thing was the size of a cow. Then the Parasite Cloak grabbed a second and feasted.

The way Para ate brought to question why the skill scaled with Willpower.

Zarian commanded Para to stop and felt some resistance, but not much. Para stopped, even if disgruntled about it.

Still, that was concerning. Willpower was officially his second most important stat to keep updated, right behind Mysticism. Wonder fell in third place.

He willed for Para to keep eating. No resistance, she pigged out. There were a good amount of corpses to go through.

Zarian planned to stop her after ten when he heard a soft ding and received a new gold notification:

<You’re cleaning up the scene of your transgression! Remove all corpses for boosted Experience. Or leave while the going is good.>

<Side Quest (Uncommon): The Black Cleaner.>

Okay then! So the System could do quests and dole out rewards. It sounded like a no brainer except for a few issues.

The dead police officer counted as a corpse. That had to get … cleaned away to complete the quest.

Also, Zarian reasoned killing an officer wasn’t the ‘transgression’ or crime the System was referring to. That meant they really needed to get out of here, because they weren’t supposed to be here.

The quest is hinting at something bad that’s going to happen. If Zarian stopped the corpse-eating and rushed everyone to leave, maybe they could avoid the trouble.

Zarian went after the extra experience. He willed for Para to eat faster! The living cloak quivered with some concern, almost questioning him until her gluttony won out.

She ate, ate, ate.

This is horrifying and gross, but I’m just running with it anyway. The stat points in Willpower were helpful.

Para tore up the corpses with a ravenous speed and hunger. Zarian had to run to keep up as Para yanked him around, swerving hard to avoid the dark liquid contaminants on the ground.

Meanwhile, he focused on the last item on his profile review: the Honored Outsider achievement. He willed it to open. Gold notifications popped up.

<Achievement opened!>

<Honored Outsider (Divine): This divine achievement is rewarded for the sole Honored Outsider, you, for your great connections. Your origins are so worrisome you must have this boon: Divine Revival Charm. Please keep this on you. Please don’t lose it. Please don’t die an unworthy death. Please.>

Please don’t die an unworthy death? That is so weird to tell a guy. And what’s so worrisome about my origins? What are my origins really, System?

Before Zarian could ponder further, thick chain links appeared around his neck. A heavy, solid weight smacked into his bare chest.

Zarian looked down at a big gold medallion with intricate engravings swirling on its surface. It also had seven different colored gems embedded around the edges.

He used his Identify trait for more info.

<Divine Revival Charm (Divine): The wearer of this charm can revive from death once a week. Death magic is weakened significantly when used against the wearer, which scales with Wonder. Upon your will, this charm can bind itself to a soul temporarily while its power remains in effect.>

Seriously, what are these connections in my origins where you have to give me a divine item like this?!

Zarian wondered if he had a secret bloodline or if he originated from something similar to Krypton. The only issue with that was how he had sketchy evil-looking magic instead of heroic powers of perfect heroism. His mysterious parents could’ve been Voldemort and Maleficent, for all he knew.

Am I the evil version of Harry Potter?

He had chosen an evil aligned class. He didn’t feel particularly evil. Maybe just a little more sketchy, if anything.

Who were his real parents? Did they know he was here? Why did they abandon him to live a suck-ass life?

Where was Ariana?

“The review’s over,” Zarian muttered, fixing his attention elsewhere: the group.

Para had finished eating up all the monster corpses. Her appetite had settled a while ago, but Zarian had urged her to keep eating.

She felt more invigorated now, even if a little bloated. She wavered around him weightlessly, all flesh, bone, and teeth, with plenty of gaps that would give anyone with a phobia of holes a heart attack.

With his leather hood on, darkening his features, he looked like an eldritch horror walking through the dark depths of their subterranean starter area. The only bright thing on him was the gold medallion dangling against his chest.

***

Staff Sergeant Naomi Washington had stopped her celebration of her new rank when she spotted Zarian at the mall, looking downright terrible. He wasn’t the only recruit she’d known who washed out of the Marines and became a homeless veteran.

She’d tried reaching out to them twice now. One had committed suicide. The other had nearly assaulted her.

She’d been burned like this before, inside and outside of the Marines.

Still, she had wanted to reach out to Zarian, anyway. She’d gotten him into the Marines even though she knew he was a little off. He’d put up a good front, but she was quick to see past it.

More importantly, she’d known he was a desperate seventeen-year-old back then. He’d needed something to do after high school.

She’d done the paperwork. She’d coached him on how to get past boot camp and beyond. She’d ignored the red flags.

Now she was standing over a dead man Zarian had killed. A police officer, of all things. While stuck in a dark cavernous room with minimum light.

Naomi couldn’t believe she’d grabbed hold of Zarian’s arm and used him like a magic rifle to shoot at monsters – koi fish corrupted, to be exact. Now she was doing her best to organize the others and keep track of their magical powers.

What the fuck?

This was crazy.

But she had to adapt and overcome it all anyway.

It had to be this way, because Zarian was their greatest asset regardless of him being a horrific monster.

Naomi was thankful for her skill. It made her clear-headed and aware of options she would’ve missed under normal conditions.

Tranquil Mind leveled up again. Thank God, because the way Zarian was walking up briskly after his monster attire ate up the dead koi monsters was nightmarish. The leather hood darkening his face and the flowing cloak of flesh and teeth was nearly too much.

The big gold medallion on his bare chest would’ve looked gaudy on anyone else. On Zarian, it made him look more powerful and beyond all of them.

Naomi leaned on her skill more even though it made her feel cold and tired. The drawback had felt worse earlier, but she’d leveled up six times from the defeat of the koi fish corrupted.

The parasitic cloak reached toward them. It – or she – looked like she wanted to eat them just like the koi fish.

The others panicked. Naomi’s gun hand shook. Most people would’ve shot at Zarian on the spot.

Naomi took the calmest approach. She asked, “What are you doing, sir?”

Zarian stumbled awkwardly, reminding Naomi of how dorky he could be. That hadn’t changed.

The threads of his many-mouthed cloak stopped close to her. The flesh-like threads wavered around Naomi, touching her gently. Para, the cloak, gave off a subtle scent of leather and bacon.

Naomi would’ve screamed if she hadn’t been the chillest person there. Thankfully, she’d taken all the magazines, bullets, and gun belts for herself.

The cops weren’t happy about that, but investing 30 points in Willpower, Strength, and Agility made it easy for her to overpower them. All thanks to Wally’s geeky knowledge. He’d set her straight with this magic gaming nonsense.

Naomi doubted she could physically overpower Zarian. Not with Para hanging out like a prey-trapping spider web that pretended to be a fashion statement.

“We need to go. I got a side quest to clear out the bodies. But the way it’s written makes me think we have something coming our way,” Zarian explained. “Para can take in objects. Like a bag of holding. She won’t eat this guy. That way, we can take him somewhere to bury him.”

Naomi relaxed a little after that explanation. Zarian was powerful, monstrous, and foolish, but he was still an earnest young man.

That was good to see. Her recent decision to jockey for the right-hand woman position felt even more important.

Zarian could be a colossal idiot sometimes. He was terrible at handling problems that cropped up with people on the peripherals. And he was intensely focused on his own issues: like finding his make-believe sister, Ariana.

Is she make-believe?

No, no, no. That wasn’t Naomi’s concern right now. Keeping the others from acting out was her focus.

All the cops were a danger to themselves and the others. Along with the kid who wet his pants, Jack.

Naomi didn’t like Jack’s vibe. Not one bit.

“Yes, that sounds like a plan,” Naomi said. “Make sure Para doesn’t eat the body, please. You’ll have to lead us in case of danger, sir.”

“Like hell I’ll let him desecrate Ken’s body! He has a kid in college, dammit!” yelled one of three remaining police officers.

They were healed up now because of the big dumb one with the Basic Healing skill. Still too late for Ken.

The one yelling had the Super Punch skill.

Naomi took the calmest approach. She shoved the man softly on the shoulder and threw him off his feet. She barely had to try.

A combination of her heightened Strength and Agility caught him off guard. That sent him on a tumble across the floor without hurting him too badly.

Now his hatred turned to her.

Naomi was fine with that. She was used to being a bitch.

It was better she took their hatred instead of Zarian, really. She knew him well enough that she could speak in his stead, too.

“He’s taking the corpse. That’s what he’s going to do. And there’s nothing we can do about that but follow his orders. You hear me?” Naomi put some bass into her voice with the whip-crack of military authority.

“He killed Kenneth,” grunted a different police officer, who Naomi was wary of.

That one had the Command skill. He didn’t speak often, but Naomi pressed the button for her Tranquil Mind even harder. She wanted the mental defense just in case.

“It happened during combat,” Naomi said, avoiding the phrase ‘self-defense.’ It wouldn’t work here. “We’re not in combat with each other anymore. We’re in a hostile and alien environment with elements that could turn us into monsters or throw more monsters at us. And we need to move out together and get a scope of the situation, maybe find locals for a better explanation.”

The cops fell silent. They weren’t pleased, but they had nothing more to say.

The one she’d knocked to the ground received a helping hand from his friends. Then they closed ranks and became their own clique, an island of blue.

Fine with Naomi. They were off the corpse.

Zarian’s cloak, Para, flowed around Naomi and wrapped up the dead body. Para slurped it off the ground and into her fleshy mass.

The man-shaped bulge disappeared inside her.

“Para has him now. She’s being careful,” Zarian explained.

“Gracias, Para,” Bianca chirped.

Everybody ignored her except for Para. The living cloak waved a fleshy, bone-tipped tendril back at Bianca. It looked like a friendly gesture.

Naomi took note of that: I should acknowledge Para more.

“My quest is complete. Got some new levels. Cool, cool,” Zarian said, straight forward and unbothered.

Naomi wanted to sigh at his idiocy, but then she noticed Zarian looking at her directly. She saw his lower face from under the darkness of his hood. He mouthed the word ‘thanks.’

Maybe he’s not that clueless, Naomi thought. The position for the right-hand woman was definitely hers.

The others – the cops, most likely – might’ve thought of her as an amoral brown-noser. They were probably disgusted with her being a Marine.

They could kiss her ass. Naomi didn’t care.

She’d grown up rough. She’d done all she could to separate herself from her past life by joining the military.

She would do anything to succeed. And she was still willing to stick her neck out for others at the risk of herself.

She still felt responsible for Zarian.

Did I do enough to help him? Is this all happening because I didn’t reach out when he got kicked out?

If she had failed him in any major way, she could make up for that while looking out for her own interests.




6: Corrupt and Die

Things were in working order because of Sergeant Washington handling the group with an iron grip. Or was she a Staff Sergeant now?

It had been a while since he’d last seen her.

She still intimidated Zarian a little with her no nonsense personality.

At least she looked great and was still the same gung-ho woman who always had his back. She’d helped him get into the Marines despite his issues, after all.

I’m definitely power-leveling her first. Zarian was now Level 15. His Parasite Cloak had leveled up from 1 to 3. The experience from the side quest was greater than he’d originally thought.

He noticed Para showing off more range and control. He wondered if skill levels influenced the scaling with stats. What other benefits did leveling up a skill provide?

He also had 25 points in his Free stat waiting for him to invest.

Dump or nah?

Zarian had a lot of questions.

Like what the hell did the Wonder stat do? It was the only one he couldn’t guesstimate.

Was Wonder for luck? Was it for divine aid? Was it for intelligence? Wisdom? Wanderlust?

Naturally, he needed to find an expert or a local just like what Naomi had said.

They needed to find a town. That was the case with most isekai scenarios. The people who arrived in another world would go to the nearest sign of civilization and get some answers.

He hoped that would happen without a hitch as he headed toward the only exit. Naomi followed behind him while looking over her shoulder at the others.

The civilians grouped up together behind Naomi. The boys in blue walked solemnly in the back, keeping some distance.

Zarian gave them all a cursory glance before he focused on what was ahead. Para would protect his back – she’d shrank down into a more leathery and normal cloak form.

Less stylish, more subtle.

“Watch that puddle of ooze there.” Zarian pointed to the side.

“Um, what is that ooze exactly, sir?” asked Wally, the only guy geekier than Zarian.

“I don’t know.”

“Can’t you tell by looking at it just like you did with us?” Wally insisted.

Zarian felt his neck heat up with embarrassment. Then he said, “I was testing you,” and used Identify on the ooze.

<Shadowfell Tears (Divine): Two decades ago, the Shadowfell Goddess was brought to the Star System as a baby barely a day old. She cried and cried. Her tears corrupted all who came near her. The tears of her origins remain, spreading corruption where most gods failed to look.>

“Hm, well, since you can’t see with your own eyes I shall explain,” Zarian said, making himself sound official and stuffy. “A scary goddess came to the Star System as a baby twenty years ago and cried a bunch. Her tears corrupted others and spread secretly all over the place. Touch it at your own risk.”

“Holy cow, really?” Wally blurted. “That sounds mythical as heck.”

“He’s fucking with us,” grumbled a cop. “He has to be. There’s no way.”

“What happened to the goddess?” Bianca asked.

“When do I go home?” Hannah asked in a shaky voice.

Zarian didn’t have any suitable responses for them right now. On their way to the exit, he noticed something walking toward them from within the tunnel. It was as short as a little child.

“Ariana?” Zarian called before realizing something was wrong.

The childish thing bolted straight at him like a ball out of a cannon. It seemed deadlier than anything he’d seen yet.

There was no time for a warning. Zarian surged forward a few steps. His Parasite Cloak responded even faster, whirling, shifting, solidifying into a slanted shield in front of him.

The incoming figure deflected off his makeshift meat shield. The force was heavy. Para soaked most of the hit while the rest shook Zarian up.

He would’ve stumbled if Para hadn’t thrown down bone stakes into the floor for stabilization. That was great at first until Zarian and Para unraveled and tried to locate the attacker.

The shifty figure was dashing straight at the cops in the back. Zarian couldn’t aim his hand fast enough to shoot a dark beam or anything.

With a growl, he manipulated the darkness closest to the cops. He felt some difficulty since the conjuring was further away, but not enough to stop him.

A wall of dark spikes thrust upward between the cops and the shifty attacker. The spikes were quick, wild, poorly aimed. They were still a good enough deterrent.

The wall was too tall, though. The attacker bounced off the shafts and turned toward Zarian, Naomi, and the civvies.

The moment it stood still to look at them, Zarian used Identify.

<Goblin, Corrupted, Level 22 Marauder, Best Alpha Skill: Shadow Rush.>

Oh, damn, it’s a dark-type versus dark-type battle, Zarian figured.

The goblin probably invested in the Agility stat. The thing certainly looked like a corrupted goblin, too.

Its wiry body was masculine while standing a little under five feet tall. The arms were long, reaching down with claw-tipped fingers past its knobby knees. Big ears reached out from a conical-shaped head filled with overgrown teeth. Its flesh was the color of oil, and its black, soulless eyes were wide-open portals filled with depraved hunger.

Then the goblin spoke in a garbled language that the Identify trait translated for Zarian: “I’m going to rip you apart and defile your corpses. Then serve your dirty limbs to the Slave Cook for good eating, transgressors.”

“It said a bunch of nasty things. And apparently there’s an enslaved cook.” Zarian used the conversation to charge up darkness in his hand.

Palm thrusting forward, he pressed the skill button and shot out projectiles of Straight Darkness. He even switched on the Overpower trait to boost his skill.

The projectiles were short and quick, much like crossbow bolts. But they had way more weight, way more density, and could probably smash rock to pieces.

The goblin showed off its own alpha skill: Shadow Rush. The creature melted into his element as a humanoid blob, embodying shadows, and sped ahead as fast as a bolt.

For a split-second, Zarian feared the goblin could move past his dark bolts with no damage.

Then his overpowered nature shone true once again. The bolts connected solidly. They ripped the goblin out of its Shadow Rush.

The creature screamed, his arm torn off.

Dark blood splattered onto the stone floor as the goblin staggered to the side. The Level 22 Marauder was an easy shot now.

“Naomi, shoot it,” Zarian said.

With no hesitation, Naomi raised her pistol and pumped nine mil rounds into the goblin. She took chunks off its torso and head.

She emptied an entire magazine, performed a speed reload while the goblin stood stunned, and emptied another magazine into its face before the monster fell over.

<You’ve defeated a Goblin Corrupted, Level 22 Marauder!>

Naomi turned to Zarian, her confusion clear. It took her nearly thirty pistol rounds for her to finish the goblin.

He could’ve finished the goblin with one more dark bolt.

“I want you stronger,” Zarian said simply.

“Thank you, sir,” Naomi replied, militant and grateful.

Zarian received no level ups. That was fine, because Naomi had gained a new personal level, putting her at Level 8.

Two more and she might receive her class options, including new skills and maybe a trait or two.

“Could I get some help to level up?” Wally asked shamelessly. “My skill can empower me physically.”

Without answering, Zarian had Para store the goblin body away instead of eating it. She was still full from her prior meal.

He thought about Wally’s request while stepping closer to the tunnel and peering into the darkness. There was barely any light.

After concentrating for a few seconds, the darkness became more clear to Zarian. His affinity was probably the culprit, granting him dark vision.

Zarian noticed no further enemies coming down the tunnel. Still, he was wary. How bad would things get if they faced down multiple fast-as-hell goblins in a corridor?

Should I dump points into Agility?

Ugh, he was hoping to min-max on Mysticism, Willpower, and maybe Wonder. He was strong enough, wasn’t he?

“Where are you putting your stats?” Zarian asked openly.

“Willpower, Agility, Strength,” Naomi answered.

“I was planning Agility and Strength,” Wally said. “To take advantage of Basic Empowerment. I’d prefer the more magical approach, but I’ll hulk things out if I have to.”

“You’re acting weird,” Zarian said toward Wally, inching into the tunnel.

“Oh, sorry, I’m doing all I can not to freak out. I mean, I’ve always dreamed about this. I just wish it was a nicer isekai,” Wally said. “Then again, I still wouldn’t go back to working in retail. That’s more soul crushing.”

“Fucking nerd,” mumbled a police officer.

“I need more help to understand all of this,” Bianca admitted.

“I want to go home,” Hannah mumbled.

Jack and the other police officers remained silent.

Zarian and Naomi shared a look of understanding. Or maybe Zarian was hoping she understood him.

These guys were a lot to handle, and Naomi had to do the bulk of the social work for Zarian. Meanwhile, he wondered if facing down goblins corrupted by the Shadowfell Tears would mean he should expect traps.

Growing up poor without video games and nobody but Ariana as his closest confidant shaped Zarian into reading bargain-bin paperbacks. Loads of them.

While inside of the Marines, he had a more stable internet connection and the good fortune of consuming Japanese and American comics. Some of that included a lot of portal fantasies into magical worlds with or without game mechanics.

He’d even played a few online fantasy games with similar setups. So he had extensive wisdom in this sort of situation.

So would the corrupted goblins of the Infinita Star System set traps?

“Para, can you help me?” Zarian asked. “You might get hurt.”

The Parasite Cloak waved a tendril up and down that seemed like a nod to Zarian. Para wanted to help. Zarian turned to the others.

“Para’s going to check for traps, right?” Wally said, sounding excited. “You’re a nerd just like me for knowing that.”

Zarian humored him. “Yeah, I am.”

Naomi addressed the other girls. “We will help you, okay? Just bear with us while we deal with hostile creatures.”

For the first time in a while, Jack spoke up. “There are trained professionals in the back who can help you. Why not put the police in front to lead the way?”

Zarian frowned under the darkness of his hood.

Okay, that’s a weird way to put it when we all know I’m more powerful. Hell, even the police officers weren’t so happy about how Jack spun that statement.

Jack seemed a little out of it, so nobody should blame him for the weird phrasing.

Before Zarian answered, Naomi cut in. “Let’s get going before anyone acts dumb, sir.”

Jack looked like he was sucking on a lemon. Zarian didn’t bother checking on the cops’ reaction again. He nodded at Naomi before facing forward.

Para unraveled into long strings of flesh and stretched ahead. She reached farther than Zarian had expected. With threads as thin as hair strands, she felt out the tunnel for traps.

“Ariana, are you seeing this?” Zarian asked, amazed by his Parasite Cloak. He was so glad he’d chosen it.

“Who’s Ariana?” Wally asked.

Jack shushed at him.

Zarian stepped forward at a slow pace, giving Para time to clear sections of the tunnel. Everyone followed in three cliques: Naomi behind Zarian, the civvies followed second, and the police.

After a few minutes of trap clearing, Zarian answered Wally’s question. “She’s my little sister. I figured she was a ghost, since nobody could see or hear her other than me. But she might’ve been a figment of my imagination since she disappeared the moment I entered that portal.”

A few minutes later, Bianca spoke up. “Maybe her spirit couldn’t go through with us. Or it’s elsewhere.”

“I don’t know about that,” Zarian said. “It doesn’t matter now. Para found a trap on the floor.”

The Parasite Cloak pointed a long bony spine down at a patch of the floor ahead. Zarian looked closer and noticed a rough, discolored square that differed from the rest of the tunnel floor.

It was a bonafide trap.

He directed Naomi and Wally to come up carefully and look. Naomi nodded with a grim expression. Wally looked like he was going to geek out from the thrill of crawling a trap-laden tunnel.

Zarian was still sad about Ariana, but the visceral danger of facing goblin traps kept him focused. He quietly explained to the others how goblin traps were like the traps in the jungles of the Vietnam War.

Wally went a step further talking about spike pits, falling logs covered in spikes, and other horrible traps that might have goblin feces on them. Bianca and Hannah grew more terrified.

Thankfully, he wasn’t too loud, but he was distracting. Naomi pressed her finger to his lips for him to shut up.

Wally looked a little flustered from that and stopped talking. He looked at Naomi a lot more for her approval or something.

Poor bastard. Naomi ate the hearts of men for breakfast.

After getting past multiple traps safely, they reached the end of the tunnel and found an open doorway to the right. Inside was a roughly hewn stone staircase going up. Para was so good as a scout her threads had already checked it out. All was clear.

“I can barely see,” Naomi said. “The lighting here is terrible.”

“I can try my skill and light it up,” Bianca said.

“That’s a bad idea in the dark,” Naomi replied. “We’ll all get severely blinded.”

Zarian wondered if he would get blinded the worst because of his Dark Affinity. If the System ran with Pokemon-style rules, he wouldn’t want to face strong light-types.

Slow and steady, Zarian entered the staircase. Naomi followed. The others were trailing in when Para quivered hard against Zarian’s back, giving him the creeps.

That had to be a warning.

Para quickly spooled her threads back into the whole of her cloak body. Zarian wrapped his arm around Naomi’s waist and pulled her close to his side.

He placed his hand on Wally’s chest and pushed him back into the others. They exited the staircase back the way they’d come before a handful of goblins entered the staircase from the top.

Zarian didn’t know how many were there, but there was definitely more than one. He placed his hand on Naomi’s gun and pushed it down, signifying that she shouldn’t shoot.

Bullets were too weak. And too loud.

They needed a new solution. The others need weapons.

Zarian thought quickly on his feet. He willed for an answer and something outlandish came to mind.

The goblins walked lower down the staircase, drawing closer.

There was a faint sconce light on the wall over the staircase. The sconce light shone just enough for Zarian to gesture at the people he wanted for the next encounter. When it was time to start, Zarian was sure things would fall apart from the jump.

Surprisingly, Bianca did as Zarian wanted. She closed her eyes and walked inside the staircase while the goblins were leaving the last landing.

Zarian closed his eyes. He still saw light through his eyelids. It was bright and painful, all from Bianca’s Searing Flash skill. Her light filled up the staircase and shone through the open entrance.

A gaggle of goblins screamed in pain and rage. While Zarian blinked the spots out of his eyes, Para flowed into the staircase and wrapped around Bianca.

The Parasite Cloak pulled the ditzy but brave Latina out of the staircase.

Then Naomi and Wally stood in front of the entrance in open view. The goblins tried to focus on them while still heavily blinded.

Zarian used them as distractions while he forced the darkness on the staircase floor to spring up as spikes. They felt weak and brittle in the aftermath of Bianca’s powerful flash, but the spikes screwed up the goblins anyway.

He hit them with more and more spikes rising from the floor, splattering blood across the bottom of the staircase. The goblins screamed in pain, their legs torn up.

Once he stopped and cleared out the spikes, Naomi stepped forward with the new weapon in her hand, a dark sword. Zarian had made the weapon out of solidified darkness set in nearly straight and sharpened lines. Wally had the same weapon in his hands.

Naomi was higher in level than Wally, so she struck first. Zarian watched as she chopped at goblin heads savagely.

Then Wally joined, his skill activated, empowering him. He struck as hard as Naomi.

To avoid goblin retaliations, Zarian conjured dark tendrils from the floor to hold down all five monsters. Once he had them pinned, the fight was mostly over.

Something about Zarian’s darkness overpowered the goblins’ Shadow Rush skill. None of the goblins could escape even if they wanted to flee. Their deaths would make him and his group stronger. That was a must.

“I can’t believe this!” Wally said, thrilled by the bloody combat. “I’m really living my dream!” His mouth was running fast as he split goblin skulls with multiple swings. “I’m slaying goblins with magic.”

“Stop running your mouth and focus, Wally,” Naomi snapped at him while she worked on her goblins.

Wally didn’t hear her. “I’m not a freaking loser!”

Zarian wanted to tell Wally to quiet down as well. As crazy as Zarian was, he was used to being outlandish. Wally seemed like he would lose too much focus coming out of his shell right now.

Then the worst happened. A goblin snapped free from the tendril holding it down.

Shocked, Zarian used his Identify trait on the lone goblin. It wasn’t a Marauder. It was a Rampager, with an alpha skill called Shadow Strength.

The goblin’s body shifted with bulging shadow muscles that ignored the damage on its legs. Zarian conjured more tendrils to restrain it.

The goblin hopped away from the reaching tendrils. It landed on Wally while the retail worker was chopping down at a different goblin, laughing the whole time, completely unaware of the danger.

“Wally!” Zarian tried to warn as the goblin smashed the guy’s head into bloody bits.

A dozen dark bolts from Zarian shredded the strong goblin up a split second later. A few of those bolts tore off chunks from Wally’s body by accident.

“Fuck!” Naomi cussed after killing the last goblin, unable to stay calm. She yelled down at Wally’s corpse. “Fucking god damn it, boy! Your stupid ass got yourself killed!”

Zarian grimaced as the others looked into the massacre at the staircase bottom. Their eyes were on Wally’s corpse.

Before anyone could say a thing, the police officer with the Super Punch skill lunged at Zarian’s side.

Para smacked him into the wall. He crumpled into the floor like a sack of potatoes. The police officer with Basic Healing ran to his friend and used his power.

“You don’t know what you’re doing. Stand down and let us take over,” said the officer with the Command skill.

Zarian grimaced, feeling its effect slithering into his brain, trying to Command him against his will. Before he did anything, Naomi stormed out of the staircase, looking meaner than ever.

She was Level 10 now, while the officers were all Level 1 still. Her hand caught the one with the Command skill by the neck and lifted him up like he weighed nothing.

Everyone watched, horrified and intimidated, as Zarian held his silence and let Naomi do what she did best.

“Don’t use that skill on the sir ever again or I will make you regret it,” Naomi demanded, cold and steely.

“We can help each other,” said the officer with Basic Healing. “We have to help each other through this nightmare.”

Naomi ignored the healer, staying focused on the officer with the Command skill. “Do we have an understanding? If not, I will consider you hostile to our survival.”

The man wheezed and struggled, unable to shake off Naomi’s overt Strength. Zarian did nothing to help, knowing Naomi was being the bad guy for him. It was screwed up, but it was better this way.

Nobody would want to face his anger.

Before the man suffered too much or died, Naomi released him. He collapsed into the fetal position at her feet, gasping and coughing before saying, “Yes,” in a hoarse cough.

Zarian grimaced at his messy group before looking at Wally’s battered, headless corpse lying amid the goblins. Bianca was sobbing, having a full-on breakdown. Hannah looked even more pale than before, clearly traumatized.

And Jack was glaring a hole through Zarian’s head.

“It’s dangerous,” Zarian said. “I’ll fight anything in our way. But I can’t guarantee your safety anymore.”

“I still want to get stronger, sir,” Naomi said, glaring at everyone else, measuring their worth and finding them all lacking.

It was a good thing Zarian was really in charge. Naomi could be too harsh sometimes.

“Me too,” Jack grunted. “As long as we’re more careful in the next encounter.”

“That could’ve been me. What was I thinking going first? That could’ve been me.” Bianca sobbed, rocking back and forth. Hannah wrapped her arms around her, offering a shoulder to cry on, holding back her own tears as well.

“Let us help,” muttered the police officer with the Super Punch skill.

Zarian was tempted to say no, but reconsidered. Things had looked good until he realized his mistake too late. He hadn’t used Identify on all the goblins. He’d assumed they all had the same skill.

Thus, someone had died under his watch.

Zarian refused to make the same mistake again.




7: Parasite Lifesteal

Zarian armed everyone with dark swords except himself. For the sake of simplicity, each sword was the same copy. They were long enough for added reach without being detrimental in tunnels and enclosed spaces.

Zarian figured everyone had to be more careful with the potential fights to come. Wally’s death kept them all grounded about the reality of their situation.

Para was their best problem-solver right now. She was a good meat shield. She could scout. She acted quickly, could strike in multiple ways, and scaled with Willpower and meat.

Zarian was Level 16 after the goblin takedown. He dumped his Free points on his best stats. Mysticism received 15 points. Willpower received 10 points. Wonder received 5 points.

He was inclined to think Wonder helped with perceiving the unnatural. Maybe even touching on extraordinary circumstances and luck.

Or it was the stat for faith. The police officer with Basic Healing scaled with Wonder. Maybe more Wonder would’ve helped Zarian save Wally before he met his demise.

If not Wonder, I’ll grow Agility to be faster on the draw next time.

Now his stats looked like this:

Willpower: 53

Strength: 15

Agility: 14

Wonder: 37

Mysticism: 138

The growth in stats, especially Mysticism, relieved the pressure on him by a lot. Maintaining the dark swords for everyone wasn’t easy.

Para ate the goblin corpses to refuel herself. Then she stored away Wally’s body and cleaned up the scene on the bottom staircase, leaving it spotless.

Being transgressors seemed to be a big deal here. Zarian figured it was best to leave less evidence of their kills whenever possible.

Zarian sat near the staircase entrance with his grimoire cracked open. Naomi and the police officers coached the others into basic weapon swinging techniques.

They treated the swords like a fusion between batons and machetes. Zarian was pretty sure that was wrong, but he’d never done martial arts with swords before.

Instead of trying it out, he focused on studying the pages in his soul bound grimoire. It didn’t seem to offer much more than what he already had, though.

No matter where he flipped, the heavy symbols and scribbles remained indecipherable to him. His Identify trait wouldn’t work on any single line or shape.

His personal level was probably too low. Or he needed to raise the grimoire’s skill level. It could be a combination of both to access more spells.

It was unfortunate that Bloody Lifesteal wasn’t that offensive.

“Or am I looking at it wrong?” Zarian rubbed his hand over a scrap of Para. “You’re a part of me, aren’t you? Yeah, you are. Hmm.”

Zarian pondered for a little while. He tracked the aura flowing inside of him.

For now, he was okay. He could feel it ticking down slowly. Thankfully, having more Mysticism seemed to increase recovery of the magical substance.

The great news was how the consistent practice helped Straight Darkness grow. His best alpha skill was becoming more refined.

Zarian felt confident in maintaining the shape of the eight dark swords. Even when members of the group moved under the weak sconce lights, Zarian kept his swords sharp and hard.

Naomi broke away from the others to join him. She stood attentively, waiting for his acknowledgement.

That was weird of her. She used to terrorize him when he was a recruit. She’d once tracked him down at a former trap house in the hood and made him run sprints with her in the early hours.

Maybe she really cares about me, Zarian thought.

He couldn’t be sure. But it felt like that. Or she was her own brand of crazy and would do anything to survive.

It was unfortunate he’d dragged her into a fight against corruption and goblins. But he was inwardly happy he had someone trustworthy backing him.

He would strip the flesh off anyone’s bones if they hurt her.

“Yes, Sergeant Washington?” Zarian asked.

“It’s Staff Sergeant.” Naomi shifted awkwardly. “I ranked up last week. But that doesn’t matter here. Let’s go with Naomi, if that serves you, sir.”

“Uh, sure, I can work with that.” Zarian tilted his hooded head. “Anything else, Naomi?”

“I went through the list. I had thirty options. Three of them are rare, and also the best. Can I have your help with choosing?”

Zarian nodded, patting the stone floor by him. Para was keeping watch of the staircase and the doorway at the top. She would warn them if another wave of goblins appeared.

Naomi took a seat beside him. “The police officers are thirsty, by the way. Hannah and Jack, too. Bianca says she’s alright, but she’s probably lying. I feel it a little, but not as much as the others.”

“You have the most stats in Strength and Agility. Either stat or both could improve your physical condition overall.” Zarian gave Naomi a half smile she could see under his hood. He kept his own needs to himself.

He’d been ignoring his thirst and hunger the whole time. He had the benefit of more physical stats than normal. But not by much.

“Would those monsters have water?” Naomi asked.

“The Slave Cook might,” Zarian said. “A cook would have water. Boiled, too. Now, let’s look at your options.”

She told him her top three choices. They looked something like this:

Choice One:

<Battle Psion Initiate (Rare): This class comes with 1 rare trait and 1 skill of your choice. It offers +2 Willpower, +1 Strength, +1 Agility. This class is neutral aligned.>

Choice Two:

<Holy Maiden Trainee (Rare): This class comes with the Holy Ray skill and 1 rare trait. It offers +1 Willpower, +2 Wonder, and +1 Mysticism. This class is good aligned.>

Choice Three:

<Earth Destroyer Junior (Rare): This class comes with 3 skills of your choice. It offers +1 Willpower, +2 Strength, and +1 Mysticism. This class is evil aligned.>

“Damn,” Zarian said.

Naomi sighed. “Exactly my point, sir. I didn’t get enough of … Wally’s expertise when I should’ve. But I got the gist during his fastest rant. This life-and-death game requires some strategy. The points I receive can decide what stats and powers become stronger down the road. But once I choose, I’m picking a specialty. And specialties aren’t perfect for every situation.”

“You’re right about that.” He had his own concerns for being an extremely dark and evil-aligned edge lord of the Infinita Star System.

It looked like one of Naomi’s options would make her evil aligned, too. Zarian wasn’t sure if he wanted her to go down that road. Although, it would be nice to have another evil presence other than him.

“Can I explain my thought process?” Naomi asked.

“I’ll listen,” Zarian offered.

He was interested in how a non-nerd would handle this. Zarian had his biases, but people outside of geeky niche cultures could offer unique insights.

“Each class is rare, which is better than the rest. Each of these classes offers different approaches that can help in the here and now.” Naomi lowered her voice. “One, the Battle Psion Initiate makes me think it deals with PSYOPs and mental shit. I can probably do some crazy stuff to people’s minds.”

Naomi jerked her head at the police officer with the Command skill.

Zarian wondered if she would turn those powers on anyone else, like him. He wasn’t sure. But he wouldn’t deny Naomi going after that class.

She carried on: “Or two, I pick the Holy Maiden Trainee and nab that Holy Ray skill. Big issue with that is the stats don’t go with what I’ve been pumping up so far. I’ve ignored Wonder and Mysticism. Now I’ll need those to catch up if I go all holy. I’m gonna guess that Holy Ray scales with those and it’ll come out weak otherwise. Am I right?”

“Yes, you’re right.”

Naomi smiled in relief at Zarian’s answer. It was a nice and human look on her, a crack in her normal tough act. Zarian’s trust deepened as she spoke further, sounding more excited, like a fledgling gamer.

“Third, I get three choices in skills with the Earth Destroyer Junior. Look all around us. Earth. Outside is going to be more earth on the ground. I won’t ever run out. It’s weird that it’s evil aligned, but I’m no princess either way, so I don’t mind dancing with that devil.”

Naomi sighed, shoulders slacking. “See my dilemma, sir? But I’m not one for laying out problems without solutions.”

“What do you have for me?” Zarian asked.

“Well, if I look at the option of getting a rare trait, that might be major for me. So that eliminates Earth Destroyer Junior. If I think about building up what I started so I can get a major advantage, like compound interest, Holy Maiden Trainee can’t be the one.”

Zarian nodded slowly. He was thinking the same thing.

If Naomi wanted to be as strong as possible, she would have to lean into the min-max principle.

Yes, it was possible for her to recover in the later levels if she shifted stat priorities. But there might not be a later if she couldn’t survive the trial right above them.

Zarian moved his face close to hers.

She leaned even closer, cheek to cheek, lips to ear.

“Don’t fuck with my head, Naomi,” Zarian grunted. “Unless I tell you to, or you give me a fair warning. If you do fuck with my head, it better be for a good reason.”

It was a simple demand with a lot of weight.

Naomi gulped audibly. Then she whispered back into his ear. “I thought about that. I’m going for a class with potential powers that screws with people’s heads, including yours. So, yeah, I’ll be extra careful and keep you updated. Thank you for trusting me … Zarian.”

She sounded like she wanted to say more. But she kept it at that. She was waiting for his permission.

“Get the Battle Psion Initiate,” he told her.

She selected the class. Then she picked her skill before telling him about the new additions.

She had a rare trait called Psionic Affinity, and her new skill was called Mind Spike. She could drive a horrible, brain-damaging migraine into an observable target that was fairly close to her. The closer, the better.

Both of her new abilities scaled with Willpower.

“I lost the nerves,” Naomi muttered.

“You had an option for influencing others and didn’t choose it?” Zarian whispered.

“I thought about how people won’t trust me if they knew I had that skill,” Naomi said, glaring at the guy with the Command skill. “I couldn’t risk it in case we have to get friendly with locals.”

Zarian stood up and offered his hand to Naomi to help her stand. Once she was on her feet, he said, “You’re already intimidating enough.”

Naomi flinched back.

Zarian thought little of it and looked past Naomi. The rest of the group was ready to move on. Now that he was informed, they did look thirsty.

Bianca was calmer, the dark sword steady in her hands. That was a good sign after her sobbing episode from earlier.

“No more deaths, please,” Zarian said. “You can hate me as much as you want, but now we really need each other to survive.”

“You don’t need us,” Jack said.

Zarian shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. You all have uniquely quirky skills that are useful for different situations. And as your resident wizard, I’m into magic of all sorts. Even the smallest power can be super useful in the right situation.”

“Like Dungeons and Dragons?” Hannah asked demurely.

Everyone glanced at her in surprise.

She was a woman in her early thirties. She didn’t look like the type to play a nerdy tabletop game whatsoever. Only now did Zarian notice she’d dropped her shopping bags a while ago.

“My ex-husband used to love those games. He tried to get me into them. I wouldn’t have minded if his friends weren’t, um, hard to be around,” Hannah explained.

Zarian nodded. “Nerd culture can be intense. Or smelly. Anyway, let’s get going. We need to find what the goblins call a Slave Cook. Maybe they will have water.”

Everyone’s eyes gleamed with thirst at the mention of water. The importance of that revealed a notification above all of their heads.

It was blue instead of gold, which made sense if it was addressing a group:

<Thirst is an ever present issue, especially in these early adventures. You need to get a drink, and the Slave Cook might be your best bet! Find them!>

<Side Quest (Uncommon): Water of the Slave Cook.>

“That’s that quest thing you mentioned?” asked Mark, the officer with the Super Punch skill. Zarian had broken his shoulder earlier, but now it was mostly healed. “I can’t believe we’re in some little kid’s psychotic fantasy game. What did you kidnap us into?”

“Wally liked it. And Wally died to it. Shut up and follow me.” Zarian turned away and strode inside the staircase.

Para had scouted ahead for a while now. There were no signs of incoming enemies. Zarian took the short, uneven steps four at a time.

He wasn’t a tall man, only five-foot-nine, but the goblins made him feel big with these stairs. He reached the top and entered a more well-lit hallway.

The floor and walls were still made of stone, but it looked better than the floor below.

There were two directions to choose from, left or right. Naomi looked hard toward the left.

Zarian reached into Naomi’s gun belts and stole a bullet. He hid his hands behind his back, swapped the bullet around, then held out his closed fists to Naomi.

She picked left. The bullet was there.

Zarian took the group down the leftward direction from the stairs.

He caught a look from the police officers. They were either amazed or horrified by his stellar decision-making trick.

It worked out well enough after Para found two traps and a small group of goblins later on. The monsters were in a garage-size room filled with piles of trashy stuff.

The darkness was weaker on this floor with the increased illumination. That was fine, because Zarian had a new idea.

Grimoire in hand, he evoked Bloody Lifesteal. His focus split between channeling the gruesome spell and eight dark swords.

He grunted in pain, his head throbbing, his aura draining. He still kept the magic flowing.

Zarian strode into the rubbish room, catching the goblins’ attention with the glowing red light from the grimoire. They were slow to react to Para as she launched the bulk of the attack.

The Parasite Cape had already infiltrated the room and piles of trash with threads of her flesh. Her threads sprung rapidly around the goblins like steel wires, slicing into their limbs, binding them quickly.

Bloody Lifesteal went into effect through Para, draining their life energy and feeding Zarian, dimming his headache and giving him a hell of a high. More parasitic flesh entangled the goblins, latching onto them with teeth and spurs of bone.

Pushing the gruesome factor, Para dug needle-thin wires into the flesh of the goblins as if she was going to consume them from the inside out. Or do way, way worse than that.

Before Zarian secured total victory, the goblins responded after the element of surprise came and went.

Four goblins used Shadow Rush to slip away from Para’s hold. Four others used Shadow Strength, bulking up with shaded muscles.

Bianca revealed herself from behind Zarian, one hand holding a dark sword. The other hand raised to direct her Searing Flash skill. She wore a brave face as she risked her life again to play her part.

Zarian was glad to see it, but God, did her skill hurt. Zarian felt his inner darkness roiling from Bianca’s searing light. His flesh felt a little sunburnt, like he was developing a rapid rash that would flake and itch like hell.

The damage wasn’t lasting since Bianca was low level, but she was going to be a pain for him once she grew stronger.

The pain was worth the reward. All the goblins with Shadow Rush turned solid again, surprised and hurt. They screamed even more when Para had them.

The goblins with Shadow Strength stumbled and lost some of their might, but they proved more durable as they stumbled forward on a blinded attack.

Thankfully for Zarian, Para wasn’t blinded and kept entangling and draining the life out of the goblins. The goblins with Shadow Strength slowed down heavily, and Zarian recovered faster.

He saw the dark sword in Bianca’s hand was still there.

It was a little ragged from the Searing Flash, but enough remained for Zarian to fix it up. Its edge became sharp again.

Naomi stepped into the room. She muttered her skill as she pointed at her primary targets, the agile goblins. “Mind Spike, Mind Spike, Mind Spike, Mind Spike.”

The goblins dropped to the floor, holding their heads, screaming in pain from brain-hemorrhaging migraines. They would have a hard time using their alpha skill to rush around.

Naomi grabbed Bianca and guided her forward to team up on a single goblin. She helped the young woman with expert patience while hyper attentive to danger.

Zarian looked over his shoulder. “Come and get these levels.”

Jack swept in first, followed by the police officers. Hannah shuffled inside last.

By then, Para had chewed through the strong goblins. She looped her threads in and out of their bodies. It was horrifying to see, like watching dozens to a hundred long and thin worms wriggle in and out of humanoid creatures.

It looked like Para killed faster from inside the targets. She seemed to enjoy the horror-show this way. She purred against Zarian’s back with each death of the strong goblins.

The combination of Parasite Cloak and Bloody Lifesteal, while Zarian had his stats empowered by the Overpower trait, was, well, overpowered. Zarian controlled the entire scenario with some help from the others and fed kills to his group.

Naomi and Bianca killed two agile goblins together. Jack and the officers worked hard to kill one agile goblin.

Zarian wrapped up the final goblin with his parasite and slammed it into the wall.

“Where’s the Slave Cook?” he asked, using Identify to translate the goblins’ words.

“Kill you, kill you, kill you. I’ll fuck your corpse, stupid, tasty human! I’ll find your family, corrupt them, then eat them alive!” The goblin raved madly, spitting and thrashing.

Zarian asked it questions a few more times while Para sliced, drilled, and wormed into the goblin’s flesh. It didn’t seem to care or understand its situation. It kept promising obscene acts of violence.

Were all goblins like this, or was this the corruptive work of the Shadowfell Tears? His growing curiosity almost wanted to see a human example. But maybe another time.

“Hannah,” Zarian called.

“I’m not like you. I’m not strong enough,” she said.

“I’ll help you.” Zarian placed his hand gently on her sword hand.

He guided her sword to the goblin’s neck. He gently urged her and she did the rest, shoving the tip harder and harder because of her lack of Strength. Eventually, she gouged out the goblin’s throat and spilled enough blood until it died.

“My family had a farm when I was growing up,” Hannah said shakily, staring with eyes wide at what she’d done. “Mama made me get chickens and kill them from time to time to eat. This feels different.”

“The goblins are way worse than chickens.” Zarian let Para store the body instead of eating it.

She could save it as a snack for later.

“Did you get anything from that monster?” Jack demanded from Zarian.

“No.”

“My bad, sir,” Naomi said.

Everyone looked at her in surprise for apologizing. Zarian figured she was blaming herself for not grabbing a mind controlling skill.

The other option was having Lincoln use his Command skill.

Zarian wasn’t sure if he trusted any of the police officers yet.

“We’re stronger now,” Mark bragged after catching Zarian’s gaze.

Zarian Identified their low levels. “Good for you.”

Zarian was now Level 17. All three skills had leveled up. Straight Darkness, Level 7. Grimoire of Black Magic 101, Level 4. Parasite Cloak, Level 4.

He invested 5 Free points into Agility.

Naomi had mentioned her reaction time was far quicker than before the integration to the System. That sounded like something Agility would improve.

There goes my perfect min-max build.

Oh well, better reaction times might come in handy for later.

Zarian looked around.

The trash in the room looked like a mix of rusted odds-and-ends and garbage. No serviceable weapons remained, just snapped swords, broken shields, heavily dented armors, and splintered spears.

He used Identify and received a bunch of details from common items with no magical effects. Yup, all trash.

“Back to the side quest,” Zarian said. “I wouldn’t trust using anything here.”

“Um, Zarian, sir, your book is glowing,” Bianca pointed out.

“It does that,” Zarian said dismissively before glancing at the flipped open pages.

There was, in fact, a glow. It was not red or black. The grimoire was open to a new section where the pages emitted a ghastly black, green light. Zarian read some of it and found that they made sense.

“Oh, wow,” Zarian said.

“What is it?” Naomi asked.

“Necromancy.”




8: Stand on Business

Zarian felt his heart thumping as he studied the grimoire for a new spell.

The geometric symbols were stamping themselves into his brain. The runic text was telling a story about the first necromancers and the use of bones, which was vividly illustrated in his imagination.

Once Zarian reached a threshold for learning a new spell, the grimoire was more than eager to dump the knowledge on him.

Apparently, there were different schools of necromancy. His grimoire preferred skeletal necromancy.

Raising skeletons was reliant on both Mysticism and Wonder stats. The discipline cost more aura to animate undead without flesh, but magical skeletons were more robust and adaptable.

Zarian’s Agility stat was barely going to see any more new points from here on. Strength might as well not exist unless he could gain points from Strength training directly.

I have to admit this is an interesting set of game-like mechanics. The System doesn’t favor generalists that much. Or maybe Zarian was the type to optimize as best he could.

This was his first time having actual power. Real, formidable, no nonsense power. He wanted to push it higher. Grow stronger. Advance his grimoire, his dark magic, and all of his abilities.

“This is awesome,” Zarian said.

“Wally had the same attitude before you let him die,” Jack muttered while kicking around stuff in the rubbish room.

Naomi moved with surprising speed. Zarian willed for Para to stop her, but the Parasite Cloak delayed herself by a split second. That gave Naomi enough time to plant her foot on Jack’s back and push.

Jack flew all the way through the open door and tumbled across the hall. He shouted in pain and frustration, picked himself up, and ran inside with violent rage and a bright white spark in his palm.

Zarian didn’t like that spell in Jack’s hand right now, not when there weren’t monsters to kill.

The alpha skill felt like a more offensive and dangerous version of Bianca’s Searing Flash. It had a more impressive name: Star Bolt.

Unfortunately for Jack, aiming that skill at Naomi sealed his fate.

Zarian shot a blunt bolt of darkness from under Para’s cloak. The darkness there was deep because he kept it darkened. It was easier to access and shoot out on the fly.

The dark bolt landed on Jack’s arm with a sickening crunch.

The Star Bolt skill sputtered as Jack’s arm hung the wrong way at the forearm. He collapsed with a silent scream, sweat and tears running down his reddened face.

The room darkened. An oppressive force choked the air. Zarian raised from his seat with Para’s help.

The cloak spread into webs of wavering flesh and quivering bone around the entire room. Blankets of flesh formed wide lamprey mouths. Thick strands unraveled into needle-like strings, ready to sew in and out.

The leather hood covered Zarian’s head. The darkness covering his face deepened until it was impossible to see his expression. There was nothing but a black void inside his hood.

Zarian was angry. Angry like the time he bit off someone’s ear or fought his NCO for hazing. Then fought his Staff NCO for normalizing the hazing.

He snapped at Naomi first, his voice booming with a dark depth that made the air shake. “Just because I like you doesn’t mean you have to get physically violent with every asshole. Use your words first, Naomi. I expect better from you.”

Naomi took the ass-chewing with impeccable bearing. She even stood at Parade Rest for him, hands behind her back, feet spread. “Yes, sir. My bad, sir.”

“As for you.” Zarian glared down at Jack, his former high school peer. “Let Gilbert heal you. Then you can go.”

Jack gaped up at Zarian. “Why?”

“Because I do like her, and I play favorites. And you’ve been giving me too many hostile vibes for no reason. The police, I can understand, so I’m more patient with them. You … well … I don’t give a fuck anymore.”

As parasitic strands hung down from the ceiling or slithered along the ground close to everyone, Zarian’s blacked-out face lowered to Jack’s level. What Jack saw in that pit of darkness under Zarian’s hood put the fear of Darkrun into him.

Zarian growled. “Get healed. And go.”

“Yes, sir!” Jack squealed.

Satisfied, Zarian lifted into the air, held by Para, like a king of spiders.

He turned to the police officers, sensing some growing tension from them.

“We’ll go with him,” said Lincoln, the one with the Command skill.

The other police officers looked at him questioningly, but didn’t dare speak out against him.

Zarian recognized they were all being stupid. Maybe thirst was driving them against each other. A part of him still wanted to make up for having yanked them into this new world of danger and death.

He wanted to be kind. But there were certain people who mistook kindness for weakness. He couldn’t let that happen, or the people who truly deserved his kindness would get less of what they deserved.

And since he was the man with the biggest stick, Zarian had to stand on business, ten toes down.

Or he would look like a bitch.

“Fine then,” Zarian said deeply, knowing he was cosigning on their likely deaths. “Do you want your friend’s corpse?”

“Yes,” Lincoln grunted. “Before you turn him into a monster.”

Para dumped the corpse at the feet of the policemen. Mark had the most Strength out of the police and held up their dead friend easily. Gilbert healed Jack while shaking his head at the exchange.

Naomi remained standing at Parade Rest. And Bianca and Hannah were in the corner, staying outside of the confrontation. The strands of Para near them were soft and kind, more of a friendly deterrent instead of a threat to the innocent women.

Zarian withdrew the parasitic flesh and slid back his hood, revealing his displeasure with a scowl. He looked at Bianca and Hannah.

“We’re staying with you, if that’s okay with you, Señor Zarian?” Bianca blurted.

Mark looked like he wanted to say something smart, but he kept his mouth shut around Zarian for once. Jack got healed up and the four of them strode out, with one carrying a dead man on his shoulder.

Not even two minutes later, Zarian heard them shouting and dying further down the hall, around the corner. He beckoned Naomi to accompany him and strode out.

***

Jack wanted to get stronger and put down Zarian himself. He had to do it. There was no if’s or but’s. Especially after all the humiliation, pain, and suffering he’d gone through.

Worst yet, all the women stayed with that lunatic! They’d chosen a dangerous, dark magic thug over people who were trained to serve and protect.

And that damn military woman caused all of this!

Jack knew that evil woman had wanted this situation to transpire exactly this way. So what if she’d gotten a slap on the wrist? She had mind controlling powers. She could manipulate Zarian and pretty much take over.

“She’d planned this,” Jack muttered to the others.

“I thought the same thing,” Lincoln said confidently, with a voice that made Jack want to listen. “But it’s more dangerous with them than on our own. They don’t like for us to get stronger. Especially that psycho whore.”

Jack shook his head, and the other men agreed or kept their thoughts to themselves.

The healer kept looking back like he wanted to change his mind.

Jack scowled further. Having the healer was a huge boon, and Jack refused for Zarian to have the women and the healer.

Before they could figure out their next move, they saw movement ahead.

Then Mark had his head ripped off. One of the corrupted goblins had got to him and nobody could react in time.

What were their levels? In the twenties? But how could they be so fast and so strong?

They’d beaten the goblins just earlier …

When they had Zarian protecting them.

Jack turned and sprinted as Lincoln and Gilbert tried to fight off one goblin. He heard Gilbert cry out and hit the wall with a sickening crunch.

He heard Lincoln shouting at the goblin to stop followed by the thwack of a baton on skull. Lincoln kept yelling orders empowered by his Command skill.

Jack turned the corner on a T-section when he heard Lincoln gargle like he was choking on blood. His body hit the ground somewhere back around the corner, out of sight with the other bodies.

Now there was only Jack, and he was still too far from the trash room to make it safely. How could one goblin take them down?

What was Zarian’s level and stats?

Was he really that powerful?

Jack knew he would not make it. He felt his back tense up for a killing blow from the goblin.

Then he saw Zarian strode out into the hall with Naomi, the parasitic cloak wavering around them with web-like strands, like a tattered flag in the wind.

Zarian aimed his hand at Jack.

Jack dropped to his knees to beg for mercy even though this was Zarian’s chance to remove him and have total control. Instead, a barrage of dark bolts sailed over Jack as he crumpled into the fetal position.

He looked back and saw the goblin had burst apart into a splatter of limbs, flesh, and blood. Not just one goblin suffered this horror of a dark attack, either. An entire squad of goblins was rushing down the hallway, ignoring Jack in favor of Zarian.

Other than three goblins getting turned into chunks, the rest adapted. They flowed quickly, showing their obvious investment in Agility, as they dodged around Zarian’s torrent of dark bolts.

Jack watched in horror as a few goblins used a new skill, their mouths outstretched. They vomited a congealed ball of stomach bile that flew as fast as the dark bolts.

Para’s nightmarish body closed up all her gaps and formed a thick, meaty covering in front of Zarian and Naomi. Bile shots splattered against the parasitic wall, burning and hissing.

Zarian’s attacks slowed.

The goblins were nearly upon them.

Then an entire row of dark bars shot upward from the floor. Each bar was as thick as Jack’s arm, with gaps in between.

The goblins slammed so hard into the bars, Jack thought they’d break. They held however, and Naomi took over from there.

Goblins dropped back, screeching in pain while clutching their heads. Some of them raged on the spot and thumped their own fellows.

Naomi kept using Mind Spike until most of the goblins backed off. Then the dark bars dropped, and Para ensnared the goblins.

Zarian’s soul-chained grimoire hovered by his body, glowing with a bloody red light. Then the webbing from Para glowed red as fleshy threads, strings, wires, bone slivers, and more. The crimson Parasite Cloak sliced, ripped, and chewed chunks from inside and outside of the goblins.

The cloak was the most horrifying and troublesome display of Zarian’s power for Jack. Every time the Parasite Cloak rampaged, Jack felt like he was witnessing something so evil and grotesque it belonged in one of the most diabolical sections of hell.

Some goblins used their Shadow Strength to break free of thinner threads. Naomi pacified them with Mind Spikes. She didn’t seem to flag even though she was pushing her skill a lot. Even while in danger, Jack felt envious of her having a class and new abilities that made her so much stronger.

And she was taking full advantage of Zarian’s care for her, like the favored dark warrior of a hellish king.

The evil wizard himself reformed a dark sword for Naomi. But this one was bigger, longer, and heftier. It was like a claymore.

Naomi took the dark claymore and tested how far she could raise it before touching the ceiling. Then she strode forward and executed goblins left and right.

The goblins could barely fight back while entangled, bloodied, drained of life, and getting their minds violated. And that dark claymore was probably the strongest and sharpest blade Zarian had formed yet.

Seeing that weapon was almost awe-inspiring for Jack. If only it had gone to someone else.

Naomi became a wild woman, frenzied and unforgiving. She chopped off heads, split skulls, sliced torsos in halves. She stayed in the middle of the hall, able to reach any goblin to her left and right like a death-dealing warrior. She kept cutting them down, stepping over or onto their corpses, uncaring of the guts and brain matter splashing on her. Then she reached the end of her bloody march of death.

All the goblins were dead.

Naomi threw her head back and cried out, “Ooh rah!” like a crazed, blood-thirsty Marine.

Zarian replied with a more subtle and proud, “Rah.”

And Jack got to his feet and turned away. Maybe they would accept him back if he groveled. Naomi looked like the type who enjoyed broken men kissing the ground at her feet.

Jack refused. He was sweaty. Dirty. Scuffed up. Tired. Thirsty. And hungry. He was in an alien, hellish place, far away from home.

He was receiving constant humiliation by a societal reject who had caused all of Jack’s current misery.

I must get stronger. I must pay them back for this.

Jack turned the corner and walked over the policemen’s corpses. Then he heard a wheezing gasp and noticed Gilbert, the healer, was still alive.

Gilbert was one of the most important people here. He’d fixed Jack’s arm, taking it from a snapped forearm to being straight again even though that had tired him out. Now he was self-healing.

“Help me get back to them,” Gilbert said hoarsely. “Forget pride. I’ll get in line. I’ll do anything to live.”

Something inside of Jack broke. He wondered if this was how his mother had felt when she used the searing hot clothing iron on Jack’s lower back. She’d wanted to press the demons out of him like pressing out a wrinkle.

The incident happened when he was six, just old enough to have a doctor explain that his mother needed to stay in a padded room and receive lots of prescriptions. The doctor had explained she snapped.

Jack felt a snap in Gilbert’s neck before he withdrew his hands. He watched the light fade from the healer’s eyes as tears fell down the man’s cheeks.

Jack didn’t see a notification for defeating Gilbert. But the man looked dead and was unresponsive.

Jack got up and ran away before Zarian and Naomi turned the corner.

He kept running and running and running for a long time until he found a spare room to stop. He was lost now. He was alone.

But he wasn’t exactly out of luck. In the corner was a treasure chest, mostly wood with metal edges holding it together. It was something you would see in a fantasy game. It obviously didn’t belong here from how well-kept it looked.

Jack flipped it open and found an interesting item with a note written on luxurious paper: Blessed Mage Bracer. Enhances magic shots that scale with Wonder or Mysticism.

Jack collapsed to the floor with the shiny, white, and silver bracer hugged to his chest.

It was for this reason he placed primary attention on Wonder. It would see him through just like how his faith wanted to purge the wickedly insane from the world.

A sense of Wonder would help him solo and rise. Then he would make Naomi pay and overpower Zarian.




9: Necromancy Study

Gilbert would’ve been permanently dead if he hadn’t arrived in the Infinita Star System with an Uncommon trait: Extra Life.

It only extended his life a little longer after death. So even when he was technically dead, his life energy persisted for a time.

He remained conscious inside his dead body, unable to move, breathe, blink, or do anything. It would’ve been a nightmare if he didn’t have access to Basic Healing, which was harder to use in this state.

Pressing that quasi button inside him to activate the alpha skill felt less tangible. He threw all he had at it, forcing whatever little spirit and life energy he had left to help him. He prayed, too.

Gilbert was in a race against time. He needed to repair the damage to his spinal cord and jump-start his heart. Severe brain damage was imminent the longer he went without breathing.

There was nearby movement. Could that be more goblins? Jack? Or actual help? He couldn’t tell.

His perception was dull. But he could still sense stuff around him. Maybe not through his body. But through his Extra Life trait. He hoped for salvation, just like before.

His dad had once told him he should’ve died in a fishing accident when he ended up under the water.

In fact, he had died. But after receiving some CPR, he’d come back to life on the bank, vomiting up water.

People in his hometown in upstate Florida would run with that story for a long while every time he was in town. They’d bring it up now and then at church events.

Who would’ve thought that event could translate to a life-saving power in this god-forsaken world?

Gilbert would’ve pondered on that longer if he didn’t come back to life with a shock, gasping, pissing, sobbing like a baby even though he was a big six-foot-three man, who liked to lift weights and do outdoor activities and barbecue on the weekends. Dying and reviving in a hellish place could break a man, truly.

“Whoa,” said a familiar voice.

It came from the suspect someone had reported on for Gilbert and his fellow officers to remove from the mall’s premise. Everything had gone wrong when it should’ve been routine.

Now the suspect was standing over him, hood on, face shrouded in darkness.

Worse yet, that she-devil was standing slightly behind him.

Gilbert didn’t know who was more monstrous. The guy who used evil magic. Or the female Marine without morals.

“Please, take me back,” Gilbert pleaded, throwing aside all of his limited pride.

Zarian turned to the amoral Marine. “What do you think?”

Gilbert’s hopes dimmed. He could sense the young wizard was the more reasonable of the two. The woman, who was closer to Gilbert’s age, looked down at Gilbert like she was preparing to step on a bug.

“He has that healing touch. I’m okay with giving him another chance as long as he goes along to get along,” she said.

“Yeah, I’m thinking the same.” Zarian pulled his hood off, showing his scruffy and youthful face. He reached down, offering his hand.

You could tell a lot about a man based on their hand. Zarian’s offered hand was rough, dirty, and hadn’t seen better days in a long time.

Gilbert took his hand like it was the Lord’s hand leading him to salvation. Then he felt surprising Strength from Zarian, yanking Gilbert off the floor and up to his feet.

It was unfair how Gilbert’s time in the gym was thwarted by gamey points and a nerd’s wet dream called the System.

A few seconds barely passed before Gilbert nearly collapsed, still weak from his ordeal. The parasitic cloak-thing moved its flesh and bone tentacles all over him, holding him up.

Gilbert tried not to shudder.

“Para will keep your friends safe,” Zarian said. “I see Jack isn’t here.”

“I don’t like that one,” Naomi grouched.

Zarian let out a sigh. “Leave him. He’s not our concern.”

Gilbert shuddered at hearing them mention Jack. His memory of his death at Jack’s hands flashed clear with sharp, snappy details. He rubbed across his neck, shuddering again.

Should he tell them how Jack had broken his neck? But the way Zarian was acting like Jack wasn’t a problem was telling. The male suspect with evil black magic was too powerful for anyone to stop.

Even so, Jack had done the unthinkable and attempted to murder a police officer directly. Zarian was a problem. Naomi was ruthless. But Jack was a true criminal.

“He snapped my neck,” Gilbert admitted.

“Who? Jack?” Zarian looked surprised.

Gilbert nodded shakily.

“Sir!” Naomi grunted. “Permission to hunt him down?”

“Hunt, no. But if we come across him … I won’t hold you back,” Zarian said. “Come on. I need to finish studying the necromancy spell and have that down pat. Then we need to find that Slave Cook and get some water. I’m getting hella thirsty.”

If Zarian was hella thirsty, then Gilbert would call his thirst extra hellish. Coming back from the dead because of his Extra Life and Basic Healing didn’t relieve him of much discomfort.

In fact, maybe it would’ve been nicer to stay dead.

***

With Gilbert saved, Zarian assessed the damage after the hallway showdown.

Lincoln had his jaw ripped off and a big dent in his chest. Mark had died after getting savagely beheaded.

Zarian’s gaze lingered on Mark while under the weak sconce light. Mark had been the only black cop. He’d given Zarian the most trouble, too.

Seeing him dead like that didn’t leave Zarian with a positive impression. Mark and Lincoln could’ve avoided this fate if they had stayed and worked with Zarian.

When Zarian looked at Naomi, he saw her expression was unreadable. Stone cold, giving nothing away.

Am I the scary one or is she?

Naomi was truly intimidating.

Para had already feasted and stored away some of the goblin corpses. She still had plenty of room for a few bodies to keep in her fleshy dimensional storage.

Now Zarian had to bury Wally, Kenneth, Mark, and Lincoln.

Would he have to bury Jack once they found him?

That depends… Zarian left it at that.

He looked Gilbert up and down while Para used flesh and bone tentacles to keep the healer up. He was the last cop standing. Big guy, too. He looked like he could easily toss around hay bales and men Zarian’s size.

Gilbert was only Level 3, though.

Naomi could crush him – she was Level 14 now.

At Level 19, Zarian didn’t even register Gilbert as a threat. Hell, all of Zarian’s skills had leveled up, Straight Darkness leading the pack at Level 8 now.

Concentrating on a dark claymore for Naomi worked out really well, Zarian thought.

Naomi, thankfully, was both strong enough and fast enough to handle upfront battles because of her stat choices and rapid growth. Her class was very useful, too, as long as she avoided gassing herself out.

She was a good battle partner for Zarian. However, the budding wizard couldn’t stop at using only Naomi’s abilities.

Gilbert could freaking revive from the dead.

How had he done that? Was that part of his Basic Healing skill?

Did Bianca and Hannah have little interesting tricks with their abilities that Zarian hadn’t delved into yet?

He was a wizard, after all. He wanted to see more magic work in concert. In fact, he should pay more attention to Hannah’s Basic Enchantment.

As for Gilbert’s rise from the dead act…

Zarian looked up at the big man for a long while.

Gilbert lowered his head under the wizard’s intense gaze. Gilbert lowered even further when Naomi looked at him.

I think he’s the nicer cop. Gilbert had that small-town feel to him. He’d been less outspoken compared to the others, even though he could star in an action movie with his size and standard good looks.

“Did you level up some?” Zarian asked.

Gilbert nodded. “Basic Healing went up.”

“Was that the only reason you survived?” Zarian asked.

Gilbert shifted uncomfortably.

Naomi let out a sigh that sounded intimidating, and Gilbert caved.

The big man said, “I have an uncommon trait, Extra Life. I’m still conscious even after death. But not for long. I had to fix myself before my death was final.”

“You’ll make for a great tank,” Zarian said, before turning back to return to the rubbish room.

“What does it mean to be a tank? I’ve never gotten into that gamer stuff,” Gilbert asked Naomi carefully, still acting wary of her.

“Me neither, but I imagine you’ll want to toughen up fast. Who knows when we’ll throw you in that fire to soak up hits for the sir,” Naomi said plainly.

Zarian winced from being called ‘the sir.’ They needed a better designation for his role as the leader.

He didn’t want to be the one to bring it up. That felt uncool.

Zarian turned into the rubbish room and received a Searing Flash directly. He threw himself backwards and shouted in surprise.

“Gahhhhh DAMMIT, Bianca!”

He heard her incessant cries, apologies, and sobs. Just in time, too, because Para nearly freaked out and went berserk.

It was a good thing Zarian had raised his Willpower to 50. Having solid Willpower helped wrangle Para down when she was mad.

He waited to recover from the Searing Flash while using it as a research opportunity. All the darkness he had on him, especially under his fleshy cloak, had weakened severely. Bianca’s strangely strong skill was worse when he hadn’t prepared for the flash.

There was no lasting damage, only the sensation of being sunburnt, which was a quick fix. And Bianca couldn’t use that skill more than once in a fight. But damn, was it an effective skill, even with her at a lower level.

I need defenses against light types, Zarian thought. I need those badly.

It didn’t take too long to fully recover. Bianca was crying her heart out and slobbering over anyone she could latch onto, as she kept apologizing profusely to Zarian about the accidental Searing Flash.

She and Hannah were scared when Zarian and Naomi had gone away, leaving them behind.

Zarian was going to apologize, but Naomi cut in first: “You wouldn’t be so scared if you weren’t so weak. We can’t rely on Zarian all the time. So stop being dead weight and get ready to work harder.”

“I’ll do whatever you want,” Gilbert said, sitting tiredly on a busted chest flipped upside down.

“Yes, yes, yes! I’ll work hard! Don’t kick me out, por favor, please!” Bianca raved, teary-eyed.

“Can you help me with my skill, sir?” Hannah asked Zarian.

He smiled. “I was thinking about that. But let me get a vote first.”

He scanned the room, meeting everyone’s eyes. “There are two options. We can wait and give me time to learn necromancy and do some tests. Or we push for water.”

At the mention of water, everyone’s eyes gleamed.

Naomi held her composure the best. Her Strength and Agility stats were the highest, so her body was more optimized. But even she could suffer from thirst.

Zarian was seriously thirsty. He’d been through a lot, after all. Stealing life energy could only do so much.

Gilbert, Bianca, and Hannah looked downright desperate for water.

“Would having that necromancy spell make things easier?” Naomi asked.

“It’s skeletal based. But maybe the minions I make will remember their past life and lead us to the Slave Cook,” Zarian offered.

“I think that’s the better choice,” Naomi said.

“I agree,” Gilbert said. Bianca and Hannah muttered in agreement when they were obviously in need of water now.

Zarian went to work.

The necromancy section had more pages and information than the blood section. It turned out that necromancy was complex. It was the manipulation of the dead, reverting the absence of life in favor of raising an antithesis to the natural order.

Zarian wouldn’t be creating a new life. Instead, he would animate what had been and twist it for his own needs.

The pages went into greater depth on bone-necromancy and why this was preferred by the grimoire. The lack of flesh removed a majority of weaknesses.

Skeletons were surprisingly durable. They could get up and put themselves back together after repeated hits.

They didn’t smell or spread disease, which was an immense problem with necromancy sometimes. The author hated how modern necromancy could lead to uncontrolled outbreaks and plagues if the undead flesh wasn’t preserved correctly.

Apparently, a lot of lazy necromancers would tend to cut corners and cause unnecessary sickness while trying to use necromancy for cheap labor.

Working with whole bodies was a lot easier, apparently. A whole body kept more of its prior existence and a touch of former magic, which cut the costs of raising the dead.

Animating skeletons cost a lot more, especially if you wanted to make them powerful and unique. It took extra magic to make the skeletons move around with weight and power.

Despite the tradeoff, the adaptability of skeletons was a major draw. Working with baseline skeletons could lead to subtypes in their advancement.

Zarian could make his skeletons evolve magically if they had sufficient exposure to certain elements or magical enhancements.

I can have undead pokemon battles with my skelly boys and girls.

Zarian grinned.

Okay, I’m game. I don’t care if it costs more. I want lightning skeletons. Fire skeletons. Ice skeletons. All the skeleton types.

Zarian finished the last bit of the necromancy section, which came with a memorization test. The grimoire served as the test taker. He only had to think to answer, and the grimoire would make a record of his choices.

He passed the test with a B, which was good enough. Then the last necromancy pages revealed themselves with a dramatic flip and flash of green light.

He received a congratulating certificate for going down the path of skeletal necromancy. Hooray. This was way better than getting a high school degree.

He was now considered a novice necromancer, a sub-type of wizard. And he unlocked the necromancy spell of his grimoire.

<Raise Advancing Skeletons (Rare): Raise skeletons out of humanoid corpses with some help from Wonder while mainly scaling with Mysticism. They can level up with experience. They can evolve based on their experiences. All skeletons start with the Animated Undead trait and the Regather Bones skill.>

Zarian had to hold in the shout of glee that wanted to come out. He didn’t just get a badass spell, he also gained some insight into the Wonder stat.

It was practically luck, faith, and spiritual perception rolled into one. With raising skeletons, faith was part of the process.

It was a little like doing the work of a god to play with life or death. Could it be said that leveling up in the Star System is a path to godhood?

With just one question, Zarian had more bundling up in his head. But he was too thirsty and hungry to sit with these vital thoughts. It was time to do some testing.

Zarian used Para’s help to get to his feet. Naomi turned from her vigilant watch near him and nodded. She’d been there the whole time, securing his safety.

Gilbert was sitting in one corner by himself, looking haunted. Bianca and Hannah were practically inseparable now, commiserating together.

“Okay, everyone, I passed my necromancy test,” Zarian said.

“There was a test?” Gilbert blurted out. “Who tested you?”

“The grimoire,” Zarian answered plainly.

“Man, I can’t wrap my head around any of this stuff.” Gilbert looked intellectually broken.

“Before I play dark god, can I have your attention, Hannah?” Zarian called. Then he added, “Please.”

Everyone looked at him like being polite wasn’t his thing. Zarian had no reason not to be polite when people were polite with him. And he was in a good mood.

Hannah walked up with Bianca clinging onto her from behind. Zarian held out his hand in front of her, palm up. Then he slowly gathered the darkness into his open hand and formed it into a knife.

He could’ve done it faster, but he wanted the weapon conjuring to happen with an emphasis. Hannah looked like she was impacted by the display, growing more tense with anticipation.

“Can you use your skill on this?” Zarian asked.

“I think so. The skill says it could work on most objects. So far, I can enchant for Reinforcement.”

Zarian tilted his head. “It could do more than one enchantment?”

“Yes.”

“Show me the reinforced one.”

Hannah aimed her hands over the dark knife and squinted her eyes.

A pale glow shone from her down-turned palms. The glow turned into runic symbols, circles, pentagrams, and hieroglyphs.

None of that was immediately recognizable to Zarian, not at first glance. When he used his Identify trait, it gave him <Enchantment in progress>.

Then the magic symbols settled on the dark knife. Zarian pulled it away slowly and looked it up and down.

Amazing.

He could feel its solidity as if it was its own object. His concentration lessened considerably. He barely had to think about it to keep it formed.

Hannah’s Basic Enchantment skill could make Zarian’s talent for dark weapons a ton easier. It was like layering one’s inherent magical ability over another to act as a force multiplier.

Even if Hannah’s abilities weren’t as damaging as Zarian’s, he found her powers to be incredible. In fact, her powers could sometimes be the most vital depending on the situation and how she grew.

This is magic. It’s simple, but really cool. And if she works on it, she’ll become more advanced and do all sorts of things.

She could help make his skeletons into different elemental types or make them tougher and stronger. Though, that depended on some factors.

Did skeletons count as objects? They weren’t alive, technically. They were reanimated dead. That was an object, wasn’t it?

More importantly, would the System let Zarian get away with that level of magic layering and force-multiplying? He wouldn’t be a true wizard if he didn’t try.

Nonetheless, he needed to keep the older woman close. He needed her to grow strong.

“Hannah, you’re amazing,” Zarian said.

The thirty-year-old woman stumbled back in surprise. Even under the dirt and grime, there was a bit of red showing on her cheeks. Bianca cheered for her, making it a big deal.

Zarian was moving on, turning to Naomi with a big smile. Then his smile dropped when he noticed Naomi’s expression was on the verge of being upset.

“Something wrong?”

Naomi wiped the look off her face and shrugged. “Nah, I’m just tired, sir. I’m gonna take a seat, if that’s okay. I can use some time off my tired, beaten feet.”

Zarian nodded, and Naomi took a seat in the corner. She hadn’t given herself time to relax at all, had she? She should’ve mentioned that earlier.

Frowning, Zarian turned and noticed Gilbert’s gaze.

“What?” Zarian asked.

“You should apologize.”

“What? Why?”

“Don’t think about it. Say sorry. But not now. Do it later. Trust me.” Then Gilbert held up two fingers and mouthed, “Twice divorced.”

Zarian looked at Gilbert as if he was crazy. Then he shrugged and moved outside the rubbish room. Right when he entered the hallway, he realized his mistake. But it was too late to go back now.

Necromancy came first.




10: Skeleton Parade

“Well, that’s just interesting,” Zarian said, raising five out of six goblin skeletons. He’d prepared for an eighty to sixty percent failure rate since skeletons were harder to raise than fleshy undead.

Instead of a high failure chance, he had a high success rate.

His reanimated goblin skeletons rose and stripped off their flesh like throwing aside their clothes. Skin, muscle, tendons, organs, everything sloughed off like goopy, melted ice cream.

Whatever still clung, they tore off easily with boney fingers.

Some blood remained on their white frames, but no flesh. Not even their eyeballs or their long ears.

Five rictus grins with long fangs looked at Zarian, waiting for his orders.

He used his Identify trait on all of them and received the same info.

<Goblin Undead, Advancing Skeleton, Level 18, Best Alpha Skill: Regather Bones.>

“Most of the goblins had a variance of levels between 20 and 25. But each of the skeleton versions came out at Level 18. The book hadn’t explained that part in detail,” Zarian said, wanting to hear his own thoughts aloud.

Nobody would dare call him crazy for that here. Not with the present company, at least.

Para vibrated a patch of the cloak against his back, pointing something out in the four o’ clock direction. The vibration wasn’t urgent, but Zarian appreciated the heads up.

He rolled his aching right shoulder where a bullet remained. He turned to see Gilbert standing in the doorway.

Gilbert looked with wide eyes at Zarian and the goblin skeletons. His attention shifted more and more toward the act of ungodliness as the animated creatures acted out randomly by doing goblin things while having no orders.

They pushed at each other, slapped each other around, and even went as far as stealing rib bones from each other. They spoke no language or anything, showing that they were voiceless things, but not completely silent.

Most of their actions came with the slightly comical and disturbing rattling sound outside of any overt impacts. Gilbert looked more disturbed than amused as the goblin skeletons played.

“They’re adorable little guys, aren’t they?” Zarian asked.

“Um, uh, well, if that’s what you think.” Gilbert swallowed dryly. He licked his dried lips with a dry tongue. “Sorry, I just wanted to make sure of something.”

Zarian’s hood was down, so he gave Gilbert a questioning gaze the big man could see.

Gilbert sighed heavily. “I was hoping you wouldn’t do necromancy with Ken and the others.”

“Huh? No. Why would I? I said I’ll bury them, didn’t I?”

Gilbert nodded his head rapidly. “Yeah, yeah, you did. Sorry. Just all out of sorts. Not thinking straight.”

“Hm. Well, before you go. How about this to cheer you up?” Zarian turned to a lone goblin skeleton leaning against the wall, looking standoffish. That one didn’t want to play like the other four. “Hey, I’m going to call you … Loner. Do you know where the Slave Cook is?”

Loner stood at attention, little head held high. The others stopped fooling around and watched Zarian intently. They reminded him of obedient dogs who waited on their master’s orders.

Maybe I’m a little crazy to think they’re adorable this way, Zarian thought.

He wished Ariana was here. She would agree with him.

Loner looked back down the hall before turning back to Zarian and nodding his skull. The standoffish skeleton knew where to go to find the Slave Cook.

For reconfirmation, Zarian asked all the skeletons the same question. They all nodded.

Bingo bango, they were in business.

“Thank God,” Gilbert praised.

“Could be more than just a god in the System,” Zarian said under his breath.

He brushed past Gilbert and entered the rubbish room. He made a beeline to Naomi and knelt in front of her before she could get up and act all Marine-like.

“I don’t know what I did to upset you, but please accept my apology. I really liked what you did with the dark claymore. You are badass, beautiful, and a great battle partner. So if I’m being dumb, just let me know, okay?”

Naomi’s face was bright with shock and embarrassment. Her mood seemed to worsen when Bianca let out a squeal and kept saying too many confusing girly things in Spanglish.

Naomi couldn’t even speak, so Zarian grabbed her hand with both of his.

“I forgot to say thank you, didn’t I? I thought I did, but I don’t mind repeating. Thank you. You had my back from the start when you had enough reasons to hate me. Now I’m going to conduct a few more tests with Hannah, and then we’ll go get some water. I’d like you to fight some more if you’re able.”

“I’m able, sir!” Naomi shouted.

Zarian smiled. “Cool.”

He turned to Hannah while Naomi remained seated. It looked like Naomi needed more time to recover.

Bianca was all over her, with her squeaky, Half-Spanish, Half-English, girl talk. Zarian left that alone.

He took Hannah out into the hallway. The four playful goblin skeletons were in the middle of dogpiling each other.

“Oh, God!” Hannah stumbled back.

“I know, right? It’s horrifying, but I can’t stop watching them,” Gilbert said. “Look at them go. It’s like watching a cartoon in real life.”

“Separate, guys,” Zarian ordered.

They had to wait for the goblin skeletons to untangle themselves. Para helped with her flesh and bone tentacles, unclipping goblin skeletons from each other.

“First things first. Can I use multiple spells from the grimoire?” Zarian turned to the spellbook bobbing next to him, its thick chains connecting the bound skill to his soul.

With a whim, the grimoire flipped to the Bloody Lifesteal pages. Nothing happened.

He began evoking the blood spell, and the skeletons dropped to the floor in neat piles. The bone piles weren’t all the same, but they were obviously unnatural where they dropped.

Zarian flipped to the necromancy pages and evoked Raise Advancing Skeletons. The spell raised each skeleton perfectly.

The process was almost instant compared to when they first separated from their old flesh.

“Okay, that confirms that. Only one spell at a time while using the grimoire,” Zarian said. “I understand from a rule-maker standpoint why that has to be a weakness. I might earn an unlimited supply of spells in the future. It wouldn’t be fair if I can use them all willy-nilly.”

Zarian would probably try to break that rule eventually.

“You’ll have to think ahead of which spell you’re using,” Hannah said shakily. “I believe your red blood spell works well with Para while catching and hurting monsters. Without that, it’ll be harder for those … weaker than you … to fight.”

“I agree,” Zarian said. “On the other hand, with these undead gobos, I don’t need much help. That’s the grand appeal of necromancy.”

Hannah and Gilbert fell into a chilly silence.

Zarian smirked. “But I’m a wizard apprentice, not a one-trick necromancer. I like to layer up all the magic abilities I can. Hannah, do me a favor and use Basic Enhancement on that good skelly over there. His name is Loner. I think they’re all guys. I can tell the more I look at them.”

The standoffish goblin skeleton was back to leaning against the wall. He waited with boney arms crossed over his ivory ribcage.

Hannah shuffled forward shyly. She greeted Loner with a hello.

The standoffish goblin glared at her with his empty eye sockets and rictus grin. His fangs were as long as her pinky.

Hannah took a deep breath before activating her skill. She aimed her palm over Loner’s face, emitting a soft glow that turned into some runic symbols, geometric patterns, and hieroglyphs.

Zarian watched closely with Identify activated. Again, the runes slipped from his complete understanding. But he memorized a few before they faded into Loner.

The goblin skeleton jolted upright. He flexed his bony hands, turned to the wall, and punched it.

He struck like a hammer and sent down a scattering of stone chips. Then Loner turned and showed off his fist. Not a bone out of place.

“Groovy,” Zarian said, grinning from ear-to-ear.

The other goblin skeletons grew excited and crowded around Hannah, their bones rattling about. The poor woman was doing everything she could not to scream.

“Back off,” Zarian ordered, his voice cracking, his throat drying. Ugh, thirsty.

The skeletons listened right away.

“Gilbert, get everyone,” Zarian said.

The big man disappeared into the doorway. Soon, everyone was out in the hall.

Naomi was back at Zarian’s side with an expressionless face. Bianca was now entwined with Hannah. Gilbert looked over everyone from his lofty height.

“We have two more options,” Zarian said. “Bloody option or skelly option. Do we want to fight anything in our way to the Slave Cook and give our weakest members leveling opportunities? Or do we let the skeletons fight for us and let them level up?”

“Eh, it would be best to become stronger, yeah?” Bianca mumbled. “But … I’m barely holding it together. I’m not doing so well, Señor Zarian.”

“I need water and food, please and sorry,” Hannah said demurely.

“I’ll push if I have to,” Gilbert offered.

“No.” Zarian shook his head. “You three wait back and conserve your energy. There will be more leveling chances later. Time for the skeleton parade to play. Plus Naomi.”

“Okay, then let me enchant them. And if you give them all dark weapons, I’ll enchant those, too,” Hannah offered.

“Wouldn’t that drain you?” Zarian asked.

“Yes … but I just received a quest from the System. It’ll give me increased experience for the work.”

By the time Hannah finished, she was practically dragging her feet. But she leveled up to Level 5 and her Basic Enchantment was at a higher level, too.

She’d learned a new enchantment as well: Sharper.

All the skeletons were reinforced. All of their dark swords were sharpened.

Naomi received a medium-sized straight sword. Her weapon received the reinforcement enchantment.

Without further ado, Loner led the way. Parasite threads and hairs reached out even further ahead to scout. Loner took care of pointing out traps, and Para searched for enemies.

Two skeletons guarded the rear. Two stayed at Naomi’s side.

“I have little helpers now,” she said, smirking.

“Technically, minions,” Zarian said.

“Are we the villains?”

“Well, no, but minions sound better than helpers.”

Naomi chuckled, sounding lively and excited. The skeletons clicked their teeth rapidly, like chattering jaws to laugh with her.

Zarian gave the signal to stop after feeling a serious vibration from Para. He checked their six o’ clock before ordering one skelly from the rear to move upfront.

Naomi and her minions joined Loner and the extra skelly. The five of them formed a V-shaped formation.

Barely a few seconds passed after the group was set when a bunch of goblins appeared from around the corner and charged down the hall at them. Somehow, they had advanced warning and were prepared.

They even had weapons this time. The armaments were rusted, chipped, and barely serviceable, but their addition complicated matters.

A skelly took a crossbow bolt to the head and fell on its back. From there, Zarian knew this was far more dangerous than any prior encounter.

“Drop,” Zarian ordered.

Naomi and the skeletons fell in sync, laying on their bellies. Zarian pushed his hands forward tensely like he was facing great resistance.

Then the tension broke free, and a volley of heavy dark bolts flew forward. The dark bolts soared silently over the prone frontal fighters and ripped chunks out of the first wave of goblins.

Six fell dead.

Others kept going, screaming wrathfully. A new goblin type barreled closer while holding old tower shields filled with holes – Bruisers, Best Alpha Skill: Shadow Armor.

Behind the bruisers, energetic goblins bounced from floor to wall to ceiling and back while preparing to spit globs of acidic vomit. They were Spitters, Best Alpha Skill: Shadow Stomach.

The spitters hurled volleys from behind the running bruisers. Zarian growled as he worked defense and offense.

He covered himself and the weaker humans with his Parasite Cloak. He raised a wall of dark spikes facing forward like a palisade in front of Naomi and the four upfront skeletons. And he slung forward another volley of dense dark bolts.

He got in a third volley after the second and broke up the charge, killing their momentum, before they slammed into the spiked palisade with a pile of bodies. Rushing goblins stabbed themselves into the sharpened staves. Muscular goblins tried to tear the palisade apart.

Nothing could break through immediately. Zarian’s side had a window to breathe and strike back.

“Attack,” Zarian ordered.

Naomi and the skeletons got to work. Enchanted dark swords cut with a silent and sharpened edge, hacking off reaching limbs and splitting wrathful faces like splitting cantaloupes. As the skeletons killed the goblins, Zarian heard the soft ‘ding’ in his head, reporting their success.

He imagined they shared experience gains, most going to the goblin skeletons while some trickled to the novice necromancer. That would be a smart design of the System, especially since the skeletons could advance and evolve.

Things looked alright at first with the fight. Zarian was taxed with offense and defense, and there was the chaos of blood, death, and crazed goblins screaming insults in their language, but the battle was holding steady for now. The biggest issue, however, was the dark palisade breaking more and more, faster and faster.

Hannah showed up to do the dumbest and bravest thing ever, running around the extra cover Para provided and rushing ahead of Zarian. She slid to a stop on her knees at the front lines. She used her enchanting skill to reinforce the palisade, easing the burden on Zarian by a lot.

A spitter lunged onto the sharpened staves and stabbed itself, ignoring its own injury to get a shot at Hannah. Nobody else could help her other than Zarian.

He had already walked in to drag her out.

Para blocked the acidic bile shot with a thick strip of flesh. Naomi dashed over the palisade’s blunted backside and beheaded the spitter with a single sword swing.

“I’m sorry. That was stupid. But I was afraid what would happen if that wall broke,” Hannah blabbered. “Bianca and Gilbert would’ve stopped me, but I have a little extra in Agility than them and slipped away.”

Zarian handed her off to Gilbert and looked back to see a skeleton get dismantled by a strong goblin through a hole in the palisade. Even with it reinforced, there were growing chinks in their defense.

Zarian blasted the strong goblin’s  head apart with a dark bolt. He directed the skeleton in the rear to fight up front. He sent more dark bolts flying, picking off targets that were on the verge of breaking past the line.

“Can’t you make more skeletons?” Bianca asked from behind.

Zarian wanted to, but his focus was scattered. He was spending so much aura he was afraid he would hit his limit and get them all killed.

“I’ll try.” Zarian evoked the skeleton spell on the freshly dead on the palisade and raised six more skeletons.

Their flesh and organs fell off. They untangled themselves from the wall and got to their feet on the wall or in front of it. Then Zarian formed dark blades for them before they attacked their former comrades, the still living corrupted goblins.

Yeah, he was hitting the limit. He felt pulled in a bunch of directions. The constant outflow of magic was unraveling him.

But Zarian didn’t dare stop. His side was winning. They were close to their goal. And this was a huge battle with loads of experience to earn.

So he pushed himself. Everyone else was doing the same, which had him doubling down.

He was commander, leader, and battle wizard. He could see the grand potential of his group like augments of himself, especially Naomi.

He watched Naomi cut down goblins one after another like a mad woman. She was both graceful and ruthless, brazen and beautiful. She had a vicious smile on her face, becoming one with the battle, unleashing her true self.

Zarian could see she was born for this life, as if she was always meant to live in the Infinita Star System. He was happy to see that despite how burdened he felt supporting everything, despite Wally and the others’ deaths.

Then Naomi made a mistake and had her side slashed open. Arcs of crimson blossomed from the gory wound. She hit the ground like a sack.

Two skeletons brought her back as she bled profusely. Gilbert went to work on her and removed the threat of death. She would be okay.

Zarian still felt tilted.

“Bianca, give us your best flash,” Zarian demanded.

“Yes, sir!” Bianca prepared her skill. It gathered in between her palms like a miniature solar flare about to go off.

Zarian dropped all of his dark conjurings. He flipped the pages on the grimoire and evoked the Bloody Lifesteal spell.

Then Bianca turned the hallway all searing white and painful. She blinded him along with the corrupted goblins.

That was okay. He didn’t need to see, and he didn’t need to concentrate too hard while in pain.

He walked forward and lent control to Para.

The parasite went on a rampage. Buffs from the Bloody Lifesteal spell and the Overpower trait kept her in motion, kept her dominant, and kept Zarian alright in the eye of a goblin-shredding storm.

By the time Zarian could see again, the battle was over, and he was covered with blood and strings of wet flesh. Para lapped the mess off with tongue-like tendrils.

She quivered, purring all over him. She enjoyed it a lot when he let her go wild.

Looking back, Zarian saw the Parasite Cloak had left a massacre of the remaining goblins. There were separate limbs and half-chewed heads. There were torsos filled with holes and flesh-flowers peeled off the bones until they looked like they were blossoming.

Para had made art out of the goblins.

Zarian nodded before flipping through his floating grimoire and evoking the skeleton spell.

Ten gobo skeletons rose from the mess. One hadn’t made it, remaining thoroughly broken. Most of them were Level 20 now.

Loner was Level 21.

How long would it take for them to advance and evolve?

Naomi had reached Level 18. Even the weaker members had new levels. It was good that everyone had grown, Zarian most of all, now Level 23.

But none of that mattered when Zarian heard a scratchy, feminine voice crooning from around the bend of the hallway. He heard a flame crackling. He heard something sizzling like fat on a hot pan.

Something was put to boil. A knife landed with a thunk, thunk, thunk on a cutting board, slicing up something meaty.

He heard pouring liquid falling with a cool splash.

“We made it,” Zarian croaked, throat parched, belly rumbling. “The Slave Cook is just around the corner.”




11: Slave Cook

Zarian handed the medallion to Naomi, the item shining under the faint sconce lights. Its seven gems and intricate engravings drew the eye. Its solid weight meant it was real and worth more than anyone could imagine.

It was a divine item, after all.

“Have it joined with your soul,” Zarian ordered. “With this, you get a second shot. Once a week.”

Naomi looked hard into Zarian’s eyes. “Sir, no.”

“Naomi, you’re my friend and the closest to me other than Ariana. And you already know I don’t have many people in my life who care for me. So shut up and take this into your soul.”

“Wow, that would be so romantic if you didn’t call her a friend,” Bianca said.

Everyone ignored her, Zarian especially. He was a mess of a human being. He’d been through a lot.

Yet, he could still care about others anyway. So he wanted Naomi safer, because she was risking her life being the upfront warrior while helping him.

He was strong enough to protect himself, and he could always get stronger. He shouldn’t need the medallion. And if he died, then that was his own fault for either being too dumb or too weak.

Naomi accepted the medallion. She frowned at her side, where she’d taken a deadly hit. The wound was mostly healed except for a fleshy scar.

She mumbled thanks to Zarian, then she turned to thank Gilbert once again.

Everyone was gathered in the middle of the massacre. The Slave Cook was around the corner, but Zarian wanted to look through the goblin gear before they finally settled down.

Everyone was tired. Bianca and Hannah looked toward the Slave Cook’s location like miserable children. Gilbert distracted himself by piling together some decent stuff on a clean enough spot. Ten goblin skeletons helped him.

“I think this is the best of the stuff, chief,” Gilbert said, wiping his brow free of sweat with his muscled forearm.

Zarian nodded before looking at the skeletons. “I’m dismissing you for now. See you next time, Loner and everyone.”

Loner and the skeletons rattled around as their way of saying farewell. Then Zarian closed the Grimoire of Black Magic 101.

The skeletons fell into neat piles that Para swept up and stored inside her pocket dimension. The spectral chains wrapped the grimoire up and drew it into his soul for safekeeping.

Zarian felt relieved. His ragged aura could use the reprieve from staying on constantly. He’d really stretched himself thin. But that came with benefits he wanted to ponder on later.

First, he examined the spoils of war.

There were a few swords that could use some sharpening. There were a few wooden shields that only had a couple chips and dents in them. There were even axes, war hammers, maces, and even spiked gauntlets.

Only one was uncommon:

<Lighthouse Falchion (Uncommon): Activate enchantment to flicker bright flashes of light from the blade to disorientate foes. Or shine a bright light to wade through darkness. Scales with Wonder.>

“Bianca, congrats. You get to have a magic sword,” Zarian said, giving it to Para, who handed it off directly.

“Oh, yay, gracias. I’ll need to shop for a matching bag.”

Zarian shook his head at her. She was so ridiculous. She took the sword without asking about the freaking magic.

“What’s the magic on it?” Hannah asked for Bianca.

“Here, try it on me. Activate it. I’ll be fine,” Zarian said.

Bianca turned the falchion this way and that before looking in confusion at Zarian. He told her to push her will on it to turn it on.

Behold, the sword flickered brightly, and Zarian felt distracted and annoyed.

“Woo, a rave sword! Party with the Slave Cook!” Bianca cheered.

This girl is a real wild card, Zarian thought, gobsmacked by Bianca’s flippy, ditzy attitude.

“Chief, we’re losing it,” Gilbert said. “If she’s cracked, maybe I’ll crack, too.”

Zarian wanted to call them weak. He’d gone hungry and thirsty plenty of times. He turned back to sifting through the best junk and handed stuff off.

A shield and mace pair went to Gilbert. Hannah received a buckler shield and short spear. Naomi took a backup sword in case any of the dark blades failed.

Then Zarian selected a few more spares as backup for Para to store in her pocket dimension. She still had room because of her level ups.

She was full to the brim with meat, too. She wouldn’t partake in whatever the Slave Cook offered, for now.

“So, what if the Slave Cook is dicing up humans and serving them piping hot?” Zarian gave the group a ragged grin. “That’ll suck, won’t it?”

“Can I stick you with my new shiny sword?” Bianca returned a tight smile.

Zarian chuckled and turned to Naomi for her to come to his defense. She was looking elsewhere, pretending that she hadn’t heard a thing.

“You can only push women so far, Señor Zarian. We have a secret girly cabal for a reason.” Bianca waved her sword at him while it remained off.

“First one there gets first dibs,” Zarian said.

“Oh, me!” Bianca dashed off.

“You sure she shouldn’t get the medallion? She just volunteered to be the taste tester.” Naomi sighed as everyone strode over at a calmer pace behind Bianca.

Para had already scouted the way forward and deemed things safe enough. She was truly the best parasite a man could ask for.

As for Naomi’s question…

“Mm, nah. She’s the type that kinda has that funny plot armor vibe. Maybe the System might favor her, especially if Wonder is her highest stat,” Zarian said.

“Um, come again? Funny plot armor? The System favoring? The hell’s all that supposed to mean in this godless place?” Gilbert asked.

“I’m curious as well,” Hannah added softly.

Zarian chuckled dryly. “Just random stuff I think up. Sometimes it hits me from somewhere so far out of pocket it’s unbelievable. Don’t think too hard about it. I’m a certified weirdo, y’know?”

“Whatever you say, chief,” Gilbert replied.

“That’s the spirit!”

Zarian was undoubtedly delirious from weariness, thirst, and hunger. Thankfully, he was good at acting functional during times like these. Or so he hoped.

When he stumbled a little on the last length to the Slave Cook, Para assisted him, like he was a puppet getting held up by strings. A little creepy, sure, but Para meant well.

“Bianca stopped at the doorway,” Naomi pointed out. “Either she’s not entirely dumb or there’s something worth… whoa.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Gilbert said.

“Not the best phrasing, but yes,” Hannah murmured.

Zarian straightened up and moved ahead of everyone. He stopped a few inches in front of Bianca, the toes of his taped-up sneakers hanging over the edge of the first step.

From here, he had a wide view of the entire room. It was far different from anything he’d seen so far in the Infinita Star System.

It was the biggest kitchen Zarian had ever come across, almost as wide-open as an entire apartment. It also had plenty of height where several people could stand on each other’s shoulders before touching the ceiling.

The magic sconces on the walls emitted a soft bluish green light, brighter than the weak light sources Zarian had seen in the halls while feeling less bothersome to his Dark Affinity. The light gave the entire kitchen an enchanting, ethereal vibe. Like something from a painted fantasy picture book.

The walls were neat, clean, and covered in hanging pots, pans, and utensils. They had spaces carved into the stone that served as shelves.

Glancing around, even up high, Zarian saw even more pots, jars, sacks, and other objects containing an overflow of ingredients. Spices, herbs, roots, mushrooms, and more stuff he didn’t recognize.

On the furthest walls were wooden chests. Each one had glowing bluish-white engravings. Beside that was a basin filled with flowing water from a pipe in the wall. The basin had a lip where the overflow entered another basin built with a drainage.

The water looked crystal clear like it came from a fresh underground spring, almost perfect for drinking.

Seeing all that beautiful water was triggering. Something primal crawled up from Zarian’s throat and came out as a croak. He heard similar sounds from the others.

Still, Zarian waited to take in more of the kitchen. He examined the massive cauldron set against the leftmost wall. It was beside what looked like a medieval oven that also worked as a furnace and had a stovetop compartment attached to the oven’s side. More ingredients gleamed under the magic sconce lights, set on stone shelves above the boiling stew and sizzling meat in a wide pan.

There were tables and chairs at the center of the room for dining. And between the dining area and the main cooking implements was a long stone island with cooking boards, more utensils, a hand-pump faucet with a sink, and more runic engravings with glowing symbols.

There were plenty more little things to see. Zarian could learn a lot about a place that someone cared for and filled with little knick knacks over the years.

He’d never had much to claim in his life. So looking at other people’s stuff was always interesting.

Staying put to examine it all grew difficult for Zarian while enduring the onslaught of delicious smells slamming at him repeatedly. He felt like he was going to fall into a stupor or go into a ravenous rampage to get something to drink or eat.

A heavy knife slammed down into a cooking board with a final thunk. A weary sigh reached out to Zarian and his group over the sound of crackling flames and hissing steam rising into the glowing air vents in the ceiling.

Then a pair of little feet plodded from the kitchen island to a spot a few feet away from the steps leading down onto the kitchen floor.

A goblin stood in the way between Zarian and salvation.

This one looked female based on the slight difference in ratio between her hips and her shoulders. But even those proportions were slightly off since goblins had a more unique anatomy compared to humans.

She also seemed more sturdy than prior goblins. She was more well-kept, too. Her big, purple-white bush of hair was straightened into a mohawk up top before it transitioned into a long braid that reached down to the back of her knees.

Her skin was green like a summer leaf. Her eyes were wide, yellow, and cat-like with almond-shaped irises. Her ears were even bigger than the past goblins, like baby palm leaves, and they shifted up and down at curious angles.

She was wearing a stained apron and some cloth wraps underneath. Still primal-looking, but at least she was more put together.

Zarian couldn’t criticize. He was bare chested and covered in grime. In the looks department, the goblin was interesting. More importantly, she didn’t fly into a murderous rage against them.

Though there was one concerning detail. When Zarian tried to use Identify on her, this happened:

<Unable to Identify.>

That could only mean one thing. The goblin was way higher in level than any other goblin they’d faced. Or she was more powerful than Zarian.

“Using Identify without asking can be rude in many places,” the goblin woman said in English, her scratchy voice matching the crooning Zarian had heard earlier. “Some can feel it as an invasive scan through their aura. Others look for how your eyes squint if they can’t feel it. I do both.”

“Oh, uh, my bad,” Zarian said.

“It could speak,” Gilbert mumbled.

“She,” Bianca corrected.

“Sir, do we fight?” Naomi asked.

“Fighting me would be a bad idea, newbies,” said the goblin.

Zarian could feel Naomi getting into an aggressive stance without even looking at her. She was the only one with high enough physical stats to shrug off the thirst and hunger.

Zarian felt some rising annoyance.

Without looking, he reached behind him and grabbed Naomi by the back of her neck. He squeezed like he was dealing with a temperamental dog.

He scolded her: “Chill out, Naomi. Don’t waste what I just gave you, okay?”

“Yes, sir.”

“We’re being rude, aren’t we?” Hannah piped up with careful boldness. “Please forgive us. We’re thirsty, hungry, and have been attacked constantly since we’ve come here. And this is our first time finding anyone who’d speak to us civilly despite … obvious differences.”

“That would make sense for you to be attacked. This is an evil territory. Other than the human with the strange cloak, the rest of you don’t feel evil.” The goblin looked them up and down like a wide-eyed cat. “That’s okay. The kitchen is mostly a neutral sanctuary. And I’m not that evil to turn you away, anyway.”

She turned back and plodded over to the kitchen island. “Take a seat at the tables. Let me clean my hands. I’ll serve you drinks and food.”

“How much?” Zarian asked, slowly releasing Naomi once he felt she was calmer.

For some reason, she didn’t seem to mind the handsy treatment. At least from him.

“Let me know if my food tastes good, and that’s payment enough. I also have bedrolls so you can rest. I heard you fighting the others, and since you’re alive, it looks like you worked hard to get here.”

Zarian didn’t take a step down just yet. He watched the little four-foot goblin use a step stool to reach the hand-pump and sink. She was much tinier than the other goblins, even if she seemed strangely sturdy or more rock steady. Was that how they were supposed to look without corruption?

She pumped a few times to pour water from the faucet and wash her hands. She even used a bar of soap.

“I’m going to have … a lot of questions,” Zarian said. “I apologize ahead of time if that annoys you.”

Her big ears tilted up.

Yeah, she was very, very cat-like.

“Hm, well, I may or may not answer all of your questions. It depends. For now, I’ll tell you this. My name is Foodie. I’m a Level 37 Strong Cook Prodigy. I’m the daughter of a goblin champion, one of the few to make it past Level 200. I like to cook. And I like to read about new places with different ways to cook. Let me cook for you.”

Level 200?! If Zarian didn’t respect the measure of Foodie before, he certainly did now. He barely registered her request to cook for him and the others, his mind racing to other points of interest.

“Why aren’t you corrupted like the others?” Zarian blurted out, ignoring the urge to run down to the dining table. He could hear Bianca whining and Gilbert groaning.

Foodie stopped and blinked up at them slowly, once again, very much like a cat. Then she turned back to rinsing her hands thoroughly before she said, “Because they are weak and I am strong.”

Seriously, was it that simple? Zarian still hesitated.

Foodie didn’t look up again. “Ah, I think I know why you’re not moving. Guests should have time to wash their hands. I’ve nearly forgotten. Come here to the sink and wash your hands first. I’ll pump the water for you.”

Finally, Zarian gave in.

He took the first step down into the picturesque kitchen and diner. He felt a strange shift in the air. He felt safer somehow.

Smiling, he said, “Yes, ma’am.”




12: Let Her Cook

<Congrats! You’ve completed an Uncommon Side Quest: Water of the Slave Cook!>

Zarian had a mug of water filled with ice cubes tipped to his mouth. He chugged away while looking up at the group notification.

His personal level went up to 24. Naomi gained a level. Bianca, Hannah, and Gilbert gained two levels, drawing them closer to choosing classes.

Hannah was the closest at Level 9. The side quest she’d received for her enchanting pushed her up the levels quickly. It was as if the System wanted Hannah to get a class and show off some stronger abilities dealing with runes.

Zarian was excited to see that. Despite the horrors they’d faced, Zarian enjoyed seeing the growth and the exploration of magic. He was a much different person compared to who he was half a day ago.

He was kind of living the dream, completing quests and finding unique locations that looked like illustrations from a fantasy book.

Then he suffered a mild brain freeze and felt his stomach stricken from taking in too much cold water. Zarian slammed his mug down and coughed into his fist.

“Don’t drink too fast if you haven’t had water for a while,” Foodie said. “Especially you, with the cloak. You don’t seem like you have a lot of Strength or vitality to you.”

She was back at the counter to chop up what looked like roots. Everything would be ready in twenty minutes, she’d mentioned.

Zarian and the others sat at a dining table close to the doorway they’d taken to get here. Other than their mugs of ice and water, they had three wooden pitchers filled with more to share between them.

Foodie had promised to provide them beer, too. It was locally made with enough magic to make it an uncommon drink.

That sounded fantastic to Zarian even though he was more of a rum drinker, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. More importantly, he was extremely curious about everything that Foodie knew.

“How can you tell all that about me?” Zarian asked.

“The way you move. Next to the human woman who stays close to you, I can see she’s strong and graceful. You aren’t. You’re a magic type, aren’t you?” Foodie asked.

“You can use Identify if you want,” Zarian offered.

Foodie looked up from what she was doing, and Zarian felt a strange, invasive tingle. A pop-up notification followed the creepy feeling:

<You’ve been Identified!>

Oh, so that’s why it’s rude, Zarian realized. He glanced at the others, noticing the frown on Naomi’s face.

Bianca, Hannah, and Gilbert didn’t feel the Identify at work from Foodie. Maybe that was a consequence of having fewer levels, aura, or whatever.

Foodie hummed. “You’re all Outsiders. So many in one place, how very, very rare. And you, with the cloak, you’re a wizard. You must be very talented with Mysticism, I imagine. I’m not very good at that. I’m more Strength-focused with Wonder as my secondary. It helps with my cooking.”

Zarian found it curious that Outsiders were rare. Apparently, having five of them in her kitchen was an even bigger deal. Did that mean outsiders were valuable in the Infinita Star System? If that was the case, then being an Honored Outsider was probably huge.

“Thanks for the compliment,” Zarian replied. “Yeah, I’m all about Mysticism, second to that is Willpower or Wonder.”

“Mmm-hmmm.” Foodie nodded.

“Your kitchen is a big place. You’re the only one working here?” Gilbert asked as Foodie plodded off to the side.

She grabbed a pole off the wall. It had a hook on top for catching out-of-reach items.

“Before I answer, can you answer how you all got here? That will tell me what’s useful for you to know,” Foodie said plainly, going back to the stove with a bag of dried leaves.

She tossed them into the stew. Then, with her bare hand, she opened a slatted panel in front of the oven and looked inside, completely ignoring the air-wavering heat.

Watching her work was enchanting. She was a little thing with big ears, all green with cat-like mannerisms and eyes. But the more Zarian watched her, the more he noticed that her presence was strong and solid, fitting for her class.

He could tell she was handling everything around her carefully. Without care, she might break her own stuff. How did a little goblin get so strong? Was it because of her dad?

“I opened a portal from our world to the Infinita Star System,” Zarian explained, answering her question after some thought. “We ended up on the floor below this one where there were puddles and ponds of Shadowfell Tears. We, uh, had to fight some corrupted fish. Then we encountered goblins who were corrupted. We went from one fight to the next until we found you. We lost some people along the way.”

“But we completed a quest to get here!” Bianca chirped, grasping for positives.

“Yes, you really are Outsiders,” the goblin said. “And the wizard is an Honored Outsider.”

Four pairs of eyes turned to Zarian. There were a lot of little things about him he hadn’t mentioned. But the company here was decent, so Zarian didn’t mind for that stuff to come out now.

“I’m built different,” he said. “I also have something major in my origins. It gets me some special treatment from the System. At least for now.”

“You took a bottle from my hand with your black tentacle,” Bianca pointed out.

“Oh, yeah, I’ve been playing with magic for almost a year now. Before I got kicked out of the Marines for … insubordination,” Zarian said.

Naomi stiffened a little but didn’t say anything.

“I can’t believe you were a freaking Marine,” Gilbert said, shaking his head. “Then again, I guess it makes some sense based on how...”

“On how what?” Zarian raised an eyebrow.

“Gung-ho, chief. How gung-ho you are.”

“You really had magic before all of this started?” Hannah asked, steering the conversation to somewhere more important. “How is that possible?”

“I don’t know. Arianna showed up when I was eight. Then the dark magic happened almost a year ago. I’ve been involved with supernatural stuff for a while, and I was the only one I know to have that happen,” Zarian explained. “Nobody else would believe me. But now here we are. In another world where it’s normal to have magic.”

“This is true. It is normal to have magic here in Infinita,” Foodie said from on her step ladder, ladle in hand while stirring the stew. “Even the food will have some magic to it. At least when I cook.”

“It’s safe to eat, right?” Naomi asked, receiving some glares from Bianca and Gilbert. Zarian understood Naomi wanted to double-check.

“I will give you a three course meal starting with the stew, followed by the steaks, and then the sweet bread I made. Does that sound okay with you all?” Foodie asked.

“Can I hug you?” Bianca asked.

Crackling flames filled the silence. Then Foodie said, “Maybe another time.”

“You hear that? Another time. We just have to let her cook, guys,” Bianca cheered.

“Can we go back to that craziness about the portal?” Gilbert asked, wiping away the excess drool from his mouth. “Did you really do that, chief? And why in a mall of all godforsaken places?”

“And can you bring us back?” Hannah asked quickly.

“I had dreams leading me there. The portal was dormant, waiting to be activated. I just had to reach it and make the magic happen. Then the rest was history.” Zarian poured more iced water from the pitcher into the cup. “Maybe when we get some sleep, I’ll dream of another portal. But I doubt it. Things are different here. We’re part of the Star System, and Ariana’s gone for some reason.”

“Ariana’s real, isn’t she?” Naomi asked gingerly.

Zarian nodded. “Yeah, Ariana is real. I just don’t get why she’s gone now. Is it true that her spirit couldn’t pass through? That doesn’t make sense. She told me we belong here. She made it sound like she would be here.”

“Or she lied,” Gilbert said.

Bianca slapped him on the shoulder.

Zarian didn’t respond.

“The meal is almost done.” Foodie placed the ladle down.

Hannah massaged her temples. “We’re in another world. Because of a portal that you opened in a mall. We have magic powers because of a game-like System. But there are dangerous monsters who are corrupted because of those Shadowfell Tears. What are we going to do if we can’t go back home? Is this our life now?”

Hannah struck a nerve. Bianca burst into tears and stifled sobs. Gilbert hunched over the dining table tensely, fists balled tight.

Zarian and Naomi were the least affected, which made sense for Zarian but not so much for Naomi. Did she like being here instead of back in their old world?

Zarian had more questions for Foodie. But the mood was sour, and he felt like he was the blame.

Well, he honestly was the blame. He had bodies stored away inside of Para’s pocket dimension that he had to bury when they reached a safe enough spot outside.

“The meal is ready,” Foodie said, which were the most wonderful four words Zarian could hear.

Foodie set everything up with an extra perk to her little steps. In front of the five Outsiders, they all had a bowl of brown stew, a plate of crispy brown meat glazed in sauce and sprinkled with seasoning, and fluffy golden bread covered in a sheen of honey-smelling glaze.

Then, to top it off, Foodie carried over a small barrel with a cork at the top. She removed the cork easily, set down some new mugs, and poured a dark liquid into each. It had a dry but slightly fruity smell.

They didn’t wait. They didn’t even concern themselves with any of the stuff being poisoned. Zarian and the others felt a desperate need to eat, drink, and feel more complete.

The moment Zarian placed a spoonful of stew into his mouth, he felt tingles travel through his entire body. Everywhere.

Someone moaned like they were having an orgasm. It took a second for Zarian to recognize that it was Hannah.

Bianca burst into tears again. She scooped more stew into her mouth, barely swallowing it fast enough before taking in another spoonful as tears of joy rolled down her cheeks.

Gilbert rattled the table with his fist coming down between each bite.

“Wow,” Naomi said around a full mouth.

Foodie’s stew was good. It was so, so good. It had a burst of flavors without being overwhelming. It flowed smoothly with a few finely diced chunks you could chew on for more flavor. It was meaty while having unfamiliar vegetables that were arresting.

It could have poison, and Zarian would die with a happy belly.

This is so dumb. But let me be lucky for once. He had enough points in Wonder to have some good luck.

Naomi was the first person to get through the stew and reach the plate of crispy steak. Zarian’s hunger spiked from watching Naomi sink her teeth into the steak for the first bite and rip through it like a wolf on a fresh kill.

She moaned in girlish delight, nearly melting on the spot. Gilbert got to his steak next. Then the others finished their stews. Zarian spent a little longer savoring his.

He’d been eating out of garbage until this point. If it wasn’t for his levels or the System or whatever, he might’ve died from flavor overload.

Eventually, he moved on to the meat and discovered a new pleasure like no other. Crispy on the outside, chewy on the inside, with just enough juice to make it extra savory.

Everyone was taking their time now.

Zarian was almost full. He set the platter of meat aside and delighted in the sweet bread next.

He nearly jolted out of his seat. The bread was the tastiest dessert he’d ever had. The sugar was almost too much even though he could tell there wasn’t a heavy amount. The quality of the sugar was way above normal.

Without thinking, Zarian took a sip of the beer next. Whoa. Wow. Zarian couldn’t believe how good the beer tasted. It was almost too magical. Did she make the beer herself?

Would it be obscene to marry the cook? Even if all Zarian wanted was her cooking and cat-like mannerisms? What if he adopted her? Maybe not as a daughter, but as family. He could always be a big Bro to more than one little sister.

In the end, Zarian asked, “Can we be friends?”

Foodie blinked slowly at him while standing off to the side. “I don’t know. I’m a slave, and slaves don’t have friends.”

And just like that, all the joy Zarian and the others felt from eating this scrumptious meal lost its luster. They didn’t stop eating, but they weren’t as enthusiastic now.

“That’s right,” Hannah said after using a piece of cloth to wipe her mouth. “We came here for water and food because we heard there was a Slave Cook. You’re serving us with no payment because you’re enslaved.”

“That’s part of the reason I’m serving you. I don’t have to since I’m not your slave, exactly. But you all seem to like my cooking a lot, so that’s payment enough,” Foodie said.

“Can we free her?” Gilbert turned to Zarian.

“We don’t know what we’re getting into,” Naomi said, sounding uncertain.

“Free my friend, Foodie!” Bianca cried out.

“I agree with Naomi. We know nothing.” Hannah sighed.

Zarian sighed along with her. Everyone turned to him. There was more food in front of him, but he was so full he couldn’t eat like the others. He sipped slowly on the delicious beer.

Then he said, “I need a nap. We all do. Are we really okay here?”

“I’ve already turned on the sanctuary’s defenses. For the next twenty-four hours, you are safe here. The goblins who fell to corruption will be repelled one way or another, especially if they want to risk my anger,” Foodie explained, walking off to the side and opening one of her storage chests.

“You’re their slave, but they wouldn’t want to risk angering you?” Hannah asked.

“I’m only a slave to one goblin, my mother. She rules as chieftess above us in a castle that once belonged to orcs. She has me branded with a slave mark. She was the one who led our tribe here to be corrupted by Evil Goddess Shadowfell after my father died.”

Foodie laid out five bed rolls. “They thought they’d become stronger if they could survive the corruption. They all fell to it one way or another. My mother pretends she’s not corrupted, but she partially is. I’m the only exception. I became stronger alone, and then I became my mother’s slave.”

There was a lull filled by the dull crackling of the oven’s fire.

“So, we’re freeing her, right, my friends?” Bianca asked, breaking the lull.

“I’m going to get some shut eye,” Zarian declared, standing up from the table slowly.

The beer was hitting hard. He needed Para’s help to walk straight, her tendrils pushing him along, keeping him upright.

“You can rest. Then I’ll serve you another meal when you wake up. After that, I can tell you how to escape from here,” Foodie said.

Zarian stopped and turned back. “Oh, yeah?”

Everyone’s attention sharpened if it hadn’t already.

Foodie carried on. “Castle Grimrock has many tunnels and caverns attached to it. Based on your levels, you can go through the White Spider Dungeon and make it out alright. Then you’ll get to the surface and be on your way to human territory west of here. You’ll know west if you watch the Corma Star and the Star Core’s arc falling in a certain direction. Where it falls is west. Go that way through Bramble Wolf Forest, and you’ll find a town with other humans. They should have all that you need to help you.”

There was a lot of information to keep track of with her directions. So much of it sounded fantastic, like straight out of a fantasy novel or online game.

The good food, unique magic kitchen setting, and the conversation with a powerful goblin were all a part of one big comfy vibe. Zarian’s need for sleep grew even stronger than his curiosity.

“Like I said, I’m getting some shut eye.” Zarian fell onto a bed roll. He didn’t bother covering up. “Then we can figure out how to break you free.”

“Why?” Foodie asked.

“Nobody who cooks so freaking good should stay enslaved to their evil mother. If you want to pay us back for helping you, then you can cook for us wherever we go on our adventures.”

With that said, Zarian fell asleep.




13: Morning Feast

Zarian woke up from a dreamless sleep and kept his eyes closed. He didn’t move much at first, enjoying the luxury of being alive, warm, and not starving.

He slowly wriggled his fingers and toes, and he shifted around bit by bit. Some of his pains remained, like the bullet lodged into his back right shoulder, and other chronic problems.

He hadn’t received any healing from Gilbert. Not yet, at least. And Bloody Lifesteal didn’t help further than needed, leaving scars and aches.

If he asked Gilbert to help cut the bullet out and heal him up, Gilbert would probably do it. But Zarian kept letting that request slide into the background. He was very good at ignoring his own pain.

Slowly, he opened his eyes. The blurriness in his vision passed quickly. Looking around, he didn’t find Ariana.

He saw Bianca and Hannah laying close, their bedrolls right next to each other. Bianca was curled up while sucking on her thumb.

Hannah slept perfectly on her back, one loose fist on her chest. Her other hand was on Bianca’s head.

She must’ve soothed the younger woman before falling asleep.

Gilbert was on the other side of Zarian and sleeping on his side. He was snoring like a rumbling truck. The rest of the group was so tired that Gilbert’s snores couldn’t disturb them.

Rising to a seat, Zarian found Naomi sitting up on her bedroll in the far corner. She had sacks filled with dried goods piled behind her back and had a good view of the entire room and the doorway.

She was also fast asleep.

“She tried to keep watch,” Foodie said from her step ladder near the stove. She cracked eggs into a bowl and whisked it with a mix of chopped meat and veggies. “But she was too tired to stay up for long. Not after all that you’d done. And not when you ate my food.”

Foodie poured the eggs into a hot pan.

Zarian’s mouth watered from the sizzling sound and delicious smells. He noticed other ingredients stacked on the kitchen island. They were going to have a hearty breakfast.

“Did you lace the food with anything?” Zarian asked casually, unbothered. Para the Parasite Cloak was keeping constant security. She was acting passively now, so things must be fine.

“Other than my magic?” Foodie asked. “No, I don’t like poisoning anyone I want to feed. It’s a bad habit for a cook. Instead, I used a skill for your benefit.”

“Really?” Zarian asked.

“You arrived two days ago and leveled up all the way to 24. That is very, very fast. So fast, your vitality hasn’t caught up to your level yet. You would’ve lost out without me. My food should help with that.”

Zarian sat up straighter, surprised. He didn’t know leveling up too fast came with consequences.

Foodie descended from the step ladder and went to grab something from the kitchen island. When she returned to the stove, a troubling thought came to Zarian’s mind.

“We slept for over twenty-four hours, didn’t we?” he asked.

He didn’t feel safe in the sanctuary anymore.

Foodie pointed over to the door with a big kitchen knife. Zarian had to crawl forward and off his bedroll to see.

Rivulets of dark blood had dried on the steps. In the corner outside of the sanctuary, all the way against the wall, Zarian saw a pile of bodies.

Foodie had killed a bunch of corrupted goblins while Zarian and the others were asleep.

Without waking them up.

Holy fucking shit.

“Why?” Zarian asked, amazed by all Foodie had done for them.

Hadn’t she said she was evil? Even if only a little? She’d done so much while having no obligations toward five human Outsiders.

Foodie hesitated, her big, broad ears tilting all the way up. Then she looked over her shoulder and at Zarian. Her eyes seemed to stare into his soul.

“I liked the way you reacted when you ate my food. It was nice to see. So I don’t care if Mother will punish me. I won’t let you die to weak goblins.” Foodie went back to cooking.

Zarian watched her for a while as he thought over her words.

Foodie was a peculiar character, and kind of magnetic in her own way. Zarian felt something toward her. Admiration? Respect? Appreciation?

Whatever it was, Zarian was very, very well rested and able to think. He could see that he’d taken a lot of risks up to this point.

They’d trusted a total stranger – a goblin – to not only serve them drink and food but take care of them while they rested. And Foodie had done that for two days.

Zarian wanted to make the most out of this.

“Vitality? Is it life energy?” Zarian asked.

“Vitality is a layer between aura and life energy. Life energy protects your soul and keeps it tethered to your body. It can also help with your body, but it’s not that efficient for that. Life energy usually shrinks with time unless you adventure up the levels and reach ascension. Or there’s magic involved.”

So that’s why Bloody Lifesteal is uncommon instead of being higher. It’s an enormous waste of energy when I’m using it for physical healing.

That confirmed his earlier observations of why he didn’t get healed all the way. Bloody Lifesteal was better for securing life. Actual healing affected vitality, which affected the body.

Zarian felt a little cheated by his only self-preservation skill. Then again, if he thought about it from an offensive perspective, it was badass he could drain the energy that kept a person’s soul in their body.

Also, what the heck was ascension?

Foodie carried on as she cooked. “Vitality is the energy that helps you endure the rigors of adventures, keeps you fit and on the move, helps you stay awake on long stretches of restless work, and quickens your healing even without a healer if given enough time to rest. Some adventurers call it your constitution, endurance, or health. It’s all of those things. It grows with levels, but it grows the most if you earn your levels from hard experiences.”

Zarian nodded along with the explanation. Vitality’s design was an interesting game mechanic. There were no obvious stats for what sounded like health points. It was more organic and invisible.

It also sounded like he needed to be careful with how he power-leveled himself and the others. If they had too easy of a time, they would die easier in high-level fights.

“Is it possible to sense vitality?” Zarian asked.

“Certain classes, skills, and traits can,” Foodie explained. “I can sense vitality since it’s part of my class as a Strong Cook Prodigy. I can also sense your aura. But that’s not part of my class. That’s a trait I learned from my father.”

“What’s aura?”

“The sum of your stats.” Foodie threw what looked like bacon into a pan. An even louder sizzle filled the kitchen. “The more stats you have, the more aura you have. With aura, you can empower many of your skills or use it for spells, enchantments, and more. You have a large amount of aura at your level, wizard.”

“Thanks, Foodie, and also I apologize if my questions are dull and basic. Can you tell me more about the basic profile info?”

“Your apology is unnecessary.” Foodie stopped what she was doing. She turned to give him an expressionless stare that made Zarian freeze.

Then, slowly, she went back to cooking. Zarian relaxed as Foodie spoke: “You are an Outsider, and an honored one at that. I’ve never read or heard about an Honored Outsider before. Yet, here you are in Shadowfell territory, so even if you are a newbie, I think it will be wise to help. Now listen closely, so I don’t repeat myself.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Your class is based on paths one can follow as they adventure and ascend the worlds. There are many paths, but it is up to your actions and achievements to make the most of your class.

“Traits are based on you, sometimes the result of classes, and sometimes the results of extreme changes or logical progression. All traits, even those that seem negative like a debuff, exist because they are tailored to you.

“Skills can sometimes be tailored to you or tailored to the class. While traits are more permanent and hard to evolve, skills are more dynamic and level up just so they can advance and improve. Not all skills are equal. Some are higher quality than others. Some can advance into higher qualities if they don’t start that way. This is important to keep in mind, because a skill that seems weak and simple can grow and advance to be strong later on.”

“Yes, I see, thank you.” Zarian imagined his skills were powerful and high in quality.

The others had skills that might not be powerful now but could grow into something stronger later, like Hannah’s Basic Enchantment or Gilbert’s Basic Healing.

Another example was Searing Flash, Bianca’s skill, which wasn’t basic. That thing was a strong skill, higher in quality than what the others started with. That could mean Bianca had a hidden talent inside her.

Naomi seemed to be in the middle, and it was hard to judge her since she had a class that granted her a unique skill like Mind Spike. Naomi had made herself powerful through aggression and attitude.

She’d taken Zarian’s help first, springing her up in levels. So Zarian couldn’t judge if Naomi was talented or an extreme workhorse who made herself talented. Nonetheless, she was an interesting case just like the others.

Seeing them grow and advance will be interesting, Zarian thought with a smile.

After enough time passed from what was last said, Foodie carried on: “As for stats:

“Willpower is for concentration, defense of mind, defense of spirit, applying your mental and spiritual will, and more.

“Strength is for brawn, hitting power, toughness, and more. Agility is for speed, dexterity, quickness of mind, grace, and more.

“Wonder is for luck, faith, perception of the unnatural, great hidden power, increasing aura potency, and many more things.

“Then there is Mysticism, your favored stat, I imagine. Mysticism is for control of magic, magical ingenuity, regenerating aura, and plenty more.”

Foodie let out a soft, scratchy sigh. “The nature of stats is regardless of how certain abilities or enchantments scale with them or how certain classes prefer certain stats. Each stat has greater depth than you can imagine as a newbie.”

Zarian nodded. “Yeah, well, I can work with the basics for now. This confirms a lot. All of those stats sound important, but classes are built on minimizing waste and maximizing potential.”

“This is sometimes true. But all stats must rise eventually. Unless you can overcome weaknesses created by ignoring certain stats for too long.”

“Okay, alright, I think I’ll wait on the others before we continue,” Zarian said. “Again, thank you.”

“Okay.” Foodie continued cooking.

Zarian smiled, enjoying the serenity despite everything that had happened. Foodie had explained so much he was still chewing on it all. And there was still more!

The wealth of information was great to hear until Zarian realized he and the others hadn’t mentioned their names. That was rude of them, wasn’t it? Thankfully, everyone else was finally rousing from sleep.

Naomi jolted awake and jumped to her feet.

Bianca and Hannah slowly shifted into consciousness, with Bianca letting out a few soft sobs. Hannah froze up, eyes wide, searching for danger like any frightened person.

Gilbert grumbled at first before he stood to his tall height and looked ready for a fight. He wasn’t too eager to fight, based on the fear in his eyes, but he prepared anyway.

Zarian took his time to observe them. More so now than before. These people would be working alongside him for a while, and he wanted to know all of their physical details by heart.

Naomi was black, with brown eyes and black hair like him. She was very in shape, eye-catching even. Her expressions and attitude came across as dangerous and cold, however. Sometimes even merciless.

Gilbert and Bianca were both white with tanned skin and straw-yellow hair. However, Gilbert had the classic blue-eyed look, while Bianca had yellowish amber eyes. Gilbert was a big man with a small-town charm. Bianca was a natural beauty with a Latina flair.

Last, there was Hannah, pale white, brown-eyed with brunette hair, and the oldest and most meek-looking woman of the group. She came across as more mature while also reserved, but there was something bold hidden inside of her.

“Everyone,” Zarian called, “tell Foodie your name and thank her for the food and her hospitality.”

Zarian went first. Despite some reluctance, the others followed his example. Greetings completed, he caught them up on what Foodie had told him so far. He wanted to keep his people engaged and to not think heavily about the horrors they’d faced.

Of course, there was no hiding how vulnerable they had been while they slept. They saw the goblin corpses piled in the corner outside of the kitchen.

Naomi’s dark skin became a few shades lighter on her face, her surprise clear. Gilbert and Hannah had a similar look, if not paler.

“You’re so nice, Foodie,” Bianca said, pushing past the grim wake up call. “You’re the first nice person we’ve met here.”

The goblin’s ears went up and down. Then she slowly turned to Bianca and said, “If that’s what you think, then I won’t tell you otherwise.”

Is she really aligned with evil? Zarian wondered. But she said she’s not that evil, so maybe it’s because she lives in an evil territory that she’s evil aligned.

Her class, Strong Cook Prodigy, didn’t evoke the idea of evil alignment. Zarian was curious, but the moral alignment thing was not the most pressing question now.

Their time was limited, wasn’t it? There was no way Foodie could slaughter the other goblins without facing consequences from her mother, right? Zarian had nearly overlooked the danger because of the wealth of information Foodie provided.

“What should I ask next?” Zarian murmured.

There were too many questions. Zarian took some time to sort through them all in his head, and everyone was polite enough to wait. By the time he had his leading questions, breakfast was served.

Everyone gathered at the table again. Foodie stood off to the side, little hands on her hips. She watched them like a curious green-skinned cat.

They had scrambled eggs on toasted bread covered in light herbs and seasoning. They had fat chunky bacon strips that had been cooked into a fine but chewy crisp. They had bowls of oats with berry-like fruits Zarian had never seen before. They also had pitchers of cold milk and a sweet smelling juice.

Of course, there was more water since sleeping for so long would leave them dehydrated.

“What’s the payment for this feast?” Zarian asked.

“I want to know your plans before you leave. Then I would like to test your wizardry, Zarian,” Foodie requested.

Everyone looked worried at hearing that except for Zarian, who smiled. His admiration of Foodie went up.

“Alright, that works for me. Let’s eat,” Zarian said.

The breakfast was a delight. This time around, everyone ate a little slower. They savored the meal like it could be their last.

Bianca only sobbed once. Gilbert’s large frame leaned over his food like he wanted to hug it. Naomi and Hannah were more reserved, but they couldn’t hide their enjoyment that much.

Zarian felt like he was having a feast fit for a king as he finished his eggs-on-toast, chomped down a piece of juicy bacon, then followed it up with a hearty swig of delicious and pulpy juice. With every swallow, Zarian felt like he was way greater than the man he was before Foodie’s kitchen.

The System even acknowledged it.

<You’ve grown, earning +3 Willpower, +2 Strength, +3 Agility, +5 Wonder, +5 Mysticism.>

Zarian stopped eating. So did the others. They all burst into telling each other how much they’d grown.

Everyone was talking over each other until Naomi slapped her hand on the table. Zarian spoke first once they hushed down. Then they went one by one from there.

Zarian had grown the least, with a total of 18 new points. Naomi had grown the most, with 26 new points. Bianca, Hannah, and Gilbert had each gained 20 new points.

“Good, I figured that would happen,” Foodie said. “You’ve come from outside the Star System, plunged directly into danger. Somehow, you’ve defeated enemies with significant higher levels and more time here. And you’ve had my food to help you grow. Your vitality will still need more time to settle in. But your stats and aura can easily keep up if you’re going to push at the pace you’re going now.”

“Will this happen each time we go out for hard quests and adventures, then come back to rest?” Zarian asked eagerly.

Foodie snorted softly. “With me, it can. A strong cook is essential for that type of growth. You’ll need to eat the meat of powerful and unique monsters, however. And have vegetables and spices from rare magical places.”

Foodie nodded to her own words, and the Outsiders nodded along as she spoke.

“I gave you my best stock that I’ve gathered when Mother lets me go on my runs. You’re very fortunate to have come at the time you did, since it was all fresh and workable with my abilities.”

“Thank you for that. Like, seriously, thank you,” Zarian said.

The others followed his example, Bianca especially. She looked like she wanted to throw a hug around Foodie even if it might get her killed.

Zarian moved on to his next question: “What is the Infinita Star System?”

The others settled down to listen as they sipped from mugs filled with juice, milk, or water. Zarian wanted his entire attention on Foodie’s explanation and didn’t bother to have anything in hand.

Foodie tilted her head to her left and then to her right. Once she straightened her head, she seemed to have an answer ready.

“It is the playground of the System, the seven Evil Gods, and seven Good Gods. It is a game of power. The strong rise, and depending on their alignment and factions, they earn favors, boons, achievements, treasures, stats, new abilities, and more.”

Foodie went over to a low hanging shelf, grabbed a dried root, and chewed on it. Once she swallowed, she continued.

“The weak live under the strong, and earn little to nothing. But anyone can rise if they push themselves, take risks, or find extreme fortune.”

Foodie munched through another root. She took her time to chew on her snack and her own thoughts before speaking again.

“We’re on one of the starter worlds right now. Ours is Corma, the World of Castles and Caverns. It is fit for those between Level 1 and Level 100. Above that, I’m not sure. Father didn’t leave many notes about the next world above. All I know is you must adventure and ascend as the best way to keep growing. Or you’ll stagnate and hit a limit.”

Zarian nodded along with the worldly info. It wasn’t complete, but it painted a decent picture on the basic level.

The Infinita Star System sounded like a widespread, multi-world game that distributed more power to the strong as long as they worked hard, took risks, or got lucky. Those who showed the most talent by leveling up would receive rewards from the System or the fourteen gods in charge. The weak could rise as well, but without great power or luck, they would fall easier than the strong.

Seven gods represented a good alignment. Seven gods represented an evil alignment, which no doubt included the Shadowfell Goddess. Then there were various smaller factions that came with a host of boons or issues.

Zarian imagined this would make for one hell of an MMO.

“What is good and evil in the Infinita Star System?” Zarian asked next.

Foodie answered: “Good is order. Evil is chaos. Good follows lots of rules or suffers. Evil doesn’t have many rules and suffers.” Foodie chewed on another piece of root. “I’m evil for being a goblin. I can gain more favors by acting under the will of one of the Evil Gods. We’re in the territory of Evil Goddess Shadowfell, who is considered the least evil of the Evil Gods.”

“Really?” Zarian asked.

Foodie nodded. “She’ll show mercy to the weak. And she’ll praise the strong. But her power is available to everyone who is on the side of evil. Sometimes you’ll earn her favor even when you’re neutral.”

Foodie looked up at the ceiling and said in a low voice, “Only a few can handle it, especially the Shadowfell Tears. It’s interesting that you were down in the Shadowfell pools when you arrived and hadn’t been corrupted. I figure it’s because of your origins as Outsiders, so the Star System protected you.”

Zarian hummed. The more he learned, the more he realized there were invisible forces that the System kept out of sight.

This entire magical fantasy universe was a far bigger and more complex game than just crawling through underground floors and facing down intensely insane goblins.

Also, the Shadowfell Goddess sounded interesting, if very careless. Maybe that was the reason she was an Evil Goddess. She didn’t care about how damaging her own tears could be.

She’s a messy girl.

It was kind of wild and fantastic to think about. Somewhere out there a woman could cry and turn creatures into more monstrous versions of themselves.

“I read she arrived as a baby twenty years ago,” Zarian said.

“It is now Mid Summer, 1532 of the Dark Era,” Foodie said. “Shadowfell arrived in the Early Autumn of 1512, some years after the Sixth Divine War of the Dark Era. Many Masters, Champions, Paragons, and even Heroes have perished. The Throne of the Adventurer King remains empty to this day. Four gods died in the last war, and three gods took their place as expected.”

Foodie turned to look into the fire crackling in the oven. “Gods, heroes, kings, queens, these are replaced by adventurers who rise in the Infinita Star System. That’s what the books I’ve read say. But there’s one exception everyone knows of.”

“Shadowfell Goddess?” Zarian guessed.

“Yes, Shadowfell. She’s the only exception. She was a goddess as a baby. She’s our age, far younger than all the others, and far too different,” Foodie explained. “It is said she’s so powerful most gods fear her, Good and Evil. Well, except for one. But that one is best not mentioned by his direct name, lest you risk rousing from his slumber the First Destroyer, the First Evil King.”

Foodie waited, but nobody piped up. Not even Zarian. There was a lot to take in, even for a geek like him.

“Excuse me, I need some time to, uh, take this all in,” Gilbert piped up. “Sorry.”

“Same,” Hannah added. “This is a lot.”

“Let’s take a quick five, guys,” Zarian said, standing up from the table. He wandered around and looked closer at different parts of the kitchen. Naomi followed him like a shadow.

Time was not on their side. He might as well have a closer look at the magical kitchen while he could.




14: He’s Powerful

As Zarian and Naomi wandered around the kitchen, Gilbert, Bianca, and Hannah spoke in hushed murmurs. Zarian didn’t bother to strain his hearing to listen in on them.

He imagined they were more religious. Hearing all of that stuff about gods and goddesses, champions and heroes who were practically demigods, and some slumbering jerk called the First Destroyer Evil King whatever, well, all of that was probably a lot for their old world sensibilities.

Zarian stopped by the storage chests with the glowing symbols. Now that he had a closer look, the symbols were like the runes from Hannah’s enchantments.

He glanced at Naomi as she stood to his right and slightly behind him. “What do you think?”

“It’s like going up the military ranks,” Naomi said. “But this time, the ranks here are levels. And the levels give you actual power. Vitality makes you hardier. Stats grow your capabilities, making you superhuman. We get more of this invisible magic energy called aura when our stats grow.

“With aura, we can use all sorts of magic. Then we can effectively cut down an enemy force that would’ve been impossible to defeat back on Earth. Not without millions of dollars’ worth of military hardware. And this is just the start, sir. The goblin girl, Foodie, said her dad reached the Level 200s and was a Champion. That sounds mighty powerful.”

“This is just the start, huh?” Zarian slowly nodded. “Sounds like you’re excited. I can even see it on your face.”

Naomi’s eyes were lit with thrill, a half smile forming. She was discovering a new side of herself, apparently, and she was clearly loving it.

She didn’t even try to hide her expression from him. She smiled a little more, in fact.

“Yeah, I am. The Marines have nothing like this. Our old world has nothing like this.” Naomi licked her lips. “Maybe I can become so powerful I can beat anybody.”

“Even me?”

“I don’t know about that.” Naomi shifted from side to side slightly. “Maybe if I work hard enough and you slack off.”

“Hm, scary. I’ll have to avoid slacking off. You’ll step all over me if I become weaker than you.”

“No, I wouldn’t,” Naomi grunted, obviously flustered.

Zarian chuckled. “Yeah, well, we’ll see. I don’t want to slack off, anyway. I want to get stronger here since it sounds very necessary. But more importantly … I want to explore. I want to see what more the Star System offers. I want more skills and spells. And … I want to find Ariana.”

“I’ll help you find her.”

“Thank you.”

After the five minutes were up, everyone reconvened at the dining table. Zarian asked the next most pivotal questions.

“How much time do we have before your mother retaliates? How strong is she?” Zarian asked Foodie.

“Sooner than later. And she is strong enough where I can’t use Identify on her. Maybe in the Level 50s. Maybe more. She’s also able to hide her vitality and aura. Since she’s advancing a warlock class, she’s probably buffing her abilities with a pact from some sort of entity.”

Foodie’s ears lowered to her shoulders. “I don’t know what entity that can be. Might be faerie, but I doubt it. Might be a demon, but Shadowfell has no demon servants. It could be Shadowfell herself who is her backer, but that might not be the case. If it is, my mother isn’t as pathetic as I would prefer to think.”

“Now hold your horses,” Gilbert said. “You just described to us that … a twenty-something girl came into the Star System and became a … big deal … with a snap of her baby fingers. And that if we want to free you, we have to face your evil and powerful warlock mom when she might, might, have your evil idol on speed dial?”

Foodie blinked. “Shadowfell is not an idol. She is a goddess. And yes.”

Gilbert sighed. “We’re barking up a tall tree here.”

“Your phrasing is strange, Newbie Gilbert, but I think I understand your worries. Shadowfell won’t do much if you defeat those she favored unless you’re too far into the good alignment,” Foodie explained, before turning to Zarian. “And if you’re evil aligned, then you’ll earn her favor more.”

She never mentioned how she could tell I’m on the evil side, Zarian thought. Black Wizard Apprentice did sound evil, but Foodie acted like she felt Zarian’s alignment regardless. Clearly, she had plenty of things in her profile that helped her. More than what Zarian had.

“Okay, I got a plan,” Zarian said. “We’re leaving for the White Spider Dungeon. We’re going to head for the human town. We’ll get stronger. Build our foundations. Get some better magic items. Then we come back and rescue Foodie.”

“Thank God you’re being sensible,” Gilbert said.

“Which god?” Foodie asked. “Be careful about thanking them if you don’t mean it. You can draw their attention for the wrong reasons or at the wrong moment. And if your Wonder isn’t high enough, they can orchestrate terrible events for you.”

“Well, if you’re strong like you said, Foodie, maybe Shadowfell likes you a lot. But your mother is in the way, stealing all of your shine like jealous moms be. So saving you should make Shadowfell cool with us,” Bianca said.

“That’s an interesting way to put it,” Foodie said. “Unfortunately, we’re almost out of time now. You should go before Mother arrives to punish me.”

Zarian didn’t want to leave. There were more questions he had. There was so much he could learn from Foodie. But he could also learn a lot from the town west of here.

Still, Foodie seemed like the way better option for massively interesting lore and info dumps.

“Okay, we’ll go. But first, you wanted to test my wizardry? Do we have time for that?” Zarian asked.

Foodie gave him an interesting expression. Her ears shifted until they were horizontal with her head. Her eyes closed until they were half-lidded.

Then she smirked.

“Do you have conjurings that can hold a solid shape?” she asked.

Zarian’s face lit up with a cocky grin. “Yeah, I do. And so far, they haven’t been beaten.”

“We shall see.”

Zarian moved from the dining area to a clear spot closer to the stairs. After thinking about what he should form, he settled on an object.

So far, all of his experiences and manipulation of darkness had him think up new ideas on the spot. But now that he was hydrated, well-fed, and well-rested, he had a deeper understanding of all that he’d achieved.

He hadn’t just shaped his darkness skill all willy-nilly. He’d intensified it using his affinity. He’d deepened its density, its integrity, and its weight. He’d gone further with Straight Darkness than any dark manipulations back on Earth.

And he had the stats to back it up once he gave everything 5 Free Points. This was the one time it felt okay to spread the love equally, especially after listening to Foodie.

He had to specialize as a wizard, but it was still nice to have a solid superhuman base in everything. It made him feel better, less frail. And now that he knew there were other ways to grow stats, he could keep that in mind to cover weaknesses, like eating more of Foodie’s cooking once she was free.

He hadn’t noticed before because of the fight for survival, but now he could feel the changes from the new stats once they were invested.

He felt his muscles strengthening once he finally fed points into Strength. He felt the tendons in his joints and his own sense of balance grow from feeding Agility.

His mind hardened with a boost to Willpower. His sense of Wonder became more profound. He had more faith that things would be alright.

And, of course, his Mysticism was grander, more fine tuned, more intricate. It remained his highest stat at 170 points.

“Straight Darkness: Pillar,” Zarian said, as if evoking an incantation.

He’d noticed the others had sometimes said their skills aloud. He had thought little of it until he tried it himself now. He even added a modifying phrase at the end as he pressed the inner quasi button and saw the skill runes flash through his mind.

The runes looked a little different.

The effect felt stronger. Much stronger.

Immediately, streaks of darkness streamed across the ground from wherever the magic sconce light shone the weakest. Most of the darkness came from the hallway outside and streamed down the steps or slipped out from the gaps in the enchanted storage boxes.

The darkness arrived quickly, too, and formed into a three-foot thick column in front of Zarian within a second. Zarian didn’t stop there, of course. He kept gathering dark streams into his pillar. He made it denser, and denser, and denser some more.

He increased the density as far as it could go until he hit a limit. Then he looked around the straight column with perfect square corners and smiled at Foodie.

The four-foot goblin cook held a butcher’s knife that was nearly as big as her. If she had been a human child, the handle would’ve been too large for her hand. But goblins had longer fingers and big hands, and Foodie wasn’t an exception.

“Hm,” Foodie said. “Form a second one.”

“No fucking way,” Naomi muttered.

“Is this safe?” Gilbert asked.

“Can I root for Foodie? Sorry, Zarian, but I want to adopt her as my little sister for the great cooking,” Bianca said. “And she reminds me of a cat.”

“Should I use my enchantments?” Hannah asked.

Zarian ignored them in favor of forming a second pillar in front of the last. He pushed himself to make it as dense as possible. He strained his Mysticism to have two thick and straight obstructions that should stop just about anything.

Maybe even a few tank rounds and heavy missiles.

“Okay, that’s good enough,” Foodie said. “I will show you two things before you leave. The first is my Aura Ignition.”

Suddenly, a blazing force erupted from around Foodie. The atmosphere within the kitchen became oppressive, and Zarian found it hard to breathe. The others were struggling not to collapse from their seats since they had fewer stats, less aura.

“Second, I will make you a tasty meal.”

Foodie erupted with a single step like a miniature bomb. A pressure wave passed over Zarian and nearly knocked him down and broke his concentration.

He endured as he stumbled back and glimpsed at something fast and green moving like a streak through the air. The streaking green projectile morphed back into Foodie as she skidded to a stop in front of him.

Behind her, both pillars crumbled into dark motes after getting sliced in two neat halves each. Zarian gawked, mouth hanging open, as the strongest and sturdiest version of his skill fell apart.

Then he noticed the butcher’s knife pressed against his neck. The blade nicked him and drew a trickle of blood.

The oppressive atmosphere faded, and Zarian found himself able to breathe again, but he didn’t dare move. He looked past the massive knife and into Foodie’s upturned eyes.

The powerful goblin gave nothing away. Zarian wondered what she saw in him.

Did she see heart-hammering fear?

What about wild, uncontrollable mania?

Or maybe an insatiable thrill and wondrous curiosity?

“Sir?” Naomi called with steel in her voice. The others jumped to their feet after getting knocked down and watched the interaction warily.

“You’re not the first adventurers to come to my kitchen,” Foodie said. “Others have claimed they would defeat my mother and free me so I can serve them food on further adventures. It makes sense. My class is beyond rare. Beyond epic. I am legendary. I am worth an entire kingdom.”

“I see,” Zarian said, his face twitching, unable to keep the smile off his face. “What happened to those adventurers?”

“Some I’ve turned away. Others I’ve defeated to break their spirits. A few I’ve killed, cooked, and eaten. They were not of high quality but they were tasty meals,” Foodie said.

“Please, please, please tell me we didn’t eat people,” Bianca said.

“That’s not a concern right now,” Naomi muttered.

“I might throw up,” Gilbert said. “If the chief dies, we’re cooked.”

“You didn’t feed us people, Foodie. And you will not kill us and eat us,” Zarian declared. “Because you see potential in us, right?”

“I didn’t feed you humans. I fed you high-quality monster meat and rare ingredients from outside of Castle Grimrock.” Foodie lowered the butcher’s knife. “I see potential in you, Zarian. And a little in Naomi. I can tell she is a hard worker. The other three … are weak still. I don’t like weak people who think they’re strong. Mother tortures them the worst. It is better for me to eat them. Their deaths are quick, and their flesh is soft and chewy.”

Zarian wiped the blood off his neck with a thumb and sucked on it. “Nah, we’ll win. We can’t afford not to. You’re legendary and worth an entire kingdom. I can’t turn away from this, especially after what you’ve done for us.”

Foodie turned away. “The Infinita Star System is simple. But what is possible is vast and deep. By the time you all come back, if you choose to come back, you must at least achieve the first stage of Aura Ignition.

“You must figure out how to learn it on your own. If not, then I will kill you and eat you all to save you from being tortured by my mother. Now go unless you wish for me to cook you all up as my breakfast now.”

Foodie reached a storage box, flipped the lid open, and grabbed something from inside. She held up a scroll. A tendril from Para snatched it out of her hand rudely.

Zarian could feel Para’s anger. He’d held the Parasite Cloak back during the display. There wouldn’t be any point for his parasite to get involved.

Hell, even with Para watching over them, their lives were in Foodie’s goblin hands. Foodie wasn’t just Level 37 with a legendary class. She had abilities she’d trained deeply and competently that delved into the System’s deeper mechanics.

Goblins were naturally a weak race in fantasy stories. Zarian figured without the corruption, facing the evil goblins here would’ve been a cake walk.

Foodie was the exception.

She’s like a hidden away master character. She’s a little evil, but she means well by it.

Zarian led his group up the steps as he unrolled the scroll. An illustrated map revealed the maze-like layout of their current floor. The map had instructions written in English that explained what Foodie had told them two meals ago.

Zarian let everyone else pass him up the stairs before stopping on the edge between the hallway and the kitchen. He could feel Foodie’s deadly gaze pierce through him. He felt like steak under the butcher’s knife. She even licked the corner of her lips and looked at him hungrily.

He held his ground and smiled back at her.

“Thank you again. For the food. For letting us rest. For believing in us and showing off some of your real power.” Zarian laughed. “You’re cool. I want you to join us. We’ll be back with Aura Ignition and more, way more. You will be free, Foodie.”

The goblin of small size and incredible Strength stared at him long and hard. “We shall see, Zarian Darkrun.”

Nodding, he gave her a wave then got the hell out of there before Foodie changed her mind. His Parasite Cloak picked up and stored away a few goblin corpses to eat while on the go.

***

Half an hour later, Foodie sat kneeling in front of the steps as her mother entered the kitchen.

Her sanctuary became dark and suffocating. However, it didn’t bother Foodie much.

Evil mutterings and demonic cries sounded from the shadows. Foodie had heard them all before.

Foodie did as she was told since the brand on her back wouldn’t let her deny her mother’s direct orders. She stripped down until she was naked and stood with legs wide and arms stretched out.

Fiendish warlock energy shaped like whips lashed at Foodie’s body, but she didn’t cry.

Foodie was nine years old, a young adult in goblin years. She’d suffered this treatment since she was five, and she’d turned away or eaten adventurers about a dozen times so far.

Many adventurer parties had hoped to defeat the goblin warlock in control of Castle Grimrock by sneaking through the lower levels. Many had ended up in Foodie’s kitchen, and some ended up in her belly.

Life had once been nicer when her father became a champion and had sired many children with her mother. Life worsened when father had died in the worlds above, and before Foodie knew it, mother had fallen into depravity.

Shadowfell Tears were only meant for the few who were truly strong, consuming it instead of letting it consume them. Foodie had consumed the corruption because it was meant for her.

She was now blessed enough to surpass her father’s legacy. But her mother had gotten in the way before Foodie could. They had loved each other once, but now mother was a husk of her former self.

“You only get to live because you’re my treasure. But don’t forget I can kill you anytime I want,” Mother said nastily.

“Try it.” Foodie looked her in the eye.

The older goblin backed down and changed subjects. “Tell me all you know about the adventurers.”

Foodie told her everything she knew, which was a long list of useless details she’d memorized. She yammered how they’d smelled, how they’d acted in foolish ways, and some of the stupid things they’d said, and her opinions on all of those details no matter how small and frivolous.

She kept yammering and yammering about everything that was unimportant. Mother lost her corrupted patience and told her to shut up.

They continued the lashing until Mother grew bored. Then she ordered Foodie to make her a delicious meal and to not hurt the other goblins.

Foodie and her mother both knew the orders weren’t ironclad unless they were immediate and pertaining to Mother alone. She would get her delicious meals. But the corrupted goblins wouldn’t stay safe from Foodie for long.

Granted, murdering her brothers, sisters, cousins, nephews, nieces, uncles, aunts, in-laws, friends, friends of friends, and so on was better than letting the goblins she once knew rot from untreated corruption. They weren’t themselves anymore. They were twisted shadows of the Green Hop Explorers – the first Corma tribe of united goblin clans to produce a Goblin Champion, a rarity among the many worlds of Infinita.

On a positive note, Foodie could consume corrupted flesh just fine. And corrupted goblins were tasty when you cooked them right. Of course, she wouldn’t serve such defiled flesh to patrons unless she disliked them.

She was honest when she’d told Zarian and his party that they ate the best meat, seasoning, veggies, fruits, and more. All of which she’d sourced from around the Castle Grimrock territory. Their reactions to her food had pleased her greatly, which would make her happy for quite a while.

Foodie watched her mother leave. She ignored her usual suffering and smiled at her second best knife laying on the counter.

Zarian hadn’t noticed how the blade heavily chipped from meeting his pillars. That shouldn’t have happened while Foodie used the Second Stage of Aura Ignition and her Thematic Concept.

“He’s powerful for a newbie,” she said, her smile growing. “How much stronger would he become if I cook every day for his adventurer party?”




15: A Devilish Deal

<You’ve survived a meeting with the legendary Slave Cook. A Main Quest has been given. You can abort at any time if you choose to stray away from the quest completely. Do note, aborting will look unfavorable under the eyes of certain deities.>

<Main Quest (Rare): Defeat the Grimrock Warlock. Decide the fate of the Legendary Slave Cook.>

“Why does it say decide the fate of the Slave Cook?” Bianca asked, looking up. They all were. The quest notification for the entire group hovered over their heads.

The group had reached a break in the wall depicted on the map. Incredibly, they hadn’t encountered any corrupted goblin patrols.

The map’s notes and directions were neat and easy to follow, leading them down small, rarely used passageways and alternate routes away from the main paths. From this break in the wall, they would leave behind Castle Grimrock’s basement levels and travel through the actual caverns.

The System had delivered a group notification over all of their heads at the border of launching into a new adventure. It was as if the System chose the perfect time to hammer home what they’d started.

Or was it more like what Zarian had decided for the group?

“If we take control of what’s enslaving Foodie, we can be her masters,” Hannah said, matter-of-fact.

“I know you’re just answering Bianca’s question, but that sounds a little disgusting when you say it just like that,” Gilbert said.

“Agreed,” Naomi said.

“Downright creepy, Hannah,” Zarian added.

Hannah rubbed the bridge of her nose with her free hand. The other hand tightened around her short spear. Her buckler shield was strapped to her backside.

“After that display from her, I’m a little conflicted about releasing her from her bond,” Hannah said. “She openly admitted to killing and eating people. She could use us to get free before we suffer the same fate.”

“She’s using us for sure,” Zarian said. “And we’ll use her right back. But I think she likes us. If we free her, she won’t eat us.”

“She likes you,” Bianca said. “Some of us are too weak for her to like unless it’s part of her stew. But I must say this … her cooking is so good I wonder how well she’ll make me taste.”

“Bianca,” Naomi said.

“Yes?”

“Shut up.”

“You guys won’t be weak for long,” Zarian said, stepping through the broken down threshold between Grimrock and a cavern going westward. “Come on, guys. Did you see how badass that Aura Ignition turned out? It’s like she became Super Saiyan. We have to figure out how to get like that before we rescue her.”

“I need that in my life,” Naomi admitted. “It’s like she became much stronger instantly. Did she even need to do that when she was Level 37?”

Zarian wondered if he would’ve stopped Foodie’s attack under normal conditions without her Aura Ignition. The answer was probably yes.

She had to cheat to get past his Straight Darkness conjurings. Zarian felt proud of himself without saying it aloud. The others seemed like they needed more encouragement.

“She used her Aura Ignition thingy to inspire us, right?” Bianca asked, ignoring Naomi’s glares. “Because it scared me, honestly. What if I can’t do that? What if I’m too weak? I was joking earlier about how I’ll taste. I really don’t want Foodie to eat us.”

“She won’t,” Zarian said.

Hannah threw her hands up, frustrated. “What makes you so confident to say that? She said it herself that she’s evil. She could be toying with us for her amusement. Or have we forgotten the story about Hansel and Gretel? We’re in a fantasy game world, right? Folktales can exist here.”

She was speaking with more assertiveness than usual. It was surprising to hear all of that. And she kept going.

“It was reckless how you put yourself out to get killed, Zarian. As game-like and fantastic as this all is, our deaths are real. Without you, we’re dead.”

“That doesn’t always stick if you have enough time,” said Gilbert in light of his uncommon trait, Extra Life.

Hannah sighed in annoyance at him. “Well, we have little choice now. I don’t like how the quest says we’ll be looked at unfavorably if we stray from this. I’ll just accept that my life isn’t my own, as per usual.”

Zarian stopped and turned to face the others. “Just this one time, follow me all the way. It might end up being a crap idea and get us killed. But just believe in me for this one. When it works out on the other side, then I’ll owe you all big time.”

Zarian leaned toward them, holding nothing back as he spoke with conviction. “You need me to get you a castle? I will. You need lots and lots of gold or whatever? I’ll get it. You want to marry a kind and beautiful elf? I’ll find those elves and play matchmaker. Whatever it is, I’ll do it. Until then, ride with me, okay?”

“Yes,” Naomi said immediately.

The others hesitated until Bianca blurted, “Handsome, kind, beautiful elf husband, is that what’s on sale? Well, I guess we all need something to die for. Sign me up, Señor Zarian!”

“I’ll need time to think about that favor, chief, but okay,” Gilbert said.

“I feel like this is signing a deal with the Devil,” Hannah said.

“I’m evil aligned, yes, but I mean well.” Zarian spread his arms in a showman-like fashion, meeting Hannah’s judgmental gaze.

The middle-aged woman glanced away, frowning. “I don’t see the point of trying to bribe us. We’re under your power already. By saying yes, then I’m given no room to complain much. I’ll have to bear whatever consequences land on me for this, even if most of the fault comes from you.”

Hannah sighed. “For someone who seems reckless and simple, you’re a lot more clever and devilish than you let on.”

“So, is that a yes?” Zarian waggled his eyebrow.

“It’s a yes.”

And that was that. They were a ride-or-die group until the Grimrock quest was completed. Maybe they would stay together after that. Or maybe they would go their separate ways once they established some footing in the World of Castles and Caverns.

Zarian turned around to face the dark cavern and splitting tunnels. The new area was rough, uneven, and filled with foot hazards or weird dips in the ceiling you could hit your head on.

There were no magic sconces here. Only pure darkness.

He could see through it, if only a little. His Dark Affinity helped in that regard. But the others were relying on the tiny light shining through the hole in the castle wall behind them.

“Bianca, you’re up,” Zarian said.

“Hm, uh? Oh! Yeah, totally. One Searing Flash, coming right up.”

“No! Use your sword, Bianca!”

“Oh!” Bianca revealed her falchion and used the strobe light magic effect, which annoyed the hell out of Zarian. “Hehe, haha, look at me. Rave party, woo!”

Zarian wondered how big of an apology he would owe the elf who would become Bianca’s future husband. Then Zarian decided that wasn’t his problem, that was the future husband’s problem.

Hours after Bianca learned to use her sword as a consistent light, it occurred to Zarian and the rest of the group – or maybe calling themselves a ‘party’ was the more appropriate phrase – that they had packed no provisions.

Naomi and Gilbert were mortified by this huge oversight. Zarian wasn’t as bothered, since cool superpower displays from Foodie had occupied their attention more.

Thankfully, the route explained on the map had key points for accessing fresh water. They could also hunt the critters that lived in the caverns. There were more neat notes on the back of the map explaining what was edible and what wasn’t.

There was one millipede in particular with stripes that tasted good even when uncooked. It was also nutritious and magical enough to restore their vitality while on the move, so they wouldn’t have to sleep as much and could cover ground faster.

Even better, it was easy to find the magic millipede around the water spots. The other options were cavern mushrooms, which was sometimes a gamble. Under the untrained eye, they could ingest a poison mushroom that would kill them in thirty minutes or twenty-four hours later.

Zarian hadn’t thought about it earlier, but it looked like the Infinita Star System ran on seasons and a similar sense of time like the old world. They had twenty-four-hour days and sixty minutes in an hour. They had four seasons, and apparently they were halfway into the Summer of the Year 1532 of the Dark Era.

Why is the Dark Era called that?

There were plenty more questions that came to Zarian’s mind. He wondered what the Star Core was made of. Was it like Earth’s Sun? Or was it something completely different and magical?

Hadn’t Foodie mentioned another star? Cormar’s Star? There was a lot to think back on, and so much happened in a rush or as a dump.

As Zarian pondered about different facets of Infinita and their current starter world, he grew more excited to see the outside. At least when it was nighttime. He wasn’t sure if he would enjoy being outside in the daytime.

He openly talked about his spur-of-the-moment thoughts and some questions he wanted to ask when they met up with other denizens of Corma. Zarian knew he could be annoying when he was chatty, but his party mates either listened to Bianca babble randomly or listened to him.

Hannah engaged Zarian now and then with her intellectual side, but sometimes she would fall into a sullen silence. Gilbert wouldn’t say it, but he gave off signals where he wanted both Zarian and Bianca to shut up. This was more prevalent when any talk about gods or goddesses came up.

Naomi would find random things to distract Zarian with. Like alien bugs. Or a new mushroom that might or might not be poisonous. Or by reminding him to read the next spell section in his grimoire.

Other than spell study, Zarian used Identify on every new critter, fungi, or mysterious thing he saw. The creatures here that weren’t major threats seemed to stay at Level 1. Things that couldn’t be classified as living were plainly common or uncommon if they had a hint of magic. Zarian used Para to collect some stuff for later. Maybe he could craft stuff.

Wizards could craft, couldn’t they? Zarian didn’t see why they couldn’t. Of course, he was assuming the System had a crafting element like most fantasy games.

He knew he shouldn’t assume. He shouldn’t. But he couldn’t help but theorize and let his brain whirr in anticipation. At least Naomi shared some of his excitement. They were two Marines on an expedition for more power and to secure a critical asset of legendary worth, after all.

And everybody knew they shouldn’t get in the way of Marines and their mission. Or they would get taught the hard way.




16: Hater

There were fuzzy spiders the size of Zarian’s head that had Level 1 in their profile info. Most of them would crawl away when the party walked near them. They were harmless. Bianca stifled a scream each time she saw them.

Zarian found more interest in the living slimes that rolled across the ground at a snail’s pace. Those things were also Level 1.

Zarian, Bianca, Hannah, and even Gilbert watched the slime roll around. The slime picked up small rotten scraps of a dead critter and ingested it inside of its see-through body.

“We should watch the ceilings more closely,” Zarian said.

“Is it normal for these creatures to drop on their prey from above?” Hannah asked, showing her inquisitive side for this occasion instead of being depressed and silent.

Apparently, she had been an engineer in Florida after leaving her family’s farm in Alabama. She’d married a rich man who was nice at first before she found out he cheated on her with another woman from his Dungeons and Dragon games. She’d won the alimony in the divorce.

“They’ve got the tendency to do so from what I know back on Earth,” Zarian explained, poking and prodding the slimy outer membrane. Touching it left a tingle on his finger. “This Level 1 slime doesn’t look like a danger, but … what if we enter a dangerous area and the creatures become stronger and deadlier? Hell, we’re heading to a dungeon. That’s going to have monsters for sure.”

Hannah sighed deeply, probably thinking of her husband’s Dungeon and Dragons hobby. Everybody left that alone as Hannah went back to being sullenly silent.

Zarian’s interests remained on the slime. He found it curious that some of these creatures didn’t have alpha skills. The slime’s info read like this:

<Slime, Beast, Level 1.>

Perhaps the slime was so weak it didn’t have as many details compared to stronger creatures. Did it have a trait? Would that trait include how the slime moved around and digested food?

Maybe the slime’s anatomy was its own while having the profile and stats of the System. Just like how the System didn’t report on all the functional parts of a human, which were common.

Zarian had an inkling the System focused more of its attention on things that were uncommon and above. The System also had the tendency to hide deeper mechanics.

Aura Ignition, Aura Ignition, Aura Ignition.

Zarian couldn’t get that anime-like power out of his head. It was distracting. He already had a hard enough time studying the next viewable pages in his grimoire.

The latest section had something to do with a special type of fire. A few anecdotes about the special fire mentioned how wizards had fallen to those with dense vitalities.

Apparently, high vitality could mitigate even Bloody Lifesteal, snuffing its primary thirst for life energy.

This unique fire spell was the answer to high vitality. It caused the most damage to vitality and lowered the threshold to take a tanky enemy’s life.

It couldn’t kill directly, however. It didn’t even burn flesh or cause any pain.

The only significant warning about this special fire was how it sapped the stamina out of its victims. Since vitality covered health and stamina, an enemy might notice a loss of their endurance and try to remove the fire.

Even then, this spell sounded insidious.

This was the best spell for taking down high-leveled bosses without them knowing it. The only problem was that learning the special fire spell was more complex than the past two spells.

It was a strange element. It was the creation of some mad wizard long ago and should’ve stayed forgotten. The runes and symbols involved were intellectually deep, almost like studying chemistry.

The added difficulty made sense. This new spell was the key pillar of being a black wizard, a boss killer, a tank destroyer, a heavy damager. It would probably look cool, too. It might have an aesthetic that Zarian wouldn’t find anywhere else, not normally.

It still wasn’t as cool as seeing Foodie’s Aura Ignition in action.

Zarian felt crummy for acting like a childish nerd. He wished Wally was still alive. Then Zarian would have someone else to geek out with.

He wished Ariana was here.

“What’s with the long face, sir?” Naomi asked.

The party was taking a break at a new water site. Bianca kept the lights on, which was getting easier for her with practice.

Her use of aura had tightened while channeling it through the Lighthouse Falchion. There were mirror crystals, too. The water site, which was an open cave with a glistening pool at one side, shone with bright reflective lights.

The place looked all sparkly and magical.

At their feet were the cracked open carapaces of the millipedes Foodie had recommended. The little critters were the size of Gilbert’s arm and had peach fuzz on their carapaces. They had cute faces if you looked at them from an angle.

Bianca had once cried as they caught them, cracked them open, and ate the delicious meat inside. It had taken some time for the hunger to set in before Bianca ate her first magic, vitality rich millipede.

They’d eaten plenty since the firsts. Now Biance ate them like a savage, without remorse.

Foodie was right about them being tasty.

Zarian stared at the broken millipede shells before looking up at Naomi. “I got people killed.”

“Yeah, you did.” Clearly, Naomi wasn’t the type to sugarcoat.

Zarian nodded. “But all I can think about is the fun stuff.”

“That’s what makes you an idiot,” Naomi said. “But that’s what makes you amazing, too.”

Zarian chuckled. “We took a colossal risk with Foodie, didn’t we?”

“We could’ve been in the shithouse, yeah, but we made it through alright.” Naomi shrugged. “If you think about it, she’s a colossal asset. Worth a whole kingdom. So the risk matches the potential reward. And that damn little green girly and her big-ass ears can fucking cook.”

Zarian laughed, and Naomi chuckled.

For however long it took, since it was hard to track time in this deep, twisty, cavernous place, Zarian and his party traveled. The map directions told them to take the rightmost tunnels.

No matter what, it would twist, loop, and curve in the right direction they needed to go. The biggest threats had turned out to be slimes dropping from the ceiling, but they were all Level 1.

Bianca nearly killed herself when one got into her screaming mouth and started choking her. Para used some thin tendrils to clear it out. That was a close call that taught them to look up more carefully.

In what felt like weeks of rugged but peaceful cave adventuring, they reached a new location.

Zarian felt it as soon as he crossed a certain threshold. So did the others. They then saw an entrance to a grand, almost coliseum-like structure where there should be more caverns and tunnels.

The structure didn’t belong. It didn’t seem naturally built as part of the surroundings.

A System notification appeared for all of them to see:

<You’ve entered the White Spider Dungeon (Uncommon-Level 25).>

<Would you like a mini-map at the cost of reduced experience? Yes or no?>

“We’ve made it,” Zarian said, smiling with excitement. “So who’s ready for their first dungeon crawl?”

***

As Zarian’s party prepared to crawl the White Spider Dungeon, Jack had nearly died multiple times for however long he’d been in the godforsaken lower floors of Castle Grimrock. Of course, Jack didn’t know the name of his location, nor did he know Zarian had left.

Jack was truly on his own now. Without Zarian, Jack had quickly learned leveling up and surviving on his own was almost too hard.

Fortunately for Jack, it wasn’t completely impossible.

He’d crept everywhere, slowly, carefully, and strained his hearing. He’d crawled into nooks covered in bugs that bit hard and left him itchy, bloody, and miserable.

He’d taken a risk on some strange growths in the wall that were moist. They looked like spongy moss. He sucked water from them.

He’d suffered some stomach problems but avoided having major diarrhea, or that would’ve killed him. He’d ditched his clothes, found a dead goblin, and bathed in its blood to mask his scent.

He’d eaten the goblin’s flesh to survive.

Eventually, he’d found his first living prey. A scuffle between goblins had left one alone and injured.

Jack had ensured everything was perfect before he blasted the goblin in the back of the head with Star Bolt empowered by the Blessed Mage Bracer.

The goblin had fallen over with a smoking dent in its head. It had remained alive still.

Another bolt had finished the goblin off and gave Jack two levels. He’d dumped them into Agility and Wonder.

That was how he’d lived. He’d become less a human and more a scavenger. He’d become one with this maze-like place.

He’d learned the patterns of the goblin patrols and used every trick to hide and scurry around them.

They were way stronger and faster than him. But they weren’t smart. They were loud and crass. They were undisciplined and vile. He picked them off and grew his power the hard way, on his own while living on the wire’s edge.

Eventually, Jack reached Level 10. When that happened, he stood victoriously over his latest kill and was drinking in the moment.

He’d eaten the flesh of these horrific monsters and drank their blood to survive. He’d fought off waves of sickness with the Wonder of faith alone.

Jack believed himself to be chosen. That was the only explanation that any of this could be possible. He had to be the one true hero!

Before he opened up his class selection, he heard a scratchy crooning. Then he noticed the scent of cooked food.

Jack blinked once and ended up down the steps from a doorway leading into a magic underground kitchen. It was big and spacious. It had rock shelves filled with ingredients, pots, pans, utensils, and all sorts he’d find in a major kitchen with a medieval twist. And it had dining tables and chairs.

Then Jack noticed the little goblin looking up at him.

He’d made a huge mistake. He’d lost concentration for one moment and let the weaker parts of himself take over.

His first temptation was to kill the goblin. He stopped himself when he noticed the goblin was smaller and greener than the ones he’d ambushed, killed, and eaten. It was also wearing an apron over some rags that covered her groin and chest.

The Slave Cook, Jack realized, making the connection before he did something dire.

He glanced up at the basin that refilled itself with fresh water pouring from a pipe in the wall.

Jack heard a whimper. It was a weak sound. It was coming from him.

“My name is Foodie, and I’m known as the Slave Cook if you haven’t heard already,” Foodie said, confirming Jack’s suspicions. “You look like you’ve been barely surviving on your own. Come, let me wash your hands. Then I will feed you and let you rest here. As payment, you will tell me how you’ve survived.”

“My hatred,” Jack croaked, using his voice for the first time in a while. “It kept me alive. It helped me survive.”

“Who is it you hate?”

“Zarian Darkrun.”

It hadn’t taken Jack long to realize Naomi was merely a symptom of the disease. Killing the source was worth more of his attention. Then he would have his way with Naomi later if she still lived.

Jack continued: “I must overpower him. I must be stronger so I can annihilate him. Then eradicate anything infected by his influence.”

Foodie plodded over to a step ladder and moved it over to a sink with a hand pump. “Is that so? Do you consider this Zarian Darkrun powerful?”

Jack walked dreamily over to the sink and let the goblin girl pump water over his hands. She lathered them with a bar of soap. She washed his hands thoroughly for him.

It took everything for Jack to not shove her aside and drink directly from the faucet. But something wondrous told him he should not upset the Slave Cook.

He’d listened to his Wonder stat for long enough to know it wouldn’t lead him astray unless he fell to weakness. Which was why he spoke openly about his true desires. It felt right with his sense of Wonder.

“Zarian is a monster. He’ll cause mass deaths, irreparable damages, and lead people astray. He needs to be stopped. I’ll stop him,” he declared.

Once Foodie dried his hands off with cloth, she led Jack to a seat at a dining table. A minute later, Jack found a mug of iced water in front of him.

Foodie instructed him to sip slowly. The first sip was a taste of heaven. He did as he was told and drained it a little at a time, savoring it all.

“You’re weak right now, and you remind me of my mother,” Foodie said. “But your hatred is real. With enough of that emotion, maybe you’ll become stronger than Zarian. That’ll depend on what class you choose.”

“The Star System must give me the best one. It has to,” Jack said with conviction.

He went into his class selection. And immediately found something perfect. It was beyond his hopes and dreams.

<Star Crossed Hater (Legendary): You must devote yourself to the hate and destruction of an evil entity even if it kills you: Zarian Darkrun. This class comes with 1 rare trait, 1 epic trait, and 3 skills of your choice. It also offers +1 Willpower, +1 Strength, +1 Agility, +3 Wonder with every personal level up. This class is good aligned.>




17: White Spider Dungeon

Gilbert wanted to believe that all of this madness was part of God’s plan, the one from the original world who started with a capital G. He believed this desperately. But damn did it feel like joining up with Zarian and taking his orders was letting a horse run buck wild in a small diner.

Sometimes Gilbert had to catch himself from acting as a proper twenty-nine-year-old man with the urge to wrangle a young twenty-one-year-old knucklehead. Who wouldn’t want to while listening to Zarian Darkrun?

At least Zarian was a far better sport than most people Gilbert had met. For someone with his background, Zarian had a more forgiving and straight forward vibe that even Gilbert found impressive.

Yes, Zarian was the blame for multiple horrific deaths and man-slaughters.

But Gilbert could only hold a grudge for so long while being under a powerful person’s protection.

Naomi was the one to be wary of. She enjoyed having power and getting even, and she didn’t hide it.

So far, Gilbert had come to agreeable terms with Naomi. But once in a while, when Zarian wasn’t looking, Naomi would watch Gilbert like a hawk watching a rabbit.

Maybe she should turn those eyes back to their party chief, boss, leader, senior, or whatever.

Because Zarian’s occasional lackadaisical attitude and youthful spirit was a danger to himself and everyone else at the worst of times.

The Slave Cook situation could’ve ended with them all chopped up, served up as sirloin, and dumped in a goblin’s shitter after an intimate trip through an intestinal tract.

They now had to finish a main quest against evil corrupted goblins and a horrific mother who was the reason the Slave Cook was a slave. That sounded like walking into a crime syndicate’s main headquarters with nothing but a badge and a prayer.

Now they were in a strange place called a dungeon with more wazoo magic. They were here after what felt like weeks of trekking through a cavern system on a diet of sediment-heavy water and bug meat.

Yeah, Gilbert wanted to think the Big Capital G was testing him. And for his faith, he would be rewarded.

“Bianca, Hannah, do you two still believe in the one God from the home front?” Gilbert asked as his fellow companions looked around.

It was the three of them after a trap somehow triggered and had dropped dividing walls made of ridiculously hardened web.

Zarian and Naomi weren’t on their side of the trap walls. That was the bad news.

The good news was having mini-maps in the corner of their vision. It faded away when they weren’t directly interacting with it. But whenever they needed it, the mini-map was there.

“I have a complicated relationship with faith. Being here makes it even more complicated for me,” Hannah said, looking uneasily at their surroundings.

The White Spider Dungeon was very unlike the cavern system. The ceiling was tall and unnaturally uniformed, with concave domes and webbed engravings.

Every surface was slightly sticky and colored different shades of white. Spider-like ornaments covered the walls or marked the floors. Fluted columns flowed in perfect arrangements down the halls and on every corner where Gilbert could see a new bend or hallway.

“I was a strict catholic until I approached spiritual matters with a more open mind,” Bianca said, readying her flashy sword even though she didn’t really know how to swing one properly.

She was really their most offensive option – which didn’t amount to significant damage. Her Searing Flash was just severely distracting for anything unprepared.

Gilbert readied his heater shield and mace, which were both common items and without magic. At least they were practical and simple to understand.

Hannah readied her buckler shield and short spear, also practical and easy to understand.

“We’re going to be alright, my friends,” Bianca said, pointing off to the side. “Loner’s with us.”

Gilbert nearly jumped when he heard a slight rattle. He turned and saw Loner leaning against the wall.

Zarian’s bone necromancy still scared the bejesus out of Gilbert. It wasn’t right for the dead to rise again, especially with how they shedded their flesh like stepping out of clothing.

But at least the goblin skeleton was on their side.

Gilbert nodded at Loner in acknowledgement. The creature looked back at Gilbert with its eyeless sockets and fanged rictus grin.

“Loner, will you help us?” Hannah asked.

Loner shrugged, the bones making a gentle rattling sound.

“That doesn’t leave us with much confidence,” Hannah added.

“Zarian said we should learn to fight without him too much and level up ourselves the hard way. All because of that vitality stuff. I still don’t get it though,” Bianca said.

Gilbert half understood it himself. Before they’d fully delved into the White Spider Dungeon, Zarian made a surprising choice. They went with the mini-map option with the consequence of reduced experience.

Zarian had explained his reasoning that it was a bad idea to level up too fast for now. They also needed to endure more rigors and raise the amount of vitality they gained with each level up.

Apparently, fast and easy leveling, or power-leveling, came with a sneaky consequence. That sort of cheap growth in the Infinita Star System would create fragile adventurers if they ‘cheated’ the System too much.

It sounded like Gilbert was in for some sweat, blood, and tears.

“We can wait here for Zarian and Naomi to circle around to us,” Hannah offered.

That sounded like a good idea to Gilbert.

“No, we shouldn’t,” Bianca said, surprising both Gilbert and Hannah.

Bianca was a pretty thing. Instead of holding a sword for war, she should lead a yoga class or make smoothies or model for photos. She looked like a soft hipster new age type of girl and acted all ditzy Latina most of the time.

Yet, she said, “Zarian wants us to get tough so we can be harder to kill. Well, I’ve seen too much death, and it’s all icky. I don’t want to be killed before I get to see some nice fantasy stuff. Like princess gowns and royal balls.”

Her logic was weird, but her spirit was rock solid.

Gilbert sighed and moved forward, taking the spot ahead of the ladies. He had the bigger shield, after all, and less of a risk of dying permanently.

“Then let’s go find some stupid trouble,” he muttered.

He took a couple of steps and stopped when he heard some subtle rattles. Loner moved up front and pointed at himself before making a walking motion with two fingers. He mimed something like an explosion.

Or like a trap going off.

“Ah, I get it,” Hannah said, quicker on the draw. “Thank you, Loner.”

The skeleton nodded before leading the way carefully.

When the undead goblins wanted to, they could get real quiet. Gilbert and the girls followed Loner’s example, moving quietly, stepping where he stepped, stopping when he stopped.

Soft white sconces shone with light down from the ceiling. Because of the dungeon lights, they could see plenty fine here, way better than back in the caves and tunnels. But the light also made the shadows look deep and menacing.

Gilbert could feel his heart pounding and hear the girls’ shaky breaths. Occasionally, he heard the skin-crawling scratches of many hairy legs moving about out of sight.

Loner stopped and pointed up at a strange spot in the ceiling where the shadows were too dark. The skeleton stepped back and gestured, his balled fist punching his other skeletal hand.

Gilbert checked the mini-map and saw a red dot where Loner had pointed.

Here it goes!

“We got ourselves a bogie,” Gilbert announced.

He let his police training kick him into overdrive, blood rushing, heart-hammering. He raised the heater shield like he would a riot shield, although he had to make adjustments since it wasn’t see-through. He held the mace like he would a baton, which also required adjustments.

Bianca took a deep breath.

Hannah quickly enchanted their gear. She was faster with that skill of hers now. If only it came with more offense, then she wouldn’t have to risk her life fighting upfront.

We lack the proper training, Gilbert thought, not for the first time.

A white spider, the height of a giant dog and many times wider, fell from the ceiling on a long thread of webbing. Unlike the name of the dungeon, it was more black than white. Its beady eyes, however, were white, almost like they had cataract grown over.

Bianca screamed out to the good Lord like she was ready to jump back into the Christianity wagon. Hannah shook like a leaf while preparing her battle instruments. Gilbert remembered how he’d poured all of his fear into rage and faced down his worse challenges.

Then there was no more time to prepare. The spider dashed to their front, closing the distance fast, and kicked its legs forward almost rapid-fire like.

Gilbert soaked a kick with his shield and nearly flew off his feet. Hannah lost her footing and rolled backwards, spear dropping from her hand. Bianca started flashing her fancy magic sword in a panic.

Surprisingly, it worked. The spider slunk back away from the flashing lights. Bianca kept at it, giving Gilbert time to get his weight and balance under him.

Then he did the damndest thing. He charged right into the face of the nasty, giant critter.

He soaked another hard kick from the spider with his shield. The impact struck weaker than the last one. Gilbert was a big man in motion now.

He endured another hard thunk against his shield, feeling it through his shoulder, and clenched his jaw as he kept plowing forward until he smashed into the spider’s face with a shield bash. The creature stumbled back while scratching at Gilbert’s shield with its fangs, and Gilbert roared in return as he shoved the spider at an angle toward the nearest wall to crush the monster.

No shot.

The spider simply walked up the wall backward.

“No!” Gilbert shouted, pulling back the shield a little and swinging forward his mace. The riot training paid off. The mace slammed with reinforced weight into the spider’s milky white eyes.

If the creature could scream, it would. It still stumbled on its way up the wall backward.

Hannah rushed in, having recovered her composure and weapon. She thrust her spear forward where Gilbert had struck. The sharpened point slid into the monster’s face easily and blood spurted out.

Bianca was taking the left side and hacking her light-flickering blade at the legs. Her technique was piss-poor, but the enchantments Hannah had laid on their weapons did most of the work.

That still wasn’t enough to stop the spider from ascending up the wall and nearly out of reach.

“God dammit, let us get our own win!” Gilbert threw down his weapons and lunged up with all of his Strength.

To his surprise, his Strength was significant enough to send him flying higher than an NBA player. The big man reached the spider and grabbed onto a leg.

The fuzz on its body prickled like sharp grass blades on a freshly cut lawn, but significantly tougher. His hands took some nicks, but his Basic Healing helped with that fast.

Gilbert put all of his fear and rage into dragging this thing back down even while it tried to kick him off. Gilbert kicked, too, knocking at another leg.

When kicking at the spider’s legs didn’t work, he stomped his feet against the wall and yanked down with all of his might. He felt something pop in his back. But he had the spider going down. Along with him.

Gilbert landed with a crunch on his shoulder and had the wind knocked out of him. He would’ve wailed if he had any air in his lungs as the spider scrambled all over him.

“Searing Flash!” Bianca called out as forewarning.

Gilbert closed his eyes and threw his forearm over his face as an extra measure. The flash still got to him, but it did worse to the spider.

The creature stumbled around and struck down on Gilbert with its spider feet, pummeling him pretty good. He was still conscious, still alive. He could still fight.

Battered but not beaten, Gilbert crawled out from under the spider on his own terms, even while dragging himself with one arm.

He got some space before he stood, grabbed his mace, and joined the girls. Together they worked like absolute savages, beating, stabbing, and cutting down the monster for the next couple of minutes until it finally died.

<You’ve defeated a Spider Monster, Level 17 Dungeon Stalker!>

Gilbert gasped for air, bent over with his hands on his knees. Hannah and Bianca were sitting on either side of him, their backs to his legs.

Basic Healing flowed with physical contact. They caught their breath while Gilbert’s healing ability took the edge off, replenishing their vitality.

“Any levels?” Gilbert asked hoarsely.

Bianca and Hannah shook their heads. Nobody had leveled up even after all that struggle against a Level 17 monster.

Damn it all, was the mini-map worth it?

What was Zarian thinking when he’d made that decision for them?

“I don’t think we appreciate Zarian enough,” Hannah said.

“I’m feeling damn unappreciative for not getting a level, true,” Gilbert muttered.

“No, think about it. That was our first time fighting without him.”

Damn it, damn it, damn it. Hannah had a point. Gilbert hated to admit it, even to himself. Then Bianca drove the point home even further.

“That was only Level 17? We killed way stronger back at Castle Grimrock,” Bianca said. “Wow, Zarian is really, really strong. And we’re really, really weak.”

Gilbert caught his breath and straightened up. He looked over at the monster’s corpse. It was all cut up, bashed up, poked to hell, and now lying on its back with legs curled in death.

How long would it take before fights like these became easier? How long until Gilbert could bash these things down and keep on trucking from one enemy to another?

“Y’all are healed now. Let’s get going,” Gilbert grunted. “If we’re going to live in the shadow of the valley of death, we better show them we fear no evil.”

“Unless it’s Zarian.” Hannah stood with a sigh.

“Mm, I wonder what he’s up to,” Bianca said, getting back to her feet.

***

While the weakest party members learned teamwork and more humility, Zarian was entangled halfway into a spider cocoon elsewhere in the White Spider Dungeon.

Only his legs were entangled, really. The rest of him was free while he hung upside down from the ceiling. He was doing some light meditation with his arms crossed over his chest.

He would’ve had a harder time if it wasn’t for Para. Yes, the spiders had him halfway caught, but his Parasite Cloak had them entangled in return.

The fight between Para and multiple spiders in the high teens and early twenties in level was interesting.

Para whipped out lashing tendrils tipped with bone spurs, spikes, and teeth. She sprouted an array of lamprey mouths and jagged maws from the ends of her material. She shifted from flesh to bone rapidly, staying flexible in some places, and hard in others.

She tore up the spiders one after another. Zarian wasn’t sure if this would help him build up his vitality.

Breaking his meditation, he split part of his focus on his mini-map while the fight served as background noise.

He had it wide open so he could track the blue dots moving around on their own.

He counted four together toward the western part of the dungeon. That should be Gilbert, Bianca, Hannah, and one of the skeletons.

He saw another five moving quickly up the middle of the dungeon. That was definitely Naomi and four minions assigned to her.

Five other skeletons waited under Zarian while he hung upside down, Para covering for them.

“I should work on using two spells at once,” Zarian said. “Is it a limitation of the System? Or is it a limitation of the mind? Which one can I break first?”

Zarian went back to meditating with his grimoire floating next to him, chained directly to his soul. After some time, he diverted his attention to his book of spells.

He imagined the skeleton spell running while evoking the lifesteal spell. He stopped when the skeleton spell faltered. He reset his concentration, then tried again.

He kept failing and failing. He kept trying and trying. He had no breakthroughs yet, but that was fine. Zarian was patient, and the White Spider Dungeon was the perfect place to practice.

Then, for just a split second difference, he felt his magical attention diverge. A little more power streamed into the lifesteal spell before the skeleton spell began to falter and he had to reset quickly.

Zarian smiled. “So it was a weakness of the mind. Sweet. I can break that any day, any time.”

He went back to practicing.

The skeletons below watched the dangling wizard silently. Then they looked around at the massacre Para made of the attacking spiders. With a shrug of their boney shoulders, the goblin skeletons started kicking around little web balls.

When the web balls burst open, baby spiders flowed out and quickly died under the skeletons’ stomps. Then the skeletons grabbed another web sac of baby spiders and kicked it around like a soccer ball.




18: Strike And Strut

Gilbert wondered how long this dungeon journey would last until Zarian was satisfied. Then he shook that thought out of his head before looking up to see Loner gesturing for them to follow again.

A few minutes later, Gilbert saw two red dots on the mini-map.

One spider rushed them from the start.

Loner dashed forward and landed a single punch that sent the spider skittering back like a bull rammed into it. The goblin skeleton didn’t let up on the bony fist-pummeling until he turned the spider’s face and torso into mush.

The second spider crept forward more carefully. Loner turned his back on the monster and walked past Gilbert and the girls. He thrust a bony thumb back at the second spider before turning about and leaning coolly against the wall.

Loner remained behind and relaxed while Gilbert led the girls into another haphazard charge.

They suffered some hits – Bianca had her leg kicked and her foot twisted the wrong way. By the time Gilbert and Hannah had the spider pinned and battered, Bianca reentered the fight, hopping on one foot, sword flashing and hacking. She kept screaming about a handsome elf husband and wearing dresses to royal balls.

They defeated another Level 17 stalker. No level up

Gilbert wasn’t sure if this dungeon crawl was a bright idea without more experience. He wanted to see the numbers rise for all this effort.

He didn’t complain, though. He healed up their trio of a party, waited for them all to catch their breath, then pushed on.

Next up came three spiders. This time, Loner distracted two by alternating between them with punches.

Gilbert and the girls fought the third spider with better coordination than the last two fights. Gilbert also recognized the monsters’ combative patterns now. Hannah called out before thrusting her spear. Bianca kept her Searing Flash ready for the right moment before they initiated a complete takedown.

The spider died with no one getting injured. Then they immediately crashed down on one of the two remaining spiders and killed it. Loner kept the other occupied and screwed that spider’s day royally.

Loner finished the last one, and Gilbert focused on healing.

Hannah refreshed the enchantments. Things were looking good until Bianca shouted in warning about red dots on the mini-map.

Five enemies were scuttling in their direction fast.

“We can’t,” Hannah gasped.

“We can!” Bianca screamed.

“Lord, if this is the end, then so be it,” Gilbert grunted, rushing forward.

The girls chased after him. Without even having to hear the warning, Gilbert closed his eyes and covered his face with his shield.

“Searing Flash!”

The world became white. Then Gilbert crashed full-tilt with all his weight and speed into a spider.

He felt the spider’s face crunch as his shoulder popped out of the socket from behind the shield. Gilbert roared before he doubled-up on the shield bash and popped his shoulder back in place, his Basic Healing kicking in.

He was still a little blinded from Bianca’s Searing Flash, but the blurry shape in front of him was big enough for his mace to land on something.

Bianca and Loner were the only ones unaffected by Searing Flash. She could avoid the nitty, gritty upfront fighting and hack at the spider’s legs on his shield side. Hannah only joined when she had better vision, then she thrust her spear at the spider to help drive it to its death.

They turned rapidly to their second spider before it could recover from the flash.

Bianca did the damndest thing and shouted “Searing Flash!” for the second time.

She’d never done that before. Her skill was so potent she couldn’t normally use it more than once in a major fight. She must’ve leveled up the skill or improved on something.

Gilbert barely covered his face in time before the world turned searing white. His shield ram clipped the next spider’s legs instead of the main body and barreled the creature over.

Unfortunately, he tripped over it and got all tangled up. Once he knew the spider was under him, Gilbert grabbed onto its sharp hairs and shield bashed down at its fanged face.

“Gonna help Loner!” Bianca shouted, dashing by.

“Give me five seconds, Gilbert!” Hannah said, still recovering from the second flash.

Gilbert might not have five seconds, but he kept slamming his shield down like his Extra Life depended on it.

The monster kept thrashing and trying to buck him off. But it was disorientated and in a compromised position, stuck on its back.

Everything was softer on its belly, easier to break and squish. The mouth parts turned into minced mush before Hannah ran in and thrust the thing dead with her sharpened spear.

“If you can get it on its back, the belly is easier to damage!” Gilbert shouted, untangling himself from the curled up legs.

Hannah helped him out. Together, they turned and found Bianca stumbling backward, holding her side with a hand.

Gilbert saw something awful and bloody under her hand as she waved her flashing sword around to ward away the third spider. Worse yet, there were still more spiders after the third when Gilbert was already tired. Hannah looked miserable, yet she set her face to a determined expression anyway.

Let’s go do God’s work, Gilbert thought.

The two ran in at the same time and gave the spider hell. Bianca had some breathing room to circle around and hack at the spider’s back legs. Then Gilbert tucked down and trucked forward, ramming his shield into the spider’s leg joints before pushing with all his Strength to flip it over.

Hannah shoved her spear into its mouth. Bianca hacked at the legs from one side, while Gilbert bashed at them from the other side with his mace. They closed in on the belly once they disabled the legs.

The third spider died.

With no break, Gilbert and the girls hit the fourth spider. The humans were slow, bloodied, and lethargic. Bianca had bite wounds on her side. She needed healing badly.

Yet, she kept pushing. She said those two words of hers with some emphasis:

“Searing Flash!”

This time, Gilbert twisted around and covered his face with his shield and his forearm. He was still blinded a little, but less so than before. Hannah had followed his example. While the spiders suffered severe blindness, the trio banded against the fourth and beat down on it like savages.

Technique went out the window.

They just struck and struck and struck until the thing was dead.

Loner watched them, the fifth spider laying dead behind him. The encounter ended with a delirious cry that may or may not have come from Gilbert.

Bianca fell over. Gilbert crashed down next to her, hands over her wounded side. He used his Basic Healing.

The spider bite became a nonissue.

The poison remained a problem. It kept coursing through her body, leaving its damaging mark throughout her flesh.

Bianca’s face was as red as blood as she suffered. Gilbert kept her alive through it all, pumping his Basic Healing even while he felt wrung out.

Something had to give, and that turned out to be the poison. Bianca sweated some of it out. She vomited the rest to the side.

Gilbert looked down in disgust at the bloody vomit and tiny chunks of congealed poison.

That was some hardcore shit.

“I’m alive,” Bianca said, coughing and sputtering.

“This is hell,” Hannah said.

“I leveled up, personally and with my healing,” Gilbert muttered. “I finally got some fucking levels.”

“Same,” Bianca moaned.

“I can choose a class now,” Hannah added.

Gilbert felt chills down his spine. Bianca looked horrible, but she sat upright and wide-eyed.

Classes were game changers. Depending on what Hannah picked, she could go from a magical mortal to a magical beast of a woman. Just like Naomi.

“I’m checking my options. It’s … extensive. There’s an epic class that caught my eye. However, it looks like more of a utility support class. Runic Enchantress Novice.”

“Do you like it?” Bianca asked.

“Yes,” Hannah said. “I’ll receive one uncommon trait and one rare trait. My Basic Enchantment will change to Enchantment. And I’ll have two skill choices, but I doubt any of them will be very combat oriented.”

Gilbert groaned. They needed more combat stuff. But an epic class like that sounded like a good fit for Hannah.

Bianca, despite her condition, said the most logical thing. “What do you mean it won’t be very combat oriented? Zarian called you amazing. He loves your enchanting. Why not do more of the same, but way better with an epic class?”

Gilbert looked at his weapons. They held up damn well because of Hannah’s Basic Enchantment. How better would they be when she had an epic class to back it?

“Yeah, what Bianca said. Make that class count,” Gilbert drawled.

Hannah picked the Runic Enchantress Novice class. Gilbert and the girls rested while Loner watched over them. Gilbert provided more healing once he recovered his aura.

Hannah took some time to get a handle on her new traits and skills. They sounded brainy and complicated.

Once she was ready, Hannah laid some runes on Gilbert’s mace and lit it on fire. He didn’t even feel the heat, but Hannah swore it would work as a major weakness against the spiders.

Next, Hannah tinkered with Bianca’s magic flashy sword and said it could now give light-damage on contact.

“Zarian was right. You are awesome,” Gilbert said, feeling like a young boy again.

He was never a geek growing up, more of a jock or playboy. But even he had once thought it was cool to wield flaming weapons.

Then Bianca activated her sword, and it shone with a contained intensity clinging to the blade. It looked like a curved lightsaber now.

Gilbert’s fire mace felt less impressive. He didn’t let that drag down his rising mood.

In fact, Gilbert felt a new fire burn in his gut. I want to get my class!

The next spiders Gilbert and the girls met received a way harder and badder beating than the spiders before them. Gilbert and the girls still took some licks of their own, but they bounced back faster and with more vigor.

As things improved, Gilbert started to wonder if he and the girls could catch up to Naomi. She wouldn’t be able to play all high and mighty over the three of them anymore if they were all on the same level.

What about catching up to Zarian?

Gilbert couldn’t imagine it.

Naomi was more within reach. She needed Zarian’s help just like everybody else. Hell, Gilbert imagined she was taking things slowly and leaning on her skeleton minions way more if she was on her own.

***

Naomi realized a few hours into the spider dungeon exercise that punching the monsters in the heads while using Mind Spike did way more damage. She theorized that the direct transfer of psychic energy to the target eliminated waste and increased killing potency.

Or maybe the Star System was a freak and liked to reward daring actions.

Naomi didn’t care enough to dig further into the how and why. She was having fun committing full-tilt to the insanity.

She ran up the wall and kicked into a backflip over a charging spider. The creature extended its legs up on the wall, raising up to follow her ascent and downward arc.

When Naomi landed behind the spider, she bolted at it with more speed than her pre-System body could ever fathom.

The spiders had a bad habit of staying in one spot while rotating around. They also liked to lift their legs up and bare their fangs before springing into attack, as if to make her hesitate with fear alone.

Naomi laughed in their faces and punched them right in their milky white eyes.

Her Mind Spike struck one hundred percent. The spider didn’t scream, but Naomi imagined it would if it could talk as the spider’s brain melted inside of its head.

Then Naomi followed up with another punch to complete the one-two combo down the middle. Another burst of brain-violating energy turned the insides of the spider’s head into bloody mush.

<You’ve defeated a Spider Monster, Level 22 Dungeon Soldier!>

Just like that, it collapsed. Naomi was already on the move as another spider lunged at her from behind.

She jumped into a cartwheel, which should’ve been impractical. But her body was strong and quick, mighty and light. She stuck the landing perfectly like a superhuman gymnast even though she had never trained gymnastics.

She didn’t feel the same fear as she would before. Having so much Willpower protected her emotions, her ego, her mentality. Especially when she had Tranquil Mind activated.

Sometimes she didn’t even need it.

She was the perfect killer. She was Zarian’s right-hand woman. She admired the young man even if he was an insufferable idiot sometimes.

He valued her toughness, her wildness, her loyalty. He valued how she was a bit of a freak with a mean streak a mile long when given a reason to go on the attack.

She really was a devil dog, his devil dog.

Hell, her nature showed with how her minions acted around her. The skeletons did nothing but distract the extra spiders. They gave her plenty of time to dash, lunge, flip around, and punch spider brains into bloody goop.

Whomp! Mind Spike!

Whomp! Mind Spike!

Whomp! Mind Spike!

She still had her pistol, gun belt, and extra magazines. She hadn’t felt the need to draw them for a while now. Chances were, they wouldn’t do very well against these monsters.

Her body and abilities were deadlier than a gun.

Her fists were bloody, the skin scraped raw. Her arms hurt from the impacts on hard monster carapaces. Her body was on fire from moving constantly.

Sometimes she would take too many risks and come out with some mean scrapes. She had no healer. She bled red like any human. Still, she punched. Still, she kept killing.

She only took breaks when it was obvious her aura ran low. That was a pain because it took her a while to recover. She lacked heavily in the Mysticism stat, relying more on Willpower, Strength, and Agility. The skeletons became more useful during her breaks when she needed to recover aura.

Then she was back to the action.

When she leveled up, she stopped to celebrate with a little saucy dance, her hips swinging! That one felt deserved. Hell, her two skills had gone up in levels, too.

Tranquil Mind had been a good friend, especially when she learned to flicker it on and off. Mind Spike was her hero even if it meant her fists were growing numb from repeat impacts.

Saving her fists from further abuse, Naomi threw out kicks she’d learned from kickboxing lessons a while ago. It wasn’t as sharp and crisp as her punches. It was riskier, too.

But her kicks landed harder.

Sometimes, it delivered one-shot kills with her Mind Spike. The greater the risk, the greater the reward.

She treated the giant spiders like the bugs they were and squashed them under her. That remained the case until someone new interrupted her pest control work and celebratory dances.

“My dear, you have to be the most dashing human I’ve seen at your level,” said a suave, smooth, deep voice to Naomi’s left.

She whirled around, bloody fists raised. Her shoes were gone, torn apart after all they’d gone through.

She’d clenched her toes in anticipation of kicking someone in the head and blasting their brains out of their ears and nostrils. Her minions gathered around her, ready to support.

She waited as a man walked out from a shadowy side passage. He was different from any man or creature Naomi had ever seen.

He had a presence about him that was … powerful. The atmosphere felt a little suffocating, even. Breathing became a struggle.

Naomi relied on her Tranquil Mind even more.

“It’s okay. I understand your reactions. You haven’t seen my kind before, I imagine.” The strange, monstrous man bowed. “My name is Ekri the Tailor, and I am a fine tailor.”

“You have eight eyes, spider fangs, and a spider’s butt,” Naomi said, matter-of-fact. “If you’re a tailor, call me the Star Core Queen.”

“Oh, ho, ho! I may have fangs, but you are the one who bites the hardest, my dear.”

Ekri spread his six arms wide. He had pale white skin, from what Naomi could tell based on the color of his face and hands.

The rest of him was dressed all dapper in a three-piece suit and polished shoes. Somehow, his outfit worked out well with his six arms. Behind him, the coat split where a miniature web-maker extended like a ballooned-up tail.

“What … are you?” Naomi asked.

“A drider, my dear, of the evil alignment, fortunately and unfortunately.” Ekri moved his hands into a blur and suddenly conjured a thick rope swing made of spiderwebs and attached to the ceiling.

He sat comfortably, legs crossed at the knee, one foot pushing him back and forth idly. He folded his six hands on his knee and smiled at her.

“I’m busy killing your cousins.” Naomi shifted aggressively. “You got a problem with that or what?”

“Well, they’re very distant cousins attached to the System’s machinations, the dungeons, I mean. And besides, they only have half my charm and none of the looks, so I don’t blame you. Though you must humor me before I let you continue.”

Ekri swung back and forth on his makeshift spider web swing.

Naomi tensed up even more. Her minions braced themselves.

With a huff, she asked, “What do you want?”

“I wish to see you strut,” Ekri said. “Just imagine, would you, that I fashioned you an unbelievable dress. One that would capture your dynamic likeness, your wild eccentricities, your primal urges. Imagine, would you, the perfect dress made for you. Or for someone you fancy that would love to see it on you.”

Naomi chewed on what he was saying. Then she barked out with a laugh.

This situation was ridiculous.

Her nerves were stretched taut even with the Tranquil Mind skill, so the laugh was warranted to ease her up. She felt even bolder now while at a clear disadvantage.

“What if I don’t?”

“Well, I’ll do the usual evil thing and turn you into a pretty dress. My client in Castle Grimrock pays extra for that sort of thing even though I find it such a bore.”

Naomi froze for a split second, not out of fear but realization. If she’d heard correctly, Ekri’s client at Castle Grimrock could be one of two people. Either Foodie or the Grimrock Warlock.

Foodie didn’t strike Naomi as the dress-up doll type.

So it had to be the wicked mother.

“You got yourself a deal if you can tell me more about this client of yours,” Naomi said, ignoring the threat of becoming a dress. All she could think about was gaining more ground on the main quest, their big future operation to kill a warlock and free a legendary cook. “Fair warning, I’ve never done much runway modeling. I’m more of a military woman.”

“Great! Start with your standard march. Then I shall coach you. In fact, consider this as free training. You’ll be surprised by how well the art of stylish walking translates to murder and combat. Now, let us begin!”

Ekri clapped his hands like he was turning on the lights and signaling the start of an act. The spotlight was on Naomi, so she played her role.

Naomi marched for Ekri the Tailor without interruptions. When he saw enough, he coached her on walking with more style.

Her strides gradually changed into something so goofy and extravagant, Naomi struggled. For the first time in a while, Naomi felt embarrassed while others were watching.

The skeletons couldn’t talk. Yet she felt their empty eye sockets judging her. They better not rattle up a tale and tattle to Zarian and the others. Or Naomi would turn their bones into broth.

I’m just making myself all goofy to help with the main quest. This has nothing to do with me wanting to have a killer walk that’ll make Bianca jealous and steal more attention my way. No siree! This ain’t no ego thing. This is all for the cause! And look, I’m getting better at this!

Naomi caught one minion laughing in her direction. She ran over and kicked him so hard she knocked his head off. Then she ran back to strutting like a peacock as Ekri coached her further.

The minions didn’t laugh in her direction again.

She kept monitoring them periodically. As long as the skeletons were standing, Zarian was fine. He was probably having an easier time than her and the other party members.




19: Self-Lobotomy

“Hit me with the raaaaaah! Ahhhhhhhh! Yaaaaaah!” Zarian shouted, followed by other nearly unintelligible phrases as he slowly split his mental bandwidth to channel two spells at the same time.

The human mind, at least at his level, wasn’t made for this. Not without the System’s help.

The System allowed for multiple skills to function at the same time. It didn’t assist much with Zarian’s multi-spell attempts.

Zarian didn’t care and kept risking permanent brain damage anyway. He felt like he was close to a breakthrough. He just needed to keep pushing.

He saw the runic symbols staying strong for the skeleton spell in his mind’s eye. The runic symbols for the lifesteal spell flickered on and off, fighting to stay active.

He caught the sensation of an energy – his aura – streaming out of sync, more so than usual. He noticed the strand of aura breaking and reforming on beat with the lifesteal symbols turning on and off in his brain.

Just when Zarian thought he might have a breakthrough, his brain felt like it blew some fuses. Thankfully, he was back on his feet while Para and his skeletons protected him, but that was where his luck ended.

His body went slack, and he nearly crashed backward. Para folded some fleshy material under him and turned it solid – she became a simple chair with a backrest.

Zarian nearly blanked out before snapping himself back to a semblance of focus. But, oh, did it hurt! It was absolute hell.

He’d just committed self-lobotomy, and he now had to pay the price until he reconnected with Gilbert.

At the very least, he could keep the skeleton spell going still. It took a lot of painful concentration.

Blood poured down his nostrils in a strong, consistent flow. He felt around his nose to check for any brain chunks. Nothing yet.

His vision was terrible. The lights were brighter and more distracting. Everything was fuzzier. He was in terrible shape.

Perfect, now the real training could begin.

“Para, everyone, let me do more of the fighting now,” Zarian said. “With this, I’ll earn my next level up.”

Para vibrated with uncertainty. The skeletons rattled with a note of uncertainty as well. They were concerned, but they didn’t contradict his orders.

Zarian stood to his feet woozily. He stalked down the hallway in search of enemy spiders.

His condition persisted. His fuzzy vision made everything harder to see unless it was in shade or darkness. He could see things clearer in the dark, but the magic sconce light dominated mostly.

It was good he had a crystal clear mini-map in the corner of his vision. It was worth its weight in gold right now.

Para vibrated urgently against his chest in the two o’ clock direction. Zarian barely formed a dark pillar in time to block a projectile. It splashed on the dark surface and made a dangerous hissing sound.

Ah, this was a new type of spider. The last ones shot web balls, which had entangled him once. This one shot acid.

Good, he could deal with deadly projectile fights. A few training exercises from his stint as a Marine Infantryman translated to a battle like this.

Zarian formed another straight pillar a dozen feet to his left. It was a distraction as he leaned to the right from behind his current cover. He knew the general area of the shooter because of his mini-map. He thrust his palm forward.

A dense shotgun volley of dark darts peppered the spider shooter’s location. Zarian heard the wet and sloppy burst of spider meat getting splattered. A gold notification confirmed the kill:

<You’ve defeated a Spider Monster, Level 28 Dungeon Shooter>.

He didn’t linger out from behind cover for too long, and good thing, too.

More hissing volleys of acidic projectiles crashed against his position. He studied the mini-map and saw new red dots closing in. The red dot he peppered with a spray of dark darts turned gray with a red ‘X’ over it, signifying a dead enemy.

Three new shooters edged closer to the other side of the dead spider. The shooters took turns spitting acid and covering for each other.

Zarian noticed his pillar was losing its integrity from the constant volley of attacks. Enough hits would break through and dissolve it.

“Should I cheese this?” Zarian asked himself deliriously. “Nah, let me think on my feet even with a busted-ass brain.”

He kept watch of the mini-map. The spiders closed in as a group instead of spreading out to attack from different angles. Zarian let the first intrusive thought become reality.

From the spider’s perspective, they had the human with the strange fleshy cloak pinned behind temporary cover.

The skeletons stayed on the sides, closer to the walls and out of the way. If the spiders moved from the center of the hallway, the skeletons might attack them. With three spiders together, they could shoot one by one consistently in a deadly stream of projectile attacks.

The situation took a sudden change when the human with the monstrous cloak of flesh, bones, and lamprey mouths lunged out from his disintegrating cover. He didn’t go left or right. He went up.

Zarian shot into the air off of a fast-rising pillar of darkness. He went so high he would’ve hit the ceiling if Para hadn’t fanned out the cloak. The added air resistance slowed him down and stabilized him as he aimed at the grouped up spiders.

“Die motherfucker, die motherfucker, die!” Zarian shouted, releasing a hail-storm of long, dark bullets like he was a machine gunner.

The stream of dark bullets slashed through one spider and split it in half. He chopped off multiple legs of the second spider and sent it barreling to its side.

The third spider stood its ground and returned fire before taking the hail of dark bullets to its face. By sheer luck, or Para’s micro-interventions, the hissing acid shot missed him by a few inches to his left.

That would’ve left more than a mark if it had landed.

Zarian glided to the ground with Para’s help. He noticed the last remaining spider scrambling around with only four legs.

Another intrusive thought came to mind and found no resistance.

Zarian raised his hand and gathered darkness from the floor, up his body, and onto his palm. A straight edge sprouted upward with a slight curve – like a giant katana or nodachi found in eastern fantasy.

It reached seven feet in length before Zarian tightened his grip around the roughly straight handle and sliced down. Despite its thinness, the giant nodachi was immensely dense.

Zarian’s shoulder hurt as he used all of his Strength and his control over darkness to cut through the remaining spider. He even left a cut on the floor.

“Nice!” Zarian laughed until the severe migraine made him shut up.

The pain throbbed from terrible to nightmarish and back. During the rush of combat, he’d ignored it. With everything falling still, he was back to a slow and painful mental death.

Zarian raised his seven-foot nodachi from the floor and onto his shoulder. It was a little weird to control. By having a good hold on it like a melee weapon, he felt less of his skill at work, forcing him to use up a majority of his limited Strength.

In other words, the System was forcing him to get physical if he wanted to play with a giant sword.

Zarian grinned like a madman, his lower face smeared completely with his blood. “Hey, what if I can train up my Strength and Agility this way?”

If he were to train physically with heavy swords and eat Foodie’s meals, then he could gain some physical stats without using points from his level ups.

Of course, that would eat up time he could better spend in perfecting his wizardry.

As of now, there wasn’t much for Zarian to do with a self-lobotomized brain. At most, he could train up his Straight Darkness while maintaining the skeleton spell at the same time.

So it was all working out, at least in his opinion.

Zarian expanded the mini-map. He found four blue dots that were likely Gilbert, Bianca, Hannah, and Loner.

They could see each other’s blue dots far across the dungeon. They couldn’t see enemy red dots unless they closed the distance by a set amount.

Zarian found it curious that Naomi and her minions had remained in the same spot for a while. It was too painful to think long on that with a self-inflicted lobotomy. At the very least, they were blue and alive.

He set a course for Gilbert. Para scouted ahead with thin threads and thinner hairs of flesh. She directed him around traps regardless of his fussing that he could probably use those for training.

Para didn’t listen to him, and Zarian didn’t have the mental capability to fight her on it. His skeleton guard followed in the back, covering their rear.

Para warned of more threats, more shooters. Zarian checked the mini-map. He saw eight spiders scuttling in his direction.

Then his attention shifted to something more interesting. Something yellow appeared north of him, down a side passage.

Zarian loped in that direction, surprising Para and the skeletons. They followed him into a dark and narrow passageway.

His ankle caught on a spider thread placed at ankle height. Panels in the ceiling peeled open. Dark pipes pointed down at him.

Para vibrated in rage and worry as a rushing liquid poured down from the pipes.

Zarian barely gave it much mind, running on pure instinct. He flicked his free hand up and conjured a flat and dense board of darkness slanted down toward the way they came.

The liquid hit the dense board and followed the downward slope to the floor behind Zarian just when the spiders scuttled into the narrow passageway. The liquid splashed onto the legs, faces, and bellies of the monsters.

Zarian found the treasure chest while sounds of thrashing, acidic hissing, and torturous death resonated from behind him. The dark board he’d summoned wouldn’t last long. A few heavy hits would break through it as the acid ate it away.

One spider smashed through, but it succumbed to the hissing acid before it could reach Zarian’s back.

The System notified him of eight defeated spider monsters, all in the late 20s in level. Zarian shrugged before flipping open the treasure chest and looking inside.

<Surface Walker Boots (Uncommon): You can walk on any surface and maybe sometimes run depending on the angle. Scales with Agility.>

Zarian was a happy camper. He hadn’t known if the Infinita Star System liked to dole out random treasure chests or loot boxes like a video game.

Now he was sure this was part of the adventuring experience, just like how dungeons felt like alternate dimensions grafted into the world’s normal reality.

That was a lot to ponder on, of course, which did Zarian no favors.

With no thoughts, only instincts and whims, Zarian exchanged his shredded hobo shoes for the new boots. They were black with white accents and a cool spidery design where the laces should be.

Instead of him having to lace them up, the mid-shin boots secured themselves and readjusted magically, becoming a perfectly snug fit.

Zarian hopped up and turned to see his skeletons panicking. The liquid had stopped pouring from the trap pipes above. But the oozing and hissing acid was spreading in their direction.

Half-melted spider bodies clogged the way in and out, at least when moving on the floor. Zarian smiled as he walked to his left and placed his foot on the wall. Then he placed his other foot on the wall and felt his entire body go tense.

Just because he could walk on the wall didn’t mean gravity stopped having an effect. The soles of his boots stuck, but that was it.

He was still holding the big nodachi, too, so that added some weight on him. Zarian gritted his teeth as he muscled his way across the wall and over the acid spill and melted spider bodies.

As for his skeletons, he conjured a simple bridge leading up and over. The skeletons made it out just fine. They gave him strange looks while he was huffing and puffing, trying to stay perfectly horizontal on the wall with the dense nodachi.

“I will be … the strongest overpowered wizard!” Zarian declared, all heart and no brains.

The skeletons shook their skulls at him. Eventually, Zarian went back to the ground and continued his trek to find Gilbert and the girls. Or he did whatever he fancied the moment the urges came and he had spiders to fight.

For some reason, Zarian pantomimed being a big-sword warrior. It wasn’t easy, and Para mostly helped him by shifting his limbs around and keeping him balanced with strings of flesh attached to the ceiling or walls, almost like a puppet.

Zarian directed where to go and swing, forming pillars, bridges, and panels along the way. Para assisted, and the skeletons rattled up a cheer for him as he soared through the air and chopped his seven-foot nodachi through another spider, this one Level 30.

“Whoa, damn, I’m gassing,” Zarian said, out-of-breath.

All of that physical movement with a tall and dense sword was tiring. Para had to take more control of him to keep him upright instead of falling face first like an idiot.

At least he’d leveled up to 25 and invested his points. All of his skills went up, too. Straight Darkness was at Level 9. Grimoire of Black Magic 101 was at Level 7. And Parasite Cloak was at Level 8.

“I think it’s time we link up with my healer.” Zarian looked at the mini-map. “Oh, whoops, I went in the wrong direction.”

He’d moved past Gilbert and the girls. They were further down and to his left. He’d gone up and to the right, which was the northwest section of the dungeon.

Naomi and her minions remained in the same spot, doing whatever they were doing while staying alive.

Zarian had a single bright idea of going back and finding Gilbert. Then he noticed several yellow dots behind a unique infrastructure ahead of him.

He looked around and found himself in a large lobby-like area. In front of him were twin black wooden doors with a large white spider painted on them.

A gold notification popped up:

<You’ve found the White Spider Boss Room! Push on the doors to begin the boss battle!>

“Wait, no, I shouldn’t. I need to get my brain healed first,” Zarian said while pushing on the doors.

Para vibrated against his back like she was sighing in defeat. She followed her host like any good parasitic cloak would. The goblin skeletons followed just the same, shaking their skulls silently.




20: Dance of Death

Zarian found himself in a more extravagant atrium that hyped up the themes of the White Spider Dungeon. There was no doorway behind him. It was as if he was repositioned by magic the moment he’d stepped into the boss’s room.

Thankfully, his Parasite Cloak and the goblin skeletons were with him.

The concave ceiling was higher. It was covered in a glistening array of crystal webs that shone mainly white with tiny hints of other vibrant hues. It was like an entire universe shaped into a complex web. Beneath that was a circular platform floating above pitch-black darkness.

Several curved bridges connected the central platform to the outer walkway circling along the wall of the immense atrium. Every fifty feet around the wall, Zarian saw fuzzy statues that appeared to be a spider carved from stone.

Thankfully, most of the lighting here was dim, leaning more toward darkness and gravitas than clear spotlighting. So he could see some details here and there.

There was one beaming ray of light shining down at the giant boss monster sitting on a cushioned throne made of webs, skeletons, and rusted loot. The boss had the face of a woman and the body of a spider. She was completely pale white with a shapely face, platinum hair, and sparkly body.

Her face was beautiful, and her eyes were closed.

Then she opened all eight eyes around the upper-half of her face. Her puffy lips peeled to reveal her spider-like fangs. Her jaws stretched open further in monstrous delight, revealing more fangs.

Then the boss rose from her webbed throne of corpses and loot, reaching ten feet in height with spider legs that reached out twenty feet in all directions.

<Reiki of the White Silk Dancers, Level 33 Dungeon Boss, Best Alpha Skill: Dance of the Final Web Entombment>

Zarian grinned from ear to ear and waved his free hand in greeting.

Reiki of the White Silk Dancers tilted her head to the side, acidic drool leaking from her fanged mouth.

She raised a front leg and copied the motion, waving at Zarian in return. He barely caught the motion through his fuzzy vision, but he was certain she was waving. She was pleasantly polite for a horrific monster.

“So, Reiki, I see I’m getting the Dark Souls treatment,” Zarian said. “Does that come with music?”

<Rare boss battle feature unlocked for the Honored Outsider! Would you like to play thematic music?>

“Of course!” Zarian laughed as he walked up an arched bridge to reach the platform.

Most wizards would’ve stayed on the outer walkway, shooting their shots from afar. Zarian might’ve taken that approach, too, if he hadn’t been mostly brain dead.

The logical approach could go kick rocks. Nothing could stop his pounding heart and inflamed spirit from going wild. He wanted his first boss fight up close and personal.

The System played thematic music from the darkness below and from the countless dewy lights above. The music was loud enough to have a grand effect on the mood, but not too loud to be distracting.

Hell, it sounded like Zarian and Reiki had their own orchestra that changed the tempo, melody, and beat according to their actions. This was building up to be a real fine shindig of a boss battle.

Zarian reached the main platform. It was three hundred feet wide. There was plenty of space to move around.

Grinning, he moved forward at a jogging pace, straight to Reiki. His body burned from the past exertion leading up to this point. Zarian didn’t care and kept pushing himself.

Behind him, Para wavered like a tattered flag in the wind, long, loose, and seemingly unimportant. His floating grimoire shone with a ghastly green light, dragged through the air behind him by spectral chains bound to his soul.

A little further back, the skeletons rattled as they followed his lead.

As Zarian reached the halfway point between him and the boss, he secured his hood over his head before he fixed a tight grip on the handle of his seven-foot nodachi.

The music quieted.

Then the bass dropped.

Reiki turned her large body around with the grace of an actual dancer. She balanced on one leg, kicking out the others as she pirouetted. Bright white magic – her aura, perhaps – flowed behind her spider legs in curving streams before she slammed back down with a thunder clap.

A solid wave of concussive energy flowed along the ground. Zarian ran straight at it while forming a rising slope of dense darkness in front of him.

He ran up the dark slope as the concussive wave obliterated it from under his feet. He lunged over in the nick of time, his Parasite Cloak fluttering behind him.

Meanwhile, his skeletons threw themselves into the air to hop over. Three of them made it. Two scattered away into smashed pieces with the magic shock wave. They wouldn’t be able to recover from that.

Zarian fell to the floor off balanced. Parasite tendrils slapped down and straightened him up while Zarian refocused his fuzzy vision on the boss and recognized her spiraling again, performing another dance.

When she refaced him, a sharp white glow covered the ends of all her spider legs.

Reiki kicked out her legs and sent bolts of magic one after another. They whooshed through the air like dense missiles, with thread-like sparks trailing, glistening brightly with beauty and deadliness.

Zarian tucked and dove to the side. His parasite cloak moved with a frenzy, slapping down a dozen tendrils and shifting the main cloak tightly around him.

Without hitting the ground directly, Zarian rolled like a tumbleweed of tentacles, bone-spurs, and streams of parasitic flesh.

The Parasite Cloak kept him rolling and dodging to the right or to the left in zig-zag patterns, avoiding the dangerous bolts that struck like wall-busting rockets. Each one exploded with a clap of thunder and a burst of sharp mystical energy.

Zarian rolled past all the blasts and continued his run on his feet with the Parasite Cloak more active. One of his skeletons fell to the bombardment, ending up annihilated.

Two skeletons remained to back him up.

Reiki didn’t have enough time for another magic dance. Instead, she scuttled backward for more space while making a hoarse, windy sound from her throat. Her main body expanded as she filled herself with more and more air.

Zarian skidded to a stop on one knee. His skeletons tumbled to a rattling stop behind him while he planted his free hand down. No thoughts, all heart, Zarian roared as he gathered, condensed, and erected a large amount of darkness in record time.

He formed a slanted wall right before Reiki breathed out a howling torrent of web. Her attack struck with so much force and weight, a single rope-like strand could splatter pre-system humans as if they were bugs.

Zarian clenched his jaw as his wall endured the heavy torrent. Some of the magic webbing rebounded into the air and fell with heavy lashing thuds.

The moment the attack stopped, Zarian ran out from cover and closed the distance even further. The boss had backed up to the edge of her throne and no more.

Apparently, she preferred playing at range like a traditional wizard herself.

Now that was ironic.

Her eight pale eyes looked intensely at Zarian’s oncoming form. Then Reiki’s eyes shone with a flashing, rainbow-like light.

The vibrant light spiraled in her eyes, having some powerful effect on Zarian as he looked into her gaze. He felt the urge to stop and offer his body as a feast to Reiki.

His seven-foot nodachi chopped onto her face with a heavy, bloody thunk. He struck so hard the dense weapon vibrated in his grip and made his arms hurt.

Reiki’s latest power failed, leaving her screeching, white blood spurting fast from the ugly gash across her face. She seemed more surprised that it failed than the fact that she took some serious head damage.

Granted, Zarian was all heart, no thoughts. He couldn’t see that well anyway, so the spiraling rainbow gaze couldn’t mesmerize him fully. He also had a large amount of Willpower at his level, so that helped.

He would’ve done more damage if he’d had more Strength. Then again, he could practice manipulating the weapon with his magic instead of relying on his physical prowess. Regardless of the System’s melee penalty, Zarian pushed to use magic while he fought the boss.

Now this was truly a Dark Souls moment as the orchestral music in the background rose and fell, sped up and slowed down, giving a textured experience to Zarian throwing himself full-tilt at Reiki’s face with his Parasite Cloak’s help.

Meanwhile, his two remaining skeletons moved to flank the boss before lunging onto her silk-making abdomen. The skeletons latched on and climbed up on the boss from behind.

While the skeletons worked on climbing on the dungeon boss, Zarian and Reiki danced the dance of death.

The initial shock and damage from the sword slash didn’t slow Reiki down much. She regained her composure and moved with a deadly grace, kicking at Zarian, darting out of range of his nodachi swings and thrusts, and responding in kind with a special brand of spider monster martial arts.

Then Reiki turned it up a notch by showing off even more advanced battle techniques. When Zarian lunged in with an ill-advised thrust, she swung in a leg against the flat side of his blade and parried the entire weapon.

The Parasite Cloak worked double to support Zarian’s movements with tendril pushes off the ground while attacking with bone-laced swings. Para kept filling in the gaps that stopped Reiki from pouncing when Zarian needed time to recover from a melee mistake.

As for the wizard himself, he was beyond gassed. His Strength was crumbling. His Agility was faltering. His vision was turning fuzzier.

He couldn’t feel the pain in his skull anymore. Zarian was mostly gone, but he still had a beating heart and a deeply rooted refusal to stop in his spirit.

He readjusted to Reiki’s tactics through sheer instinct. He willed for his Parasite Cloak to wrap a few threads around his hands and the handle of the nodachi. They became more singular, more like a complete entity, adding more power and speed to his swings.

Meanwhile, the skeletons reached their goal – Reiki’s face – and went on a rampage while tangled up in her hair. They punched and clawed at her eyes, disrupting her concentration.

Zarian felt for an opportunity and went for it. He crouched down while a rapidly growing slope sprouted up from under his feet and rose at an angle, shifting into an arcing bridge.

The Parasite Cloak wrapped the front of the bridge with tendrils, securing Zarian as he used the magic in his Surface Walker Boots to glue his feet in place. As he rose above Reiki on his bridge of darkness, he torqued at the hips and swung a big slash from behind and down to his left.

He nearly broke his arms. His wrists felt like they were about to snap. He felt a few fingers twist the wrong way.

He still held onto the seven-foot nodachi as it hacked through three spider legs and left a nasty cut on the fourth. Reiki screamed as she tumbled to the side, thrashing about.

The music kept rising and rising to its climax.

Zarian dismissed the slanted dark bridge and landed softly with Para’s help next to Reiki’s thrashing body. The Dungeon Boss twisted around, ramming her face onto the floor to remove the two skeletons holding on by sheer grit. The impacts weren’t hard enough as the skeletons kept attacking to avenge their fallen comrades.

“Dance of the Final Web Entombment,” Zarian said, speaking more from the soul than the mind. “Without your legs, you can’t use that skill, can you? If you’re able to revive yourself, we should run this back so you can show it to me. I bet it’s a beautiful skill.”

Reiki stopped fighting after hearing those words. “Yes, I revive, then encore,” she hissed in agreement. “Encore.”

“Encore,” Zarian repeated, before shooting up into the air on a rising dark pillar.

His Parasite Cloak flapped and fluttered, expanding so wide the cloak’s shadow swallowed up Reiki’s body.

The skeletons untangled themselves from Reiki’s hair and dashed off as Zarian dipped the seven-foot nodachi under his cloak’s shadow.

He lengthened the weapon. He made it denser, thicker, and a little wider.

Reiki smiled, face-smeared with her own blood. She sucked in a deep, hoarse breath, then breathed out a thin but quick webbed torrent at the falling monster of a wizard.

The music reached its crescendo.

Zarian dove head first at the torrent before twisting and rolling mid air. His Parasite Cloak ripped apart into a fleshy, festooned explosion of tendrils and whips, smacking loose ends off of the torrent and diverting Zarian at the same time.

He rotated through the air in a storm of whips, a fifteen-foot nodachi held by him and Para. Together, they swung the immense and dense sword around from behind him like a windmilling blade.

Reiki’s head flew off with a fountain of blood bursting free from the body. The head thumped, rolled, and smacked to a stop at the base of her throne.

Zarian dropped the nodachi, letting it fade off into dark motes. He hurtled toward the ground without Para’s help since she burned up a lot of fuel in the boss fight.

Thankfully, his two skeletons waited with arms raised to catch him from below. Once caught, they set him on his feet.

He broke free of their bony grasp and walked like he was the undead himself. He stumbled and tripped a few times, but remained upright on his way to the throne.

He grabbed Reiki’s hair and dragged her head up onto the sticky throne. Ignoring his broken fingers, fractured arm bones, and torn ligaments, he placed the head on top of the seat before tumbling down the throne.

His skeletons caught him again, and this time he didn’t break away.

“Thanks, boys, and thanks, Para,” Zarian said before he aimed a bloody smile up at Reiki’s head. “And thanks, Reiki, for my first boss fight. I can barely see a thing, but you still look nice on your throne. Let’s dance again! Encore, encore!”

Reiki’s lifeless, bodiless head looked down at Zarian with a dead gaze. Then a glint of recognition and life shone through. The head’s lower face shifted.

Reiki gave Zarian a bright and monstrous smile.

The music closed out.

Zarian nearly collapsed, eyes closing for a few seconds. When he opened his eyes again, he wasn’t in the arena anymore. He had no idea where he was now.

That didn’t matter much compared to the dangerous darkness encroaching around his vision. The type of darkness that might end him once and for all.

Before he faced his fate, he looked over and saw three treasure chests waiting for him to open up. He received a few gold notifications, too.

<You’ve defeated Reiki of the White Silk Dancers, Level 33 Dungeon Boss!>

<Boss Battle Rating for the Honored Outsider: SSS! You didn’t strive for perfection. You didn’t even fight like a wizard should! Instead, you put on a marvelous performance! You’ve engaged Reiki like nobody has in a solo battle – or dance – against her while at a lower level. BRAVO!>

<Achievement rewarded! SSS Dance with White Silk Reiki (Unopened)!>

<You’ve leveled up from 25 to 27! Stat points dispensed!>

<You’ve acquired divine attention (4/4)!>

<The Evil Goddess Shadowfell approves!>

<The Evil God Hisscreep approves!>

<The Good God Purgehunt disapproves!>

<The Good Goddess Purehome disapproves!>

<Your evil alignment grows: +1!>




21: Naomi’s Anger

Naomi felt like she was having a strange and secret affair with a man-spider while he twirled her around and gave her pointers on her ballroom dancing. She couldn’t help but wonder how they went from teaching her stylish walking to this fancy fantasy tango.

Naomi figured this was the price she had to pay to support Zarian and her party’s main quest, overcoming the Grimrock Warlock and securing the legendary critical asset, Foodie.

Sacrifices had to be made.

Then again, Ekri the Tailor could be playing with her. Maybe he enjoyed toying with his food with all these extravagant moves, working up an appetite before he feasted.

Or maybe he was another one of those fantastic weirdos. It was interesting how quirky these special fantasy folks seemed to act when going on adventures in another world.

This was probably Zarian’s fault somehow. Naomi didn’t know why, but blaming him seemed best.

Meanwhile, Ekri yammered on, gassing her up with flattering compliments.

“Yes, yes, perfect. Step there. Step here. Feel for how I lead you. Don’t anticipate. Let yourself flow, encouraging your partner, making him or her feel they are in total control. Let them see your beauty, like the petals of a rose. Let them see your shine, like the polish of a pearl. Let them see the surface, and not what dangers lurk underneath!”

“You’re falling in love with me or what?” Naomi asked with a drawl, which she might’ve picked up from Gilbert’s North Floridian ways or Hannah when her Alabamian roots peeked through. The English became weirder when Bianca had infected Naomi with her Spanglish.

Gilbert’s accent was more interesting, since it was a refusal to conform to Miamian practices. He had that small-town redneck energy to him. His accent had a stickiness that lingered. And it helped get one’s point across.

Give it a few more days and battles together, and Naomi would ease up on watching Gilbert carefully. She just wanted to be doubly sure that he wouldn’t try anything funny to betray Zarian.

“You’re distracted, dear!” Ekri called out.

Naomi corrected her ‘malfunction,’ which was one of those funny Marine phrases that called out someone for screwing up.

She directed a frown up at the tall drider’s face. All six of his hands held her gentlemanly at different points as they moved around.

He had her where he wanted her. What would he do once the dance ended, and he had to fork over his end of the bargain?

In the background, Naomi heard crunches and squishes. Her skeletal minions were beating down another curious spider that wandered into her private dance session with an evil-looking fellow in a nice three-piece suit.

Finally, Ekri the Tailor moved Naomi into a twirl, flourish, and dip to finish the routine. She tried not to let that get to her, but she had to admit Ekri was smooth.

Zarian should learn a thing or two from the drider, but not more than that. Ekri had too much of that silky and sticky charm that could lead to some real bad trouble, case in point:

“As for your question about me falling in love. Hahaha. Me? Fall in love? Well, if there’s anyone who could warm my icy heart, perhaps it would be you and your enchanting grace and deadliness. But no, no, I cannot love again. That wound still bleeds, my dear.”

Naomi softened her stance toward the tailor, going for a different approach. “Look, all that coaching was interesting. Can’t say if it’ll help me later or not in a System bent on game logic and fights. But I agreed because you’ll tell me about your client.”

“Ah, yes, yes, I didn’t let that slip my mind. Forgive me if I gave that impression.” Ekri straightened his tie, which was big, poofy, and different from ties back on Earth.

There were many little details that made his suit unique compared to Earthling fashion. Naomi wondered what the fashion sense in this world and across Infinita would look like.

Ekri folded all six arms behind his back. “I can’t tell you much or I may accrue some disapproval from certain gods. But I can say that the Grimrock Warlock is a worried goblin woman. Corrupted beyond belief, yes, but she retains some semblance of her prior mental faculties. She puts on a good front, but deep down I can taste it.”

“Taste what?” Naomi asked.

“Deep and disgusting insecurity, her biggest weakness. Which makes her a wonderful customer, I must admit! I make her feel pretty with my tailored crafts, and she pays me from the old treasury the orcs left stocked up in Grimrock.” Ekri looked away in a seemingly random direction. “And I get to pay the White Spider Dungeon a visit, which is quite the bonus when I’m far from home.”

Naomi had two paths of inquiry. She could dig for more about the Grimrock Warlock. Or she could dig further into Ekri the Tailor.

She went for the more interesting option – something Zarian would do: “What’s so special about this dungeon other than it sharing some features with you?”

“Ah, well, there’s plenty special!” Ekri cheered with renewed spirit. “For example, the origins of this dungeon came from the cavern city nation, Carrowmore, far north of here under the Coldboot Castle Mountains! Carrowmore is my home city and primary hub of business.”

Ekri the Tailor flicked out a business card made of some fancy material. It had a magic presence to it that made Naomi’s fingers tingle when he passed the card to her hand.

He continued, all six hands moving with enthusiasm. “It’s quite the place. Socially, it’s the best city for a night out across all the lands of the Walled Continent. Of course, it’s preferable when you’re in the higher levels, especially when you’ve achieved your First Class Advancement and shed the newbie stink off of you.”

Ekri spread his arms wide. “From there, you’ll have lots to do in and out and around and even above Carrowmore. You can break into the Level 100s if you’re truly and extremely talented. A majority of our Level 100s ascend through Carrowmore, in fact, at least on this continent.”

Ekri leaned close, one hand to his fanged mouth. He whispered, “Beware, however, for the underground city nation is built on foundations made of corpses. Corpses so plentiful it is said that the entire bedrock beneath Carrowmore and the castle mountains of Coldboot are nothing but corpses.”

Naomi used her Tranquil Mind at max power to keep from shivering. The pressure from Ekri’s higher level came down hard on her. She didn’t need the Identify trait to know he was seventy or eighty levels above her. Maybe more.

She felt like a fly caught on a web. Then the pressure pulled back, and she took a slow breath through her gritted teeth. Somehow, she was still alive.

Why was Ekri being so nice to her when he was evil?

What would Zarian do against this madness? He would probably say something stupid and revealing, wouldn’t he?

Maybe being illogical was logical in this crazy place. Worrying about operational security seemed too mundane here, too safe.

“We’re heading to a town west of here,” Naomi asked, pausing, before taking another Zarian-like gamble. “Then we might head back this way to pay the Grimrock Warlock a visit.”

Ekri looked at her with a smile that scared her deep down. Even Tranquil Mind couldn’t help her much now.

“I recommend, my dear, you reach Level 40 and get your First Class Advancement out of the way. You can do so by heading further west of Bramblevale, which is the castle town you’re seeking, and hit the dungeons there. Get to Level 50 in the next couple of years or so if you’re truly talented and forget about the Grimrock Warlock. Instead, come see me in Carrowmore. Write to me first, so I’ll prepare for you and extend the best welcome to you and your party you’ll see in my home city.”

Naomi sucked in air fast before regaining her composure. She tossed aside the Zarian-like way of doing things and went with the old tactic. She committed to being herself, bold and hardcore.

She stomped up to Ekri and grabbed him by the tie. She pulled to see if he would come down to her or if she would have to get on her tippy toes. Surprisingly, he bent down to her, making things easier.

“We have our own plans, and we’re committed. Clearly, you have your own plans, and you’re committed. The next time you’ll see me and mine, maybe you’ll recognize our plans are better and get with the program,” Naomi grouched.

“And what program is that, my dear?”

“We’re the best around, and you’ll want to keep me and my friends happy. Especially Sir Zarian Darkrun,” Naomi claimed.

“Sir Zarian … Darkrun?” Ekri questioned. “You’re mentioning his name without even letting me hear yours.”

“He’s the type who’ll have his name spread far for all the wrong and right reasons. You can thank me later for the heads up. As for my name … maybe next time.”

Naomi gave Ekri a fierce smile.

“Well … I knew there was a reason I didn’t slice off your flesh and make you into a dress.” Ekri gave her a monstrous grin, all fangs. “I like it better when your type is more mature and certain of themselves.”

Ekri slipped out of her grip somehow, forcing her into a stumble. Naomi looked to the side to find him straightening his tie and his suit. She held his card with a tight but careful grip and watched him walk down the hall.

Then he stopped and turned his head slightly in her direction. “Did you get to taste Foodie’s cooking?”

“Damn straight we did. Best I’ve ever had.” Naomi gave Ekri the Tailor her most cocky grin. “Can’t wait to have more.”

Ekri slowly nodded before turning away. “Interesting. Curious. Incomprehensible, even. I must pray to Hisscreep as soon as I can to keep these threads of fate between us strong. I shall expect more from you the next time we walk and dance, my dear Star Core Queen.”

Ekri walked off and disappeared around the corner. With him gone, Naomi allowed herself to collapse to the floor. She was covered in cold sweat and had chills running down her spine.

She didn’t know how she survived, because that thing, Ekri the Tailor, was so powerful he would’ve killed her instantly if they were to fight here and now. Naomi didn’t have many special senses other than what she could feel through Psionic Affinity, and what she felt made her feel like a bug.

He’s definitely more dangerous than Foodie! Naomi shivered even more.

Ekri didn’t even show off any extra powers. He barely showed much of anything and had Naomi beat with sheer presence alone.

At least she learned a lot more about this world. Carrowmore, underground city nation. Right under the Coldbooth Castle Mountains. And the current landmass they were on was called the Walled Continent.

It all sounded fantastical to her. Naomi’s imagination struggled to see it illustrated in her head.

“I need to get stronger,” Naomi said. “I don’t want to be shivering at someone’s mercy even if they’re being nice.”

She’d rather make others shiver and hope for her kindness. Maybe that wasn’t nice of her, but Naomi was just being real with herself. She wasn’t the nicest person, and she had her own vices, but so did a lot of people.

What was wrong with a gal wanting a lot of power and being able to decide the fates of others?

Zarian would help me get there, wouldn’t he?

Hence why Naomi was so fiercely loyal to him. Zarian would give the world if he could, just because he vibed with you and you vibed with him. If only his personality weren’t so boldly infectious and weird.

Naomi laughed, letting her nerves melt away.

Her minions gathered around her. They offered their skeletal hands and waited on her like little gentlemen. Naomi felt touched by the gesture and let herself be a little dainty for once, taking their help to get back on her feet.

Then a big blue notification appeared in her face with a soft ‘ding’ ringing in her head.

<Your Party Leader, Zarian Darkrun, defeated the White Spider Dungeon Boss. If you wish, you can join him at the banquet and bunk rooms. Food, drink, and rewards will be provided.>

“Let’s go!” Naomi shouted, grabbing onto her goblin skeletons with both arms. They hugged her back before their surroundings blurred, shifted, then snapped back to focus.

Naomi stumbled when she felt soft plush rug fibers under her soles. She looked around and found a fancy room with more fluted columns.

The ceiling was flat instead of concave and featured a big chandelier glistening with countless gems.

Lined up against one wall was cold cut food. Mainly sandwiches with no vegetable variety, all bread and meat. Against another wall were pitchers, barrels, and mugs.

Naomi heard a bunch of rattling behind her. Her minions left her side and joined up with two more.

They were gathered around Zarian who was lying on his back, all bloodied in the face.

Naomi panicked, her heart pounding. She lunged into a baseball slide on her knees, nearly bowling over the skeletons to reach Zarian.

Her fingers checked his neck for a pulse. She leaned down and waited to feel his breath on her cheek.

All of it was faint.

Naomi used her Psionic Affinity to check for brain activity. She barely got much back except for what felt like some sort of magical activity, like channeling a spell.

His grimoire was floating next to him, shining with green light while chained directly to his soul.

“Even when you’re knocked out, you’re using a spell,” Naomi said, feeling downright shocked and impressed. “You kept your necromancy going for the rest of us, didn’t you? Man, you’re an idiot. Have you thought about turning it on and off to protect yourself?”

No response.

The skeletons rattled in a worrying way.

Naomi shouted, “Gilbert, dammit, where are you?!”

“Here, here, we just got here!” Gilbert shouted from behind Naomi as she noticed the others appearing in the banquet room.

They landed from nowhere with a solid thump. They looked horrible while covered in blood that belonged to the monsters and themselves.

Loner was with them, and even he had some chips and breaks in his skeletal body.

However, the way they moved toward her felt off. They had an … edge to them. It was way more than Naomi had ever seen from them.

Gilbert wasn’t too surprising. He was a cop. But Hannah? Bianca?

Those two felt more dangerous now. Bianca looked less like a lamb and more like a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

Naomi let the little details slide and made room for big Gilbert. He thumped down onto his knees and pressed his hand to Zarian’s chest. His eyes widened.

“He should be dead,” he said faintly.

“It’s that bad?” Bianca asked, worried.

“Yeah, it’s that bad. Most of my healing is going to his head. The damage is so severe I’m pushing to the extremes of my Basic Healing. What could’ve done this to him?” Gilbert wondered, looking at Naomi.

She shook her head. She held Ekri’s card in her palm, fingers wrapped fully around to keep it out of sight for now.

A tendril from the Parasite Cloak lifted from beside Zarian and waved at them all.

“Hey, Para, good girl. You must’ve helped Zarian a lot, didn’t you?” Bianca asked.

Para motioned her tendril up and down a couple of times. Naomi figured Para had helped Zarian more than they could imagine.

“Thank you,” Naomi blurted.

Para reached over and patted Naomi on the head kindly, and Naomi accepted the gesture. After meeting Ekri, she had a lot of humble pie to chew through before she could drink straight from the fountain of ambition.

Unfortunately for Naomi, seeing Zarian in such a bad state made all that humble pie taste even worse. He was the cornerstone of her wish to be scarily strong. Without him … Naomi wasn’t so sure.

“Can any of you pinpoint how this happened?” Hannah asked. “Was it because of the dungeon boss?”

Para turned her tendril to the skeletons that had appeared with Zarian. Zarian’s skeleton guards looked at each other before pointing at the man himself.

Para slowly raised her tendril up and down, nodding, before pointing the tip down at Zarian.

The room fell into a deep silence. Naomi broke it. “Are you telling me … he nearly died of severe brain damage … because he did this to himself?”

Para and the skeletons nodded.

Naomi turned to Gilbert. “Whatever you do, save up a little aura juice after Zarian wakes up. He’s going to need it when I’m done with him.”

Bianca leaned over to Hannah. “Do you think I can convince Naomi to hold back until I ask Zarian about my class selection?”

Hannah took a long look at Naomi. Then she shook her head.

Bianca pouted. “Please don’t hurt Zarian too badly. I want his help to select my class! It’s important. Oh, and we have to check with him before we open those treasure chests over there. Then you can hurt him!”

Bianca pointed to another part of the wall Naomi hadn’t examined. Indeed, there were three treasure chests waiting there.

She didn’t give a damn about them, which was clear on her pissed off face.

“Or we’ll just wait for when he recovers from another near death experience,” Bianca mumbled.

Gilbert shook his head at their unconscious party leader. “Don’t wake up, chief. It ain’t worth it.”

Fortunately and unfortunately, Zarian returned to full consciousness with a healed brain. He barely got to say anything before he faced a terrifying force: Naomi’s anger.




22: Some Good Gains

After facing Naomi’s anger, Zarian had Para guide everyone to a bathroom with a working sink, toilet, and shower. They washed their hands, cleaned off their faces, and picked off pieces of flesh and chitin from their bodies.

Then they dove into the food and drinks in the banquet room. The food was cold, but it tasted good after having bug-meat for a long while. It was nothing like Foodie’s cooking, of course.

Bianca burst into tears and made an oath to become stronger just so they could free Foodie and have more of her cooking.

Zarian and the others understood the sentiment very well.

They grew comfortable sitting around a dining table and talking about their experiences in the White Spider Dungeon.

They hadn’t known exactly what they would face before going into a dungeon. Granted, they were sorely missing key information as Outsiders, and the lore from Foodie had only scratched the surface. So Zarian was glad that the dungeon crawl had worked out the way it did.

“The System played music for you? While in a life and death match with a giant spider monster? Who was the boss of this place? It played MUSIC!?” Gilbert was struggling to comprehend the gamey nature of the dungeon. “That’s just downright silly!”

“Not as silly as this fool giving himself magical lobotomy and calling it training,” Naomi grouched before tearing apart into another sandwich, as if she wanted the meal to hurt while she ate.

Zarian shook his head at her, chuckling. Damn, that woman was intimidating.

She held me up and shook me for ten minutes straight. While giving me a Marine-style ass chewing.

At the very least, Zarian could recall bits and pieces of all that happened. His memory was foggy during the more routine dungeon crawl and mob fights, but the boss fight itself remained mostly crystal clear to him.

He owed Reiki another dance, which he mentioned aloud, holding nothing back.

“Zarian, we haven’t known each other long, but it’s been long enough.” Bianca gave him a small smile and placed her hand on his. “I don’t recommend pursuing a big spider monster lady even if she has some nice dance moves. Are you ready to handle hundreds or thousands of spider babies?”

Hannah broke out into a large fit of laughter, which was so uncharacteristic, Gilbert even erupted into a hearty bellow. It was contagious, affecting Bianca soon enough before Naomi let out a few chuckles.

Zarian grinned at them, enjoying the ambiance despite the horrors they’d suffered.

Then Naomi shifted the mood by tossing out the card she’d been holding in her hand for a while now.

It slid to a stop closer to Zarian and revealed some information, like a business card would. The text was in fine calligraphy on high-quality paper.

Ekri the Tailor

Silk Felt Delights - Tailor Shop

White Silk District - Carrowmore

‘Look your best for every adventure. It could be your last.’

Naomi explained her encounter with the scarily powerful man-spider – a different take on driders in the Infinita Star System.

Zarian and the others listened intently. Maybe the others might’ve noticed, or maybe not, but there were a couple of details that felt a little too vague in Naomi’s story.

Zarian had a hard time imagining Naomi and Ekri just sitting and talking and nothing else. He was a little curious if there was more that Naomi wasn’t revealing, since Ekri sounded fairly eccentric, but he didn’t press her on it.

“This is the second time we’ve met unfathomably powerful creatures in the evil alignment,” Hannah said. “This is the second time we’ve survived these encounters when we should be dead.”

“Is evil really evil here?” Bianca asked.

“Evil can take any shape or form,” Gilbert said. “I know we’re in a gamey, fantasy setting with these level ups and stats. But true evil isn’t always overt. The Devil can be the most patient creature there is when he wants to cause havoc.”

“I’m evil,” Zarian said, “and yet I’m just doing my thing.”

The others, except for Naomi, seemed to struggle with Zarian’s ‘evil’ claim.

Naomi looked intensely into Zarian’s eyes before glancing down at Ekri’s calling card.

“I didn’t get as much out of him as I should’ve, but if the Grimrock Warlock is as vain and troubled as he makes her sound, maybe we can use that,” Naomi said. “Insecurity can work in all sorts of ways.”

“It’s pretty simple to me.” Bianca took a sip from her mug. “Once the father passed, the mother lost it. Then she saw her daughter was following in her father’s footsteps and was probably going to do way better than her. So the mother had a freak out from worry, envy, jealousy, all the above. She had all her goblins corrupted at Grimrock, then she enslaved Foodie to keep her there forever.”

Zarian and the others gawked at Bianca.

“What? It’ll make for a good Telenovela,” Bianca said. “So, obviously, her greatest weakness is Foodie. Maybe her second greatest weakness is feeling old and ugly and on the verge of death, like most older women. No offense, Hannah.”

“I’m only thirty,” Hannah said.

“Yes, yes, señorita, you’re so young.” Bianca smiled brightly.

Hannah looked like she wanted to kill Bianca, and Zarian didn’t blame her.

As for the insecurity weakness of the Grimrock Warlock, Zarian didn’t think the info seemed to change much of anything.

Granted, maybe the point wasn’t to gain some secret weapon that would solve all of their issues. Maybe the point was having a psychological weapon in their back pocket that could get into the minds of their future enemy.

Their conversations carried on for a few hours, flowing from one topic to another. Zarian talked in length about his grimoire experiments to dual-cast spells, which led to his ill-advised lobotomy training, and then the fight with Reiki.

The others were amazed by how his Honored Outsider status could provide some extra perks from the System. That and he had the attention of the gods.

Shadowfell was a known element prior to entering the dungeon, but now they knew for sure she was paying attention to them, or to Zarian, at least. That was a little nerve-racking. Her tears could twist creatures into bigger monsters than they were already.

Human Outsiders seemed immune to that. But what if Shadowfell tried to remove their immunity or do worse?

Hisscreep was a new factor, one of the other Evil Gods. Naomi mentioned how Ekri prayed to that god, so maybe Hisscreep was popular among spider folks.

Then there were Purgehunt and Purehome, a god and goddess of good. They’d disapproved of Zarian’s actions against the boss. Maybe they didn’t like how he won or became friends with Reiki toward the end.

“The lore in the Infinita Star System is crazy,” Zarian said. “Because those are some badass names that tell you a lot about them. How much you’ll bet that Purgehunt and Purehome are married?”

It wasn’t much of a bet. They could all draw to that conclusion and guesstimate that those two might be the most puritanical of the gods.

Zarian having their disapproval concerned Hannah and Gilbert the most, even though the big man admitted he didn’t think they were true capital G ‘gods,’ but magical idols claiming as such.

Bianca waved it off. “It’s whatever, right? Evil is not exactly super evil here. So maybe good isn’t exactly super good here.”

“Ahem,” Hannah coughed into her fist.

Bianca’s expression turned wooden.

“Ahem,” Hannah coughed into her fist again.

Zarian looked between the two women. He glanced at Gilbert, but he was paying attention to something in the corner.

“So, Zarian, we haven’t known each other long, but I think it’s been long enough.” Bianca smiled nervously.

“What is it?”

She told him the class she wanted to pick. It was called Light Bringer Child, an epic class that would change Searing Flash to Searing Flash Array and provide one uncommon trait and one rare trait along with two skills of her choice.

It sounded great to Zarian until she mentioned how it was aligned with good.

“Well, I want to say congrats to you guys even if I’m repeating myself,” Zarian said. “I’m glad you went all out and grew so much.”

“It was only a few levels,” Gilbert muttered as the only one who didn’t have a class or an option to select one yet.

He was Level 9.

“The hard work and new attitude matters more,” Zarian said.

“The new attitude especially.” Naomi sipped from her mug. “The moment you all appeared here, you looked more like killers. And based on your stories, you three really pushed it.”

“Would’ve been nice to have more experience and more levels, but the mini-map saved our bacon a bunch, so I can’t complain,” Gilbert said.

“And I won’t complain if you want me to choose a rare neutral type!” Bianca said.

“Choose the epic class. It sounds like a good fit for you, pun intended.” Zarian chuckled.

“Oh, thank god, Shadowfell, or whoever. I really wanted it.” Before anyone could correct Bianca on who she should thank, she selected the epic class.

Zarian watched her flinch in her chair and take in a sharp breath. Then she slunk back and zoned out, now focused on picking her new skills and looking over her information.

Meanwhile, Zarian felt something from her that … wasn’t exactly to his liking. She felt more strict now, more controlling, more oppressive.

She felt like a potential enemy.

Bianca blinked rapidly a few times. Then she focused sharply on Zarian and stared him down. Her gaze held an intensity in it that was almost triggering.

She frowned at him.

Zarian held a neutral expression on his face.

“Interesting,” Hannah said, breaking the silence. “Now that we have one good aligned and one evil aligned, we can see the dynamics play out.”

“It feels like you’re going to throw me in the slammer, Bianca,” Zarian said. “What did I do to deserve your judgment?”

“It feels like you’re going to burn down a church and take candy from a baby,” Bianca replied. “I need to stay vigilant, just to be sure.”

Zarian blinked. “I have taken candy from a baby once when I was five. I guess I’m guilty as charged.”

Bianca glared at him for a while before breaking into a fit of giggles and waving it off. “Okay, so it feels like there’s this big, evil presence across from me. But once I get past that, it becomes … normal-ish. Still all dark and evil, but I can get used to it.”

“Same, but from the other side of the coin,” Zarian explained. “She’s a do-gooder, and it’s kind of over the top and way too strict. But as long as she lets me be, we can coexist. It’s definitely a little trippy when everything was fine earlier.”

Gilbert let out a big whoop of a breath. “Okay, well, this good and evil alignment stuff has a major effect on us. I’m definitely sticking to neutral, because I thought you two were going to fight like cats and dogs, and I don’t want any of that nonsense messing with me.”

“This is still troubling,” Hannah said. “I don’t know how advanced Infinita’s societies are in the humanities, but if it’s truly based on medieval fantasy, many people would murder and torture for the most ridiculous reasons. To have these two morally opposing forces compelling their sides to want to fight each other is social manipulation of the grandest order. Almost like a chess game between those who claim ‘good’ and those who claim ‘evil.’”

“What’s the end goal?” Naomi asked.

“It doesn’t have to have an end goal,” Zarian said, grabbing another sandwich. “As long as the gods or whoever is in control remain in control, they can perpetuate this as long as they want.”

“You think so?” Hannah asked.

Zarian shrugged, took a bite from the sandwich, and swallowed. “Yeah, I think so. It’s just like how our old world operates. People up top are doing all they can to control the people at the bottom. Making them choose sides and work against each other blinds them to what’s above.”

“Foodie said that gods have died from the Sixth Divine War of this era,” Hannah said.

“I didn’t say they can’t be petty and self-destructive. And you just said it, the ‘Sixth’ Divine War, which means this had happened multiple times. I don’t need to be a genius to think we’re pieces on a board between egomaniacs.”

Zarian chewed on his sandwich some more before speaking again.

“Granted, I like this version of the board better compared to the old one. I have powerful magic that I can grow. Maybe I’ll get to smack a god or two down the road.”

“Zarian, you’re so blasphemous. So bad,” Bianca said, shaking her head with a smile. “Still kind of cool, though. No amount of goodness in me can blind me to that.”

“Okay, this is getting too deep and weird and Anti-Christ for me. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but let’s go back to the silly magic game stuff,” Gilbert suggested.

Zarian and the others agreed, although Hannah looked like she wanted to dive deeper into the morals and philosophies and stakes. The big picture stuff.

She was the most curious about how all of this worked overall with the System. Zarian was curious, too, but down-to-earth magic stuff was really fun and hard to deny.

He led everyone to the magic chests waiting in the corner and flipped them open one after the other without ceremony. Bianca looked at him like he stole tithe from a church and made out with a nun.

Apparently, he should’ve been more ceremonious with the treasures.

I’m going to enjoy being evil if Bianca keeps giving me those hilarious do-gooder expressions. Zarian smiled at her, and she shook her head and gave him a tut-tut.

Inside one treasure chest, they found what looked like a shrunken tower shield. Zarian pulled it out, and the shield expanded to its full size. Apparently, the treasure chests used warped spatial magic to contain any sort of loot.

Nice.

Zarian tried to take the chest into Para’s dimensional storage, but the object resisted, staying welded to the floor. Damn, the System had thought ahead of Zarian’s cheesy attempt.

Other clever people must’ve tried this trick and did so much irreparable damage the System patched it.

The disappointment didn’t last for long. Zarian took out all the items from the three treasure chests. It was a nice haul.

<Hardened Silk Tower Shield (Rare): This shield is lightweight while able to endure incredible damage as long as it’s not fire or lightning. This shield can also transform into a bracer for easier maneuvering and scales with Strength.>

“This one’s yours, Gilbert,” Zarian said, after explaining its info.

“Thanks, chief.”

The next set of loot was a long-sleeve top and bottom with armored plates attached to silky material:

<Medium Spider Armor (Rare): This armor is light, with medium protection, and can resist stabs and blunt damages. The armor can also self-repair, self-clean, and scales with Strength or Agility.>

“I find it curious that this scaling mechanic is involved in so many areas of our new lives,” Hannah said. “Is it because as we grow stronger, our abilities and equipment can keep up with us until we find better replacements?”

“Or if you have a really strong stat, you can min-max your way into being a menace with the right abilities and gear,” Zarian said. “I like designs like these. The System encourages unique styles by rewarding specialities instead of generalists. Everyone’s going to have a weakness. Everyone’s going to have advantages. Makes it more fun that way.”

Bianca opened and closed her mouth, uncertain of what she had to say.

“Yes, Bianca, this means you’re my biggest weakness right now.” Zarian smiled at her. “I’ll adapt and overcome. It’ll be good for me. With your help, maybe I can get better at dealing with you tyrants of light.”

“Hmph! Well, if you think you can handle it, I’ll flash you whenever!” Bianca declared.

“Pause,” Gilbert said. “Who’s the suit going to?”

Everyone looked interested. Their current clothing was nothing more than dirty rags.

“Hannah,” Zarian declared, passing it to her.

A few envious glares went in her direction. Hannah looked at Zarian with eyes wide with surprise.

He shrugged back at her.

She was the only one who hadn’t gotten a magic item yet. She needed the most protection, too. She’d chosen a utility class to support the entire party instead of choosing a class that would’ve improved her direct fighting capabilities.

“Thank you … Zarian,” Hannah said. “You’re, um, too kind.”

Zarian waved her off and moved onto the next.

<Vengeful Poison Amulet (Rare): The wearer of this amulet can cast a poisonous haze at enemies who strike the wearer. Scales with Wonder.>

“Gilbert, it must be your birthday. Here’s another one for you,” Zarian said charmingly.

“Evil,” Bianca whispered, eyes narrowed.

The big guy looked nervously at the spider-shaped amulet held by a thick, silky rope dangling from Zarian’s hand. He looked at Zarian as if waiting for a trap to spring.

“I’m getting way too much, chief,” Gilbert said.

“Nonsense!” Zarian leaned closer and patted Gilbert’s muscular arm. “Look at you. Big. Strong-looking. And the way you like to fight up front is admirable. Yes … yes … you truly are my tank.”

Zarian forced the amulet onto Gilbert as the big man held his head low. With that out of the way, Zarian told the others to rest up.

They were going to run the White Spider Dungeon again as a full group. He even planned to have them see Reiki.

They took turns showering, Bianca going first since she was the youngest.

When Zarian and others heard her shout in pure glee about the high pressure and temperature control runes, they had another round of drinks.

“Sir, let me help you with your hair next time,” Naomi said from across the bunk room they were sharing.

Zarian and Gilbert took one side while the ladies took the other. There was a pull curtain in the middle of the room to separate the sexes, which was a thoughtful addition from the dungeon.

“Oh, good idea! Want to do our hair, Hannah?” Bianca asked.

“I’m honestly terrible at that. I’ve always paid heavily at my salon.”

“I did a lot of odd jobs all over and hair is one of them. We’ll work it out together.”

“I can do my own,” Gilbert grunted.

“Should I take your silence as a no, sir?” Naomi asked stiffly.

“Sorry, I was just thinking of the last time I had my hair taken care of. Been a while, y’know? So, the answer is yes, if you don’t mind.”

Eventually, the others fell asleep except Zarian, who remained awake and deep in thought. A lot of incredible things happened over the course of a day. And there was more waiting for them, which had Zarian both excited and bothered.

Ariana should be here, experiencing it all with him. Thinking of her was the reason Zarian hesitated in opening his achievement.

He felt a part of himself was missing after years of Ariana being there during the few good times and the many bad times.

She’s somewhere out there. Once I find her, I’ll tell her everything in detail.

Feeling a little better, Zarian moved his attention toward a new addition to his profile other than the achievement. The new part of his profile had shown up during the boss fight. He still had the notification for it.

He pulled it up:

<Your skill, Straight Darkness, leveled up from 9 to 10!>

<Your skill has advanced! From Straight Darkness to Straight Darkness +1!>

<Straight Darkness +1 (Level 10): You manipulate darkness in straight lines or vectors with some flexibility. Advancement: +1 toughens this skill against bright conditions. Scales with Mysticism.>

Zarian smiled. There was a lot to like about the Star System. Being able to advance skills after proficient use was a fun feature.

Unfortunately, all progress was lost once the skill was altered or changed under a class selection.

Hannah’s Basic Enchantment sacrificed all of its levels to get Enchantment, Level 1. Bianca’s Searing Flash suffered the same consequence when it became Searing Flash Array, Level 1.

However, their new skills were probably more advanced than the old versions. It was a net win overall.

Personal Level 40 would introduce them to their First Class Advancement selection. Zarian wondered if any of his current skills would get replaced. Or would he get new skills added to his profile?

“What happens when you max out your alpha skill section?” Zarian asked under his breath, staring up at the ceiling. All he heard in response was Gilbert’s rumbling snores.

Moving on, Zarian finally opened up his newest achievement.

<Achievement opened!>

<SSS Dance with White Silk Reiki (Epic): Your performance with Reiki drew the direct attention of the gods even while still a newbie. With this epic achievement, you are granted a new skill: Summon Spectral Spiders!>

<Alert! Alpha skills maxed!>

<Beta skills unlocked!>

<Summon Spectral Spiders (Level 1): Summon hand-sized translucent spiders who are proficient in stealth, distraction, and creating strong webs. They are armed with an aura-debilitating venom they could inject into victims without leaving a mark. Scales with Mysticism.>

Amazed, Zarian pulled up his entire profile to see how much he’d grown in the Infinita Star System.

<>

Origins: Zarian Darkrun, 21 yr-old Human, Honored Outsider.

Class: Dark Wizard Apprentice (Epic).

Level: 27

Alignment: Evil +1

Traits: Dark Affinity (Rare), Overpower (Epic), Identify (Rare).

Alpha Skills (3/3): Straight Darkness +1 (Level 10), Grimoire of Black Magic 101 (Level 7), Parasite Cloak (Level 9).

Beta Skills (1/12): Summon Spectral Spiders (Level 1).

Willpower: 84

Strength: 22

Agility: 30

Wonder: 53

Mysticism: 190

Free: 0

Achievements: Honored Outsider (Divine), SSS Dance with White Silk Reiki (Epic).

Spells: Bloody Lifesteal (Uncommon), Raise Advancing Skeletons (Rare).

<>




23: Dungeon Reruns

Zarian acted with a more relaxed attitude at the start of the next dungeon run. He made sure everyone stuck together this time around. After the craziness of the last day, he gave the party a chance to settle into a slower but more thorough groove.

This was a temporary state, because there was a maddening degree of new things to play with.

There were Hannah’s new runic abilities and Bianca’s flashy new powers.

Naomi had become a psionic kickboxer, which was interesting to incorporate into their party battle rotation and budding tactics.

Zarian was also being patient because of Gilbert. The big man kept looking over his shoulder nervously, catching Zarian’s wide-open gaze.

“Tank, tank, tank, tank,” Zarian moaned like a zombie.

Gilbert shuddered before looking forward in search of more dungeon monsters to devastate.

Zarian’s party was having an easier time compared to yesterday when they first walked these alien and magical hallways filled with violent spiders.

This wasn’t because of Zarian, his seven remaining skeletons, or Naomi.

This was because Gilbert, Bianca, and Hannah were simply way better than the people they were prior. The new classes were an immense help, yes, but their mentalities were worth even more.

They struck at spiders with more aggression and teamwork. Seeing that warmed Zarian’s evil aligned heart.

Things got a little boring as he walked at the back, not doing much.

During the biggest lull periods, Zarian studied the special fire spell pages. He even checked out a new available spell section. It was more complex than the special fire section.

It had something to do with … gravity … but a weird and destructive version of it. It almost made Zarian want to shudder, so he went back to studying the fire spell.

Thankfully, Zarian could maintain his skeleton spell and study diligently at the same time. His self-inflicted lobotomy might’ve had a positive effect for working with spells, after all.

He wouldn’t do it again.

Not without some way to keep Naomi off his back.

“Whoa, hey, I did it! I’m Level 10!” Gilbert shouted in the middle of a fight. “But damn, did it take a long time!”

“Naomi, skeletons, please take over,” Zarian ordered.

The psion and skeletal goblins rushed ahead into a skirmish against stalkers, soldiers, and shooters. They easily dominated the spiders, especially with how the skeletons benefited from Hannah’s newest enchantment: Reinforcement +1.

The skeletons could take a beating and keep trucking through better than before.

Gilbert, Bianca, and Hannah ran back with beaming smiles. Gilbert looked more like a big kid, excited for a gift he’d wanted for a while.

Zarian didn’t blame him.

They had a penalty for rerunning the dungeon crawl so soon. They gained less experience, fewer rewards, and no mini-map.

They’d been wandering around for a while, going up and down the corridors while leaving marks to avoid backtracking.

Eventually, they would find the boss door again.

Gilbert had to go through hell to get to Level 10, which happened at the perfect time. So perfect, Zarian burst into mad laughter, the type an evil villain would make.

“Hehehahahahahahahaha!”

Gilbert lost some of his cheer.

“Evil,” Bianca hissed under her breath.

Hannah sighed. “I knew it. He’s been too quiet and inactive all day. Prepare for the worst.”

“It’s going to be okay, everyone. It’s all going to be okay. Now, Gilbert, what’s your best choice?” Zarian rubbed his hands together.

“Thank God, it’s neutral,” Gilbert said. “It’s also epic.”

“Another one, huh?” Zarian hummed. He could finally bring up an idea he had after seeing not one, not two, but three epic classes in his party other than him. “Foodie really tipped things in our favor.”

“What do you mean?” Hannah asked sharply.

Zarian looked past them as Naomi flipped through the air and struck a spider with a killer kick to its head. Her Mind Spike, tactics, and grace was much deadlier now. She eradicated spiders faster than an entire squad of skeletons.

It was unfortunate she didn’t pick her class after they’d met Foodie.

Zarian explained his reasoning: “Foodie’s entire presence was a huge game changer for us. Maybe it was her cooking and the stats she gave us. Maybe it was the lore. Maybe it was getting us involved in a main quest. Whatever it was, meeting her while you guys were sub Level 10 was a sign for the System to give you bigger and better classes. That’s my theory.”

“I see,” Hannah murmured.

“No amount of evil can stop me from loving our new friend, Foodie,” Bianca declared.

“Well, whether or not it’s thanks to her, you guys are getting what’s called a War Healer Trainee from me.” Gilbert chuckled, shaking his head. “It’s funny. I wanted to be a doctor a while ago. But I doubted I was smart enough for it and did what my old man wanted, joining up with the boys in blue. I don’t know if the System is throwing my choices back at my face or if it’s giving me another chance.”

Zarian nodded along, seeing how this was an important moment for Gilbert.

Once the big man selected the class and picked up his new abilities, Zarian unleashed the sleeping demon inside.

He walked over onto the spider side, Para batting the monsters away from him. Then he turned around and faced the other four.

“Heroes!” Zarian shouted grandly. “You have the misfortune of facing me and my monsters while you all are so weak! Prepare to suffer!”

“EVIL!” Bianca screamed with a little too much enthusiasm.

The others sighed as Zarian threw a giant, dark wrench into their dungeon crawl rerun. It might’ve seemed intimidating, even.

Then Zarian suffered a Mind Spike from a distance. He stumbled back, wincing from the pain, blood leaking down one nostril.

“So that’s what it feels like,” Zarian muttered.

“I hit you with a mild one,” Naomi said, juking around lunging spiders. “Should I turn it up?”

“Sure,” Zarian said. “You’re going to have to work the hardest from now on, Naomi. Harder than me and everyone else with epic classes.”

Naomi didn’t respond as she rushed straight at Zarian. Para swung out her tendrils in Naomi’s way, forcing her to divert and try to flank around.

Meanwhile, Zarian ducked behind an enormous spider before Bianca hit him with her Searing Flash Array. She could conjure multiple orbs of light and shoot them out with more accuracy and less waste.

She was trigger-happy with that new skill of hers, especially when aiming at Zarian.

Hannah wasn’t a big upfront threat, but he had to prepare to face whatever she engineered for an advantage with her runic abilities. Gilbert was a wildcard because Zarian hadn’t waited to hear about his new powers.

Maybe they might impress him.

Naomi kept trying to get in his face. A combination of parasitic tendrils and darkness pillars kept Naomi back.

There was a delay between Mind Spikes on the same target. It became a game of keep-away so that Zarian could avoid the stronger versions of her psychic power.

“I’ll work my butt off, sir,” Naomi said, while chasing him down. “I’m not unfamiliar with having to climb my way up at a disadvantage. And that builds character, I reckon. I’m going to need that if I want to be strong.”

“Good,” Zarian said, before taking another distant Mind Spike to the head.

He handled it better this time. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the self-inflicted lobotomy or if Naomi was holding back.

Either way, his party got into the game of fighting him and the spiders in one big mosh pit of a magic battle. Zarian played the long game to see them use their abilities.

The biggest issue was their coordination with so many moving elements.

Gilbert, Hannah, and Bianca knew how to work well together.

Naomi, however, didn’t know how to work with them. She got in their way, and they got in her way, while Zarian kept leveraging the pressure on them.

The skeletons stayed out of it mostly except for corralling the spiders. Once Zarian saw enough, he moved in for the proverbial kill.

He knocked out Hannah and Bianca first. Gilbert went down next after getting thrashed into a wall by a blunt beam of darkness.

Then it became a one-on-one between him and Naomi, which pushed him further to the extremes with each periodic Mind Spike.

He realized her power disrupted his focus because it could happen at random. That was worse than consistent brain pain.

He could adapt and overcome if it was consistent, but when Naomi used feints or waited longer than usual, the difficulty grew for Zarian.

She landed a good kick to the side of his ribs, then she added a Mind Spike that could’ve neutralized him if she was going all out. For a one-trick pony, that trick was devastating when pushed to its extremes.

Unfortunately for her, she sacrificed her own safety and suffered a grab and slam from his cloak. Para didn’t like the Mind Spikes and made it known by smashing Naomi until she went unconscious.

Zarian stood in the middle of the hallway, filled with unconscious humans and dead spider monsters. His skeletons rattled and clapped while on the sidelines, having watched the whole thing.

Zarian chuckled hoarsely while holding his side. Yeah, Naomi had broken a few ribs. “Perfect. This is my party. Once I get them to my level, maybe we’ll be overpowered together.”

He would be the most overpowered, of course. But having a party who could back him, elevate him, and keep up with him was well worth the time to develop them.

“Let’s wake them up, heal up, and throw them at Reiki next.”

A few hours later, Zarian and his party were in the grand boss atrium.

He was sitting on a makeshift leather chair with a high back, all formed from Para’s shapeshifting flesh. Next to him, his skeletons sat, legs crossed, bodies rattling with excitement.

They were watching a gentle but painful beat down of the party via the boss monster.

Zarian hadn’t known if Reiki would listen to his request when he reentered her room with the others. It all came down to how much Reiki liked Zarian.

Apparently, she liked him well enough. She handled his party members gently, even if it meant suffering Naomi’s brutal punches, kicks, and Mind Spikes.

Reiki handled them so well Zarian could look away and commit some time to studying or practicing dual-casting. The pain and difficulty were still there, but he was doing better than yesterday.

He stopped when he hit the threshold on his pain tolerance that would’ve led to self-lobotomy again. Instead of risking Naomi’s anger, he switched his focus to the quirky problem of alpha skills and beta skills.

His newest skill, Summon Spectral Spiders, was in the alpha skill section now. After some earlier testing, Zarian now knew beta skills were much harder to use.

Either the System gave beta skills a debuff, or the System gave alpha skills a major buff. It was more likely the latter than the former, where the System gave assistance on alpha skills.

Here was the kicker: alpha skills and beta skills could swap around.

Zarian tried it earlier by exchanging his Straight Darkness +1 with Summon Spectral Spiders.

Just like that, he had an easier time using the new spider skill, producing dozens of ghostly, translucent spiders, each the size of his palm.

When he tried to use the beta version of Straight Darkness +1, the difficulty was impressive. His darkness was nowhere near as potent as it would be in the alpha skill section.

I can still use it, Zarian thought, conjuring a blade of darkness into his hand. It’s harder, yes, but it’s not impossible.

It was more draining and more focus-intensive using beta skills.

Zarian imagined most adventurers wouldn’t even dare to use their beta skills during combat. Maybe they would swap them in and out with alpha skills during lull periods, or maybe they reserved beta skills for secondary uses.

Can I switch skills around during combat?

Zarian stood up. He ran into the middle of the fight and told everyone to ignore him.

He tried to switch his darkness and spider skills again. It wouldn’t work.

He ran out of the fight and returned to sitting next to the audience of skeletons, Para back to her role as a grand leathery chair. Zarian tried switching his skills around again and again.

It worked, which meant this involved a proximity limit instead of a general situational limit. As long as he could get to a relatively safe spot, he could swap around alpha and beta skills.

With a chuckle, Zarian propped his ankle onto his knee and leaned back.

He returned Straight Darkness +1 to its alpha position. He concentrated on summoning some spiders and maintaining them while keeping his skeletons upright.

The exercise burned his brain up, but it was a good burn.

“Enough,” Reiki hissed.

She knocked down Gilbert, Bianca, and Hannah in rapid succession. She struck Naomi with a small torrent of web and bound her to the floor.

Then the boss turned her monstrous human-like face to Zarian and grinned widely. “Final Dance! Final Dance!”

“Okay, but can you teach us some of your moves and give us pointers the next time around? You’re a savvy fighter for a big spider boss monster, y’know?” Zarian stood from his parasite chair and smiled shamelessly.

He liked Reiki, and he was going to use her for everything she could offer. Reiki didn’t seem to mind.

“Yes!”

“Then I’ll give you my best.”

Zarian ordered the skeletons to break Naomi free and take everyone to his side. Then he dismissed the skeletons and returned his grimoire to his soul.

He dismissed the spectral spiders hanging about.

He drew in all the nearby darkness and prepared himself.

Reiki began her dance. It matched the boss battle music, or the music matched her. Her movements were graceful, joyful, and mesmerizing despite her monstrous body.

Then she sprung into the air, whirling round and round before stopping at a hover. Glowing bands of magic spread from her body and reshaped themselves into balls of mystical web. Then the web balls grew and grew, becoming as big as her body.

“Dance of the Final Web Entombment!” Reiki sang.

Zarian smirked. “Straight Darkness: Blade Artillery.”

Reiki made it rain a meteor shower of webbed entombment. None of it reached Zarian or his party.

He sent up a torrent of large, highly dense, dark blades. He cut down her Dance of the Final Web Entombment. He cut down Reiki far faster than their first battle.

Afterward, Zarian and his party returned to the rest area. They ate, drank, cleaned up, and committed to some deeper self-maintenance.

Bianca and Hannah arranged their hair into braids. Naomi twisted her hair into locks in a short time because of her many points in Agility, then she worked on Zarian.

Everyone else stopped to stare when they saw Zarian all cleaned up after Naomi’s help.

“You look like a frat boy without the beard,” Zarian said to Gilbert after the big man finished shaving with a sharpened dark knife.

“You look like you’re still in high school, chief,” Gilbert retorted.

“Don’t ruin this, Gilbert!” Bianca shouted. “He’s perfectly handsome and mature.”

Zarian tried not to let Bianca’s compliments get to him. She was a do-gooder, after all.

But the smile on his face refused to go away. He thanked Naomi again for her help.

They took turns cleaning their ragged clothing and using a flame-coated weapon enchanted by Hannah for drying. Then they went to bed in the bunk room.

The next morning, they had breakfast and discussed the nuances of their abilities and how to better make them all work together.

The food and drinks were always stocked. The dungeon didn’t run out. Once they were ready, they reran the dungeon again.

They reran it again on the next day.

On the following days, they reran it again and again.

The experience was low. They earned no new rewards.

But the practice was worth it, especially when Reiki mentored them. She would barely speak, but she got her point across anyway.

Somehow, Reiki had knowledge from some distant past, which probably had something to do with Carrowmore, and used that to teach Zarian’s party how to move and swing weapons.

Naomi took to Reiki’s lessons the best when it came down to footwork and magic kickboxing.

Bianca enjoyed the sword play a lot.

Zarian, Gilbert, and Hannah saw some overall improvements in their techniques – Zarian learned how edge alignment mattered when swinging a sword made of metal or darkness. His cuts came out cleaner and easier under Reiki’s tutelage, leveraging the 30 points he had in Agility.

Then Reiki ordered Zarian and Naomi to dance together.

Why?

She wouldn’t say.

It was a little awkward at first, but after all the help Reiki had given them, they couldn’t say no.

Thankfully, Naomi was a superb dancer. She made Zarian look good even when he barely knew what he was doing.

If it wasn’t for the points in Agility, he would look like a total buffoon. Naomi didn’t seem to care and enjoyed the dance with him.

When Bianca yanked Hannah and Gilbert into the impromptu dance session, things became more relaxed and humorous from there. The teasing was endless, especially from Bianca.

Of course, Zarian returned the favor by summoning a spectral spider to dance on the back of her head. He had to run away afterward when Bianca turned to chasing and flashing him a bunch.

On their last day in the White Spider Dungeon, there were two unique changes.

Zarian and his party members received an update from the System:

<You’ve grown, earning +2 Willpower, +2 Strength, +1 Wonder.>

Zarian had gained the most with 5 new points. Everyone else had 4 new points.

They celebrated that morning even though they would’ve gotten more if Foodie had been cooking for them.

Naomi tried to hide it, but it was clear she was the most upset.

She needed more stat points to keep up with the epic classes of the others. She needed double the amount, even.

The next curious change was with Reiki. She was acting strangely when they entered her boss room.

There was no boss battle music playing this time. The ruler of the dungeon was gazing over the edge of her platform.

When Zarian and his party joined Reiki’s side, she pointed a spider leg down into the darkness and looked intently at Zarian.

Without question, Zarian jumped down, shocking his party and making Reiki smile broadly.

After a minute of descending, with Para acting as a simple parachute, Zarian hit the next floor below.

A pearl-shaped sphere waited on a pedestal in the middle of the subterranean space, pushing away the darkness with a soft white glow. The sphere emitted a pulsating beat like a heart.

Zarian drew closer until he was in front of the sphere. It was the size of his head and gave off an inviting heat.

A gold notification appeared in front of him with a soft ‘ding.’

<You’ve been granted uncontested access to the White Spider Dungeon Core. You can destroy the core for experience. Or take it as yours.>




24: Castles and Caverns

Weeks after crawling the White Spider Dungeon, Zarian and his party saw daylight for the first time since coming to Infinita. They were following the bend of a tunnel when a crack of light illuminated a rock wall in front of them.

The entire party stopped to stare at the light. Bianca barely held back a sob.

Zarian let out a disagreeable growl. He fled back into the dark embrace of the tunnel, almost like a vampire.

Bianca tried to coax him out into the accursed light. Progress was slow, since she couldn’t help from teasing him a little.

Naomi took the direct approach and tossed Zarian over her shoulder. She stopped while he was fussing and wriggling about, giving him a chance to break away if he truly wanted to.

When he went still and accepted his fate, she walked him out onto the surface before putting him down. The betrayal hurt, but not as much as being outside and under the sun.

It burns.

Zarian had never known such misery until now. He couldn’t even see because the light was so bright and painful for his eyes.

It burns, and I hate it. But fine, I’ll endure.

It took a while for Zarian’s vision to adjust, and for him to get used to the touch of the alien suns. His skin prickled and itched for minutes even while under the Parasite Cloak.

Gilbert’s Healing Force reached out and helped him with the irritation of being sunburnt. In return, Zarian thanked him, even if the words came out disgruntled.

Eventually, the initial shock faded. The bright sunlight became a little more bearable. His Dark Affinity adjusted, even if it felt heavily oppressed.

The view was actually worth seeing once Zarian’s vision improved. He needed his hood up with darkness gathered around his face and the rest of his body, but he still came around to thinking positively from the sight.

The inhabitants of Corma weren’t lying when they called their home the World of Castles and Caverns.

The cavern part was evident after so much time spent underground.

The castle part, however, was unbelievable, breathtaking, and beyond simple imagination.

The lands were fused with parts of many castles. Or the parts of many castles were fused with the lands.

Parapet walls rose and dipped along the natural curves of the landscape. Lush, viridian trees sprouted from within vine covered towers with gaps between the ancient stone structures.

There were gate walls, curtain walls, and even earthy bridges arching over winding creeks flowing from valley to valley, sometimes in circles like moats.

Every direction Zarian looked, he saw the parts of various castles fused with the land. Hell, he even saw it looking back at the hillside with the cave they came out of.

The rising hills looked like a row of vine-tangled, bush-covered, verdant fortresses dropped onto each other.

The loose rocks that had fallen free were rectangular stone blocks a castle or fortress would normally be made of.

Zarian shuffled to the side and crouched over one block, trying to discern if it was man-made or if it was naturally occurring per the rules of the world.

Zarian couldn’t tell.

But he saw a microcosm of life on the stone block that lived in the moist and shaded parts away from the sun. It was like how small creatures and lifeforms would live back in the old world.

He spotted something a little bigger scrambling close. It was a lizard-like beast with hard, stone skin. The creature looked like a grounded dragon, honestly.

Zarian used Identify.

<Stone Drake, Beast, Level 1.>

The little stone drake tilted its head and watched Zarian carefully.

One of Para’s fleshy strands reached for it, scaring off the lizard before she could catch it.

Zarian shook his head under the dense darkness of his hood. When he turned, the motion was slow and careful while his body was covered under the Parasite Cloak.

“Jesus, chief, you don’t fit the setting!” Gilbert shouted in surprise.

“You look like an eldritch horror, if I’m to be honest with you,” Hannah said.

“I see nothing different other than you hiding your face and body.” Bianca pouted.

“The clouds are blocky.” Naomi pointed up.

Zarian looked up along with the others, putting aside his appearance and gazing far out into the expanse of another world’s sky.

Indeed, the clouds were blocky. Some were fused together, almost like white, fluffy tetris pieces.

The blocky clouds drifted slowly, like any cloud from their old world. But instead of taking random shapes, they purposely conformed to Corma’s surface aesthetics.

“The World of Castles and Caverns,” Zarian said, amazed. “How do people live when their world is like this?”

“Let’s assume that through the happenstance of magic, Corma has always been this way,” Hannah said in a scholarly tone with a slight Alabamian accent. “We can assume that if the humans of the surface prefer to live on the surface, they could mine for stone from the present castles or renovate what’s set for them already.”

“They would have to knock some of these walls down. Flatten a few of these hills of stone and earth there. That’s a lot of labor.” Gilbert pointed about as he spoke.

“Why?” Bianca asked.

“For agriculture,” Gilbert answered.

“We don’t know how they conduct their agriculture,” Hannah said. “They might grow them straight out of stone and eat the fruits after a week’s time. They have magic, and magic changes everything we’ve learned from our old world.”

Gilbert was stumped after hearing that. They had no idea how anything worked in a world where the land was fused or made of various castle sections.

Zarian wondered if living in the caverns was simpler. Then again, the city nation up north where Ekri the Tailor lived was probably grandiose and far out of touch with what Zarian and his fellow Outsiders would know.

“Other than the fact that they really have two suns, I like it,” Zarian said.

“Two suns?” Gilbert shaded his eyes with a hand to look.

“Si, dos soles. Foodie said one is the Corma Star, and the other is the Star Core. Two suns,” Bianca said, staring directly into the light.

Naomi sighed. “Can’t say if I’m surprised or not. All this magic business is a doozy when trying to make sense of it.”

“I hope we have a reasonable amount of moons,” Hannah said. “And if there are more than a few, let’s hope they’re spread around the planet and are at a distance away.”

“Why?” Gilbert asked.

“This world would have some strong tides along with other unpredictable phenomenons,” Hannah explained. “Unless magic defends it completely from the consequences of nature. But I’m not sure all the physical laws are eliminated since we’re still under the effects of gravity.”

Gilbert shook his head. “That’s why the Big G on the home front made our world the way it is, so we can avoid this nonsense. The false idols of this place need to be more sensible.”

Everybody sighed at Gilbert’s refusal to acknowledge the gods of Infinita. He’d doubled down on his beliefs ever since getting his class and rerunning crawls through the White Spider Dungeon.

Zarian found it impressive that a man could come to another world, get shown a whole new way of life that wasn’t possible before, and still think their old world was more magical because of his belief.

Now that’s what you call faith.

“What if it’s flat, guys?” Bianca asked.

Zarian and the others made a silent agreement to ignore that question and start wandering forward. Bianca repeated herself a couple of times before she finally got the message and left the flat world idea alone.

Without the tunnels and simple cave systems to follow, Zarian felt a little lost regarding which way to go.

He drifted in the direction the cave mouth faced, but at a slower pace for now. He wanted to get a feel of the land, and everyone else seemed to want the same.

Various paths with cobble stone paving or plain dirt wound past fields of grass. Low to high protective walls acted as broken barriers along the sides with room on top to stand on.

Sometimes there would be no walls or any castle parts, but when he stepped into an empty field, he felt a hard, stony floor under him.

After some thought, he figured this would’ve been the castle courtyard. He became more sure of that when he found old and shattered columns on the edges of the empty field, all of which were covered in vines and moss.

<Ancient Column (Common): A part of the land of Corma, the World of Castles and Caverns.>

When Zarian focused on the object, a notification informed him he wasn’t looking at anything special. He checked a couple of other items and got what he’d expected.

An ancient block was an ancient block, and common quality, lacking in magic. An ancient wall was an ancient wall and common quality, lacking in magic.

“Common,” Zarian said.

“In quality or rarity?” Hannah asked, very interested in what he observed using his Identify trait.

“Both, really. But I think the System checks for quality.”

“It makes sense that it’s a common part of the world. But that also means it’s without much magic, am I right?”

“Maybe not without magic, but it’s so insignificant you won’t draw anything out of it unless you have a power for controlling blocks.”

Hannah extended a hand toward a block about three feet wide and two feet tall. A pale glow shone from her hand and shaped into runes.

In no time at all, she applied one of her runes and lit the surface of the block on fire. She watched the flames until it snuffed out on its own, leaving some scorch marks.

“It contains a little aura,” Hannah informed. “Or the flames would’ve died out completely. But the aura it contains isn’t large. This is a natural part of the world, I believe.”

Most of Hannah’s runes drained aura from a user or an item to stay powered on for a limited time. Using an enchantment on a random object that was common would use up any trace of aura they had, which she’d shown by applying her Flame Coat on the block.

Nobody was manipulating the surrounding land. Not from what they could tell.

Zarian moved his hand forward, and his Parasite Cloak shifted with him to keep him covered from the ‘suns.’ He rubbed his hand over the soot-covered surface of the stone block Hannah had burned.

It felt real.

It wasn’t a dream.

He still felt the heat under his palm from Hannah’s enchantment.

“It’s all real,” Zarian said. “We’re not crazy.”

They wandered a little while longer, taking in the strange, alien landscape around them.

At some point, they noticed the arc of the suns heading toward the horizon and figured that it was west based on the instructions on Foodie’s map. They found an old road of dirt and cobblestones that would take them west.

Then Zarian found the perfect spot to the right of the road that didn’t have any stone blocks or hard structures in the way. It was a seemingly natural plot of dirt, weeds, ferns, and wildflowers between a low parapet wall and a dark river coursing around some stony, tree-covered hillocks.

“There,” Zarian said. “We can bury them there.”

“That’s a nice choice,” Bianca said, before pointing over to the side at a short tower. “Look, it even has a statue to look over them.”

True to her words, a statue held vigil in the tower’s shade. Zarian hadn’t noticed it at first, which was a little weird.

The statue was covered in vines and wild green plant growths. Dapples of sunlight beamed through the nearest branches and landed on its helm and shoulders.

Zarian was going to ignore it at first. Instead, he used Identify. He didn’t expect much until he received an alarming notification:

<Unable to Identify.>

“Ready up!” Zarian shouted, taking a few steps back. Immediately, Hannah joined his side to act as another pair of eyes.

An array of abilities and powers activated.

Gilbert’s hardened silk tower shield flipped out from the bracer on his forearm. He pulled out his mace from the weapon belt on his waist.

Bianca drew her Lighthouse Falchion with a flourish and conjured beads of light around her. They appeared much faster under the sun than they had while in the caves.

Naomi stepped forward with nothing in hand and asked, “Who’s looking to get smashed into the dirt?”

The statue Zarian couldn’t Identify shifted with a loud crack. Then it shifted again with another loud crack. It shifted faster and became more mobile through a series of cracks that loosened up the joints of its hard body.

The statue snapped free of the vines and plant life that had grown over its body from years of stillness. Then its stone gauntlets raised a large sword before turning to face them with a helmet-covered face.

Sparks of pale blue appeared in the visor where the eyes should be.

“I don’t know what level it is or what its best alpha skill would be,” Zarian said. “I can’t use Identify on it.”

Naomi lost some steam from hearing that. Anything Zarian couldn’t identify was likely stronger than him.

Is it stronger than Foodie? Zarian’s cloak fanned out without revealing much of his body. The darkness under the cloak was deep, dense, and unwilling to give way to the sunlight.

Making a snap judgment call, Zarian fired a beta dark bolt at the knight’s head. The projectile struck, barely affecting the stone creature.

It did, however, leave a considerable scar on its helmet. Stone chips fell in front of the stone knight’s boots as it began an intimidating march toward Zarian’s party.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Gilbert said, looking over his shield. “I can’t recall when a nasty monster didn’t fall to a single solid strike from you, chief.”

“Did you notice the damage?” Zarian asked.

“Barely much of that from what I saw.”

“It’s still beatable.”

Other than Naomi, the rest of the party seemed doubtful. To give them some more confidence, Zarian summoned his Grimoire of Black Magic 101.

The covers flipped open, pages flipping quickly, and a ghastly green light shone forth. From under his cloak, piles of bones fell with a clatter before Zarian used the Raise Advancing Skeletons spell.

Loner and the boys, now Level 24, assembled their skeletal frames quickly. Without having to ask them, Zarian watched his seven goblin skeletons charge at the knight with reckless abandon.

The stone knight’s eyes flashed a bright blue. A blue aura covered the large stone sword.

With one wide swing, the stone knight swept through the goblin skeletons. The sword’s magic reached further than the physical object and struck with a dynamic force that kicked up a strong gale-force wind.

Loner and two other skeletons ducked under the quick and powerful swing just in time. The other four flew off in scattered pieces, too late to dodge.

The stone knight’s body emitted a blue flash before it lunged with an explosive step, blue energy blasting out from behind its body for extra propulsion.

With the stone knight surpassing eight feet in height, seeing something so large and heavy move so fast was intimidating for most of Zarian’s party members.

Fortunately and unfortunately, the stone knight targeted Loner alone with a forward stomp.

Zarian intervened with a barrage of dark bolts smashing into the knight’s front. He chipped the surface and slowed its attack enough for Loner to roll out of the way.

The stone knight crashed down with a heavy force that would’ve splattered a human. The ground buckled and groaned. Blocks from a nearby wall fell loose in a clatter.

Loner circled around with the other two upright skeletons. Meanwhile, the four skeletons that suffered the knight’s first attack finished reassembling themselves. They returned to the fight.

Zarian’s party watched for a little while as the skeletons struggled and suffered a bone-cracking beating. Then Zarian felt satisfied by what he saw.

He asked with a slightly dark voice resounding from the darkness under his hood, “Ready?”

“Mind Spike is useless against it, but I’ll go,” Naomi grunted. The dark-skinned military woman glared at the knight like she wanted to hit it with a bomb.

“I don’t know,” Gilbert grumbled with a drawl. The big blue-eyed man stood ready with his shield raised.

“I’ll do my best!” Bianca raised her shining sword. The Latina tried to hide the fear in her amber eyes.

“If you can slow it down or stop it from moving, I can bring it down,” Hannah declared. The mousy Alabamian maintained her scholarly bearing even while up against a tough enemy. “I’ve seen enough with my Weakness Scanner and Rune Scan.”

The Weakness Scanner was Hannah’s uncommon trait, great for noticing the faults in others or in the environment. Rune Scan was a skill that allowed Hannah to see into other enchantments and understand runes better.

Hearing her confidence, Zarian figured the stone statue was a creature that Hannah’s abilities were best suited for.

“I’ve already started slowing it down for you,” Zarian said, smiling under the dense darkness of his hood. “The spectral spiders are on the case.”

As if to prove his point, Zarian’s spiders revealed themselves while crawling around the stone knight’s body. Like little spider ghosts, they were mainly translucent and hard to observe unless the spiders made themselves noticeable.

Each spider was Level 19 and physically weak. They made up for their fragility with numbers and tactics.

The spiders covered the statue in numerous webbing strands. The webbing didn’t seem to have an effect at first, then after a few minutes, the statue struggled to move while covered in thick strands of spider webbing.

As another bonus, the spiders dove their ghostly fangs into the statue’s flesh to poison its aura and weaken it. That didn’t seem as effective, but the spiders were doing all they could.

“You know how to take down a tall as heck bully?” Zarian asked.

“Call the cops?” Gilbert asked sarcastically.

“Go for the legs,” Naomi led the way first

“Vamos! Let’s hit the baddie low!” Bianca cheered, shaking off her fear. She fell in behind Naomi and Gilbert, the three heading first.

Zarian walked after them, Hannah by his side.




25: Burial Service

This was a dangerous fight, and Zarian was a little nervous. Several members of his party were still too weak for his liking.

Hannah, Gilbert, and Bianca were only Level 15. Naomi was better off at Level 23. And Zarian was Level 27 while unable to Identify the Stone Knight.

Worse yet, Zarian left Straight Darkness +1 in his beta skill section, weakening it considerably instead of swapping it into the alpha skill section. That was not a smart gamble, but he wanted to try anyway.

Knowing this, Zarian didn’t let up on the wizardry fire support. The moment Naomi entered the stone knight’s magic sword range, Zarian’s cloak opened wide down the middle.

For anyone looking at him straight on, they would see nothing of his body beneath the Parasite Cloak, only complete darkness. From the darkness, dense bolts, javelins, and beams flew forth like a barrage of mini artillery support.

Zarian kept shooting at a consistent volume, breaking up the rhythm with different versions of his Straight Darkness +1.

The bolts chipped away at the stone knight’s arms. The beams pushed against its sword. The javelins were an in-between, landing with enough weight and frequency to keep the knight distracted.

The magic webbing the spectral spiders had laid tore apart around the upper body, but that was okay. The spiders put all of their focus on wrapping up the legs and making the knight struggle to take a step.

Even under all of that assault, the knight still swung a strong magic blow for Naomi’s head.

She leaned back and slid under the sweeping blue magic cut. Then, with the high Strength and Agility of her profile, she pushed back up and kicked her foot hard and straight at the side of the knight’s knee.

The stone knight barely budged. The creature was already whirling its blade around to take a swing down at Gilbert.

Zarian growled and intensified the bombardment. The bolts, javelins, and beams landed with even more weight.

Stone chips and fragments flew free from the knight’s front in raining sprays. The stone knight’s large sword remained unbroken, slashing down at Gilbert, cutting straight through him – or through the image of him.

Instead of crashing through a solid shield and breaking the man behind it, the stone knight slashed through an illusion of Gilbert conjured from one of Bianca’s new skills – Close Refraction.

The real Gilbert charged past the danger posed by the sword and rammed his shield into the same knee Naomi hit.

Again, the knight barely budged.

Gilbert bounced off and followed in Naomi’s wake, circling around to outflank.

Bianca didn’t enter sword swinging range. She used her Searing Flash Array skill from afar. She shot focused cones of burning light at the stone knight’s face.

Despite not having real eyes, the creature seemed somewhat affected.

Its pale blue eyes glared at Bianca. Then its entire body glowed blue, indicating its next attack.

The stone knight charged directly at her with an explosive lunge.

Everyone behind the stone statue hunkered down behind Gilbert and his shield to keep from flying away.

The stone knight moved faster than Bianca could on her feet. With the distance closed, the stone knight crashed down with a ground-rumbling stomp and thrust its sword at Bianca’s torso.

The ditzy and youthful girl smiled, facing death head on before using another one of her new skills at the last second – Light Step.

Bianca became a figure of light particles and zipped to the side.

For that moment, not much could harm Bianca. She couldn’t do much while in that form either. It was still a useful skill when she was in a pinch, avoiding total damage and creating some space again.

Better yet, her well-timed dodge surprised the enemy. The stone knight landed so heavily from the missed thrust, it was slow to recover its balance.

“Time for you to go down,” Zarian said, walking straight up to its front.

The Parasite Cloak extended its ends as bone-tipped tendrils and strips of wavering flesh. The darkness deepened inside the hood and down the middle of the cloak.

From those darkened depths, an even bigger assault of dense projectiles came out. The up-tempo attack battered the stone knight’s front so badly Zarian deformed it.

The knight lost its former, intimidating glory, as if a toddler had sketched it.

“Please don’t wreck it too badly,” Hannah requested. “I want to study it.”

“Sure, sure,” Zarian grunted, pushing himself.

It wasn’t easy to deliver so many hard hits with the beta version of a skill. He was up against his maxed limit, and he still wasn’t sure if that was enough against the stone knight.

Thankfully, he had reliable comrades on his side.

Naomi, Gilbert, and his skeletons ran in from behind. The remaining spectral spiders on the stone knight kept wrapping its legs up with more spider web.

Zarian kept pouring out hard dark volleys on the stone knight’s front until the inevitable happened. The charging group smashed into the back of the knight’s legs, tackling below the knees.

“Roll out of the way!” Gilbert warned.

Everyone scrambled from under the heavy knight. They barely made it out in time as it crashed down, tripped backward by a combination of one group chopping low while Zarian struck high.

From there, things became easier. Zarian summoned more spectral spiders. The little guys worked fast to bind the stone knight to the ground.

“I’m going in,” Hannah said, rushing forward.

A dark beam flew over her shoulder, throwing her off her feet from the sheer force.

Zarian landed his beam on the knight’s sword, deflecting it away from Hannah. The spiders worked doubly fast to bind the sword arm to the ground.

Hannah tumbled and rolled next to the knight’s shoulder.

She lunged at its face, uncaring of the way the creature glared at her with cold blue eyes. Her hands glowed with pale light, geometric shapes, and hieroglyphic text.

The knight struggled against its web bindings, ripping some of it away. Zarian’s nerves grew taut while Hannah stayed in a dangerous position.

“Hannah, watch out!” Gilbert warned as the knight started to rise.

“Got it!” she said, finishing her work.

The knight froze. Its pale blue eyes faded away, leaving a lifeless and deformed visage. It was stuck in a position where it sat up with the push of its sword arm, the other arm closing around Hannah.

Its hand was an inch away from crushing the back of her skull. Zarian couldn’t believe he held himself back instead of pulling Hannah out of there.

“What the fuck?” Gilbert cussed. “That was way too close. Hannah, you could’ve died!”

“Check the notification,” Hannah said.

<You’ve defeated a Golem Lost Knight of the Forgotten Kingdom, Level 39 Lesser Warrior Prototype!>

Zarian checked everyone’s levels. The gains were considerable.

Hannah, Gilbert, and Bianca went up by three levels.

Naomi and the skeletons all went up by two.

Zarian went up by two as well.

The spectral spiders didn’t gain levels through experience. They would grow more capable once Zarian loaded up points in Mysticism.

The defeat of the Lost knight was a hell of a haul for Zarian’s party, especially when it was only one enemy.

If I wasn’t here, that one enemy could’ve killed the entire party.

Without Zarian’s overwhelming power, the knight’s high toughness and magic would’ve been too much for the party. It was definitely a different breed of monster, or maybe it had a higher quality class.

Gilbert lost some of his righteous anger, enjoying the sweet gains of well-earned levels and stats instead of scolding Hannah for having nearly killed herself. Besides, nobody truly came out worse for wear other than the skeletons.

Good thing they have Reinforcement +1 Enchantment, Zarian thought, letting out a tense breath.

Hell, he was shaking a little underneath Para’s cloak. Nobody could see it because of the darkness and Para’s wavering movements, making him seem completely unaffected and stoic.

In truth, Zarian feared the worst could’ve happened for gambling with the lives of his party.

“That was nice. Other than it being very tough, it didn’t seem that hard.” Bianca hopped on the webbed-up chest of the golem.

“I think its toughness, Strength, and magic blade was the reason it was out of reach of my Identify,” Zarian explained. “Anyway, you wanted it mostly preserved, right, Hannah? Why’s that?”

“What do you see using Identify?” Hannah asked.

Zarian checked:

<Corpse of the Golem Lost Knight (Rare): This golem is finally put to rest, its duty at end after countless years away from the home it was sworn to defend. While it may be weaker than its more advanced brethren, its fighting abilities and runic nature remain astonishing even in the modern times of the Dark Era.>

“Other than it being a weaker variant than other golems, its description matches its name. It’s been wandering while lost and away from home. Apparently, its ability to fight, and the runes used to make it function, are astonishing for this era. Maybe it’s made of lost magic from a bygone era or whatever.”

“Yes, that’s what I’m getting from studying its runes,” Hannah explained. “I saw more when it was upright and active, but even while down, I can see a few still lingering under my scan. And some of those runes … describe a map.”

Zarian and the others became more interested in hearing that.

“I’ll need some time to get what I can down to memory,” Hannah admitted.

“The spectral spiders can help. Tell them what you learn, and they’ll spin you a web, writing it all down. Short words, please.” Zarian nodded as two dozen spiders appeared on the knight’s chest, around Bianca and Hannah.

“I really don’t like it when they do that,” Bianca admitted.

“Thank you for loaning them to me,” Hannah said. “Can you do me one more favor? Can I borrow the dungeon core? I want to check a few things.”

Zarian had no problem with that.

From the darkness under his cloak, Para’s tendrils pulled out the White Spider Dungeon Core from her dimensional storage and extended the head-size pearl to Hannah, its surface shining under the twin suns.

Once Zarian had taken the dungeon core weeks ago, the entire dungeon faded into the pearly sphere. The White Spider Dungeon was no longer in the caverns on the way to Grimrock. It now belonged to Zarian’s party.

Hannah thanked Zarian and Para before she was consumed with her work, studying the golem and the core together. Bianca lowered into a cross-legged seat on the knight’s chest, keeping Hannah company while looking around at the alien landscape and blue sky of block-shaped clouds.

The spectral spiders skittered around playfully as they waited on Hannah. A few went off to scout the nearby area, turning translucent and stealthy.

Zarian turned to Gilbert, Naomi, and the skeletons. “So, ready to dig some graves and burn some bodies?”

“Graves, yes, but why are we burning?” Gilbert asked.

“To prevent the chance of them rising from the grave. The grimoire told me unintentional risings can happen with undisciplined necromancy, especially if the corpses are still fleshy. We’ll get Hannah to use her fire runes once the graves and bodies are set.”

“Oh, okay, I guess that makes sense. Thanks.” Gilbert sounded less like his usual self.

Zarian handed him a shovel he’d picked up from the subfloors under Castle Grimrock. The man didn’t notice Zarian and Naomi standing back, leaving him and the skeletons to dig into the soft earth.

It was clear that Gilbert was committed to doing the work.

Because of their levels and stats, it didn’t take long for Gilbert and the skeletons to dig up multiple graves. He’d ended up breaking the shovel along the way, so he used a dark shovel provided by Zarian for the finishing touches.

Even without the Reinforcement +1 Enchantment, the dark shovel held up under the strain.

Hannah stopped her studying to join them for the burial service, Bianca following along. One by one, Para lay their dead.

Kenneth went first. Then Mark and Lincoln. Finally, they lay Wally.

Seeing them all placed into their graves, still warm and bloody from being petrified in Para’s storage dimension, Zarian found it curious that he didn’t feel as sad as he’d expected.

He still felt somewhat guilty. But he wasn’t depressed or sullen or dispirited.

Maybe that was screwed up.

Or maybe he was moving on, naturally or unnaturally. The evil +1 alignment could be at fault.

Whatever was the reason, Zarian felt a little sorry for Gilbert who looked haunted at the sight of his buddies in their graves.

“Why?” Gilbert asked hoarsely.

“I wanted out of the old world,” Zarian answered. “You were all yanked along by accident.”

There was no anger from Gilbert. No disapproval. There was plenty of silence as the suns lowered toward the horizon. Then Gilbert let out a heavy sigh.

“Maybe things could’ve been different if we didn’t jump the gun. Well, what’s done is done.” Gilbert nodded.

“Sorry, Wally,” Naomi said, directing her attention toward the dead retail worker who’d wanted to be an isekai hero.

“Rest well, everyone, and root for us when you can,” Bianca said.

Hannah had nothing to say and waited for her cue. Receiving a nod from Zarian, she went into each grave and lit the bodies directly.

The goblin skeletons had piled in burnable fuel from the surrounding vegetation. Whatever magic the bodies, wood, and leaves contained would act as kindling before the flames roared to life on their own naturally.

Four fire pits crackled and burned, smoke rising into the sky. The survivors of Zarian’s portal incident watched the flaming ceremony for some time.

Then Hannah went back to studying the golem and the dungeon core, with Bianca keeping her company.

Naomi went off to exercise – other than the novelty of seeing the surface, Naomi would usually spend hours of the day training her body plus more.

Zarian and Gilbert remained side by side as the flames kept crackling. The smell of burning flesh wasn’t much fun.

“Sorry,” Gilbert said.

“Same,” Zarian replied.

“Thanks, too. For the burial.”

“It’s the least I can do. Let Loner and the skeletons know when to pile dirt on them,” Zarian told Gilbert.

“Got it, chief.”

Zarian wandered off to find a spot to study his grimoire. He was getting closer to fully learning the special fire spell. He also had a few notifications he wanted to check out.

Straight Darkness +1 had leveled up twice, now Level 12. It looked like placing skills in the beta section didn’t limit their experience gains. In fact, it might help grow them from the extra exertion to use them.

Second, his Grimoire of Black Magic 101 had leveled up.

<Your skill, Grimoire of Black Magic 101, leveled up from 9 to 10!>

<Your skill has advanced! From Grimoire of Black Magic 101 to Grimoire of Black Magic 102!>

<Grimoire of Black Magic 102 (Level 10): Through study and practice, you can evoke spells from the grimoire. The grimoire doesn’t need to be summoned as a medium to evoke learned spells. Your learning speed is faster. You currently have 2 learned spells: Bloody Lifesteal (Uncommon) and Raise Advancing Skeletons (Rare).>

Zarian smiled under the deep darkness of his hood. These two distinct changes to his grimoire skill had large implications for him going forward.

He could evoke learned spells without summoning the grimoire, making it harder for enemies to recognize he was a wizard.

His learning speed was faster. Acquiring the next spell and the spell after that would be easier.

Zarian dove into his grimoire to test that last change. It was amazing. The difference felt like night and day.

Give it another week or less and he would have the special fire spell down pat. Then he could tackle the intimidating and destructive gravity spell.




26: Narcissist Dream

Zarian’s party had scaled rabbit on a campfire near the corpse of the lost knight. The scaled rabbit was called a ragon, and it could breathe a puff of fire like a little fuzzy dragon.

The meat tasted surprisingly good, with a little spicy kick that was natural, no seasoning needed.

The best part was the size of the ragon. It was as large as a turkey and provided plenty of meat for everyone.

Zarian chewed on his portion while sitting against the lost knight’s leg. Naomi was doing sit-ups in front of him.

Hannah remained close to the knight’s head, dungeon core in hand, still deep in study. She hadn’t stopped studying, which left Bianca with the job of feeding her ragon meat.

Gilbert sat on the other side of the campfire, looking into the flames. “You think they got some crazy fish here?”

Zarian slowly looked away from the merlot-colored sunset and examined the man across the wavering flames of the campfire. “Are you going to catch some if they do?”

“Me and the boys used to fish when our schedules aligned. We’d go out into the blue with coolers and have our fishing poles out while waiting around, getting drunk.” Gilbert chuckled. “I wonder if the fish here are so crazy you need to be superman to reel them up.”

“Maybe we’ll reel up a hydra,” Zarian said.

“If we get strong enough, then we can make a hydra look like a little fish,” Naomi said in between reps of sit-ups.

“Do you know what a hydra is?” Zarian asked.

Naomi paused her work out. She looked like a woman struggling to grasp for a hidden answer. Then, instead of admitting her ignorance, she went back to doing more sit-ups.

The men chuckled as they watched her exercise, then Gilbert said, “You gonna drive yourself crazy doing that all the time. Can’t say if you’ll do more harm than good since I got the Healing Force, but even a gym rat like me loves some rest time.”

“I want to get stronger,” Naomi replied.

“Atta girl,” Zarian praised.

Gilbert shook his head. “I’ll join you in the morning. Let me just enjoy the night and dream of small pleasures. Like beer. I could really use some more beer. And an enchanted fishing rod. I can ask that of Hannah, right? When she’s not being a busy rune genius or whatever?”

“Depends on her busy schedule,” Bianca said, smirking. “I’ll try booking you for an appointment on a Monday morning.”

There was a round of chuckles from Bianca’s joke.

Relaxing further after the meal, Gilbert lay down on the grass near the campfire. Naomi kept working out, and Zarian studied from the pages of his grimoire.

Every now and then, Zarian looked up, feeling happier as night chased away the day.

The stars looked marvelous. They actually shone like jewels in the Infinita Star System, while looking like the type of stars that children would think of when singing ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.’

Growing up in Miami, and spending his limited time in the military stationed stateside, Zarian hadn’t seen what the universe beyond the old world could look like when there was minimum light pollution.

Here in Corma, a world of super medieval high fantasy made real, there was no light pollution to block the view. Zarian saw more than he could ever imagine.

Three moons appeared spaced apart from each other, one pale white, one burning orange, and one deep blue.

Hannah’s astrophysical concerns were put to rest earlier when they’d spotted other moons during the day. It seemed like high tides wouldn’t be a massive issue in Corma if the number of moons around the world balanced each other out.

Or maybe it was all magic and never a concern in the first place.

Now that it was night, Zarian felt comfortable enough to pull back his hood. The moonlight wasn’t too much of a bother. The stars were comfortable companions of the infinite dark.

The lack of true darkness compared to being underground wasn’t preferable, but it was way better than what Zarian would get from daytime hours.

Naomi paused her workout and asked, “Was your Straight Darkness in the beta skill section during the fight with the lost knight?”

“Yeah.”

“God dammit, sir.” Naomi flipped over and committed to push-ups.

Zarian chuckled. Now that he thought about it, he must’ve come across as unreasonably powerful to the others.

Even under daylight, with his main skill handicapped, he’d acted as a dominating force. He’d kept the stone knight distracted and damaged while the others scrambled around in the shadow of two titans.

Yeah, he was overpowered.

However, there was room for improvement.

“I should’ve asked Hannah to enchant a dark beam or two for more damage,” Zarian admitted. “She was there beside me. I could’ve kept up the suppressive attack while using her for extra oomph. That was a missed opportunity.”

Even with all the practice in the White Spider Dungeon, Zarian and his party members were still figuring out ways to layer their powers and expertise to achieve new ways of murder.

Granted, they had never faced such a tough enemy before.

The fight would’ve been easier if Straight Darkness +1 was in the alpha skill section, but I’ll probably grow the skill faster if it stays in the beta skill section.

Naomi sighed aloud. “I’ve been thinking we could’ve done that better. I should’ve asked for enchanted weapons, two maces, probably, when I realized my Mind Spike wouldn’t work. I didn’t even bother asking Gilbert for his Adrenaline Jolt.”

“It works best on the first person I apply it on during an encounter,” Gilbert mumbled, still lying down on the other side of the campfire. “I figured it’s the type of thing you save when you have an advantage.”

Gilbert’s abilities were everything Zarian could hope for from a supportive tank. The war healer’s Shield Mastery and Health Affinity traits along with his Healing Force, Adrenaline Jolt, and Tranquilizer Touch skills were so good together, Zarian could see Gilbert becoming a highly valued party member with time.

Gilbert’s major issue was managing all of his abilities for himself and for the group while serving as their lead tank.

“Sometimes you need that boost from the start to get the advantage,” Naomi argued. “You can’t just lazy-foot it early and think you can turn it on later. Or you’ll get killed first.”

“Of course you would think that, you freaking jar-head-ass, crayon-eating, Neanderthal-born Marine,” Gilbert grumbled, unafraid.

“At least I can shoot worth a damn.” Naomi shifted to one-arm push-ups and flipped a middle finger at Gilbert.

Zarian snickered while the two had their most friendly interaction with each other. It was nice to see Naomi wasn’t acting aggressively toward Gilbert anymore and that Gilbert was relaxed enough to exchange little insults.

Looking back at the night sky, Zarian noticed something unique that wasn’t twinkling stars and colorful moons. He saw large spherical ovals with tiny glints of light surrounding them.

After some further observation, he couldn’t figure out what those lit up ovals were.

“It’s so pretty isn’t it?” Bianca asked from her seat on the lost knight’s chest.

“The night sky? Yeah, it is. The stars actually twinkle. The moons are big and magical looking. And there are those oval stuff in between all of that.”

“Planets,” Bianca said.

“What?”

“Those are other planets. The oval shape is the sunlight on one side of the nearest planets. I can tell based on the light shining on them, or that’s what my Light Affinity tells me.”

Zarian looked over at Bianca.

The young Latina sat with legs crossed, arms in her lap, face upturned to the night sky. She didn’t seem so bothered by the loss of daylight, but then again, her whole schtick was about bringing together light of any kind.

She’d seemed fairly functional even while in the cave, although the lack of other light sources seemed to cost her more aura. The daylight hours would make her a beast once she could start snowballing in levels.

Now, she looked like a simple girl enjoying a campfire hangout under a magical, starry night.

“Sometimes, in the mountains of Cuba, you can see many stars,” Bianca said. “But the stars here are closer. More intimate. They fill me with hope. What about you?”

Zarian took his time to answer. The moral rivalry between Bianca and him, good and evil, had settled down into a mundane routine now.

Still, he could feel the moral tension between them rise again as Bianca prodded at him curiously.

“The stars look nice,” Zarian said. “I think I prefer the void overall, since I once heard stars are dead things reaching out with their last light. At least with the darkness, it’s a constant that’ll never go away or would outlast the shining of the light.”

“Hm, that’s bleak,” Bianca said. “You’re too bleak. Be merry, like me, evil-doer.”

She flicked tiny motes of light close to his head. Zarian drew on his leathery hood before they flashed at his face.

Growling, he threw a soft, oval-shaped blob of darkness that landed with the force of a thrown pillow. With some weight to it. Bianca took it to the face and fell on her side with a whine.

Thus, the war of light and darkness renewed.

Zarian hurled lazy dark ovals at Bianca, and she returned fire with minor flashes of searing light. This went on until Hannah snapped at them both like a pissed-off mom.

“Can you at least tell us what you’re learning?” Zarian asked.

“In the morning, I will. Just let me concentrate.” Hannah said no more.

Zarian and Bianca exchanged glances before shrugging at each other.

Bianca bid him a goodnight and lay down in a curled position on top of the knight.

Zarian studied from his grimoire until Naomi finally finished her work out and spent the next half hour stretching in front of him.

“You can sleep, y’know?” Zarian said. “The skeletons and spiders will keep watch. Para, too.”

A tendril from the Parasite Cloak gave a friendly wave to Naomi. The battle psion waved back before looking up at the starry, planet-filled night.

“I’d never asked this when we first met, but what would you call your original neighborhood, Zarian?” Naomi asked. “I’m an Opa-Locka girl.”

“Little Haiti for me. The part that hasn’t been gentrified yet.”

Naomi smiled. “So, we’re both from the hood.”

“In one way or another.”

“I don’t think a girl like me is ever supposed to experience stuff like this.”

“I don’t see why. You adapted to it fast.”

“It’s either I adapt and become useful or be a complete pain in the ass.”

“I thought it was both.”

Naomi snorted and called him an idiot under her breath. Then she said, “I hope we find Ariana.”

Zarian nodded, not saying another word. After a long stretch of silence with the crackling flames filling the void, Naomi lay down and went to sleep.

Zarian turned his ear toward the knight’s head and heard two distinct sounds of slumbering breaths: Bianca and Hannah were asleep. Across the campfire, Gilbert was snoring like a rumbling engine, as usual.

“Loner, you’re in charge of the other skeletons and the spectral spiders,” Zarian said, before lying down for the night.

The skeletons were used to doing around-the-clock patrols. He should probably increase their numbers, but he wanted Loner and the current skeletons to advance first. He felt they were almost there.

It was a little weird not needing the grimoire out of his body while still able to keep a spell going. His ability to channel a power or two while asleep was something he could do that the others couldn’t.

Maybe what he’d done to his brain from the self-lobotomy incident could keep a portion of his consciousness active while the other part could rest.

Whatever it was, Zarian and the others could sleep while Para, the skeletons, and the spectral spiders guarded them.

It didn’t take long for Zarian to drift off. But unlike past dreams that were filled with violent mayhem, ridiculous premises, or a few things that would be inappropriate in real life, Zarian found himself back at the mall with the koi fish pond in front of him.

Without knowing what he would find, he turned to his right and saw the one person he’d been looking for the most.

“Hello, Big Bro,” Ariana greeted.

She was still perpetually four years old while dressed in her Sunday best. She looked like a doll, while he still looked like a public menace, but many times worse.

Well, at least his face and hair were a little tidier now.

Before Zarian said anything, he remembered the last image of her before they separated. He recalled the crazy glee that glinted in her eyes, as if she was a creature of madness herself.

He still threw his arms around her, hugging her tight. Dream or not, he was glad he could see her and hold her.

Ariana didn’t reciprocate right away. She froze up, as if surprised by his brotherly affection, then she slowly hugged him back.

“You idiot!” Zarian scolded, breaking the hug before rubbing his knuckles into the top of Ariana’s head.

He’d never gotten to do this before, so now was the time to do all the big brother things he owed Ariana. “You absolute idiot! What was that? The whole disappearance act? And being a mystery?”

Ariana looked surprised by his change in attitude. Did she not expect for him to scold her while giving her a noogie in a dream? What was wrong?

He pulled back his noogie to hear what she had to say.

Ariana smoothened her face faster than any four-year-old child should be able to. She spoke in a mature tone. “I’m sorry I haven’t been very forthcoming. You must have a lot of questions. I won’t be able to answer them all, but I can start by saying the obvious. Yes, it was me who orchestrated for you to be here in the Infinita Star System. I knew ahead about the inactive portal. I gave you the dreams. I wanted you here.”

Zarian had his suspicions, but now they were confirmed. Ariana was a little mastermind of a ghostly, dream-tampering little girl. That was very freaky to know, and upsetting.

In fact, Zarian even felt even angrier with her.

He bopped her on the head with the top of his knuckles. It was a light hit, nothing major.

Ariana looked gobsmacked, as if nobody had ever given her a proper scolding.

Zarian frowned down at her. “You could’ve told me straight up instead of playing me like a fiddle. What else? You’re not really four years old and not my real little sister? Are you a demon or devil? Am I a part of some evil, sinister plan?”

Ariana struggled to answer. “Would you believe all I want is for you to be here just to see what happens?”

Zarian looked long and hard at her. “So you’re just curious?”

“Among other things.”

“Why the little sister act?”

“Because it’s enjoyable for me. And you’re a good Big Bro. There is no malice there. I enjoy being your little sister.”

“Are you really Ariana?”

“I am.”

Zarian squinted his eyes. “Are you really a Darkrun?”

She didn’t answer.

She could’ve easily said no. Now Zarian’s suspicions were thrown off. Why wouldn’t she say no?

Zarian tried to look back at the times Ariana had claimed to be a Darkrun like him. It had never felt like a lie.

It should’ve been an obvious lie. The name Darkrun had a sort of metaphysical weight to it that put a dense and gravitational shadow on everything.

He repeated himself. “Are you Ariana Darkrun?”

She looked away and into the koi pond. “I wanted to connect with you through this dream so you’ll know that I’m safe and well. You don’t have to worry about me, and you can have your adventures. I’m sorry for the trouble I’ve caused you, and I’ll understand if you want nothing to do with me. Just know I’ll be watching when I can, and that I’ll be cheering you on, as always.”

Zarian didn’t know what to say to that.

Ariana smiled, bright and childish. “Your adventures are so fun. And I’m glad you picked a class that suits you the best. Though, it’s surprising you aren’t going solo. I didn’t think you’d burden yourself with mundane weaklings when you can find more powerful, if not temporary allies.”

Zarian shifted his stance, hands on hips. “Why wouldn’t I want a party with other people I dragged in with me if they will do the work?”

“You can be so much stronger and grow way faster without them.”

Zarian laughed. “Of course I can! But where’s the fun in that?”

Ariana looked confused again. Zarian shook his head at his quote-unquote little sister. She was still clueless at times, so as her quote-unquote big brother, he humored her.

“Yes, I can go further, move faster, become stronger if I do things on my own. I can totally demolish them without trying if they ever try to fight me seriously. I can journey across the lands, gain more treasures for myself, and maybe have a princess or two fall in love with me, then fly off onto the next adventure nonstop.”

Ariana giggled at that before asking, “So why don’t you?”

Zarian crouched down, hands braced on his legs, getting closer to Ariana’s eye level. “Because the powerful can do whatever the fuck they want and still help others who are deserving.”

Ariana looked confused.

Zarian explained. “I can go fast or I can go slow. I can be single-minded or I can keep my horizons open. I can hunt down my goals like an emotionless machine or meander around a little while chatting up quirky locals. I can celebrate nothing but myself or I can celebrate with others even if it’s not all about me. I can do whatever the fuck I want because I’m powerful, and I choose to spend my power enjoying the fantasy highs of my new life while helping others figure out that they can be powerful, too.”

That was the true meaning of being an overpowered wizard. Zarian could do whatever he wanted, and what he wanted was growing at his own pace while helping others grow to their full potential.

He knew about the cliche of being the singular hero and having all the power focused on him. Then everyone and everything had no choice but to worship the ground he walked on or hate him because he held all the power.

He knew how addicting that could be. He’d read stories about that power-trip of a solo journey plenty of times. He’d imagined it plenty of times.

He also knew how lonely that could be if it played out realistically. He knew he could be one of those people who sacrificed the warmth of being around others for the cold and sharpened pleasure of absolute power and violent thrills.

He could be a solo asshole.

Or a sociopathic tyrant.

But Zarian figured those who were truly powerful – or even overpowered – could have their cake and eat it, because why the fuck not?

He could have the singular power.

And the power of friendship.

Without being an absolute asshole.

Without being a cold, joyless, empty junkie of a narcissist.




27: Earnings and Dungeons

“Wow, I think I’ve misjudged you, Big Bro.” Ariana turned away. “I will contemplate on your words for they are grand and inspiring. Thank you for sharing them with me. We shall talk again another time when I’m able.”

“Whoa, whoa, where are you going?” Zarian questioned. “We just linked up again! And you have a lot more to explain!”

“I know! I’m sorry! But I must go.” Ariana crashed into him and gave him a tight hug with her short, four-year-old arms. “Continue showing me your way of being powerful while having powerful bonds. I will continue cheering you on, as always.”

Before Zarian could stop her, Ariana faded away. The dream lost its coherency.

Then Zarian was gently nudged into consciousness by Para’s threads, waking him up to a cobalt blue morning before sunrise.

The campfire was mostly smoke, ash, and a few orange glints of dying embers.

Everyone was still asleep except for Naomi. She was doing early morning stretches and a light warm up.

Another day in the Infinita Star System had arrived. It came with an interesting gold notification meant for Zarian.

<You’ve grown, earning the trait Aura Channeler (Rare)!>

<Aura Channeler (Rare): Your channeling of aura into skills, spells, enchantments, and other powers is greatly improved. You can do more with less. Those who try to disrupt your channeling will face more difficulty than usual.>

Zarian smiled, thinking of his dream and the addition of a new trait. He wondered what he should bring up first as he watched Naomi twist her body into several flexible poses.

“Hey, you know how you can disrupt my magic with your Mind Spike?” Zarian asked.

Before the new trait, if Naomi landed her skill perfectly, then she could cancel out his spells and mess with his abilities. Para hated that the most, since it screwed with her connection to Zarian.

“Good morning, sir, and yes, I know.” Naomi smiled a little, which Zarian could easily see in the cobalt blue morning.

Zarian told her about his new rare trait, Aura Channeler.

Naomi stopped smiling.

Zarian held back a laugh. He didn’t want to wake up the others just yet.

“I was going to say I’ve grown and earned +1 in Strength and +1 in Agility,” Naomi admitted quietly.

Zarian lost some of his humor and felt a little guilty. Before he could say anything, Naomi waved him off.

She wasn’t the type who wanted pity. She was more interested in the chase, if anything.

She bounced back from the mild upset, looking more motivated to keep up her insane training routine.

If it wasn’t for me, would you be a lonely junkie of a narcissist, Naomi?

She probably would.

I’ll have to stay stronger than you to keep you a little humble. Or you’ll go off the deep end if the power gets to your head.

Maybe that reflected poorly on Naomi, but nobody here was a saint. Except maybe Bianca, but that was a big maybe.

Once he felt fully awake, Zarian joined Naomi for stretches and a warm up.

Morning sunrise peeked over the eastern horizon, turning the sky into shades of fiery orange and honey gold. Blocky clouds gathered in heavier clumps, like Jenga stacks climbing higher into the sky.

Zarian felt distraught as he enjoyed the sight of morning and detested the feeling of daylight smothering the cool embrace of the dark night.

Before the others woke up fully, Zarian covered himself fully with the Parasite Cloak, the darkness under his hood becoming deep and near-impenetrable.

Then he positioned himself over the next person to likely wake up.

Three.

Two.

One.

“Oh, God, dammit! I don’t want you standing over me like that when I’m waking, chief!” Gilbert roared.

Zarian snickered darkly before he backed off, leaving Gilbert shaking with his hand over his heart. He relaxed a few seconds later. He must’ve used a small dose of his tranquilizer skill to take the edge off.

Thanks to Gilbert’s hollering, everyone was fully awake and prepared for Naomi’s killer morning exercise program.

There were no exemptions. Everyone had to partake in the first part.

Then they fell off based on tiers of fitness, which depended on their points in Strength and Agility for the most part.

Hannah and Bianca were the first to drop after Naomi made sure they were thoroughly destroyed. Zarian and Gilbert fell off next, though Zarian cheated with Para’s help so he could keep up with Gilbert, who had solid physical stats and his Adrenaline Jolt skill.

Once Naomi was on her own, she picked up the pace for herself. The others cooked and ate breakfast based on what the spectral spiders and skeletons found last night – a small basilisk with an avian’s head and reptilian tail.

“The lost knight came from a dungeon,” Hannah informed the party. “A powerful and unique dungeon. One that’s like a kingdom unto itself and might live by different rules compared to the White Spider Dungeon. Oh, and I’m three levels higher now from completing a special side quest based on this discovery. I have an achievement, too.”

Naomi tripped over her own legs, surprised by the news. She was more than agile enough to flip out of the fall and land back squarely on her feet.

She ended her personal training early and joined them for breakfast, her eyes on Hannah.

“Nice work, Hannah,” Zarian praised.

The thirty-year-old straightened in her seat and smiled. “Sorry for being snappy yesterday. I was consumed with the work. It’s incredible how this class of mine can feel so useful depending on the situation. But I digress. The point I want to make is I need a better understanding of our geography. Then I can take us to a unique dungeon nobody has touched since the start of the Dark Era. Maybe for over two thousand years.”

Gilbert looked at Hannah like she grew another head. “And you learned all that by staring at a dead statue and a big ol’ pearl the size of a basketball?”

Speaking of the dungeon core, Hannah smirked at the magical object sitting next to her before passing the core to Para’s tendrils for safekeeping.

“Side note, you can plant that somewhere,” Hannah said. “The dungeon core is like a seed that you can pick up and move to grow anywhere. Where you plant it, I’m not sure. But I imagine the White Spider Dungeon would like a place where it can acquire better meals or material to mature further.”

“Are you listening to what you’re saying?” Gilbert asked, wide-eyed. “You’re talking about growing a place that pumps out man-eating monsters.”

“It seems more like a farm to me,” Naomi said.

“That’s the gamer term for it, if you didn’t know. To farm monsters. That might turn out useful,” Zarian said. “If not for us, maybe we can turn a profit selling safe dungeon crawls to other adventurers.”

“Oh, we need money! I forgot about that!” Bianca shouted. “Oh, I didn’t pay rent! I’m going to get kicked out back at home.”

Everyone paused from thinking about home and what they would lose. Zarian gave them time to settle their thoughts before he moved on.

“So, we have the White Spider Dungeon, and now we potentially have the Forgotten Kingdom Dungeon,” Zarian said. “I don’t know about you guys, but I feel like we are accomplishing a lot in a short time. Ignoring the weeks of journey between the action and adventuring.”

“Ekri mentioned there are other dungeons further west of Bramblevale,” Naomi said.

“Can we get to town and have a hot shower and a change of clothes first before crawling more dungeons? And, maybe, relax a teensy, teensy bit?” Bianca asked. “Hmm, Señor Zarian? Hmmmm?!”

Bianca gave him a demanding look, her eyes shining with zealous light.

Zarian laughed it off while under his Parasite Cloak and his unwavering darkness. “Alright, let’s focus on getting to Bramblevale. Now, before you tell us about your achievement, I got my own news.”

Zarian told them about the new trait. He received the reactions he was expecting: congrats, envy, and intellectual interest.

“I want that trait!” Bianca demanded.

“Keep channeling your magic.”

“But it’s costly, and you know I scale mainly with Wonder, not Mysticism.”

Wonder could give skills a big bang for smaller stat points. But Wonder-based abilities cost more aura.

On the flip side, Mysticism was not only the foundation for magic like Zarian’s and Hannah’s, but Mysticism helped with aura recovery. Bianca wasn’t wrong about how much harder she had it compared to Zarian when using magic consistently.

“No excuses. Just leave some aura juice for potential fights.” Zarian chuckled. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll figure out Aura Ignition before me.”

Zarian and the others were nowhere near figuring out how Aura Ignition worked. It was another thing among many objectives they had to work on for their main quest.

“I’ll try!”

“Before you go, Hannah, I’ll admit I earned a few points this morning,” Naomi said. “It ain’t much, but I think that’s proof in the pudding that my extra training isn’t for nothing.”

“How much?” Gilbert asked.

Naomi glared at him. “They were +1 for Strength and +1 for Agility.”

“I guess that’s something.”

“Keep it up, Naomi!” Bianca cheered, two thumbs up.

“Exactly, keep it up. As for Hannah, what’s the achievement?” Zarian asked, nodding at their resident enchantress.

As Hannah explained while opening her achievement, Zarian imagined what the notifications would look like:

<<Achievement opened!>

<Rune Seeker of the Forgotten Kingdom (Epic): You’ve delved deep into understanding the ancient runes from a lesser child of the Forgotten Kingdom using your runic talents. You and your party are now on a unique course that’s over two thousand years old! With this epic achievement, you’re granted two new items: Roller Golem (Rare) and Runic Gauntlet (Rare).>

Once Hannah finished, a notification for the entire party appeared overhead:

<Side Quest (Epic): Find the Forgotten Kingdom!>

“Guys, a quest like that is going to require a strong party,” Zarian said, his heart thumping in excitement as Hannah’s new rewards appeared next to her. “We all need to be over Level 40. Maybe even further than that. We’ll need to grind some more.”

Gilbert gawked at the big, two-foot wide ball of smooth marble stone laying next to Hannah.

The enchantress’s eyes moved with the franticness of a young girl.

She rubbed her hand over the roller golem’s surface while picking up a single gauntlet of heavy leather and metal plates similar in color to the golem.

“They both use kinetic energy for force and propulsion while also being easy for me to alter. And they come with other unique features,” Hannah said with rising excitement. “I can honestly contribute to the fights now. Oh, wow, I can’t believe this is happening.”

While glad for Hannah, Zarian didn’t miss the desperate thrill in her voice about how she could contribute to fights. He hadn’t realized that was a concern for her.

Before he could respond, Naomi extended some words of surprising kindness.

“You were always able to contribute. Not everybody’s meant for direct ground fighting. We need brainiacs like you to see things from different angles. It’s good you got something that can hit worth a damn, but don’t forget where you shine best, Hannah,” Naomi said.

“What Naomi said,” Zarian added.

“Yeah, exactly! Who else could do what you do?” Bianca threw her arms around Hannah. “You’re already awesome!”

They cheered Hannah on to where she nearly teared up. Bianca was cheering for her the most to see her cry.

Bianca had a weird thing for crying and had openly admitted she wanted to catch everyone’s tears, which was even more weird.

Thankfully, Zarian was there to peel Bianca away to do some elemental practice – light versus dark – and work on each other’s strengths and weaknesses.

Naomi invited Gilbert for another physical training session with her, which he accepted with more enthusiasm. Maybe Zarian’s, Hannah’s, and even Naomi’s new growth motivated him to do more.

Hannah took her time testing out her new golem and gauntlet. The smooth, two-foot-wide ball of stone rolled after her obediently as runic symbols glowed across its entire surface. More runic symbols glowed from the plates on Hannah’s gauntlet.

She looked like a kid playing with her new favorite toys.

When it came down to training with Bianca, there were two aspects. The first aspect was range battle and tactics. The second aspect was up close fighting and tricks.

Zarian was better at the range stuff, while Bianca showed budding talent for up close fighting when using her sword.

Obviously, Zarian had to hold back while applying sufficient pressure to make Bianca work. He benefited by enduring painful flashes and learning how to adapt and out-think around Bianca’s elusive style.

More importantly, he felt the difference Aura Channeler made.

If Zarian before was a hose pouring normally from one open end, he now felt like a sophisticated nozzle, able to spray the same amount of water harder and farther, while switching to different settings easier.

It was so easy the beta version of Straight Darkness +1 took on a huge qualitative jump in efficiency, which enabled him to do more despite the beta debuff.

“This isn’t fair! I’m already feeling drained against you when it’s daylight!” Bianca complained, moving frantically around dark projectiles sent out by Zarian.

“Cry some more, do-gooder!” Zarian cackled evilly as he kept throwing oblong blobs of darkness at her.

The non-lethal projectiles flowed in a constant stream from the opening of his cloak.

For kicks and giggles, he shot soft dark beams from his face like shooting black eye lasers. Bianca didn’t seem to appreciate that when she took solid blows that knocked the air out of her.

Because of his overwhelming advantage, Zarian didn’t complain when she struck him with the equivalent of a miniature solar flare. She made his skin want to scream even while under his Parasite Cloak.

He doubled down with another stream of nonlethal bolts to flow with the first. Bianca repaid him back with solid swordplay when they switched from range attacks to close quarters.

Reiki had taught Bianca well, but he didn’t make it easy for the Light Bringer Child.

When they both received enough punishment, they called for Gilbert to extend his Healing Force and fix them up. Then they went right back to it.

More often than not, Bianca had her butt handed to her, sometimes with her face eating dirt.

It was for the best, honestly. She had a class that was elusive and flashy. She could avoid most dangers, but the ones she couldn’t avoid might end her.

Zarian wanted to toughen her up for those deadly moments. The extra padding in vitality could be the difference between life or death.

The suns rose higher into the sky, and by the time they reached mid morning, Zarian’s party was ready to move on with their journey to Bramblevale. Despite the accursed daylight, Zarian was in a good mood.

He had eaten a hearty breakfast. The levels and powers of his companions had progressed considerably on their first two days out of the caverns.

They had a major side quest to find a secret dungeon nobody had touched for over two thousand years. It felt like they were going in the right direction to grow strong enough to backtrack and rescue Foodie.

Everyone’s motivation was sky high. And the rolling landscape of castle parts, verdant forests, and wildflowers gave them an amazing presentation of the World of Castles and Caverns.

They walked across earthy bridges arched above winding river-moats. They walked through blocky hills made of gate towers and fortress keeps, the tunnels and side passages filled with roots dangling from the ceiling and carpets of mushrooms.

They passed by towers made of stone blocks and thick, veiny trees with healthy green crowns and strange, magical birds tweeting from their branches. They explored wild gardens filled with vibrant flowers, giant hedges, and ancient garden statues that didn’t move.

They found plenty of quirky and sometimes harmless wildlife, which were the type of beasts only known in fantasy, unless they were beyond imagination.

This was their life for the next couple of days, growing more familiar with Corma’s inherent nature.

Naomi enjoyed the trip by doing ridiculous workouts on castle walls or on top of leafy towers, sometimes with big stone blocks held over her head.

Hannah found the landscape less marvelous compared to her obsession with her new gauntlet and the golem that rolled along with them.

Gilbert kept wondering aloud about having an enchanted fishing rod and trying his hand at catching something from the river-moats while having stocks of beer stuffed in the Parasite Cloak.

Bianca would sometimes run off to frolic through the fields before using her searing flashes to turn away hungry beasts who saw her as easy prey.

Para ate many of those hungry beasts. The skeletons acted like playful goblins when they were off duty. The spectral spiders skittered all over the place, popping up here and there to show off new bugs or shiny pebbles caught in their near-translucent webs.

Bianca was starting to like the spectral spiders more and would sometimes teach them silly dances from the old world.

Zarian switched between studying the special fire spell and taking in the landscape as they traveled further west.

Ever since that dream with Ariana, he found himself going about things at a slower pace outside of morning training.

He still hadn’t told the others about the dream. He wanted to think over Ariana’s strange manners and changes a little further, because there was more to the dream conversation than her admitting to lying and manipulating him.

She’s a Darkrun.

There was no doubt about it.

She was his actual sister. He knew that was true deep down in his soul.

And she was in this world.

She’s from this world.

She’d invited him to this world just so she could watch his adventures and learn from him. So if the part about them being family wasn’t a lie, then didn’t that mean somewhere out there Ariana was alive and well while able to watch him from afar?

If that was the case, how would Zarian go about finding her? And did he want to find her?

She’d lied to him.

But it didn’t feel like she did it for malicious reasons. It felt more like she was being ignorant or a little stupid.

So even if she was a tricky little sister, she clearly needed a big brother like him to set her straight.

Granted, that depended on if she would let him. There was a significant chance of the real Ariana being a powerful person, especially if she grew up in the Infinita Star System.

If she grew up here, would she know the truth about my origins? Would my parents be here?

Zarian grimaced under the dense darkness of his hood. How do I explain all of this to the others?

He still didn’t know Ariana’s true nature. The others might find that a little too scary.

She’d manipulated the events that led them here and caused multiple deaths, after all.

Why do I have a complicated family when I barely know them other than Ariana?

Zarian frowned, shaking his head and rotating his shoulders around. He paused when he felt a snag from the bullet lodged in his back right shoulder.

He’d forgotten about that thing. It didn’t bother him too much.

It couldn’t hurt him. He had a healthy amount of vitality for a wizard at his level. Maybe more than the usual wizard.

Still, it was about time he removed it, wasn’t it?

“Gilbert, can you do me a favor?” Zarian called as the party traveled through another tunnel inside a blocky hill made of multiple verdant fortresses fused together.

Before reaching the tunnel, they had the pleasure of walking through a wild courtyard garden filled with giant butterflies. Everybody was in a pleasant mood after seeing that, so asking for that favor now should go without a hitch.

Their dead were buried.

The hatchet was buried.

“What’s up, chief?” Gilbert replied.

Before Zarian could ask, voices from up ahead caught his attention.

The entire party stopped.

Everyone probably had the same heart-pounding feeling that Zarian had.

The voices sounded recognizable, if a little distinct. They sounded like they spoke English at the end of the tunnel.

A split second later, Zarian saw one of his spectral spiders skittering down the tunnel in his direction.

He scooped it off the floor and waited for it to communicate through interpretive spider dances. Because of the spectral spider skill, he could understand what it was saying.

“Humans. Lots of them. They’re armed and prepared for a fight.” Zarian looked around at his party. “It might be too dangerous to meet them without further observation.”

Before anyone could provide their thoughts, a confident and young voice bellowed from the end of the tunnel:

“What sort of fiends wait in ambush inside of a tunnel? If you serve on the side of good, then come out and show yourselves! If not, then we have a company of the finest fighting men across all the Walled Continent, and we will meet you fiercely with blade, arrow, and skill!”

I guess we’ll get to see what happens with me being evil +1 around medieval fantasy humans. Zarian looked away from the tunnel exit and to his most vital party member right now.

“Bianca,” Zarian called smoothly. “It’s your time to shine.”




28: Meet the Locals

Let’s play this carefully, Zarian thought, as his party put two and two together after he declared it was Bianca’s time to shine.

Before anyone could voice their dissent, Zarian slunk backward. He turned off his skeleton spell, leaving Para to gather up all the piles of bones.

Then Zarian made himself look a little smaller, a little more feeble, and a little more like his old self.

He returned to the version of himself who had begged or did the most menial of labors for scraps after getting kicked out of the Marines.

Wow, it’s weird acting this way again. It doesn’t fit me anymore. But let’s see if I can pull it off for the first meeting with local humans.

“Bianca, play the party leader,” Zarian ordered. “Naomi, be yourself, but toward Bianca. Hannah, Gilbert, be naturals. And I’ll play the weakest and most sorry member.”

Hannah shot out a question ahead of the others: “What if they have the Identify trait?”

“If they do, then I’ll deal with that. If they don’t, then at least we’ll be positioned. Now, go. It’s going to be fun. I swear.”

“Okay!” Bianca chirped, going full tilt with Zarian’s dodgy plan.

Gilbert and Hannah shared a concerned look. Naomi wasn’t pleased by this whatsoever, frowning the whole time.

Bianca moved to the tunnel exit, a bulb of light shining on her features.

“Hello, hello, please don’t swing your swords or shoot your arrows! I’m just an adventurer, adventuring with my party, doing adventurous things!” Bianca sang while using her uncommon trait, Shining Trust.

The more cheerful and bright Bianca acted, the more trust she could garner from others who were unaware of the trait.

“Quiet your blabbering, woman! Being an adventurer is outlawed in the Eternal Garden Kingdom! Are you daft or are you foreign?” bellowed the male voice at the exit of the tunnel.

Zarian knew they were at a disadvantage, but he didn’t think they would start off this roughly.

Then again, Bianca’s Shining Trust must’ve worked, because the speaker was trying to hush Bianca before she made more of a fool of herself.

“Ah, lo siento, I’m sorry, we’re not from around here. In fact, we’re from another world. We’re from Florida, the, eh, World of Swamps and Princesses!”

Bianca kept going, striding confidently out of the tunnel. The others followed her, prepared for a fight in case things went south.

Zarian drifted forward from the back, staying in the tunnel’s darkness, making himself a little more inconspicuous. He surveyed everything with his own eyes from under the dense darkness of his leather hood.

The confident speaker and the armed men behind him were indeed human. They all looked like the average Caucasians with brown, black, or yellow hair.

Most of the local humans had youthful features and clean-shaven faces except for the speaker and some other important-looking men. Honestly, even the speaker looked young despite the bushy mustache he was sporting.

The men were decently armored in mostly leathers with a few metal pieces such as vambraces, greaves, and a breastplate each. All of them had simple metal and leather helmets that they strapped to their hip if it wasn’t on their heads.

Each man carried on him a medium-length sword along with a bow-and-arrow set or a full-length poleaxe. There were at least two hundred of them, and as Zarian used Identify on the nearest ones, their information surprised him.

<Eadwig Browne, Human, Level 22 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill: Basic Empowerment.>

<Nigel Carey, Human, Level 20 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill:  Short Burst Haste.>

<Osbert Hill, Human, Level 19 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill: Lesser Power Strike.>

<Ulric Kruger, Human, Level 21 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill: Basic Empowerment.>

<Tostig Baker, Human, Level 18 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill: Lesser Aim Boost.>

…

And so on and so forth. Many of the soldiers had the same class that looked common in quality, which meant they would only get 2 extra points per level outside of free points.

Their alpha skills varied little outside of five to six basic buffs or strikes except for the one or two oddly unique skills that were still basic, lesser, or somewhat weak for their level.

The only bigger exception was the young man with the mustache who was addressing Bianca and two other men with higher statuses compared to the regular foot soldiers.

Zarian used Identify on all three, starting with the one furthest in the back and ending with the one who was talking to Bianca.

<Leofric Fischer, Human, Level 25 Garden Officer Cadet, Best Alpha Skill: Poison Blade.>

<Peregrine Payne, Human, Level 26 Garden Officer Cadet, Best Alpha Skill: Paralysis Dust.>

<Roland Wood, Human, Level 29 Garden Officer Cadet, Best Alpha Skill: Seeking Roots.>

These three were more interesting while closer to Zarian’s level. They did not feel powerful, however.

Zarian doubted their classes were rare because they each shared the same class as cadets. But he didn’t think they could be common like the foot soldiers, so he placed them as uncommon, which gave them 3 extra stat points per level.

Zarian was vastly more powerful than them. He trusted Naomi could make their heads explode with a punch each. Bianca, Hannah, and Gilbert could mop up the rest of the soldiers if the numbers were more favorable.

Fighting hundreds of humans was out of reach for them right now.

There was the morality part, but Zarian wanted to think if it came down to it, they would massacre their way through at least a fourth of them while making a run for it.

Hm, oh, that’s aggressive.

Zarian wondered if the evil +1 alignment was having some influence on him. It didn’t help that there was too much do-gooder energy in the army camp. Most of the soldiers seemed neutral, but the goodness in the air was still thick.

Roland and his officers were obviously good aligned, which made Zarian’s mood feel a little sour toward them.

This is why I better take a backseat on the social front and let Bianca handle that. This world might be a place where most humans prefer good alignment.

There were other details about the camp Zarian wanted to survey, but the crux of the problem was finally being addressed – Zarian himself.

Roland shifted his attention from Bianca and the others to the obvious evil-doer lurking in the shadows of the tunnel’s exit.

Zarian, not wanting to be impolite, attempted to greet Roland. Instead of lifting his hand out from the darkness of his cloak, Zarian had the Parasite Cloak raise a bone-tipped tentacle and wave as an introduction.

“And that is our amazingly friendly and nuanced party member, Zarian Darkrun!” Bianca said with a bright and enthusiastic marketer attitude she must’ve learned as a rum promoter. “He’s been such a big help for us while we’ve been lost in Corma. Goblins. Spiders. Golems. He helped us fight them all even though he’s not very strong when looked at under a bright light.”

Zarian thought Bianca was doing her best while trying not to lie too heavily. He would’ve preferred if she just called him weak and be done with it.

Maybe Naomi’s killer glare steered Bianca away from committing fully to the lie.

“Men, raise your arms!” Roland shouted.

“Wait, no, he’s not bad! He’s on our side!” Bianca waved her hands frantically.

“I’ve yet to meet an evil-doer who’s on the side of good, or he wouldn’t be evil! Humans aren’t born evil. He could’ve chosen to be good!”

Roland’s logic wasn’t exactly wrong.

Zarian could’ve chosen anything other than an evil aligned class. But nothing suited him better than the epic Black Wizard Apprentice class.

Roland didn’t seem to care about the nuances. “You can’t tell me he hasn’t infected you with his wickedness already. Just look at what he’s done to her!”

Roland readied his sword in one hand while pointing his free hand at …

…

…

… Naomi.

As the nearest men armed themselves with bows, arrows, and poleaxes, Zarian’s party fell gravely quiet.

It was as if they all collectively wondered if Roland was pointing out something that they weren’t seeing. Or if he was pointing out something that he shouldn’t point out under the current context.

Roland roared on with unfiltered boldness:

“My dear, on my name and honor as Roland of Wood, a rising Low Rose Noble, I will find you a priest to cleanse the filthy taint from your skin and make you pure once more!”

Bianca screamed. “Ah! Wait! No! That’s not right, Roland! That’s her skin color! She’s black!”

“How terrible and heinous! Did that fiend in the tunnel do that to you? Leaving your entire person blackened with no way to cure it? I shall make him undo the curse or end him rightly under witness of Purgehunt, Purehome, Lovewar, and the other Good Gods!”

Despite the serious threat to Zarian’s life, Gilbert broke out into a howling fit of laughter, his palm to his face. Hannah covered her own face from second-hand embarrassment.

Naomi looked like she was about to strip off Roland’s own skin and force it down his throat.

“Would it be easier if I handed myself over and showed you I’m a friend?” Zarian asked smoothly, his voice resonating from the darkness of his hood.

Before Roland and his men could react grotesquely, Bianca took advantage of the idea Zarian tossed out there. She even conjured some lights and miniature flashes to pull attention back to herself, surprising the soldiers and making them fall back out of wariness.

“He said he’ll hand himself over! He’s not putting up a fight whatsoever! He may be evil aligned, but he’s not evil in heart, and I can say this without a doubt that he’s a friend. Or do you not trust me when I’m as good as you?” Bianca pointed at Roland’s chest, taking a more assertive stance.

“You are obviously foreign. You said it yourself. We know not of this world called Florida. Why would a place of swamps hold princesses if they are not witches? And the mannerism of your speech and eccentricities are odd. So how can I believe you when I see obvious evil at work–” Roland waved his hand at Naomi “–while you vouch for the evil one hiding in the tunnel!”




29: They Suck

Things weren’t looking good. Roland was a do-gooder idiot, and this world or continent didn’t have black people.

Zarian wondered when the killing would begin, but held back for a little longer. He wanted to believe his party could help him with these hard social interactions.

It would get boring if he answered all of his problems with only violence. The violence would feel less special.

“Roland, we don’t have time to debate this. We must head back to Bramblevale on the double now that we’ve scouted this far without engaging the gnolls!” said another Garden Officer Cadet, the one with the Paralysis Dust skill.

“Alright, alright, I think I can step in and give y’all a helping hand.” Gilbert patted Bianca on the shoulder as he spoke with a drawl. “Why not put him in cuffs and under watch? We’re all on our way to Bramblevale to rest and relax and get some info about the land. Can we travel with you if our scary friend over there is kept under guard?”

Zarian wondered how Gilbert felt putting forth the ‘jail’ option. It wasn’t a bad idea, though. It didn’t bother Zarian because he was certain he could break free of any cuff or jail as he was now.

“I hate this,” Naomi grumbled.

“It’s what he wants,” Hannah reminded her, with her gauntlet-clad hand behind the small of her back. The roller golem was waiting behind her, too.

Bianca looked distressed by the turn of events before leaning fully into Gilbert’s suggestion. “If you’re so unnerved by an innocent and harmless friend, then at least let him show you he’s nothing to fear. And maybe we can even help you with any gnoll problems along the way.”

“Must I remind you adventurers aren’t allowed in the Eternal Garden Kingdom?” Roland growled, lowering his sword.

He was listening to them. The proposal wasn’t without merit.

“Can you include us as temporary conscripts of your unit, officer?” Naomi asked.

“Well, yes, I can, but you’ll–”

“Then there’s no problem. You can do the paperwork when we get to Bramblevale. I’ll be expecting field rations for all of us. And I want to see where and how Zarian will be contained,” Naomi demanded with a whip-crack authority in her voice. “Once he’s contained, I mustn’t have to explain he won’t be harmed, do I, officer? You won’t dishonor yourself by attacking a man who did you no harm under witness of gods, would you? Or are you not good?”

Roland lost some nerve. He wasn’t a small man. He stood a head taller than her, but Naomi’s palpable force of will was undeniable.

“Yeah, what she said!” Bianca added with a shining cheer.

“Okay, okay, I seem to understand the situation better. Let’s go about this with your … suggestions.” Roland’s hard stance collapsed, agreeing to their terms despite his position of authority and the obvious numerical advantage of his army unit.

Zarian wasn’t sure how Naomi enforced her will so easily compared to Bianca’s attempts, but maybe there was more to Naomi’s high Willpower than she let on. Or she was so intimidating she should get a trait for that.

“My trait didn’t work like I wanted,” Bianca murmured when Roland walked away, leaving his foot soldiers with orders to watch Zarian’s party.

“It did and didn’t,” Gilbert drawled. “You screwed up by making us out to be foreigners, so Roland went on guard. But I think things worked out anyway because it didn’t break out into a fight.”

“You want to give me your eyes, boy?” Naomi asked, glaring at the nearest foot soldier gawking at her. “The way you have those eyes glued on me makes me think you want to give them up.”

The foot soldier took a few steps back and whispered loudly to his comrades. They called Naomi a ‘black she-devil’ or ‘evil-touched woman’ or ‘tainted one.’

Naomi sighed, one hand on her hip, the other hand balled into a loose fist. “This is going to get old fast,” she grunted.

“Just blame me,” Zarian offered.

“No, sir. Not for this one.”

The others didn’t know what to say. Gilbert looked a little sorry for laughing earlier.

Thankfully, a man carrying a box appeared to hurry things along. He set the box down and flipped it open, showing thick cuffs that could fit the wrists and forearms.

They had a single key hole in the middle with visible runes that glowed with a dull gray blue color.

“Come forward, evil one, and get a hold of these on you. The Basic Lawkeep Aura Cuffs can strip you of fifteen levels of aura. If all you are is Level 15, then you’ll feel like your old Level 1 self again.” The foot soldier squinted at Zarian. “Say, what level are you?”

“A level of power that’ll change as soon as I put these on.”

Zarian walked out of the tunnel exit and heard the gathered soldiers gasp at the full sight of him.

They would see the dense darkness hiding his face under his hood. They wouldn’t see much else as his Parasite Cloak reached to the ground, hiding his body along with his stride.

From the outer perspective, it would look like he was gliding across the cobbled ground to reach the box with the special cuffs. The men watching him shook with fright or glared with anger, hands tight around their weapons.

Zarian saw the cuffs were already open and ready to accept him.

“I’ll put them on for you,” said the grunt.

“I got it.” Zarian had Para seize the cuffs with her tentacles. A dozen men jumped in alarm while others readied for a fight.

Zarian ignored them and stuck his arms out in the open. He grimaced at the direct touch of twin sunlight. Para slapped the cuffs on him, locking them, and he noted the changes in his aura.

It felt like he lost five levels worth of natural aura. He could recover that plus a little more with his Overpower trait.

Is that it? That’s disappointing.

Zarian had expected better. Or maybe his Aura Channeler trait was that strong. These poor bastards had no idea he could screw up their day at any time

Holding his cuffed arms in front of him, he watched the soldiers smile and cajole. They celebrated as if they caught a great evil villain themselves.

“We don’t have special jail wagons to waste on you, evil one,” spat a young soldier named Herold. “And we’re low on field rations until we get back to Bramblevale, so your companions get served first before you, if anything remains.”

“I would prefer that. I’ve gone hungry plenty of times before, so I’ll be okay,” Zarian said smoothly. “They, on the other hand, are still growing and in much more need than me.”

“Why not hunt from the land?” Gilbert asked.

“That’s the property of the Eternal Garden King, and under the witness of Good God Kingsblood, we shan’t be taking what’s belonging to a king and a god and their picked Rose Nobles,” Herold said.

“Oh.”

“Now stop your nickering and go over there to that kart where you can get proper gear. You all look terrible and unsuited for real soldiering with your fancy and unlawful adventurer ways. If the gnolls attack, expect to get thrown in first as conscripts ought to be. You unlawful adventurers from the World of Swamps and Princesses look soft to me, only good enough to feed them evil, murderous mutts.”

Herold gave them all a nasty laugh.

Zarian wondered if Herold would laugh if he had parasitic strings running through his flesh.

Para quivered subtly, her bloodlust and hunger rising.

Zarian let the entertaining thought run its course before pushing it aside. Herold was a nobody. He didn’t matter.

The officers placed twenty men on guard around Zarian as the soldiers picked up their stuff and cleared out their camp.

At all times, Naomi made sure one party member stayed close with Zarian and monitored the soldiers serving as his ‘guards.’

Hannah took up that role since she wasn’t interested in any common gear. She also liked the extra space afforded to Zarian inside a circle of guards, making it easier for her to experiment with her Roller Golem and Runic Gauntlet.

Naomi and the others were occupied by back-and-forth talks with the young officers – Naomi pretty much took the lead role while Bianca used her Shining Trust to enhance Naomi’s demands and arguments.

Gilbert stood as the big muscular man that he was and as a healer – which shocked the entire army unit when Gilbert let that out. The soldiers lacked a healer, strangely enough, so Gilbert’s value along with the rest of Zarian’s party shot up.

Herold and his adventurer-hating nonsense were nowhere to be seen or heard from now on.

We should probably lead with us having a healer the next time my evil alignment causes social issues, Zarian thought. Good to know now.

“What game are you playing, Zarian?” Hannah asked under her breath as the late afternoon turned darker.

“Crouching tiger, hidden dragon.”

“That feels risky to me, but I get it. The moral alignments will make everything harder. So you have to ‘hide’ yourself in plain sight.” Hannah grimaced. “I will fight them with everything I have if they harm you, okay? You more than earned that from me.”

Zarian smiled, feeling warm inside. “Just be prepared in case the gnolls attack.”

“I’ve only played a little of the tabletop game. I don’t know what those are.”

“It’ll be some sort of monster that tries to hit humans with crude weapons and eat them at the same time. Maybe it’ll look like a hyena-man, maybe not.” Zarian chuckled as he glanced around at his ring of guards.

They kept trying to hide their curious glimpses of Zarian, the Roller Golem, and Hannah. Zarian imagined the stares for Naomi were much worse.

He’d already caught a few staring hard at her backside.

These guys had seen little outside of their usual day-to-day. They were sheltered soldiers compared to the diverse and modernized background of Zarian’s party.

There were also no women among the soldiers.

Zarian’s female party members must’ve noticed that from the getgo. Hence Hannah staying close to him while the others had Gilbert nearby.

Yeah, sure, Naomi would be fine, but better safe than sorry.

We have a lot to learn and watch out for in this world.

At the very least, there was plenty for Zarian to examine now. Despite the obvious issues and dangers, it was still amazing to see actual humans from another world.

The soldiers moved differently, spoke archaically, harkening to old English, and used weird animals as beasts of burden to haul their carts.

The cart pullers looked like six-legged oxen with six horns curled out from their heads.

They were called Hill-Striding Hexaox, and they were at most Level 15.

They kept snorting and shuffling away from Zarian’s position as the beasts bellowed at him in warning.

That might be Para’s fault. The hexaox sensed the unnatural predator among them.

Zarian gave the Parasite Cloak mental promises to feed her later as he kept looking around.

Not all the supply carts had hexaoxen pulling them. A few dozen of the soldiers took turns pulling carts where they were lacking a beast of burden.

These guys feel inferior for the best fighting men across all the Walled Continent, Zarian noted.

The soldiers were all young, most of them several years younger than Zarian. The officers sounded like they were trying to wrangle the army unit like herding children. They talked from a position of weakness or uncertainty the longer Naomi, Bianca, and Gilbert dug into them.

I bet Naomi is finding all of this disgusting as a hardcore Marine. Bianca’s doing her best. And Gilbert’s probably the most cool headed one.

Zarian saw it all as fascinating, even while cuffed and under constant watch from soldiers who would stab him in the back if given the chance. He could overpower them, but the real question he wanted answered was how well they could fight.

They’d grown up here in the Infinita Star System. They probably could swing their swords and adapt to encounters better than Zarian’s party even if they were technically weaker on an individual basis.

Though, his confidence in their potential abilities waned as Zarian listened to them further.

They talked about their fears, frustrations, and vices openly and loudly, paying more attention to conversations than their environment.

Having fears made sense, especially when Zarian overheard there were monsters in the mid to high Level 30s called forest wulvers in the northern parts of Bramble Wolf Forest. Apparently, those monsters were ferocious killers and gluttons without mercy.

They sounded like a fun fight for Zarian, but he understood how scary those would be to weaker men.

If they’re so worried, shouldn’t they pay closer attention to their environment?

Zarian felt annoyed with their inattentiveness.

Hours into their force march to Bramblevale, they reached the Bramble Wolf Forest. It was on the eve of sunset when the army entered the big, fortified tree line.

The gnolls chose that moment to unleash their attack, which was unsurprising for Zarian. That was a suitable spot to set up an ambush.

All the young officers and their subordinates reacted a few steps too slowly, strangely enough.

Now Zarian was left with a choice to make.

Should I help? Or should I observe?

One of his guards collapsed with a hideous arrow wreath of thorns running through his skull. Zarian looked left and right as the fighting pushed the soldiers even further on the back foot.

Oh … they suck. They really, really suck.




30: Gnoll-Slaying

Zarian knew the basic doctrines of warfare. He had to since he’d spent time as an infantryman in the Marines, even if it was for a short stint.

He hadn’t seen live combat as a Marine Infantryman. Still, he’d done enough studying and training to get the gist of how war fighters – the Marines especially – should establish dominance in the theater of war.

A fighting force needed to either have overwhelming firepower that others would consider overkill.

Or the fighting force needed to enforce their will on the enemy through purposeful aggression, sometimes to an unreasonable degree, to knock the enemy off balance and keep them reactive instead of active.

A reactive enemy was more predictable than an active enemy.

The soldiers of the Eternal Garden Kingdom had neither the overwhelming firepower nor the purposeful aggression. They had numbers on their side based on what Zarian could tell as enemy arrows rained down from slits in the towered trees on the right and left of their path.

With the shadows growing longer between burning orange rays of the setting suns, he guessed there were thirty to forty shooters in the tree towers.

Then he looked ahead of their path and spotted huge, furry, and frenzied figures that looked like hyena-men. There were about ten of those that fought on the ground with barbaric clubs covered in spikes and large swords carved out of bone.

The soldiers had a four-to-one advantage against the gnolls. But the gnolls were absolute savages.

They were combining superior positioning, the element of surprise, and absolute aggression to wreck the garden soldiers in the first exchange of combat.

Barely half a minute went by and at least thirty soldiers died with two dozen others injured. It was like watching a gang of children face off against a smaller gang of wild dogs, and the children were getting mauled and brought down.

I can’t stand idly by and observe, Zarian realized. I don’t really care for them, especially when they want me dead, but this is just sad.

Besides, Hannah looked like she wanted to jump in and help. The other party members were in the thick of fighting at this point.

“Come, Hannah, let’s take the towered tree on the left,” Zarian said, after receiving a quick dance from a spectral spider reporting on Naomi, Gilbert, and Bianca.

Those three were going for the towered tree on the right to dismantle the gnolls’ arrow-shooting superiority. Thankfully, the spectral spiders were adapting quickly to the problem and had already started dismantling traps in the right towered tree.

The spectral spiders even thought ahead to send members into the left towered tree. They were already dismantling traps for Zarian and Hannah.

The Summon Spectral Spiders skill was a highly versatile and intelligent power. It was probably high in quality, most likely rare. Its next advancement would be interesting to see.

Having the spectral spiders roll the red carpet treatment for his party put Zarian in a good mood. Even when surrounded by violent deaths and screams of injured young men crying for their friends and family at home.

There were no guards remaining around Zarian. They were in the thick of the fighting by this point.

The big and heavy gnolls fought so ferociously the officers struggled to keep a brave enough line of soldiers to hold at the front. Other soldiers took up their bows and arrows and shot back at the gnoll archers at the top of the towered trees.

They weren’t doing so well, but at least they were providing pressure on the enemy archers.

Zarian moved at a brisk walking pace with Hannah and the Roller Golem behind him. His Parasite Cloak swung out tendrils of flesh and bone to bat aside arrows flying down at them.

The gnolls’ attention on him wasn’t so bad, since the garden soldiers were at least trying to fight back. But the longer he moved in a straight line while remaining unbothered by the fierce and bloody fighting, the more attention he gained.

Even the garden soldiers looked perplexed as he strode casually past them.

Eventually, one of the gnolls fighting on the ground split off and ran straight at him and his companions.

Zarian used Identify:

<Gnoll, Blood Prairie Savage, Level 31 Tribal Berserker Grunt, Best Alpha Skill: Rage Vitality.>

The gnoll stood at least eight feet tall with corded muscles that rippled with strength on a stooped, bent-over frame. It had spotted hyena-like features, milky white eyes, yellowed teeth, and a foul air that stank of rotten flesh and feces fuming from its mangy fur.

Other than the loincloth, it wore necklaces, bracelets, and even anklets on its brawny arms and digitigrade legs. All of its jewelry held trophies from those it had killed: teeth, fingers, ears, or pieces of rib bone.

It was a horrible creature that wanted nothing more than to batter and break its victims with the big, one-sided bone sword it held up with a single clawed hand.

Oh, sweet, something perfect for my special fire spell that I haven’t finished learning yet. Zarian kept his walking pace and direction the same, only turning his head. Show me how tough your vitality is, won’t you?

Zarian shot a blunt beam of darkness straight into the gnoll’s gut and stopped its charge. The berserker stumbled back, its surprise clear on its bestial face from feeling the force of Zarian’s magic.

Meanwhile, Zarian had a good idea of how much padding the creature had after that test shot.

Just to be sure, he shot the gnoll a few more times on its chest, arms, legs, and even groin. He forced it to stumble back while holding its big bone sword defensively to ward away attacks.

“Not bad. It’s pretty tough, but not as tough as the lost knight,” Zarian commented. “Try hitting it with Roller, Hannah. See if you can kill it with one shot, or I will.”

“Yes, sir.”

Hannah reached out with her gauntlet-clad hand. Runic symbols flashed bright pale blue from both the gauntlet and the surface of the two-foot-wide ball of marble-like stone.

Roller Golem released a pulse of kinetic force into the ground, striking down with a heavy thump and jumping to Hannah’s outstretched hand.

Zarian watched in amusement as Hannah’s gauntlet captured the Roller Golem while negating its obvious weight. Then she swiveled around and aimed the heavy stone ball at the berserker.

She took a few seconds to apply some runes, giving the berserker a chance to roar in rage and charge forward.

“Go, go, Roller,” Hannah said under her breath as Zarian slid behind her before she finished her magical artillery preparations.

The force from Roller’s launch didn’t affect her or Zarian who hid behind her. Instead, the shockwave pushed outward in every other direction.

The ground in front of her rippled, and the cobble stones and dirt shuddered. Twigs, foliage, and dust flew with a roaring whoosh.

Roller turned the berserker’s bone sword into ivory splinters and smashed the gnoll’s face into a splatter of gore.

<You’ve defeated a Gnoll Blood Prairie Savage, Level 31 Tribal Berserker Grunt!>

The Roller flew in a downward arc and crashed near the other berserkers. It kept rolling, striking a berserker’s legs, knocking it down, and turning to roll over them.

“It’s on autopilot, set to disruption and killing of enemy units,” Hannah explained, smiling at her rampaging golem. “It’s incredible. Like sophisticated intelligence that uses magical runes for coding instead of any programming language from the old world.”

Zarian nodded as he led them into the base of the towered tree. A spectral spider revealed itself and gave a report with its dance: the traps were cleared, the enemies were accounted for.

It was tower climbing time, and Zarian could already hear the gnolls running down from the top of their fortification to meet him on his rise.

“I’ll hurt them, and you kill them, Hannah. Can you handle that with your gauntlet?” Zarian asked, finding a set of ancient stone steps covered in roots and vines.

It was nice and mostly dark here. A few blood-red rays of sunset beamed through gaps in the walls.

Hannah picked up a twig and used an enchantment to turn it into a magical light torch. She raised it over her head while staying behind Zarian, then she said, “I’ll try, but sending off Roller like that took a big bite out of my aura.”

“Then try to shoot between the eyes with the least amount of power needed for a kill. Now here they come.”

Two gnolls came crashing down the stone steps, appearing smaller but quicker than the berserker version.

They were six feet tall, much skinnier and mangier than the berserkers. They had Tribal Archer Grunt as their classes, Level 25 and Level 24, but they armed themselves with bone hatchets for melee fighting.

Zarian figured the other gnoll archers would be weaker in levels than the berserkers while still posing great dangers to most soldiers and adventurers. They weren’t much of a danger to Zarian when he was ready for them.

The Parasite Cloak ensnared them, catching them by the ankles with tough leather lines covered in sharpened bone shards. She wrapped them up with more thin threads that were as tough as steel wires, slicing into their mangy fur and flesh.

The more they thrashed and tried to fight, the more Para entangled them, cutting, slicing, and digging to the bone.

Then Para spread her strands like long, flexible needles through their bodies. That was when the real screaming started, their voices bouncing off the walls of the towered tree.

Hannah moved carefully around them and aimed down the palm of her gauntlet. Her face was stony, business-like, and pinched with focus.

She emitted a sharp kinetic bolt straight through the eye, one after the other.

<You’ve defeated 2 Gnoll Blood Prairie Savages, Levels 24 to 25 Tribal Archer Grunts!>

“Go ahead and eat, Para,” Zarian said, pressing his elbow to Hannah’s back to guide her up the steps beside him, the aura cuffs remaining latched onto his arms.

Their suppressive effect made the fighting more interesting for Zarian.

The Parasite Cloak dragged her meals along from behind, chewing, gulping, drinking, slurping, indulging herself. Zarian didn’t feel the drag or weight, since the living cloak could offset any inconvenience for him.

She was a superb cloak.

More footsteps thumped down the steps from above. The gnoll archers yipped and growled with promises of bloody savagery.

They even spoke limited English, their words reserved as a chant for something – or someone – they revered.

“Killall! Killall! Killall! Killall! Killall!” chanted the horde of gnolls.

“Zarian, a thin line of darkness from here to here, please,” Hannah requested, pointing from one staircase wall to the other.

Without question, he delivered, then watched her place a quick enchantment on the thin dark line.

The gnolls were on them a second later. Four of them this time. Zarian took a cautious few steps back with Hannah retreating with him.

He prepared some dark tactics to bar downhill momentum of the rushing gnolls’. Unfortunately, one of the gnolls moved faster than Zarian had expected, abusing a speed boost skill.

Zarian saw a blur of spotted, mangy fur with teeth and an axe nearly on him.

Then the blurry form split around him and Hannah and splattered against the walls, blood spraying everywhere.

The other gnolls behind the first suffered similar fates, splitting at the torso or losing their head, their downhill momentum used against them when they ran into the line of darkness Hannah had enchanted.

Zarian formed dark tentacles to clear the body parts out of their way.

<You’ve defeated 4 Gnoll Blood Prairie Savages, Levels 24 to 27 Tribal Archer Grunts!>

“Brutal, Hannah,” Zarian complimented.

“I’m growing more familiar with how the Star System operates. I’m almost scared of who I’ll become when I think of more efficient ways to remove animated and/or living problems of all sorts.”

“I’m interested to see that as long as you don’t hurt yourself in the long run. That’s more my speed.”

“I suppose, Zarian, I suppose.”

They continued upward, entering a floor that had dismantled traps lying all over. Spectral spiders saluted them as the two Outsiders kept their upward march.

Another spectral spider appeared around the bend of the stairway wall and waved its legs frantically in warning.

Zarian stopped as an arrow covered in thorns passed inches by his face, ricocheted off the wall, and struck Hannah’s side.

Sucking in a sharp breath, he examined the damage. Hannah was fine, if a bit bruised.

Her medium spider armor resisted stabbing damage, which included arrows, and it had the Reinforcement +1 enchantment on top.

Still, Zarian felt a little annoyed at the close call and was glad Para finished eating and was happy to spread her threads ahead. She caught some living prey and gave a vibrating purr, saying that it was okay to continue upward.

Zarian activated his Bloody Lifesteal spell while the grimoire remained inside of him, filling the next floor with crimson light from the blood spill unleashed by Para’s flesh-eating threads and tendrils.

The gnolls screamed in horror as parasitic strings and threads ripped the flesh off their bones while their life drained into Zarian, which gave him quite the high.

Hannah moved with a quick, ruthless stride and put a sharp kinetic hole through each of the gnolls’ skulls. She looked a little more cold, a little more apathetic, after taking a solid hit to her ribs.

The dead eye gaze on her face reminded Zarian of a woman wiping a dirty mess off the counter tops with a sanitizing napkin. The gnolls were nothing but a mess for Hannah to wipe away.

<You’ve defeated 8 Gnoll Blood Prairie Savages, Levels 25 to 28 Tribal Archer Grunts!>

“Let’s go faster,” Zarian said.

“Yes, sir,” Hannah replied.

Zarian’s Parasite Cloak took on the form of an eldritch spider with tentacles made from flesh, bones, and teeth. Para snapped out threads and tendrils to tether to the ceiling of bark and stone. She wriggled her feelers into the gaps in the wall where the fading light of dying day still beamed through.

More and more of herself extended, ensnared, and built a moving web of tangled flesh while keeping Zarian’s body cloaked.

Then Zarian half-crawled, half-slithered, half-swung up the next set of stairs, with Hannah running in pursuit.

Less than ten archers remained. Zarian and Para steamrolled over the ones that tried to rush them from the top of the stairs.

The gnolls screamed as a storm of bone-tipped whips, toothy tendrils, and bladed strands tore across their bodies and stripped pounds of flesh and fur off their bones.

They were barely standing before Hannah hit them with the equivalent of a pure energy icepick to each of their heads.

<You’ve defeated 3 Gnoll Blood Prairie Savages, Levels 26 to 29 Tribal Archer Grunts!>

Zarian found five remaining gnolls. Each one was Level 30.

They shifted fast and carefully around Para’s reaching limbs and spurs of bone. Arrows soared in return despite the limited space and time.

The Parasite Cloak withdrew and hardened around Zarian’s body, soaking all the hits for him. Changing tactics, Zarian withdrew Para’s flesh even more and let her become an indomitable wall of leather wrapped around him.

The daylight finally died out like a snuffed flame. Darkness swallowed the top of the tower except for a soft light emitted from the twig Hannah held in her free hand.

She waited on the last steps of the staircase.

Zarian let out a deep and foreboding sigh. He pulled back his hood and revealed his face.

The gnolls growled, one speaking ahead of the others: “Your bloody death will honor the best god, Killall.”

“Killall! Killall! Killall!” chanted the other gnolls.

“I don’t serve a god or goddess. None of them gave me a decent enough deal to represent them. At least not yet.” Zarian shrugged. “So your death will only serve my whims. And my current whim is feeding more levels to my brilliant enchantress.”

“We will eat her!” replied the lead archer.

Zarian shook his head. “No, you won’t.”

The gnolls had quick and dexterous alpha skills. They were much faster than Zarian in a foot race. Their vitality was higher than his even if the archers weren’t front-line fighters.

They already had their bows up and their arrows drawn. And he still had on the handcuffs that suppressed his aura.

By most means, he was at their mercy.

The Honored Outsider filled the entire room with dark spikes rising from the floor and falling from the ceiling. It happened so brutally fast the archers didn’t have time to maneuver to the stairs. The arrow slits were too narrow for them to escape through.

Their last attacks struck Para’s hardened leather without leaving too much damage except for one arrow that had some solid power to it. That one knocked the air out of Zarian, throwing him back to bounce off the stem of a dark spike.

“Are they all dead?” Hannah asked.

Zarian wheezed a little before he let out a chuckle.

Beyond him, the sounds of painful groaning and raspy breaths from the gnolls answered Hannah’s question. It wasn’t easy, but Zarian managed to puncture all the gnolls without killing them.

He slowly disengaged the spikes and dropped the quickly bleeding bodies on the floor.

“I’ll need some heavy training to make up for these quick levels, Zarian,” Hannah said, cold and analytical. “I appreciate the privilege of your support, of course.”

She killed them off one by one, executioner style. The way she held the shining twig before releasing a spike of kinetic energy made her look like a merciless phantom of death drifting through the darkness.

When she reached the last gnoll, it sputtered fearfully, breaking the usual savage character of the gnolls.

“Wait, please, I don’t want to die,” the gnoll said, gasping for air. “I’ll serve you. I’ll kill for you. Let me live, please, my mistress.”

The angles of light coming from the twig shrouded Hannah’s eyes in darkness, making her appear unreadable and scary. She raised her gauntlet without uttering a response.

The gnoll screamed for mercy.

Hannah blasted its brains out.

Zarian couldn’t help but smile the whole time, feeling warm inside. He was very proud of Hannah and her growth.

Turning away, he looked out the arrow slit and saw the other towered tree the gnolls occupied had gone still. There was a broken hole in the wall with a thick branch sticking out, and standing on it, high above the cobbled forest floor, was Naomi.

She jumped off the branch and dove toward the berserkers still fighting below. Zarian held his breath until he noticed the near-translucent lines of spectral spider webs working for Naomi like a bungee cord.

With her momentum killed, she broke free of the webs and gave the last berserkers down below a fight for their lives. Roller was still rolling into the enemy’s legs, breaking digitigrade joints and bones, acting as a great assistant for a magic ball-shaped golem.

“We’re winning,” Zarian said.

“Will we take control of the soldiers?” Hannah asked. “I don’t think these children are very much capable of leading themselves. Someone must’ve sent out the most incompetent unit, or the Eternal Garden Kingdom wouldn’t exist.”

“Take control, huh?” Zarian raised his cuffed arms. “Nah, we won’t take control. We’ll … make suggestions.”

He felt Hannah staring at him in confusion. He turned to look at her fully, waiting for her to speak her mind.

“My blood is running high, and I’m filled with adrenaline. So what I say next might not come from a rational mind. But I think if we want to make it to Bramblevale with fewer casualties, we should drop the pretense and simply commandeer their unit.”

“No,” Zarian said.

Hannah let out a frustrated sigh. “You can crush them even with that thing on you. I can see how the aura cuffs are stressed to its limits, straining to contain a fraction of your power. You are practically a demigod compared to the rest of us … why are you playing by their rules?”

Damn, Hannah, you’ve become a little authoritarian really quick. The Star System had truly worked wonders on the formerly meek woman. Or was that his fault?

Or was Hannah always capable of this and didn’t have the right outlet until now?

Zarian laughed, thinking back to his conversation with Ariana. He was glad that he’d acted to help the soldiers instead of standing back. He would’ve looked like a hypocrite if he hadn’t helped.

Even if they were jerks, they hadn’t done enough bad to deserve complete eradication like the gnolls.

Even if he could take over, he had no reason to assume that much responsibility. He wanted to direct his focus on more personal matters.

“Honestly, Hannah, I don’t have a grand strategy.” Zarian shrugged. “I just find it amusing to play pretend.”

“You are a devil, Zarian Darkrun. And I feel like I’m becoming one of your sinners.”

Zarian’s smile grew even wider. “Isn’t it fun?”

Hannah didn’t answer.

She didn’t say no.

Zarian led them down the stairs while Para picked up a few corpses and items to store away for later. After some thought, Zarian said, “Play your role. You did all the killing. And I was just there as your support, barely scraping by. They’ll listen to you all far more now. And that’s without them feeling taken advantage of because you and the others are their gnoll-slaying heroes.”

Hannah was probably fuming at this point.

Zarian hadn’t exactly lied. Hannah had done all the killing, and gained a heap of levels because of that. She could claim to be the hero of the left towered tree even though most of the credit should go to him.

He stopped at the bottom floor near the exit. “Remember what I said? Crouching tiger, hidden dragon? Maybe it’s unnecessary and everything will work out fine while I get a chuckle here and there. Or maybe you’ll think of me as a genius when it turns out I was right to hide and wait.”

“You’re relying on luck.”

“It’s called Wonder in this universe, Hannah. Gotta get with the program. Now, go on. Head held high. Atta girl. The soldiers already look like they want to worship the ground you walk on. Own it, Hannah. Own it.”




31: Force Monk

Zarian had his hood up, his cloak covering his body to hide his features from the surrounding soldiers.

Bright blue magic torches shone with a quiet, vibrating hum around the former battlegrounds, pushing away the surrounding dark better than normal flames. That helped illuminate the young soldiers as they groaned, shouted, and worked in a frenzy to sort through the wreckage, the living, and the dead.

Eerie creatures hooted, hissed, and croaked from the stony forest, which was home to nighttime beasts stalking about, some with a taste for human flesh. The soldiers feared what other dangers the forest might contain while Zarian wanted to revel under the curtain of night.

With his face hidden from all observers, he let himself grin as he examined the levels of his party.

Bianca was at the lowest end, Level 23. Hannah was Level 24.

Gilbert was Level 25, which must’ve come from killing gnolls and completing his own side quest. He was busy playing field medic now, healing as many people as possible.

Oh, look, he went up to Level 26. Apparently, saving lives gave experience, too. Maybe not as much as taking lives, but there were a lot of grievously injured soldiers laying about.

Naomi was Level 27, two levels away from Zarian. She stood on the corpse of the last defeated gnoll, the strongest berserker the enemy had. Blood and brain chunks oozed from the openings in the gnolls’ head.

She looked mighty and victorious despite the scrapes and bruises she’d suffered. She stood proudly on her conquest while looking down at the only officer alive, Roland, the one who’d greeted them first.

Roland seemed to have moved past the issue with her ‘evil skin’ and saw Naomi for what she was: a savage and heroic killer, one of ‘four’ saviors his soldiers could look up to.

This is perfect. If we leverage this moment with Roland, he could help us out in town. That’ll get us past some of the awkwardness of being foreigners. It was unfortunate that young men had died from this incident, but Zarian was more focused on the positives.

He wanted to join them and watch how everything proceeded from the back. But when a spectral spider scampered in front of him, making erratic gestures of warning, he knew he was needed elsewhere.

The spectral spider was one of a selective group he’d sent out far to scout forward, watch their rear, and stay observant of their flanks during the attack.

Now that he knew Officer Roland and his soldiers were incompetent youths lacking proper training, he wanted to do more in the background to save them from another ambush.

The spectral spider’s informative dance sent chills down Zarian’s spine. There was one remaining gnoll enemy, and it felt ferociously strong to the spectral spider, far stronger than the strongest berserker.

Zarian summoned a new spectral spider and told it to give a webbed message to Naomi: ‘I’ll be back.’

He turned away and became one with the night, his Darkness Affinity maximized. Everybody lost track of him, which wasn’t hard since they weren’t focused on him.

He walked off the path and headed in the direction the scouting spectral spider pointed out to him

Leaving behind the others left Zarian with an odd feeling of regret, like he was breaking away from his usual routine. It wouldn’t be the first time, nor the last.

He’d gone on a solo adventure in the White Spider Dungeon, although that came about because of trap walls separating them.

This was the first time he voluntarily stepped away.

Would that bother them? It was bothering him, but Zarian figured moments like these were necessary. There would come times when he had to go solo for a little while.

The others are strong enough now. They can handle enemies above their level. At least most of them can. I might have to work on Bianca a little more, but other than that they can lean on each other if I’m not with them. It wouldn’t be good if I’m always being a helicopter all the time.

It wouldn’t be good if he became too relaxed about his own development, too. He could’ve finished studying the special fire spell by now. But the urgency wasn’t quite there.

He had felt little urgency except for when he first arrived in the Infinita Star System. He was so powerful that he’d handicapped his own brain and used the opposite of a wizard’s style just to make a boss fight with Reiki more interesting.

Being powerful is wonderful, Zarian thought. I can face down foes who would’ve normally squashed adventurers at my level. I can demand respect when I’ve never demanded respect before. I can even play pretend and hide my true strength just because I can.

These were all wonderful benefits of being overpowered at his level.

However, Zarian also knew there were forces many times stronger than him. There had to be.

Or he wouldn’t feel so thrilled by the prospect of saving Foodie and making her a part of his party once the Grimrock Warlock was defeated. He wouldn’t be thrilled to reach the First Class Advancement, grind up some levels, hit up the Forgotten Kingdom Dungeon, and then pay that tailor a visit in Carrowmore.

He did feel mild about learning the power politics involved in the Eternal Garden Kingdom and why they’d sent out young men to die.

Maybe he would have to dethrone the king or pull off some other exceptional feat, which he wouldn’t mind doing if it wasn’t too much of a hassle that was out of his way.

Doing that among all the other things on his list would mean he’d face bigger and greater challenges. He would face creatures that would truly test his mettle.

I will have my cake and eat it, too.

He would see his party become stronger and stronger. He would still push himself to be the strongest of all.

I know you’re sprinting to catch me, Naomi. And to be honest with you, I’m glad you are. But I’ve got an ego, too. I won’t let you catch me easily. That’ll be embarrassing with the head start I have on you.

Zarian stepped out from the tree line surrounding a field of tall wild flowers, piles of stone blocks, and small hills of smashed forts. The moons were out now, shining white, orange, and blue in the dark expanse of twinkling stars and half-lit planets.

With a long and calming breath, Zarian let his abilities unwind and stretch out.

The Grimoire of Black Magic 102 phased out of his body, spectral chains rattling, as the covers spread open and the pages flipped on their own.

The Parasite Cloak stretched out for nearly three dozen feet behind him and to the sides. The cloak flapped against the wind, looking like a tattered flag of flesh with gruesome gaps, strings of leather, and lines of ivory bone appearing across Para’s form.

The darkest shades around Zarian became darker and denser. All traces of the night’s light were consumed in those heavy dark spots, as if he alone was a singularity that would feast on all of reality.

The aura cuffs remained on his arms.

His Straight Darkness +1 remained in the beta skill section.

With this, Zarian figured he could push himself. Either he would find victory. Or he would face defeat and death.

A gnoll wearing torn-up monk clothing sat on the biggest hill of broken forts in the middle of the field, with a river-moat circling around his seat. The gnoll looked with wide-open and frenzied eyes at Zarian’s striding form.

This gnoll was bigger than the archers, but smaller than the berserkers. It was also better groomed while wearing jewelry made of leather strings with no other additions. Its – or his – other item of note was a gourd he lifted to his fanged mouth, pouring its liquid contents down his gullet messily.

Once the gnoll finished drinking, he lowered his drink and let out a satisfied sigh. Then, with a booming voice, he yelled, “You’ve killed my promising little brothers! They’ve killed thousands of their own brothers and sisters so they could have this hunt!”

The gnoll shook his head, emotions running high as he snarled. “We’ve spared your villages and farms. We’ve played by human rules and sent you a written paper with our intentions. Why did you stop the hunt? Does the Eternal Garden Kingdom want to war with the Blood Prairie Savages instead of letting us hunt?”

Zarian took his time to sort his thoughts based on the new info he received. As much as he liked to play things with a humorous bent, this sounded pretty serious.

At the very least, the gnoll sitting on the hill of broken forts didn’t rush him. The gnoll seemed to expect a wise answer or apology.

Eventually, Zarian had the perfect response:

“Because I do what I want.”

Not bothering to hear the gnoll’s reply, he formed a ten-foot javelin of dense darkness. He shot it straight at the gnoll and watched the javelin pierce the distance in a blink without making much of a sound.

The creature expediently tied his gourd to his waist while swinging his free fist. He deflected the dark javelin with a blasting force that sounded like someone striking a gong.

The gnoll stood to his full height at seven feet, and Zarian tried to use his Identify trait on him.

<Unable to Identify.>

“I felt what you did, so I will tell you this before you die,” growled the gnoll. “I’m Level 41. My advanced class is rare! I’m a Force Monk, and I will kill you!”

By the time the Force Monk finished his declaration, Zarian formed a dozen long javelins that were denser than the first. He sent them flying in an adjustable salvo, one after another, tracking how the Level 41 moved and defended himself.

The Force Monk solved all his problems by punching the javelins head on. He deflected each javelin with greater blasts of explosive punches. He even threw kicks with his punches, sometimes in unison, when Zarian threw two javelins at the same time.

The Force Monk launched from the top of his hill of rubble like a missile. He kicked across the distance in the blink of an eye. If Zarian hadn’t been ready, the monk would’ve caught him.

Instead, the wizard fled away, using the Parasite Cloak to swing him to safety while she latched onto a large pillar of stone blocks.

Zarian sent smaller, quicker projectiles in scattered shots at the monk as he struck like a bomb where Zarian had once stood. The nearest stone-bark trees swayed and groaned, the earth shaking from the impact.

“Do not run! Face your death!” The monk sprinted out of the crater and from under the volleys of dark projectiles with impressive speed.

He cocked back his palm, then thrust it forward, releasing a torrent of pure force.

With the help of his Parasite Cloak, Zarian zipped out of the way of the force torrent. He avoided the second force torrent by half a foot.

He felt the threads from the Parasite Cloak tear asunder when the monk targeted Para this time around.

Disconnected from their last tether, Zarian flipped freely through the air, making him an easier target. The Force Monk howled like a frenzied beast and launched upward with another flying mega kick.

It might’ve looked like an easy shot at first until Zarian launched a powerful dark beam torrent of his own – dense, oppressive, and black like the depths of the abyss.

The monk’s flying kick and Zarian’s dark beam collided.

The monk sliced upward through the beam regardless of its power. The kick landed, breaking the Parasite Cloak’s meaty defense, and hitting with such force Zarian’s ribs broke and put him in a world of hurt he hadn’t felt in a while.

Zarian even vomited, sending chunks of his last meal into the monk’s face.

But that was it.

The kick wasn’t a kill shot.

Too much of Zarian’s dark beam had softened the blow.

Now Zarian had the monk where he wanted him. The wizard struck with a second powerful dark beam he’d charged up already.




32: Black Fire

The amount of concentration it took to fire one powerful dark beam while charging up a second in secret was so enormous, Zarian overworked his aura channels, making his brain feel like it was unraveling. It didn’t help that he had two handicaps, the aura cuffs and his Straight Darkness +1 in the beta skill section.

He still had the glorious view of the monk’s eyes widening in surprise before getting struck down from the air. The beam smashed the monk into the earth with a ground shaking thump and kept pummeling him until Zarian needed to let up just to breathe a strangled breath.

Battered but usable, his Parasite Cloak formed into a parachute that gently set him down on the ground.

Zarian gasped and sputtered, his torso a volcano of erupting pain. He could barely stand, his legs wobbly.

He fought through the pain. He clenched his jaw, grinning and bearing it. He focused his vision on his grimoire and did some quick reading.

Meanwhile, Para dropped off the goblin skeletons from the cloak. Zarian raised them up from piles of bones to their held-together necromancy forms. He also summoned a hundred spectral spiders.

“You dare read in the middle of a battle, spell caster!” roared the monk, beat up, but alive. The vitality he had must be ridiculously high. “Your books won’t save you! I will snap your limbs! I will rip out your heart! I will honor the dead and pray in tribute to Evil God Killall, the best god!”

Zarian kept reading while coughing up blood. His skeletons and spectral spiders ran boldly at the Force Monk.

Nobody could land a hit or a bite on him. He punched out shockwaves of force that scattered the skeletons and obliterated the spiders.

Loner remained mostly upright by rolling out of the way. A few spectral spiders held on tightly to the inside of his ribcage for dear life.

The other skeletons tried to reassemble themselves when they fell to the monk’s attacks, but the gnoll caught on.

He sent more shockwaves at the bone piles and smashed the fallen goblin skeletons into ivory splinters.

Loner remained the last skeleton standing.

Zarian sighed with a raspy voice and slammed his grimoire shut with a thought. The spectral chains rattled once before the grimoire phased back into his body in a ghostly manner.

“Sorry, I should’ve been better prepared,” Zarian said, blood leaking from the corner of his mouth. “Your friends shouldn’t have perished like that, Loner.”

The lone goblin skeleton shrugged. He glanced back at Zarian, gave him a nod, and stepped from between the wizard and the monk.

The gnoll monk growled. “When you die, I will report to the tribe. Then we will attack the Eternal Garden Kingdom without mercy. All of your men will be eaten, your children made into toys, and your women defiled. Evil God Killall will watch proudly from on his throne of death!”

Zarian raised his cuffed arms. Threads from the Parasite Cloak reached into the keyhole in the middle of the heavy restraints. Para fussed around with the lock mechanism, and, with a heavy clunk, freed him.

He sighed with relief. He regained his usual power on top of having the Overpowered trait. His aura shot up considerably.

“Good game,” Zarian said, before hurling denser javelins faster and harder than ever before.

The monk’s eyes widened in surprise, dodging instead of deflecting. The sheer force of the javelins passing nearly yanked him off balanced, the air rippling in the wake of the powerful projectiles.

The gnoll barely flipped backwards in time before sharp spikes thrust up from the deep shadows on the floor. He landed on top of a large stone block lit under the three-moon night, palm cocked back before thrusting forward to shoot a powerful force torrent.

Zarian’s newest dark beam smashed into the force torrent. He pumped more power, more force, more density into his dark beam and crushed the monk’s force torrent.

Again, the monk’s eyes shot wide with surprise before flipping out of the way of Zarian’s attack.

The monk kicked his legs behind him, releasing a force blast from his feet. He careened forward like a ball out of a cannon and flipped into another powerful flying kick.

A dense, dark pillar rose from the ground and blocked the monk’s kick with a resounding crack and thump. Most of the pillar dissolved away, but some of it remained, with Zarian standing unharmed behind the crumbling pillar.

The monk looked on with his hyena-like mouth agape, gobsmacked by the incredible display of magical prowess. He reacted too slowly when a fast and needle-thin spike of darkness attacked from behind. The thin spike pierced his back shoulder and ran halfway through.

The gnoll howled angrily, arm raised, then he split the dark spike with a forceful hand chop. Doing so was costly for the monk because he was distracted.

“Black Fire.” Zarian gave life to his new spell while the monk’s attention had diverted away.

<Black Fire (Rare): While causing no pain or direct damage to the body, burn the vitality of a target. You have some limited control over the flames this spell produces. Scales partially with Wonder and Mysticism.>

Hand extended, black and gray embers bloomed into existence from Zarian’s palm before erupting into a furious but quiet gout that rushed forth to consume the monk in his entirety.

While his attention had diverted to the spike, the monk hadn’t remained inattentive for long. He replied to the Black Fire spell with a desperate kick of force, swiping it away and forcing the wizard to respond.

Zarian hunkered down inside a suit made from his Parasite Cloak while bound to the field by stakes of bone.

Para lost more of her material, suffering to defend her master, and Zarian felt the shockwave pass through him even when Para soaked most of it up. Sharp, burning pain from his broken ribs reminded him he didn’t have long. The pain nearly sent him down to his knees.

Barely able to stay upright, Zarian pushed past the pain as Para peeled off of him. He shot a new attack: a dark beam wreathed in Black Fire.

The monk didn’t have any adequate defenses while caught in an awkward position after throwing that desperate kick. The black-flamed dark beam struck home and crushed the monk into the stone-littered ground.

The black-flamed dark beam pushed the monk through block after block until he crashed into one that was too hard for both the monk and the wizard to move.

Zarian poured more darkness and black flames on the monk, holding nothing back. He crushed the monk against the immovable stone block with an unrelenting force that pulped flesh, broke bone, and burned away vitality at an increasing rate.

Hurry, Zarian thought hazily as he kept exhausting his aura with the heavy dark beam and Black Fire.

Hurry up and die. Blood was pouring out of his mouth as waves of nauseating pain struck him again and again from his busted torso.

Hurry up and fucking die! Zarian took his rage and poured even more aura into his attack. The dark beam and Black Fire grew even larger, more wrathful, more damaging, hitting with a roar that resonated far and scared all the local beasts and shook up the nearest stone trees like they were suffering from a relentless storm.

The huge, immovable stone block shattered, pulverized under the epic power of the Black Wizard Apprentice.

A deluge of gold notifications appeared, starting with the one Zarian wanted to see the most, his magic output winding down. After that, he went through all the gold boxes.

<You’ve defeated a Gnoll Blood Prairie Savage, Level 47 Force Monk!>

<You’ve leveled up from 29 to 33! Stat points dispensed!>

<Your skill, Spectral Spiders, leveled up from 6 to 8!>

<Your skill, Straight Darkness +1, leveled up from 12 to 15!>

<Your skill, Grimoire of Black Magic 102, leveled up from 10 to 12!>

<Your skill, Parasite Cloak, leveled up from 9 to 12!>

<Your skill has advanced! From Parasite Cloak to Parasite Cloak +1!>

<You’ve acquired divine attention (4/4)!>

<Evil Goddess Shadowfell approves!>

<Evil God Killall disapproves!>

<Good God Kingsblood disapproves!>

<Good Goddess Lovewar approves!>

<Your evil alignment remains the same.>

Caught up on notifications, Zarian cut off his overwhelming beam fully. The black flames sputtered out without vitality to feast on.

The silence was loud until he realized the meaning behind the first notification and the defeat of the Gnoll Force Monk.

“Bastard,” Zarian groaned. “You weren’t Level 41, you were Level 47. What was the point of lying about that? To make me think I have a fighting chance instead of running?”

I would’ve switched Straight Darkness from beta to alpha if I had known.

He should’ve done that before entering the battle grounds. He should’ve hurried up with Black Fire before this fight. Now Loner was the last goblin skeleton, and he’d only gained one level from this.

Yeah, fuck me, I got too cocky. Now my ribs are broken. They hurt so much I’m ready to black out.

He wasn’t in the mind frame to appreciate the other notifications. Not at this moment, at least.

Zarian nearly fell over, but something stopped him. When he looked down at himself, he noticed little threads piercing his body.

Para was running more threads through him now, wrapping him up from the outside going in.

The sensation wasn’t painful, but he was highly aware of her spreading everywhere, like a parasitic root system. Then his own pain lessened considerably.

“Para, what did you get for your advancement?” Zarian brought up the upgraded skill.

<Parasite Cloak +1 (Level 12): Summon a parasitic, amorphous, shapeshifting cloak with a hunger for flesh. The cloak can take in objects to hold in a pocket dimension. Advancement +1: The cloak fuses with you, increasing your resilience, physicality, and appetite. Scales with Willpower and a portion of its last meaty meals.>

Zarian beamed with a bloody grin before feeling parasitic threads invading up his neck and down his limbs. The threads crawled all over, showing under his skin like tree roots under soil.

The parasitic threads even wormed in and out of his eyelids and over the surface of his eyeballs. They reached every part of his flesh, even his scalp.

Once they covered him thoroughly from the inside, the threads concealed themselves, merging with him seamlessly at the obvious places, but not everywhere. If someone looked closely, they might see parasitic threads worming under the skin of his neck.

Zarian … felt greater. More whole. But there was a burning, insatiable, almost torturous hole inside of him. It howled from within him, feverishly so.

The hole needed to be filled with something tasty. It needed a lot of tasty things to fill it, or Zarian would suffer.

“WE are HUNGRY!” growled Zarian, voicing his and Para’s appetite.

He let the cloak eat her fill of the gnoll monk’s crushed remains. Once satisfied, the hunger abated, but not by much. He needed food for himself, which led Zarian to staggering back the way he came to regroup with the others.

They better give up as many rations as possible. Or Zarian would tear through the fortified forest like a ravenous wolf, breaking all the rules and providing all the disrespect to the Good Gods.

Purgehunt, Kingsblood, whoever the fuck, they could all suck it! The hunger was no joke!

Where was Foodie when he needed her cooking?




33: Grimrock Dealings

While Zarian dealt with hunger worse than he’d ever felt before, Jack Masters ran out of goblins to slaughter on the subterranean floors of Castle Grimrock.

Jack hadn’t expected this to become a problem.

At first, he’d taken his time practicing his new class and leveling up, avoiding large groups by singling goblins out. When facing his prey, he’d acted like a scavenger with legendary potential and ambushed lone goblins after they wounded themselves from in-house fights.

To Jack, it was more important to rise and survive than to take unnecessary risks. How else would he face the man he was meant to kill if he died off too early?

Once Jack grew more confident, he’d singled out the goblins who stood as the lamest and fought them head on. Then he’d fought against two goblins at the same time.

He’d increased the difficulty by fighting against three. He’d stopped upping the ante at five goblins, working up a good routine for a while.

He’d eventually fought over a dozen goblins lying in wait to ambush him.

He should’ve died. Instead, he’d thrived. He’d gone on a rampage from there, blasting apart scores of goblins with his star crossed hatred.

He’d imagined each goblin’s death as the man he would overpower and kill. He’d purged the subterranean floors of the dark, tainted, and corrupted goblins with a blazing fury.

He’d gotten so used to massacring the goblins he’d lost track of time and lost sight of leveling up efficiently. He’d grown far too strong for the goblins to give meaningful experience and run into a wall at Level 24.

Then the goblins stopped showing up, hence his current dilemma.

At least he wasn’t alone with his problems. Whenever he needed a break from life-and-death goblin slaying, he went to see the one ‘evil’ goblin he could tolerate.

Jack entered the Slave Cook’s kitchen to seek her wise counsel on how to continue his quest to grow powerful and destroy his sworn enemy. As always, the kitchen was a mystical sanctuary filled with food, herbs, refreshments, water, and even sweet beer.

The proprietor had mentioned going on runs to keep the place stocked, but Jack had never seen what the mystical kitchen looked like when Foodie wasn’t there. It felt like she had to be there when he needed proper sustenance and rest after long days of the grind.

There was always the sound of something sizzling on a pan or boiling in the pot. Or the sounds of the crackling flames from the oven and the heavy thunk of a large butcher knife striking on a cutting board, parting the flesh of meat or the bodies of vegetables.

Then there were the smells that hijacked Jack’s senses and took him far away from the pain and brutality he’d experienced, making him imagine a friendlier world without blood and vengeance.

At least for a moment.

Then Jack snapped out of it and saw things for how they were.

Foodie acted like a proper Non-Playable Character in a game. Easily predictable. Almost friendly, even if she reminded Jack of a stoic cat.

Jack didn’t like cats. They weren’t as obedient as dogs. But he made an exception for Foodie – even if she was so evil her presence made Jack’s good aligned nature feel on edge.

That would go away after the first ten minutes or so while around her. Still, the discomfort served as a reminder that the Slave Cook was evil just like Zarian.

Setting aside his singular focus to overpower and kill Zarian Darkrun, Jack looked at Foodie while washing his hands. She was working on a new meal with expertise that would make the most famous five-star chefs back in the old world beg for her tutelage.

She’d always mentioned how she was only feeding him her lowest stock. Yet her powers over stat growth were masterful.

He’d earned new stats at least twice now, netting an extra ten stat points overall because of Foodie’s magical cooking combined with his own efforts.

Surely, that was incredible, regardless of her insistence on giving him her worst meals. Jack could hardly believe that. It all tasted so amazing and would put him in a proper stupor for resting safely on a bedroll.

Jack sat at the table and examined Foodie’s back as she flipped over some meat on the pan. Her ears raised up slowly from down to up, signaling that she was more likely to listen if he wanted to start a conversation.

“I ran out of Goblin Corrupted to kill,” Jack explained. “They had been plentiful, then they stopped appearing.”

“Mother doesn’t see the point in feeding you weak goblins anymore.” Foodie shifted from one step ladder to the next and went to stir around today’s stew.

The smell wafting from the stew almost reminded Jack of something fishy. He hadn’t known she could cook fish. Where had she gone to get that?

No, don’t focus on that. Focus on her words. Jack shook his head and recalled what she had just said. The blood in his veins chilled, his eyes widening.

“Your mother? I believe you’ve once told me she’s the Grimrock Warlock,” Jack said.

Foodie nodded without looking back. “That would be her. She knows you’re here. She doesn’t feel the need to stop you after I told her what I know about you.”

Jack hesitated for a second, and in that hesitation he realized how he’d allowed himself to grow too soft around Foodie.

Yes, the food was delicious.

Yes, her abilities to encourage extra stat growth was phenomenal.

But Jack was the Star Crossed Hater, and his hatred needed to remain pure, sometimes cold, sometimes hot, but never satisfied or hesitant.

This place is its own trap, Jack realized. Like a honey pot. Like the carrot and the stick.

Jack stopped hesitating.

He let his hatred flow pure, unfiltered.

He rose from his seat at the dining area. His Star Affinity and Destroyer of Evil traits empowered him while he activated all four of his skills.

He charged a Star Bolt in one hand and conjured his Star Sword in the other hand. He prepared his White Immolation Shield to go off when an enemy attack drew close. His last skill, Star Crossed Judgment, was in his beta section, since it wasn’t immediately useful.

He gave it some aura to make Foodie feel unnerved.

“I let you live because I find you useful, Slave Cook!” Jack shouted, his voice booming while backed by Star Crossed Judgment. “Don’t take my kindness for weakness or I will destroy you. Now tell me everything you told the Grimrock Warlock.”

Foodie didn’t turn around. She didn’t stop or freeze. She shifted from one step ladder to another to continue cooking.

Then she casually stepped down to the kitchen floor, picked up her step ladder, and took it to the kitchen island where she had chopped vegetables and herbs waiting for her.

“I’m serious!” Jack roared.

Foodie placed the step ladder down and climbed to the top. She gathered the ingredients together before pausing, ears moving up and down as she went into deep thought.

She muttered to herself about needing another spice before climbing down the step ladder and going off to the side to look through her supplies on the shelves. She tapped her foot and let out a scratchy hum, which was another one of her rare but unique quirks. She liked to croon and perform wordless songs while she cooked.

Jack snapped, letting his hatred fly as a white, sparkling bolt of captured star light. It packed the power of a high-explosive missile.

The Star Bolt streaked across the limited space of the kitchen while Foodie held a jar of crushed spices, a sack of herbs, and more ingredients in her hands.

The entire kitchen flashed with an air-shaking red light.

The Star Bolt stopped inches from hitting Foodie, the entire kitchen quaking. Then a loud roar like beast awakening resounded from all around Jack, making him fear for his life for the first time in a while.

Meanwhile, his powerful and destructive Star Bolt whirled into itself before getting snuffed away, leaving smoke and nothing more.

“You aren’t very smart for a vengeful and hateful human,” Foodie said, walking casually back to her cooking station with her ingredients. “The sanctuary’s safety measures are engaged. I told you how you’re safe here for twenty-four hours when the sanctuary is activated. As the owner of the sanctuary, I’m protected as well. I have the option of rejecting you.”

“I just want to know what you’ve told the Grimrock Warlock!” Jack’s heart pounded as he felt an encroaching pressure surrounding him.

He pointed his sword at Foodie and watched the magic saber run into an invisible wall, unable to cut through while sending sparks flying back at him.

“Don’t piss me off, Foodie, or you’ll regret it!” Jack warned, not really believing himself.

“You really do remind me of my mother,” Foodie said, now back in front of the stew.

She sprinkled in new ingredients as she stirred. Then she shifted to the other step ladder and removed the meat from off the stove top.

“Well, maybe you will get along with her,” Foodie said. “She wants Zarian Darkrun dead. She’ll even work with you to make that happen.”

Jack froze, dumbfounded. It was hard to come to grips with a potential offer from an evil warlock that would help him defeat his sworn enemy.

His heart of hatred saw it as an opportunity, overriding the more logical mind. If the Grimrock Warlock could provide for him, strengthen him, make it easier to defeat his sworn enemy, why wouldn’t he accept?

In the end, it was all for the greater good.

“You’re not even asking why she would offer that.” Foodie stopped for the first time to look at Jack. “Your hatred is certainly pure. But I’ve made a mistake.”

“What mistake?” Jack asked nervously.

He was caught in an invisible cage. If Foodie used the sanctuary’s power to end him, could he fight that?

“I thought helping you would be normal. Hatred. Vengeance. The singular focus for absolute power and Strength. These are universal regardless of being good or evil. Perhaps it means more for evil, especially. Yet, after I examined your growth, I found it … pathetic.”

Foodie shook her head, the long braid hanging behind her swaying with the motion. “It was only for a short while, but I’ve met someone else I found more worthy of my attention. I wish for him to come back and take me from this place, and in return, I will serve him and his friends with my best cooking.”

Foodie sighed. “I shouldn’t talk about this aloud. It makes the wait harder. It is painful to be evil and to have hope for something more positive. The Good Goddess Hopeland can make hope extra torturous for those in the evil alignment.”

The more she talked, the angrier Jack felt. The angrier Jack felt, the more he saw sparkling white around his vision.

It had never occurred to him to ask who had come to the kitchen before him. It had never occurred to him to ask if he was getting the lowest and less desirable portions of her food stock, then who had gotten the best of her food?

Jack didn’t want to know.

But he had to ask.

“Who is it? Who’s making you talk like that? Who is it that’s getting your best food and making you smile like that?”

Foodie reached up and touched her face. She traced her claws over her little smile. Her ears went up and down, her eyes wide with surprise.

Then she let out an uncharacteristic chuckle before grabbing the stew pot with one bare hand and taking it off the stove.

“Who else but Zarian Darkrun?” she replied.

Jack saw nothing but white, like he was in an impenetrable field of stars. He didn’t care if the sanctuary’s defenses were in his way. All he wanted was to destroy the infection set here by his sworn enemy.

And for a split second, the entire sanctuary shuddered, as if Jack’s destructive fury had taken it by surprise and nearly blew out whatever enchantments made it work.

Then Jack woke up with a killer headache.

His body hurt all over, covered in bruises, cuts, and burns. When he tried to sit up, he stopped as an overwhelming pain passed through him.

He had fractures, breaks, tears, and many internal injuries. But he was alive, and he was outside of Foodie’s kitchen.

The white hot rage returned.

Jack dragged his beaten body to the kitchen. He couldn’t let Zarian’s presence overtake treasures like Foodie and the mystical kitchen sanctuary.

If Jack couldn’t have them, then he would make sure Zarian couldn’t either – he would destroy Foodie and her kitchen. But when he tried to pass through the doorway and get down the steps, an invisible force rebuffed him.

He tried and tried, but he kept getting thrown back.

“Foodie!” Jack shouted. “I won’t forgive this betrayal! You will pay for this! You know Zarian is off limits! How can you do this to me? We could’ve been friends!”

Foodie ignored him as she set a table up for a meal.

Jack felt a sliver of emotional distress.

He didn’t ‘love’ Foodie or anything as ridiculous as that.

But her food and her offer of rest at the sanctuary were the few bright sides that contrasted all the darkness and pain of leveling up and murdering monsters alone.

Jack recognized the emotional attachment and blamed it solely on Foodie for making this horrible trap.

Then he let his rage consume him.

This was Zarian’s fault.

It was all his fault!

He’d infected Foodie before Jack could set her straight. Zarian had poisoned the well and salted the earth, leaving nothing good and sacred.

“Foodie,” Jack called. “I will come back stronger. I will destroy this poisoned place. I will purify you from Zarian’s evil influence. This isn’t over.”

The little goblin finished setting up her meal and climbed onto the seat, her little feet kicking back and forth with plenty of space to spare from the floor. She lowered her head and ears and closed her eyes.

She prayed openly to the Shadowfell Goddess. Then she had a meal alone.

And ignored Jack.

As if he meant nothing to her.

Jack watched from the outside for longer than he cared to track. Then he dragged himself down the hallway, his vision fading in and out, his pain increasing.

If the other goblins found him, this would be their best chance to kill him.

One did find him.

But he remained alive.

She was unlike any goblin he’d seen before. She was tall, pushing past six feet. She was dressed maturely in an intricately tailored purple and silver gown matched by a pair of tall, dark heels. Her skin was dark green, close to the black of the Corrupted, while still having hints of her original hue.

Her face reminded Jack of Foodie, but she smiled more often and had wrinkles that her makeup couldn’t hide.

“I hear you have immense hatred for what could be a troublesome pest,” said the Grimrock Warlock. “And you’ve run afoul of my misguided and woeful daughter. Let us come to an understanding.”

“An understanding?” Jack groaned, looking up from the ground before her.

“The pest … is a mutual enemy. And my daughter is a precious, precious treasure who needs to remain under ‘our’ control. What do you say, Jack Masters?”

“Will you help me become stronger so I can kill him?”

“Oh, human, I’ll do better than that. I’ll help you learn how to defeat adventurers all on your own. I have knowledge of hunting grounds and the many ways to beat other pesky humans. You’ll be so prepared Zarian Darkrun will beg for your mercy before you end him.”

Jack struck a deal with the warlock of Castle Grimrock.




34: Fractured Mind

“So, I think we’ve started a war,” Zarian said, after wolfing down part of the cooked meat of a large beast he’d hunted in the forest.

His party was there, sitting around the campfire. A spectral spider had beckoned them to leave the soldier camp and meet Zarian deeper into the dark fortified forest. The others were still waiting for the meat to cook all the way through.

Zarian couldn’t wait. He tore off another slab while it was still dripping, the meat thinly seared at the very least. He sunk his teeth into it ravenously, feasting with the nature of a beast.

He dominated the meal like it was a life and death match between his hunger and the drippy food in his hands. It felt like he was going to die if he didn’t fill up the hole inside of him, so he feasted and feasted, tearing away another piece when the first wasn’t enough.

Then, finally, the hunger subsided and Zarian felt a little more human.

No, I’m more than human.

He felt superhuman. He felt more robust and powerful, his muscles flexing with inner parasitic power.

He didn’t feel like a dainty wizard anymore.

From his throat, he let out a satisfied and inhuman growl. Then he gave the others a bloody smile from across the campfire.

None of them batted an eye, which was a little disappointing. They’d grown used to his strangeness.

Zarian carried on: “So, yeah, someone, the king perhaps, had meant for the soldier kids to die to the gnolls as part of some fucked up peace treaty between the kingdom and the tribe.”

Zarian leaned back against a log while Para used a thin needle of bone like a toothpick for him. She picked at his teeth as he spoke on:

“We, of course, didn’t let that happen. We killed the hunters, and I wrecked the Gnoll Force Monk, who might’ve been the overseer and messenger for the tribe. But, uh, they’ll probably wonder what the heck is happening when they don’t hear anything for a while.”

Zarian had already given them the gist of the fight. He’d withheld how he speed-read the Black Fire section while the skeletons sacrificed themselves for him.

That screw up was too embarrassing for him to share. And the way Naomi had looked up to him, absorbed by the details of the fight, kept him from speaking aloud the blunder.

Naomi was angry that he’d left them with little warning. But she wasn’t as angry as Zarian would’ve expected.

They had an interesting relationship where she was super loyal to the point of putting him on a pedestal while also being the only person who could tear him a new one for when he was a colossal idiot.

It was an interesting balancing act, and right now, Zarian didn’t want to distract from what was most important.

And I can scold myself for this one. Zarian glanced over at Loner who stood outside of the warmth of the campfire. I could’ve won faster if I had finished the Black Fire section earlier. I let myself procrastinate because I’m so overpowered at my level, it’s easy to slack off.

Loner’s friends were gone because of him.

Things could’ve gone worse if the goblin skeletons hadn’t sacrificed themselves for him.

Granted, he would’ve done scarily well if he’d removed the aura cuffs and switched Straight Darkness +1 to the alpha skill section before the fight.

While Zarian was upset with his mistakes, he was also amazed by how far he could push himself even while disadvantaged.

Can I fight someone who’s in the Level 50s if I go all out while in the Low 30s?

That was a scary prospect.

He wasn’t just fighting their class, stats, and levels. He was also fighting their years spent growing and rising in the Infinita Star System. He would have to overcome the power disparity and their wisdom and extra stat growth they accumulated over the years.

At least he had a benchmark, which wasn’t satisfying. He would prefer to push higher than a twenty-level difference. He was also certain that there were different ‘qualities’ of opponents.

The lost stone knight had served as a tough enemy who could soak a lot of damage and continue fighting. But the monk was also tanky, quick, and could punch out shockwaves, which had proven more dangerous for Zarian.

The knight would’ve been a bigger problem than the monk if it was in the mid forties in level and had a class advancement.

Yeah, there are enemy types who will be weaker or stronger even at the same level. One might have more stats, traits, skills, while the other doesn’t.

It was safe to say that Zarian could fight enemies between ten to twenty levels above him. The closer to his level, the safer.

“Was your Straight Darkness in your beta skill section?” Naomi asked, breaking the long silence filled by the crackling flames and sizzling meat.

Zarian froze. Then he said, “Yeah, it was.”

Naomi reached up and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I’m going to let this one go, sir. For this one time. Okay? We have more important things to worry about.”

Zarian let out a sigh of relief.

“I’m sorry about the other skeletons,” Hannah said. “I just figured out an enchantment that lets me double up on runes. I could’ve enchanted them with Reinforcement +1 and another enchantment.”

Zarian looked over at Loner. The goblin skeleton looked into the dark, his arms folded over his ivory ribcage.

“Loner needs a refresh, if you don’t mind. I think Reinforcement +1 and Amplify Force will suit him.”

“Amplify Force +1.” Hannah said with a small smile, patting her gauntleted hand on the Roller Golem beside her. “I’ve advanced a lot lately thanks to my, um, new toys.”

“Not the best phrasing, but go on and speak your mind,” Gilbert drawled, taking out a knife to cut free a piece of meat from the campfire food. “As for this screwed up situation we’ve gotten ourselves into … how can we get ourselves out of it? Do we have to just leave?”

“But we told Roland we’ll help as his foreign advisors,” Bianca said, wiggling her fingers over the campfire.

She captured some firelight and spun it into a single shiny ball. She kept at it before palming the ball of firelight into one palm.

Then she shot an intense and focused flash into her empty palm while diffusing it simultaneously.

She’d been doing that for a while now, and she failed more often than not, which had the skin of her free hand burnt and in need of Gilbert’s Healing Force.

Gilbert looked miserable, more pale than usual. At some point, all of that healing drained more than just his aura. It affected his vitality, as if he had to borrow pieces of himself to help make others whole again.

He’d done a lot of that to save soldiers who would’ve died otherwise. Healing Force fixed vitality mainly, but it could secure someone’s flagging life energy as well.

More importantly, vitality could regenerate just like Health Points in a video game, especially with enough food and rest.

So Gilbert would be fine. He didn’t complain much about healing Bianca, since she was committing to some painful but important training for herself.

Nobody was truly idle – Hannah kept sneaking in runic study during lulls in the conversation. Naomi was using one arm to hold above her head a boulder that would’ve crushed a handful of men flat.

Zarian enjoyed seeing consistent training and study from his party. They motivated him. I’m going to put some serious study time on the next spell, the weirdo gravity one.

He wished he could hop to that right now, but he was the party leader. He needed to steer his people through a rocky political situation that could turn out bloody.

“You guys know I’m evil +1, but I like to uphold meaningful promises.” Zarian held out a hand to one of his spectral spiders and picked it up.

He watched its near-translucent body dance around while filled with firelight like a living glass figurine.

Then he said, “If we told Roland we’ll advise him, we’ll do that, for a time. And for a fee.”

“Oh, don’t worry, we will get paid,” Naomi grunted. “Ain’t no way I’m letting us show up to town all broke after all we’ve done.”

“Amen to that, sister,” Gilbert drawled before having another bite of food.

“Acting as advisors won’t be forever,” Hannah added. “It’s a temporary arrangement while also an opportunity to learn more about the Eternal Garden Kingdom. From what I’ve heard so far, they’re usually a defensive force, patrolling their main walls and staying within the kingdom’s more guarded inner boundaries. This unit is young in age and level. Normally, most units have soldiers between Level 25 to Level 35 with officers in the early Level 40s.”

“They sent their youth as sacrifices,” Naomi said darkly.

She switched the boulder from one hand to the other above her head. She turned slightly, mouth open, and accepted a cut of the meal from Bianca’s hands.

Naomi chewed and swallowed before she continued: “Can’t say if our old world is perfect, but they wouldn’t do something so stupidly blatant.”

“Eh, it depends. But yeah, that’s screwed up regardless of worlds and universes.” Zarian held up multiple spectral spiders, as they had a dance party on his outstretched arms. “Still, we probably sparked something. So … we either get to town, get what we need, and get out of Dodge. Or we hang around for a little while and see what comes out of it.”

“Will the kingdom attack us?” Gilbert asked.

Everyone looked at him sharply.

Gilbert shrugged. “Might be a possibility.”

“Yeah, no, that’s nothing I’m interested in,” Naomi said. “I’m not strong enough to take down a kingdom. Not yet.”

Zarian laughed before shaking off the spiders. They skittered away, fading from view. “I say we hit town and find what we need for the Forgotten Kingdom Dungeon.”

“Yes, I agree,” Hannah said, “after we give some decent advice to Roland and his soldiers. It wouldn’t sit right with me when you, Naomi, and Gilbert could be a big help to them.”

“I can’t. I’m evil. But the other two, yeah,” Zarian said.

Naomi and Gilbert agreed.

That was that. Zarian’s party would advise the young soldiers, arrive at Bramblevale, get paid, enjoy some R&R, get all the information and gear they needed for their next adventure, and leave.

They weren’t beholden to the fate of one kingdom.

From a pragmatic viewpoint, they had to keep moving to stay on track with their own goals, especially their main quest to save Foodie – who was worth an entire kingdom, maybe more than the Eternal Garden Kingdom.

Bianca sighed unhappily. “I don’t like it. It’s … not good.”

“We’ll stop and help the little people in need when we can. How about that?” Zarian offered.

“Well, I guess that works for me. I care about the little people more, anyway.”

Zarian shifted the conversation before Bianca changed her mind. She was the only good aligned person of the party, and regardless of his opposing views, Zarian didn’t want to suppress her alignment.

He only wanted to manage it in a more beneficial way.

Talking about the gains and epiphanies was the easiest way to keep their campfire hangout from getting burdened by the political stakes. Honestly, it was the most important aspect of the night.

Zarian felt like a giddy kid as he heard Naomi, Gilbert, and Bianca’s version of the battle of the two towered trees. They’d faced more pushback than him and Hannah, and would’ve died if it wasn’t for Gilbert’s tanking support, Naomi’s psychic aggression, and Bianca’s flashy trickery.

“You three work well together,” Hannah admitted. “I was practically walking through a field of bleeding bodies, picking off what Zarian leaves me, which was all of them.”

“That depends on when Naomi doesn’t go gung-ho and run forward like a maniac,” Gilbert grumbled. “Or when Bianca doesn’t keep flashing everyone.”

“Keep up,” Naomi said.

“Sorry!” Bianca chirped.

Zarian laughed as insults flew across the campfire before they settled on the nitty gritty of their growth. Everyone was vastly stronger than they were before reaching the surface. Their skills had grown fast.

Other than Zarian and Naomi, who had already advanced their skills, the other three were at the cusp of seeing their skills advanced. Zarian felt relieved that his party was more likely to survive without him having to hover over them constantly.

Of course, his growth was the most stellar. He’d broken into the low thirties, now Level 33. He had the Black Fire spell under his belt, which could help dominate fights even more.

In fact, the Black Fire spell paired well with Gilbert’s Healing Force – the War Healer Trainee could deny healing of a single target with his Healing Force set to ‘cancel,’ which helped against high vitality targets who could regenerate.

“Damn, Gilbert, you are an all-around good tank and support for us,” Zarian admitted.

Gilbert took his time to answer, looking into the campfire. “I don’t want to make the same mistake I did with Kenneth.”

The mood soured a little, but Gilbert didn’t let it stay that way. “Enough about me. You’re the one who’s got powers out the wazoo. Now you get buffed up by Para and you can cast multiple spells when you couldn’t before.”

Zarian jolted in his seat, nearly throwing himself off the forest floor. His log seat tumbled away after his backside smacked into it.

He had to remind himself that his body was more resilient and physically capable than before. He wasn’t Naomi or Gilbert’s equal in Strength – Naomi now had 70 in Strength, Gilbert had 62 in Strength, and Zarian had 24 in Strength.

But Zarian still felt like a powerhouse because of his Overpower trait combined with the parasitic threads enhancing his body.

It was almost peculiar that Parasite Cloak +1 used a distinct language in the first advancement instead of the usual stats, but that was a curiosity for another day. Zarian’s heart was pounding fast after what Gilbert had said.

“Whoa, chief, whoa! Am I not supposed to toss the praise your way or something?” Gilbert held up his hands.

Zarian reached down and hoisted the big man off the forest floor. His Parasite Cloak snapped and wavered dynamically around the campfire hangout.

“Did you say I could multicast spells?” Zarian asked.

“Yeah, that’s what I said? What? You didn’t notice! You used the Black Fire thing while Loner was still upright.”

Zarian dropped Gilbert, and the big man landed with a thump. He grumbled under his breath as Zarian stalked around the campfire.

Naomi watched their party leader like a hawk. Bianca and Hannah looked up, concerned and interested.

Zarian’s bewildered gaze landed on Loner. Then Zarian stretched out his hand and called upon his newest spell.

He felt resistance, but it wasn’t terrible. His mind’s eye split and envisioned two different spells from the grimoire. He felt his aura split down different channels that he was in charge of, not the System.

Black and gray embers flicked into existence and covered his stretched out hand.

Zarian gawked at the spell before bringing up his profile to look for a new trait. That meant one of two things.

Either this power was separate from the System.

Or he’d created his own trait, and the System hadn’t made it official yet.

Am I the creator of my power? Does the System dig up what’s potentially inside of us and then present it as abilities listed on our profile for easier use?

Zarian looked at Gilbert. He was the only one outside of Zarian who had a strange supernatural quirk from the old world.

The Extra Life trait resulted from Gilbert’s prior specialness, just like how Zarian’s Straight Darkness had shown up before the Advanced Integration.

“Guys, if we work hard enough, we can make our own powers,” Zarian said. “Just think about that for the rest of the night.”

All conversations ended there, each one having their own council with themselves. The next morning, Zarian was greeted by a notification that wasn’t exactly what he’d expected.

<You’ve grown, earning the traits Fractured Mind (Uncommon) and Basic Aura Manipulation (Rare)!>

<Fractured Mind (Uncommon): Your mind has cracks, but it is not wholly broken. Your mentality can work in strange and unique ways that may or may not require professional help. >

<Basic Aura Manipulation (Rare): You’re now able to manipulate aura inside and outside of you at the basic level. This can broaden your mystical horizons.>

“But how does all that lead to me … wait a minute.” Zarian got to his feet, shaking off his grogginess and ignoring his peckish hunger.

He found Loner hanging out by himself. Then he extended his hand and conjured the Black Fire spell.

Just like before, he split his mind’s eye between two different disciplines of spellcraft runes. However, he paid closer attention to his aura around him.

He could honestly feel it flow inside and outside of him in a constant cycle. Part of his aura split off and fed into his cracked brain, enhancing his splintered visualization to support two spells.

He’d never created a new ability to cast multiple spells. He’d basically rewired his own brain to support his visualization of multiple runic symbols while controlling his aura to boost his unique mind.

Hell, he could feel the effect it had on him. His brain felt like it was sitting calmly in an abyss, the pieces held together while it fractured to multicast powerful black magic spells from a soulbound grimoire.

“Your eyes,” said a feminine voice to his side.

He twisted around and noticed Naomi watching him.

“What about them?” he asked.

“They’re usually brown. Now they’re pitch black. The type of black that’s so dark it feels like I’ll fall into them and get lost. Forever.”

Zarian nodded slowly before ending the Black Fire spell and releasing his manipulation of aura. All of this would require extensive testing. This might lead to unlocking Aura Ignition.

“I have good news.” Naomi shifted from side to side nervously.

What the hell? Zarian had to stop himself from gawking at her. You don’t get nervous. It’s so creepy. Cute, but creepy.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I’ve earned a trait of my own,” she blurted out, looking relieved. “It’s called Physical Phenom, and it does what it sounds like, making everything about my body better. It’s only uncommon, but it’s something, right? I also got 2 more stat points in Strength.”

Zarian smiled broadly. “Atta girl, I’m proud.”

Naomi nodded and walked away stiffly. He watched her go before turning to face the early dawn.

Zarian forgot about his detest of the daylight and only thought of the endless possibilities.

Aura Channeler made it so he could do more of the same with less effort. Enemies who could disrupt aura and other people’s abilities would find that hard to pull off with him.

Basic Aura Manipulation made it so that he could control aura in unique ways outside of his abilities. For example, he used a separate aura channel to empower his cracked brain so he could visualize the multicast.

Fractured Mind was the System’s acknowledgment of his uncommon way of thinking.

The lack of direct multicast support had to mean it was a hard rule the System stood by with most wizards – unless the wizard had undergone self-lobotomy to get past that hard rule. Thus, the System ended up notifying him of a few things he’d gained by accident, circumventing the hard rule.

He cheated the System by having a screwed up head.

“I almost feel like I should thank any god on my side,” Zarian said. “Which is basically Shadowfell, it seems like.”

He’d mentioned to his party last night how the gods approved or disapproved of him again, but the conversation over the gods’ involvement was brushed aside for later. So far, Shadowfell was two for two of approving Zarian.

So Zarian threw a bone her way. “Yeah, okay, I’ll give you some appreciation, even though you are kind of messy. Thanks, Shadowfell, and System, for approving of my overpowered growth and not nerfing me completely.”

A weird shadow passed over him from behind. He turned to look and saw nothing unusual, only the blocky verdant forest and the light from the rising sun.

Zarian’s cloak slowly crawled around the outside of his body and shielded him from the sun. When he amplified the darkness of his hood, Zarian noticed the aura channels linking Dark Affinity to reality, which deepened the shadows under his hood and cloak.

He watched how he only needed a tiny, tiny amount of aura to bend the world of physics and laws to his whim.

Zarian ran around the forest like a headless chicken, testing out anything that came to his Fractured Mind. He didn’t care what it was as long as it felt feasible.

Yes, he even ran fully into a blocky tree and tried to condense aura in front of him to stop the collision.

That ended up as a failure followed by a visit to the local War Healer Trainee.

Zarian ran into the blocky tree again, but this time he flooded his body intensely with aura.

He visited the War Healer Trainee once more after that failed.

Then he was back to running around, trying to make aura do things outside of his abilities. He hadn’t figured out anything new yet, but he enjoyed sensing his aura roll, weave, and somersault inside and outside him. He laughed and jumped around like a wild man beast having fun in the forest.

Off to the side, his party watched while following their morning routine and having breakfast.

“There are dark and evil forces around him,” Bianca said, warming up meat with her Searing Light Flashes. “But he’s acting adorable and having fun. He makes me feel conflicted sometimes.”

“He’s got a new power, that’s for sure,” Naomi said, working up a sweat with deep squats with a large boulder held over her head.

“I need coffee if this is going to be more of a thing,” Gilbert said, sending out his Healing Force when Zarian ran into something again. “Hannah, you think they have coffee in Bramblevale?”

Hannah was tinkering with some runes on her Roller Golem, only looking up when Zarian ran nearby. “Maybe we can pray to a friendly god to have it delivered directly.”

Gilbert frowned. “No. I must stay strong.”

Zarian zipped by the party again, roaring like a creature who was half man, half animal.

Gilbert’s frown deepened. For a split second, he looked weak enough to break his spiritual beliefs from the old world. He withstood against the temptation, however, even at the sacrifice of his limited sanity.




35: Copying Skills

Zarian knew he was acting crazy, but the recent power ups reminded him why he’d made a scene in the mall and opened a portal to another world.

He wanted to play with magic and grow his dark powers further to new heights. He wanted to live in a place like the Infinita Star System where he could go wild.

It was stupid of Ariana to have resorted to lies and manipulation. She could’ve told the truth from the start. It wouldn’t have changed anything. Zarian would’ve gone full-tilt into that portal.

A small part of him felt a dull and distant sense of guilt for the deaths. Then that feeling faded once more, promising to grow more dull and distant.

His attention veered toward a new idea using his Fractured Mind and rare aura traits.

Zarian lunged upward off the power of his reinforced legs and with a push of the flesh tendrils from his cloak. Combining both sent him up far higher than he’d expected, clearing three stories in a single bound.

He struck feet first on the side of a blocky tower with tree branches poking out through the gaps, activating his Surface Walker Boots. His parasite-fused body had no trouble standing horizontal despite the pull of gravity.

He felt like a true vampire as he walked upward on the shaded side and paid attention to how his aura interacted with his boots.

He could almost perceive how they weaved into the runic patterns set on the boots, but his vision of runes outside of his own abilities was foggy at best.

He’d tried watching Hannah work to see if he could learn runes using his Identify trait, but they never stuck.

With aura manipulation, things felt a little easier. As long as his aura was engaged, he could almost map out the symbols, even if it was fuzzy and unclear.

Further study was needed. But that was for later. Right now, he had another idea for kicks and giggles.

He thickened and reinforced the darkness under his hood and cloak by pouring more aura through his Dark Affinity.

Zarian expected he could influence darkness outside of straight lines because of his affinity. Aura Channeler and Basic Aura Manipulation made it easier for him to brute force past the System limitations.

He hadn’t figured out how to use his aura manipulation to do things outside of his current abilities.

But he could definitely do more with his current abilities than ever before, or at the very least, he could do more with less struggle far easier.

The darkness under his cloak grew so dense it was almost crushing for him. He had a hard time walking up the tree now because of the metaphysical weight

He crossed the point where physics got heavily involved and gave the darkness actual weight that affected him. He soon felt the consequence of physics-weighted darkness when he stepped on a loose spot.

A piece of stone gave way from the wall, and Zarian careened down the tree’s side.

Zarian thought about shifting the darkness under his cloak into a light cushion. He would’ve second-guessed himself under normal conditions and used the usual ways to save himself: Para the Parasite Cloak.

One part of his Fractured Mind said ‘No balls’ to the other part of his Fractured Mind. After that, he committed all the way, applying his aura traits as quickly as he could during a six-story fall near terminal velocity.

“You pain in the ass!” Naomi shouted, running in to catch him from underneath.

Her mouth opened and closed in surprise. The cushion of darkness under the cloak softened the catch for them both.

It felt like Zarian landed in her arms while strapped with the softest pillows.

It didn’t last long since this wasn’t the original use for Dark Affinity, and he was stretching it way out of context. It cost him much of his aura to do, so the extra fluffy darkness dispersed away once he stopped focusing on it.

“My hero,” Zarian said, chuckling darkly.

Naomi struggled on what to say next. A few awkward seconds later, she noticed she still had Zarian in her arms and promptly set him down on his feet.

She opened her mouth, ready for a Marine-style ass-chewing, but Zarian cut her off by squeezing in close.

He reached out from the darkness of his cloak and took her hand. Then he pulled it under his cloak and pressed her hand against his chest.

“What are you doing?” Naomi asked with a stony expression.

“Feeling your aura flow and seeing what happens when I interact with it. My new traits are Fractured Mind, uncommon, and Basic Aura Manipulation, rare. I didn’t get the multicast ability I wanted. Instead, I tore up my brain and discovered aura control.”

Naomi was stumped at what to say. Her expressions shifted from worry to anger to worry again and then something more subtle.

She looked at him with a concerned gaze in her brown eyes and asked, “Are you okay, Zarian?”

He looked up and let the darkness fade from around his lower face. “I’m okay. I’m playing around now, but I’ll have a handle on it once I get the power up jitters out of me. Want to know the cool thing I just discovered?”

Naomi hesitated before falling for the bait. She loved being in the Infinita Star System herself.

Zarian closed his eyes and breathed deeply.

Hell, his lungs felt stronger because of the parasitic threads. A stronger body could lead to a stronger mind, making it easier to handle his Fractured Mind once he focused on a singular objective: Naomi’s aura.

It differed from his aura. He had a dark and weighty aura while hers felt squishy and electric, far from what he’d expected out of Naomi.

Her aura had a psychic feel to it, centered on her brain and Willpower. The electrical pulses represented how the brain used neurons to send signals via electrochemistry.

That was the major difference at first touch.

When he delved deeper, he noticed sparks of aura flaring and flashes of runic symbols appearing and disappearing. The further he tried to look, the fuzzier they seemed, not meant for him to grasp.

Still, he could tell one of her abilities was highly active.

He pushed a thread of his own aura into her aura.

“Whoa, whoa, that’s weird,” Naomi said.

Zarian pulled back. “Sorry, that’s my aura manipulation. What did it feel like?”

“It felt almost spiritual, or beyond spiritual. Maybe more mystical than I’m used to. I felt a sort of magic that went beyond what I usually feel when I use my abilities.”

“That’s you responding to my aura inside of yours.” A troubling thought bounced through the fractured spaces of his mind. He cursed under his breath before saying, “Fuck, sorry, should’ve asked for permission. This is going to be … invasive. Can you use one of your abilities and let me test something?”

“Go ahead, I trust you.”

Zarian hesitated because Naomi meant what she said one hundred percent. The loyalty from her was something else.

Pushing ahead, Zarian threaded a strand of his aura into hers. Naomi shivered from the mystical burrowing before settling down as he worked. He reached the active symbols and tried to interact with them.

“Hm, whoa. That’s my Tranquil Mind +1, sir,” Naomi informed.

Her Tranquil Mind helped her remain calm in stressful situations and see things more clearly than normal. The +1 Advancement made it possible for her to remove mental debuffs on whim, which was a precious ability.

Zarian wasn’t certain what he could do other than brush his aura strand against it and feel the fuzzy skill runes. Could he trace her skill runes and learn her power for himself?

No, Zarian didn’t think it was that easy.

Or maybe it was.

While one strand traced over her Tranquil Mind +1, Zarian tried to replicate her ability similarly inside of him.

At first, nothing happened, as his aura deformed when he tried to twist it into shapes to match Naomi’s skill runes. Then, with the help of his Fractured Mind, he learned to separate the process.

One part of his mind slowly traced Naomi’s runes again and again. It was a complicated process with geometric shapes and hieroglyphic symbols.

Another part of his mind replicated the skill runes piece by piece. Zarian had to close his eyes, slow his breathing, and focus more than ever before. Then … the impossible happened.

<You’ve copied the skill: Tranquil Mind!>

<Tranquil Mind (Level 0): Clear your mind of worries and stressors. See your objectives and your options with more serenity and fewer mental obstructions. Scales with Willpower.>

“I’ve copied your skill. It’s in my beta section now.”

“You’re messing with me.”

“I’m not. I have a copy of Tranquil Mind. But it’s Level 0. I think I can only get the weakest version since it’s missing some parts. I don’t even think I can level it up.”

He might not need levels to benefit with his aura traits and a high enough Willpower.

He felt Tranquil Mind’s subtle effects now. His Fractured Mind felt smoother and more natural. There was more peace and clarity.

Yeah, he could work with this just fine, Level 0 or not.

“Give me something in return,” Naomi requested.

“Well, let’s see. Straight Darkness?”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure if this would even work. And what would I do with a Level 0 version of that skill?”

Fair point. It would be more of a detriment than help. Level 0 of his skills wouldn’t suit Naomi without the proper support. And he couldn’t see her traits as visibly as he could see her skills.

The same went for his own traits. He could push on them with aura manipulation, but they were extremely fuzzy and somewhat too entrenched for him to trace or mess with.

“How about a Level 0 version of Adrenaline Jolt? That one scales with Agility, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, it does.”

They called Gilbert over.

“Hey, y’all, we need to get back to the soldier camp before they come seeking us out and thinking we’re doing weird … things … in the forest.”

Gilbert looked at Zarian standing with the middle of his cloak parted while Naomi had her hand pressed where his chest should be. The darkness was too deep for them to see her hand.

“Gilbert, give me your hand,” Zarian ordered.

“Give him the hand,” Naomi demanded as well.

Gilbert sighed and reached into the darkness under Zarian’s cloak.

Immediately, Zarian could tell Gilbert had a vastly different aura.

His aura was lively, hale, and filled with such health it could’ve been a good example of vitality if it wasn’t aura. Still, Zarian could see Gilbert’s aura matched the man well – almost like a healthy bull filled with life.

He asked for Gilbert’s permission and explained the process of his aura weaving into Gilbert’s. The big man gave Zarian his consent, bracing himself for the weird sensations to come.

“Activate Adrenaline Jolt so I can see it better,” Zarian requested.

Gilbert shot himself with magic adrenaline and looked about ready to run off and achieve stellar feats of physical prowess. His skill showed up clearly, and it was another set of complex geometric symbols and hieroglyphic text.

Zarian decided to first copy it over from Gilbert to himself to make the process of transfers easier.

This one worked under a different philosophy and stressed Zarian’s ability to trace and transfer like he was cramming for a biology test. Level 0 Tranquil Mind plus Fractured Mind helped a ton, decreasing mistakes made and speeding up improvements.

Eventually, he succeeded.

<You’ve copied the skill: Adrenaline Jolt!>

<Adrenaline Jolt (Level 0): Activate to give yourself or someone nearby a shot of arcane adrenaline. Your physical capabilities, concentration, and endurance will increase for a duration. Too much can lead to lethargy. Scales with Agility.>

“No freaking way. You can copy skills now?” Gilbert’s mouth fell open, eyes wide.

“I’m going to see if I can transfer those copies to … huh. That was easy.”

<You’ve copied your skill, Adrenaline Jolt, onto Naomi Washington, Level 27 Battle Psion Initiate!>

“I have it! I have it!” Naomi shouted. “I even unlocked the beta section. It went straight there. And … yeah … I can’t switch it into my alpha skills, so what you say about it being basic and stuck at Level 0 might be true. I can still use it, but it’s nowhere near as good as my real skills.”

That made sense to Zarian. It was a grafted Level 0 skill swapped around by a wizard. He wasn’t the System itself.

In fact, he wouldn’t suggest for them to rely on Level 0s unless they had no other options, or they wanted to use them for small benefits. Before Gilbert uttered another word, Zarian transferred Tranquil Mind to him.

<You’ve copied your skill, Tranquil Mind, onto Gilbert McDonald, Level 26 War Healer Trainee!>

“That’s mighty nice and all, but you know I don’t have the highest Willpower around, right? I won’t get much from a Level 0 skill like Tranquil Mind. And I need to spend my aura wisely.”

“Better to have it when you need it than to not have it,” Zarian said, shrugging. “Excuse me, as I transfer these two quality-of-life skills to everyone.”

He gave the Level 0 skills to Hannah and Bianca. Then he tried to copy their skills. He ran into a few snags right away.

Hannah’s skills were hugely complicated and fuzzed out so much they were unintelligible to him. Bianca’s skills were blocked off by a wall of goodness that didn’t like his evil darkness invading in her aura space.

Disappointed, but not deterred, Zarian went back to Gilbert and tried to copy his other skills. Healing Force was way too fuzzy and out of reach. Tranquilizer Touch kept failing on him. It just wouldn’t stick.

“I think I can only get one skill from one person that isn’t too complicated or blocked off by an alignment,” Zarian explained. “At least for now.”

“Shoot, really?” Naomi frowned. “You don’t think my Mind Spike would’ve been better?”

“I think Tranquil Mind is what I need most,” Zarian explained. “With that skill, plus a dose of Adrenaline Jolt, I’ll feel really nice.”

“High speed?” Naomi started.

“Low drag!” Zarian finished.

Gilbert shook his head at the Marines. “Come on. This freaky wizardry magic stuff is fun and all, but let’s go check on those kids before they get too antsy.”

“He’s using the tranquil skill. He sounds way too calm,” Zarian said.

“It’s a reliable skill,” Naomi admitted. “Beta Level 0 or not, it’s a relaxer.”

Zarian nodded. “Well, while you guys stay relaxed around the traumatized child soldiers, I’m going on a forest excursion with Bianca.”

Naomi, Gilbert, and Hannah – who was nearby with her Roller Golem – turned to Bianca, who was minding her own business. Even Loner, who stayed leaned up against a tree, straightened up and glanced over at Bianca.

Noticing their stares, Bianca fidgeted. “Que paso?” What happened?

“Shoot a searing flash blast in that direction!” Zarian pointed up and far away from him.

With no hesitation, Bianca gathered bulbs of mini solar flares around her. She had two dozen glinting bulbs before she drew them into her palms, compressed them together, and pushed her hands forward in the direction Zarian indicated.

She shot a quick, searing beam that scorched the surfaces of a few stony trees.

That was a large show of her power, and Zarian immediately noticed her aura drop, even from a distance. It was a faint feeling, but he could sense it better now after having connected his aura with hers earlier.

While he couldn’t trace and copy her skills, he noticed another thing he could do with aura manipulation.

He stayed outside of arm’s reach from Bianca and shaped his aura into a miniature bridge to connect with hers – her aura reminded him of the heavens opening up on a sunny bright day with a rainbow in the sky.

He didn’t like it much. He felt sparks of discomfort from touching auras with her.

He felt her good alignment trying to burn him out, and his evil alignment trying to corrupt her.

He pushed through anyway as Bianca shuddered, then Zarian released control.

Bianca’s aura ate his aura.

It was horrifying.

Zarian felt a chunk of his darkened aura get ripped away. He felt its last moments getting churned, purified, and reabsorbed into Bianca’s aura.

She was none the wiser until Bianca jumped into the air and shrieked in Spanish. She immediately calmed down, making some decent use of her Level 0 Tranquil Mind while examining herself.

“I feel like my magic took in something icky before filling up with aura all the way to the top.” Bianca looked at Zarian in amazement. “You can feed me your aura?”

“Ironically, it’s easier with you. The others don’t have opposing auras and alignments. So my aura slides through them mainly and absorbs slower.”

“When have you been testing that?” Hannah asked, surprised.

“While we were messing around with skill copies,” Zarian explained. “You guys kept nibbling at my aura. Bianca straight up wolfs it down after purifying it. Naomi has a moderate dark appetite. Gilbert is indifferent but accepting to small amounts. And Hannah, you’re a picky eater, like your aura is trying to understand every bite of mine at a slow pace. By the way, your aura looks like a bunch of puzzle pieces in the shape of indecipherable runes rearranging themselves.”

Hannah opened and closed her mouth, not sure what to say to that.

Zarian went on to tell everyone what their aura seemed like: brainy electric neurons for Naomi, vigorously healthy bull for Gilbert, a heavenly rainbow sky for Bianca, and Hannah’s could be summed up as a runic jigsaw puzzle.

Zarian’s was a darkened void, of course.

“Anyway, I’m taking Bianca with me to do some forest training. By the time she comes back, she’s going to be our laser cannon.” Tentacles from the Parasite Cloak ensnared Bianca’s body and lifted her off the forest floor.

“See you later, guys,” Bianca said nervously.

Zarian hunkered down, pushed his aura to the soles of his boots, then blasted the ground with a dense outpour of Straight Darkness +1. The twin torrents of darkness came out as more of a soft jettison than a solid beam.

Bianca screamed as she and Zarian rocketed away into the air with a whoosh. The verdant leaves, blocky forest towers, and reaching brown branches blurred past them as Zarian sent them into a looping spiral.

He howled and laughed the whole time as Bianca screamed and sobbed.

Remaining down below, Naomi, Gilbert, and Hannah watched Zarian disappear with Bianca.

Once their party leader’s howling, bestial, and dark laughter faded with Bianca’s tearful sobbing, Naomi turned toward the camp of soldiers and started her way there.

“I’m still a little slow on what just happened,” Gilbert said. “Am I still asleep and dreaming?”

Naomi snapped her fingers and sent a red line of magic into Gilbert. The Level 0 Adrenaline Jolt perked the big man up a little.

“Okay, point taken,” Gilbert said.

“I’m a little jealous,” Hannah admitted. “I would rather do spontaneous forest training and learn more about Zarian’s new abilities than deal with the sheltered medieval children.”

“You weren’t there in our tower, Hannah, but Bianca struggled a little,” Naomi said from over her shoulder, continuing her march. “It felt like she had to ‘dim’ herself while me and Gilbert went in to bring the ruckus. So, it’s Bianca’s turn to get worked over by the sir and feel special.”

“I don’t think that’s what she’s feeling,” Gilbert said, following Naomi.

Hannah followed third with her golem and the lone goblin skeleton on either side of her. “I’m glad I can tell what you said was strictly innocent, Gilbert.”

“Oh, come on, get your mind out of the gutter! And Naomi started it!”

Naomi looked back with a blank face. “What do you mean? I’m a perfect angel, unlike a dirty sinner like you.”

Gilbert hit her with a bigger Adrenaline Jolt, which had Naomi bouncing all over the place. He soon regretted it when she snatched him off his feet and ran around with him held over her head.

Fortunately, he had his Tranquilizer Touch.

Then he regretted using that skill when he had to carry Naomi the rest of the way to the soldiers.

It wasn’t until later when Gilbert realized Naomi could’ve dampened his tranquilizer skill with her abilities.

He’d carried her for no reason.




36: Evil Forest Wulvers

Zarian’s entire body was on fire, the enjoyable kind. His mind was lit like a cluster of stars. He hadn’t eaten breakfast on purpose, allowing the unreasonable hunger to build up inside of him.

It was a new tool for him to test and explore.

For most of his life, Zarian’s hunger had tired him, hurt him, and made his development as a person difficult. 

When he was in the Marines, he’d eaten as quickly and as much as he could. He’d wanted to make up for the years of lack.

He loved the chow hall for letting him eat as much as he wanted, which became a regrettable loss when the Marines had kicked him out.

For the first time in his life, Zarian chose to weaponize his hunger. He sharpened it with a combination of Tranquil Mind and Adrenaline Jolt. He benefited significantly from the Level 0 skills because of his rare aura traits, channeler and manipulation.

Adrenaline Jolt needed more attention because it scaled with his Agility stat, which was much lower than his Willpower that Tranquil Mind scaled with. That was no problem. He tweaked the balance between the two Level 0 skills to get the right amount.

Once perfected, Zarian felt like he was greased lightning on the edge of a sharpened knife. He had clarity and intensity supporting his Fractured Mind, going further than what most people would think was possible for someone who should be broken.

He could observe and act toward things with more ingenuity and snappiness than ever before.

He was zooming hardcore.

Hence why he daringly flew around thick branches and the stony trunks of towered trees like a death-seeking daredevil. He kept funneling power into the twin jets of darkness blasting from his feet with enough force to make the wind roar around him.

Bianca’s screams quieted until they went into another curvy, spiraling, seemingly impossible flight maneuver a jet fighter might find troubling.

They weren’t moving at jet speeds, of course.

Not yet, at least.

At some point, Zarian let go of the exhilarating flight thrills and softened up the ride, for Bianca’s sake.

Para’s tendrils unraveled from around Bianca while they went on a slow dive. Zarian waited for gravity to pull Bianca down into his arms, catching her shivering body.

From there, they entered a stable flight, the Parasite Cloak spreading wide into leathery wings with a bony frame, almost similar to a dragon-shaped glider.

Zarian provided the thrust with jets of darkness from his legs. He readjusted the levels of his tranquility and adrenaline until he was in the perfect heightened state of calm.

“Zarian, we’re flying,” Bianca said in between hiccups, face covered in tears and snot. “And it doesn’t feel scary anymore.”

“My bad, I was riding on all sorts of highs,” Zarian said, ignoring the brightness of the aging morning. He tried to consider the view from Bianca’s point.

The forest dirt and cobble floor was a hundred feet below them. Their flight took them through leafy gaps between tall and thick tree branches or around the stone-covered bark of towered trees.

When they moved clear of a forest line, they soared a little higher and watched uneven hillocks of fortresses, courtyard fields of wildflowers, and unkempt gardens roll underneath them.

“So this is what Lois feels in Superman’s arms, except it’s the evil Superman,” Bianca said, sniffling. “It’s kinda fun when it’s not scary.”

Zarian smiled from under the darkness of his hood.

With his arms exposed while holding onto the do-gooder, it took more effort to shroud himself in darkness and keep out the sunlight. Still, the effort was worth Bianca’s enjoyment and curiosity.

“Also, why did you pick me?” Bianca asked. “Is it really for laser cannons?”

“That, and I want to see if I can push you to get a new trait and more levels. I think outside of me, you have the potential to deliver the most damage to a large group of enemies.”

“No way! Naomi’s so tough and fierce, and her Mind Spike +1 can affect multiple targets now. Gilbert can heal while fighting, and he endures damage that’ll kill me. Hannah’s got her new toys, and she’s super, super smart.”

Bianca fidgeted with her hands. “Isn’t that okay that I’m just flashy? The others can do more than me. I’m not that smart, either. And you’re all better than me. I just want to support you guys.”

Zarian’s smile turned fiercer. “As the one person who can probably hurt me as much as Naomi or more, I can’t accept that for you. I can envision you doing great things, Bianca.”

“Even when I’m good, and you’re evil?”

“Who else is going to balance me out? Absolute power without checks corrupts absolutely. I’ll probably do evil things here and there, but I do have to think thrice because of you. I don’t want my actions to hurt you unless I have no choice, and if that comes to be, you’ll be there to make me own up to it.”

“Nobody ever cared about my opinions so much before,” Bianca murmured. “I’m too dumb for that.”

“Yet, you’re one of the bravest people I’ve seen. Braver than some Marines I used to know.” Zarian tensed a little. “Whoever kept saying you were dumb doesn’t understand that people think in different ways. They can go fuck themselves.”

They left it at that.

They flew for hours. The suns crawled across the sky. The landscape shifted from thick, verdant forests, to hills, to fields of castle parts, and to everything intermingled in a natural chaos that was stunning.

Then, finally, they heard a howl, a commotion worthy of their time. They found the thing Zarian was looking for by going into the northern parts of Bramble Wolf Forest.

They found wulvers.

Zarian used Identify and explained to Bianca everything he saw.

<Forest Wulver, Monster, Level 36 Claw Ravager, Best Alpha Skill: Scary Howl>

<Forest Wulver, Monster, Level 37 Prey Tracker, Best Alpha Skill: Hunt Rush>

<Forest Wulver, Monster, Level 38 Crazed Battler, Best Alpha Skill: Battle Frenzy>

The wulvers looked like gnolls, but more wolfish than hyena-like. They ran swiftly on all fours while having humanoid arms and digitigrade legs, which they used to their advantage to fight upright like most humanoids.

The wulvers were smaller than gnolls, standing a little less than six feet, which was around Zarian’s height when upright. But they had a frenzied savageness to them that was monstrous, merciless, and terrible for the forest creatures that lived here.

The wulvers were attacking dire wolves. The dire wolves looked like the blown-up versions of the usual canines, reaching up to six feet at their shoulders. Despite the size difference, the wulvers were tearing apart the dire wolves.

<Dire Wolf, Beast, Level 24 Pack Hunter, Best Alpha Skill: Acute Smell>

<Dire Wolf, Beast, Level 25 Pack Defender, Best Alpha Skill: Harden Flesh>

<Dire Wolf, Beast, Level 25 Pack Howler, Best Alpha Skill: Sonic Bark>

There was a ten-level difference between the two sides. Worst yet, the wulvers were the aggressors. The pack of dire wolves fought to defend a hillock of broken fortresses covered in bushes and small, rooty trees.

Zarian stayed in the sky, soaring in a circle. He made it rain spectral spiders who used their translucent threads like parachutes.

While the stealthy paratroopers made their landing, Bianca pointed out something that summed up the battle fairly well.

A dire wolf pup poked its head out from a stone window at the top of the hillock. The dire pup cried out in fright as another adult dire wolf collapsed to the ground because of its heavy wounds.

The monstrous wulvers looked like they were getting closer to eradicating the dire wolves completely. First with the adults. Then they would wipe out the pups.

“It’s evil!” Bianca declared.

“It might be a natural part of the forest,” Zarian said, before realizing he was wrong. His Fractured Mind went in a different direction based on the context of Bianca’s declaration. “Oh, you’re feeling out their evil alignment.”

Zarian didn’t notice evil overtly. He was evil, so the evil alignment felt natural to him. Bianca, however, noticed right away.

“Yeah, the wulvers are evil! And the dire wolves are neutral. This isn’t a natural battle. And look, the monsters are having fun hurting the dire wolves even when they can’t fight anymore! Zarian, we have to go now!”

It was more ideal to watch the battle proceed and strike in the aftermath. The spectral spiders could take their time laying traps and binding the monsters. Bianca would be safer that way since the wulvers were mid to high 30s in level and a great danger to her.

Besides, having to mitigate damage to the dire wolves complicated everything, especially when Bianca’s best skill affected a wide range. Going down now wasn’t the most optimal choice.

“Okay, let’s go,” Zarian said, throwing the smart thing aside.

He’d brought Bianca here to grow. He refused to block her progress even if she was being a happy-go-lucky do-gooder.

He had enough power to make up for that.

The Parasite Cloak folded, and they dropped from the sky at dive bombing speeds. Bianca didn’t cry at all. She tensed up in his arms, ready for the fight, searing light gathering in her palms.

She left her sword sheathed in the weapon belt they’d taken off the soldiers. She must’ve known her melee fighting would do her no good against ferocious monsters ten levels above her.

Zarian’s hunger peaked as his cloak spread wide, killing the momentum of their drop and casting a deep shadow on the hillock combatants. From the darkness under his widespread cloak, a hundred dark bolts flew out and struck over a dozen wulvers.

The monsters cried out as the flesh-pulping, bone-breaking, and painful hits knocked them down. Just like that, Zarian halted their momentum and ceased the eradication of the dire wolves.

Now it was time to let Bianca play.

Zarian landed with Bianca on the line between the invasive wulvers and the pack of dire wolves. He placed Bianca down on a cleared stone block. He could already feel her aura roil aggressively.

She was pushing her Searing Flash Array to its limit.

Meanwhile, Zarian turned away and looked at the bloodied and hurt dire wolves.

They looked back at him warily. Some growled, bearing fangs. He ignored their threats and used Para’s tendrils to grab one of their wounded. He carefully moved the wounded dire wolf up to the higher shelf of fortified stone the pack was defending.

They’d been forced to retreat up to the entrance where their young pups hid, which worked out well for Zarian and Bianca. The Outsiders had higher ground here, at least above the invasive wulvers.

The dire wolf pack watched without attacking him, showing some intelligence. They stopped growling, and Bianca fired her biggest flash yet.

The daylight didn’t matter. In fact, it contributed to Bianca’s power. Her flash scorched the fur and flesh of six wulvers standing in a lane in front of her.

The other wulvers to the left and right of Bianca’s torrent of searing light suffered peripheral damage and were blinded. Bianca had a stroke of luck on the positioning, too, because nothing but invasive wulvers and corpses remained in front of her ferocious attack.

The wulvers howled, tripped backward, or swung their claws in a frenzy. The ones most affected rolled and tumbled with smoking fur and flesh, clawing at themselves savagely.

A few others howled with magic in their voices, piercing into Zarian’s mind and making him freeze up, becoming more vulnerable to counterattacks. Abilities that affected the mind directly, like Naomi’s, were a reminder to Zarian that he had his own list of vulnerabilities.

For now, at least.




37: Save The Cute Puppies

If it was anyone else the wulvers froze with a mind-invading magic howl, the wulvers would’ve torn through the pair of Outsiders and finished their genocide of the dire wolf pack. But Zarian was here, and he had a decent solution to the mind-paralyzing problem.

Adrenaline Jolt.

He boosted the Level 0 skill with his aura traits and brushed off the mind-invading paralysis. Then he sent a red line of arcane adrenaline into Bianca, but not too much.

She had her own version of the Level 0 skill. Zarian’s Fractured Mind kept track of that to avoid the lethargy backlash, especially while in the heat of battle.

Freed from the mind-invading paralysis, Bianca prepared another large, searing flash blast. She didn’t even wait to see if Zarian would feed her aura – she’d assumed correctly.

Zarian bridged the gap between their auras, sending her some of his for her to purify and consume. She needed time to charge up though, and the wulvers on the wings moved to pounce, sniffing out the humans while still blinded.

Zarian beat them back with blunt bolts of darkness. He had the high ground and easy vision.

He spread his Parasite Cloak wide, as well, darkening the shadow it produced while the late-afternoon suns beamed against his back.

Bianca’s light shone brightly even with Zarian’s darkness behind her. She kept collecting motes of sunlight from above or produced her own from her aura.

After the wulvers shook off the delaying dark bolts, they looked up and faced Bianca’s searing flash torrent again. This one hit with even more oomph.

Bianca screamed as she pushed her palms forward, using her all. Zarian smelled the air burning as a torrent of light, which was nearly as intense as a laser beam, caught more of the wulvers.

Bianca fried them a little deeper this time. Their fur burned off completely. Their flesh burst as boiling blood spilled from open wounds. Little trees, roots, vines, and stone-clinging moss burned and smoldered with them on the hillside.

Bianca wasn’t strictly all flash and glam anymore. She was pushing herself to be the reckoning of light and goodness as the wulvers suffered a pain like no other.

Zarian smiled darkly, finding the justice of his single do-gooder fitting. The monsters wanted to torture others, so they got to feel the same treatment.

“I’m going to try again!” Bianca shouted.

“Let me make it a little easier. They look like they might run.” Zarian raised one hand and lit it on fire with black and gray flames.

Now here was the fun part:

Prior to earning Fractured Mind and Basic Aura Manipulation, Zarian merged Black Fire with Straight Darkness +1 purely off of effort alone, especially with his darkness skill being in the beta section.

Yes, the new traits had been baking inside of him already, but they were incomplete at the time. So he didn’t truly have their full benefits against the Gnoll Force Monk last night.

He had to muscle his way past some hard-coded limits of the System to achieve victory over the monk.

That wasn’t a problem anymore because of aura manipulation and his mindset.

Zarian had a way easier time casting and controlling his newest spell, Black Fire. He made it rain dozens and dozens of black bolts and lit them on fire with black and gray flames.

He struck each wulver. The flames spread rapidly to consume their limited vitality. They had little left after all the damage Bianca had laid upon them, with more on the way.

Zarian was sure that if he used Bloody Lifesteal, the wulvers would die without vitality to regenerate their bodies and life energy to secure their souls. It was tempting to try.

He held back, however, and watched Bianca push herself to further heights.

“Holy shit.” Zarian’s blackened eyes widened at Bianca’s growing range of power as she showed off her crazy side. Amused, Zarian smiled sharply. “Go, go, Bianca.”

The former rum promoter, now Light Bringer Child, intensified her next salvo of Searing Flash Array. The light she absorbed from the suns raced into both hands. Her aura was lit with so much power as she charged up that it affected the physical world.

Her blond hair wavered up and around her head. Her skin glowed with a bright golden white light. More golden white light beamed from her eyes and her mouth. She let out a soft hum that rose in volume, crescendoing into a full-on scream of righteous wrath.

“I WILL SAVE THE CUTE PUPPIES!” Bianca screamed, thrusting her hands forward, pouring everything out at two overlapping angles.

The laser-like flash beams eradicated the flesh from the bones of the wulvers. It was like watching a group of monsters meeting their end to a nuclear blast, but more magical. Their scorched bones fell back down the hillock of forts, clattering as they went.

Unfortunately, she missed a few who had run away already, but her kill count was pretty nice.

Zarian chuckled as he extended a finger and aimed it like a gun. He manipulated his darkness to gather at the tip as he sighted one of the fleeing targets.

“Bang.”

He turned a wulver’s head into bloody mist and bone bits spraying over the base of the hillock. Its body tumbled and flopped like a sack of muscled meat.

“Bang.”

He hit one straight through the back and created a hole so comically big he could stick his head through it. Flesh, rib fragments, and parts of its spine, heart, and lungs splattered the stones underneath as it fell dead.

“Huh, I forgot to ask. Is shooting them while they run away evil to you?” Zarian asked, lining up his next shot.

Bianca was sitting on a piece of stone, shivering, covered in sweat, looking down at her burnt hands. She glanced up and thought about the question seriously.

“They are evil, and I’ve witnessed them conduct evil, so I don’t feel the need to extend mercy to them. Keep going, por favor.” Please.

Zarian hit the second-to-last in the base of its back and bisected it from the sheer force of the shot. The wulver’s upper body spiraled through the air like it was more of a dummy than a real living and breathing creature.

“That last one is running fast. Going to be a hard shot.” He said, squinting.

Zarian prepared a single javelin of dense darkness, raising it above his head with a palm under its shaft. He focused his Fractured Mind, slicked with tranquility, intensified with adrenaline, and casually threw the big javelin forward once its density peaked.

He missed the wulver.

That was fine. The javelin struck a nearby hill of blocky stones and blasted it apart with so much meteoric force he sent heavy stone fragments flying in all directions.

Normally, the wulvers had high enough vitality that they could survive the crushing strike of a flying stone block. But after suffering under Bianca’s searing flash torrents and having the rest of its vitality eaten up by the Black Fire spell, the last wulver became a pulp of minced flesh and broken bones under the flying debris. 

Zarian was powerful enough that he didn’t need to always hit directly to make an impact.

<You’ve defeated 15 Forest Wulver Monsters, Levels 34 to 39!>

<Your skill, Spectral Spiders, leveled up from 8 to 9!>

Zarian wondered what led to his spectral spiders gaining a level. He looked back and saw the spiders interacting with the dire wolf pack by patching up their wounds with webbing.

They sealed the bleeding and used branches and twigs to set broken bones straight. They used silly dances to entertain the puppies looking out from their hiding holes and arched windows.

“You all are the most helpful spiders I’ve seen.” Zarian shook his head in disbelief. “How are we looking, Bianca?”

“I’ve gained four levels personally, and I now have Searing Flash Array +1,” Bianca said, with a peaceful smile on her face. “I can intensify the light for increased damage, especially when I gather from other light sources.”

Zarian weakened the darkness under his hood so Bianca could see his proud smile. Then the System appeared to add its input.

<Forest Wulvers have always been an invasive species in the Bramble Wolf Forest, brought here from somewhere else where they’re usually prey for bigger beasts and monsters. Unfortunately, they’ve run rampant. Help the forest and passing travelers by clearing out a big den!>

<Side Quest 2 (Uncommon): Exterminate Big Forest Wulvers Den!>

“What does your alignment say about that?” Zarian gestured toward the shared quest.

“It’s troubling.” Bianca frowned. “I don’t know if I can kill the wulver puppies if they have them.”

“You won’t have to.”

“Zarian,” Bianca whined softly. “That’s so dark and bleak.”

“That’s what I’m here for.”

Bianca fixed him with a hard look. Before she mustered up whatever she wanted to say, a dire wolf padded carefully around Zarian and toward Bianca.

The wolf kept its head low, sniffing, looking left and right carefully, before closing the distance on Bianca all the way. Then the wolf licked over Bianca’s wounded hands.

Zarian waited for the magic to happen. Gradually, Bianca’s hands healed under the soft licks before Zarian said, “That’s their healer. It’s returning the favor for our help.”

“I’ll do it,” Bianca declared.

“The quest?”

“The everything.”

“You sure?”

“Being good, Zarian, doesn’t mean being nice in the face of true evil. And I don’t want to hide behind you when I can do the work, right? So … I’ll do it.”

“Gonna kill babies, huh? That’s hardcore, Bianca.”

“You said I’m braver than some Marines. I want to live up to that, papi.”

Zarian froze.

Bianca’s eyes shot wide open.

After an awkward silence, Bianca broke into a fit of giggles and waved it all off. “Let’s keep that between us? I know how people can take that weirdly.”

“It’s fine. We’re from Florida. You can be you if that feels natural. In fact, we should all probably learn Spanish. Since this world and possibly the other worlds in the Star System might have English as a common language, we could use Spanish when we’re around strangers and want to keep stuff within the party.”

Bianca brightened at hearing that. After all, Spanish speakers, or anyone with their own language, usually appreciated when you spoke the same back or made the attempt, at least. Zarian knew that from growing up in the streets of Miami.

The Dire Wolf Pack Healer finished fixing up Bianca’s hands. Zarian used the meat of a crispy wulver to feed his own ravenous hunger while Para ate her fill of the remaining burnt corpses. Bianca reserved her appetite for something less humanoid they would hunt later.

They waited for the spectral spiders to finish frolicking and dancing around with the pups before he sent them on a recon mission to find the wulvers’ main den. Then they bid the dire wolves a farewell before Zarian scooped up Bianca into his arms.

They lifted off on twin jets of darkness. Para spread the cloak wide into wings once they reached a good enough altitude.

“We’ll use the wolf pack as a meetup point with the spectral spiders every hour or so. Either they’ll find the wulvers or we will. From there, we’re going to work on some close quarters fighting,” Zarian explained.

“I hope we find them soon before sunset.”

“We’ll attack in the morning if that happens.”

Bianca looked into his darkened face with surprise. “But you’ll be stronger in the dark.”

“Again, this outing isn’t entirely about me. This is about you. You should be significantly stronger when we see the others.”

Bianca nodded before asking, “Did you get new levels?”

“Other than one for the spectral spiders, no.”

“But you did a lot of work!”

“It wasn’t hard enough for me, and I’m higher in levels. I talked with Hannah about this before, and she agrees with me. I think level ups happen based on a couple of factors. Difficulty. Nuance. Facing challenges higher than you. Or significant differences in level and power. Just like growing vitality, I don’t think levels are a static sub-system within the Star System.”

“How do you know?”

“Think of the soldiers. They’re trained for wall defending. They’ve lived in the Star System far longer than us even if they’re younger. We’re surpassing their levels in months when they took years to get where they are. And you know why?”

Bianca pursed her lips to think. “They’re not Outsiders?”

Zarian’s Fractured Mind sputtered a little. Despite his organized scatter brained thinking, he’d missed that factor.

Being Outsiders came with hidden benefits from the System such as not getting corrupted by Shadowfell Tears. They could have an experience boost, too, but Zarian doubted that.

“I think it has more to do with us being more aggressive while they’re more passive. We’re facing tougher challenges while they face challenges more appropriate to their levels or lower. But you might have a point that us being Outsiders could give us an experience boost.”

“Hm, maybe, maybe not! But do you think I’ll be so strong I’ll … be scary?” Bianca giggled as if she couldn’t imagine anyone would fear her growing power.

Zarian cackled like a villain, and Bianca looked at him nervously, unable to perceive the depraved depths of his Fractured Mind. It couldn’t be helped.

Making Bianca so scary that people would run away screaming at her was too amusing.




38: Let’s Go Kill Babies

There was no sign of the monster den while Zarian and Bianca flew around in the air. At least not from close to the dire wolf pack.

Their hopes picked up when they saw a squad of spectral spiders waiting near the dire wolf pack. By then, the intelligent beasts had grown accustomed to seeing the Outsiders come and go near their den.

Adults and pups watched from on top of a shattered fortress grafted into their blocky hillock. Nightfall arrived, and the spectral spiders explained what they saw through a communicative dance that Zarian could understand.

The invasive monsters were to the northeast, not that far away. Their monster den was immersed in strange, land-altering magic.

The eerie land magic felt threatening and voracious to the spectral spiders, which sounded like the perfect place for cruel and evil monsters like the wulvers to claim as their den.

The spiders hadn’t delved too deep in fear of being found out. But once they’d seen the invasive wulvers, they came rushing back here to make a report.

“Oh, you guys are so cute and outstanding.” Bianca scooped up the successful scouts and hugged them. It was a little funny how she grew to like them despite how much she’d once feared them.

The spectral spiders reciprocated by providing an entertaining dance circling around their campfire. Bianca cooed and clapped to their dance, acting more like a girl living in her favorite fantasy picture book.

An adult dire wolf stalked down from the hill of crumbled fortresses and waited outside of the firelight’s edge. Zarian waved his hand for the dire wolf to come forward, and just as he thought, the intelligent beast recognized the gesture.

Once it drew close and sat near the fire, Zarian could tell the dire wolf was old. Most of its fur was patchy, gray with age, and the skin underneath had rough scars. It was also the strongest at Level 29.

“You will hunt wulvers?” asked the dire wolf, using an ability to speak English.

Despite being in another world and universe, English seemed like the common language here, at least in the Walled Continent of Corma.

“We will slay the wulvers in their den,” Zarian said.

“What do you want?” The dire wolf sniffed. “You are evil. And evil wants.”

Zarian pointed at Bianca, who looked at the conversation with frank amazement. This was like watching a Studio Ghibli movie for the first time, but in real life.

“To make her stronger,” Zarian said.

The dire wolf sniffs at Bianca. “She is good. She hunts evil. Why do you help her?”

“Because we’re friends!” Bianca cheered.

“Good and evil? Friends? This is strange. Yet, you hunt monsters and help pack. We bring food, so you’ll be strong for the hunt.” The elder dire wolf looked back and yipped at its pack.

A pair of dire wolves came trotting up with dead beasts held by their jaws. They dropped them near the fire.

The elder wolf dipped its head at them. “Eat your fill. Be strong. Hunt monsters. The pack gives thanks to you, evil one, good one.”

Zarian nodded, getting more out of the conversation than food and acknowledgement. He’d carefully manipulated his aura to weave into the elder wolf’s aura to see how far he could take it.

He stopped before touching one of the elder’s fuzzy skills and pulled out just as carefully. It was easier to manipulate aura with Tranquil Mind and a touch of Adrenaline Jolt.

Satisfied, he stopped experimenting with his aura and turned to the meal, his ravenous hunger peaking. Para skinned and prepared the meat. Bianca used her Searing Flash Array +1 to gather firelight and cook the meat with magic, doing a fast job.

Then Zarian feasted like a wolf himself, tearing the meat apart. The dire wolves watched curiously and brought them more caught beasts to feed the Parasite Cloak.

Later on, the pups came down from their den to play with the spectral spiders. The adult wolves watched, and the humans enjoyed a magical night with the friendly beasts of the forest.

The next morning, Zarian woke up with no new gains. It wasn’t surprising, but he felt a little disappointed after so much rapid growth.

As for Bianca, she looked distraught when she received no growth, no earnings.

“Give it time,” Zarian encouraged. “It’s going to be a big hit once we accomplish this side quest.”

“I have to go all the way, don’t I? No backing out. I have to commit to the highest good. My good.”

Bianca looked up the hillock where the dire wolves lived. A few were stalking about under the pre-dawn morning and looking back down at them.

A few pups came out and barked cutely, as if to cheer on the pair of good and evil Outsiders.

“Yeah, I’m going all the way.” Bianca wore a determined face, eyes flashing with light.

“Let’s go kill babies.” Zarian grinned like a sinister villain, his eyes turning void-like black.

“Wulvers! We’re killing evil wulvers! To save the cute magical puppies!” Bianca added quickly.

Zarian collected as many spectral spiders as he could carry. He didn’t like dismissing them unless it was necessary.

Thankfully, they weren’t too big and could hitch a ride on the Parasite Cloak.

With Bianca in his arms, he launched into the air as the morning sky lightened up. By the time they neared the wulvers’ main grounds, the tip of the twin suns bathed their backs.

“Wow,” Bianca said. “The morning … and the sunrise … so beautiful. It fills me with hope.”

Zarian was going to make a joke, but his Fractured Mind stopped him in his tracks. The way Bianca had spoken about the morning sunrise and hope sounded important.

He waited, and his patience was rewarded.

“No matter how dark life can be, there’s always a new dawn,” Bianca said.

She didn’t notice it at the time, but Zarian’s entire body shivered from those words. The darkness he held close to him shivered as well.

Is this what you call an epiphany?

It was cheesy. Very, very cheesy.

But why did it hit Zarian so hard? And why did her goodness feel … stronger?

Zarian paid closer attention because it wasn’t just important for Bianca to grow. It was also important to learn what made do-gooders special.

“Are we ready?” Bianca asked, sounding way too calm and determined.

Who the hell are you now? Did that epiphany make that much of a difference? Is this the power of good? Zarian found it both interesting and scary, which wasn’t hard with a multifaceted mind like his.

“Yeah, we’re ready. Let’s go,” he said nonchalantly.

They lowered their altitude and entered the section of the forest that seemed unnaturally dark. In fact, the eeriness of the changes prompted a notification from the System:

<You’ve entered the Invasive Wulvers Lair (Uncommon-Level 35).>

<Would you like a mini-map at the cost of reduced experience? Yes or no?>

“Lair, huh? I’m guessing since it’s not a dungeon, no dungeon core. But if we eliminate the boss of the wulvers or enough of the wulvers themselves, maybe that’ll break the hold they have here,” Zarian said.

“We have to remove all the wulvers at whatever the cost. A mini-map would help us catch them, si? If it’s okay with you, Zarian, I vote for the mini-map.” Bianca’s determination shone brightly through her eyes and around her body.

Her goodness felt heavier.

It would’ve been scarier if they weren’t on the same side, and if Zarian wasn’t so interested in seeing how far Bianca could push her good alignment. Zarian didn’t feel an extra power from being evil +1, but he would sometimes think in more cunning and conniving ways.

Could the good alignment give straight up power boosts?

Of course, goodness would get a straight up cheat power up!

Further observation was needed. That sort of fluctuation in power had never happened before, not with Bianca.

Then again, Zarian and his party hadn’t given Bianca time to do more outside of support. Yesterday was her first time truly killing enemies with her flash skill.

How far could a determined Bianca push herself today?

“We’ll go with the mini-map option,” Zarian said. “Besides, there’s no doubt we’ll get some solid and well-earned levels from this. We’re clearing a whole lair and completing the side quest backing it.”

They hit the misty, cold forest floor with a soft landing, Zarian’s cloak contracting close behind him. Crooked trees, their stone blocks blackened and piled at the base, arched over them like the skeletons of murderous demons.

The air was cooler, and it smelled of rotten flesh and old blood. Dawn light struggled to reach through the darkened forest top and shine past the curling fingers of mist.

A few sunbeams broke through anyway. That was enough for Bianca to reach with her Light Affinity trait and pull light onto herself.

For this one, Zarian pulled his hood down and showed his face. He formed a seven-foot nodachi out of darkness. It was harder, denser, and sharper than the previous version.

The System tried to enforce its penalty on him. It didn’t stick as well as before because of his aura manipulation.

Zarian had a far easier time controlling his sword swings and thrusts mystically than physically. Still, there was a portion of his control that was lacking because his Strength just wasn’t there yet.

It’s close. The Parasite Cloak +1 is helping me a lot with its threads reinforcing my body. But I can use a little more.

He couldn’t afford to waste too many Free points on Strength and Agility. More and more of his attention was needed in Mysticism, Willpower, and Wonder.

He also couldn’t commit to crazy training like Naomi to build his physical stats. He could only join in partially. Being a wizard required a lot of study.

Still, there had to be a solution for him to override the melee weapon penalty. After thinking on it for a while, a new ludicrous idea came to exist in his Fractured Mind.

Zarian smirked when he realized he was going to be a menace to almost everyone.

When we get back to the soldier camp, I’m going to be the most bullshit wizard ever.

For now, he endured the slight melee penalty. He would fix it soon enough.

Bianca kept gathering more motes of light from the lonely dawn beams breaking through the darkened, misty wulver lair. While she worked on that, Zarian opened a channel of aura between him and her.

He focused on upholding the link even at the cost of feeding her less in one go. That way, he kept her aura topped at a consistent rate, which came with a horrifying feeling.

Her aura of heavenly light and arced rainbows kept munching on his dark aura without mercy. Being evil came with some discomforts here and there, Zarian supposed. At the very least, he and his party would benefit once Bianca grew further into her power.

The spectral spiders scuttled up rotten, barren trunks to reach the skeletal branches above. They stayed together in one group. They weren’t needed for scouting right now and could act as backup support.

Para wavered the cloak around from behind Zarian, dramatic as always. He rested the seven-foot nodachi on his shoulder and waited.

Half an hour later, the first enemy showed up.

Zarian moved ahead of Bianca’s radiant form to face the incoming red dot. He used Identify as soon as the wulver broke through the thorny foliage and brambles.

<Invasive Wulver, Monster, Level 33 Claw Ravager, Best Alpha Skill: Frenzied Slash>

Zarian found it interesting how the wulvers had different identities inside the lair compared to outside.

Outside, they were called forest wulvers. Here in the lair, it felt like their true identities appeared as invasive wulvers, which Zarian had thought of them the whole time, coincidentally.

While having these musings wasn’t appropriate in a fight, Zarian’s combination of traits and skills made it as simple as breathing and walking. He already had his nodachi swinging in a decisive downward cut while lit by his Black Fire spell.

The blazing dark blade met the invasive wulver’s outstretched claws. The nodachi hacked through them all.

Zarian kept the blazing blade going. He struck with a meaty, bone-snapping chop through the clavicle and into the ribcage.

Para’s tendrils and bone stakes struck the earth behind Zarian like support pillars. She kept him in place against the wulver’s flying momentum.

Zarian grunted as he jerked his head aside from a spray of blood vomiting out of the wulver’s mouth. He jerked his head backward when the creature snapped its bloody teeth close to his face.

It refused to quit even with a sword halfway through its chest, black flames stripping the last of its vitality.

A dime-sized laser burned a hole through the wulver’s head. The flash-fried brain made popping and sizzling sounds inside its skull, the creature dying on the spot.

Para’s tendrils yanked the creature off the blazing dark sword. Without vitality, the black and gray flames covering the corpse snuffed away quietly, leaving a fresh corpse with a split torso, chopped-off claws, and one smoldering hole in its head.

“Is this cheating?” Bianca asked from behind Zarian.

He turned to look at her and winced from the abundance of good aligned light.

She was lit up like the most obnoxious Christmas tree around, using up more of his aura to keep over a hundred tiny suns of compressed dawn light prepared. The tiny suns revolved around her like she was the center of her own universe.

“There’s no cheating when fighting absolute evil, is there?” Zarian replied.

Bianca furrowed her shining brow in thought before shrugging. “Eh, yeah, that’s true. Let’s go kill them all.”




39: Relentless Gauntlet

Zarian focused his fractured attention between the aura link to keep Bianca fueled and fighting at the front like an off-brand warrior. It didn’t take long before he realized his current physicality wasn’t truly enough.

He needed more of Para’s direct help to reinforce his body. 

The cloak behind his back became more conservative, less dramatic, less active. Parasitic threads crawled over Zarian’s body, gripping him like a bodysuit, covering him from the head down as Para synced her entire being with his will.

As a tradeoff, he lost the flexibility of mid-ranged tentacles, tendrils, and bone spikes. In return, he gained a major close quarters body boost and added armor, all dark red leather and white ivory bone plates, like an eldritch blood knight.

The parasitic change-up was worth it.

He swung his seven-foot nodachi with more oomph and for more devastation. The black and gray flames wavered more fiercely across the dense blade like a blazing, vitality-eating flag, hurling out more motes of Black Fire in the wake of each quick and heavy swing.

He chopped a wulver in half at the waist, intestines unraveling everywhere. It was barely alive as the Black Fire spell consumed the dregs of its vitality and left it with nothing to secure its life energy.

Bianca struck its head with a searing laser just to make doubly sure it died. She turned and combined a dozen mini suns into one palm-sized beam and burned a hole through a charging wulver’s chest.

It still kept running at her, so Zarian intervened, swerving around and striking low, hacking off a leg with Black Fire spreading rapidly over flesh and fur to finish the job. Bianca was already turning to shoot more searing lasers to their rear, then to their left, and then to their right.

She wasn’t as fast as an automated defense turret. But she was working her way up there as hard as she could.

Wulvers came running from all directions. The red dots on the mini-map barely served as much of a warning before they appeared. Thankfully, most of them came charging from the front and meeting the armored wizard head on.

Zarian marched with Bianca toward the next rare sunbeam that broke through the darkened lair. From there, Bianca could reload on miniature suns as they fought a relentless gauntlet from all sides.

And what a bloody, howling gauntlet it was. Way more intense than fighting the spiders. Way, way more.

Zarian used all the helpful lessons Reiki had given him about sword fighting. He shifted his footing while his balance stayed centered under him. He kept his edge alignment in mind with each powerful cut, using Para’s help to assist him.

He didn’t dance much, choosing a more steady footing at the cost of taking claw strikes and hits to the living armor. Para held up, and Zarian traded back. He swung with so much force and weight he bisected three wulvers in one cut.

He could get away with being a little flat-footed and simple when he and Para dished out big enough strikes. Still, it was a hell of an experience while encased in living armor, getting rushed and clawed at from all over, responding to each red dot closing fast on the mini-map in the corner of his vision.

Multiple times, Zarian felt tempted to escape into the air or overpower the monsters as a wizard. Multiple times, he refused to take the easy way out and chose the harder, bloodier, bone-splitting, savage path.

And that stubborn choice was because of Bianca.

She was doing scarily well.

Bianca moved with a calm, subtle grace with way better footing than him. She relied on her alpha skills to throw attacking wulvers off their aim.

She became a flurry of lights whisking away from danger with Light Step. She eluded lunging wulvers when they attacked a near-perfect illusion made by her Close Refraction.

Then she pumped them full of solar lasers. Her aim had improved. She hit the weak spots that would drill past the vitality bar and burn away their lives. Zarian found wulver corpses with a laser hole running through one eye, their skulls smoldering from within as boiled brain bits bubbled out.

Bianca was merciless, and Zarian loved seeing that. But this gauntlet wasn’t letting up at all. He was getting battered more while holding against advancing wulvers that funneled in mainly from the front.

“I don’t think this quest was meant for two people!” Zarian shouted above the growling and howling wulvers.

Bianca didn’t respond. He didn’t blame her. She was in the zone. She couldn’t afford to utter a word as she danced the dance of death while trying to get in kills within one to two shots.

One mistake could lead to a terrible fate for Bianca. And Zarian would be the one to blame. He could make this so much easier for them both. He could overpower all the rushing wulvers.

Show me more of your cheesy goodness, Bianca, Zarian demanded internally. Show me how scary you could be when you kill for the greater good.

Zarian played a dangerous game with Bianca’s life, waiting for the next revelation, hoping to see how far she could push it. The wulvers didn’t lighten up. Instead, their onrush of attacks intensified even further.

Zarian lost track of the kills and focused on hacking whatever snarling, clawing, furry monster rushed and battered him with a maddening frenzy. The fighting became more brutal and barbaric, and at some point, Zarian let go of perfect technique and lashed out with gauntlet-clad punches or a skull bash with the butt of his sword.

It became too much for him even with Para’s help.

Finally, Zarian caved, throwing out quick and heavy bolts at distant wulvers coming in hot on the heels of their charging brethren. He was an overpowered wizard first and foremost, and even he had his limits.

If he was stressed, he couldn’t imagine how Bianca was feeling.

“Bianca, girl, are you still with me?!” Zarian yelled back, sending forth a scatter shot of dark bolts covered in Black Fire. Once he turned enough of the frontal attackers into minced meat, he risked looking back, eyes widening in surprise.

Bianca was covered in blood. Her own blood. But she was upright and still fighting. Even though she hadn’t remained unscathed from the charging wulvers, none of her current injuries could bring her down.

She wasn’t bothering to use her arms anymore. And she stepped like she was dancing, evading around wulvers with the graceful movements Reiki had taught her, movements Bianca had refined with consistent practice.

Hell, she was moving better than ever before while in the middle of the howling, blood-frenzied storm.

The difference between Bianca before and Bianca now was how quick and efficient she stepped even if she looked like she was performing in a ballroom. And she did so without giving herself much time to react to anything.

She couldn’t have thought about what she was doing. She had to rely on instinct or Wonder. And more importantly, with every close dodge granting her a sliver of room with the least amount of margin for error, she made it rain flashy lasers in a near-constant salvo.

She fused the little compressed suns she’d gathered from lone sunbeams with her own aura of light, maximizing speed and fuel efficiency. Zarian could barely grasp how Bianca kept this up, because even with his aura helping to fuel her, she was smashing through limits that should’ve stopped her. Then he put two and two together.

Her Wonder stat plus being a do-gooder were the factors that stood out most.

She was riding on suicidal do-gooder energy, and Zarian could feel it the moment he looked closer. She felt like a bonfire of good alignment that made Zarian more uncomfortable, like she would burn him to the bone for being evil.

She would’ve died if I wasn’t here. There’s no doubt about it. But since I’m here to keep her fueled, she’ll keep shining as bright as she can.

Zarian wanted to see Bianca shine brighter and brighter.

Then his ambition took a hit the moment Bianca suffered a nasty slash across her side. She fell into a tumble she couldn’t recover from gracefully.

Zarian stopped playing around and unleashed a barrage of dark bolts in all directions.

He turned the nearest wulvers into chunks of meat and raining splatters of gore. The wulvers a little further out fell in flesh piles, limbs ripped off, heads blasted off.

The spreading Black Fire eliminated their vitality and made it easier for them to die as their life leaked out through their severe wounds.

Then, beyond that, Zarian’s attack struck the nearest skeletal trees and knocked a few of them down. They crashed with roaring, splintering booms that shook the black, cobbled ground and resounded far across the invasive wulver’s lair.

All was still afterward.

“Fuck,” Zarian cussed, dismissing his nodachi. “Fuck, fuck, fuck. That was close. I played that way too close.”

He pulled Bianca free from the piles of gore that had buried her. Her wounds looked bad, but not as bad as he’d feared. She would live long enough for Zarian to get her help.

Bianca looked dizzily into his face and smiled.

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t keep up with you,” she said. “I don’t want to disappoint you, papi. Please don’t be mad.”

Zarian opened and closed his mouth. Even his Fractured Mind struggled on what to say. After a few deep breaths filled with heavy coppery scents, he fixed his face with a big grin, the eldritch blood helmet peeling away from his head.

“Are you kidding, Bianca? I’m stupid proud of you. Those monsters were ten levels above you, rushing down from everywhere. And you kept fighting and fighting no matter what. And you looked amazing all the way through.”

“You’re amazing.”

“No, you are.”

“No, you are.”

Zarian tossed his head back and laughed.

A wulver lunged out from the flank to attack while the two were busy lightening the mood. A spike of darkness shot up from the mist-shrouded and gore-covered floor and sheared the monster in two.

Bianca leaned into him, letting herself be weak with his support. “You can finish the wulvers off without me.”

“No, we’re finishing this together. We’re in a lair, not a dungeon. I don’t think they have dungeon magic to alter their reality.”

“What does that mean?”

“We can leave and come back to finish the job.”

Bianca’s mouth formed into an ‘O’ in surprise. Zarian didn’t know why she looked so shocked.

Did she not think he would use tactical retreat so they could come back healthier and with a greater advantage?

He could act like an ambitious idiot, yes, but he wasn’t without some sense. Besides, Zarian had gained a lot already.

He’d gone from Level 33 to Level 35. His skill levels rose except for the Level 0s. He saw the truth behind good alignment and how it gave the most bullshit, straight up power-up for anyone who felt determined enough (or suicidal enough) to face down evil.

He was thankful to Bianca for showing him that. If he hadn’t seen that, he could’ve remained ignorant and been caught blindsided in the future battles to come.

As for Bianca, she’d grown another four levels despite the reduced experience, which was damn impressive. She was Level 30 now. Better yet, all of her skills had advanced, which she explained excitedly, pushing past her dizziness to share.

She could now damage enemies while using Light Step +1. Her Close Refraction reverted to Level 1 and changed to Refraction, losing levels while gaining a whole qualitative upgrade.

Her new Refraction skill affected the light over herself, others, and/or the environment. Thus, inviting her to play with more elusive creativity if she stuck to using that for tricks.

She might change approaches now that she’d touched on the path of monster eradication.

Zarian and Bianca flew out of the Invasive Wulver Lair, leaving the spectral spiders to conduct recon. They went straight back to the dire wolf’s den.

Three wolf healers worked on Bianca. As the dire wolves hunted and brought them food, Zarian explained to the elder dire wolf what had happened on their first foray into wulvers’ territory.

The elder wolf, who Zarian confirmed to be female with a closer inspection, nodded her head. “Wulvers are monsters. They breed in strange ways. They spread sickness in the forest. They do not respect the forest. They kill for pleasure. They hurt for pleasure. They eat wastefully for pleasure. You must hunt all wulvers, evil hunter, good hunter.”

“We will,” Zarian said. “They won’t breed new wulvers overnight, will they?”

“They grow fast. But not overnight fast.”

“We’ll rest for today and hit their lair again tomorrow. I have a good feeling that we’ll be able to finish with this second push.”

The next morning, Zarian earned +1 Strength after he woke up. Then Bianca woke up with a major growth. When she explained it to Zarian, he imagined her extraordinary changes as notifications like these:

<You’ve grown, earning +2 Willpower, +2 Wonder, +1 Mysticism. You’ve earned the trait Lesser Smite (Rare) and Aura Charge (Rare).>

<Lesser Smite (Rare): Empower your attacks against enemies who’ve truly earned your ire, boosting all offensive abilities that scale with Wonder by 50%. This also intensifies the power of your good alignment.>

<Aura Charge (Rare): Packing more aura into your abilities will grant them an extra kick in effectiveness. The bigger the charge, the extra the kick.>

<Your good alignment grows: +1>

“Damn, Bianca,” Zarian said. “Still no Aura Ignition, but I think we’re getting close.”

Bianca sat cross-legged, back straight, almost like she was meditating as the dawn light pierced through a horizon heavy with tetris-like clouds. She nodded slowly to the revelation of her changes before casting a beaming smile Zarian’s way.

Her good +1 pulsated. Zarian’s evil +1 roiled in discomfort, which he clamped down on.

He felt more of his own aggression aimed in Bianca’s way, but he refused to let the alignments mess with his judgments. It was just like what Bianca had said. They were friends. They were good and evil working together.

“It feels good being more good,” Bianca said. “I feel so sure of myself. I feel secure. Death even seems … less of a worry. If I can help those little puppies up there, then I’ll even welcome it.”

“No,” Zarian said, almost growling. “Don’t forget this is so you can come back so freaking strong the others will beg me for the next one-on-one training session. No suicidal stunts.”

That was another reason to dislike do-gooders, even as friends. They had too much selflessness. Though Zarian could admit he was acting a little hypocritical.

He’d pushed her hard yesterday and could’ve lost her.

Let’s be smarter today.

“I’m proud of your growth either way. Finishing the wulvers is just par for the course. You won’t die. We’ll do this as routine,” he declared.

He planned to play as a more effective defense wizard – dark spikes, palisades, flaming bolts, the usual. That way, he could hold back the full tide of the wulvers and let Bianca practice her new abilities under calmer conditions.

“I know. I understand. I’m just less afraid. More at peace, even.” Bianca beamed a brighter smile at him. “Besides, it’ll be a shame to leave you now. I think my goodness has a purpose while around you.”

Zarian looked her up and down, suspicious. “Yeah?”

“It’s more than just keeping you in check. It’s for us to be in balance. With balance, good and evil are a way of life. That’s us. That’s our party. So I must be good, and you must be evil, and that’s more than okay.”

Zarian slowly nodded, trying not to cringe. Yeah, he could be cheesy, but clearly good aligned folks were way cheesier than him.

At the very least, Bianca confirmed she wouldn’t throw her life away for no reason. She was with him for the long run.

“Yeah, sure, ready to commit more wulver genocide?” he asked.

“Oh, yes, let’s! It’ll be good!”

Zarian nodded and picked her up. As they flew off, his mood settled on being both wary and eager.

Wary, because Bianca’s abilities made him feel naturally nervous. It was like holding close a potential bomb of goodness fused with his fundamental weakness: light.

Despite that, he was still eager. Maybe more eager than nervous. He wanted to see how much damage Bianca could dish out against their enemies with her new traits.

The way the Infinita Star System worked, involving traits, skills, spells, runes, and even alignments, deeply intrigued Zarian. He wanted to explore all the magic potential and profile builds with each of his party members.

Bianca’s switch from tricky support to being a huge damage dealer scratched a nice itch inside of him. He was the type who loved to optimize and push someone he liked to be their best.

It made sense to him. He needed the best people inside his party to complement him and keep up with him. And maybe even push him to be better.

Zarian grinned. Look at me, Infinita, as I take one of your do-gooders and make her my laser cannon.

They flew over the blocky forest for another day of monster murdering. However, as soon as the area holding the lair came within sight, Zarian knew something was wrong.

The forest section that contained the lair … it looked healthy. Way too healthy.

What the hell?




40: So I Crashed Out

A war party of gnolls had killed the remaining wulvers last night. Zarian could hardly believe the news while his remaining spectral spiders danced to tell the story.

Not all of them made it out of the massacre alive – a few powerful gnolls had noticed them and hunted them down for sport. In the end, only five spectral spiders survived out of the hundred he’d left yesterday.

Only one spider could tell the story decently after risking its life to watch the entire wulver lair massacre. Zarian watched every frantic movement of its dance.

There was plenty of proof.

The quest notification said the job was done:

<Congrats! You’ve completed an Uncommon Side Quest: Exterminate Big Forest Wulvers Den!>

Zarian didn’t receive another level. Bianca earned one, reaching Level 31. She looked satisfied while Zarian felt despondent, angered, and cheated.

He looked up at the twin-star sunshine beaming down at the healing section of the forest. He spotted new leafy green growths breaking through the blackened sickness that had once reigned supreme here.

“Are there any corpses left?” Zarian asked.

The spider answered no. The gnolls had taken everything.

Zarian had missed out on a chance to raise new skeletons out of the wulver bodies. Granted, he’d wanted to reserve that for the boss and its strongest wulvers. He’d thought he would get his pick of the litter after clearing the lair.

Zarian balled his trembling hands into tight, shaky fists. He felt very cheated. For himself, and for Bianca especially.

He wanted to see Bianca’s new abilities in action. A combination of Lesser Smite, Aura Charge, and her budding good +1 alignment would’ve led to a greater massacre.

They would’ve had a far easier lair run than yesterday. He would’ve seen more examples of good alignment’s inherent cheat power. And they could’ve gotten a nice bonus reward or something at the end.

Maybe even loot from a treasure chest or a new achievement.

“You’re upset,” Bianca said.

“The gnolls did that on purpose,” Zarian muttered. “I have no idea how, but I know deep down they took the lair to spite us. And it makes me sick to my stomach.”

“I’m not so upset,” Bianca admitted. “The wulvers are gone. The forest will be happier. The dire wolf puppies will grow strong and healthy.”

Zarian grimaced at Bianca’s optimism and found it too sickly sweet for him right now. He wanted to see her drill more laser beams through wulver skulls and hear their brains pop like deep-fried popcorn.

After today, they might be in town for a while, doing mundane things before setting off for a bigger adventure. How long would he have to wait for the laser cannon action?

After kicking at the loam-covered cobblestones under his boots, Zarian dialed up Tranquil Mind to help him relax and think clearer. He didn’t want to, but it was for the best.

That way, he could better question what the gnolls were trying to prove by eliminating the wulvers first.

Zarian’s eyes widened, his body tensing.

“What is it?” Bianca asked sharply, ready for action.

He scooped her up into his arms without asking and prepared to launch when a strange thing caught his attention. There was a dark treasure chest in the middle of the path behind him when it hadn’t been there before.

A shadowy haze wafted off the treasure chest’s frame, and a feeling of a grand shadow consuming them, along with the forest and all the world, pressed down on Zarian.

For Bianca, her new confidence shattered, and she looked up gasping, her body shaking in his arms as she became panicky and uncertain.

Her good alignment dimmed and became unimportant.

Zarian held back from shivering or showing any emotion. He held Bianca to his chest and crept to the hazy, shadowy, evil treasure chest.

Para’s tendrils moved forward and flipped the chest open carefully, slowly. The hinges made a loud creaking sound before the top landed backward with a heavy, ground-rumbling thunk.

Inside were two items.

There was a written note using divine quality paper.

And a big can of coffee, which was common in quality.

Zarian easily switched Bianca to one arm and reached in, his hand brushing on the black, velvety felt lining the interior of the treasure chest. It pulsated with powerful magic.

Again, he wanted to shiver, but he held back. He felt it was important to show no emotion or reaction.

He picked up the note and read it aloud. He felt a huge, authoritative, and godly impression of the Evil Goddess speaking directly over his words. She sounded as dark and somber as her name suggested:

Dear Zarian Darkrun and Companions,

I find you impressive. I will give unto you these boons:

When faced with your next impossible challenge, claim the name Ekri the Tailor as a friend of yours. It will help you in the short term until you find a more permanent solution. Second, enjoy the coffee. This world doesn’t have such.

Do not let Gilbert McDonald have any of the coffee, if you will. He will know why.

With care,

The one known as Young Corrupter, Sorrowful Child, The Evil Goddess Shadowfell.

“We shouldn’t, Zarian!” Bianca whined. “That’s so freaking evil. It’s obviously a trap. We should leave all of this alone.”

Zarian shrugged, feeling a twinge from the bullet in his back right shoulder. He ignored it. “Too late, Bianca. Shadowfell approved of me twice. And I gave her my thanks already.”

Zarian slipped the divine note into Para’s pocket dimension for safekeeping. The business card from Ekri the Tailor was in there.

He grabbed the can of coffee next. It was from a popular brand back in the old world. Somehow, the Evil Goddess Shadowfell had gotten it, just so she could give it as one of two boons.

Now that was a power move – Shadowfell chose a coffee brand they all would know.

With a nod, he packed the coffee away the same way he had done with the divine note. Then he let out a long but controlled breath before refastening his hold on Bianca with both arms and ensuring the last spectral spiders hitched a ride on his cloak.

He shot into the sky on twin jets of darkness.

“Zarian, what does this mean?” Bianca asked, still worried.

“It means we’re almost, if not all the way, under the Shadowfell camp,” Zarian said. “We fell through a portal where her corruptive tears gathered. We crawled our way through her territory while meeting her worshipers. And now she’s leaving us treats. Yeah, she’s sliding into the role of our benefactor.”

Bianca moaned like that was a horrible turn of events.

Zarian wasn’t unhappy with the turn of events, only wary.

He was worried about the gnolls more than anything. Still, his Fractured Mind ran through an exhaustive list of what having an Evil Goddess benefactor could mean in the short term and long term.

How much would they gain in service to Shadowfell and how much would they lose?

Does it have to be in service to her? Could it be more of a mutual partnership?

Zarian had joined the armed forces and placed himself in a position to serve once before. That experience hadn’t worked out well for him. Why should he fully commit to serving under another faceless entity, regardless of their size and power?

Granted, Shadowfell was far grander than joining a mere mortal military branch.

What were the Marines to a world-shaking goddess? Little gnats with Fourth of July poppers? Did that mean he was religious now for acknowledging the divine?

Would he have to listen to Gilbert’s old world tirades?

Zarian had always been agnostic, never big on religion, but never one to disprove spirituality. He believed in what could be tested and proven, but he also believed there was more beyond him and many other mortals.

He hadn’t given himself time to do a deep dive on that stuff. The best he could do was focus on direct and tangible things.

For some reason, Ekri the Tailor’s name would help against the next impossible challenge. When would that happen? And why?

Did it have anything to do with the gnolls?

“Ekri the Tailor,” Zarian said.

“Why Naomi’s spider-man friend? Is he going to make us magic clothing?” Bianca wondered aloud, her legs kicking idly despite the looming problems. “Will a dress from him defeat the impossible challenge? Can I get the dress without the impossible challenge?”

Zarian caught himself wondering if he preferred Crusader Bianca or Normal Bianca. Then again, at least she was openly admitting her concerns. He was trying to keep his concerns hidden behind darkness and a hooded cloak covering his features.

“Don’t know. We’ll see,” he answered.

Zarian flew hard and fast. Bianca didn’t complain while in his arms. He was on an angle for where he thought the soldiers would be after the past couple of days.

They didn’t cross paths with the dire wolves again. That seemed to dim Bianca’s mood a bit, but she didn’t let that slow Zarian down. Linking up with their party and making sure they were okay was more important.

“Don’t forget,” Zarian grunted as they closed the distance to where their party would be. “I won’t always be there to feed you more aura. You’ll have to manage your magic fuel better.”

“Oh, yeah, I honestly forgot about that.” Bianca frowned. “It is a lot easier with your help. I burn through my aura fast.”

“Mind the pun, but look on the bright side. You can dole out way more damage now. Learn to be efficient with it, and losing aura will be less of a problem.”

“I wanted Aura Channeler, not Aura Charge.”

Zarian sighed at the young woman and let the complaint go.

He was pretty sure those traits were enormously rare in rarity, let alone high in quality. Anything that could control or enhance aura had a huge effect on what seemed like the biggest source of personal power in the Star System. Maybe this would lead to figuring out Aura Ignition. 

Even though Bianca was acting bratty, Zarian figured she appreciated the new abilities a lot.

Honestly, he should be the one complaining. His impulsive wizard side wanted to see the new magic work with the best test subjects around – monsters that deserved to have a genocide happen to them.

He figured monsters were unnatural challenges created more by the System or other godly factors unlike the more natural residents of the world, beasts, humans, and humanoids. Some monsters were dungeon-made, but not all of them.

Setting aside his musings, Zarian corrected his course once he found the link between him and Loner. He’d kept the Raise Advancing Skeletons spell going the whole time even from a sizable distance.

The link between him and his skeleton had felt faint and hard to track while far away. Now closer, Zarian knew where to go exactly to find the soldiers and his party. He was catching up with them during the daylight hours, so it would be easier to give the others a heads up to avoid scaring the soldiers.

If only things would go according to plan today.

“You will land. Or you will die,” resounded a grouchy voice from the forest below. There was power in that voice. More than enough to make Zarian feel shivers down his spine.

“Bianca,” Zarian called.

“Yes?” she asked nervously.

“Whatever you do, let me play my role as the evil one. Don’t interrupt. Don’t disagree. Just stay silent, okay?” Zarian lowered into a clearing in the forest. He touched down and set Bianca beside him. “Do you agree?”

“Si, papi.”

Zarian took that as confirmation and nodded. He turned and watched gnolls stalk out of the shaded forest and into the clearing.

They looked vastly different from the gnolls he’d seen so far.

They were more powerful, taller, and elderly.

It took him a while to realize the strange round growths on their chests were their breasts. They had two more sets than a human’s pair. The gnolls barely wore much to cover them other than fur and long braids or locks of hair draping down their bodies.

“We are the elders of the Blood Prairie Savages,” said the lead elder gnoll. “You’ve interrupted the hunt for our most promising young and killed a rising rare monk. You aren’t a common human, we are sure of this. Yet, you don’t seem like a noble human of the kingdom. Are you acting in service of the Eternal Garden Kingdom? Or are you acting in service of yourself?”

“Why didn’t you ask me while I was up north dealing with wulvers?” Zarian questioned in return.

The lead elder gave him a monstrous smile. “That’s our raiders having fun. Wulvers make for good sport. The raiders wait for our orders to attack the kingdom’s fortress farms and towns and slaughter the humans. We will do so if your answers do not suffice.”

Zarian was not in a favorable position. The gnolls were responding way faster than he’d predicted. They were aware of him being the problem instead of the soldiers themselves.

How could that be?

Either they had a more sophisticated spy network or …

“Killall told you,” Zarian grunted.

“Evil God Killall favors us.” The lead elder kept smiling.

Of course. Of freaking course.

The gods were meddling.

Well, one god had meddled. And one goddess had responded in kind, which Zarian could see was still kind of meddlesome.

Since they weren’t in combat yet, Zarian made some quick preparations with his profile and his mentality. At this point, he and Bianca were pretty much dead. There was no surviving this if things played out normally.

Even if they survived, Zarian had an inkling survival would cost them more than he wanted to give if everything played out as expected. So, he went with the only play that mattered.

He laughed darkly. “Heh heh heh. Ha ha ha ha! Good, I wanted Killall to tell you.”

Zarian lowered his hood to show his face despite the painful touch of sunlight, his eyes two pits of darkness. He gave them a smug, villainous, egotistical sneer.

Then, on a whim, he had his Parasite Cloak shift into a cushioned chair with a tall back and armrests. Spikes and teeth sprouted from above his head before he sat down. He crossed one ankle over his knee, propping his leg up, and lazed about in comfort before beckoning for Bianca with his finger to stand beside him.

She took it a step further by sitting on the parasite armrest, tossing her hair over her shoulder with a flick of her hand, and smiling haughtily. She even used her new Refraction skill to bend the sunlight above them and shroud Zarian in dramatic darkness, adding extra flair.

Zarian nearly lost his concentration because he didn’t expect that from Bianca. She knew the assignment like she was born for it, apparently.

Since she was going to ride the crazy train with him all the way, then he really had to play his role hardcore.

“All according to my plan,” Zarian said mysteriously.

The elder gnolls lost their smugness.

Clearly, they were the smartest, wisest, and oldest of their tribe. They were all women and massively built, standing up to nine or ten feet. They were a collective force that could turn Zarian and Bianca into minced meat in a few seconds. Maybe in less time than that.

But they weren’t as brazen as their younger and weaker gnolls. They didn’t get to their position without being a little thoughtful.

“What plan?” asked the lead elder suspiciously.

“For you to come to me. For isn’t it part of your god’s nature for me to kill all my enemies? Your young gnolls attacked. I killed them. But I didn’t kill them to anger you. I did it because I wanted to show you that your youngsters are still too weak. And you don’t have much time before…”

Zarian paused, his hand to his mouth in thought. Then he lowered his hand and shook his head. “Maybe I shouldn’t tell you.”

“Tell us!” barked the lead elder gnoll, her voice booming with such power it swayed the treetops.

Zarian waited for them to calm a little, and for the elder gnolls to tense in anticipation.

“The Grimrock Warlock is preparing for war. And thinks the Blood Prairie Savages are weak. I was there, having a meal, when I learned of this. I didn’t think it was true until I came across your young and killed them all. The Grimrock Warlock might have a case.”

The lead elder snorted. “That corrupted goblin is only in the Level 60s when we’re in the Level 80s!”

“When was the last time you saw her?” Zarian shot back.

The elder didn’t answer right away. Clearly, it had been years. Things could’ve changed.

“You’ve grown soft. And you’re losing a grand opportunity. Why commit to treaties with humans when you can go to war against the goblins who think you weak and dumb? Why not slaughter them? Then Castle Grimrock and all its treasures will be yours. You can demand from the humans triple or quadruple the tributes for your stronger and richer young!”

Zarian held up four fingers as emphasis.

Despite the age and wisdom of the gnoll elders, they were still simple creatures. They were both savage and greedy while interested in the growth of their young.

Hell, they even oohed and awed from hearing his claim!

Zarian could nearly see the light bulbs flashing in their heads as their eyes glimmered. Had nobody thought of invading Castle Grimrock before or were they just set with doing the same thing again and again?

Once the elders regained their composure, the one elder at the front smiled vilely. “This is an interesting idea. So interesting … we will take it after we kill you.”

“I’m disappointed. You’re missing out on an even bigger opportunity.” Zarian clucked his tongue. “I can make some of your rising gnolls better killers. I can make your tribe better. Here, taste a ‘fraction’ of my power.”

He hit the lead gnoll with his biggest attack, which he’d built up since the start of the conversation. He’d used multiple abilities in concert to make it happen: the alpha version of Straight Darkness +1, Basic Aura Manipulation, Aura Channeler, Black Fire, Tranquil Mind, Adrenaline Jolt, Fractured Mind, and, of course, his Overpower trait.

He cast his attack from the darkness under his seat since it was deeper and darker while Bianca refracted the sunlight. She enhanced the mood and enhanced Zarian’s darkness. Thus, he launched a highly dense rod with a sharpened point covered in black and gray flames, which was the strongest attack he’d ever made.

The flaming dark rod punctured the lead gnoll’s chest as her eyes opened wide with shock. With nothing to keep her grounded, the attack sent the Level 80-something flying off her feet. The initial impact struck the entire area with a shockwave so powerful, Bianca tumbled backward off the armrest of Zarian’s parasite chair.

The lead gnoll disappeared from view faster than Zarian could track. The nearest tree tops swayed heavily. The stone on their walled trunks fell loose in a mighty cascade, crashing down like the world was falling apart all around them.

Even the ground where the rod had struck the lead gnoll became barren. The impact carved away much of the top layer. Dust, grit, and debris flew into the faces of the other gnolls as they stumbled about.

Then all became still except for a distant boom of something heavy landing in the forest quite far away. That was followed by the distinct groaning, pounding, splintering fall of towered trees also at a distance.

Finally, all became still in this section of the Bramble Wolf Forest.

Zarian snorted in the aftermath.

“Hm, good. She’s decent for someone in the Level 80s. To have survived one of my ‘weakest’ attacks means you show promise,” Zarian said, while Bianca retook her seat on the armrest. “You’ve passed my test. I shall give some of your rising gnolls special instructions to make them better killers. The rest will prepare for war against Castle Grimrock.”

A few minutes later, the lead gnoll returned from her flight and landing. The elders had a huddle. Then the lead gnoll rubbed at the blackened dent in the middle of her chest and turned fully to Zarian.

“We will need time to think about your offer. We will let our tribe know to end hostilities until we have a better understanding,” she said, sounding subdued.

“Fine then. You may go.” Zarian waved them away.

The elder gnolls left. They took with them the threat of raiding the kingdom. For now, at least.

Zarian waited on his throne with Bianca keeping her position on his armrest. Some time later, once the coast was cleared, he collapsed out of his chair, gasping for air.

“Oh shit, I didn’t think that would work,” Zarian grunted.

Bianca cried, falling onto the floor, throwing a tantrum. “ZARIAN, YOU’RE CRAZY!”

“I KNOW!” Zarian sat up. “I know, I know, I know.”

Bianca sat up, shaking both fists at him. “What about Ekri the Tailor? Why didn’t you mention him? That could’ve fixed everything!”

Zarian shook his head as Para returned to her usual form as a cloak. “Bianca! I have a Fractured Mind! I thought we were dead, so I crashed out!”

“Nooo, Zarian, noooo!” Bianca was letting it all out with her screaming, but she stopped when they both received a shared notification popping up in a blue box above their heads.

The System had given them an achievement.

It was legendary.




41: Heroes and Gods

Before Zarian could examine his rewards, he had to admit he was damn lucky few people had the Identify trait. If the gnoll elders could use Identify like him and Foodie, they would’ve known he was bluffing them.

Then he and Bianca would’ve died.

Who would’ve thought he could use his overpowered nature to outwit enemies that should outright kill him? He would have to keep that in the back pocket for later down the road. Or he would have to get much, much stronger.

At least I got to test out how far I can push Straight Darkness with my current stack of abilities. Hell, I still have room for more power if I say the skill aloud and add a modifier.

Zarian glanced at the fallen piles of stone and the fallen green leaves and branches littering the area. He looked down at the barren ground he’d scarred on impact with the lead elder of the Blood Prairie Savages.

Yeah, that’s impressive. I can knock down castle walls and bring down entire buildings. Let’s enjoy that and the new achievement instead of worrying about how I’m supposed to train a bunch of savage gnolls if they seek me out as their mentor.

Sometimes Zarian’s Fractured Mind was both a gift and a curse. At the very least, he had an achievement to look at:

<Achievement rewarded! Heroes of the Eternal Garden Kingdom (Unopened)!>

<Achievement opened!>

<Heroes of the Eternal Garden Kingdom (Legendary): You’ve saved the kingdom and stopped a wicked plot to sacrifice young men. This may lead to further complications and heroics down the road, so to help with that please choose from this list of five rewards – one choice for one adventurer: Eternal Garden Royal Knight Armor (Epic), Fabled Eternal Garden Princess Dress (Epic), Crown of Eternal Garden Heroism (Epic), Sunflower Helper (Level 4), Grimoire of the Dread Mire Gator (Level 5).>

“Okay, alright, I think the ‘crashed out’ choice was a good one. We’re getting rewarded for it. Now, Bianca, we both get one choice, so let’s be sure we pick wisely,” Zarian said, giddy and relieved. 

The legendary achievement was going to make up for everything that they might’ve complicated for themselves, so much so that Zarian needed time to sort through it all later. Rewards made him feel happy, and these three epic items and two skill choices seemed curated for them.

Zarian smiled. “Let’s start from the top. Ready?”

“Hm, que paso? I didn’t hear you.” She was back on her feet as a flash of vibrant green, sunny yellow, lily white, and other flowery colors appeared on her body, sparkling, dazzling, reshaping and solidifying to fit her shape. She giggled and spun around until the colors formed into an exquisite dress.

It was clear to everyone, even after roughing for a while on their adventures, that Bianca was a pretty young woman. As pretty or prettier than most women from Miami. So even while covered in grime, blood, and layers of adventure gunk, the dress complimented her tenfold.

Zarian didn’t care. “Gaaaah dammit, Bianca!”

The Light Bringer Child stood her ground with eyes shining zealously, her magical dress flowing and glimmering with myriad flowery colors, silk threads, countless gems, and petals circling the hem at the top, accentuating her shoulders and chest.

The look on her face was dangerous. It was less about physical harm, and more about trespassing on grounds that didn’t belong to Zarian.

Thinking quickly on his feet, he muttered, “But what if I wanted the dress?”

“Did you … really want … the pretty dress?” Bianca’s eyes flashed brighter with more zealous craze. “If you want it … I’ll give it to you. Okay?!”

Bianca looked like she was going to bite him. The light shining through her eyes grew brighter and brighter.

Zarian shrugged, before muttering, “That dress better come with some good enchantments.”

“I feel enchanting.” Bianca twirled around and around like a mad woman. She even sang softly to herself in Spanish, which his Identify trait translated mostly to her being the prettiest princess across all the World of Castles and Caverns.

Zarian shook his head at her. He wasn’t going to press her any further on the rash decision.

To be fair, something inside of her might’ve broken and reassembled into a crazier and more genocidal version of her former self, especially after these past few days dealing with evil wulvers. Since Zarian had the uncommon trait of a Fractured Mind, he didn’t have enough grounds to judge her … at least not aloud.

“I’ll tell you what the other options are as I look,” Zarian said.

“I’m a pretty princess!” Bianca replied.

Zarian sighed, shook his head, and perked himself up at the prospect of new loot and abilities. Even if they only had one last choice left, he could glean a lot from the options.

<Select from the available list of rewards for your legendary achievement!>

Option One: <Eternal Garden Royal Knight Armor (Epic): This full plated armor is from the first armor set made when the warring forest clans were united under one elven banner. The armor of ancient elves grants these enchantments: Eternal Repair, Woodland Camouflage, Thornmail, Forest Perception, Trail Strider. Scales partially with Agility and Wonder.>

Zarian felt a squeezing sensation around his heart. It took him some time to realize he was upset from only having one selection choice. He couldn’t see what each enchantment meant, but he could speculate.

Eternal Repair probably meant the armor would recover from damage consistently, if not forever. Woodland Camouflage would conceal the armor and wearer in the forest with magic. Thornmail sounded like a combination of thorns and mail armor, so Zarian imagined the armor would strike back while defending the wearer.

Forest Perception sounded like a sensory boost while in the forest, and Trail Strider sounded like a boost to agility. The scaling was interesting, splitting with Agility and Wonder, which were major stats for Bianca.

Zarian looked over as Bianca spun around and frolicked in her magic flower dress. He checked the next option.

Option Two: <Fabled Eternal Garden Princess Dress (Epic): Has already been selected. Now unavailable.>

“Bianca! Stand still and let me Identify your dress!” Zarian yelled.

“Okay!”

Once again, Option Two: <Fabled Eternal Garden Princess Dress (Epic): After the death of her father against the orcs of Grimrock, the shining elven princess turned away from the throne, letting her brother take it, and became a princess of war. This beautiful war dress grants these enchantments: Eternal Repair, Woodland Camouflage, Nature’s Embrace, Field Stride, Corpse Bloom. Scales partially with Agility and Wonder.>

Zarian repeated what he saw.

He barely finished before Bianca used an enchantment on a whim and stepped onto the edge of a field. Her next step happened after she rapidly slid across the field for two dozen feet.

The same thing happened on the following step. She laughed as she played around. The tail of her flowery, gem-heavy, colorful dress fluttered around as she used Field Stride for longer or shorter steps, zipping around the field quickly.

Zarian figured the dress was a decent choice and more fitting for Bianca, after all. The new additions of Nature’s Embrace and Corpse Bloom sounded interesting, especially the latter.

What could Bianca do to corpses with that enchantment?

Also, the lore drops behind these things were interesting. It felt like he was getting snippets of the kingdom they were about to visit, even if it was only the ancient history of the kingdom.

The elves weren’t ruling over the Eternal Garden Kingdom anymore. The humans were. The orcs weren’t at Castle Grimrock anymore, the corrupted goblins were.

Option Three: <Crown of Eternal Garden Heroism (Epic): When the elven lord of cursed birth was given a choice to commune with a demon for power, he turned away and sought the power of good. With this crown, you can hide your evil alignment or increase your good alignment. You can also plant ideas, suggestions, or orders into the minds of others that may bloom with time or more exposure. Scales with Wonder.>

Bianca used her Field Stride to launch herself off the grass and ferns. She landed on a stone block behind Zarian with the grace of an elven princess as her dress fluttered while still covering the important parts.

She was missing shoes to go with the elven dress. Zarian wasn’t going to say anything or she might drag him into a shoe-shopping spree later.

“Are you going to pick the crown?” Bianca asked.

“It would make things easier, wouldn’t it?” Zarian mused aloud. “I’ll be able to hide my evil nature.”

“Yup!”

“It’ll also let me mind control people.”

Bianca lost some of her good cheer. Then she smiled radiantly. “Mind control for the greater good!”

Zarian doubted there were many cases where mind control was considered ‘good.’ That was a reach – even he knew that as the resident evil guy.

He didn’t correct Bianca, however. At least he knew he could get a free pass with her if he ever wanted to use mind control.

Zarian checked the last two options quickly. They were skills and had shorter descriptions. He felt upset once again after he finished reading them.

Option Four: <Sunflower Helper (Level 4): Summon a Sunflower Helper that produces bright intense light from ambient aura or draws light intensely to create a zone of deep darkness. It can intensify nearby light or dim it per your will. Scales with Wonder.>

Option Five: <Grimoire of the Dread Mire Gator (Level 5): Through this folk tale of an ancient band of exiled elves, you can evoke the magic of the Dread Mire Gator. The grimoire must be summoned as a medium. You currently have 0 learned spells.>

Zarian informed Bianca of the skills, taking his time regarding the Sunflower Helper. She nodded with an undaunted smile.

Yeah, she had no regrets and no thoughts beyond wearing the dress of an ancient elven princess.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t judge much. Not when he already knew his choice: Grimoire of the Dread Mire Gator.

While the Sunflower Helper would’ve been an amazing skill for supporting light or dark abilities, Zarian’s heart was already set on anything grimoire related.

Hell, that crown would’ve helped immensely and kept my evil alignment hidden. But I would rather focus on having more spells.

Zarian was a wizard, and a wizard wouldn’t turn away from having another grimoire unless it was a terrible one. He would think twice about grabbing a grimoire using light spells … unless they were evil light spells that could coexist with darkness somehow.

Either way, Zarian would rather face the consequences of being evil while under the sun than give up on an interesting grimoire from a legendary achievement.

The selection window closed out. Zarian felt a new internal upgrade and a change to his profile. The System hooked him up, and when he checked, he found the new skill in his beta section.

Now he had a tough choice to make. What skills should be alpha or beta?

Straight Darkness +1 had benefited hugely from the ‘crashed out’ choice and grew from Level 16 to Level 23. It felt extremely powerful to Zarian. Far more powerful than what was necessary. It was hogging a spot in the alpha section other leveling skills could use.

He should shove the new soulbound grimoire in there, but he couldn’t overlook that Summon Spectral Spiders had advanced. The advancement happened when the spectral spiders retold the events of last night. Zarian hadn’t taken a deeper look at the changes until now.

<Your skill, Summon Spectral Spiders, leveled up from 9 to 10!>

<Your skill has advanced! From Summon Spectral Spiders to Spectral Spider Network!>

<Spectral Spider Network (Level 1): Summon hand-sized spider ghosts who carry a link with you and each other using phantom network threads. They are highly proficient in supernatural stealth, distraction, and rare arcane webbing. Through them, you can open direct communication channels and use their senses to perceive their world. Scales with Mysticism.>

Zarian reread the new version of the spectral spider skill multiple times. Then he resummoned his spiders, keeping them in the beta section. They seemed more fragile, appearing at Level 14.

At the very least, their translucency and stealth were greater than before. He also noticed glimmering links, the phantom thread network, that connected all of them with him and each other automatically, even when he summoned a new batch.

More phantom threads appeared, never tangling, always connected no matter the number or how they skittered around. He stopped at twenty and watched them move about slowly, checking their immediate surroundings or looking up at him.

He gave them no orders, so the spiders crawled away to explore. Zarian waited for them to spread before he concentrated on his skill.

His view of Bianca sashaying on the stone block split. He saw her normally and saw the world from a different perspective closer to the ground.

The on-ground perspective zoomed past blades of grass taller than his head and swerved around a titanic stone block lodged into the earth. It stopped in the shade of some shrubbery where lowly bugs crawled about, all Level 1s.

Then he, or it, or them, lunged onto the bugs, sinking his-their fangs into one, breaking past the thin shell and liquifying the internal flesh with venom. He could feel-taste the bug melting already, becoming the perfect meal.

Zarian pulled out of the voyeuristic perspective, his vision solely on Bianca still dancing in her elven princess dress. He hadn’t noticed until now that the outer gear, such as her sword belt and Lighthouse Falchion, had remained on the outside of the dress.

What had happened to the rags from before?

When he searched, he noticed they were on the ground.

The System had undressed Bianca before dressing her up in one smooth and dazzling magical girl sequence. For some reason, that struck Zarian as weird.

Bianca didn’t seem to mind, nor did she notice Zarian’s puzzlement after getting a very personal view of a spectral spider’s daily life. He could still taste the vivid memory of the bug’s shell and the gooey internals inside. That was going to stay with him for a while.

Worse yet, he was growing hungry because of his wild appetite.

Yeah, okay, I’m moving the new grimoire into the alpha section. Zarian figured he could effectively use the spiders as a spy and comms network even while it was in the beta section.

They wouldn’t see direct fighting anymore, which should be okay for them. He could consistently grow them by having them collect intel secretly. That was the perfect thing for a guy like him to have while heading into a populated and good aligned place.

Is the System looking out for me? 

That would be awfully nice and convenient.

“I’m done,” Zarian said once he swapped around his skills.

He looked over at Bianca and saw that she was calmer now. The giddy craziness was still in her eyes, but she wasn’t acting out anymore.

Still, Zarian frowned. “You progressed a lot more than I expected. Don’t overshadow the others too much.”

Bianca shook her head. “I don’t plan to. I want to go back to supporting them.”

“Really?”

“It’s awesome that I can deliver real damage. But it’s like you said, my abilities can be costly. I think it’s better that I support while saving my heavy damage for when it’s really needed.”

Zarian opened and closed his mouth. A section of his Fractured Mind combed through her words and concluded that she had a strong point.

It would be more efficient if she held back and focused on supporting while saving the big laser for priority targets. It would also be more surprising and devastating that way against meaner enemies while keeping the emphasis on the party working as a team.

That was everything Zarian wanted in the end. But in his single-mindedness to help Bianca grow, he’d pushed her further than expected.

The epic dress was the cherry on top to crown how dangerous Bianca had become along with the potential to grow more powerful – at least when they were in a forest environment. Or if there were corpses around.

We’ll have to test that Corpse Bloom power later.

“That’s a good way to look at things. If it was anyone else, they would’ve been more selfish, Bianca,” Zarian said.

“You aren’t selfish.”

“I’m selfish in my own way.”

Bianca hopped over to him and looked down into his eyes. She was taller and had an attention-grabbing presence, although the latter didn’t always show very well with how she acted.

This time, she seemed more mature as she set her hands on his shoulders.

“Even if you’re selfish, you’re selfish in a way that isn’t too bad. A bit messy, but you mean well. Which is why I’m your friend, and I have your back.”

Zarian felt a twinge in his core and an awkward fluttering in his gut. Then, his bestial hunger kicked up again and reminded him he needed to eat many times more than a man his size should.

His stomach growled fiercely to hurry things along.

“Thanks, Bianca,” he said, patting her on the arm. “Let’s go find the others. I’m sure they have plenty to tell us about, and we can tell them plenty about our wolf-versus-wulver adventure.”

“Yeah!”

Ready to set off, Zarian scooped Bianca into his arms. He hesitated when he realized he was touching an ancient elven dress worn by a young Cuban woman in a super high fantasy world.

It was moments like these that reminded him he’d left Florida behind through a portal of his own making. He was living the life he always dreamed about. It was frankly amazing to consider.

“Ah, I know that look. You’re feeling the Wonder of it all!” Bianca sang, with her arms waving, her legs kicking, acting all happy against his chest.

Zarian shook his head at the silly young woman. The hood of the Parasite Cloak slid up on its own. Deep, impregnable darkness covered his face once again.

He hunkered down, ready to launch, but another series of notifications appeared.

<You’ve acquired ultimate divine attention (14/14)!>

<Compiling notifications for easier viewing!>

<Evil Goddess Shadowfell approves first!>

<Good Goddess Lovewar approves second!>

<Evil God Hisscreep, Good God Serveserf, and Good Goddess Hopeland approves!>

<Evil God Killall, Evil God Sinfeast, Evil God Goldhound, Evil Goddess Sickspread, and Good God Lawkeep withhold judgment.>

<Good God Purgehunt, Good Goddess Purehome, Good God Kingsblood disapproves!>

<Evil God The Dragon slumbers ….>

…

<Bianca Garcia, your good alignment grows: +3!>

…

<Zarian Darkrun, your evil alignment grows: +2!>

Before Zarian could reply, Bianca’s goodness erupted in his arms and threw him back off his feet. He struck the ground hard, cracking a few pieces of stone and digging a small crater to lie in.

He groaned before looking up and seeing Para’s tentacles catching Bianca’s arm, yanking it aside. A dime-size laser sliced past Zarian’s hooded head and drilled a hole into the ground.

“Wait, wait, no, you’re Zarian. You’re my friend. Sorry, sorry, lo siento, sorry.” Bianca kept apologizing while Zarian wrestled with his vengeful, dark feelings.

He kept those villainous and evil feelings bound under his control, having an easier time than Bianca. He’d only gone up to evil +2 while Bianca had jumped to good +3.

Nonetheless, he could feel the weight of Bianca’s goodness. The badness inside of him wanted to come out and eliminate her goodness forever.

Zarian hissed, breathing deep, in and out. I’m not evil. I’m evil aligned. Evil is a tool. Whatever cunning, dastardly, crazy thing that I can dig up from the darkness is not to be used on my friends or allies. Only on my enemies.

His evil +2 simmered down a little. But its presence lurked underneath the surface, waiting for a chance.

Zarian now had a solid idea what it meant to be evil. If good alignment felt empowered while taking on difficult and suicidal tasks, evil alignment felt more creative in how to approach problems, near or far.

So it comes down to that, huh? Good is powerful. Evil is intelligent.

The alignments were simple, if not stereotypical. Granted, Zarian could appreciate how that simplicity had proven itself both detrimental and awe-inspiring.

Zarian stood smoothly from the floor while completely at ease. “Shall we go?”

“Maybe not yet. I’m still dealing with this thing. It’s insane. But it feels so good.” Bianca hung weakly in Para’s tentacle grasp.

Zarian commanded Para to let her go, making Bianca stumble a little, mostly from shock. She looked both scared of herself and eager to eradicate the evil in front of her.

“We’re friends,” he said.

“We’re out of balance. I’m good +3 now,” she said.

“Doesn’t matter. We make our own decisions.” Zarian offered his hand. “We’re friends. Good and evil. Perfectly balanced in our party. No matter what.”

The corner of Bianca’s mouth twitched, her eyes flashing on and off with searing light. Then, finally, she reached over and grasped his hand shakily.

He gave her a small bop on the forehead with the knuckles of his free hand, surprising her. She nearly freaked out and blasted him again, but she kept herself contained at the last second. Her confusion was evident.

“That was for knocking me to the ground. And for nearly putting a laser through my eye. Now we’re even,” he explained.

With that, Bianca laughed. She contained her overwhelming goodness further before she hopped into his arms again.

Once secured, they flew off. Their diverging alignments settled down with more time and found some measure of peace.

Still, Zarian knew he was holding a dangerous woman in his arms. She was the perfect weapon of goodness, able to help him or kill him in equal measure. She wasn’t stronger than him, far from it, but she was still deadly.

For some reason, he didn’t feel any fear or worry.

He merely needed to be smart while improving himself and the others. He needed to control his alignment and not let his alignment control him. It was a tool, a dangerous and powerful tool, but a tool nonetheless.

Granted, there were some trouble spots.

Isn’t it foolish to have a check against your power? A part of his Fractured Mind hissed like a snake. What does it matter if power corrupts absolutely? As long as it’s your power, that’s all that matters.

“Fuck off,” Zarian muttered.

Bianca looked at him questioningly.

“I’m talking to myself. A part of my evil aligned mind wants to be a jerk. I won’t let that happen.” Zarian smiled fiercely. “I have a little sister to raise, and she’s watching me closely. I’m going to be the best big bro anyone can ever have.”

“Ariana? She’s watching? How do you know?” Bianca asked.

Zarian didn’t answer. He could tell her and the others once the party linked up again and traded some major info.

Hopefully, the others – Hannah, at the very least – would’ve learned more about the gods from Roland and his soldiers by now. Then Zarian could learn as much as possible before reaching Bramblevale.

I’m going to have to change my approach. The gods are being meddlesome. I don’t think being subtle is going to work anymore.

He would have to do the opposite and move in unexpected ways. Then he could be meddlesome in return, like a true Florida Man.

The gods and their peons better watch it or they gonna learn the meaning of ‘fuck around and find out.’




42: Be Not Afraid

Gilbert was on guard duty while the ladies bathed and cleaned up in a crystal clear pond behind him. The trio were further ahead of the soldiers’ march, left of the path the young men were taking to reach Bramblevale.

While the ladies had a solid ten minutes to bathe before Roland’s young soldiers passed by, Gilbert wanted to make sure he steered away any entrepreneurial scouts. Those young soldiers hadn’t felt the touch of a woman outside of their own mother let alone seen a village girl naked in all of their years.

Gilbert wouldn’t know what that was like. It sounded terrible to him.

By the time he realized he’d liked girls and puberty was in full swing, he was already entangled with them behind his pop’s barn. Or in the back of the old beat-up pickup truck with a mattress that had some kinks in the springs that dug into his back or knees, depending on the position.

So, yeah, Gilbert was on guard duty and staying focused. It was either he stood here to steer away the young peepers or Naomi would kill the poor kids.

Gilbert didn’t blame the young fellas, but he didn’t admit that aloud. He’d grown wiser over the years, and being the second oldest of the party made him feel older than he ought to.

“When I was younger, I would’ve given anything to see a piece of Naomi,” Gilbert drawled, sighing. “Weird, huh? That woman will literally kill you with a look. But that’s my problem. I always did get drawn toward danger. You get me, huh? Loner?”

Ah, yeah, Gilbert wasn’t alone.

For the past couple of days, while the chief was having a ‘private session’ with Bianca, the goblin skeleton remained in the woods outside the peripherals of the soldiers. Loner could be stealthy when he wanted to be, especially when Hannah used enchantments like Quiet or Blend.

Loner did the same old thing as expected.

He leaned coolly against a trunk that was a few trees over to Gilbert’s right and had his ivory arms crossed over his ribcage. Hearing Gilbert’s drawl, Loner slowly turned his empty sockets and rictus grin in Gilbert’s direction and gave his standoffish glare.

That was enough of an answer with Loner.

For Gilbert, it was plenty.

“Yeah, Loner, I used to be reckless and full of heart. By the time I ran the circuit all around my town, everybody knew.” Gilbert yawned and recrossed his aching arms. They were sore from today’s workout with Naomi.

Sometimes, he wouldn’t use the Healing Force just so he could remind himself of discomfort and soreness. He always liked the soreness after a nice big workout.

“A few of the dads in my hometown wanted to shoot my back full of birdshot. Things ended up bad enough that I had to skip out of town and stay with an aunt down in South Florida. Somewhere along the way, I got serious, became a cop, and did an ok job of being a cop while still picking the worst women to marry.”

Loner kept glaring at him, which was enough of a response.

“They were hot though, my ex-wives. The first was mean as hell. The other was as wild as a fox. In the end, I got burnt by both.” Gilbert sighed as he looked dead into the skeleton’s eyeless sockets.

Loner gave him a slow shrug with a little bone rattle to go with it.

Gilbert smiled at that despite a bit of the heart ache coming up. Loner was decent company, but he didn’t compare to the men Gilbert had worked with.

Kenneth would’ve talked Gilbert’s ear off for the hundredth time about how to make a marriage successful and picking the right woman. Mark would’ve talked derogatorily about women to where Gilbert would want to punch the guy. Lincoln would’ve talked about how he had another date and one-night stand with a smoking hot narcissist.

They weren’t the best of men.

But Gilbert had known them well enough for a while.

Now he had to keep moving forward and making something out of this fantasy life of his. He couldn’t trust going back home to Florida.

To be fair, other than a job and mortgage and some distant family, he didn’t have too many pressing reasons to return outside of not facing corrupted monsters and killers and to regain certain comforts.

He mostly wanted his comforts, like a fishing rod and a day off.

“How about we hit up a joint that has some … entertainment for men … when we finally reach civilization. I know, I know, that’s the sinner in me talking, but a man can only be strong for so long.”

“Are you saying you want to go to a brothel?” asked a voice that came from Loner’s direction.

That couldn’t have been the taciturn goblin skeleton. Still, hearing that voice nearly spooked the bejeezus out of Gilbert until he recognized who it came from.

“Chief!” Gilbert called.

“Sir!” Naomi came running like the wind while covered in nothing but a blanket they’d taken from the soldiers. She held the thing with only one hand, and it stuck close to her wet skin.

“Heavens almighty, woman! Put on something more appropriate! You don’t think all your exercising will impact others?!” Gilbert shouted, turning away.

He was old enough to know there were boundaries you shouldn’t cross with the people you work closely with. He hoped the chief was conscious of that.

Then again, Gilbert sensed Zarian was too clueless to do anything with the power of his position.

“We really need new clothes don’t we?” asked Zarian, still playing the disembodied voice act.

It didn’t help that his voice sounded from around Loner. Did he have the power to speak through his skeletons now?

Why not?

Gilbert figured Zarian could do practically everything. It almost made Gilbert question why he needed a party when Zarian was practically a one-man army.

If he really is training Bianca, what is the point of that? Bianca has a great spirit, but she’s got a long way to go before she’s as fierce as Naomi or has Hannah’s deadly smarts.

Gilbert had the advantage of being able to heal rapidly with reduced chances of a permanent death, so he could fight consistently.

Other than providing some great distractions and blinding people painfully, Gilbert wondered what more could Bianca achieve if the ‘private session’ with Zarian was strictly work related.

Naomi glared down at Loner, who kept leaning coolly against his tree, not bothered whatsoever. Naomi was the same way, ignoring how she made the blanket wet and tight around her form, her backside to Gilbert, forcing him to keep looking away and staying strong.

“Ah, I get it, you’re speaking through your spectral spider,” Naomi said, surprisingly cheerful, like she solved a hard puzzle. “I can feel these tiny sparks, their little brains I think, working when you speak.”

“That’s my girl. I was wondering if someone would figure it out. Take a look around you,” the chief said, his voice multiplying from above, below, and on all sides.

Gilbert scanned the stony forest around them and saw glimmering, shimmering forms of spiders smaller than his hand. They quickly faded in and out of view, becoming harder to spot than ever before.

There were dozens of them in the branches and on the moss-covered block piles. There was even one on Gilbert’s left shoulder.

“Don’t worry, I didn’t let them peek, and they just got there. Bianca and I are above you guys, by the way. We’re thinking about doing a flashy, go big or go home entrance. Bianca has some eccentric ideas, and I’m in a funky mood.”

Gilbert liked nothing he just heard in that spiel. What the hell happened out there? Why was Bianca coming up with eccentric ideas? What had made the chief have a funky mood?

“Hey, maybe you should make a landing near the pond so we can work this out together. Iron out the kinks first, before we make waves.” Gilbert sounded like a wise big brother to his own ears, hoping that would work on Zarian.

“Go big or go home if you’re not a punk,” Naomi said, instigating.

“I’m interested to see how much Bianca has changed.” Hannah strode up with her Roller Golem at her side.

She was dressed more appropriately in the smallest set of soldier clothing. They still didn’t fit her very well.

She tossed a tunic, pair of pants, and pair of boots at Naomi, who stripped down and dressed up rapidly.

Gilbert had nearly turned to look, stopping at the last split second. That was a close one. Way too close.

When he finally looked back, Naomi was more appropriately dressed. Gilbert let the younger, eager part of him calm the hell down and remember Naomi as the ‘Walking Death’ she was.

Now, about this madness of making a big, troublesome entrance.

“Chief, come on. We gotta slow down a little and prep up for our time in town. You ain’t got a clue of all the things we’ve dug up while being so-called advisors,” Gilbert argued. “Come on down now and let’s be peaceful. Let these tired and traumatized boys carry their dead to town. Let’s leave the rest of this march uneventful.”

That all sounded reasonable. How could anyone argue against that?

Gilbert noticed Hannah shifting sides, looking more reasonable. Naomi remained full steam ahead, which was to be expected.

Zarian didn’t respond through his spectral spiders, obviously thinking about it all. He had to see to reason. Gilbert had faith.

“What’s that above us? Is that a harpy? A winged drake? A monster?” shouted a young soldier at the head of their march.

The soldiers were caught up to Gilbert and the ladies and were just over yonder from the pond. They were shouting up a storm, drawing swords from their scabbards with a rough hiss or drawing arrows on bows with a subtle croak.

Naomi was already running ahead. Gilbert and Loner kept Hannah and Roller company as they left behind the pond.

They trampled through bushes, ran across piles of stone blocks, and even did some ninja-like parkour, diving through gaping stone windows and leaping over a fallen draw bridge that collapsed into a short creek.

Then Gilbert, Loner, Hannah, and Roller – who used kinetic force to keep up on every hop – stumbled to a stop on the side of the major cobblestone path. Naomi was already there, looking up. They followed the battle psion’s gaze and saw a hugely ridiculous display.

Bianca was descending gracefully from the air while framed by brilliant stalks of captured light. She had a glowing halo above her head and concentrated beams shooting out from her sides like she had multiple wings.

Gilbert couldn’t be sure if she was lowering down because she could fly or if she had invisible spider webs holding her for the wire-flying act.

Regardless of how she was pulling off this stunt, the act was mesmerizing.

She wore a dress that only existed in fantasy, billowing in the air tastefully, while covered in gems and colors that reminded Gilbert of a bountiful field of flowers. She looked like a girl born of angelic royalty from an old Irish fable or something even more imaginative.

“Hey, Hannah,” called Naomi.

“Yes, Naomi,” replied Hannah.

“I’m very jealous.”

“I am, too.”

Both women nodded at each other, and just like that, they formed a pact set against Bianca. Gilbert didn’t think they’d meant anything serious about it. But he wasn’t going to intervene.

Instead, he observed the effect Bianca had on the soldiers. She was bewitching even while she was covered in layers of adventure gunk.

Gilbert imagined with that dress and her natural good-looks she would’ve been too much for the young soldiers if she had cleaned up in the crystal clear pond first.

Then she spoke with a power that shook Gilbert and the others up to their core. Something about her had a supernatural, magnetic, otherworldly impact that went beyond gamified abilities.

“Be not afraid!” Bianca declared.

Gilbert frowned. “Oh, hell no.”

“I have the approval of the gods!” Bianca carried on, her bare feet touching the ground daintily. “Do not question the approval of the gods, or you go against the force of goodness itself!”

The soldiers looked cowed, easily bent to Bianca’s will faster than Gilbert had expected. They didn’t look like they would ever question her again.

“I must be the judge of that!” Roland declared. “You’ve disappeared with the repulsive and evil creature you claim as your own! How can you claim to have the approval of the gods when you were out gallivanting with the essence of villainy?”

“Then let me show you.” Bianca’s eyes lit up like a mini searing flash.

A radiant, beautiful, and scary smile beamed from her face. Then she burst apart into a thousand motes of light and reassembled in a blink in front of the officer.

Bianca placed her hand on Roland’s shoulder before the officer could do anything. She released a pulse of that mysterious and spooky power that gave Gilbert shivers.

It was a power that went beyond the basics of the System. This new power felt like an experience that Gilbert, his father, his pastor, his neighbors, and everyone that was a good Christian would call … divine.

It can’t be. Not in this world, Gilbert thought immediately, clenching his jaw. He tensed up as he watched Roland buckle under Bianca’s hand.

“You’re good aligned, yes?” Bianca asked, standing over the kneeling Roland.

“Yes, ma’am!” Roland shouted, his body shivering, barely able to keep his head up.

“I’m good +3.”

The entire army unit froze. Then they all dropped to their knees.

Gilbert looked at them all with wide eyes. Why did being good +3 matter that much?

He checked with Naomi and Hannah, who were keeping up their jealous pact while clearly interested in how any of this was possible.

How did Bianca learn to wield goodness itself? What the heck happened to the silly Latina they’d grown fond of despite her ditziest moments?

“Yes, see, I’m a high level of good.” Bianca’s voice thrummed with more of her +3 alignment power. “So, don’t question me when I say my friend is to be welcomed and treated well. Or you’ll upset me. Okay?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m nowhere near your level of goodness! I don’t deserve to question the likes of you!” Roland shouted.

The nearest soldiers nodded rapidly.

“Okay, then! Zarian, they’re going to be nice now!” Bianca yelled up.

Gilbert looked into the sky and saw a hazy and dark outline. It would’ve been easy to mistake it for a buzzard until it plummeted to the ground fast.

Then with a flapping expansion of her leathery, patchwork wings, Para the Parasite Cloak slowed Zarian’s descent. He landed like an evil version of Batman, but more horrifying. A palpable and sinister force oozed from his presence.

Then the evil feeling faded, leaving a figure cloaked in reddish, tannish, brownish leather that could’ve been mistaken as dried human skin if Gilbert hadn’t known better.

The darkness under Zarian’s hood was impenetrable, like a solid void that would consume someone’s soul if they stared into it for too long. Nothing else about his body was visible.

The weight of his presence alone was dangerous.

He wasn’t hiding himself anymore.

“Hello, everyone,” Zarian said, sounding suave, dark, and sinister. “I’m a friendly, evil aligned wizard. You’re all safe around me. You can trust me.”

“Yes, exactly, trust him!” Bianca said, her eyes shining, her voice backed by the power of her goodness. “It’s because of him I’m good +3 after killing wulvers.”

“The wulvers? Is that what you said? You’ve killed them?” Roland was practically out of breath, sweating profusely, as he groveled in front of Bianca and Zarian.

“We’ve also turned back a gnoll raiding party and saved your kingdom!” Bianca declared.

“A gnoll raiding party?! Saved our kingdom?!” Roland shouted.

Gilbert couldn’t help but find this all sad as the young lads kept playing to Zarian and Bianca’s tune. God almighty, why were the youngest of them so reckless?

Zarian, twenty-one. Bianca, nineteen. Dark. Light. Evil. Good. And complete and utter trouble together.

“Alright, alright, are you two satisfied?” Gilbert asked, walking into the middle of the mess, hoping to break it up.

“But I want them to praise my dress,” Bianca said.

“It’s beautiful, ma’am!” Roland said quickly.

The other soldiers chimed in:

“You’re so pretty!”

“You’re like an angel!”

“Please marry me!”

“May I touch you?”

Bianca nodded to the praises, smiling. “Thank you. The dress came from an elven princess. And no, you can’t touch. That’s a little creepy, and you’re not a handsome elf.”

Roland paled. “Did you say ‘elven princess?’ Which elven princess?”

Zarian answered: “The one who was known as the princess of war when the elven lords warred with the orcs of Castle Grimrock.”

Before Gilbert could butt in again, Roland was moaning, shaking, stumbling to his feet. He shuffled close to Bianca, stopped, jerked away, then assumed a position outside of arm’s distance and looked her dress up and down and at odd angles.

“They can’t be serious,” Gilbert muttered. “When did y’all meet elves to get an elven dress?”

“We’ll tell you later,” Zarian said, with a hint of dark amusement.

Roland shouted, lost to the mania. “This is the dress. The fabled dress. The one from the children’s stories I’ve learned. I’ve even seen it in a painting owned by Bramblevale Lord Cassian of Paxton! This is the dress!”

“I ain’t heard of no dress, Lord Roland. What’s it supposed to mean?” asked a soldier.

“It means we need to show the utmost respect to our guests.” Roland held his hands together and lowered his head, smiling greasily even with his mustache. “Sorry, sorry, I should’ve known you all were very important guests of the kingdom. From Florida, the World of Swamps and Princesses! Of course, of course, you said that. And I’ve mistakenly ridiculed you. My goodness, I’m in the presence of royalty. You are a princess with an entourage, Princess Bianca!”

Bianca held her head up haughtily.

Gilbert sensed a jealous atmosphere growing stronger behind him, sending shivers down his spine. Ignoring that, he glared down at the biggest troublemaker of them all, Zarian.

The chief’s face remained hidden behind the impenetrable darkness of his hood. But Gilbert could tell he was having a lot of fun.

“Can we get a move on? These guys need to get home and bury their dead,” Gilbert grouched.

“How can you say that to a princess of good +3?!” Roland shrilled.

Gilbert nearly smacked the young man, but held back in the end. He gave Bianca a no nonsense glare.

Bianca’s glowing goodness dimmed a little as she looked properly ashamed under Gilbert’s heavy gaze. She’d gone and let herself have a power trip, and Gilbert wasn’t going to help her when Naomi and Hannah raked her over the coals a little.

“Gilbert’s right. You all need to keep on the march while Bianca and I get a proper wash. We’ve been roughing it for a while even before killing wulvers and dealing with gnoll raiders,” Zarian said, sounding more amenable and with some sense.

“No need!” shouted Roland. “I have a buildable man-sized bath. We can place it on one cart and wrap it in curtains. Any man here who gazes upon your visage while you luxuriate will have their eyes removed. We’ll heat the baths if you prefer.”

Roland kept rubbing his hands together sleazily, eager to serve.

Bianca looked even more eager to be pampered. Then she glanced past Gilbert and fully saw the other ladies of their party. Her expression dropped into a distraught one, which Gilbert found was appropriate.

“No, thank you,” Bianca said, demurely. “I’ll take the pond bath. I’ll have a proper bath once we’re in town. Like everyone else.”

“I’ll take the hot transportable bath,” Zarian said, “and a cart to myself. I really don’t feel like walking anymore and could use the special treatment.”

Nobody questioned him or went against him. Bianca had completely crushed any dissent or rudeness about the presence of evil among the soldiers.

Gilbert felt off about all of that. These boys had to empty one of their carts and find space when all of them were already overburdened.

“This cart only has bodies. Do you want me to save them for your burial?” Zarian pointed at a cart getting pulled by the alien oxen of this world. “Here, I’ll show you.”

Para’s tentacles, tendrils, and feelers reached out and slurped up all the bodies. They were gone before anyone could stop Zarian.

“I have them secured in a pocket dimension for objects,” he said “Go ahead and clean this cart and set it up for me. I’ll be back. I’m starving, and your rations aren’t enough.”

“Um, sir, the forest of the king is not for us to hunt,” Roland said.

“Of course, it’s not for us to hunt. Nobody unimportant is hunting in that forest. So there’s no reason to make a report, correct?”

Roland looked like he was learning to read between the lines for the first time. “Yes, of course, there’s no reason to make a report,” Roland said.

Gilbert palmed his face at the wanton abuse of power. Hadn’t Zarian wanted to be more careful and subtle at first? Weren’t they supposed to be advisors instead of a princess and her entourage?

Gilbert wondered what the hell happened out there to change his mind.

Zarian ran off. Then he returned and threw something at Bianca that looked like a can of … no, it couldn’t be.

“Bianca, what’s that?” Naomi gasped, breaking her silent pact of jealousy.

“Is that what I think it is?” Hannah asked next.

Bianca beamed a bright smile, literally, and ran over to the girls with the impossible thing in her hands. She passed it to them, letting Naomi and Hannah touch it.

Gilbert slowly ambled up, unable to believe what he was seeing.

It was … a can of coffee … from a popular brand.

Gilbert reached out to touch it. Bianca slapped him lightly on his hand. She shooed him away.

Gilbert blinked dumbly at her.

“You can’t have it,” she said.

Gilbert felt like she stabbed him in the chest. He asked: “Why can’t I have it?”

“Because that’s what Goddess Shadowfell said. I’m not a fan of her evil ways, but she might become our benefactor or whatever. Which reminds me, we might need to shop around for a Good God to balance our party’s alignment. Zarian and I are reps of evil and good, so our benefactors should be the same.”

“Um, run that back. I can’t have the coffee because of Shadowfell? The messy ‘idol’ with the corruptive tears? That Shadowfell?” Gilbert ignored the frightened looks of the nearby soldiers.

They didn’t matter anymore. The coffee mattered.

“Yup, that’s the one. She’s impressed with us and gave us this as a boon.” Bianca nodded seriously.

“She’s okay with me,” Naomi said.

“I would like to have a chat with her, directly, if that’s possible,” Hannah said. “Can you imagine how fascinating a conversation it would be to talk to a goddess of her young age, presented with all of that power as a baby from the start?”

“Yeah, sure, so, who wants to make the coffee?” Naomi asked.

“I’ll do it for my girl besties, right?” Bianca cheered.

“Yeah, yeah. All is forgiven. Now answer me this. How strong are you? Do you think you can beat me in a fight?” Naomi asked.

“What was the most critical part of your development?” Hannah asked. “What was Zarian like as he trained you privately? Was he gentle? Or did he push you hard?”

Bianca told them everything as she worked on making them coffee, using whatever they had available – which meant taking what the soldiers had and mixing that with magic.

Gilbert stood outside of their girlish and sinful covenant. He felt cold even though it was late afternoon in Late Summer.

There was coffee right there. Right freaking there. And he couldn’t touch it because it came from a twenty-year-old false goddess of evil.

He couldn’t even pay much attention to the valuable conversation. He walked away instead and found a cart to lean up against.

Loner walked over, ignoring the gawking soldiers, and leaned next to Gilbert. The goblin skeleton gave the healer his usual eyeless glare and rictus grin.

“Thanks, bud. I appreciate it,” Gilbert said. “At least I have my faith.”

“I won’t judge you if you break it,” said Zarian’s voice, floating from Gilbert’s shoulder.

“God, dammit, chief!” Gilbert jumped, his heart hammering.

He patted around on his shoulder, but he felt nothing. The ghostly thing was either untouchable right now or gone.

He imagined Zarian out in the forest, acting like a hungry beast while having a laugh. All while spying on them from the trees or up close with no one knowing.

That was straight up horrifying.

Then Gilbert smelled the scent of coffee. The girls had that thing going quick. They sounded happier, laughing, cheering, enjoying themselves with a caffeinated drink from the old world.

Gilbert nearly broke. But he held fast to his faith.

He stayed strong.

Loner glared up at him for a long while. Then the goblin skeleton shook his head, as if in pity.




43: Private Bath

For the sake of Roland’s upright and law-abiding nature, Zarian hunted down a medium-sized beast and dragged its carcass around the camp the soldiers had set up for the night. He found his party, had Para prepare the meal, and waited for Bianca to cook it.

Everyone from the party had a piece. Zarian ate the biggest chunks, sharing some with Para. By then, the cart with the bath was prepared for him.

For a long while, Zarian had wondered what would happen if he turned off the Parasite Cloak. Would everything in Para’s dimensional storage come rushing out? Could he turn it off or switch it from alpha to beta?

Before he dove into the water, he walked away from everyone and took some time to talk to Para directly, making his intentions known.

She was a good girl, loyal to a fault, even if she could act a little unruly sometimes. Still, she did what she could to support Zarian, even at the risk of taking damage for him.

A man couldn’t ask better from a parasitic article of clothing. Once he had Para’s consent, he tried to turn her off in a small glade away from the camp.

Nothing happened. The System denied the shut off for the Parasite Cloak. Zarian emptied her pocket dimension carefully.

He set aside corpses, old gear from Castle Grimrock, a few odds and ends. There wasn’t as much as he would think after nearly two months of adventuring.

Hell, they still had spare goblin bodies. He was tempted to turn those into advancing skeletons, but held off. He wanted to see what happened to Loner first once he advanced.

Zarian attempted to turn Para off again and succeeded. The cloak slurped into his back and disappeared. A presence in his mind winked away, which he hadn’t realized was a prominent feature until now.

His body lost its extra physicality and felt more frail, more vulnerable. Zarian shivered, hating the weakness and the lack of Para’s presence.

Was she a crutch?

Or was she a major part of what he was now? A wizard of evil +2.

Looking up into the night sky with a grimace, Zarian wondered if he’d pushed the line too much with the soldiers. Then he shook his head. The gods were meddling, and they hadn’t even reached Bramblevale yet.

The meager and careful route didn’t feel viable anymore.

“We’re better off being outlandish and upfront,” Zarian said. “If we’re going to be anyone’s target, we can at least set the bullseye where we want it.”

The gods were meddling.

Zarian would meddle back.

He reactivated the Parasite Cloak while it was a beta skill. Para felt brain dead and too weak. He switched her back to being an alpha skill, making her better, and swept all the dropped items back into Para’s pocket dimension.

As they returned to camp, Para contracted until she was nearly as thin as a scarf. The hood remained, but it had patchy holes in it, making it more breathable with airflow.

Zarian didn’t bother with modesty and tossed every old scrap of clothing off. The Surface Walker Boots were already in the pocket dimension.

The soldiers had heated the bath to near boiling, steam wavering over the surface of the tub.

One soldier informed him there was a runic device at the bottom of the tub that would grant him temperature control with a touch and his magical whim. The soldier explained quickly, and once he saw Zarian was satisfied, he fled away.

He doesn’t have the skills I want, Zarian thought, watching the soldier flee before looking around.

He spotted soldiers with the type of skills he wanted for himself and for the party. I wonder if I should go after them now or wait to see if I can find the better versions.

The soldiers had basic skills. Knowing that there were higher quality skills, Zarian could aim for the more advanced versions. If he was going to stack up on some Level 0s, he might as well get the best of those.

Zarian clambered into the cart and jumped inside a tub that could fit his entire party. The curtain was on a hoop held up by metal bars attached to the tub’s sides. Para used a tendril to slide the curtain around for his privacy.

Zarian sighed as he felt the water’s heat seep into his body. He felt around for the runic device at the bottom of the tub with his foot and raised the heat a little further.

It would’ve felt nicer if he’d kept Para deactivated and assumed a weaker body. But he preferred having the parasitic threads interwoven with him, reinforcing him, eliminating excess weakness.

At the very least, the bath was everything he could ask for, and it came with a scrubber. No oils or scents or soap, which was fine. The hot water and scrubber worked perfectly.

Zarian cleaned himself off, and Para filtered out the dirt and gunk with makeshift scoopers at the end of her tentacles. She tossed them over the sides and kept the tub from getting too dirty.

After he cleaned up mostly, he tried to relax a little further, if not completely.

I can’t relax all the way.

Something was always on.

The spell for necromancy remained active.

The Spectral Spider Network was active, which was still tricky to fully utilize. He could tap into the senses of different spiders at any time. But switching feeds or having multiple viewpoints was still maddening, even for his Fractured Mind.

He could keep a pulse on multiple spectral spiders without looking too closely, however. If he received a specific alert through the network, then he could inspect things more directly. That was the best he could do right now.

He had fifty of them scurrying inside the camp, outside the camp, and further beyond, scouting and spying. He rotated between a set of ten every few minutes when he wanted to keep a light touch on their general situation.

When he grew bored, he took a deeper dive.

It was frightening how he could easily watch and listen to others without them knowing, like a real voyeur. All the soldiers remained unaware, so he had some fun listening to their candid conversations.

They mostly talked about women and drinking and fooling around. Zarian chuckled from his tub at the similarities between a young Marine from the old world and a young soldier in a magic world.

Other than spooking Gilbert for the fun of it, Zarian made sure his party was aware of his spectral spiders being nearby. Keeping that secret from them would break cohesion and trust.

Zarian could feel his evil nature trying to convince him otherwise. He shut that down right away. The party’s confidence in him was more important than evil paranoia.

Trust issues aside, the Spectral Spider Network was a huge boon, and it had already grown to Level 2. Maybe the growth wasn’t as fast as usual, and maybe he would get more range and efficiency if the spider network was an alpha skill, but as of now, it served its purpose excellently.

“Okay, the network spiders are good,” Zarian mumbled, arms outstretched on the tub’s rim. He kicked his legs gradually up and down in front of him. “What’s new? Are we all updated with each other? What do we need to do next?”

Starting with the new stuff: Bianca had gotten a major evolution in quality, shooting into the second most powerful person in the party. Zarian’s investment in her hadn’t gone to waste, and he saw Bianca flourish in new ways.

She had good +3, which had a palpable force that could scare the shit out of people and demand respect. Zarian could still beat her if it came down to a fight between them, but he would rather avoid that.

She says she wants to play support for the others, but will she really stick with that? Zarian wondered. Time will tell because her almighty princess display with the soldiers suggested she’s becoming a star.

What would the party look like working around Bianca?

Zarian struggled to imagine that even with his Fractured Minds.

Yeah, he really hoped Bianca followed through as supportive. Her taking a hard battle lead didn’t suit her even with the extra power. Gilbert and Naomi needed to be upfront.

“I need to work with Gilbert next.”

He didn’t see any grand weaknesses with Gilbert. The guy was rock solid for his role. Maybe his only problem was not being crazy ambitious.

“Healer. Tank. Support. Yeah, that’s very valuable and without too many weaknesses.”

Zarian would have to think about what to pressure Gilbert with or wait for something to push the man over the edge. Then that would be the perfect time to see what Gilbert could really do when he was properly motivated.

Naomi was jealous. Even Zarian could see that. Hannah wanted his attention to exchange info and discoveries, which Zarian was eager about as well.

So far, he needed to tell everyone about Ariana. He needed to tell them about the crazy bluff and deal he’d set up with the gnolls, which might lead to a whole war with Castle Grimrock in the near future.

“I can’t believe I’ve saved an entire kingdom,” Zarian said. “I’m literally a hero, and I haven’t even set foot in the kingdom.”

That was kind of crazy.

He didn’t feel like a hero. He’d chosen the ‘crash out’ option because if it failed, at least he would be satisfied with the ridiculousness of the play. But it had worked, and now he was an advisor to rising gnolls and a hero to a kingdom that would hate him.

What the hell?

Zarian cracked a grin. “The looks on those elder gnolls’ faces were priceless. Totally worth it.” 

He’d faced a group of elder gnolls in the Level 80s while he was in the Level 30s. They had him totally outmatched, outgunned, pretty much dead, and he’d overpowered them. He’d scared them off.

That should’ve been impossible.

“You watching little sister?” Zarian asked. “Your Big Bro will always find a way.”

She didn’t respond.

Once everyone in his party was updated with each other, Zarian figured staying in Bramblevale for a while would be good for them. They could try milking their connection with Roland for all it was worth.

Roland had called himself a Low Rose Noble. That should mean something not so poor, right?

Zarian wondered what it would be like to have a mansion with enough big rooms and a common area for his party. When he imagined the kitchen, he envisioned Foodie already working on the next meal, the pantry, shelves, fridges, all stocked.

“Yeah, what’s next hasn’t changed. We’ll rest in Bramblevale, gather information about the land, then hit the Forgotten Kingdom Dungeon. Once we’re in the Level 60s, we’ll head for Castle Grimrock to slay the warlock and free Foodie.”

It sounded simple, yet Zarian figured there would be complications. If so, then he imagined his party would be strong enough to handle those.

And if they couldn’t, he would figure things out. After all, he’d grown a lot so far based on how his profile looked now:

<>

Origins: Zarian Darkrun, 21 yr-old Human, Honored Outsider.

Level: 35

Class: Dark Wizard Apprentice (Epic).

Alignment: Evil +2

Traits: Dark Affinity (Rare), Overpower (Epic), Identify (Rare), Aura Channeler (Rare), Fractured Mind (Uncommon), Basic Aura Manipulation (Rare).

Alpha Skills (3/3): Grimoire of Black Magic 102 (Level 13), Parasite Cloak +1 (Level 13), Grimoire of the Dread Mire Gator (Level 5).

Beta Skills (4/12): Spectral Spider Network (Level 2), Straight Darkness +1 (Level 23), Tranquil Mind (Level 0), Adrenaline Jolt (Level 0).

Willpower: 112

Strength: 25

Agility: 30

Wonder: 64

Mysticism: 234

Free: 0

Achievements: Honored Outsider (Divine), SSS Dance with White Silk Reiki (Epic), Heroes of the Eternal Garden Kingdom (Legendary).

Spells: Bloody Lifesteal (Uncommon), Raise Advancing Skeletons (Rare), Black Fire (Rare).

<>




44: Campfire Coffee

Zarian found his party in the woods away from the soldiers. They had their own campfire going.

Gilbert still looked despondent after not getting any coffee. Bianca, Naomi, and Hannah were sitting close, being surprisingly girly.

Zarian even caught a flash of Naomi’s smile as they gossiped quickly in hushed voices. The ladies paused when they saw him step out of the darkness of the woods to join them.

The campfire was set in a small stone ruin with no roof, only some lonesome arched doorways covered in vines. They’d picked a crater in the stone floor for the campfire and had extra blankets and bedrolls stuffed behind them for comfort.

Now that Zarian thought about it, the soldiers would have extra gear laying about after losing so many of their own.

“Good evening, sir,” Naomi greeted, and the other girls followed her example.

“Evening,” Gilbert muttered.

Zarian nodded back.

“We saved you some.” Naomi held up a mug of dark coffee. It was warm after waiting by the campfire.

Zarian used a parasite tendril to take it from Naomi’s hand and transfer it to his. He took a sip and felt the familiar buzz of caffeine.

Wow, this was good. It hit the spot. Even Para felt it.

With a small swagger, he walked over to Gilbert and offered the mug.

“I’m not supposed to get any,” the healer muttered.

“I don’t care. I won’t let you suffer alone.” Zarian gave the girls’ a curious glance. “That was screwed up, doing that to Gilbert.”

The girls chuckled. Hannah hid her smile behind her hand. Bianca beamed light from her face with her grin. Naomi smirked.

“It’s safer when you do it,” Naomi said. “We can’t predict how an Evil Goddess would feel if any of us did it. But if it’s you, it’s most likely okay.”

“Why’s that?” Zarian asked, arching a brow.

Bianca answered: “Other than she approved of you first, it all boiled down to this. The goddess is a big girl. We’re down-to-earth girls. And you’re a guy. You have more leeway than us girls.”

Zarian felt more confused. None of them were ‘down-to-earth.’

“With time, you’ll understand,” Gilbert said, taking the mug shakily. He took a loud sip, nearly moaning, before sipping again and again until he finally handed it back. “Thank you, chief, thank you.”

Zarian looked up and waited. No lightning bolts. No angry thunder. Nothing but the dark night and hooting beasts.

The blocky cloud cover was heavy tonight, which Zarian found comfortable. Hence him having his hood down while wearing loose-fitted clothing he’d taken from the soldiers.

“Ariana … is from this world,” Zarian said. “My little sister manipulated the events for me to be here. She’s no ghost. She actually exists. She’s from here, from the Infinita Star System.”

“How?” Hannah asked. She was the best at drilling him with the right questions.

“Dreams. She made me dream of the portal. And she reached out to me in another dream when we left the cave and reached the surface.”

“Why?”

“To see what I would do, which I think is her being honest. Maybe to an extent. Maybe there’s more involved than she had revealed.”

“If she’d lied once, twice, thrice, she’s likely to lie again and again,” Gilbert said.

“Agreed,” Naomi added.

“Would you still love her despite that?” Bianca asked.

“I can’t help but love her. She’s my little sister. The bane of my existence. But the one that’s been there the longest.” Zarian smiled at the fire. “And because I love her, I’m going to find her regardless of how truly powerful she is and give her a scolding. She’s been a bad girl. Her actions, my actions, they’ve led to serious consequences. So, yeah, I’ll scold her.”

“That’s it? Scold her?” Gilbert asked.

“That’s the start of it. I can’t say what else I’ll do from there. I do believe she’s highly powerful. She orchestrated a lot for this to happen.”

“Could she be working for Shadowfell?” Hannah asked.

“That would explain why we ended up in Shadowfell territory and why the Evil Goddess approves of me so quickly,” Zarian answered. “Huh, that gives me more of a reason to accept Shadowfell as a benefactor. It’s honestly the quickest way to get more info about my sister.”

There was, of course, another possibility. Ariana could be the Shadowfell Goddess. Zarian was sure that some of the people in his party might be considering that.

He didn’t say it aloud because he wasn’t sure himself. Having a big Evil Goddess as a little sister was ludicrous.

More importantly … Ariana wasn’t a big crier. She’d always cheered him on, mainly. It didn’t seem to fit her personality for Zarian, but he could be wrong.

Drifting from his thoughts to the present moment, Zarian noticed the campfire chat falling silent.

It was easy to see they all had mixed feelings about acting in ‘service’ or as a ‘partner’ of an Evil Goddess. Zarian pulled out the divine note Shadowfell had written for him and passed it around for everyone to read and feel.

When they returned it back to him, he saw their mostly predictable reactions

Hannah was fascinated.

Naomi looked ambitious.

Bianca was holding back her good +3 and being sensible.

Gilbert looked distraught.

Zarian smiled softly. “We’re not hitched up with her yet. Bianca wants to have her pick of the Good Gods and Goddesses. So far, it looks like Lovewar is leading. With that said, the gods have meddled a lot, and I’m not too happy about that. I don’t even know the lore behind any of them.”

“We have a decent idea behind the Good Gods from what Roland and his soldiers said, at least,” Hannah admitted.

“They’re tight lipped about the Evil Gods, all scared that they’ll get cursed or bring ruin,” Naomi added.

“Well, I’ll take what information you guys dug up. Then we can consolidate what we know about our gains. Stats. Traits. Runes. Advancements. I have a whole new grimoire, in fact. I don’t think we have to build from the ground up, but with so many fast changes we need to get used to the dynamics again.”

“I still want to support you all!” Bianca said quickly. “With the option to hit something nasty with a laser when we need it.”

“Okay, Miss ‘Be Not Afraid,’” Naomi threw in Bianca’s direction.

“I thought it fit!” Bianca wailed.

Hannah chuckled. “We haven’t been idle ourselves, especially Naomi. She’s gained three new stat points and a trait, while I’ve gained one for willpower and learned some new enchantments.”

There was an awkward pause where Gilbert’s chance to mention his gains came up. When nothing came around, Naomi quickly covered for Gilbert, which was surprisingly nice of her.

“High Intimidation,” Naomi said. “Uncommon. That’s my new trait.”

Zarian looked at Naomi.

She looked back.

Their eyes held each other for a long time.

Zarian cracked a grin and was about to roar with laughter. Naomi grouched, “Don’t you dare,” and the threat of her words had little prickly sensations crawl over his brain and give his primal flight-or-fight reactions a kick.

“Before we get into in-depth ability talks and optimization, I have to admit the enchantments on that dress have me slightly stumped.” Hannah nodded toward Bianca. “The elven enchantments are strange and more, how do I say, flowery in a sense. It’s harder to scan.”

Zarian smiled grimly. “I have to remember whole short stories from the Grimoire of the Dread Mire Gator. With each short story is a facet to one continuous spell combo.”

“Continuous spell combo?” Hannah and the others perked up, even Gilbert.

“Yeah, the entire grimoire is based on one multi-spell sequence. It even says so in the forward. When all is said and done, I’ll have a complete swampy gator.”

There was a long silence filled by the crackling flames.

“You’re telling me, out of all the wazoo magic and rewards, you got a book on making a magic gator,” Gilbert said. “I thought we entered fantasy land to be in fantasy, but you just can’t let old Florida go, can you?”

Zarian shrugged. “We’re a princess, an evil guy, and foreigners from the World of Swamps and Princesses. We got the princess. Now we have to bring the swamp.”

With that said, the party hunkered down. Zarian had some spectral spiders turn solid and dance around the campfire as a mild entertainment.

Hannah started things off by going over what she, Naomi, and Gilbert had learned about the Eternal Garden Kingdom, Bramblevale, and the issues with the nation. There were plenty:

Powerful bandits were running amok in Bramblevale. Deadly tensions with nobles in their capital city were boiling over. Fortress villages were getting ravaged by a powerful wolf dragon. The economy in Bramblevale and the communities surrounding it had suffered a recent crash.

Basically, they were going into a sticky situation. Ironically, that made Zarian chuckle. The evil +2 hummed sweetly, more obediently, whispering how there was an opportunity in misfortune. There was also an opportunity to have fun.

He kept a close watch on his evil +2, but he wouldn’t deny that the instability was better for him.

After all that political and problematic mumbo jumbo, Hannah talked about the Good Gods, which Zarian filed away to review for later. In return, he ran through the list of Evil Gods he saw when they gave their approvals and disapprovals, starting with Shadowfell and stopping at … The Dragon.

For some reason, even thinking of … The Dragon … gave a foreboding feeling. The atmosphere around the campfire felt uneasy.

All at once, they all decided not to mention … The Dragon … for now at least. Moving on, they discussed the strange gnoll situation and how Zarian had to train their rising gnolls, like the Force Monk he’d fought.

At the very least, he both started and solved a war. And now they had a potential fighting force to pit against Castle Grimrock. Who would’ve thought Zarian could make a bunch of savage hyena-like humanoids fight for him?

Nobody.

Nobody would’ve thought that.

The night grew late when they finally reached the part they were more or less excited for, insights into their magic abilities with new facets or realizations on how they could work together in layers or in separate parts.

This was the fun part for all of them, which placed Zarian mostly in the center. Other times, he shared the center with Bianca because of her new status as the second most powerful.

Still, she assured the others she was interested in supporting. They tossed around theories, even the ones that changed up the status quo, which was engaging for everybody even if some of their theories were ludicrous.

Like who would expect to see Zarian serve as a dedicated tank?

That was downright silly.

Gilbert even laughed at that idea.

The past couple of days had seen them split up. They might split up again, depending on how Bramblevale treated them. But they were a party with one overpowered wizard leading them, and despite their different levels of growth, they were becoming a strong enough party to hang with the wizard.

It took them hours before they finished and went to bed. Zarian stayed up a little later than the rest, getting in some quick study time with his grimoire.

The stories were thick and complicated, using highly archaic English. It was going to take some rereads to get the folktale spells down perfectly.

“Sir?” Naomi called softly from her bedroll.

“Yes?” Zarian replied.

“Nothing ….”

Zarian smiled. “You’re doing fine, Naomi. Keep it up. You won’t fall behind. I won’t allow it.”

Naomi was the only one with a rare class among adventurers with epic classes. Zarian didn’t blame her for feeling concerned with her progress, despite all of her hard work and consistent stat growth.

Naomi didn’t reply, but Zarian sensed she was more at ease, falling asleep for sure now. He closed the grimoire and traced his fingers over its thick, scaled cover. He touched the gator teeth running down the spine.

It was a hideous and monstrous thing. He loved it.

Bramblevale, here we come.

Zarian went to sleep. Then his eyes snapped open, and he found himself in a room he’d never seen before.

It had to be the room of a major geek, because there were anime figurines, video game posters, and nerdy references everywhere. Whoever owned the room had a full rack of gaming consoles and a built-up PC.

He found Ariana sitting on the bed. The blanket featured one of the greatest characters in action animation: Goku.

Ariana smiled at him. “You’re full of surprises, Big Bro. How you handled the gnoll elders was so unexpected, it disturbed many of the gods. That was awesome!”

Zarian smirked a little. “Yeah, sure, I guess nobody should underestimate me.”

“Indeed, that’s true. If only that stellar moment wasn’t dimmed by the gods’ actions and the trappings of the current alignments.”

“You’re speaking in a mature tone, Ariana. That makes me think you’re scheming.” Zarian squinted at her, still smiling. “Give it to me straight. What’s in that little crooked noggin’ of yours?”

“You alone are the Honored Outsider.” Ariana bounced up and down on the bed. “Almost everyone must play by the rules, especially those at the bottom. Even the gods play by the rules. They all rise. They all fall. Then they get replaced, and the cycle renews. And when the cycle becomes too overburdened, too old, then the slate is wiped clean. Nothing truly changes. Everything is aligned to play the game as per routine. Yet, you alone are the Honored Outsider.”

Zarian watched her bounce up and down. Instead of speaking, he took in what she was saying. The more he thought about it with his Fractured Mind, the more he wondered why he was truly called that.

Why was he the Honored Outsider?

He knew his strange start in the Infinita Star System had something to do with his origins. He remembered how the System had to request authorization or access above the universe. Then he was told not to die an unworthy death or to avoid death altogether.

Perhaps he really was the child of something big and major. Maybe he was created by some powerful entity as a weird experiment. Or maybe he was in a padded room, his sanity gone from the world, his mind replacing reality with multifaceted fantasy.

Zarian chuckled, doubting that last part. Instead, he challenged his mature little sister.

“Maybe it has nothing to do with me,” Zarian said, “and everything to do with what came before me.”

Ariana stopped bouncing and looked directly at him. Her eyes darkened. The geeky room darkened. Even her voice came out darkened, with a hint of something ferocious.

“You alone are the Honored Outsider.”

The dream ended.




45: Bramblevale Frontier

“Bramblevale, finally!” Zarian pumped his fists into the air, his Parasite Cloak flapping dramatically in cheer behind him.

Together, he and Para scared the nearest soldiers. The outburst was uncharacteristic of him.

For the last three days of the journey, he’d acted like a dark and mysterious wraith. He would move around the formation of soldiers from within and outside, at least when he was in their view.

“Well, not yet, Lord Zarian,” said a soldier, who held his head down while addressing him.

The soldier then realized his mistake of correcting someone ‘superior’ to him. He blurted flustered apologies while shaking like a leaf.

“Relax, relax. If I’m wrong, I’m wrong. Now tell me, what are we looking at?” Zarian asked, smooth and kind, with just a touch of sinister darkness in his voice.

“That would be the lookout fortress,” explained a different soldier. “We have several around Bramblevale. They stand between the wilds and savage lands and act as forewarning. Between the lookout fortresses and Central Bramblevale are the farm village fortresses.”

A different soldier drifted in carefully: “Bramblevale is quite built up. It’s a frontier location. It’s always been a contested point from past eras, back when elves and orcs used to war here. Though it’s a little safer coming from the east compared to what’s up north, but still, you’ll find our fortresses quite hard and sturdy, ready for any challenge.”

“Any challenge, aye?” Zarian chuckled.

He nodded at the uneasy soldiers and thanked them for the info. Then he stepped ahead and examined the lookout fortress himself.

The World of Castles and Caverns continued to live up to its name.

The lookout fortress wasn’t a simple medieval place with tiny little walls. It didn’t have buildings that would catch fire if a pyromaniac looked in their direction.

No, it was quite the opposite. The humans living on the frontier stayed behind immense walls that were sturdy, stony, and built like they could withstand a war band of ten thousand angry, juiced-up green boys with tusks for teeth.

Turning about, Zarian saw there was no random block of stone left in the green fields and tall grass flanking the dirt road they walked on.

The builders from long ago must’ve taken all the stone as part of constructing the fortress. All that remained other than the tall grass and fields of flowers were sparse bushes and trees.

They didn’t even leave cobblestones or any grounds with hard foundations, like a courtyard. Zarian didn’t blame them. Behind those massive walls were stone towers that stood even higher while surrounded by more stone dwellings. 

In a world with themes surrounding castles and caverns, why not take advantage of that?

Curious still, Zarian let his intrusive thoughts win. He launched into the air – scaring the hell out of the nearest soldiers – and flew up on twin jets of darkness.

He rocketed upward until he reached an altitude that was higher than the tallest construction, then he entered a hover. He judged the wall to be one hundred feet above leveled ground, but based on the higher foundations the fortress sat on, the wall was truly seventy-five feet in height.

The tallest tower was a little over one hundred feet. Each of the towers was made thick. With metal bars covering the windows. He could see faces looking out from the top of the towers as fingers pointed his way.

Zarian smiled under the darkness of his hood as he kept looking around.

He saw crowds of people, mainly soldiers, milling about in an orderly hurry that reminded him of being on a military base. That was the last trivial thing he examined before his attention was glued to the magical siege engines covered in glowing runes on the ramparts and stone roofs.

He wondered if those ballistas could pierce tank armor from the old world. It probably could with all the magic infused into them.

“Yeah, this is high fantasy to the max.” Zarian chuckled, ignoring the shouts of warning from below.

Then he noticed something glowing on the wall before realizing his life might be in danger. An enchanted ballista flew in a fast streak from the nearest rampart section, tracing a blue aura across the air in the wink of an eye.

The speed and power of the ballista promised to deliver incredible damage. It could most definitely take down a large beast in the Level 40s or even make a Level 50 think twice.

Zarian blasted the enchanted ballista out of the air with a quick dark bolt. It was a close thing. He barely struck in time before the ballista landed.

Undeterred, he kept sightseeing from high above. They kept shooting magic ballistae at him, which became a dangerous game that worked on his anti-projectile and anti-air defense.

He soon realized that Straight Darkness +1 wasn’t the best for defense against projectiles while in the air. It was easy now because of how he could overpower most challenges, but anything serious could probably get past that. He also didn’t want Para to soak the damage directly – a ballista projectile could still pack a punch.

Finally, Zarian lowered from the air, having arrived at a shocking realization.

He was weaker in the air than he was on the ground.

It was easier to build defenses on the ground and hold a position, which was probably true for most people, but it was still a surprising thought for him. That and his swampy gator magic liked the ground better.

Most fights are ground based, thankfully.

Zarian landed on a boulder Naomi was carrying over her head. She used it as a weight while doing walking lunges next to the marching soldiers, ignoring all of their gawking.

“Is that you causing trouble like usual?” Naomi asked.

“I wouldn’t be me if I wasn’t,” Zarian answered.

“You’re a damn troublemaker, and someone ought to get you in line, Lord Zarian.”

He could hear the humor in her voice when she called him ‘lord.’ He grinned under the darkness of his cloak while trying to hold back a laugh.

Because of the soldiers’ perception of Bianca as a princess from a distant land, especially after she’d washed up and became more presentable with the elven dress, everybody in the party was associated with high nobility.

Bianca was Princess Bianca. Behind that was Lord Zarian, Lord Gilbert, Lady Naomi, and Lady Hannah.

Even after four days and three nights of this treatment, Zarian and the others couldn’t help but want to laugh. They were Floridians. Nobody from Florida would consider themselves royalty … except for Bianca. She loved it.

At the very least, the past couple of days had seen them getting into a comfortable groove. They had plenty of time to iron out new kinks – especially with Bianca’s weird placement as both an excellent support and surprising powerhouse.

Better yet, Hannah had recently discovered how to turn the Roller Golem into an aura recharge station. She’d advanced a few of her enchantments so they could run longer, which benefited Loner a lot. The goblin skeleton was spending more time with Hannah as her runic test dummy.

That was good, because there was a lot to do around Bramblevale before they set off for the Forgotten Kingdom Dungeon, and every manner of improvement was important.

“Princess Bianca, Lord Zarian, I need your help, please!” Roland ran from the front of the formation to the middle where Zarian’s party hung out around the cart he’d taken for himself. “The Fortress Commander’s soldiers are riding out aggressively and they are not responding to our signals for peaceful passage.”

“Do I need to stop my workout to help?” Naomi asked from under the boulder.

“Nah, Bianca’s got this.” Zarian hopped off the boulder and hit the ground in a crouch.

He looked back, impressed by Naomi’s growth in Strength.

Surprisingly, her body didn’t become bulky like a bodybuilder, which was probably because she would do crazy fast sprints to balance out the weightlifting. She still looked dynamic and powerful, that was for sure. Her stat growth was making up for her having a rare class in a party full of epic classes.

“Go on and deal with your problems, or are you trying to make me shy with all that staring, milord?” Naomi shot at him.

“You look great.” Zarian walked away. He ignored the gasps of frightened soldiers as the loud thump of a boulder striking the ground resounded behind him.

He found Roland huffing and puffing from stress. Next to the frightened officer, Bianca radiated under the morning light like the princess she masqueraded as.

Zarian watched as her dress glittered, changed colors, and seemed to bloom. The suns traveled higher from the dawn horizon and into mid morning.

The young soldiers stopped. Roland led Zarian and Bianca to the front.

The men running out from the lookout fortress to meet them came to a halt. A self-important guy stood at the front. His armor looked better than everyone else, with a rose-like plume on top of his shiny helmet.

Zarian used Identify:

<Archibald Davenport, Human, Level 41 Garden Officer, Best Alpha Skill: Oak Hammer Smash +1.>

“Roland of Wood, you’ve returned from your scouting mission against the gnolls,” said the gruff, gray-haired man with wrinkles around his face.

He had a large war hammer in his hand. He looked about ready to use it while looking from the nervous Roland to the foreigners.

“Yes, we’ve successfully dealt with the gnolls, Lord Archibald!” Roland lowered his head in deference to a more superior noble. “The people beside me are the reason we’ve survived. They are heroes, in fact!”

“Heroes? Are you daft?! You’ve brought evil to our doorsteps!” Archibald grouched.

The men behind Archibald readied their weapons and magic. There were a hundred of them, fewer than Roland’s side. But Archibald’s men were ten levels stronger than Roland’s soldiers and over a dozen years older.

With age came more opportunities for Archibald’s side to have grown their stats, even if infrequently. They looked mean-enough to crush and demolish their own.

“Wait, Lord Archibald, let me explain!” Roland shrilled.

Archibald wasn’t having any of it. “This was your first mission to prove yourself as a blooming rose of the kingdom! Instead, you’ve sacrificed not only your men to the gnolls for your own survival, but you’ve brought an evil mongrel to our good kingdom! I will have you stripped of your nobility and slain here along with your men!”

“There must be some other way to work this out, milord!” Roland pleaded.

Archibald grouched: “Your only option is to flee back whence you came! I will report you as dishonorable deserters, but it is better than facing the righteous justice of the Eternal Garden.”

Zarian shook his head, tired of this conversation. It was time to take control of the situation and be overt.

“Princess Bianca, do the thing,” Zarian said.

“Lay down your arms and be not afraid!” Bianca emitted a light so bright she nearly outdid the suns.

Better yet, she directed all of that bright, eye-searing light directly at Archibald’s side.

Zarian watched with grim satisfaction as Archibald and his men shouted in alarm or outright screamed from getting the ‘classic’ searing flash treatment. It was so much better seeing it happen to others.

Bianca didn’t stop there of course. She walked up briskly to Archibald’s face while he recovered the fastest of his men.

He growled and raised his hammer, ready to strike down Bianca.

“Beware, if you strike me, you strike good +3,” she said.

“You lie!” he shouted, bringing down his hammer.

He had more levels, more years, and possibly more stats from his own progression. But he had nothing on Bianca.

Still, he tried to defy the power of her goodness. His hammer grew to the width of a tree trunk and came crashing down onto Bianca’s head.

He hit an illusion. It didn’t seem to stop him from wanting to strike the earth and cause havoc.

Maybe that would’ve been the case if the patch of road Archibald and his soldiers stood on hadn’t turned swampy and unstable under their feet.

Archibald splashed himself and his nearest soldiers as the Oak Hammer Smash collided with a mire that hadn’t been there a split second before.

The pages of Zarian’s new grimoire flipped next to his face, the book hovering over his shoulder.

He felt something heavy, ancient, and ghastly looming over his head and further behind him. If he looked back, he would see nothing. Nobody could see the lurking phantom while Zarian used a spell from the Grimoire of the Dread Mire Gator.

But they could certainly feel its weight and the high humidity in the air. They could smell something that belonged in a swamp while it stalked invisibly among them.

Everybody could tell it was massive, bigger than what a hundred men could face, and its presence grew stronger when Zarian used a spell from the new soulbound grimoire.

So far, he’d learned one spell from the folktale style book of spells. Learning folktale spells differed compared to how he’d learned spells from the black magic grimoire. The Black Fire spell had required him to learn more about magic chemistry through symbols and runes.

The first spell from the dread mire gator covered the story of the man-swallowing quagmire. It spoke of how the quagmire was cursed, how every king and army had fallen to their doom in the quagmire, and how the quagmire was home to the evil gator.

Zarian saw it for himself now. Archibald’s soldiers kept sliding, falling, and sinking into the boggy, quicksand-like manifestation of Zarian’s folktale spell.

<Quagmire Pit (Uncommon): Transmute the ground you can see into a magical quagmire that can slow, trip, drench, or even drown those caught in it. You and those you deem your allies can traverse over the pit without trouble. Scales partially with Wonder and Mysticism.>

Bianca reappeared next to the struggling Archibald, standing perfectly on the quagmire like an ethereal being. She fit the image while in her elven dress and going barefoot – she didn’t want to dishonor the dress wearing plain footwear.

Her eyes shone with brilliant light. More light glowed from her body, making her seem even more otherworldly. Her smile was as radiant as the suns. Her dress fluttered like a curtain of flowers caught by the wind.

“You will let these young men return home. You will grant us safe passage. You will not harm my friend regardless of his evil alignment. This is the will of good +3,” Bianca demanded.

She pulsated with high crusader energy.

Archibald tried to argue.

But he wasn’t good enough. Bianca’s crusader energy rolled over him. He could still try to fight her, but it was easy for everyone to see he was struggling with that prospect.

Archibald had the good alignment, too, but a lesser version. And it seemed like people of good alignment had a strong urge to adhere to order and hierarchy. This was probably worse for the local humans compared to the Outsiders who’d grown up differently.

The struggling man sinking into the Quagmire Pit thought twice about who he was messing with. He looked up at Bianca’s radiant form and epic dress and seemed to realize he was outmatched, regardless of level.

“How?” Archibald asked shakily. “Nobody in the kingdom, not even the king, has a level of goodness that high!”

Zarian couldn’t help but break out into evil laughter. The type of laughter that scared all the normies around him. It scared Roland greatly, and it made Archibald angry.

They couldn’t do a thing, however, because Bianca laughed along with Zarian. She sounded glamorous, good, and sunny compared to his sinister, evil, and dark laughter.

Thankfully, she was good +3 while Zarian was evil +2. Her laughter had more weight and covered for him. Archibald’s sense of goodness wanted to listen to Bianca more than he wanted to execute evil.

Archibald and his men gave up and let them go. Zarian found it funny looking back at them as Archibald’s soldiers gawked at the rest of his party members.

Hannah hadn’t looked up from her study of the White Spider Dungeon Core, which was apparently precious and worth a heavy amount of gold. Roller and Loner kept her company while she sat at the back of Zarian’s comfort cart.

Gilbert was training with random young soldiers. He’d gotten more invested in coaching the youngsters and seemed to relish being a ‘big brother’ type to them.

Then he would let them take hard swings at him, even to the point of injury, before he healed up and kept sparring with them and trading pointers. He’d even gained a stat point in Strength, which was reassuring for Zarian.

And, like always, Naomi was training like a madwoman. She was now running laps around the formation of Roland’s marching soldiers, back to holding her massive boulder above her head.

With the drama out of the way, Zarian returned to his spot on top of Naomi’s boulder. His presence forced her to hold the big rock with more stability so she didn’t rock him off – which was good for her core muscles.

She didn’t complain much and seemed to appreciate his company during her exercise.

Zarian lounged on his side as Naomi ran beneath him. He flipped through his dread gator grimoire, deeply invested in the next story about rising teeth belonging to an unidentifiable monster living in the quagmire.

The second folktale built on the foundations of the first folktale. Unfortunately, to access the next spell required him to remember a more complicated folktale story with bigger words, and he had to know it perfectly.

Still, he kept at it, not bothered by any mistakes along the way as he learned. Now and then, he did find himself distracted.

A part of his Fractured Mind contemplated what skills he should steal. Because he saw the better versions of what he wanted from the older, more veteran foot soldiers.

Why go for the basic stuff when I can go for the more advanced ones?

There could be more options waiting for him at Central Bramblevale.




46: Knock Knock

This again? Either they really don’t like having evil humans around or they really wanted Roland’s soldiers sacrificed to the gnolls. Or maybe it’s both.

Zarian looked up at their third challenge of the day.

First there was Lord Archibald at the lookout fortress. Then there was another lord at the farming village fortress.

Now, after reaching Central Bramblevale, the sunset shining orange and red behind the massive walls and tall stone towers, Zarian’s party and Roland’s soldiers were ready to call it a night.

But Central Bramblevale was lit up brightly with huge magic torches along the ramparts and on the rooftops of thick towers. Thousands of men, armed with a plethora of weapons and skills, looked coldly down at Zarian’s and Roland’s group two thousand feet away from the gate.

A vast assortment of siege weapons pointed in their direction.

Bramblevale Lord Cassian of Paxton was the highest power in this part of the frontier. All the nobles of Central Bramblevale, the local fortress farming villages, and the adjacent fortress lookouts listened to him. He was a cousin of the Eternal Garden King, apparently.

Among the rankings of Rose Nobles, Lord Cassian was considered a High Rose, which was a big deal.

Archibald and the farming village lord were considered Mid Roses, which granted them moderate levels of power and luxuries.

Roland was a Low Rose, which was looked down on as trashy nobles who achieved nobility recently. Roland and others like him weren’t born into nobility. They had to work their way up through great deeds, by buying land, or by being an army officer.

People below trashy Low Roses were servants of the nobles and royals or licensed merchants and tradesmen. The Eternal Garden Kingdom ran on something similar to a feudal system since the start of the Dark Era.

They had 1500 years of practice in stepping on those at the bottom.

Zarian wasn’t a fan, but he wasn’t here to lead a revolution. He was here to set up his party’s foundations and accomplish some tasks that would lead to Foodie’s freedom.

Still, a part of Zarian’s Fractured Mind found it interesting how he was more focused on the freedom of one little goblin instead of the freedom and equity of an entire population of humans held down by tyrannical nobles.

Is that because I’m evil +2 or is that because I’m weird?

Zarian wasn’t sure.

But he had little time to contemplate that as Lord Cassian boomed from the ramparts above the main gate. The king’s cousin used some magic or enchanted device for his voice to carry across thousands of feet of distance.

“Roland of Wood, you’ve brought great shame to your people!” roared Lord Cassian. “Instead of fighting for the security and safety of the Eternal Garden Kingdom, you’ve secured your own safety by sacrificing young men to the hunger of gnolls, made deals with great evil, and spread lies of false goodness above that of the king’s!”

Lord Cassian was on a roll, and he wouldn’t let anyone speak their side. “I denounce you in front of all the nobles and the people who serve to see our beautiful kingdom reign gloriously under the light of our Good Gods!”

Zarian’s party was standing around him at the front of the formation. Roland was there as well. He looked distraught and beaten, lacking the do-gooder enthusiasm he’d shown when they first met.

He was only twenty, after all, a year younger than Zarian. The other soldiers were still in their teens.

“Zarian,” Bianca called from behind him. “How can they be good and lie so much?”

Zarian took his time to think about it. “Maybe good and evil aren’t as straightforward as we think. Just like how I’m evil, but I still help people now and then.”

“We can talk philosophy later. The stinking politician on the wall has us where he wants us. He ain’t shooting just yet, but he might start shooting soon.” Naomi sounded like she was ready to storm the beaches of Normandy. “What are we doing now, sir?”

“What are we doing, you say? Hm. Hopefully not much. We will see later. It’s time I make a trade,” Zarian said.

“A trade?” Roland raised his head. “What trade? Lord Cassian would see us dead once he ordered the siege weapons to fire down at us! Is it me that must be traded? What have I done wrong?”

Roland gripped his head. He was freaking out. “I don’t understand what this is all about? Why do they keep saying I’ve sacrificed my men to feed the gnolls? All I’ve wanted to do is serve the kingdom and be the best Rose Noble I can be!”

Roland looked like he was about to break. His eyes stuck to Zarian, as if he wanted to lay all of his problems at the black wizard’s feet.

Roland wouldn’t be exactly wrong if he did. A lot of this was Zarian’s fault, good and bad.

“There are two options,” Zarian said. “Either I hit them so hard they think twice. Or I make a trade.”

“Hit them,” Naomi said.

“Can we choose a third option?” Hannah asked.

“Can I try being the third option?” Bianca offered. “Maybe if I’m fast enough, I can reach Lord Cassian in time and convince him to stand down.”

“I don’t think you’re ready to solo an army, Bianca,” Zarian said. “Good +3 can only carry you so far.”

“Maybe one day I will be,” Bianca murmured.

Gilbert took his time, stroking his chin. “Every now and then, chief, you give something up to gain more back. Yeah, you could do a whole heap of damage and massacre these people, but then what? We need rest. We need to research. We need some time to settle down before we go hard on the next adventure.”

Gilbert placed his hand on Zarian’s shoulder, all big brother like. “I know this is a lot to ask, but let’s avoid the bloodshed. For now.”

Zarian looked up at Gilbert and felt surprised. For this once, Gilbert’s argument actually had an effect. Huh … is this what it’s like to have a wiser big brother?

Zarian felt … weird about that. Granted, Gilbert had undergone some changes the past couple of days, becoming more enthusiastic, more in tune with the world.

Ever since he’d started working with the young soldiers, Gilbert became more lively.

Weird. So weird.

Zarian decided to follow Gilbert’s advice, which wasn’t much of a compromise, anyway. He’d been working up to this for the past couple of days.

This was the perfect time to unleash an unexpected twist on the so-called do-gooders of a good aligned human kingdom.

“Hey, Lovewar, you want to be the other godly benefactor?” Zarian asked casually. “Here’s your test. Help us get into that town peacefully regardless of how much of a dick Lord Cassian is.”

“Impossible!” Roland shouted, tossing aside all pretense of being subordinate to them. Even his soldiers looked at Zarian’s party as crazy, suicidal, mad people.

Roland roared: “Lovewar can’t support you! Not against her own people. We are at a loss, and the best we can do is flee from here. The only reason Lord Cassian hasn’t shot down at us is to see us run into the forest instead of wasting precious siege ammunition.”

Zarian chuckled. “It’s because you’re supposed to finish being slaughtered by the gnolls as a sacrifice of the kingdom.”

“What?” Roland was flabbergasted.

“You are sacrifices. The Mid Roses and High Roses know it. They want to chase you away so you can finish being sacrificed. That’s why there was so much posturing.”

Zarian pulled back his hood as the sunset deepened, and the shadows grew longer. He revealed his face, his sharp smile, and void-like eyes.

Roland and his nearest soldiers shuddered.

Zarian continued: “They don’t know we’ve dealt with that problem already. And they don’t know that we have a legendary achievement calling Bianca and me the Heroes of the Eternal Garden Kingdom.”

“But that still doesn’t mean Good Goddess Lovewar will answer to your beck and call,” Roland said, deflated.

“Let’s see if I got the charisma for it.” Zarian laughed, striding forward, his parasitic cloak flapping dramatically behind him.

He didn’t care if people thought everything he’d achieved and could do was unlikely, against the rules, or even impossible. He was a Darkrun, and by the power of his name, he was the type to make the impossible possible.

“So, how about it, Lovewar?” Zarian called out, arms spread. “You’ll have to share space with Shadowfell, but looking at how our party is uniquely made, it only makes sense. Or do you want to give this up? Because next on my list is Serveserf, since he sounds like a chill god.”

There were seven Good Gods.

Purgehunt and Purehome were the oldest among the Good Gods.

The Purgehunt God was all about purging and hunting monsters. The Purehome Goddess was all about purity and sanctity of a home.

Anything that didn’t belong under Purgehunt and Purehome’s classical good grace needed to be removed. No matter what Zarian did, they would hate him and want him eradicated.

Lawkeep was a stickler for rules, and Zarian was a little too anti-rules for them to work together.

Hopeland was the type that wanted to provide belief and faith to everyone, even when faced with horrible acts of evil. Sometimes, she even provided hope for those on the other side of good.

The problem with her was how addicting hope could be, which would be disastrous for Bianca. Hopeland could be more dangerous than Purgehunt and Purehome, which made Zarian wary of that goddess.

Serveserf lived up to his name as a god who was down with the people. Unfortunately, he was considered the weakest god, so nobody really took him seriously other than the downtrodden.

Zarian liked Serveserf’s vibe anyway, since he came from downtrodden origins.

Kingsblood was an asshole, enough said.

Then there was Lovewar. From what Zarian had heard so far, she lived up to her name.

She was also claimed to be … uniquely different compared to most Good Gods. Some soldiers would joke how Lovewar was mostly good while partially evil.

“On my count of three!” roared Lord Cassian.

“I’m killing Lord Cassian in two,” Zarian said. “So, you got one second to respond, Lovewar.”

“One,” Zarian and Cassian said at the same time.

Before they reached two, a shining treasure chest appeared with a slam in front of Zarian, and the reality of the world tilted. The fundamental nature of the world’s magic became lesser. Something greater, higher, bigger made itself known.

The thunder of a million swords clashing with a million shields resonated across Central Bramblevale and beyond.

The whistling of ten million arrows swishing through the air resounded next.

The roar of a hundred million men shouting, dying, screaming, crying while surrounded by the chaos of war reached every ear and shook the earth.

The presence of Lovewar pressed upon the entire area, and almost every man fell to their knees.

Except for Zarian and his party.

They remained standing, unaffected.

The divine treasure chest pulsated with an inviting glow. Zarian swaggered up to it and flipped the lid open.

He reached in and picked up a divine note written by the goddess herself. He read it aloud for everyone to hear, his voice overlaid by a divine and feminine voice.

Hey!

Thanks for choosing me! This is exciting! You’re stirring up things that’ve stagnated down there for so long I find it pathetic.

So, yeah, I’ll stop them from being a bother to you for now. It won’t last for long, but it’ll get you inside long enough to do what you gotta do.

All I ask is if you can, y’know, whip up a civil war for me. Civil wars are fun, yeah? YEAH!

The Eternal Garden Kingdom, as it is right now, is freaking lame! I hate it!

So please please please start a civil war once you’re done with your stuff in Bramblevale and about to leave. I’ll love that a lot!

You don’t even have to be all political about it. When you’re ready to get your evil hands bloody, and I know you do, don’t deny it, someone will give you a list of bastard nobles to kill before you go.

Then everything will fall into place from there … well, maybe. It depends. You’ll probably have to deal with the other gods and their followers trying to get in the way.

They don’t like me too much. I’m just too REAL for some of them.

Again, thanks for choosing me! And I’m on decent terms with Shadowfell anyway. I think she’s weird and too somber. And she should stop reading so many trashy tragedy romances! But she kinda matches my energy for some reason. So, this works out!

With love and war,

The one known as Battle Queen, Passion Blade, The Good Goddess Lovewar!

Zarian chuckled, finding the enthusiasm in Lovewar’s divine message to be perfectly on point with him. He was glad Hannah had done the research, and that Lovewar had approved him the second most behind Shadowfell.

Meanwhile, all the siege weapons lost their mystical glow and stopped working. Cassian lost his voice and valor.

The giant drawbridge covering the main gate dropped over the massive moat surrounding Central Bramblevale.

Heavy chains and gears turned on their own, pulling up the gate, allowing access to Zarian’s people regardless of mortal concerns.

Zarian turned around and looked back at his party, Roland, and his soldiers.

“I think I might’ve found a new religion,” Naomi said, nodding in satisfaction. “Lovewar Goddess, huh? I like her.”

“Can we start the civil war after I get what I need from their library?” Hannah asked.

“We’re balanced! We’re balanced!” Bianca twirled around, her beautiful elven dress flowing with her.

“I feel like I screwed up somehow,” Gilbert said. “I should’ve kept my mouth shut. What was I thinking? Me? Trying to be reasonable in an unreasonable world? God, help me.”

“You’re going to start a civil war?” Roland asked, pale in the face.

“You want to go against the will of Lovewar?” Zarian asked. “For a kingdom who tried to sacrifice you and your men to gnolls?”

Roland struggled to find anything to say back.

“Yeah, I know. I’m impossible. You’re around a guy who has two goddesses sending him direct messages.” Zarian howled with laughter, all evil and sinister.

A gold notification specific to him appeared, which led to even more laughter. Because it just made everything all the better.

He wasn’t holding anything back. He wasn’t hiding right now. He was boldly knocking on the door, and the System recognized that.

<Achievement rewarded! Divine Knock Knock (Unopened)!>

<Achievement opened!>

<Divine Knock Knock (Divine): You’ve called in the Good Goddess Lovewar to open the door without shedding any blood. That’s very unexpected. Thus, your reward: 10 high value levels you can distribute as you please.>

<Choose who to give a high value level up: 10>

Zarian didn’t even think about it for long. He turned and pointed at three of his people one by one. “Hannah, five levels. Gilbert, three levels. Naomi, two levels.”

Just like that, they all hit Level 29.

Hannah stumbled, nearly falling over, a moan escaping her before she covered her mouth. She shivered, struggling to speak, while the others adjusted to their new levels. Finally, Hannah found her voice.

“How?” she asked.

“Divine achievement,” Zarian said. “The System gave me levels I can distribute. And they’re high value levels, so you get the maxed growth in vitality with each, I guess.”

Roland let out a strangled cry.

Zarian chuckled. “Awesome, right?”

Naomi walked over and punched him on his shoulder.

“Ow! What was that for?”

Naomi nodded. “I thought you became a god. Unless you’re trying to trick us.”

Zarian shook his head at the silly woman. Bianca cheered for everyone’s new levels while Gilbert kept gawking about, trying to make sense of it all with his old world faith.

Roland and his soldiers were burnt out, barely able to keep up. Zarian shrugged and led the way forward, uncontested as Lovewar’s divine presence remained hanging over them all.

Zarian and his companions strolled across the drawbridge and into Central Bramblevale. A young woman rushed across a cleared lane, introduced herself as an acolyte of Lovewar, and led them to their lodgings.

Zarian nearly had a heart attack from the sheer joy of seeing a nice manor in a spacious compound with plenty of rooms and baths. The manor even came with people ready to serve them. The grassy lawn outside had enough space for Roland and his soldiers to camp.

Then, after washing up, Zarian’s party had dinner, a round of drinks, and went to bed for the night while still under Lovewar’s divine protection. The sanctuary might not last for too long, but for tonight, they were untouchable.

Zarian dreamed pleasantly of eating delicious food made by the Strong Cook Prodigy. Strangely, while he ate his endless fill, he was also watching arrogant nobles drown or get eaten up in a bottomless quagmire.

He noticed a small presence in his dream. Ariana was sitting at the dining table with her little legs kicking. She smiled at him.

“Keep going, Big Bro,” Ariana said. “You keep throwing off predictions. The lords and gods are struggling to get ahead of you and move their pieces into place. I love it.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” Zarian reached over and patted her head. Since this was a dream, his hands were clean, no crumb or grease stuck to them. “I’m just getting started.”

Ariana giggled, letting go of her mature attitude, acting like his little baby sister again. Damn, she was so adorable.

Regardless of her secrets and hidden power and godly connections, Zarian liked his role as her big brother. And as the big brother, he had to be the best at whatever he did.

If only the dream stayed like this. The mood changed when Ariana said, “I wonder how long it’ll take before you actually break something.”

Zarian paused. “Isn’t that what I’m doing already?”

“You alone are the Honored Outsider.”

The dream ended.




47: Morning Luxury

On an Early Autumn morning, Zarian woke up in luxury. He woke up in bliss. He woke up wanting to cry with joy.

For the first time in a long time, Zarian woke up in an actual bed.

It was a big and comfy bed, too!

It was so soft and splendid, Zarian wanted to focus on enjoying his bed and put aside how his dream ended. He would analyze it later. He had a lot on his plate, like enjoying high quality clean sheets, fluffy pillows, a comforter, and a painted ceiling over his head.

Eyes fluttering open, vision clearing, Zarian smiled up at the illustration on the ceiling. Someone had painted it with an artistic eye and creative hand depicting the starry, planet-heavy cosmos of Infinita.

Eyes fluttering a little more, Zarian stretched his limbs, wriggled his fingers and toes, and slowly sat up.

Para unraveled from around his neck and shoulders in her smallest form, which made her look like a crossbreed between a cloak and a scarf. She was perpetually rooted to his upper back unless he deactivated the spell, and Zarian saw no point in doing that.

After all, Para protected him while he slept. The Parasite Cloak took very little aura to keep active, especially when she was passive.

“I can’t believe it,” Zarian said, glancing around. “Four walls, a roof, and a bed. What more can a man ask for?”

Well, there was plenty more.

He could smell the hint of breakfast getting cooked somewhere outside of his bedroom and down the hall. He could hear the others rousing, making noise, with Bianca screaming like a rooster, as per usual.

That sounded like her happy scream. She was probably enjoying the luxuries of the stone mansion even more than him.

After roughing it for over two months with these people, Zarian knew most of their usual habits by now. Then again, he hadn’t seen what they were like under more stable and homey conditions.

“Yeah, I guess there is more a man can ask for, huh, Para?” Zarian directed to his loyal parasite.

The cloak quivered affectionately in response, though it had an edge to it. She grew little bone spines and poked him around the shoulders.

She was growing hungry.

He felt the same because of the +1 advancement to Parasite Cloak. With Para fused deeper with him, he had an increase in resilience and physicality at the cost of having a much greater appetite.

He wasn’t at peak hunger just yet, thankfully. Same for Para. They could wait a little longer.

Zarian glanced around.

Other than the painted ceiling of Infinita’s starry cosmos, there was one window covered by stained glass that had a dark tint made perfect for him. With the rising autumn sun beaming through, the room didn’t light up by much. The window was also stained with more starry, cosmic designs.

He had a big wardrobe dresser, a sturdy wooden desk, a small dining table for when he wanted meals alone in his room, and another section that was like a mini-living room outside of the border of his bedroom.

The huge luxury bedroom came with a separate bathroom, which was very nice. But the mansion had something even better that Zarian wanted to check out first in the morning.

Zarian threw off his covers and jumped to his feet. He stopped to roll around his right shoulder, feeling the crushed bullet in his back.

He rubbed his feet around on the furry pelts covering the stone floor, then he padded toward the heavy door on the other side of the mini living room attachment.

Para reached out with tendrils to grab two robes and today’s clothes from the wardrobe. She draped one robe over Zarian’s body. Then she flicked another tendril forward, opening and closing the door for him.

“Thanks, Para,” Zarian said, before turning to see a few people waiting in the hall for him. “Good morning, you two.”

Loner was there as per usual, leaning against the wall with bony arms crossed. He nodded his skull in greeting to the necromancer who maintained him twenty-four hours a day.

Naomi stood in a relaxed parade rest, also leaning against the stone wall. She straightened a bit and said, “Good morning, sir. We didn’t take the time yesterday since we were in a rush for comforts, but would you like me to handle your hair before breakfast?”

“I’d like that. Thanks.”

They weren’t exercising or doing anything major this morning. Zarian wanted them to relax and enjoy the comforts of having a mansion with plenty of rooms.

That didn’t mean it was a total break day. They had a lot to do, and Zarian had plans for tonight, but until then, this morning served as an extension of the night before.

“You want a wash for your bones, Loner?” Zarian asked as the three of them walked down the long hallways.

The magic sconce lights were set to half dim levels. That way, they wouldn’t bother Zarian much. There were paintings on the walls and long, fuzzy rugs on the floor. There were plenty of banners, too.

Out in the more public spaces, everything represented Lovewar.

Loner gave him a nonchalant and uncommitted shrug, and Zarian took that as answer enough before stopping near the communal spa. He looked up at an illustration depicting Good Goddess Lovewar standing in a pose with a spear and shield.

“She looks like she’d have millions of followers on social media,” Naomi drawled. “Is that supposed to be bikini armor? She doesn’t have to do all that just to get the boys riled up for war.”

“She’s definitely motivational.” Zarian turned and gave Naomi a cheeky smile. “You could rock bikini armor yourself. Maybe even give Lovewar some competition.”

She snorted. “Don’t you try that with me. Don’t forget that you start looking cute when you’re all cleaned up. Maybe we should put you in bikini armor.”

“Did someone say Zarian in bikini armor?!” Bianca came running from around the corner.

She was breathing a little too hard, her eyes flashing. She looked at Zarian in an uncomfortable way and said, “I wouldn’t mind.”

“Girl, you once said you would love to see Zarian in a dress.” Naomi scoffed.

“Ahh! Don’t say that aloud! What if he wants my pretty elven dress?”

“Okay, this is getting weird! Let’s just get our morning spa on!” Zarian moved forward, parasite tendrils reaching ahead and shoving the heavy double doors aside.

He heard a rattle of bones right beside him, Loner walking even faster to brush past him. The skeleton’s eyeless sockets scanned the huge spa area, as if in desperate search for a spot to lean against where he could stay out of the way.

He would find a spot. Eventually. The spa area was big enough for over a hundred people.

Wisps of steam rose from the giant heated pool in the middle. Frosty mist whirled from the four side pools surrounding the hot pool. The side pools offered cold bath remedies, which was a quirky feature in Zarian’s opinion.

There were stalls with closed doors and showering instruments they could control using runic devices to the right side. On the left side were seating and table stations for massages and pampering of all sorts.

A dozen women stood in different stations around the spa area.

They wore green and brown robes that were made to get wet and dry quickly. They also wore crimson sashes with a spear and shield emblem in the middle around their waists.

Their hair was twisted into braids and pressed against the scalp while under a green headscarf. They held their hands in front of them and greeted the new arrivals at once.

“Good morning, Princess Bianca, Lord Zarian, Lady Naomi!”

Zarian waved and said good morning back before his attention shifted to someone already slouching on the edge of the heated pool. Zarian padded over, the floors already mopped of excess spills, and stopped to look down at Gilbert.

The big man looked up with a big, drunken smile. There was a small cask of beer on a trolly next to him. Zarian wondered how much was left inside.

The war healer raised his mug for a toast. “Ain’t it our fearless and scary leader in the flesh! Top of the morning to you!”

“Good morning, big guy. Starting the morning strong, huh?”

“Of course I am!” Gilbert tipped his mug back and guzzled down more than a few sips.

A spa servant walked in briskly and took his empty mug. She used a nozzle on the side of the cask to refill it with more fizzy beer.

The stream was coming out slowly. The cask might be close to empty now.

“Does Healing Force help with alcohol?” Zarian asked.

“Mostly if it does actual damage or it’ll be a slow recovery! But screw that! There’s no damage here. Only a good time!” Gilbert shouted heartily.

“I’m glad to see you’re finally having fun, man.”

“Never in my life have I ever lived like this. And the ladies! Gosh, the ladies! Why are they all so beautiful?” Gilbert tossed a flirty look at some of the women working the spa.

The spa servants cracked a smile or giggled.

Gilbert chuckled. “If I was still the reckless young man I was earlier, boy oh boy, you might’ve seen something inappropriate by now. But we just got here, so I don’t want to ruin anything.”

Gilbert took back his mug and thanked the young woman who refilled it for him with a flirty smile. Then he looked over at Naomi and Bianca as the women prepared to use the showers.

He looked away, making a playful groaning sound, as if he saw something horrific.

“It’s only our party members,” Zarian said.

“Yes. Great people. Amazing, really. But I’ve smelled their farts long enough to know which is which. Let a man enjoy the luxury of not knowing the mysteries behind a beautiful chick, or two, or three, or whatever.” Gilbert looked over at spa servants again and winked.

They giggled and laughed.

Zarian shook his head at the silly older man.

Granted, Zarian felt the same things that Gilbert felt, even if a little muted. But they weren’t as important to Zarian compared to everything else.

Like learning new spells. Or ensuring his people were growing and getting taken care of. Or making plans that could derail an entire region in a new world while grappling with powers far greater than him.

Zarian had his priorities set. He’d also come from a background where he was at the bottom of the totem pole.

Most women wouldn’t have dared to be in his presence, at least the ones he’d known growing up.

Those conditions might’ve screwed him up a bit. Still, Zarian didn’t see any issues of focusing on everything else outside of romance. Besides, friendship worked well enough for him, at least for now.

“How may we serve you, Lord Zarian?” asked a pretty and petite spa girl.

She had garden green eyes and freckles over her face. She looked very healthy and well fed. And her attitude was genuine despite his evil alignment.

Yes, he held back his alignment as much as possible. Just like Bianca, he had some influence over how much could ooze out into the environment and affect others.

Additionally, neutral humans were less likely to feel the difference, but the Parasite Cloak wavering like a tattered flag of reddish tanned skin was a big give away. At the very least, she must’ve learned of it after all the commotion last night.

Her lack of concern and the lack of concern from the other servants of the mansion drew his curiosity.

“You aren’t afraid?” he asked. “I’m evil aligned, you know?”

“The Good Goddess Lovewar shares with you the exceptional might of her power. We are servants to her first before we are servants to you, and as Lovewar Acolytes, we shall not discriminate regardless of origins as long as you aid in Lovewar’s efforts.”

“Even when she’s a Good Goddess? Even when you’re living in a good aligned kingdom?” Zarian already had his own ideas about the alignments, but it was interesting to hear from the locals themselves.

“As long as the overall good of Lovewar progresses, then all means will be sought and encouraged,” the acolyte said with adamant belief. “Even the use of evil can serve a greater good. If not, you wouldn’t be here, would you, having this fine conversation?”

Fair point, fair point. Though, he wondered what the girl would think if she knew Zarian had pressured Lovewar into being his party’s benefactor.

He didn’t think he gave the goddess enough time to pull him into her plans adequately. She was probably adapting like any war general worth their salt.

Additionally, it helped that all the servants at the mansion were neutral, which was both strange and welcomed.

Bianca was a lot already, but at least they were friends.

Roland was pacified and pretty much under Zarian’s protection.

Any more do-gooders outside of that would be bothersome if Zarian didn’t get the time to know them.

Satisfied by the acolyte’s pragmatic outlook, Zarian moved on to his next interest and asked, “Can I use Identify on you?”

“Identify? My, that’s a rare skill! I might’ve glimpsed it once in one of our war books.”

Heart pounding, Zarian stepped closer to the freckled, green-eye girl, spooking her a little. “You have a book of skills?”

“Yes, sir, we do. We keep records of skills, spells, runes, and many more means of magic. As Lovewar Acolytes, information is the ammunition we can use to conduct loving negotiations or violent warfare. That and ensuring communication channels remain accessible at all times.”

Zarian didn’t take the time to really question everything last night. The journey to get here had been long and hard and required fantastical action – such as summoning the help of a major goddess of the Infinita Star System.

But now that he had proper rest, he could see there was so much more that he didn’t know, down to the nitty gritty of what the gods and their servants strived for based on their thematic names.

Of course, Lovewar would be savvy about keeping records and making preparations. It’s in her name, which has multiple meanings. 

He chose a pretty good benefactor on the good side. Yet, why was Ariana still expecting him to do something even greater?

What was he supposed to break? He didn’t have enough information to break anything.

Setting aside the strangeness of everything, Zarian used Identify.

<Amabel Quincy, Human, Level 3>

Zarian jerked back, surprised. “Where’s your alpha skill?”

“I don’t have one, milord.”

He twisted around and used Identify on the nearest girls.

<Eleanor Sawyer, Human, Level 2>

<Clotilda Thatcher, Human, Level 3>

<Grace Underwood, Human, Level 2>

What the fuck?! They’re only a few levels above a basic ass slime!

It had never occurred to him that humans of Infinita started off with nothing. That would mean they had no major magical help until they reached Level 10, differing them from Outsiders who entered the Star System with an alpha skill already.

“How do you level up?” Zarian asked.

“By living and working, milord. We accrue experience that way here in the Eternal Garden Kingdom. If you’re not slouching, then a well-aged woman will be Level 5 by age eighteen, maybe even further along if they’ve found themselves truly worthy work or have the grace to be picked.”

Amabel glanced over at the stalls where Naomi and Bianca showered. Then, in a lower voice, she said, “I can’t imagine how Princess Bianca and Lady Naomi can survive outside the walls.”

Zarian was very confused.

Why couldn’t Bianca and Naomi survive?

They’d worked hard to make it.

Granted, they had an alpha skill at Level 1, so Zarian conceded they had a bigger advantage than the local humans, who started out with nothing but stats.

But surely they could solve that by working together and killing things. How could they not?

Feeling strangely frustrated, Zarian changed the subject to another curious point.

“How old are you, Amabel?”

The acolyte smiled. “If you will allow me this fun, milord, may I ask you to guess how old you think I am?”

Zarian was guessing eighteen based on her shape and maturity. He said as much.

Amabel giggled. “I’m fourteen, milord. I just became a woman when I first bled a year ago. All the servants of this mansion are around my age, in fact. Maybe a little younger or older, but not by much.”

“Gawd dammit! Dammit, dammit, dammit!” Gilbert shouted, spitting beer from his mouth.

One of the spa servants came running over with a rag to help clean up.

Gilbert yelled at her. “No, darn it. Get back! Get your jailbait-ass back!”

The spa girls looked in confusion at him.

A tentacle from Para reached out, the sight of which spooking the spa girls a little. The parasite tentacle took the rag gently from the girl and used it to help clean up Gilbert who was still muttering madly to himself.

“I was told Bramblevale was going through hard times, but you look very … healthy,” Zarian said. “We didn’t get a good look outside to be honest.”

“We’re lucky here as acolytes. We’re well fed and well taken care of. We’re also the best of women with good growth. The best are fed and taken care of, after all. Right, ladies?”

“The best flowers will grow and be picked! The weeds are found and pruned! And the old will wilt and die unless they are truly eternal!” they all said, matching each other with the same cadence.

They sounded as if those words were drilled into them from an early age.

Zarian felt a little strange.

There were times when he’d nearly fallen in with the wrong groups in desperation to survive. Those groups – sometimes street gangs, sometimes religious zealots – had always given the same type of vibe.

Hell, the Marines acted the same way.

It couldn’t be helped. Humans were the type to turn any group activity into something deeper, more communal, more familial, by making it tribal.

Some of those tribal traits become so deep and active they become the pillars of a cult.

He was getting strange cultish vibes here. But for this once, he decided not to press any further.

“Thank you for answering my questions, Amabel,” Zarian said. “I should shower up quickly before Naomi loses her patience. She’s going to handle my hair.”

“Oh, can some of us watch! We’ve never taken care of hair like yours! The experience might even help us level up faster!” Amabel’s eyes glimmered with hope and desperate need.

Zarian saw the same from the other spa servants.

“You don’t need them for anything, do you, Gilbert?” Zarian asked.

“Take them!”

Zarian looked over to Loner who was sitting in the cold bath pool. “What about you, Loner?”

The girls looked at the necromancy construct nervously. Obviously, they did their best not to discriminate, but Zarian didn’t blame them for being afraid of a creature they had never seen before.

Loner shook his head. He was fine in his cold bath.

Zarian waved his hand and invited the young girls to follow and watch. It made sense that they wouldn’t know what to do with his and Naomi’s hair.

Curly, kinky hair worked in different ways compared to straight hair.

He showered up quickly, then he tossed on a robe made for being wet and sat on a square chair with no back. Naomi entered his stall and picked through the hair products they had until she found something satisfying enough.

The spa girls oohed and awed. It was a little weird having so much attention, especially of the female persuasion. But the girls soon became background noise as Zarian thought over the most telling factors about the Lovewar Acolytes.

They had the benefit of being considered ‘the best’ and could eat and live healthily in the mansion devoted to those under Lovewar’s benefit. There were no men, not even a young one.

“Naomi,” Zarian called softly, only loud enough for her to hear.

“Yes, sir?”

“The vibes are weird.”

“I knew that from the get go.”

“Yeah?”

“The vibes were off the moment we met Roland and his soldiers,” Naomi said. “Getting here just confirms it for me.”

Zarian wasn’t sure what Naomi knew that he didn’t. “Should I ask you or will I understand with more observation?”

“You’ll get it soon if you keep your eyes and ears open. Or I can tell you now.”

Zarian decided to wait for further observations. He wanted to figure it out for himself, especially if Naomi had already figured it out.

The biggest clues so far was that Roland and his young soldiers were linked with the cultish nature of Amabel and the young girls. It had to be the way the kingdom groomed their young.

The Lovewar Goddess wants to start a civil war for a reason. She might seem … hyper and passionate … but Lovewar doesn’t come across as a stupid, murdersome brute.

Maybe he would figure out the strangeness more once he had a better look around Central Bramblevale.

I’ll keep my eyes and ears open.

With that, Zarian leaned back into Naomi’s caring hands. She worked with his hair skillfully while under the curious gaze of the local girls.

His hair had grown longer the past two months. This was the first time he’d let it grow instead of shaving it off.

The girls liked it, Naomi and Bianca especially. With their encouragement, Zarian let his hair stay long as Naomi styled it into something that fit his features.

Meanwhile, Bianca tried to convince him to wear bikini armor. He shut that down real quick.




48: Safety Nudge

Zarian hadn’t noticed until now that he had readjusted his walking speed and other physical movements while in the mansion. When he paid more attention to the mansion’s servants, he noticed how slow and uncoordinated they were.

They weren’t oafs, but they lacked the grace of someone with plenty in Agility.

They also seemed very ‘delicate’ to him.

They were like very tiny and vulnerable baby teenagers.

Maybe even worse than that. Like freshly born kittens. The girls’ lack of levels was messing with Zarian’s perception of them.

Everyone in his party had seamlessly changed their movements just like him while around the weaker humans. He doubted they noticed unless it was Naomi.

Anything physical was the type of thing she would look out for.

He figured he might as well ask as they left behind the spa.

The men were dressed in casual beige shirts and brown trousers with loafers. The women were dressed in billowy and loose beige dresses with sandals.

Loner stayed behind. He seemed to enjoy being in the cold bath.

“So you noticed it, too,” Naomi said, responding to his inquiry. “Yeah, I felt it right away when we got into the mansion. It felt like a nudge to slow down and play soft.”

“A nudge from where?” Bianca asked.

“I don’t like this place anymore,” Gilbert muttered, despondent.

“I think that’s the System guiding us to be careful around people who are much lower level than us,” Zarian explained, skipping past Gilbert’s moodiness. “It’s like a subtle safety check. We’re not restricted or nerfed, I think, but we’re dialed down for the setting.”

Naomi punched through the stone wall, surprising Bianca and Gilbert. She caved in a section that was as large as a man’s torso. Then she examined the knuckles of her hand and saw there was no damage to herself.

“Yeah, it’s easy to wreck stuff here,” Naomi confirmed.

A young acolyte ran over after overhearing the commotion. She looked startled at Naomi, took a second to recompose herself, then asked, “Milady, is there any terrible trouble with the wall? Has it offended you so?”

“Uh, no, I was just hitting first, thinking last,” Naomi said.

“Jarhead.” Gilbert coughed into his fist.

Naomi shot him a quick glare, shook her head, and looked a little apologetic toward the flustered servant. “It won’t happen again.”

“Well, if there’s ever a portion of the wall that offends you, we shall fix it for you!” The acolyte lingered, making things awkward, before she hiked up the lower end of her robe and fled away, probably to tell someone about the wall.

“Note to self: I shouldn’t punch walls or these girls will work themselves to death,” Naomi muttered.

“I don’t think you need a note for that. It should be obvious,” Gilbert drawled.

“What if Lovewar gets mad?” Bianca asked.

“I doubt she’ll mind. Maybe. I don’t know. Just leave me alone. I had a dumb Marine moment, okay? It happens.” Naomi shrugged. “Anyway, I don’t mind the System’s influence. Makes it easier than trying to control myself all the time.”

“Are you sure this influence isn’t a problem?” Gilbert asked.

“Nah, it isn’t.” Zarian shook his head. “As long as we can use our full power when we need it, I don’t see why we don’t let the System help. How annoying would it be if we’re in the Level 100s and we have to control all our actions very, very carefully around people who are below Level 10? Without the System’s assistance?”

Bianca and Gilbert seemed to struggle to imagine that.

Naomi frowned. “Yeah, no, give me that assistance. I’ll be so annoyed I might flick the first person to get smart with me into oblivion.”

“Or the next wall.” Zarian shook his head at his fellow Marine. “I know I can be a lot to handle, but sometimes it’s a miracle you can be handled.”

Naomi glowered at him, dialing up her High Intimidation trait.

A different acolyte was dusting some vases down the hall when she squeaked in alarm and fell to the floor, her body shivering in great fear.

Naomi eased up on her trait before it could do much to Zarian. She sighed before walking over to help the fallen girl back to her feet and apologize.

Yeah … they needed to be extra careful here.

They reached the dining area as servants carried large platters and trolleys of food back and forth through the doors leading to the kitchen area. The place was less magical than Foodie’s kitchen and dining set up under Castle Grimrock, but it was bigger, more spacious.

The room had a long dining table with fancy high-back chairs. There were servants standing at attention around the room, and they all looked happy to greet them.

“Good morning, Princess Bianca, Lord Zarian, Lady Naomi, and Lord Gilbert!”

Zarian wanted to smile and greet them back. Unfortunately, the dining area’s brightness was a hindrance to his mood.

The windows were open with no stained glass to block out the air flow and views of the surrounding gardens and neatly cut lawns. The natural autumn light of the Corma Star and Star Core beamed through without obstruction.

Zarian covered himself under his parasitic hood and cloak. He thickened the darkness under his layers, making it impenetrable to light.

The servant girls stumbled back in shock, showing some concern, before glancing about in question. They were a different group compared to the workers from last night. They probably missed the detail about his sensitivities to light.

“He doesn’t like the brightness of a sunny day.” Hannah was already at the dining table.

She had one hand holding up a half-eaten muffin. The other hand was holding up some documents. There was a mountain trove of files, journals, books, and more stacked next to her on the table.

“We can cover them for you, Lord Zarian!” a servant shouted frantically, slightly afraid.

“No, don’t. It’s a pleasant view, isn’t it? Autumn days always did look nice.” His voice came out a little darker and more sinister while he was cloaked up. “Don’t worry about me. Let’s just have breakfast. Thank you for your concern.”

The girls were still a little worried or frightened. But they did as they were instructed by Head Acolyte Lora and got to work.

Zarian watched as one pulled a chair out for him and he thanked her as she seated him. The only one who didn’t accept their help was Gilbert, who wasn’t adjusting very well now that he knew they were very well-fed teenagers.

“I know which three skills you should go for,” Hannah said. “And I know how you can get them while clearing out one of our objectives.”

“I thought we weren’t going to talk about work until later,” Bianca complained.

“Work is fun,” Zarian said in return. “I see you’ve already combed through some of their books.”

“Lovewar Acolytes keep impressive records. I’m astonished by the quality and penmanship. I can’t imagine teenage girls from our old world ever committing to this much work.”

“They aren’t so distracted here,” Naomi said gruffly.

“Any records on the dungeon we’re after,” Zarian said.

“No, not here. I’ll need access to their Bramblevale Library. It’s right under the control of Lord Cassian and a noble family called the Hemlocks. So, it’s too hostile for me to conduct research on that right now.” Hannah tipped her mug to her lips and took her time to enjoy the flavor of her drink. “Other than that, they have records of all the dungeons west of here and of major activities of note. They have records of people of interest, monsters, beasts, logistical supplies being carted back and forth, and more.”

“They sound like detectives,” Gilbert said.

“They’re good at gathering information, that’s for sure,” Hannah said. “I was talking to Head Acolyte Lora about how much just a few pieces of information costs. And they say the costs can be high, which keeps their coffers filled. But now that we’re in a particular situation under Lovewar’s protection, all information housed under Lovewar has been cut off.”

Zarian and Naomi shared a look. They both knew how bad that could be for anyone who was reliant on Lovewar’s stellar info gathering.

Even Gilbert had a clue. “Oh, yeah, we’re stirring up trouble, alright.”

“I don’t care! Breakfast and luxury first. Work later!” Bianca’s eyes flashed demandingly.

Zarian grabbed a muffin off a platter and threw it at Bianca’s head. She took a knife and, with a simple wave of her hand, sliced the muffin in two pieces that flew past her face.

“You could’ve at least caught it with your mouth,” Zarian said.

“I wanted to be cool.”

Zarian thought about taking the muffin pieces off the floor. The floor was clean enough to eat off.

It was sad to let that food go to waste. Thankfully, Para felt his mood and reached out with her tendrils.

“No,” Naomi barked.

Para froze.

“It’s a waste,” Zarian said.

“I said ‘no,’ sir.” She waved her hand at the platters and abundance of food in front of them. “Eat the fresh stuff.”

One girl cleaned up the dropped muffin pieces.

He wanted to frown. But his stomach grumbled loudly and triggered his beast-like urges.

Zarian feasted on the scrumptious breakfast.

There were trolleys of fresh meat placed behind him that were left uncooked. Para reached out with tentacles covered in lamprey mouths and feasted on the uncooked meat, crunching up the bones with more manners than usual.

She was trying to be conscious of the young girls.

The Lovewar Acolytes watched in horror.

“Yeah, I know. That’s the leader of our party,” Gilbert said.

“Perhaps that’s why adventuring is illegal,” one girl said. “How … extremely unique and unsuited for us.”

“That’s why we must stay inside the walls and grow into proper flowers,” another girl said.

“The best flowers will be picked,” said a third girl.

Zarian was too busy eating to pay those words much mind.

Once he finished up, he talked business with Hannah while skipping the more sensitive information in a public place. By the time he left the dining area to study his grimoire, he had a better idea of what he was doing tonight and who was coming with him.




49: Gear Up, Roll Out

Hours later, Zarian was in his room, sitting at his heavy study desk. The dread gator grimoire was open in front of him.

It was late into the afternoon, getting close to dark. The room’s illumination was dimmed down to an acceptable level that was enjoyable for him.

Because of his Dark Affinity, he didn’t need much light to see. He’d been here for a while, rereading the same folktale for the second part of one large multi-spell combo. He reread the folktale in its entirety after countless times.

He closed the grimoire and ran through the first folktale spell through his Fractured Mind. It started with the ghoulish quagmire where people would meet a terrible fate once they fall in and sink like dropping into quicksand.

He hurried onto the next folktale spell where those who remained alive on the quagmire’s surface invited the hidden jaws of the quagmire’s resident, a creature of dread and nightmarish intent. Once it sought to snap up its prey, there was barely any delay before the invisible jaws closed and demolished the caught victims.

The second spell required an even longer retelling of the next tale, and the easiest way to do that was to have his Fractured Mind go over different parts at the same time. Each part ended in a sequence that completed the story of the second spell chronologically.

Usually, Zarian would make a mistake toward the end because the folktale used more archaic and harder words. This time he pulled it off and felt a click inside of him, followed by the upload of new runes into his profile and a soft notifying ‘ding.’

“Yes! I got it!”

Disregarding the System’s safety nudge in his excitement, Zarian threw himself backward too hard with his parasitic body.

The chair was heavy and well-built for weaker humans.

Against him, it didn’t stand a chance.

The legs underneath splintered. The seat fell and tossed Zarian off.

With decent enough grace, he rolled out of the fall and landed cat-like on his feet. He ignored the broken chair laying on the floor and brought up the new spell.

<Dread Mire Bite (Rare): An invisible and ghastly set of jaws rise out of the Quagmire Pit and snap shut faster than the eye could blink. The bigger the Quagmire Pit, the bigger the jaws. Scales partially with Wonder and Mysticism.>

“Oh, yeah, that’s going to be fun. Sucks that the preparation is killer.”

It was for this reason Zarian had forced himself to learn without Tranquil Mind and Adrenaline Jolt. He figured by learning some spells with Fractured Mind alone, it would become many times easier to use them in a fight once he fixed himself up with some Level 0 support.

Unfortunately, he didn’t have time to test the spell now. He needed to go out for tonight’s operation.

“Maybe we’ll get to use it out in the field,” Zarian said, speaking to no one in particular. 

Loner wasn’t in the room, nor was he outside the door. He was off patrolling the mansion.

Zarian could feel the goblin skeleton moving about the estate. Hopefully, he was rattling his bones as he walked to give the acolytes some fair warning.

Zarian imagined acolytes getting scared halfway to death otherwise. Those girls are so weak they would probably die from fright.

Para vibrated merrily against his back, catching his attention. She formed a tentacle before unraveling and twisting it to form five long fingers with bony claws.

She held out her weird hand toward Zarian.

Was this her attempt to give him a celebratory high five?

Zarian connected his hand with Para’s hand. The Parasite Cloak vibrated with more eagerness, which led to him laughing aloud.

“I know most people are horrified by you, Para, but you’re truly the best cloak a man could have. You’ve been helping me out for a while now.” He reached over his shoulder and patted the main part of Para’s body that connected to him. “If I haven’t said this enough, sorry about that. I just want you to know I’m thankful to have you.”

Para purred. She was thrilled to hear his thanks. She even went as far as making a more verbal sound.

Zarian listened closely.

Para kept vibrating around. Then she extended a stalk of flesh and formed a strange lamprey mouth at the end. It made an eerie, grating, whaling sound that someone else might confuse as demonic.

But it was Para’s first time making a verbal sound.

“Did you create vocal chords so you can talk?” Zarian asked.

Para wailed again, which sounded like a yes.

“Atta girl, you’re really growing up. Keep at it, okay? It’s time for me to suit up and kick ass.”

Para moved her mouth-tentacle up and down before fusing it back to the rest of the fleshy, leathery cloak.

Zarian absorbed the grimoire back into his soul. The phantom presence of the lurking predator faded away, taking away the scent of the cursed mire.

He left his room and headed for Hannah’s.

There were multiple objectives. Some were personal for Zarian and critical for the party.

The first objective was to acquire three skills that should elevate everyone physically. That might lead to crossing off another objective on their list.

Zarian imagined by the time they were done with Central Bramblevale they would all be in the Level 40s or higher. They would get their First Class Advancement here before going out into the wilds again.

Thinking of that excited him. It also put him under a time crunch.

Would they get more out of their advancements if they figure out Aura Ignition before then? If Zarian couldn’t do that, then could he at least learn the gravity spell before advancing?

He wanted his profile as strong as possible before he advanced.

Learning the gravity spell will require Tranquil Mind and Adrenaline Jolt turned on.

Zarian knew he would have a better chance of learning if his party holed up in the Lovewar Mansion for a while. They couldn’t, unfortunately.

The supplies wouldn’t last long enough.

“You look excited,” Gilbert said. He was waiting outside of Hannah’s door, arms folded over his big chest.

“Buddy cop adventure, buddy cop adventure, buddy cop adventure.” Zarian shot a cheeky grin Gilbert’s way.

The police officer frowned. “This ain’t got nothing to do with being a cop. We’re just looking to steal skills for our benefit.”

“Is it really stealing if we’re taking from the bandits holed up in Central Bramblevale?” Zarian asked. “Or would they be considered local crime lords? Funny, isn’t it? Are those guys more okay than me because they’re neutral? Or is it because they pay people gold to look the other way? Would that gold be considered useful for the greater good, making it okay?”

Gilbert didn’t answer.

Hannah opened the door to her room and poked her head out. “Hold those thoughts. I’m done with the prototypes. I hope you appreciate how hard it is to lay more long-term enchantments. Multiple of them, in fact.”

“Did studying Bianca’s dress help?” Zarian walked into Hannah’s room after she waved them inside.

The place was a mess. There was a pile of spare clothing, medium armor, and even plate armor in the middle of the floor.

Hannah had a giant mountain range of documents piled up near her study desk and across the wall. The air was filled with static from active runic magic at work.

“Bianca’s dress is still a mystery to me. It’s no help at the moment, which is frustrating because I can’t seem to do what I want.” Hannah huffed. “It’s like I can see the logical conclusion, but the magic work to get it down is still beyond me. Maybe I need more Mysticism. Or maybe I need more Wonder for inspiration. Or I need to advance once I reach Level 40. Either way, you’re getting subpar work instead of what I envisioned to give you.”

Hannah waved toward her workbench, which was next to her study desk. She had different devices that helped with enchanting stacked on the shelves.

Roller was in the corner, humming away, ready to dispense extra aura to anybody who touched the golem.

Half the items on Hannah’s workbench came from magic gear Zarian and Gilbert owned. The other half were common gear Hannah had enchanted. Zarian used Identify and saw how far Hannah had pushed her enchanting.

“You should be easier on yourself. You did great,” he complimented.

Hannah shrugged. “The next versions will be better.”

Zarian and Gilbert dressed down before putting on the enchanted gear.

Hannah looked away before saying, “It’s going to be dangerous out there. Don’t get hurt, you two. We have most of the city against us.”

“The Big G got us,” Gilbert said. “Well, maybe me. I don’t know about the chief.”

Zarian smirked as he slid into his upgraded Surface Walker Boots. He shimmied into a pair of trousers and into a long-sleeve shirt with a hole in the back for the Parasite Cloak. Then he and Gilbert helped each other with the back straps to their metal breastplates, the only hard piece of protection on them.

Gilbert slid a silky bracer onto his left arm, followed by an amulet on his neck. Then he grabbed a thick wooden rod with metal ridges embedded at the end, a war club.

It looked like the perfect weapon for a former cop, now healer of war.

Zarian used his Basic Aura Manipulation to feel out the runes in each of their gear while feeding his outfit aura. Yeah, this was Hannah’s best work yet.

The gear was layered with advanced enchantments for Reinforcement, Amplify Force, Quiet, Blend, and a new one called Recharge – this one increased aura recovery just like how Roller could.

“Get back before sunrise. The enchantments will stop working by then unless you overload them with too much stress too often.” Hannah passed a document to Para.

The Parasite Cloak stored it in her dimensional storage. The document would contain the location and some notes for tonight’s operation.

“We’ll be home early, no worries. Thanks, Hannah, you’re awesome,” Zarian said.

“Sure, yes, now go. I’ll expect a detailed retelling of how it all went once you’re back.”

Zarian and Gilbert left Hannah’s room. They caught Naomi and Bianca waiting for them in the lobby area.

Loner was there, too.

Zarian turned off the necromancy spell for the first time in a while and collected Loner’s pile of bones into the cloak’s storage. Tonight, if things worked out well enough, Loner might see some action.

“Roland wants to see you,” Naomi informed.

“Is he keeping his soldiers in line?” Zarian asked.

Because of some weird social norms, the soldiers couldn’t enter the mansion where there were women, especially those of high status like the acolytes. The acolytes had to work shifts to haul supplies out in front of the back door where the soldiers could pick them up.

“He better or I’ll keep them in line,” Naomi grunted.

“And if that doesn’t work, I will!” Bianca said, eyes flashing.

“I think they’ll give an arm and leg for any feminine attention at this point,” Gilbert drawled.

“Why does he want to see me?” Zarian asked.

“He seems like a man who’s going through a crisis of faith. He’s a firm believer in how the kingdom does things even though he has sufficient evidence that suggests the kingdom doesn’t care for him anymore,” Naomi explained.

Zarian created a few more spectral spiders and sent them out to watch key areas the soldiers might access.

The acolytes were practically baby kittens to him now and were doing their best to provide comfort and valuable information to him and his party, despite all the trouble. Zarian wanted to ensure their safety no matter what.

“Monitor him, please. And the rest of his soldiers especially. The girls here are defenseless. We don’t need any of those young men to go crazy and snap.”

Gilbert paled, all color gone from his face.

It took Zarian a second for his Fractured Mind to realize his mistake.

Back in Castle Grimrock, Jack had snapped Gilbert’s neck. That would’ve been the end for Gilbert if it wasn’t for his Extra Life trait.

Zarian tried to apologize, but Gilbert was already turning away. He stormed out the front doors.

“Bianca, set up a flash for us!” Zarian ordered, rushing out behind Gilbert. “Operation Skill Steal is a go.”

Outside was a shimmering barrier that surrounded the mansion’s entire perimeter. Beyond that was an army of soldiers shooting at the barrier with spells and arcane siege weapons.

They weren’t as active now compared to last night. But they remained consistent in trying to bring the barrier Lovewar had set down around the mansion.

Gods could deliver two boons for every distinct event or campaign. Their boons go out to the people they most favor in such large-scale situations.

Lovewar had used up her boons for Zarian, getting his party into the city with no resistance and setting a long-term barrier around the mansion. Only Zarian’s party members, the acolytes, and allies could move through the barrier freely.

The power of the goddess was clear. Nobody could break through. But Zarian’s party was still under a time crunch.

Their food supply wouldn’t last long. And any meddlesome god could get involved with boons delivered upon their own chosen followers.

Any time now, someone with a god boon could try to break down the barrier.

There didn’t seem to be anybody in Central Bramblevale who had a boon to spare right now. But that could change if Lord Cassian called for outside help.

Leaving the mansion behind, Zarian let his evil alignment unfurl. His cunning and conniving nature enhanced his Fractured Mind. Investing aura into Tranquil Mind and Adrenaline Jolt made him feel calm and quick-witted at the same time.

He caught up with Gilbert before Bianca unleashed a huge flash. She went as far as bending the light around Zarian and Gilbert. They remained unaffected.

The soldiers barricading the way screamed in pain from having their eyes seared by the powerful light. Bianca hadn’t held back much.

Zarian and Gilbert walked through the discombobulated army line. Nobody could stop them. The soldiers were crying and falling all over each other, horribly blinded.

The wizard and the healer entered the central city of stone walls and great towers. It was just starting to rain, too.

Tonight was going to be an interesting one.




50: Healer

The rainfall was heavy. But the flooding was light. Unlike Miami, Central Bramblevale figured out how to funnel water off their stone streets using a proper storm drain system.

Zarian could hear the roar of flowing water through the storm drain openings he and Gilbert passed as they made their way to their destination. He also heard shouts from rushing soldiers running about in search of the ‘villains’ who had invaded their city.

They were having a hard time noticing Zarian and Gilbert because of the enchanted gear camouflaging their presence. Yeah, Hannah had done a good job, even if she believed she was limited.

At the very least, Zarian’s Dark Affinity helped cover them even further. They were unnoticeable to the soldiers on the lookout.

Eventually, the black wizard and the war healer left behind the soldiers. They entered a new district of Central Bramblevale. It was livelier here, filled with stone towers festooned with banners and flags thrusting into the rainy sky. Magic lights lit up the main streets.

It looked magical and beyond what Zarian knew of a simple medieval town. There were large stores and restaurants constructed completely out of stone.

There was even a park with an intricate garden maze and an enormous fountain in the middle. It would’ve been a nice place to walk through and enjoy.

But Zarian and Gilbert were wanted men. And there were a bunch of miserable beggars everywhere.

Zarian stopped to look at them all, feeling a rise of discomfort. It hadn’t been too long since he was like them, poor and hungry and wet.

“My bad for walking out like that,” Gilbert apologized.

They were standing in the mouth of an alley, engulfed by layers of dark shadows Zarian was manipulating. Before them was a lit up public street. Scores of people passed them even while under the rain.

Zarian barely heard the apology as he looked over the beggars. A lot of them were older women or young men with obvious disabilities, missing arms, legs, and many injuries they’d earned from combat.

Zarian kept looking and finding the same issue. The women were middle-aged, while the disabled men were mostly in their twenties.

The people passing by them, ignoring the beggars, were well-dressed and preppy men, some young, many old. The men had an air of affluence around them, but they weren’t the majority of the crowd.

The gangs of young women following the affluent men were the majority.

Gilbert rubbed his hand behind his neck. “If I ever see that bastard Jack again … I swear I’ll …” Gilbert trailed off as he noticed something was wrong with Zarian. “Chief?”

“I get it now. It’s not just a kingdom of harems.” Zarian turned to Gilbert and looked up, his face still shrouded under his hood. “It’s a kingdom of bastards.”

Gilbert looked around. Zarian waited for the man to realize what was wrong by examining the present situation.

“Why are all these young guys left injured?” Gilbert asked.

“They’ve served as soldiers and didn’t die from their injuries. Instead of getting them the help of a proper healer, the kingdom left them to fend for themselves.” Zarian’s voice became a dark growl. “They throw away their veterans after sending off a bunch of young men to fight and die for them. Or to be sacrificed as tributes.”

“With the young men gone, and the women left within the walls, it’s one hell of a way to make a mess of your own population,” Gilbert said. “What for?”

“For control? Whatever else for? That’s why adventuring is outlawed. The women can’t do anything about that until they get a class and some skills at Level 10. And the men are indoctrinated early, so their class and skills are shaped for the purposes of the kingdom.”

“Was it always like this?”

“This used to be a kingdom of elves. They aren’t here. I don’t know why. Maybe the elves and orcs wiped each other out. But what’s left over is this.” Zarian shook his head. “Come on. Let’s get the operation done with. We’re not here to be heroes.”

Gilbert had something he wanted to say, but Zarian turned away quickly, his cloak sweeping around behind him.

He stuck to the alleyways and away from the main streets, only getting small glimpses of the wider and more public areas whenever he crossed a junction.

Gilbert followed silently behind him, but the journey wasn’t without locals getting in the way.

There were more sick, disabled, and miserable people in the alleys they’d crossed through.

Zarian tensed, trying not to think about how he had once been the same. He looked up at the rainy sky and considered taking the aerial route.

“Hold up, chief,” Gilbert said. “Just hold up.”

Zarian stopped, his evil alignment whispering to him. The thoughts that came to mind were heinous.

Jaw clenched, Zarian crushed his evil alignment, squeezing tight until it complied. He watched Gilbert crouch in front of a child with legs bent at odd angles.

“Do you have food, milord?” asked the young boy.

“Not on me right now.” Gilbert held his free hand down. “But I can do this much for you.”

Zarian felt the Healing Force skill activate. It was a curious ability to watch – most of it came out as magic until it transitioned into something else that Zarian couldn’t quite grasp.

Gilbert had explained the other end of Healing Force was the health-based portion of vitality, something Gilbert could sense better than Zarian.

The boy was Level 1. He had little vitality.

Gilbert used a very light touch of his Healing Force and fixed the boy’s legs almost instantly. The power of the Healing Force went so far as fixing many of the boy’s ailments, making him whole and healthy.

“There. It might take a while to teach yourself to walk or run. But the practice will be worth it,” Gilbert explained, standing up.

The boy stared down at his perfect legs, unable to say a word. The nearest beggars looked with wide eyes as well.

Before they kicked up a commotion, Gilbert waved his hand around and pushed out some more of his Healing Force.

The highest level was a discarded soldier at Level 12. He was missing an arm and a leg.

Gilbert took longer to regrow those parts. Other than that, everyone else was below Level 10.

Gilbert healed away their sicknesses, their aches, their pains, their disfigurements. He replenished their vitality as much as their weaker bodies could take.

He couldn’t take away their age. That had more to do with their limited life energy. But he invigorated them and buffed the health protection that vitality provided, even if their low levels handled only a small amount.

Zarian couldn’t see it. But he could tell based on how energetic the beggars looked after Gilbert finished his healing work.

It was frankly astonishing.

It’s so easy to take these powers for granted. How many people from the old world would beg for a healing power like Gilbert’s? How many lives could be saved? Gilbert’s literally a walking superhero even if his class was a healer of war.

Granted, having a war healer like Gilbert on your side was nearly as big as a divine boon. Zarian imagined any military unit would’ve desperately held onto him to the point of keeping him locked up.

Before the beggars acted out too abruptly, Zarian used a pulse of his evil alignment to scare them and keep back. They fell silent and cowered.

Once they calmed down, Zarian pulled back his alignment and sighed aloud.

As precious as this moment was, Zarian had to be the bad guy a little.

He started off by saying, “You shouldn’t have.”

“Chief, come on. I can’t just look away.”

“I know. I’m glad you didn’t.”

Zarian used his Spectral Spider Network to plot a route that had the least amount of beggars. He didn’t pick routes that had no beggars, because he didn’t want to take away Gilbert’s right to help.

Not completely.

Zarian just wanted to mitigate any chances of their enemies using the beggars against them. The evil alignment gave him tips on how to do evil and how to defend against the cunning actions of others as well.

It was like playing a long and nefarious game of chess. He didn’t know who his major opponents were most of the time, but Zarian was playing the game for sure.

They continued on foot. Gilbert healed people on the go. Zarian monitored the healer’s aura and figured Gilbert would have enough to contribute to the operation.

The Recharge enchantment Hannah had packed into their gear was paying off considerably.

“I used to be like them,” Zarian said as they drew closer to their destination.

They entered a new district that was worse off than the last. There were fewer beggars and more seedy types.

Gilbert hardened up like a cop would, his grip tensing around his war club.

“So I’m glad you helped even if it wasn’t the right time to do so,” Zarian said. “It was also good to see how powerful your skill is for those weaker than us.”

“If I’m in the Level 100s, you think I can just wave my hand and heal a thousand people like that?” Gilbert asked.

Zarian smirked under the darkness of his hood. “You’ll have to get to the Level 100s first. But once you do, maybe you’ll be strong enough to heal an entire city of people in one go. You can do a lot of honest good once you have the power to back it.”

Just like that, something inside of Gilbert lit up.

It wasn’t anything magical. Zarian noticed the change by the way the big man straightened. His blue eyes looked forward with a steely gaze.

Gilbert looked like a man on a mission.

Like any person, Gilbert needed a reason to move mountains and build bastions. The reason didn’t need to be complex.

Zarian recognized Gilbert wanted to help people. Despite what happened at the mall and the inter-party conflict under Castle Grimrock, Gilbert had become a cop to protect and serve.

Fighting and killing and growing didn’t move him as much as being able to do good by people who were in need.

Seeing the change in Gilbert’s attitude excited Zarian.

Even if it meant they would become a charity here and there, doling out free healings, what mattered more was igniting some genuine passion in a pivotal member of the party.

Some people might not care for charities. Those were people who were short-sighted and didn’t realize how much favor and influence a helping hand could receive as they provided.

Especially when passionate people were involved.

Zarian and Gilbert reached their destination.

“I thought this place was supposed to be good,” Gilbert said.

“Most people are neutral,” Zarian said. “Calling the kingdom good is old fashion marketing.”

“Sounds like propaganda to me,” Gilbert muttered, gritting his teeth.

Because of the Lovewar Acolyte’s extensive research and information recording, Zarian not only knew where to find the three skills he wanted, he could also cross off an objective. It was even better when the System recognized what was about to happen.

<Wherever there is commerce, there is crime. The local bandits of a defunct army unit have grown large and powerful. They’ve forgotten their creed to protect the people and prey on them instead. There is an opportunity here. Will you negotiate and take advantage? Or will you wipe them out of Central Bramblevale?>

<Side Quest 2 (Uncommon): What will you do against the Bramblevale Bandits?>




51: Bandit Greeting

While Zarian and Gilbert stalked forward from the shadows, bandits laughed and cajoled. They tossed around poor and defenseless beggars as if they were mere toys.

For the bandits, the beggars were light and easy to handle, all low in level.

As for the beggars, the bandits were rough and abusive monsters, leaving the beggars covered in bruises with each throw.

The bandits would go as far as overthrowing the beggars or moving aside on purpose just to watch their victims fall on the wet, uneven ground where there were multiple hazards. It was obvious to see the area was worse off compared to the more populated districts.

Potholes and craters covered the ground. Nearby walls had crumbled into piles of rubble. The nearest stone structures were as big as warehouses or factories, and must’ve served as such a while ago, before the bandits took over the ruins of what remained.

There were well over a hundred of the bandits. Maybe more spread out in the nooks and crannies Zarian hadn’t found with his Spectral Spider Network.

He linked up to only a handful of spiders at a time, switching between a set every so often, pushing his Fractured Mind to the limit, while also paying attention to what was in front of him.

There was no doubt in Zarian’s mind that he was evil aligned. He was the controlled type of evil, polite, and concerned, and maybe chaotic for his enemies. But still of evil alignment.

The bandits, however, were plain scum.

Pillars of soft darkness rose into the air. Zarian caught each of the beggars before they hit the ground or landed in the bandits’ rough hands again.

Three of them were older women. One was a young boy with a sickly, frail body. With a flex of Zarian’s will, the pillars bent forward and back before tossing the people toward him and Gilbert.

Para’s tentacles caught all the victims gently and set them down. Gilbert released a wave of Healing Force, fixing them all up. The young boy became healthy.

“Run,” Zarian growled.

The beggars fled.

“And who the heck are you supposed to be? Don’t you know who you’re messing with? We’re so strong the Bramblevale Lord wouldn’t mess with us!” shouted one bandit, raising a long sword.

A dozen bandits swaggered forward. Some were young. Some were old. They were all male and confident.

Zarian noticed the thirteenth bandit slinking off behind a dilapidated wall. Because of the heavy rain, the other bandits in the area wouldn’t hear the stirring commotion, not yet, at least.

The thirteenth started running to raise the alarm – he was the weakest, only Level 16.

Six invisible spectral spiders used their arcane webbing to catch him and wrap him up quickly. They webbed his mouth before he could say a thing, leaving him thrashing in a crater flooded with water.

Before he could wriggle free, the spectral spiders covered the flooded crater with their arcane webbing, sealing his fate while out of sight of everyone else.

<Your skill, Spectral Spider Network, leveled up from 2 to 3!>

Gilbert looked dead straight into the talker’s face. There were a few magic lights shining around. Other than that, everyone was shrouded in deep shadows.

Gilbert probably looked like a bear of a man, while most of the local humans were Zarian’s height or shorter. Gilbert was a big man with a big stick among little people with big egos.

“I was an officer of the law,” Gilbert said. “Now I’m just a man who follows the will of my God. And that God says don’t spare the rod.”

“Which one is that? Ain’t none of them gonna do anything for us bastards in the rain!” shouted the bandit with the long sword. “You think the power of good can stop us from killing you?”

Zarian used Identify on the bandit and the others. None of them sensed it.

<Wymond Galahad, Human, Level 32 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill: Empowerment.>

<Gomes Merrick, Human, Level 29 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill:  Hasten.>

<Hawk Caldwell, Human, Level 33 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill: Power Strike.>

<Emil Axton, Human, Level 34 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill: Camouflage.>

<Drogo Fenwick, Human, Level 35 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill: Aim Boost.>

<Burch Cromwell, Human, Level 34 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill: Flurry Strike.>

<Kenrick Tudor, Human, Level 33 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill: Empowerment.>

…

<Devin Moreland, Human, Level 32 Foot Soldier Grunt, Best Alpha Skill: Empowerment.>

How unfortunate. All of them were former soldiers. They had particular skills that came from the Foot Soldier Grunt class, a neutral alignment one.

They were defectors before they became bandits. Zarian needed actual bandits – they had the skills he wanted.

“I don’t need any of them. Do what you must,” Zarian said. “I’ll pick out the ones I want from the chaos.”

“Fuck this. Kill them!” Wymond, the talkative soldier-turned-bandit, waved his sword forward.

Another bandit used his Hasten skill and rushed ahead of the others. He thrust a knife into Gilbert’s stomach before the war healer could react.

The blade touched the shirt below the breastplate and bounced off with an immense counter force.

Hannah’s combination of Reinforcement and Amplify Force covered the gear with mini reflective shielding. As long as they had enough aura or that the enchantments weren’t overly stressed, they could walk through most blows that weren’t heavily supernatural.

The man with the Hasten skill lost his footing, shocked by Gilbert’s invulnerability. That was all the war healer needed before cracking aside the bandit’s head with the war club.

In one hit, Gilbert burst it apart like a bat smashing a melon.

“You fuckers have no idea how much pent up shit I got stored up from years of policing bullshit and seeing criminals get away Scot free. You have no idea!”

Gilbert rushed forward, juicing himself up with Adrenaline Jolt, his skin reddening with surging blood, his body bulging with extra power, physicality, and tension.

Another man struck him on the shoulder with a mace, the blow deflecting away. Some of the force transferred over and sent Gilbert into a slight stumble. Gilbert grinned fiercely as his amulet activated.

<Vengeful Poison Amulet (Rare): The wearer of this amulet can cast a poisonous haze at enemies who strike the wearer. Scales with Wonder.>

A toxic haze unfurled from the amulet and engulfed the nearest men around him. They coughed, convulsed, and cried out as the poison did its grim work.

That gave Gilbert time to set his feet and swing again. He smashed another man’s head aside, knocking him down.

Not a one-hit kill. Some men probably had decent enough vitality to withstand critical blows from mundane strikes.

That wouldn’t stop Gilbert from going club happy. He set his feet again and swung once more for the fences.

He struck a critical hit on a third man’s head and sent skull bits and brain chunks flying. Now Gilbert had momentum. He was committed.

He saw all the bandits as baseballs, leaving Gilbert as the batter.

Zarian didn’t intervene until he saw Wymond try to slink away. That wouldn’t do.

With a flap of his cloak, a pile of bones clattered to the floor. From those bones, Loner reassembled himself and rose to his full height.

He wasn’t a tall creature – a few inches shy of five feet, to be exact – but his presence sent the fear of evil into the nearest enemies.

“That one talked a lot, Loner,” Zarian said, pointing out Wymond. “Show him how to shut up.”

Loner glared at the talkative bandit with eyeless sockets and a rictus grin.

Wymond tried to sprint away and escape down an alleyway. Bars of darkness rose in front of him, and he bounced off hard. He turned and went for the nearest hole in the wall.

A blunt pole of darkness struck out and shoved Wymond back into the open area. He landed in a flooded crater, scrambled out onto his feet, and found Loner standing in front of him.

A skeletal fist clocked Wymond in the jaw and sent him crashing down. Loner, despite being Level 27, benefited directly from Hannah’s enchantments, especially Reinforcement + Amplify Force.

The goblin skeleton jumped onto Wymond and beat his head in. Each strike drummed Wymond’s skull against the stone ground until the bandit’s vitality couldn’t hold up anymore.

<You’ve defeated Wymond Galad, Human Level 32 Foot Soldier Grunt!>

The rain water washed the blood off Loner’s skeletal knuckles. The goblin skeleton looked over at Gilbert, who was still engaged in some thick fighting.

The poison haze affecting the bandits was getting watered down by the rain. That was okay for Gilbert, who stormed through them like a man with a vendetta.

The sound of his war club striking skull and flesh echoed off the walls.

“Don’t forget to use your Tranquilizer Touch,” Zarian reminded him.

“Will do, chief!”

With some loud slaps to a few bandit’s faces, Gilbert dropped the men he struck with Tranquilizer Touch. It worked best against those who were already weakened or softened up.

Then Gilbert refastened both hands on his war club and swung around to cave in the skull of another bandit. Once the corpse fell, the first fight with the bandits ended.

Gilbert huffed and swallowed air, his arms shaky, his eyes wide.

He was still pumped up from Adrenaline Jolt, keeping him jumpy, twitchy, ready. He searched for enemies and found none, at least not nearby.

Then he looked hard at the ones still alive, the unconscious bandits.

“I don’t think … I can kill an unconscious man.” Gilbert left it at that.

“Good job. You did well. Now you just have to prepare for the next fight. We have another group heading our way.” Zarian steered his companion’s attention gently.

This was delicate work. Gilbert had just massacred a bunch of men on his own, the most taking of human lives he’d ever seen and committed.

Cop or not, this was a shocking development for any man.

Zarian directed him with a soft but firm voice of authority. “Loner, Gilbert, head forward. I think this group will have someone with the skill I want.”

Gilbert looked wide-eyed at Zarian for a split second before he nodded and headed into the ruined warehouse. Loner followed him.

It was even darker there than outside. Fewer magic lights shone through the openings in the walls as rain water poured through.

Zarian remained outside for now, deciding the fates of the knocked out and still-breathing bandits.

Obviously, his evil alignment wanted him to do what his mind interpreted as the ‘pragmatic’ thing. Personally, as long as they were down and out of the way, they stopped mattering.

However, Zarian had glimpsed at some of the horrible things they were doing to make money outside of smuggling and threatening people.

They weren’t just interrupting the bandits’ operation.

They were also saving lives.

Zarian slid his hood off to reveal his face. He summoned the dread gator grimoire.

The scaly book with gator teeth running down the spine phased out of his body and hovered over his shoulder. A massive, swampy, invisible presence lurked behind him, always out of view.

“I don’t think Gilbert needs more motivation,” Zarian said. “Nothing personal, but you need to go.”

He snapped his fingers. Dark spikes thrust up to end the last remaining bandits.

Zarian walked through a doorway with doors hanging off the hinges. He heard the grunts and shouts of fighting up ahead.

He watched Loner roll out of the way of a powerful hammer strike. He saw Gilbert fly off his feet after taking a mean hit to the chest that was too strong for even Hannah’s enchantments to defend against.

Gilbert landed hard with a splash to the left of Zarian. He was still alive even with a dented breastplate. He would heal soon.

Zarian zeroed in on one of his targets.

<Havard Thornton, Human, Level 40 Bandit Bruiser, Best Alpha Skill: Willful Might.>

There you are.

Interestingly, the bandit was under neutral alignment.

Was that because the bandit class was always neutral? Or did they have options? Was it because it was an uncommon class at best?

Lame. They could get away with a lot because they’re neutral.

Granted, they didn’t get the benefits of either alignments.

Good had power ups. Evil had cunning and genius.

The bandits staying neutral let them operate easier inside the walls. But they were mere stepping stones compared to Zarian.

Maybe they need a higher class of bandit to get evil alignment. Zarian figured they needed a crime boss class or something similar.

Still, the alignments were looking less like actual moral compasses and more like different forces of opposing views and backgrounds with magical effects.

“You think you can mess with the Bramblevale Bandits when even the lord kisses our ass!” Havard roared. “You’ve messed up!”

Havard swung around a ball and chain over his head. It whirred heavily through the air, promising to deliver a bone crushing, wall smashing blow.

Zarian walked forward, casting Quagmire Pit. Within a second, the stone ground behind Havard turned into a swampy quicksand that slurped down the two dozen men backing him.

They cussed and shouted in surprise, many of them flailing around to make a futile escape. A few on the edges grabbed onto solid ground and pulled themselves up.

The rest suffered the second part of the multi-spell combo: Dread Mire Bite.

Invisible jaws with teeth the size of men snapped up from the quagmire pit faster than anyone could react. Magic swamp water, quagmire mud, limbs, torsos, and gore flew everywhere in a wide splatter.

Havard let his ball and chain flail to the side, stumbling forward, unable to stop himself from looking back. Most of the men he’d brought with him rained down in a deluge of viscera.

Just as quickly as the dreadful bite appeared, it disappeared. Leaving a bloody mess.

The soft ‘ding’ of a notification in Zarian’s head tempted him to look at the results. He was pleased by what he saw.

<You’ve defeated 16 Humans, Level 27 to 36 of Various Classes!>

<Your skill, Grimoire of the Dread Mire Gator, leveled up from 6 to 7!>




52: Blood and Guts

“What the hell?! What the hell was that?!” shouted Havard, horrified by the sudden deaths and splattered remains of his men.

Some were crying out, still alive, having only been caught on the edges of the massive bite.

It would’ve been a mercy for them to have died instantly.

Unfortunately, Zarian couldn’t repeat the second part of the multi-spell folktale combo again. It all had to stream from beginning to end or he had to reset.

The quagmire disappeared, returning the floor to stone.

Zarian didn’t bother using the spell again. He walked briskly forward while the bandits were still reeling from the sudden mass deaths.

“Gilbert, Loner, keep the others off me,” Zarian said over his shoulder.

“It was you, wasn’t it? You bastard! Do us all a favor and die!” Havard swung the heavy metal ball around on his chain. He hurled the ball hard, aiming to crush Zarian’s head.

A pillar of darkness rose next to Zarian and deflected the heavy ball away. Two spikes thrusting from the floor crossed over each other, trapping the ball and chain as it tangled up with the dark conjurings.

Havard let go of his weapon. He lunged at Zarian and reached out with both hands like the mighty paws of a predator.

Another pair of dark spikes rose and pierced both of his arms. The man cried out as he was held up in a crucified position. No amount of struggle could help him escape.

“Zarian, isn’t that pushing it?” Gilbert asked, shaken.

“They’re human traffickers and the worst type of men,” Zarian said, grabbing Havard by the throat.

“Say no more.” Gilbert joined Loner to mop up the surviving bandits.

“You won’t get away with this! Our boss is Level 50!” Havard spat.

“Good, the rest of you are too weak to entertain me,” Zarian said, thrusting his aura into Havard’s aura, wreaking havoc along the way of finding his best alpha skill.

Havard tried to fight, but he couldn’t break free of Zarian’s dark spikes. The more he struggled, the easier it was for Zarian to trace over the runes to his best alpha skill and copy it into his profile.

It took a couple of tries since this was a skill of higher than normal quality. But the effort was worth it once Zarian succeeded.

<You’ve copied the skill: Willful Might!>

<Willful Might (Level 0): See your physicality, especially Strength, rise through determination and effort. Face your problems head on. Scales partially with Willpower and Strength.>

“That’s one.” Zarian grinned as he activated the new Level 0 spell.

He felt a partial boost to his Strength, but that wasn’t enough for him.

He shoved aura into the skill to overcome the handicap. He felt his muscles bulge with new power, stacking on top of his parasite-fused body and Adrenaline Jolt.

He felt like he could flip a car over with no effort. Now it was time to test his new Strength on a living subject. He released Havard from the double spike crucifixion, letting the man drop in front of him.

With a grunt, Havard lifted to his slightly taller height and forced his bloody hands to ball into big knobby fists. His Willful Might empowered him despite the holes in his forearms.

He threw an angry, defiant punch at Zarian’s face. He was a touch too slow, however. His Agility was less than Zarian’s Agility, and Havard didn’t have a parasitic body, either.

Havard whiffed the punch by an inch, and Zarian countered with a punch to the man’s chest. Zarian’s knuckles landed with a loud thump.

The Bandit Bruiser crashed backward. A rib or two might’ve broken from the hit, but it wasn’t good enough to keep Havard down.

He had decent vitality for a bandit. He’d earned his levels the hard way. Thankfully, Zarian had a solution for that problem.

Zarian pointed his palm forward. He doused Havard with Black Fire, wiping away his vitality.

They traded blows again. Havard moved even slower this time, drained of extra vitality while struggling to breathe. He missed big time on this latest punch.

Zarian’s fist plowed through Havard’s skull and sent chunks flying everywhere. The moment his body fell over headless, the black and gray flames winked away.

Gilbert and Loner were standing off to the side, having finished with their fights. Zarian glanced between them and then back down at his bloody fist, which had punched a man’s head apart.

“Two more to go,” Zarian said, walking forward.

“Don’t you want skills that make Mysticism better?” Gilbert fell behind Zarian. Loner trailed in the back.

“Those don’t exist as far as I know. Instead of making Mysticism better, they’re just mystical skills with unique effects. Even then, those are still rare. The most impressive thing I’ve seen here was the guy who can turn invisible.”

“Why not grab that?”

“I don’t want to spread too thin. Not for me or for you guys. If you all can learn to stack abilities like me, then these physical skills will push you head and shoulders above the competition.”

Gilbert grimaced as they turned a corner in the demolished warehouse. “Still Level 0 skills.”

“That’s why I’m going for some with decent quality.” Zarian gave him a cheeky grin. “You can also try to learn Basic Aura Manipulation like me. Fair warning, though. I had to break my brain first before the System gave it to me.”

Gilbert shuddered a little. Their conversation ended when another group of bandits rushed at them from all sides. They’d set up an ambush prior, surrounding Zarian, Gilbert, and Loner with fifty men.

Hundreds of dark spikes thrust upward from the ground, crisscrossing in a circle around Zarian and his companions.

The dark spike barriers held against a few magic bolts, arrows, rocks the size of a man’s head, and other projectiles. The bandits assaulted the dark spikes with an uncontrolled fury, breaking the thinnest ones and no more.

Zarian scanned the fifty men as the bandits stormed at them from all sides. He found one waiting in the back. He was the next target.

<Maximus Cobblemen, Human, Level 44 Bandit Robber, Best Alpha Skill: Wondrous Speed.>

“We’re going to rip out your guts and feed them to the dogs, you cunts!” shouted Maximus.

“That’s rude. We just want to give you quick deaths. With maybe a little pain along the way.” Zarian cast the Quagmire Pit once again.

He made it bigger, wider, as far as it could go with him and his companions at the center. He caught the rushing bandits before they could escape, and they all tumbled into the muddy, quicksand-like mire.

The bandits struggled and fought to free themselves from the mire. Only a few had the skill, physicality, or luck to find a way out.

Gilbert and Loner remained unaffected, standing on the surface.

Once Zarian dropped the wall of crisscrossing spikes, Loner ran over to the nearest thrashing bandit and kicked his head multiple times until his cranium broke. Gilbert walked across the surface carefully until he found his confidence.

“I was always fantastic at Whack-A-Mole!” Gilbert shouted, raising and swinging his war club, leaning into the mania instead of shying from it.

He splattered heads with almost every hit. He put all of his size and Strength into the hits to obliterate each bandit he came across in one, two, or three strikes if they were truly tough enough to withstand Gilbert beyond the first strike. 

Gilbert was going to grow from this. Of course, Zarian received solid experience because of the quagmire helping.

“Move it. This spell has a hefty cost at this size,” Zarian said over his shoulder, walking down Maximus.

The speedster moved with everything he had to get closer to the edge of the quagmire. The spell kept slurping him down as he used his Wondrous Speed skill.

When Maximus nearly reached the edge, a dozen spectral spiders appeared, spraying him with arcane webbing that glowed a very subtle and hard-to-see blue in the dark.

The spiders were too weak to fight the man directly, and that was okay. Their webbing gummed up his movements and slowed him down drastically.

Now Maximus had to fight the magic webbing and the quagmire if he wanted to escape. It looked like he didn’t have the Strength for all of that.

<Your skill, Spider Spectral Network, leveled up from 3 to 4!>

Zarian walked up and reached down for Maximus’s head. He snatched him by the skull, applying serious pressure with his new Willful Might skill.

Maximus screamed as Zarian stopped short of crushing the man’s skull. This one had little in the vitality department, apparently.

“Give me your skill.” Zarian penetrated his aura into Maximus’s aura.

The more the speedster fought, the easier it became for Zarian to trace the alpha skill and copy it into his profile.

Sometimes Maximus went limp, fuzzing out his skill. Zarian shook the man hard to snap him back into action until Zarian succeeded.

<You’ve copied the skill: Wondrous Speed!>

<Wondrous Speed (Level 0): The speed of your moves and the luck of fate can work together. Stay ahead of trouble and hold fast to your fortune. Scales partially with Agility and Wonder.>

“You wouldn’t think bandits would have interesting skills like these.” Zarian chuckled while combining Willful Might and Wondrous Speed together with his other abilities.

He felt even faster than ever before. And maybe a touch luckier.

With little effort, he yanked the screaming Maximus out of the quagmire and threw him backward. The Bandit Robber hit the middle of the pit with a heavy splash, sinking fast.

By then, Gilbert and Loner had stepped onto dry ground. They engaged in some fights against the men who’ve escaped the pit.

Zarian walked off the pit.

A split second later, the Dread Mire Bite activated. Invisible, lightning-fast jaws erupted from the quagmire, the jaws matching its size and chomping on everyone who remained in the pit, alive or dead.

Geysers of blood, tons of gore, and crushed body parts rained in another deluge nearly as thick as the heavy rain pouring through the gaps in the ceiling. The carnage was so large it painted the walls and the ceilings with a fresh coat of crimson and giblets. There were plenty of intestines for any stray dogs to eat later.

The surviving bandits screamed in horror at the brutal sight. Para quivered in excitement and reached out with a dozen tentacles and tendrils. She snatched up the raining limbs and heads before feasting without restraint.

Since she wasn’t doing much other than watching Zarian’s back, he let her eat and bulk up. When she bulked up, a small amount of that buff transferred through the parasitic threads fused with Zarian.

Zarian grew a little stronger and faster. He felt strangely merry. This was his first time killing humans on purpose, and he was unbothered.

Maybe that was the Marine in him. He couldn’t blame everything on his evil alignment. Or maybe he should.

Either way, he was becoming a huge fan of the dread gator folktale spells. It took some set up and slow enemies, but the results were fantastic, leaving some big impressions.

What was a wizard without having an impression?

“It’s raining blood and guts! Oh, it’s raining blood and guts!” Zarian sang, kicking aside a dismembered limb. “I don’t know the lyrics to the rest of this song, but I assure you it’s raining blood and guts, oh!”

“What the fuck is your problem?!” screamed a bandit on the ground, missing both legs and one arm. He was one of the unfortunate victims of the Dread Mire Bite who didn’t die instantly.

Zarian blinked down at the injured bandit. “No problem, really. I’m just enjoying myself.”

The bandit cussed at him. Para used her tendrils, tentacles, lamprey mouths, bone hooks, and even a serrated hacksaw on the rude bandit.

While she had her fun, Zarian looked over his notifications.

<You’ve defeated 31 Humans, Level 17 to 36 of Various Classes!>

<Your skill, Grimoire of the Dread Mire Gator, leveled up from 7 to 9!>

<Achievement rewarded! Junior Manslaughterer! (Unopened)!>

Zarian snapped his head aside with surprising speed as a magic bolt passed by his face. He pointed his finger and shot a bandit between the eyes with a dark bullet.

<You’ve defeated Yusof Wolfson, Human, Level 27 Bandit Magician Grunt!>

“I got a new achievement!” Zarian called out. “It’s called Junior Manslaughterer!”

Gilbert finished beating a man to death before turning to address the announcement. “Well, isn’t that just fitting! What’s next, genocidal maniac? Or how about murder-crazed psycho-bro?”

“You okay, Gilbert?”

“I’m flipping great, chief! Absolutely great! There’s nothing damaged or damned about me!”

“Cool! Keep up the good work.” Zarian turned back to the achievement. Before he opened it, something new caught his attention. It was something he’d been waiting for.

<Your summons, Goblin Skeleton Loner, leveled up from 27 to 28!>

<Goblin Skeleton Loner has advanced to having a class: Runic Enforcer!>

<Your summons, Goblin Skeleton Loner, gained 1 new skill: Enhance Runes!>

<Your summons, Goblin Skeleton Loner, gained 1 new trait: Self-Sufficient!>

“There it is!” Zarian shouted. “Hell yeah!”

He felt very proud without realizing what Loner’s new abilities could do. Then he felt a strange stifling in the link between Loner and him.

Following his magical instinct, Zarian ended the spell Raise Advancing Skeletons.

Loner remained upright. He was Self-Sufficient, living up to his new trait.

Zarian also felt he could purposefully turn off Loner if necessary, dropping him into a pile of bones. He didn’t, of course. Not while Loner was busy killing bandits.

But other than that, Zarian didn’t need to keep the necromancy spell running anymore. At least for Loner.

“Yes!” Zarian roared. Now he could really have some fun.




53: Demon Arisen

Zarian’s mind was lit with possibilities. What spells should he combine now that he had two spell slots he could run at the same time? Or would those be considered concentration slots? 

The answer came to him from the darkest and most depraved part of his Fractured Mind. It was half evil, and half him being creative.

“It’s dark as heck in here, but I’m pretty sure that’s a big evil smile on your face, chief,” Gilbert pointed out. “What’s going on in that noggin’ of yours?”

The surviving bandits of the ambush were dead. Gilbert had leveled up twice now, hitting Level 31. Zarian hadn’t leveled up yet, but he figured he was close to hitting Level 36.

Zarian didn’t answer and laughed like a maniac.

Para joined in on the fun, unraveling into threads, tendrils, and tentacles of leathery flesh and slivers of bone. She wavered and snapped out like a long, ragged, eldritch flag behind her host’s back.

She made him look extra dramatic as he guffawed.

“Woo!” Zarian pumped his fists, feeling the added might and speed of his new Level 0 skills.

He zipped over from one side of his companions, then to the other side.

Gilbert turned about in confusion to keep track of him. “Calm down, chief! You’re acting looney again! This ain’t appropriate with all of these dead men.”

Zarian slid to a stop in a puddle of water and blood. He looked about at the messy section of the factory and shrugged. He didn’t care for them. He didn’t even bother turning them into advancing skeletons.

Then again, they could work as distractions as long as they get destroyed. He wanted his two spell concentrations for something fun.

He looked over at Loner. The goblin skeleton was studying himself. He had changed little except for when he activated his new skill. Then all the runes Hannah had laid on his body glowed with pale white and bluish colors.

Zarian turned toward the latest challenge. An army of one hundred bandits was sweeping in from the next buildings over. His Spectral Spider Network was keeping tabs on the large mob about to swarm their position.

Before he could come up with a more serious strategy to offset the numbers, a new idea bloomed in Zarian’s fractured mind. Wouldn’t Loner’s new skill, Enhance Runes, work perfectly for just about any rune?

Could it enhance the runes of certain spells? Could it enhance the runes the System used for skills and recorded abilities?

Zarian doubted it. The System wouldn’t let something so broken fall so easily into his hands.

Still, he wanted it. He shouldn’t load up so many skills into his limited beta section, but he couldn’t stop himself from trying to copy the skill.

<The skill is already yours. Can’t copy!>

“Dammit, System!” Zarian raised a fist and shook it toward the ceiling. That was the first time in a while he’d felt annoyed toward the System.

“Chief?” Gilbert called with a serious tone. “Come down to the ground with the rest of us simple men. What’s the next move? I’m pushing Tranquil Mind and my Willpower as far as I can take it.”

Zarian could see that Gilbert was stressed. Maybe the gruesome bandit deaths were chipping away too much from his consciousness.

Well, they had one more skill to nab before the operation was over. Then this side quest would be done.

“We’re up against one hundred men.” Zarian walked away from the advancing wall of armed bandits. “And they have some serious skills. All real bandits this time, I think.”

From what he could tell through the Spectral Spider Network, these bandits were the most armed and magical he’d seen yet.

Some lit themselves on fire. Others had magic electricity sparking between their hands. A few controlled the nearest piles of stone and conjured bridges over large potholes and craters. Some rode on twisting rivers of water.

It was almost tempting to fill up his beta section with different elemental magic. But that would defeat the purpose of the operation.

He needed skills that synergized with the body and offered a backup plan when all else failed. He wanted to improve the chances of someone like Hannah surviving the most dangerous encounters if her runic abilities failed her.

I’m here to make sure Hannah could punch skulls and survive a hundred foot fall.

And if Zarian could punch giants and survive the strikes of titans when magic somehow failed him, all the better.

Besides, he didn’t like the idea of diluting his class as a Black Wizard Apprentice with basic elementary junk.

“It’s too much for you to fight upfront,” Zarian said seriously.

Gilbert flicked his arm to the side. The silky bracer on his arm expanded into a big, boxy shield.

<Hardened Silk Tower Shield (Rare): This shield is lightweight while able to endure incredible damages as long as it’s not fire or lightning. This shield can also transform into a bracer for easier maneuvering and scales with Strength.>

“They have fire and lightning,” Zarian said.

Gilbert paused as they walked over some rubble. “Can you get rid of those guys?”

“Sure. Let me lead them around with bread crumbs.” Zarian waved his hand and used Raise Advancing Skeletons.

Thirty skeletons rose out of their fleshy shells. They ripped off their faces and scalped themselves free of their hair. They reached between their oozing rib cages and pulled out their useless organs.

The skeletons shook off the weakness of their flesh. They became loyal creatures of ivory bone, slick with blood and rain water.

They all turned out Level 24.

Loner glared up at them. Then he hopped onto a pile of rubble so he could stand taller than the human skeletons.

Gilbert shook his head at the mess the skeletons made dumping their human flesh. Zarian hoped the war healer could endure the bloody mayhem and stress a little longer.

“All of you human skeletons, go out with a fight. Hit. Scare. Make a bunch of rattling noise. Lead them down this path toward the factory over there. It’s okay if you get destroyed.”

The skeletons gave all thumbs up. Then they turned and ran toward the bandit army, rattling the whole way.

A few minutes later, Zarian heard bandits shouting in alarm and fear through the heavy rain. The skeletons had reached them.

Zarian imagined under the low illumination of faint magic lights, the skeletons and their rattling bodies must’ve sounded horrifying. Zarian hoped the skeletons jumped out of the shadows for the classic haunted house scare.

Thanks to his Spectral Spider Network, he watched a couple of slapstick moments that were worth replaying on a highlight reel. One skeleton scared a group of bandits so badly they threw a fireball that was too close and blew themselves up.

Now that was a classic magical blunder if Zarian had ever seen one.

While the human skeletons threw a wrench into the bandits’ march, Zarian set up with his companions in a new section of the impoverished district. They found a factory filled with rusted, runic devices that wouldn’t work anymore.

It looked like they used magic to run conveyor belts, which were highly industrial for a medieval-like kingdom. More importantly, it had multiple floors and crumbling supports.

Ten minutes later, a man burst through the old factory with a skull gripped in his hand. He squeezed his grip and crushed the skull, destroying the last of the raised skeletons.

Zarian watched while draped in deep darkness in the middle of the factory.

He used Identify on the man.

<Unable to Identify.>

“I felt that, you little gnat!” The skull-crushing man bellowed.

He walked in with nearly fifty men following him inside. The other fifty surrounded the factory from all sides.

“Who are you? What makes you think you can mess with the Bramblevale Bandits without facing consequences? The lord of this entire township wouldn’t even dare. Do you have any idea of who we’re connected with?”

“I don’t care.” Zarian’s voice reverberated from every dark corner, surrounding the bandits. “Are you the leader here? And do you have the skill Mystic Toughness?”

The one Zarian couldn’t Identify bent back and guffawed. “You can’t be serious? Are you one of those old bounty hunting adventurers who can’t let me go? You’ve tracked me down because you heard of my unbeatable skill? Well, it’s true, I have Mystic Toughness, and you’ll soon realize why nobody can beat Dax the Unbeatable!”

Dax looked around at his men. “Torch this place!”

The bandits with fire and electricity skills lit themselves up. They emitted gouts of fire or strings of electrical bolts in multiple directions. They hit the walls or the equipment themselves.

Sparks flew everywhere. Flames built up. The shadows danced. Zarian let the finicky and weak light reveal him standing in the middle.

Dax roared, pointing ahead. “Get him!”

The more physical bandits howled and rushed forward. Some used speed boosting skills. Others lunged across the factory in one powerful bound.

Zarian scanned them, using Identify, and saw that most of them were in the mid 30s or early 40s in level.

“RAH! Come get some!” Zarian roared, reaching out with one hand.

Darkness coiled up his body and down his extended arm faster than the eye could blink. A man rushing at him with a knife ran neck first into the tip of Zarian’s seven-foot nodachi.

The thin, super dense blade of darkness felt lighter and easier to use than ever for Zarian. It only took him a simple flick to rip apart most of the bandit’s neck, the head hanging by a string of flesh as blood fountained out from the gory wound.

Meanwhile, another speedster tried to jump at Zarian from behind.

Para snapped out a bone tendril and plunged it deep into the bandit’s chest, catching him off guard while he was overly committed. Before the man could even scream, Para turned the tendril into a tube.

She slurped the man’s innards into herself. She drank him empty like a thirsty child slurping from a juice pouch.

She tossed aside the ragged husk of a corpse. A dozen tendrils and tentacles covered in lamprey mouths, bone spines, hooks, hacksaws, and more snaked and wavered in the air behind Zarian, covering his back.

That gave the bandits pause.

Then Zarian gave them more to think about when he lit himself and Para on fire with black and gray flames. Then he pushed it further with an inner red glow shining through their united flesh.

Together, Zarian and Para looked like a demon that arose from the most violent depths of hell.

“What the fuck are you?!” shouted a frightened bandit.

“A black wizard!” Zarian shot forward, becoming a blur of movement while swinging his nodachi wide.

He aimed for the slowest bandits. The sharpened edge of his dense, dark blade swept around horizontal and at waist height.

He sliced through a dozen men, bisecting them all in one go.

The upper half of their bodies flipped through the air. Black Fire stripped them of vitality. Bloody Lifesteal drained their life energy straight into Zarian.

He felt as high as a kite. Life energy was a drug. Combining that with his Fractured Mind, Adrenaline Jolt, Willful Might, Wondrous Speed and many other abilities, especially the Overpower trait, was more extraordinary than the fight itself.

The fight was plainly gruesome and shockingly one-sided. Anyone who was too strong for him to hit directly, he outpaced them and hacked them in two.

Anyone who was too fast for him to catch directly, he let Para set up snares and tripwires to bring them down.

Sometimes, Para let the ones she caught live after ripping out their tendons. She used their screams to hurt the bandits’ Willpower, a classic move in psychological warfare.

The bandits lost their nerve. They hesitated. Zarian and Para had an easier time bringing them down that way, eliminating their numerical advantage, letting Zarian focus on fighting.

He brought down the dense blade. He split men from shoulder to hip so smoothly it was like slicing through loaves of bread. He swerved around their attacks while Para entangled and shredded the fast ones, sometimes using their own bandits as screaming meat shields.

Together, they cut down and tore apart bandit after bandit, laying upon them the fury of their dark and gruesome powers.

Zarian was close to breaking them completely.

“All of you, get in here! Rush him now!” Dax roared.

The remaining bandits crashed into the factory. They abandoned the thought of keeping him penned. They used ranged tactics and more coordination against him.

Zarian ducked under a fireball. The projectile exploded behind him, washing him in warm light. He noticed a bandit aiming his palm at him and slid out of the way, moving just in time to avoid a bolt of electricity.

His feet touched a puddle of water, his first mistake.

Someone turned the water into a trip hazard and sent Zarian tumbling around fast. He wasn’t used to moving this fast and with so much power.

Zarian gritted his teeth as he lost control for a second. Para slapped around her tendrils and tentacles, snatching some of the old runic assembly machines to bring Zarian to a stop.

For a second, Zarian was vulnerable while regaining his composure. Another bandit appeared in that window of opportunity, swinging around a huge log of wood with all of his skill-enhanced Strength.

Para was too stretched out to offer proper defense, so Zarian manipulated the darkness close to his body, thickening it, reinforcing it, making it as hard as he could with the limited time he had. Para raised some pieces of flesh as quickly as she could to help dampen the blow. The enchantments on Zarian’s gear turned on for max effect.

None of it could stop the oncoming hit from landing like an avalanche.

The enchantments blew out, overstressed. Zarian felt his shoulder explode into fragments. His ribs crunched inward, ripping up his organs and turning his innards into pudding. His neck whipped to one side and then the other, the spine nearly dislocating. He felt his brain thrash around hard inside of his skull from the huge collision to his body.

The tendrils holding onto nearby machinery ripped away with metal chunks as Zarian flew off. He sailed around like a battered rag doll. He hit a wall, burst it apart, and kept skipping across the flooded floor until he rolled through a garage size doorway and slid to a stop.

“I fucking got him, boss! I got that stupid black wizard!” shouted the man with the smashed log.

“You’re getting a raise for that, Tiny!” Dax shouted back.

Numerous men ran over to look at the damage Tiny had wrought to Zarian. Their pounding feet slowed until they came to a stop. Dax was at the front with Tiny, the one who struck down Zarian.

In front of them was nothing but flood water and rubble. There was no sign of the body landing there. Not even a droplet of blood. Zarian was gone from sight, but he was not gone from this world.

Zarian’s voice resonated from everywhere inside of the old factory. It sounded like a wheezy, wet cough. Then the wheezy coughing became laughter that was half drowning in blood.

“Come out and face us!” Dax roared.

Instead of that, spears of quiet and highly dense darkness shot through the factory. They flew past the bandits with so much force, their passing tossed men off their feet.

Each spear struck a part of the factory with boulder-shattering hits, but none of the bandits themselves suffered such a fate.

When the volley of attacks ended, everyone could hear an unmistakable groaning, followed by the collapse of the surrounding walls and the floors above them.

Zarian was already outside by the time the multistory factory collapsed on Dax and his bandits. Some bandits made it out in time. Most didn’t.

<You’ve leveled up from 35 to 37! Stat points dispensed!>

Zarian smiled ghoulishly while the last of his life drained away nonstop. He didn’t have enough vitality to heal. Tiny had crushed that with his log swing. The only thing keeping him alive was surplus life energy from Bloody Lifesteal.

He sat on a throne made from Para, counting down the seconds.

Gilbert showed up from his hiding spot the next building over, rushing like a man on a mission. He sent his Healing Force ahead of him and engulfed Zarian’s busted body with the skill.

Immediately, Zarian felt more secure with living. His vitality was revived and kicked into rapid recovery mode while under Gilbert’s care.

Zarian’s neck healed. His rib cage popped and snapped back into place, making a crackling noise. His punctured organs patched themselves up. His shoulder returned to its former shape.

Everything that was broken became whole. Yet, the Healing Force didn’t stop there. The bullet that had stayed lodged in his back shoulder shot out of him, the wound sealing up.

All of Zarian’s scars disappeared.

Before the bullet fell lost somewhere, Para caught it with a thread.

She dropped the bullet in Zarian’s raised palm. He looked down at it in wonder before passing it back to Para for her to keep in her pocket dimension.

“God almighty, Zarian, you nearly died!” Gilbert shouted, huffing, pale in the face. He turned around and looked wide-eyed at the destruction. “Why didn’t you just blast them apart with your Straight Darkness from the start?”

“It wouldn’t have been challenging enough.” Zarian turned and spat aside some loose blood. “I wouldn’t have earned solid vitality with my new levels.”

“Still, there’s a difference between a challenge and a death wish. You’re a wizard, remember? I’m smart enough to know they aren’t made to be that tough!”

“For now, I’m not.” Zarian smiled fiercely, letting go of the near death experience.

It wasn’t the first time. It wouldn’t be the last. He stood up from his parasitic throne.

Just in time, too. There were still plenty of survivors.

They were hurt and beat down severely. But they still had some fight in them.

Zarian scanned the surviving bandits quickly and noticed only one bandit with a detrimental skill that could hurt Gilbert. He decided not to shoot that one with a dark bullet.

Gilbert should learn to handle some unfavorable adversity. He also had Loner’s help as backup.

The Self-Sufficient skeleton walked over to Zarian and reached up to tap him on the head with his knuckles. It wasn’t a hard hit, but Zarian feigned as if he was hurt anyway.

“What’s that for?” Zarian asked, rubbing at his head.

Loner shook his skull at the wizard and faced the remaining enemies. Gilbert heaved a heavy sigh, resting his war club on his shoulder. The rain kept pounding down on them.

“I’m going to rip out your heart and give it up to my boss,” said Dax. He stood at the front, huffing and puffing with rage. He was a big guy, too. Nearly as tall as Gilbert, while much wider, like a true hog of a man, especially now that he was shirtless, revealing a canvass of scars over his muscled flesh.

“The name is Zarian Darkrun,” said the Black Wizard Apprentice. “If any of you live after today, tell your boss I live by a code. It’s quite simple. ‘Fuck around and find out.’”

“Let me find out then, gaaaaaaaaah!” Dax stomped his foot forward and roared.

His muscles tensed. His body bulged with new vigor. The energy in the air snapped, crackled, popped, and moved with a frenzy.

Before Zarian grasped what was happening fully, the atmosphere felt stifled, pinched, and drained before Dax released a burst of energy. A wave of force sent Zarian reeling as he felt the bonfire of power surrounding Dax.

Zarian knew that power.

He dreamed and obsessed over that power.

Aura Ignition.




54: Dax the Unbeatable

Zarian struck first with a powerful dark javelin. Dax lunged out of the way with inches to spare, his aura crackling and sparking around him while it was ablaze.

The javelin landed with enough force to toss aside tons of rubble and throw some of the surviving bandits into the air. The eruptive force didn’t bother Dax much at all.

“Deal with the peons. Dax is mine!” Zarian sprinted at an angle to the side. He left Gilbert and Loner on their own against over thirty bandits.

“Any man who runs, I’ll track down personally!” Dax shouted at his underlings. Then he sprinted off to the side, mirroring Zarian’s angle.

Before they collided, Zarian yelled, “How does Aura Ignition work? I can barely grasp it!”

Dax said nothing.

He lunged into the air and cocked both of his hands back. Then he swung them forward for a powerful, air-bursting thunder clap.

A condensed sound wave rolled over the rubble, the puddles of water, and nearest walls. The wave blasted them in Zarian’s direction. Some of the debris flew at deadly speeds.

This time, Zarian didn’t leave himself open to powerful attacks. He formed two pillars.

One for him to kick off and stop his momentum. The other to defend against the magic thunder clap.

The latter grew strong and dense quickly. Zarian made the big dense pillar as tough as he could in an instant.

To Dax’s chagrin, the pillar outlasted their surroundings. The thunder wave blasted off the pillar’s face but couldn’t overcome it completely. Everything else around Zarian was swept away with the wave.

Zarian didn’t stay hiding behind his cover for long, juking back before Dax crashed straight through the pillar.

The rampaging bandit went ape shit from there. He lunged and lunged, clawing and grasping, barreling forward like a beast, trying all he could to catch and smash Zarian into the wet ground.

Dax’s aura continued to spark and crackle around him, infusing him with an enormous power that intensified the atmosphere, pressuring Zarian. Even Dax’s mad roars came packed with such force they shook up Zarian’s head and deafened him some.

Dax didn’t care about anything in his way. He didn’t care about the pillars, spikes, and staves Zarian conjured and threw at the angry man. Dax smashed through them all like an unstoppable train.

It was all glorious.

Zarian wanted to see more. He wanted to know the difference between Dax at his base power and Dax under Aura Ignition.

Did it affect the stats? Did it affect everything? What were the consequences of using it?

Because of Fractured Mind and his other abilities, Zarian could pile up as many questions as he wanted in his head while concentrating on the fight. He used Wondrous Speed and Para’s help to stay out of harm’s way for as long as he could manage it.

The Parasite Cloak lashed out with tentacles to yank him out of danger or send him into a rapid swerve out of direct danger. Dax fell inches away from snatching Zarian by a limb or the breastplate multiple times, sometimes getting as close as a hairbreadth.

“Stop laughing!” Dax roared in his face.

Zarian hadn’t known he was laughing. That ruined his focus a little. Dax drew even closer than before. The bandit’s fingers flicked across Zarian’s breastplate with some force.

That was just enough for Zarian to trip up. Para missed her next tentacle grab.

Dax smiled as he lunged at Zarian’s vulnerable form, the wizard skipping backward off the flooded floor like a skipping stone. Dax lost his smile when Zarian revealed his surprise.

The wizard hit the bandit with – not one, not two, but three – dark beams he’d charged up and held in wait this whole time.

Dax roared and roared, but he couldn’t do a damn thing as the wizard smashed him into the foundations of the warehouse they’d crashed into.

Then the triple dark beam attack combined into one big and dense beam that dug a furrow across the floor and broke into the storm drains below.

Zarian lost his smile. “Wait, no, I don’t want to lose him just yet.”

He dove underground.

All the light was gone now except for what little could shine through the hole above. Zarian saw perfectly in the dark. Thus, he felt disappointed when he found Dax struggling to get back to his feet.

The man didn’t look good. He was all beat up now. His Aura Ignition was gone.

Did he run out of juice already? How come? Was this the consequence of Aura Ignition? Deep exhaustion?

What else was there?

Also, now that Zarian thought about it, the quality of Dax’s Aura Ignition didn’t seem as potent as the one Foodie showed him. Foodie’s version of Aura Ignition was better even while she had a lower level than Dax.

“How did you learn it?” Zarian asked. “Who taught it to you?”

Dax chuckled wetly. He spat blood to the side. “I’m not telling you.”

Zarian hit the man in the chest with a blunted dark bolt.

Dax stumbled backward, grunting. If it was any other man, they would’ve had their chest caved in. Dax’s Mystic Toughness skill was as solid as Zarian hoped.

It was hard to focus on that when there was something even juicier dangling in front of him.

“Tell me,” Zarian ordered.

“No,” Dax spat.

Blunted dark bolts rained down on Dax. They came from the front, the sides, the back. The ones Zarian formed close to him packed a bigger punch.

Dax stumbled in all directions, rocked by a consistent barrage of attacks. The ones from the front staggered him backwards the most.

Zarian stopped the attacks just when Dax crashed down to his knees. Rain water sluiced past them with a powerful tug. They were both soaked to the bone.

“You’re a real tough guy,” Zarian said.

“And you’re an asshole,” Dax replied.

“That’s rich coming from you.”

“Let me guess. You don’t approve of how we make business here. But guess what? That’s just how it is. Good? Evil? It’s all a sham! Two sides of the same coin! And that coin purchases the flesh, labor, and suffering of all men! So what if I benefit?! If it ain’t me, it’s gonna be somebody else!”

Dax leered up at Zarian. “It’ll be you next, won’t it? I don’t have to be good or evil to tell you’re deep in the black with the evil side. You get those crazy thoughts in your head, right? Whispering to you on how to do things for the best results. I could’ve been like you, but I stayed neutral. I didn’t want to be evil’s fuck toy.”

The neutral alignment couldn’t directly feel good or evil unless it was overt. Zarian had kept his evil alignment mostly covert.

But now that Dax had pointed it out, Zarian let the evil alignment unfurl from out of him.

The bandit leader shook. His eyes widened as the evil alignment suffocated the storm drain passage they were in. The darkness became viler, colder, more malicious.

The glint of light behind Zarian faded out. All that remained was the roaring water and the creeping monster of darkness and evil that had Dax kneeling.

“Go on. Do your worst,” Dax taunted, trembling fists clenched.

Zarian cast a small Quagmire Pit under one of Dax’s legs. Right after that, he called up the Dread Mire Bite.

Since the quagmire was small, the snapping jaws didn’t do as much damage. But they were still ferocious enough to tear into Dax’s leg and have the man howling in pain.

With Dax distracted, Zarian slipped his aura into Dax’s aura. He worked faster than ever before. With more care, too. He didn’t want to give Dax any warning that he was messing around inside of his aura.

Someone who had Aura Ignition would be in tune with their aura. What if Dax had a way to block out Zarian’s manipulation?

Since the bandit leader was focused on his bitten leg, he wouldn’t notice anything amiss if Zarian made any mistakes. That was a good thing, because this skill was more complex than the last ones. It was a much higher quality of a skill, which would produce a more powerful Level 0 copy.

Zarian worked as fast and efficiently as he could. He still made mistakes. He still had to repeat the process. But he kept going until he finally got the last part to seal Operation Skill Steal.

<You’ve copied the skill: Mystic Toughness!>

<Mystic Toughness (Level 0): Infuse magic with your body to toughen it further. The foundations of your health will be sturdier. Scales partially with Strength and Mysticism.>

Zarian looped a string of aura into the Level 0 skill. He froze as a wave of Mysticism encompassed his flesh. He felt sturdier, much sturdier.

The parasitic threads inside of him quivered with thrill. Para waved the cloak behind him, rejoicing in his change. She could feel every bit, after all.

It wasn’t Aura Ignition. But it was almost the next best thing.

Willful Strength. Wondrous Speed. Mystic Toughness.

With these three copied skills, Zarian felt like the most bullshit wizard anyone could ever face. Once he copied them over to the others, his party could perform above and beyond, even against the most grave of future challenges.

There were more notifications waiting for Zarian. Gilbert and Loner were doing well to mop up the remaining bandits.

Zarian was glad he’d dropped an entire building on them first, making them softer for his companions to steamroll over. Gilbert should grow decently from this.

“I think I’m done here,” Zarian said. “I’ll learn Aura Ignition without you. You’ve shown me a lot that I’ll need to contemplate later.”

“Alright, kill me then.” Dax lifted his chin.

“Thanks for the good fight. That was fun.” Zarian reformed his dense sword of darkness.

He lit the blade with Black Fire and Bloody Lifesteal. A red glow pulsated from around the sword, infused with black and gray flames.

Zarian prepared to swing.

Dax exploded forward with a single-leg lunge. His hand reached for Zarian’s neck.

Bars of darkness slammed down between them, stopping Dax short. His fingers clawed inches away from touching Zarian, the bandit leader roaring the whole time.

“My boss will kill you!” Dax roared.

“Not unless I kill him first.”

The bars squeezed in on Dax, trapping his arm and neck. He tried to pull away as Zarian moved to the side and held up the nodachi.

Then, with one smooth and powerful cut using his enhanced physicality and the mysticism of darkness, Zarian executed the bandit leader.

<You’ve defeated Dax the Unbeatable, Human, Level 51 Bandit Juggernaut!>

When Zarian returned to the surface, he found Gilbert and Loner sitting among the ruins of another smashed and blasted apart building. There were dead bandits strewn all around them. Gilbert looked beat up. He was out of aura.

His gear had lost all of its enchantments after being overstressed. The breastplate was gone, and the rest of his clothing was reduced to mere scraps. His war club was gone, tossed aside after getting snapped into splinters.

Zarian looked around with his own eyes and the eyes of his Spectral Spider Network. He nodded in satisfaction.

The Bramblevale Bandits weren’t wholly destroyed. However, their main headquarters was here in Central Bramblevale. They were wrecked as power players.

That would probably send ripples throughout the Bramblevale township region and affect the bottom line of the mysterious bosses. They would know Zarian had done it. They would know of the black wizard called Darkrun.

Good.

“I got all three.” He smiled.

“I’m Level 33 now.” Gilbert shook his head. “Damn. I didn’t know I could fight like that. I have to give Naomi credit, her Tranquil Mind skill really helped take a bit of the edge off.”

“Even as a Level 0 skill?”

“It ain’t much. But I made the most out of it. Sometimes that little bit can help, y’know? It made me mindful of the Willpower stat, at least.”

“Good, because the latest Level 0 skills are split between all the stats. You’ll like them. They’ll make you even tankier and stronger. Faster, too. Naomi’s going to become a beast with these. So will Bianca.”

“Hannah?”

“I think she’ll be able to punch a man’s skull apart easier.”

Gilbert roared with laughter. “Is that the bar now? Punch a man’s skull like busting a pinata?”

Zarian gave him a cheeky grin, letting the glow of a nearby magic light shine on his face. Some of his evil alignment oozed out.

“Yeah, that’s the bar. Even Hannah should be able to get her hands dirty if she wants.”

Gilbert lost his smile. He shook his head. “Chief, your evilness is showing.”

“Oh, come on! Let me enjoy this!”

“Chief! Pull back on the evil. God almighty.”

“Boo. No fun.” Zarian frowned, before grinning again. “I’ll get Hannah to enchant us some fishing rods–”

“Lord, I’m sorry, but this one cannot be saved. I suppose it’s a testament of my patience to witness his evil with my own eyes and ears, unable to do a damn thing about it. I’ll pray over it … as we’re fishing and boozing.”

Zarian shook his head at the man of faith. It was so easy to twist them around. It was damn fortunate he had a decent handle on the evil alignment.

If it could stay at evil +2, then he could incorporate it better for the long run. Then again, the gods had shown they could be meddlesome.

A new notification popped up overhead:

<Congrats! You’ve completed an Uncommon Side Quest: What will you do against the Bramblevale Bandits?>

Zarian nodded as he received another notification.

<You’ve leveled up from 37 to 38! Stat points dispensed!>

Gilbert was now Level 34.

Loner was Level 31 now.

“Skills?” Zarian asked.

“All advanced to +1, chief.” Gilbert smiled.

“Good man.”

“How about you?”

Zarian held up two fingers. “I’m this much away from the First Class Advancement. However, I will not choose it until all of you catch up. So … don’t keep me waiting for long.”

“Roger that!”

He could also use the opportunity to raise his skills and get the gravity spell. That might lead to more rewards with his advancement.

“Let’s get going. We’re out of time.” Zarian willed for parasite tentacles to wrap around Gilbert and Loner.

“Uh, can we walk?”

“I’m watching the soldiers close in around us through the Spectral Spider Network. And I don’t know about you, but I’ve burned through enough aura where I’d like to sit down and recover.”

“Go on and take the wheel!”

Zarian shot into the air with his companions. Gilbert tried not to scream. Loner remained silent the whole way. Zarian spiraled through the air with them, barely able to control himself without proper aerodynamics.

It was still a lot of fun as he zipped by stone towers and over rooftops with parapets. He soared over streets that were active with people of affluence and above alleyways where the destitute huddled together for warmth

He sent a message ahead using a spectral spider he left in the mansion. Bianca created a distraction by casting a bright searing flash in the opposite direction of where Zarian, Gilbert, and Loner flew.

The soldiers responded hard in the direction of the distraction. Before anyone noticed, two Floridians and a skeleton slipped back into the barrier.

Zarian copied all three new skills over to the rest of his party members. He watched them move about like true superhumans. Some more than others based on which skills matched up well with their stats.

They were going to need a lot of practice to use their skills in concert or to switch between them on different occasions. But from what Zarian could tell, they were physically more capable than ever.

They even tested Hannah when Zarian dumped a random corpse and raised it as a skeleton dummy with a Reinforcement enchantment. She punched through the skull with no effort and sent its head flying in ivory pieces across the polished lobby floor.

The acolytes serving as an audience clapped in applause. Their eyes glimmered with amazement at Hannah and the others.

Their approval was nice, but it wasn’t the cherry on top. Zarian could let his physical stats fall behind for a long while now. He didn’t have to worry about those as much anymore.

For the next dozen, two dozen, maybe three dozen levels, he planned to put 2 Free points in Wonder and 3 Free points in Mysticism per level. Because of his class as the Black Wizard Apprentice, he automatically gained +2 Willpower and +3 Mysticism per a level.

In summary, he was looking at +2 Willpower, +2 Wonder, and +6 Mysticism per level from now on. Of course, this didn’t account for any new points he’d gained upon his First Class Advancement.

Maybe when he reached Level 60 he would reassess from there.

His mentality, fortune, and magical potential were going to skyrocket. Most of his abilities scaled well or partially with those main three stats.

The only nonoptimal part of his profile was how Adrenaline Jolt scaled with Agility only. Zarian figured he would fix that later or keep pushing aura manipulation to make it work for him.




55: Watch Me Blow Up

Twenty-five hours after Operation Skill Steal, Zarian found himself frustrated while sitting at his study desk. It was dark out in the early morning hours. If he listened closely, he could hear the occasional siege blast getting repelled off the Lovewar Dome.

There were a few hours to burn before Operation Domination began. But that wasn’t Zarian’s focus.

Aura Ignition was still beyond his capabilities to grasp.

In fact, having observed and felt the nature of Dax’s Aura Ignition the night before might’ve made things worse once he ruminated on everything he learned.

Zarian now had a working theory of what led to Aura Ignition, which was upsetting, since it required some advanced science to conceptualize the theory.

Zarian was a geek, but not exactly the nerdiest of nerds. In fact, he was a B or C student back in his formative school years. He was pretty sure the guys who’d aced everything in academics would run laps around him if they had his opportunities.

Well, a lot of those guys had stable homes and at least one caring parent.

Zarian had grown up in foster care and ran a gauntlet through different flavors of bad foster situations.

It had been hard for him to focus in school while he worried, stressed, or raged about things happening on the home front. That and he’d run off a few times and only shown up at school.

He’d honestly needed Ariana’s help to look at other students’ test sheets and feed him answers back in his school days. Passing those tests kept him from failing.

This is actually the first time outside of the Marines where I’m somewhere stable and I can focus on studying for something.

He had the finished concept of Aura Ignition in mind, at the very least. It was a shame that his theory of what led to Aura Ignition might make it unattainable for him.

There was one way to test it, though.

He needed someone willing to be his guinea pig. That person would be most suitable for Aura Ignition.

He hadn’t worked up the courage to ask that person yet. So he’d thrown everything he could into learning the gravity spell next.

At long last, he was fully committed. Yes, learning the third folktale spell to the dread gator grimoire would be technically easier. But he’d put off the gravity spell for too long.

Unfortunately, even with Fractured Mind, Tranquil Mind, Adrenaline Jolt, Overpower, and the black magic grimoire’s advancement that made studying its contents easier – he was still struggling to get through the thick, obtuse, abstract, magic quantum-theorizing, and hellishly freaky nature of the gravity spell.

He also had a dumb moment.

Out of curiosity, he’d flipped through the gravity spell section. He’d kept going until he hit the end of the black magic grimoire.

The gravity spell took up close to ninety percent of the grimoire’s pages. He hadn’t realized there was an end to the grimoire after the gravity spell. The gravity spell was the ultimate page hogger.

“This is fucked.”

Zarian leaned back in his new study chair and massaged his fingers around his face. The ghastly phantom chains attached to his soul swayed while the grimoire lay on the study desk in front of him.

“Is this a legendary spell or something above? It better be. Do I really have to remember all of this just to mess with gravity?”

Was there a test at the end?

Zarian leaned forward and flipped through the pages by hand. He reached the end again.

The symbols and text refused to yield their secrets, obscuring his ability to read or Identify. He had to go over the required reading material, graphs, the impossible geometric illustrations, and the rest of the contents before getting access to the end.

For the first time, Zarian gave a prayer to both of his divine benefactors: Shadowfell and Lovewar. He folded his hands in front of him, elbows on the table, forehead against his thumbs.

Please don’t let there be a test at the end of this. Please.

The goddesses didn’t respond.

Nobody comforted him.

They couldn’t help him here.

The gods … are truly useless.

Zarian reabsorbed his grimoire back into his soul. He left his room and wandered about the hallways of the mansion. He stopped to stare at paintings of the smiling and confident Lovewar Goddess.

Each of his party members was certain of this fact. Lovewar was a freak of a goddess.

“Why do you have different versions of bikini armor? And nothing else?” Zarian shook his head and moved on.

During these hours, the acolytes kept a skeleton crew going in case Zarian’s party needed anything. They even had security patrols to warn of any intruders or fires. Outside of that, they’d mostly hung out in the kitchen.

Zarian avoided the kitchen since they were in the middle of girl talk. A few of his spectral spiders stayed near them, keeping watch unless the girls needed privacy for moments that were personal to them.

Even while evil +2, Zarian had lines he wouldn’t cross. They were cute and beautiful girls from a visual sense. But they were truly baby kittens to Zarian based on how young and vulnerable they were.

His Spectral Spider Network kept a tight watch only when necessary.

I’m not as smart and perfect as some people, but at least I have morals.

Some of those nerds from high school would’ve crossed so many lines they would deserve to have their necks grabbed and wrung. A few jocks, too. Hell, there were a lot of guys and girls Zarian knew he wouldn’t trust with his power.

How many people would abuse what I have and absolutely terrorize those who are innocent and defenseless?

Zarian’s evil alignment held the answer. It was kind of bleak. He took it with a grain of salt and distracted himself with a few notifications from last night. The achievement was interesting.

<Achievement rewarded! Junior Manslaughterer! (Unopened)!>

<Achievement opened!>

<Junior Manslaughterer! (Uncommon): You’re on the road to being a mass killer of men. How does it feel to look at your own people and think we can live with less of them? You’ve earned +10 Willpower.>

The achievement wasn’t the best Zarian had earned. The implications, however, were interesting.

How many achievements were out there that gave more stats?

Having an extra +10 Willpower was nothing to scoff at. Zarian was surprised by how generous that was. It made all the abilities he had that scaled with Willpower jump up in power by a considerable bit.

Am I going to tell Naomi?

Why shouldn’t he?

She can go off the handle sometimes. Worse than me.

His evil nature twisted in on itself to explain both why he should and why he shouldn’t. And how to best go about this to keep a tight leash on Naomi and others. The evil +2 alignment was a control freak.

Zarian wanted to do what he did best: be honest. Besides, he was going to ask a big favor out of Naomi.

He found her in Gilbert’s room with the door opened. Their conversation was a hushed one, but if he waited outside of the door and focused, then he would catch what they were saying. Or he could send a spectral spider inside.

He knocked on the wall outside to announce his presence.

Gilbert answered. “Is that you, chief? I can tell by the darkness in the air. Come on in. Mi casa, su casa, and all that.”

Zarian smirked and stepped inside.

Gilbert’s room was similar to Zarian’s, except Gilbert had more of a warrior aesthetic. There were axes, long swords, and great swords hanging on the walls. They looked more like show pieces and their edges were dull.

“Good morning, sir,” Naomi greeted.

“Good morning.” Zarian nodded at her before taking in Gilbert.

The man looked rough. He was sitting on the edge of his bed, wearing nothing but briefs. His face looked haggard like he was in the middle of a hangover. The skin around his eyes was dark. And he was twitchy.

Gilbert put on his best lopsided smile. “I came out with 2 stats in Strength and 1 in Willpower. And I got a new trait. It’s the damnedest thing.”

“Nice. I gained an extra point in Strength. What’s the new trait?”

“Berserk Vitality, rare.” Gilbert heaved a sigh. “The lower my vitality, the harder I hit. My healing abilities also get stronger. Lump that in with how Healing Force +1 can reach out further and overcharge the vitality of those I heal and … yeah, I’m fit to be in the thick of fighting more often while keeping everyone upright.”

Zarian had to admit that was a unique set up.

It sounded like a crossbreed between a berserker and a healer. The more upfront and damaged Gilbert could get, the more the war healer could essentially keep his allies up on their feet regardless of injuries. Even from a distance.

“Adrenaline Jolt +1 leaves out the bad side effects. And Tranquilizer Touch +1 leaves a trap that extends the skill to anyone who touches the victim who’s not an ally,” Gilbert explained. “I feel like I’m a mixed bag of tricks. Is this how those big online games work?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Naomi said.

“Honestly, your build is more tailored as an actual war healer than anything I’ve seen in games,” Zarian explained. “It literally has no drawbacks other than your lack of an incredible fighting skill. So you can’t mow your way through squads of men all at once. Nor can you take down something big and tough. But you aren’t squishy, and you can help fight while keeping others alive. It’s a good build.”

“Yeah, well, I definitely can fight.” Gilbert lost the semblance of a smile. “I killed so many men the night before. I killed them even when they asked for mercy. I think … I crossed a line I didn’t know I had.”

So this is why Naomi’s here.

She’d sensed something was wrong with Gilbert and went to check up on him. That was nice of her.

Zarian held back on saying anything. He had to check himself since evil +2 gave too many convincing ideas.

Naomi, however, remained neutral. Her words would come straight from the gut.

“It happens. We all cross lines we didn’t know about. Then we figure out what to do on the other side,” Naomi said.

“Is this it?” Gilbert asked. “Murdering men for more power?”

“No,” Naomi said. “You cleaned up a problem the authorities let fester while we’re in the middle of a violent campaign. I won’t say if what you did was wrong or right. But I will say what you did helped many people who couldn’t help themselves. Didn’t it?”

“Human trafficking and the worst of men, right?” Gilbert directed the question to Zarian.

The wizard nodded. Their actions stopped the Bramblevale Bandit’s heinous business practices.

Would someone else take their place? Most likely. But nobody would for a while. The power vacuum left in the massacre’s wake was large.

Zarian imagined some people were scared to attract his attention next.

“Alright, alright. I’m going to take my time cleaning up before I see y’all head out for the next operation. Thanks for checking in on me.” Gilbert waved them off.

Zarian and Naomi nodded before leaving the room. Zarian led the way, and Naomi followed like a shadow.

“I think he’ll overcome it,” Naomi said. “He talked about it. That’s usually key. Now that it’s out instead of being held in, he’ll get past it. He’ll be stronger from it.”

She sounded like she had a lot of faith in Gilbert. She didn’t seem like the type, but she really cared for the people she worked with.

“You’ve ever killed a man?” Zarian asked.

“I’ve always wanted to when I was a kid.” She paused before continuing. “It was personal. I missed my opportunity when he died of a heart attack.”

“I’ve never gotten deployed while I was infantry. But I’ve imagined it. Prepared for it. Technically, Kenneth was the first. But that wasn’t premeditated. As for the bandits? I slept well after all of that.”

He looked back and saw her smirking. He was already smiling when she said, “Killing bandits is how you sleep easier at night, huh? I guess we all have our ways to cope.”

While throwing a couple of zingers and dark jokes at each other, Zarian and Naomi entered the lobby area. It was wide and spacious. The front doors were shut closed, and so was the back door leading to the camped soldiers.

Zarian had his conversation with Roland earlier. Things seemed okay for now. The officer was a nervous-wreck, but he put that frantic energy into keeping his men in line.

Zarian had applied no pressure when he’d told Roland, “If you need help with your men, I can leave an impression.”

Roland had turned down the offer. He was extra motivated now.

Meanwhile, Head Acolyte Lora was trying to keep a tight grip on her own girls. They were curious, like all sheltered kittens. Some acolytes had even attempted to talk to the soldiers through the back windows.

The tension around the manor was thick enough for Zarian to smell it.

This is nearly as bad as high school.

And the food supply was dropping fast.

“Hello, Lord Zarian, Lady Naomi, may I help in any way?” asked the acolyte on lobby duty.

Zarian thought for a second before he answered. “Yes, you can. I need you to move into that hallway. We’re about to have a spar. I’d like for you to stay safe so we can concentrate.”

The acolyte hurried out of the lobby.

Before Zarian could properly turn and face Naomi, he noticed a sucker punch careening for his jaw. The game was on, and Naomi pulled a dirty move with a vicious, man-eating smile on her face.

Zarian smiled back as he dodged the punch and retreated to create space. A kick with his name on it missed him by a hair and hurled about a great rush of air from the force of Naomi’s attack.

He set his stance, fists raised to eye level, legs bent to keep his center of gravity under him, his balance sturdy, while tipping his weight slightly forward on the balls of his feet. Unlike Naomi, Zarian still had to work with the basics.

Prior to the Infinita Star System, all Zarian had in martial training was the stuff the Marines had taught him. It was the most basic of basic moves.

He’d gotten through life by being ferocious, which he learned from dealing with bullies. Never let up or they would beat you down with no regard to your own life.

Months of fantastical adventure, fights, and training with the same people had changed some of those rudimentary basics. The stuff that White Silk Reiki had taught him shifted under Naomi’s tutelage, merging with a budding martial style Zarian was constructing that would serve as a back up to his back up and surprise future opponents.

Despite all of that, Zarian knew one thing for sure whenever he sparred with Naomi.

He was about to get his ass kicked.

And he was going to love it.

Naomi was as wild as she was technically skilled. She didn’t sit back and wait for an opening to show itself. She rushed forward to create openings and exploit an opponent who failed to fend off her pressure.

Zarian shifted and curled up his right arm to deflect a fast jab. He stepped and pivoted out of the way of a straight power punch.

His counter hook came over the top. Fast. Powerful. Tough. His new Level 0 skills juiced up his parasitic body like nothing had ever done before.

If it was anyone else, attacking like this might’ve killed them. But Naomi was perfectly suitable to take it.

Instead of dodging, Naomi turned her head with the punch. She let it glance off her cheek while spinning her entire body with the utmost grace to swing around a fast backhand.

Zarian hardened his guard to absorb the hit. It was a hard one. It would’ve rocked him off his feet if he had remained a frail wizard. He wasn’t anymore. He was strong, fast, and tough now.

The hit was still an immense one. A loud crack resonated across the lobby and throughout the mansion. The chandeliers above trembled. A few nearby vases fell and shattered on the floor. One of the framed illustrations of Lovewar came crashing down.

Zarian spoke through his Spectral Spider Network to let everyone know he and Naomi were sparring in the lobby. He got out the words while stumbling back, bobbing, weaving, and blocking a flurry of aggressive but smartly placed blows.

Then he found his opening and hit Naomi with a big upper cut to the gut. That one took the air out of her and gave him a gratifying wheeze.

By most accounts, that would’ve stopped most people.

But Naomi was Zarian’s right-hand woman for a reason.

She moved past her pain and seized his arm, throwing herself onto him with her legs ensnaring the upper portions of his body. Just like that, Naomi had a flying armbar, at least at first.

She quickly transitioned into a squeezer hold that was halfway into a standing triangle choke. Her thighs clamped together to crush Zarian’s shoulder against his neck and chin, cutting off air flow and blood circulation.

It wouldn’t have done much other than make Zarian uncomfortable in the old world. However, because of their stats and abilities, Naomi could literally crush a man with the press of her thighs alone.

Zarian’s toughness lessened the threat of being crushed by Naomi and made it a more drawn-out affair. He had enough time to secure his other hand on the waist of Naomi’s pants, bend back, then snap downward for a power slam.

It was at that moment where experience triumphed over raw power. Naomi readjusted at the last second and stole Zarian’s momentum for herself. She flipped him onto the floor instead of getting slammed.

Now she had the arm bar for sure while they settled into the crater they hammered into the lobby floor, shaking the foundations of the mansion.

“Tap,” she demanded.

Zarian raised his free hand and flipped the middle finger at her.

Naomi snapped his arm like a twig. She unraveled herself from his broken limb and sat with legs crossed by his laid out body.

“I’m so glad that the more vitality you have, the higher your pain threshold,” Zarian said. “I didn’t realize until recently that we don’t feel pain as much as we used to. I thought that was mainly Willpower, and that does contribute, but I think Vitality plays a part as well.”

“You’re unfair,” Naomi said.

“Shouldn’t I be saying that?” Zarian chuckled, still lying down.

He didn’t dare move or his broken arm might come out worse. He could still feel pain, after all. But it wasn’t enough to make him cry like a baby. 

“You’re very unfair. Look at what we’ve just done. We competed physically at a pretty much even level when you’re the apparent magical wizard guy. It’s a little concerning.”

Naomi frowned.

Zarian lost his humor, surprised to see that expression on her face. Now that he was listening, it really sounded like she was bothered.

Naomi hesitated before asking, “Am I obsolete, sir?”

“Aura Ignition,” Zarian said.

The sudden switch in conversation surprised her slightly. “What about it?”

“You’re the best one for it. You can learn it the easiest, in fact.”

Naomi’s eyes lit up with hunger. Her ambition ran hot. She looked like she was going to jump him at the chance of more power.

While he had her attention, Zarian threw in a sidebar. “Also, I got a new achievement called Junior Manslaughterer. When you find it appropriate, kill a bunch of men in a relatively short time. It gives +10 Willpower.”

“You held that back until now because you were worried I’ll go murder-happy, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, kinda.”

“So … is there another group of scummy bandits in Central Bramblevale?”

Zarian let out a chuckle that was soon interrupted when Gilbert’s Healing Force +1 made an arrival. Zarian felt it when a warm and helpful energy washed over his body and concentrated on his broken arm.

After a minute, the arm was back to normal, as if it had never been broken. In fact, he felt even more invigorated now even after Gilbert’s skill faded off.

“Gilbert’s still in his room, by the way,” Zarian said.

Naomi slowly nodded. “Everyone has it better than me. Maybe I should’ve picked a different class or waited.”

“So, Aura Ignition.”

“Yeah, that thing Foodie showed us. Tell me. What do I do to make it work for me?”

“You have to collapse your aura with an implosion. All of it. And in that split second, before your recovery kicks in, the outside aura fills you up like a vacuum and ignites. Might cost you part of your vitality. Don’t know for sure. But that’s what I think happens at the ignition part. You have to do a reverse explosion going inward.”

Naomi looked down at Zarian with a blank face.

He kept going. “That’s why the atmosphere or the air feels pressured. And that’s why there’s pushback in the form of a shockwave.”

He sat up. He was excited now. His Fractured Mind felt lit up in all the right ways as he explained: “The implosion pulls in so much aura from the outside, it becomes condensed around everything near the ignition. The shockwave is the blowback of a successful Aura Ignition releasing excess aura back into the environment.

“From there, it comes down to having the focus, or Willpower, of maintaining it, which I imagine is hard as hell. But I think the hardest part is the ignition part. It has to be done without your personal aura recovering, leaving a complete and utter vacuum inside of you.”

“I have the lowest amount of Mysticism in the party,” Naomi said.

“Exactly. You have the lowest aura recovery rate. And you have high Willpower, which you’ll need for your concentration.” Zarian gave her a guilty smile.

He scooted closer to Naomi until their faces were close. “So … uh … will you blow yourself up in reverse? And let me watch?”

Naomi looked straight into his eyes with an even more blank expression. Then a slow smile crept across her face.

“Yeah, sure, you can watch me blow up. Anything else to fit your fancy?”

“I want to put my aura in your aura once you’re ignited.”

“Get me dinner first, won’t you?”

***

While Zarian and Naomi came to an agreement on Aura Ignition tests and observations, a gaggle of acolytes watched them from the safety of the hallway attached to the lobby. They were intelligent girls, well fed, and well taken care of.

They had an enormous wealth of information gathered and filed away as per their duties under Lovewar. They’d done some reading of the material, some of which were shocking and titillating, some of which were as dry as peeling potatoes.

But they were sheltered girls nonetheless. They were still uncertain of the world beyond the walls. Still unsure to question how they were groomed to be weak and pitiful despite evidence that was critical of the kingdom’s way of life.

“Is that how they do it outside the wall?” asked one acolyte.

“How daring. How dangerous. You’re not supposed to harm the picker. Is she also of evil alignment?”

“No, I don’t think so. I believe humans outside of our own world vary in skin pigmentation. So Lord Zarian and Lady Naomi’s skin color are naturally that way, like others from the World of Swamps and Princesses.”

“Black, is it? How curious. Their hair, even more so.”

“He’s smiling at her even though she broke his arm. Perhaps black humans enjoy having such … dominant women to pick from.”

“I don’t know if that’s how it should be. It goes against what we’re taught in the kingdom.”

“The kingdom is not above Lovewar. And Lovewar is the most dominant of women. And we are her acolytes.”

“This is true. But it’s still hard to go against what we’re taught. Are we supposed to change? What if we’re weeds and must be pruned?”

“Then we should become very tough weeds. We have the information. There are ways to gain more levels faster than what we’re doing now.”

“I’ve been talking to the soldiers.”

All the other girls hushed the last speaker. But the daring rule breaker kept going.

“This is important. One of them said they gang up on beasts around their level and beat on it as part of their soldier training. Then they do the same thing all the way up to Level 10. It takes a while. But if we must choose Lovewar over the kingdom, then we better be very tough weeds.”

“Are there any soldiers who may help us? The Head Acolyte says they’re unrefined and unsuitable. They’re soldiers, not pickers. They’re a danger to us.”

“Lord Roland’s a picker.”

“He’s a Low Rose Noble. We should aim for Mid Rose, shouldn’t we?”

“Does it matter? If we can become strong like Lady Naomi. We can choose who picks us.”

“We can impress a picker with our battle prowess, can’t we? Nobles would like that, wouldn’t they?” The acolytes fell silent as they watched Zarian and Naomi chat comfortably with each other.

“Maybe it’s not about who picks us. But it’s about being able to stand comfortably with who we wish to love and fight alongside. As we are now, we’re weak and defenseless. We have no choice. Wouldn’t it be nice if we can choose and defend ourselves, just like Lady Naomi?”

“Does that mean I can talk to the soldier boy with the funny jokes? He’s no picker, but I’ll pick him.”

“We’ll have to get stronger to be pickers.”

With these conversations, the acolytes of the Eternal Garden Kingdom started to change their ways.

Little by little, they left behind the teachings of their youth and looked toward the harsh but exciting nature of free love and warfare.




56: Morning Domination

It was another Early Autumn morning.

The fortress town of Central Bramblevale stirred awake, slowly, carefully. It was as if all the townspeople were letting go of an uneasy breath after the past couple of nights.

After all, the destruction of the Bramblevale Bandits had sent waves across the city.

The underworld was in shambles.

Multiple deals tied with the Bramblevale Bandits fell through, disrupting low-level scoundrels and major power players who were connected. Smaller gangs were already fighting each other to take over, but their bloody cloak-and-dagger battles hurt everyone involved. 

The night before was mostly quiet on the surface except for the occasional siege weapon blasting against the unyielding barrier guarding the Wicked Villains of the East. None of the average well-to-do nobles of Central Bramblevale were bothered unless they had shady deals in the dark.

Under the new morning, young ladies working as news sellers patrolled the streets, spreading the word of the Bramblevale Lord while offering reading material for coin:

“Conduct your business in a hurry and inform the nearest guard or soldier if you see anything suspicious! Read more about it here!”

“Remember to start your mornings praying to the Good Gods and turn away from the temptation of evil! If you’re truly a good believer, purchase this paper!”

“The Eternal Capital is aware of the Wicked Villains of the East! Do not worry! The White Roses are on their way to end them once and for all! Get the exciting news here first!”

Some of the townsfolk listened and bought their papers. Others went about their day as the market squares came to life. Vendors put out their wares and hawked about their sales like their lives depended on it.

Once again, they’d slashed their prices. Once again, they faced fierce economic downturns and the lack of buyers.

Potential customers shook their heads and hurried by the desperate vendors. It was getting closer to the time the Bramblevale Lord expected his taxes. The enforcers of those taxes were only a few degrees better than bandits.

“Wait, wait, I don’t have to pay until next week!” shouted an old cabbage merchant with a bum leg.

He was one of the rare few males who wasn’t a noble but could hold a merchant license. That came with expectations.

“You haven’t paid what you owed last time. So we’ve come to collect early.” A man with a reedy voice twirled the end of his pencil-thin mustache. “And the Bramblevale Lord wants it with interest!”

The Tax Collector Probationer had twenty men in the Level 30s with him, all Tax Enforcer Starters. It was a powerful show of force in Central Bramblevale.

The tax collector and tax enforcers were all good aligned. Their classes were closely tied with Good God Lawkeep. For there were few rules in all of existence that were more true than these:

Everyone had a death waiting for them.

And taxes must be paid.

“But, but, it’s too high! I can barely make enough, good sir. And times have grown harsh lately. They say the gnolls might attack at any time!” The old cabbage seller had tears in his eyes as he tried to plead his case.

His corner of a local market wasn’t a lonely one. But every man and woman quickly looked away while passing near the commotion. Some children stopped to watch. A concerned gaggle of well-dressed women shooed the children away.

There was nobody willing to help him.

Well, except for one person.

“I don’t mind paying taxes,” said a dark voice from the nearest alley. “It’s like a contract between the people and the government. We work hard. You tax us and use that money to provide benefits. We make use of those benefits. But … I don’t like it when the government abuses the people and calls it good.”

There was a sinister chill in that voice. It had an unnerving effect that crawled down everyone’s spines.

The old cabbage seller, the tax collector, the tax enforcers, and everyone else in the vicinity stared into the unusually dark alley. They were like deer searching for the wolf prowling in their midst.

Then, slowly, they all saw a person fade into existence with a casual stride.

He was unlike any humanoid creature they’d ever seen. He stood like a man. He walked like a man. He even dressed like a noble man, wearing a dapper suit, tie, proper pants, and polished shoes.

His face was clean and without a mustache, appearing handsome and youthful. His hair was strange and very coiled, yes, but it could be a wig and part of a performance.

Outside of that, he was something abnormally alien.

His skin was dark.

His eyes were two voids. Like the lightless bottom of a pit. His smile was white and sharp. And hanging from his back was a cloak that didn’t match his dark and dapper suit.

The cloak was leathery, patchy, and filled with odd and horrific designs. There were teeth sticking out from one side. Slivers of bone quills quivered from another side.

The cloak moved on its own with no wind to stir it. Sometimes it would split and unravel, turning into thin threads, then splitting even further into near invisible hairs that reached out everywhere.

The cloak quivered in a lively way that was beyond uncanny for an article of clothing. Every person serving as a witness would feel less like a person and more like a prey animal once they sighted the nightmarish cloak.

“Hello, my name is Zarian Darkrun, and I’m a little lost. I’m looking for the Central Bramblevale Keep.” The horrific man slid his hands into his pants pocket, a rude gesture, but it was fitting for someone as horrific as him.

His smile turned sharper as he spoke further. “Hey, old man. Can you lend me some directions? I’ll even pay you for the trouble. You can keep the cabbages. They’re … uh … moldy.”

“Kill him!” The tax collector shrilled.

The tax enforcers rushed the nightmarish Zarian Darkrun. They used skills that empowered themselves overall, increased their speed, and even manipulated metal.

Five ran to the left. Five ran to the right.

Ten formed a line and hurled forward metal balls the size of marbles with air-cracking speed. That would’ve been more than enough to tear apart a single foe.

The metal balls passed straight through the evil-doer with no effect. The enforcers stumbled in surprise as the illusion faded away.

Then a feminine figure jumped down from the nearest stone roof and landed behind five of the enforcers on the right.

The new arrival was a stunning but alien woman of stellar physique and dark skin. She wore an even darker dress that was skin-tight and stood with an impeccable balance on high-heeled shoes.

She moved like a whirlwind. Before anyone could stop her, all five enforcers on the right crumpled to the ground or flew off their feet.

The remaining enforcers were preparing to fight her when another woman appeared in a flash of brilliant light.

She was an astonishing vision of beauty adorned in a glimmering, colorful, enchanting dress that reminded viewers of elven princesses of past eras. She smiled radiantly, almost blinding everyone with her joyous expression, and drew attention to herself that forced the enforcers to hesitate.

The dark-skinned woman with the dynamic physique took advantage. She flipped through the air rapidly and landed with a stone-cracking thump behind the enforcers on the left.

With fast and blurring movements that made her look like a dark gale force wind, she deftly brutalized them like the last five. The enforcers crashed down after getting swept off their feet or sent into a tumble, laying them flat.

For most people watching, the action happened so fast, so violently, it was hardly believable. They’d never seen anyone capable of fighting the enforcers and winning.

“Why are you staring?” the tax collector shouted at the remaining ten enforcers. “Throw everything you have at them! Everything!”

The enforcers prepared to launch another destructive metal volley. Before they did, their own shadows darkened.

The shadows became akin to lightless pits before shooting up ten blunt poles from between the enforcers’ feet. The poles all struck directly into the groins of the enforcers and launched them into the air for a short but hard flight.

The tax collector looked about as all twenty men lay defeated around him. He wasn’t the only one gawking. All around the courtyard, vendors, nobles, groups of women, and beggars were all watching.

Additionally, a patrol of soldiers had just arrived and caught the tail end of the commotion.

“Heh heh heh. Ha ha ha.”

A creepy and daunting voice resonated from the incredibly dark alley with a laugh so sinister it made everyone in the courtyard shiver except for the two beautiful but dangerous women.

For the second time, the monstrous villain named Zarian Darkrun walked out of the alley.

It wasn’t an illusion this time. This one was the authentic version.

He stopped next to the old cabbage seller and the tax collector.

“So, where’s the Bramblevale Keep? I want to pay Lord Cassian a visit.” His void for eyes turned from the tax collector to the cabbage seller.

“He’s down this very road, milord.” The cabbage seller pointed behind him.

There was indeed a road that looked big and wide. It was the central street of Central Bramblevale.

It wouldn’t be hard to believe that going down that road would take someone straight to the center. Then they would find the Bramblevale Keep, which held the office of the town’s lord.

“You will be hanged for aiding a villain, you old fool!” snapped the tax collector.

Lord Zarian Darkrun moved with blurring speed, and the tax collector flew off his feet and slammed down on the stone street like a sack of potatoes. Bloody teeth clattered across the street with some spittle.

“Aw, dang, I got his slobber on my new shoes.” The villainous lord frowned.

“Allow me, milord!” The cabbage seller hobbled as fast as he could to clean off the shoe, which must’ve kicked the tax collector faster than anyone could clearly see.

His life, as well as everyone’s in the courtyard, could depend on satisfying the villain.

“No, don’t. I’ll live. Why don’t you leave this place? It’s going to be quite an active morning.” Lord Zarian Darkrun caught the cabbage seller gently by the crook of his arm and guided him to the side.

He was surprisingly helpful, despite looking like an incarnation of evil. The Darkrun Lord even slid whole gold coins into the cabbage seller’s hands, which the old man deftly and wisely hid into a secret pocket in his clothing.

“It’s so nice to help someone in need. I hope someone buys all your cabbages and you’ll be well taken care of, señor!” The radiant woman in the colorful dress patted him on the head and left him with a sense of comfort and security.

It was like being graced by an angel.

“Can we stop playing around and get on with Operation Domination?” asked the fierce and dynamic black woman.

She was both a thrilling and frightening sight. Almost like a she-devil. Only the strongest or craziest of men could ever get near such a tempting but dangerous beauty and survive to tell the tale.

“Sure thing, sure thing. Just do your best. I know your part in this operation is very difficult,” said Lord Darkrun with the casual flair only the rich and powerful could have.

Was the villain born from royalty in some wicked and evil kingdom to the east? Not only was the cabbage seller paid enough to survive for quite a number of months, but he had the best gossip in his friend group. He couldn’t wait for the next meeting. Everyone was going to be envious.

“All we’re doing is walking and escorting,” grouched the dark one.

“While making Señor Zarian look good! Piece of cake, really,” said the radiant one.

“Oh, look, the soldiers are charging at us. Onward, we go, ladies.” Lord Darkrun stepped ahead, his hands still in his pockets.

Perhaps the evil royalty of the east preferred their hands in their pockets. It was strange to think about, especially since the cabbage seller had never heard of any evil kingdom to the east, only the infamous castle mountains of Castle Grimrock.

Perhaps Lord Darkrun and his escorts came from further east. Nonetheless, their activities here were stirring up an even bigger commotion now.

The square turned into a riot of panic. People screamed as they hurried to get aside the ensuing conflict. Market stalls came crashing down when humans with more levels and stats ran through them, uncaring of the destruction and damage to vendors’ common quality wares.

“Move in a hurried and orderly manner or suffer my wrath,” Lord Zarian Darkrun threatened.

Somehow, despite the shining light of the morning, the power of his evil alignment reached every soul who heard him.

Even the soldiers lost their nerve, stumbling from a fast charge into a moderate approach. That was the touch of palpable, bone chilling, heart-seizing evil, the likes of which most have never faced in the kingdom.

The Wicked Villains of the (Far) East were possibly worse than a gnoll invasion. And they were on their way to see the Bramblevale Lord at his keep.

While the cabbage seller was thankful for their aid, most others would see them as complete and utter threats, such as the Garden Officer at the front of the approaching soldiers.

“We must stop them! Don’t be afraid of his evil!” shouted the lone officer in charge. He had a sworn duty to defend the township and kingdom against any major threat. “If we slow them down here, reinforcements will be on the way!”

They had fifty men with them now. The Garden Officer was Level 41, which was powerful here. Behind him were Foot Soldier Grunts in the Level 30s. They held poleaxes with expertise borne from years of training, so they knew very well how to use them.

The soldiers renewed their courage and closed the distance with a thunderous charge, shaking off the evil threat from earlier.

The evil-doer himself looked up at the morning sun beaming down. He did nothing overt while the women flanking him to his right and left stood like seductresses of thrilling danger and radiant glamor.

“It’s a nice day,” the Darkrun Lord said, hands still in his pockets, “for domination.”

The shadows under the three villains darkened. Then volleys of rapid fire bolts flew from under their feet.

The Garden Officer shifted to the side and swung his poleaxe. Heavy bark and sharp thorns covered the weapon.

The officer’s alpha skill had smashed and torn apart many opponents and powers, and he saw no reason it couldn’t do so now.

One dark bolt obliterated the skill’s conjuring and the pole axe at once. The force of the impact was nearly too much for any man to endure.

The Garden Officer ended up jerked around, barely avoiding a direct hit himself. His men didn’t share in his fortune as the bolts struck almost all of them directly.

The Garden Officer tumbled and rolled as nearly fifty men sailed backward, crashing, rolling, falling into a crushed heap with their breastplates dented and bones broken.

Most, if not all, of them remained alive. But most stayed down, either unconscious, or in too much pain to do anything.

When the officer rose, he only had four remaining men still capable of fighting. When he looked at the villains, they were calmly strolling past them.

The women walked with a refined grace that could steal a man’s breath. The monster with the frayed and nightmarish leather cloak strolled while between his stunning female escorts, his hands still in his pockets, a small and uncaring smile on his face.

The officer drew his sword. He covered it in his skill of heavy bark and sharp thorns.

Then the officer shouted with noble gallantry: “Purgehunt, see me vanquish this monster!”

He lunged at the back of the greatest human villain Bramblevale had ever witnessed.

As he attacked, the officer carried in his heart the glorious stories he’d heard from childhood. Stories of how good men vanquished heinous evil. He envisioned Good God Purgehunt filling him with a mighty monster-slaying boon to defeat a major threat to Central Bramblevale and perhaps the rest of the Eternal Garden Kingdom.

The ragged nightmare cloak caught the officer’s arms with its leathery tendrils.

Before the officer could pull away, the cloak lifted him and slammed him down onto the stone pavement.

Then it lifted him and slammed him down again and again, leaving cracks and divots.

When death seemed assured, the cloak stopped. It left the officer in a bloody, smashed up heap.

He remained alive, which was strangely unfortunate.

Outside of his bodily pain, his pride was deeply wounded. It would’ve been better if the villains had killed him outright.

Instead, the officer was left to live with his broken men, as if they were nothing but mere nuisances to be swatted down and ignored. They continued their existence as examples to be made to anyone who thought they could resist outright domination of Central Bramblevale.

“Someone … please … stop that horrible man,” prayed the officer before he fell unconscious.

He dreamed of having many wives he carefully picked like a bouquet of flowers. He dreamed of a large home and the luxuries of being a High Rose one day, recognized by all the Good Gods with many boons raining down on him.

He dreamed of all the happiness the Eternal Garden provided.

As for the old cabbage seller watching from the side lines, the event had left a grand impression on him and the others nearby. Someone asked, “I wonder if they would get Lord Cassian to lower taxes.”

The old cabbage seller wondered the same thing before he secretly prayed to Evil God Goldhound.

That was the nice thing about being neutral. It felt okay to pray to both as long as nobody said it aloud.

Though, he wouldn’t know if it was also possible to pray to both sides regardless of being good or evil. He was a mere cabbage seller trying to live the rest of his limited life without much of a fuss.

Let the bold and brash figure out the rest.




57: Walk of Domination

Zarian wondered if he should put his Level 23 Straight Darkness +1 back in the beta skill section. Even while walking openly in the day, enduring the bothersome shine of the morning suns, he was still ridiculously overpowered compared to these people.

It felt like he was beating on children. Even the Level 40s felt too weak for him now.

“No,” Naomi said.

“No to what?” Zarian asked.

“You were thinking about making yourself weaker to make this more of a challenge. I’m telling you no. This isn’t supposed to be a challenge. This is Operation Domination.”

Naomi looked like a deadly phenom. The dress was tight, sleek, and killer on her body. She only applied a light layer of makeup to make her face pop.

She owned the angry look as she walked with a strut that flaunted the shape of her body. 

Ready to step on any enemy, she moved with superiority next to Zarian’s right.

“I agree with Naomi. It’s safer this way if you’re in absolute control. If not, we might kill people when we don’t intend to. Please, papi, dominate them for the greater good.”

Bianca had blossomed from the past days of luxuriating at the mansion. It was almost surprising how much of a difference it made.

She was both radiant because of her abilities and because of her personality and easy-going beauty.

The glamorous elven dress made her seem unreal as she sauntered next to Zarian’s left.

“Yeah, you’re both right. I guess I’ve gotten too deep into having a thrill-seeking habit.”

Zarian was dressed up fancier than what he’d worn as a service uniform back in the Marines.

He’d never gone to high school prom or any fancy event that required a nice suit and tie. He’d gone to his graduation in street clothes, ignoring the sneers and ridicules of his high school peers.

They’d called him Bargain Bin Zarian once upon a time.

Now he was wearing a fancy and expensive suit and tie. He’d made some adjustments, cutting small slits in the back for Para to reweave herself into a proper cloak.

But other than that, Zarian felt dapper.

It was a striking look on him, honestly.

Sleek, dark, and with some renaissance style frills on the front shirt and sleeves. Lastly, there was a small pin with three roses placed on the left side of his suit jacket’s chest.

It was the mark of a High Rose.

“Head Acolyte Lora and Hannah make for a dynamic duo in this symbolic political stuff.”

Zarian was speaking casually, acting bored, but in truth he was keeping busy enough. There was more to this than just walking down the central road to the Bramblevale Keep and making a scene.

His alpha section had another interesting addition compared to the usual: Spectral Spider Network.

Zarian’s Fractured Mind was lit with a far-reaching and extensive surveillance system tracking multiple sites. The spider network worked brilliantly and far easier as an alpha skill than it did as a beta skill.

He could view half a dozen visual feeds at once without getting confused. He could increase that to a dozen if he wanted. He didn’t have to since he could feel when his spectral spiders wanted his direct attention through the network.

That worked out way better for him.

The spectral spiders were more responsive to his whims. Each one had bumped up from Level 14 to Level 23 because of his growth in Mysticism. Everything about them was sharper, faster, stronger, and stealthier.

“Sitrep?” Naomi asked. That was military lingo for requesting a situation report.

“The city’s defenders are slow to our change up,” Zarian explained. “We have four major units my spectral spiders have found so far:

“Unit one, the soldiers at the barricade around the Lovewar Mansion are just getting news of us now. They’re having trouble deciding on how to maintain the barricade and send forces our way.

“Unit two, the guard garrison is responding the fastest at the cost of abandoning their posts. They’ll try to cut us off in a few minutes.

“Unit three, their largest patrol of soldiers is chasing us from behind.

“Unit four, their strongest guards are forming up at the keep.

“I’m also tracking multiple other agents who might play as wildcard factors.”

Zarian performed a thorough sweep through the spider network. Yeah, his sitrep was on the money.

<Your skill, Spectral Spider Network, leveled up from 6 to 7!>

“What are those wildcards?” Bianca asked.

“Street gangs who want to make a name for themselves and random nobles with some fighting experience.”

Zarian looked ahead as the morning populace carried on with their day, mostly ignorant of what was happening. The news of Zarian’s domination was spreading, but it wasn’t spreading as fast as he’d hoped.

Well-dressed men and gaggles of good-looking women slowed or paused their usual activities to turn and stare. They gawked at the obvious foreigners among them.

Zarian and Naomi looked straight ahead, ignoring them. Bianca smiled and waved radiantly, adding a perky skip to her steps.

Sometimes Bianca let slip a pulse of goodness that placed people at ease while doing the opposite to Zarian. It didn’t help that he was exposing himself to sunlight.

It didn’t damage him.

But it did aggravate him a little.

The things I do to leave an impression like a proper wizard.

Zarian decided to let the people see him and his companions before the operation became especially busy. They were in a pleasant part of the town, too.

Statues depicting famous warriors and gods from past eras stood on the corners. Colorful murals of grand battles covered some of the walls.

There were loads of gardens. Some small. Some large. Each one had a fountain to accentuate their beauty and draw people to stroll about.

The water spraying from the center pieces caught the morning light and glistened like droplets of jewels.

Since it was Early Autumn, the plant life was shedding their greenness and changing colors. At some point, the central road transitioned into a forested park with thick but squat round towers covered in red, orange, and yellow leaves.

Zarian smelled a lot of beer and ale in the air. Apparently, people would drink at any time in this world. They lacked coffee, but it was always happy time.

The townspeople moved about at ease except for when they noticed Zarian’s company and stopped to stare. A gaggle of children kicking around a ball came to a stop in front of Zarian.

Their jaws dropped as they gawked up at him, Naomi, and Bianca.

“Go along, cuties. It’s about to get dangerous soon.” Bianca turned to Zarian. “Can you please do the thing?”

“For the greater good, huh?” Zarian shook his head. “Fine.”

He let out a pulse of his evil alignment and spoke in a chilling voice, “Run away or my evil magic will get you, booga booga wooga.”

The children screamed. The nearest townsfolk screamed. Chaos erupted. With a sigh, Zarian added, “Be more orderly with your running, or I’ll booga booga wooga harder.”

They moved about in a panicked but more orderly fashion.

Bianca nodded in satisfaction, beaming a bright smile.

Naomi scoffed. “You good and evil types are so dramatic.”

Zarian smiled as a majority of the forested street cleared. He watched word spread a little faster up ahead and the street sections leading to the Bramblevale Keep cleared up gradually.

Good, because his first actual speed bump appeared as three hundred men rushing across the city with an all-out sprint. They were going to turn at the four-way section up ahead without slowing down much.

“Three, two, one…” Zarian counted down.

He smiled as spectral spiders lifted the thick and near-invisible arcane webbing they created in the way of the charging guards. The spiders quickly plastered it to the stone buildings on either side of the road leading leftward and reinforced their trap as fast as they could.

They finished right before forty men ran shin-first into the webbing and tripped over it in one epic crash and tumble of superhuman bodies.

The men behind them were too slow to react and tripped as well, tumbling over their fellows. The men after that didn’t know what was happening and were still too slow to react and tripped just like the ones before them.

Finally, the fourth wave of men came to a stumbling stop. In front of them, their companions struggled to untangle themselves from each other and get ready to fight.

Zarian and his escorts walked by without looking at them. Before a man could point, shout, or utter a word, their shadows darkened.

A dozen blunted poles shot up and knocked a dozen men into the sky. Then two dozen dark poles formed from more darkened shadows and sent even more men flying skyward and crashing down in a heap of muscle, weaponry, and armor.

They didn’t just rain down to the ground, either. They fell upon their comrades, adding to the confusion and pandemonium.

By the time Zarian sent a hundred men flying up and crashing down, an officer wised up.

“Move if you see your shadow darken unnaturally!” shouted the wise officer.

A second later, the officer’s own shadow darkened. He jumped out of the way, and for a miraculous moment, it seemed like his shadow would be free from the dark conjuration.

That didn’t come to be, however. A string of darkness remained attached to his shadow.

While that was discouraging, the move to dodge seemed like the right one. The dark spot on the ground weakened slightly while out of cover and under the full light of the suns.

“If you keep on the move, you’ll weaken his power of darkness!” The wise officer shouted, ecstatic.

The slightly weakened dark spot burst apart into a dozen small bolts flying in all directions. The same happened to all the shadows Zarian had darkened regardless of the guard force moving aside or staying put.

Each one blew up like a landmine. Small, blunt, oblong bolts flew everywhere, causing havoc, hammering the guards short of killing them. Most, if not all, of the victims could do nothing but endure or seek their own luck through the maelstrom of darkened shadow eruptions.

A hundred men fell battered and bruised. Another hundred endured the chaos after having been thrust into the air and hurtled to the ground. The last one hundred watched as Zarian’s company continued across the four-way and on their way to the Bramblevale Keep.

“Down this alley. We’ll ambush them!” someone said. “Follow me now or you’ll get hanged for insubordination!”

The voice wasn’t recognizable to any of the nearest soldiers or officers. But the person spoke with a sharp authority that scared them.

They rushed into the alleyway, leaving behind the shine of the sun. It was shadowy here. In fact, it was darker than usual.

Then one man asked, “Who was it that ordered us down here?”

“Who else but the spider who makes the web for the flies?” said an invisible voice.

The shadows darkened. Then blunted poles lunged at them from all sides. The poles attacked from the floor and the walls. There was no escape.

The last one hundred men were pummeled into submission. Zarian watched them collapse in a somewhat broken heap through his spider network.

<Your skill, Spectral Spider Network, leveled up from 7 to 8!>

“That’s three hundred men,” Zarian said through his own mouth. “I just beat three hundred men with my hands in my pockets.”

“I should’ve known I would work under such a turd,” Naomi said, smiling sharply.

“What? Why would you call him that?” Bianca asked.

“It’s a joke among us Marines,” Zarian explained. “In the Marines, it’s frowned upon to have your hands in your pockets. It doesn’t matter if it’s cold. You’ll get in trouble.”

“Oh.” Bianca frowned. “I don’t usually wear clothes with pockets.”

“It’s disturbing that you’re technically stronger than me,” Naomi grouched.

“That’s okay! We’re friends anyway!” Bianca cheered.

Zarian turned around and walked backward. The patrol of a hundred men running at them from the rear was only a few streets down.

They would be easy to put down. But he didn’t want to use the same tricks.

He racked his Fractured Mind for an appropriate way to deal with them nonlethally.

Then he came up with something so ridiculous he wasn’t sure if it was possible. He went for it anyway.

Zarian took a big and slow inward breath.

The nearest shadows darkened. They raced across the ground and streaked up Zarian’s legs. They slipped up his body and drained into his mouth.

The longer he inhaled, the faster and more numerous the dark streaks appeared as he took in more and more. At the apex of his inward breath, the streaking darkness covered the street around them like rushing oil, defying the solar light of the Corma Star and Star Core.

Then Zarian breathed out a big beam of darkness.

It was the least destructive of attacks. It was all size and motion, lacking the hardiness and deadliness of his usual Straight Darkness tactics.

It was still a big beam of darkness that was wider than a man was tall. When it struck the patrol of a hundred men, the dark beam thrashed them off their feet and hosed them backwards like they were caught in a powerful current.

By turning his head slightly to the left and the right, Zarian’s dark breath beam washed away all one hundred men and sent them scattering backwards, slamming across the stone floor, into the walls, or through fields and hedges of various gardens.

One man flew through a fountain and obliterated the centerpiece before crashing down in a painful heap.

Shutting his mouth, Zarian cut off the beam and let the remaining darkness dissipate. He nodded in satisfaction and smoothly turned back around to face toward their destination.

His hands remained in his pockets.

Naomi looked back at the wreckage her party leader left. A smile cracked across her normally cold and harsh expression. She erupted into laughter, hand over her eyes, the other on his shoulder.

For this once, she let it go. She let out her devilish side, like any Marine who enjoyed the pure insanity of chaos. She sounded like a witch while she laughed so openly, scaring anyone who was looking out from a nearby shelter.

“How’s your aura holding up, Zarian?” Bianca asked after Naomi calmed down.

“Eh, it’s doing alright. Hannah stuffed three Recharge enchantments into the suit. My Mysticism is at 252 for the base amount. Thanks to my Overpower trait, it’s hitting 315 when I want to recover faster.”

The best part was how fast he could switch from boosting his stats to boosting a single skill. Sometimes it was better to boost that single skill – like Straight Darkness +1 – for the best results.

Sometimes, it was better to boost all of his stats with Overpower for a good spread of extra juice and to increase his aura amount. If he really wanted to push it, he could do micro switches in the middle of a maneuver for the best of both worlds.

“It helps that I have Aura Channeler and Aura Manipulation as well. I’m not maintaining a spell like Raise Advancing Skeletons right now. I can put all my focus on my best skill. I’m jacked up like crazy with how much I could efficiently put out to overwhelm people.”

Zarian yawned.

“It’s boring, though. I’m glad we’re doing this in the morning or it’d be too pitiful.”

Bianca reached over and gave him a hug. It was sickly sweet and filled with terrible goodness.

Zarian appreciated it anyway. He knew Bianca meant well. She was encouraging him to stay the course with Operation Domination.

“Sitrep?” Naomi asked.

“They peeled away half of their soldiers at the barricade. They’re going to bolster their defenses at the keep with two thousand men. Leading that are a hundred of their strongest people. That actually might give me a challenge.”

Zarian glanced to his left, past Bianca. “See that empty storefront over there. It’s a local city gang. Hm. That’s interesting. These types are evil. So there really are evil humans in the kingdom.”

They had classes called Urban Murderer, Urban Torturer, and even Urban Defiler. There was one who differed from the rest. He was an Infernal Demonologist and looked the part with his ragged robe and jewelry of human bones.

It was a good thing Zarian could use Identify through his spiders. Better yet, none of the evil men could sense the ability scanning them.

It was a small group. Only twenty. But the way they conducted themselves made them look like experts at their nefarious crafts.

They were a cut above the common soldiers and uncommon bandits. Their classes might be rare, especially the Infernal Demonologist.

They were hiding in wait inside the empty storefront across a small park filled with flowers and pruned bushes. Their ambush might’ve spelled trouble if Zarian’s Spectral Spider Network hadn’t found them first.

Bianca’s eyes flashed with zealous light after hearing Zarian’s sitrep. She whipped her head around as her entire being glimmered and glowed.

The brighter she became, the more glamorous and colorful her dress looked. She was still walking barefoot. They still hadn’t found the right shoes for her elven dress.

Fortunately for Bianca, the Lovewar Acolytes were very good at providing enchanted pedicures, keeping every aspect of her nearly as flawless as she was deadly.

“Can I … go?” Bianca was breathing deeply now.

“Should I go with her?” Naomi asked.

Zarian reached behind himself and pulled out the Lighthouse Falchion from his cloak’s pocket dimension. He tossed it to Bianca who grabbed it and drew the blade in one smooth motion.

Next, he grabbed out of storage a pair of dark leather gauntlets and shinguards Hannah had enchanted. Naomi removed her heeled shoes and traded them for the gauntlets and shinguards, slipping them on and tightening the straps in record time.

Zarian nodded. “Yes, the both of you go. Bianca, remember to conserve your power, support, and pick your shots for max effect. Naomi, give them hell. Try not to get hurt. Operation Domination looks less like a domination if any of us get damaged.”

“Understood,” Naomi said.

Bianca nodded rapidly. “Dale! Let’s do this thing!”

Zarian kept walking forward, but at a slower pace, as the ladies broke away and headed straight for the den of evil humans. He could see the excitement in both of them.

Bianca wanted to wipe away evil. Naomi wanted to push herself to outdo Bianca, the second most powerful of Zarian’s party.

To be on the safe side, he covered the area with spectral spiders. He double-checked the alpha skills of the murderous gang.

Two spectral spiders, one for each woman, crawled up to their shoulders and told them what to watch out for. This would be an interesting fight to watch so Zarian could compare himself to others of the evil alignment.

At the same time, a portion of his Fractured Mind wondered how he would break through a blockade with over two thousand men being led by the town’s strongest one hundred guards.

Another part of his Fractured Mind flicked through his Spectral Spider Network and caught sight of a dozen nobles ganging up on a tavern’s rooftop up ahead. They were setting up an ambush.

They were all aligned with good, and they seemed more experienced even if they weren’t serving in the kingdom’s military. A few of them might’ve been prior army men.

Zarian chuckled as he kept track of multiple events at the same time. He opened up channels to speak to the distinguished gents.

“Aren’t you supposed to be sitting lazily and reading the newspaper while your wives cook and clean?” Zarian asked through a spectral spider.

The creature remained invisible and intangible to them.

The gang of silver foxes jolted in surprise. They prepared an interesting array of skills.

One man charged up a green and leafy ball of magic in his hands. Another man formed a long, leafy thorn that served as a sword. Several others unsheathed their own swords and invigorated themselves with physical skills.

The one who seemed to be the leader wore a medieval top hat and a monocle. He controlled a nearby tree branch to sit back on and was the only one Zarian wasn’t able to use Identify on.

The monocle man revealed a smoking pipe with leaves at the end and lit it with a square runic lighter. He took in some drafts before exhaling a long cloud of smoke.

“What is it you want, villain?” asked the monocle man.

“To stop hostilities and for my party of adventurers to do what we need and leave,” Zarian answered.

“You wish to stop hostilities by acting as an invading force?” The monocle man chuckled. “I say, boy, you have a strange way of doing things. I suppose you’ll live to your calling.”

“Your kingdom sacrifices young men to your savage neighbors and turns a blind eye to those suffering on the streets. Some of which are veterans of your fights.”

“That is their purpose in the grand scheme of a good, functioning society. We’ve stood strong for fifteen hundred years just like this while in the Dark Era of all things. That’s a testament of what’s proper and long lasting.”

“Wow, you guys are warped. Okay, how about this? You have men in your society with classes like Urban Torturer and Urban Defiler. You even have a demon guy. Seems like nasty stuff. My girls are going to wipe them out. Can we break bread over that while I explain how it’s in Bramblevale’s best interest to let me do what I want?”

The other men shook in surprise and disgust at the mentioning of the city’s most evil criminals. The monocle man continued to smoke his pipe peacefully while sitting on the tree branch.

“Those are some heinous men, yes. No matter how bright good shines, evil will fester in the smallest of shadows. However, it matters not if your party of illegal adventurers consumes the criminals of our society. We must stop you here for the sake of our Eternal Garden.”

“Okay, you chose the ‘find out’ option,” Zarian said. “When I’m done, I’m taking your monocle and your top hat. I can’t be a good villain without those.”




58: Naomi vs Bianca

Naomi found it exciting and annoying to work beside Bianca. The young woman had a crybaby and happy-go-lucky presence at the start of their adventures in the Infinita.

Now Bianca was channeling the force of good +3 while equipped with powerful light abilities that could impact every battle.

The glamorous Light Bringer Child made Naomi feel insecure.

It sucked that the battle psion had to train more than the others. She couldn’t give herself much time to relax. Every day was an uphill battle to keep up with the epic classes.

Worse yet, Zarian chose her to figure out Aura Ignition.

That damn power was something he wanted to figure out for himself. Ironically, his high-Mysticism and aura-efficient build was anti-ignition. Naomi had the best shot of pulling it off.

Yeah, that was a lot of pressure.

He’s not choosing me out of pity. Naomi wanted to believe he was choosing her because she was capable.

Besides, every time Naomi felt insecure, she buckled down on what she did best.

Embrace the suck and grind!

She looked at the upcoming fight as another opportunity to work her ass off and push past her limits.

She glanced over to the glamorous and taller young woman who shone like the sun next to her. Naomi used her Psionic Affinity to get a general read of Bianca’s surface mood and thoughts.

Bianca was laser focused.

Since Naomi was neutral, she wasn’t sensitive to the alignments like Zarian and Bianca. Still, she could feel it when it was overtly palpable.

Bianca was barely holding back her alignment. It radiated from under her skin and elven dress.

I can’t believe Bianca scares me a little.

Naomi wanted to laugh as the two ladies sauntered across the park. Autumn-colored leaves crinkled under their feet. It was a cool and beautiful day, too. Perfect for an open walk in a flora vista filled with gardens and fountains.

They weren’t going to hide themselves. They moved straight ahead confidently. Because of the information Zarian passed on through the Spectral Spider Network, they had a good idea of what they were facing.

“Can I say something?” Bianca asked, her brain activity changing to nervousness.

That nearly took Naomi off guard. She glanced at the storefront as an evil human creeped through the doorway to take a peek at the two women.

That one was an Urban Defiler, best alpha skill: Defilement Strike.

There were six of those types. They all had a disgusting nature to them. The defiler peeping through the door giggled like a loon, licking his lips in Naomi and Bianca’s direction.

Naomi held back the urge to run over and punch the disgusting man. She glanced at Bianca from the side of her eye.

“What is it?”

“You wouldn’t hate me if I tried to match you, would you? I just don’t want you to be mad if I hog your space or anything.”

Again, Naomi wanted to laugh. In the hierarchy of power, Naomi should be asking Bianca to spare her some kills.

Why was it going the other way around if Bianca was the second most powerful in the party?

“If you want to take over, I won’t stop you. You’re the second best.” Naomi tried to ignore the ache in her chest as she said that.

“I don’t think I am. Not compared to how much work you put in.”

“Does it matter? I only have a rare class.”

Bianca stopped and grabbed Naomi’s hand. What the heck was she doing?

Naomi was surprised as they stopped in the street. Now they were making a scene, and the Urban Defilers were slowly swaggering out the side door.

“Grab them. Bring them here. We’ll have our fun indoors and leave an example to that guy,” said a gruff voice from inside the store.

Bianca ignored them. For some reason, Naomi did the same, looking up into the radiant sun-yellow eyes of the taller, younger, and more glamorous woman.

“Let’s do this side-by-side. You’ll see how amazing you are. I thought having all the power I have would mean I’m really second best. But that’s not true. I’ve seen how you train, Naomi. You’re … so awesome I need all my powers to keep up.”

Naomi couldn’t take this. Not right now. She had switches in her brain for a reason.

This type of conversation was best reserved behind closed doors and out of sight. Then Naomi would let herself be a little girly, a little vulnerable.

Right now, she was trying to hone her killer mindset. If it wasn’t for Tranquil Mind +1, she would’ve gotten thrown completely for a loop.

It was no secret to Naomi that the Star System chose her first skill as Tranquil Mind because of her own problems with handling her wild emotions.

Bianca had no switches or changes. She was herself almost all the time. And she was doing this because she had enormous power.

“Ugh, you piss me off!” Naomi gently removed Bianca’s hands off of her. “Fine then, side-by-side. Let’s see who’s really the second best, huh?”

“Don’t compete ladies! You’re equally worthy of being … defiled!” The defiler at the front jumped up and down like a giddy freak.

The six of them drew closer with knives and spiked clubs out. They all wore ragged clothing that smelled horrible. Their faces were covered in dark streaks.

When they smiled, most of their teeth were stained brown and rotten.

The one at the front kept on yakking like an excitable troll. “Evil Goddess Sinfeast will be pleased after we’re done with you. Very, very pleased!”

Naomi tightened the straps on both of her gauntlets. She rolled her neck around. Then she said, “Let’s begin.”

Bianca hit the six defilers with a near-instant searing flash.

She barely had to charge and prepare. She merely pulled in streams of bright sunlight quickly, then released it in bursts of magic photons directed into the defilers’ eyes. 

All six men screamed, caught off guard, reacting predictably. They swung at anything near them, triggering their alpha skills.

Naomi noted how their Defilement Strike coated their weapons in a disgusting brown and yellow magic energy. Getting hit by that could lead to some serious poisoning or worse.

She also noticed the air around them becoming uncomfortable, gross, and distracting. That might’ve been an area-of-effect skill or direct mental skill.

The defilers probably had traits that strengthened them by being freaks of defilement. Naomi made note of it all while tracking their surface brain waves through her Psionic Affinity trait.

By the time Naomi finished her initial observations, Bianca gathered six shining orbs of concentrated light around her.

Bianca smiled serenely as she directed more light as intense high beams into the faces of the defilers, keeping them blinded and disorientated as she charged her deadly lasers.

If Naomi didn’t act fast enough, then Bianca would hit them all with ease and score the first kills. One laser per head. Then that would be six dead. All without having to lift a pretty finger.

Oh, hell no.

Naomi gave herself a Level 0 shot of Adrenaline Jolt for a physical boost, regardless of how small, and bolted ahead with an explosive lunge. Her bare feet smashed craters into the street as she sprinted.

She tensed her punching arm, cocked her fist back, and focused Mind Spike +1 into the tips of her knuckles. Her Tranquil Mind +1 pushed aside their area-of-effect skill, letting her focus to her fullest as she charged forward unburdened.

“We will make you more beautiful!” The lead defiler lunged forward, uncaring of his lack of vision.

He swung his defilement-coated knife in many wild arcs. He grinned lasciviously, licking his brown teeth, before opening his mouth to utter more nonsense.

He missed widely on Naomi, and she hit him with a big haymaker punch to the face.

Boom. His head exploded.

Brown teeth, skull bits, and brain matter sprayed everywhere after the one hit kill. Some of it splattered on Naomi’s side as she rushed past the headless corpse.

She swerved toward her second target, a defiler with a crooked spiked club.

She heard the sizzling, air-popping zing of a laser searing through the air and running through a defiler’s skull. She heard the brain turn into boiling popcorn.

Naomi grunted as she slammed her foot down with a street-shuddering quake. She stopped her momentum to avoid a defiled club swing. She heard another laser go off.

Bianca took her second kill right after the first.

Naomi watched the club get out of her way. She lunged into a flying knee up the jaw and transferred Mind Spike’s power into the strike.

The skull didn’t explode. Naomi’s heart nearly seized until she saw the notification of defeating her second target.

He had a solid base of vitality that prevented the head explosion effect. However, her Mind Spike was still too much for his brain and limited life energy.

Bianca put another laser through someone’s skull.

She was up three kills.

Naomi was at two kills.

No, no!

Naomi used the defiler she struck with a knee-strike as a platform. She flipped herself over for an overhead axe heel kick.

The last defiler was hunkered down, shouting insults, swiping a rusted sword covered in defilement energy from a low angle.

Because of Bianca’s intense light and refined control, Naomi was practically invisible as she brought her heel down on top of his vulnerable head.

The skull burst under her foot, but her heel didn’t stop there. She had so much momentum, speed, and force coming down she crushed the corpse into the ground and formed a crater.

By the time the street stopped shaking, Naomi had to shake her foot free from the crumbled ribcage of the man she flattened under her.

She was disgusted, happy, and amazed.

She could literally crush men under her.

“Nice.” Bianca dimmed her light show.

She fired off her last three lasers at the door. The evil humans ducked back into the store just in time before Bianca’s lasers cut through the stone around the door and left serious scorch marks.

“You could’ve slipped in a fourth shot on the last one.” Naomi wiped her foot across the cobblestone street.

“That would’ve been dangerous. You were already moving to get him.”

“Hm. Okay. How’s your aura?”

“Okay. Want to see Corpse Bloom?”

“Sure.” Naomi monitored the door while Bianca used an enchantment from her epic dress.

In half a minute, Naomi heard flesh tearing and bones snapping. Then six shambling forms stepped past her and toward the door.

They looked like a humanoid assembly of plants fused with bloody skeletons and strings of muscle.

They had flowers for heads blooming out of eye sockets, mouths, and ears. Their roots were entangled with the remaining organs.

The ones missing skulls had the biggest flowers blooming from their necks.

“Aren’t they pretty? And they’re good aligned. They hunt for evil directly to spread their seed,” Bianca explained.

“Doesn’t that include Zarian?” Naomi asked.

“Well, yeah, but I’ll take care of them before that becomes a problem. So, yay, good zombies!”

Again, Naomi found some of this evil and good alignment stuff downright strange and crazy. Granted, she had to admit she was a little jealous that Bianca had an elven princess dress that could raise a walking corpse garden out of her defeated enemies.

And they call that the greater good?

Naomi wanted to snort when she suddenly realized an issue.

Hey, wait a minute.

Weren’t they competing?

“You little sneaky witch!” Naomi hissed.

“Sorry!” Bianca smiled innocently. It had a hint of goodness to it.

Naomi would’ve felt inclined to accept the apology if it wasn’t for Tranquil Mind +1. She growled and turned to run while Bianca frolicked from behind.

Naomi kicked off the opposite wall, blasting a hole through it, and hurled herself into the store. She entered a melee between eight Urban Murderers and Bianca’s six flower zombies.

Thankfully, the murderers were winning. Their best alpha skills were Blood Gush Strike, Murderous Gaze, and Murdersome Frenzy.

The frenzy skill was the most popular. Four murderers attacked like rabid animals with knives, a short sword, or their hands.

Coming down from her dynamic entrance, Naomi tucked and rolled. She landed on her feet and used a ranged Mind Spike on a murderer next to her.

She stopped him before he wrapped her neck with a steel garrote. Blood gushed down his nostrils as he flinched away, his brain ravaged by her skill.

In the split second it took him to refocus, Naomi rose out of her crouch. She knocked his teeth free with an uppercut, driving a second Mind Spike into his head.

That did the trick. His brains squirted through every hole in his head.

She whirled around fast with a roundhouse kick. She knocked away a thrusting knife with the shin pad on her leg.

Hannah had doubled up on the amazing Reinforcement and Amplify Force enchantment combination for Naomi’s leather kickboxing gear. Kicking a knife out of a man’s hand and breaking the hand simultaneously was a perfectly feasible tactic.

The thwarted knifer lost his footing and staggered to the side. That left him exposed to another straight back kick, her heel to his cheek. Boom, headshot.

Naomi was ahead. She had five kills now.

Bianca entered the room as a flurry of lights using her Light Step +1. Touching any of the lights could hurt an enemy, while keeping Bianca practically untouchable.

It was a costly skill, but when she swept around the entire room, affecting the remaining six murderers, she swayed the advantage of the fight for her flower zombies. They were too weak to kill the evil humans. But they had them entangled and distracted.

Naomi was rushing for her sixth kill when Bianca reformed into her less ethereal form, her glimmering, flowery, colorful dress fluttering in the wake of her graceful movements. Bianca swung the Lighthouse Falchion like it was an extension of her soul while she pirouetted through the room.

The altered blade hummed with intense light as it sliced off one man’s head, leaving scorch marks where the flesh had been parted. Then Bianca lopped off the top of another murderer’s skull a split second later while her zombies dragged at the murderers, pulling them toward Bianca’s dance of illuminated death.

Naomi nabbed her sixth kill.

Bianca took her sixth as well.

Naomi kicked off the wall for the seventh.

Too late. Bianca hacked through the man’s face with a bright swing. The top of his skull fell off, trailing with smoke.

One more murderer remained, and he’d just freed himself from the flower zombie by destroying it. He raised two hooked swords and roared with a frenzied force.

Naomi roared back, pushing her High Intimidation trait along with a ranged Mind Spike. The murderer hesitated.

Naomi reached down and snatched up a knife before throwing it across the room. The knife sunk into the murderer’s skull before Bianca’s sword beheaded him.

“Oh, you got him before I did.” Bianca pouted a little.

Naomi savored that look. Not for long, though. A burst of nefarious energy erupted from behind her, coming from down a hallway leading to the back rooms.

“Watch out, Naomi!” Bianca warned.

Naomi felt horrific and insane brain activity sparking up from behind her as she turned to see what was coming. A man oozing strange and otherworldly energy down his body like streams of mist rushed out of the back rooms.

The energy was hateful red and sickly yellow. It blazed out from his eyes as he howled like a lunatic.

Naomi hit him with a strong Mind Spike from a distance. Blood poured from the man’s nostrils, but he kept blitzing forward. The juiced up Urban Torturer didn’t care.

If Naomi was the same woman before coming to Central Bramblevale, then she would’ve been caught outright. However, Zarian’s foresight in grabbing three adventure-essential skills made a deadly confrontation like this more manageable.

Better yet, nobody but Naomi truly understood how powerful Willful Might, Wondrous Speed, and Mystic Toughness worked as a combination.

Each skill covered three major facets that athletes and warriors from the old world sought in their livelihoods. Even though the skills were in the beta section and Level 0, Naomi knew how to combine all three with her Physical Phenom trait for the best effect.

She ducked under the torturer’s weapon, which were three claws extending from a handle. They snipped the air above her head with scant room to spare, but now there was an easy opening for a counter.

Naomi slammed her fist into his chest, felt the bones in his ribcage break, and drove her arm forward with all of her power, her feet planted heavily. The man folded like a sheet of paper over her arm, blood vomiting out of his mouth in a great torrent.

Naomi threw him back whence he came.

He landed down the hallway with a rag doll flop and roll. There was a moment of stillness. Then the torturer pushed himself back up, his head lolling around with a crimson grin aimed back at Naomi.

“They’ve got the demon’s vitality infused with them now,” said a man at the back of the hall. He stood with four more Urban Torturers in front of him.

The torturers oozed more red and yellow energy that felt chaotic and wrong to even Naomi. The man hiding behind them wore ragged robes and jewelry made of human bones, and he had more of that evil red and yellow energy glowing around him, infused with his aura no doubt.

Obviously, he was the Infernal Demonologist.

“You, girl in black, you aren’t evil. It’s a shame. You would’ve been welcomed in our most free and enterprising alignment. Perhaps we can make an arrangement with my god if you kill the wench behind you.”

The demonologist spoke with a vile charm. He was trying to invade her head with an ability.

No shot.

Naomi’s Tranquil Mind +1 thwarted the attempt. She didn’t bother even pretending. She was more concerned by the palpable force of goodness behind her.

“Bianca, wait,” Naomi said without looking back. “Let me clear the hall. I like my chances, and it’ll make for a good workout. After I take out the torturers, the demon guy is yours.”

“Bueno. Okay.” Bianca’s voice slammed against Naomi’s back and sent shivers down her spine.

The torturers froze despite having been turned into demonic puppets. Clearly, they felt like little fish compared to a big fish like Bianca.

It sucks how much you’ve grown compared to me, Naomi thought. But it’s nice seeing you making people scared, Bianca.

The demonologist looked the most worried. “What level is her good alignment?”

“Higher than the king’s.” Naomi gave her best cocky smile to the evil men.

The competition ended now. All she cared for was maximizing the training opportunity that was apparent to her. That and she wanted to see what Bianca would do when she got her hands on the demon guy.

“Kill them!” the demonologist shouted.

The torturers roared with inhuman voices. The one Naomi had punched down flopped to his feet and ran with a wobble, vomiting blood with each step.

The torturers had two prominent alpha skills: Sadistic Strike or Masochist Drain. Their strikes hurt a lot, and they gained power through causing pain.

Naomi imagined they would even get high off their own pain, especially with them turned into demon sock puppets.

Naomi stepped further into the hallway as it filled with evil red and yellow mist. She balled her hands into tight fists and tensed the muscles in her legs.

She readied herself as the first torturer dove at her mindlessly.

He swung his clawing weapon in a wide arc for her face.

She grabbed his wrist, whipped him around her, and punched his elbow. It snapped backward, hanging uselessly when she let go and punched his head into the wall.

The stone blocks caved.

The head remained somewhat put together even with blood leaking from everywhere. Naomi bent backwards and stomped her foot into his head for a final crunch.

She copied a move Ekri the Tailor had taught her as the second torturer swiped at her with his claws.

Naomi bent backward even further and avoided the attack. She clenched the edge of the crater with the toes of her raised leg and yanked herself up, core muscles engaged. She caught the second torturer with an unexpected hook thrown from an awkward angle.

He slammed into the wall next to the headless corpse of the first. 

Naomi kicked back and avoided a downward swipe from the third torturer. She bounced off the wall behind her and punched the third torturer flat on his face. He crashed into the second, flattening both against the wall.

The fourth and fifth tried to jump at her together, one over the other. Naomi bobbed, weaved, and hit the lower one with an uppercut. She dug her fist into the fourth’s gut and threw both men into the ceiling with one arm.

When a torturer she punched into the wall tried to get at her, she triple-jabbed him to a halt. She stepped back and watched as the torturers she sent into the ceiling crashed down on their fellow.

From there, Naomi coordinated a hallway beat down like no other.

She switched from one man to the next, fists pummeling flesh, feet stomping on limbs. The walls crumbled as she hammered both sides with new craters and holes with such vicious force the entire building and its neighbors shook.

Naomi didn’t pay the structural damages much mind. She was in the zone. She was loving the heart-thumping, skull-breaking, intense action.

The torturers soaked the beatings because of the demonic energy juicing up their vitality. They kept trying to fight her, desperate to make her body sing with pain.

They could try. She refused to let them. They were her living dummies. All she wanted to do was push herself past her limits and give them more than they could handle.

Finally, the last one fell like a broken sack of meat and bones while Naomi stood victorious.

All of their heads were smashed to smithereens, their bodies crumpled, their limbs snapped. Blood, brain chunks, and skull fragments coated from most surfaces in the demolished hallway.

The building groaned like it was about to collapse. Naomi had worked so hard she struck the area like a miniature earthquake.

“My gods,” the demonologist said in astonishment. “How incredible. I have seen no person, let alone a woman, able to fight against such odds before. Your talent is wasted as a neutral. Become one with evil! I can push you to further heights! My research will strengthen you. You’ll be stronger than that tyrant behind you!”

Naomi shook her head. “I’ve already got a man who’ll make me stronger. You aren’t him.”

She backed out of the hallway and moved to the side. It was then she noticed a painful sting on her shoulder now that she was falling from the combat high. A torturer had landed a blow and left his mark.

She’d failed her part in this mission of remaining untouched and dominant.

Naomi put aside her disappointment in herself and stood at attention.

Bianca stepped forward with a serene and focused gaze. Dozens of tiny but intense motes of light swirled around her.

There was less of a radiance shining through her body. But she looked like a powerful force of nature anyway. So much so, the blood and carnage had left no mark on her.

“You think I’m weak because I can use others to do my bidding?” The demonologist spat. “You have no idea what it takes to outsmart the fools of this kingdom and exist as evil! I’ve worked for my power. You are far too young and stupid for me to be cowed by you.”

The demonologist prepared an infernal ability, an attack no doubt. Red and yellow magic swirled in ghastly streams between his palms while raised before his chest. The streams condensed into a pulsating ball of demonic energy before he pushed it out as a deadly beam.

Bianca combined a dozen motes into one bright orb and shot forth a brilliant laser against the demonic beam. She didn’t bat any of her long eyelashes as her radiant attack destroyed the demonic attack.

With a shout of surprise, the man shifted to the side and saved his life at the last second, but not without sacrifice. His right arm fell in smoking cinders, Bianca’s radiant beam burning a hole in the wall behind him.

The demonologist lost his nerve. He glanced at the exit near him. He dove toward it, but he was too slow.

Bianca’s highest stats were Wonder and Agility. When she used Light Step +1 with Wondrous Speed, she became a flurry of streaking lights that closed the distance and reassembled so fast even Naomi found that unnerving.

Bianca reappeared in the flesh in front of the demonologist, lording her taller height, and caught him by the throat. She lacked in the Willpower and Strength stats, but Naomi imagined the demonologist had little Strength anyway, nor would he have Willful Might.

Bianca took full advantage of the Level 0 skill. She slammed the demonologist into the wall. The man choked and struggled, unable to break free from her hand.

“I’m angry,” Bianca said. “You made Naomi sad.”

Naomi was shocked to hear that. Was Bianca referring to the scratch on her shoulder?

Yeah, it was a shame she’d gotten caught and made herself look less dominant. But Bianca didn’t have to be angry for her.

Before Naomi could say anything, Bianca pushed her remaining motes of light against the demonologist’s body. She planted them on his face, chest, arms, and legs.

Then she released them from their condensed forms.

The motes erupted into balls of miniature suns, each the size of a beach ball. The demonic man’s screaming died out fast.

After the bright lights faded, Naomi saw a scorched skeleton remain where the demonologist had once stood. Behind that was a hole where Bianca had vaporized the wall.

The burnt skeleton crumbled.

Bianca walked back out of the demolished hall with a satisfied smile. “Hm, I wasted more aura than I should’ve. You think if I ask Zarian, he would help me replenish?”

Naomi took a second to calm down with the help of her Tranquil Mind. Then, with a sigh, she said, “He can answer for himself, can’t he?”

“I’ll replenish you, Bianca. I’m going to need you for the last part, anyway.” Zarian’s voice transmitted from around them like an intercom system. “Outstanding fight, by the way. Those guys were tougher than the soldiers and in the Level 40s. I imagine choosing the evil alignment in a kingdom that’s supposed to be good aligned means they’re better than normal.”

“Sorry, sir, I took an injury,” Naomi said, still feeling crummy.

“Well, that isn’t ideal. But I enjoyed watching how you fought and held your ground. That was badass, Naomi. You get my full appreciation for the show.”

Naomi would like to think she was above praise. Still, she couldn’t help from feeling happy when it came from Zarian.

“Also, Bianca, you wasted more aura than necessary. You could’ve used less for your last kills.”

“I know, papi, but I wanted to see if I can keep up with Naomi.” Bianca swiped her hand across her brow. “She’s really strong and fast. I’ll need more practice.”

“Hm. Yeah. Well. Good job, anyway. Now come out. I’m bored after beating up a bunch of grandpas.”

“Zarian, no! Not the abuelos!” Bianca went running out.

Then she ran back in and shot rays of light at her remaining flower zombies, obliterating them. She ran back out again.

Naomi shook her head. Sometimes, the members of her party could be a lot to handle.

At the very least, her skill levels went up, and she was now Level 33. Fighting those torturers while they had demonic juice running through their veins had given her extra experience.

Still not enough. I need to push further. Go harder. If I want to keep up.

Naomi couldn’t stop the grind-style mindset from running through her head. It was worse now knowing she had to perform Aura Ignition in the next couple of days or risk disappointing Zarian.

Why can’t I function without pressure?

Naomi wasn’t sure. It was a good thing she had Tranquil Mind + 1. It was also a good thing Zarian was such a goofball, too.

He caught her off guard when they reunited with him on the central road.

“So, what do you think?” Zarian smiled with a monocle over his right eye and a strange top hat on his head.

Behind him was a pile of elderly men covered in bruises. They were still alive, if barely. The nearby street had suffered magical damages, but not as much as it would’ve if Zarian hadn’t dominated.

“I don’t like it,” Bianca said. “You’re trying to be old and wrinkly. Don’t. Be your truly handsome self.” Then she added in a small voice, “With bikini armor.”

Zarian ignored that last part and turned to Naomi.

The battle psion stared at the monocle for a long while. As she searched for the right words, Para used her threads to clean the blood and gore off Naomi’s body.

“Thanks, Para.” Naomi nodded at the Parasite Cloak. Then she looked back at the monocle for a little while longer. Finally, she said, “I can get used to it.”

In the end, Zarian ditched the weird hat. He kept the monocle over his right eye. He looked better without the hat.

Such a silly idiot, Naomi thought, while trying not to smile.




59: White Rose

Operation Domination was shaping up to be an interesting event for Zarian.

He’d fought the town’s upper crust of good aligned fighters and saw what his most powerful girls could do as a duo. He’d also paid close attention to how the evil humans conducted themselves.

In Zarian’s opinion, the kingdom’s evil underbelly wasn’t that impressive.

Yes, the evil humans had seemed stronger and scarier than the soldiers and guards. They must’ve been cunning to exist in Central Bramblevale without getting wiped out.

But once Naomi and Bianca had them outmatched, the evil humans weren’t quick enough in adapting and trying different tactics. They lacked flexibility except for the demonologist.

Was it because they lacked a militant education? They hadn’t exactly selected classes that were suited for proper battles. Maybe it was because the evil humans hadn’t dealt with strong adventurers like Zarian and his party before.

Zarian pondered on the situation regarding other evil humans for a little while, wondering if he should expand his spider surveillance and search the underground. Then he focused on adjusting his new monocle.

It had some quirky enchantments.

<Sophisticated Monocle (Rare): This fashionable item can lead to others mistaking you as older and wiser than you truly are. Upon your whim and some aura, you can use a telescopic view function for both eyes. It also dims bright, searing light. Once given a search task, it will highlight targets to the viewer.>

The monocle was a nice trophy after sparing the lives of the foolish old men. Zarian figured there were plenty of cases where he would want the zoom function.

Of course, having Bianca as a teammate meant he would enjoy the dimming function for just in case purposes.

The last part was even more unique. He figured the Sophisticated Monocle was useful for anyone who’d lost something and couldn’t remember where they put it.

I have my Spectral Spider Network for all of that. Honestly, this thing is a little redundant.

Maybe he could sell it to an old man who might need it more than him.

Or I keep it as a fashion statement while looking wiser than I truly am.

The monocle was not the only gain.

He’d earned some significant level ups and a new achievement.

<Your skill, Spectral Spider Network, leveled up from 8 to 9!>

<Your skill, Straight Darkness +1, leveled up from 23 to 24!>

<Achievement rewarded! Initial Pacifist Gauntlet! (Unopened)!>

<Achievement opened!>

<Initial Pacifist Gauntlet! (Rare): The Infinita Star System is as wondrous as it can be brutal. It’s abnormal for anyone to choose a path of power without killing. Especially when faced with hundreds of challengers. You’ve earned +20 Wonder.>

Wow. That’s better than the Junior Manslaughterer.

There were achievements for killing and non-killing. The non-killing route seemed to reward more. Zarian’s points in Wonder shot up from 70 to 90 points.

The difference was significant. His magical skills would hit with more oomph, especially for critical damage. He felt more perceptive of things around him, not just magic. He felt luckier and more certain of himself.

With his Overpower trait, his aura even felt chunkier.

He would have to inform everyone of this achievement when they were behind closed doors, especially the members who relied on the Wonder stat.

Honestly, they should get as many achievements as they could even if they had to mow through a bunch of men during genocidal runs or pacifist runs.

“So, how are we getting past the blockade at the keep?” Naomi asked, pulling Zarian out of his thoughts.

Zarian checked through his Spectral Spider Network to see if the situation remained the same.

It hadn’t.

There were now three thousand soldiers defending the Bramblevale Keep. At the center of the blockade were their best fighting men, who were too high in level for Zarian to Identify.

The late morning was transitioning toward noon now. Slow, blocky tetris-shaped clouds crawled across the wide blue sky. A gust blew through, rustling the autumn-colored branches of the many trees and hedges grown to dress the town. The shadows shrank away as the suns crawled closer to their zenith.

It was at this point where Zarian would be his weakest even with Straight Darkness +1 in the alpha skill section. He would have to apply his overpowered nature with some cunning that required a play on light and dark.

Hence why Bianca was here. They weren’t just opposites. They could elevate each other, too.

Zarian thought about his plans to get past the blockade as they entered another major market square. It was empty of people.

Wares, foods, and many other items remained, some having been dropped to the ground during the haste of fleeing townsfolk. A pack of dogs moved about to make off like bandits along with some birds. There were a few soldiers acting as scouts while hopping from rooftop to rooftop with movement skills.

Zarian ignored the scouts in favor of looking past Naomi, who was mostly cleaned up because of Para’s efforts. Naomi and Bianca turned to follow his gaze as an elderly man dressed in all white walked out of the alley to their right.

Zarian couldn’t use Identify on the man in white. More importantly, the elderly man had a presence about him that was palpable, good, and confident.

The man in white reminded Zarian of facing the elder gnolls, although he wasn’t sure if the man in white was as strong as them. Most likely not. Even so, he could be a far more dangerous threat.

Zarian pulled his hands out of his pockets and flexed his fingers.

Naomi raised her gauntlet-clad fists.

Bianca prepared a few motes of light. She wasn’t quite replenished yet from eating Zarian’s aura, but she had plenty enough to assist.

Zarian waited, adjusting his monocle with a free hand. He used the monocle to show off anything dangerous on the stranger’s person.

The monocle acted like an augmented reality device and used blue highlights to draw attention to the stranger’s sword, gloves, and the pin featuring a white rose on the left breast pocket of his suit.

Zarian paid more attention to the elegant silver sword fastened to the old man’s sword belt, which Zarian couldn’t Identify even with the monocle’s help. At the very least, the man in white hadn’t drawn it yet.

The stranger came to a stop two dozen feet away. He held his hands behind the small of his back. He had a plethora of deep wrinkles on his face, which crinkled as he smiled.

“I see you haven’t killed nary a townsfolk in this troublesome operation of yours, which begs a question,” the old man said. “What is it you want, children?”

“To tell the Bramblevale Lord to stop being an asshole. I don’t care if adventurers are illegal or if you have problems with your borders. I have my own business to conduct.” Zarian jabbed a thumb back in the direction whence his party came. “I’m only making an example for you all to see I’m capable of doing worse. Of course, everyone should know that.”

“The Bramblevale Bandits have met their end indeed.” The old man chuckled dryly. “It is a shame that it wasn’t done by a truly good hand. Oh, how easy it is to compromise just to keep the peace.”

“Is sacrificing two hundred men to gnolls part of that peacekeeping stance?” Zarian asked. “How can you call me evil when your kingdom is doing that?”

“It’s terrible, isn’t it?” The old man nodded, agreeing with Zarian, which was a surprise. “There aren’t many in the kingdom who have it in them for critical thinking. The ability to deduce that there is a wrongness around them is beyond them for it is their day-to-day lives that concerns them most. Yet, here we are with the opportunity to test ourselves as men and we cannot rise to the occasion because it’s uncomfortable to risk the stability of our way of life.”

Zarian took a few seconds to digest what the old man was saying. Bianca beat him to the punch with a shriek.

“Oh my goodness, you’re an actual good, good person!” Bianca bounced, clapped, and emitted minor flashes in celebration. “It’s been kind of sad lately. I was wondering if these alignments are fake news or whatever.”

“My dear … how high is your good alignment?” The old man asked.

Zarian held up a hand to keep Bianca from answering. Thankfully, she followed his lead and kept her mouth shut. He appreciated that a lot.

Regardless of their differences in alignment, Bianca still followed him.

“Who are you?” Zarian asked. “If you don’t know, I’m Zarian Darkrun. To my right is Naomi Washington. To my left is Bianca Garcia. We’re from Florida, the World of Swamps and Princesses.”

The old man nodded before straightening his body and taking on a more dignified stance. “It is a pleasure to be acquainted with you, despite the dire circumstances. I’m Arnold of Ambrose, White Rose of Serveserf, Seventh Guardian of the Eternal Garden Kingdom. I’m considered the weakest, unfortunately, so I appreciate you not blasting through these old bones of mine and granting me a humble audience for your attention.”

“Why would I blast at you and not talk? I have no problems with my elders.”

“The man whose monocle you’ve taken wasn’t given much consideration.”

“He was one of those people who enjoyed the comforts of their day-to-day lives while ignoring the plight of those beneath him,” Zarian said. “And he tried to stab me with very sharp tree branches.”

“Fair, fair.” Arnold nodded. “Now that we’re acquainted on the most surface of levels, can I convince you to let me handle things from here? I’m sure we can settle this dispute amicably.”

“I don’t like this,” Naomi grouched. “Operation Domination is supposed to lay down the law for us. Do we really want gramps to steal our thunder? And can we really trust him just because he seems hip with the struggle?”

“No, wait, I really have a good feeling about this,” Bianca pleaded. “I know we haven’t had the best examples of good alignment, but I think Señor Arnold is actually an upright and swell guy. Look at him. He’s all so happy and friendly. I trust him.”

“Are you sure that’s not the good alignment getting to you?” Naomi accused.

“Oh, come on! I’m in control of it. I know when to use it and when not to!” Bianca huffed.

“Why do you want to help us?” Zarian asked Arnold.

“I don’t wish to see anyone innocent dragged into unnecessary fighting. And you’ve conducted yourselves quite well under the current circumstances. You’ve ended the Bramblevale Bandits. You’ve avoided taking the lives of the townsfolk and moved in a way that was considerate of those weaker than yourselves. You’ve eliminated those heinous miscreants who feasted upon the weak and defenseless.”

As Arnold rattled off their deeds, even Zarian was impressed by how it all sounded. Zarian and his party had accomplished a lot, and Arnold still had more to say.

“You have the Good Goddess Lovewar backing you, who my god finds spirited and honest, even to a fault. You’ve also saved those young soldiers from the most terrible fate of being sacrificed, even if it could lead to grave trouble down the road. Perhaps it is what’s best for our kingdom to face.”

“You won’t,” Zarian said.

“Pardon me? What do you mean?”

“You won’t face any grave trouble down the road. Not from the gnolls, at least. They won’t attack. I’ve dealt with that.”

Bianca’s eyes flashed as she fidgeted next to Zarian. With a sigh, he gestured for her to talk.

“We’re Heroes of the Eternal Garden Kingdom! Well, specifically me and Zarian. But, yeah, we convinced the gnolls not to attack!” Bianca kept flashing lights above their heads like a silent fireworks display.

Zarian didn’t like it much, but he didn’t deny her the fun. Besides, she was making good use of her Shining Trust trait on top of her high goodness. He also appreciated how she skipped over the darker parts of Zarian’s negotiation with the gnolls.

“Part of this operation of ours was to kick ass, march up those steps, and let the Bramblevale Lord hear a piece of our mind. Then slap him with that news.” Naomi crossed her arms in front of her chest. “But there it goes. The cat’s out of the bag. Now you know.”

Arnold looked at them for a long time. He centered his gaze on Bianca. “Is this true?”

Bianca huffed, releasing a pulse of powerful goodness. She bent her good alignment around Zarian and Naomi and had it crash into Arnold like a wave, forcing the White Rose to stumble back.

“Serveserf, oh god of the downtrodden, what was that?” Arnold was shocked.

Zarian smiled sharply. “That … is good +3. We’ve mentioned it to the past fortress lords. I guess they’re keeping that information to themselves.”

Arnold bowed three times, one hand over his heart, the other behind his lower back. “I’m only good +1 myself. The strongest and oldest of us, the White Rose of Purehome, is only good +2. The king is only good aligned, and I have quite the misgivings about that.”

“Is that so?” Zarian asked.

“Yes, it is so. But that’s a conversation best had behind closed doors. Nonetheless, to face someone far above our good alignment at such a young age … with that elven dress of all things … and to hear that you are truly heroes of our kingdom … then my dear children I must humbly beg for your forgiveness for how us ignoramuses have treated you.”

Zarian’s eyes widened in surprise. Bianca looked like she was going to burst into glee.

Naomi tilted her head. “Huh, that’s a first.”

Arnold continued: “Please, allow this mere old man of the Ambrose Family be of service to you. The Eternal Garden Kingdom may have lost its luster, but there are those like me who wish to see it beautified for the better.”

Zarian wasn’t sure. This was an unexpected turn of events. Was this due to him and Bianca having high points in Wonder?

Did an extra 20 points make that big of a difference to turn the situation around?

His evil alignment wanted him to turn down the offer and continue with Operation Domination as planned. His Fractured Mind could see many ways for things to backfire if they trusted Arnold to help them.

The System came around with a side quest just to weigh on his decision.

<You’ve walked the road of power while under the suns. The true depths of your might are unfathomable, though others might not think so. Still, you have many options at your disposal as adventurers of many means. How will you solve hostilities at Central Bramblevale?>

<Side Quest 2 (Rare): Continue Operation Domination or let the White Rose give you the VIP treatment?>

“Zarian! Papi! Zarian! Papi!” Bianca bounced all over the place to his left. “Dale! Let’s do it!”

Naomi frowned at the group notification. She let out a sigh. “I wanted to see how far you can push it, sir. I’ll frankly be disappointed by the diplomatic option.”

Zarian thought about it. Then he smiled. “There will be plenty of times in the future where you’ll see me push it over the edge.”

He reached over and patted Naomi’s back, and she subtly relaxed from the gesture. Then he added, “But for this once, I want to see if good can actually be good.”

Zarian turned to the White Rose of Serveserf and asked, “You don’t mind me being evil?”

“Even evil can serve the greater good.” Arnold gave him a quirky smile.

“Blegh. I’m only serving the interests of myself and my party.”

“Of course, of course, young man! Now, shall I lead the way?” Arnold bowed up and down again before waving his arms forward.

There’s no way this doesn’t end up as another fight, Zarian thought.

He wasn’t usually this cynical. But he was under the glare of twin sunlight. There was a bunch of goodness flinging all over the place.

Also, it was hard to believe in someone like a White Rose, who was the pinnacle fighting force of the Eternal Garden Kingdom. There were only seven of them, one for each of the seven Good Gods.

Zarian had read up on them using the information gathered at the Lovewar Mansion. The White Roses were almost the equivalent of the elder gnolls.

I don’t think they’re as strong directly. Those gnolls have more fight in them, especially with how they’re raised to kill all the time.

He examined the old man’s back as Arnold of Ambrose escorted them down the rest of the way to Bramblevale Keep.

Can I take him in a fight?

Maybe.

Zarian imagined Arnold and the other White Roses were in the Level 70s based on all that he knew.

Zarian was Level 38, not even armed with his First Class Advancement. He could fight multiple men in their Level 50s. He hadn’t tested himself against anything in the Level 60s yet.

I sent a powerful enemy in the Level 80s flying with my best attack. I should be able to handle something in the Level 60s if I’m not dumb about it.

A fair fight against someone in the Level 70s might be pushing his luck. He would want his First Class Advancement before that fight.

Zarian chuckled, shaking his head. He let go of the competitive thoughts. There were more important matters. Such as seeing if Arnold could live up to his word.

Could the good alignment of this world actually be good and reasonable?




60: Grandest and Strangest

The Bramblevale Keep was a monumental construction.

It was as wide as a stadium and as tall as a skyscraper. It had six sides and a hexagonal design. The steps leading up its elevated foundation had twenty-foot tall greenery going down each of the edges of the hexagon. The grounds around the keep were spacious, with manicured grass and stone pavement combined in checkered patterns.

Now that Zarian was looking up at the keep from the bottom, he didn’t think three thousand men were enough to barricade the massive structure. However, three thousand men were enough to cover the one major door leading inside.

That door was already barred with magic. Zarian examined the walls, using the telescope and highlighting features of his Sophisticated Monocle.

The windows were narrow slits. They had enough space for airflow, and that was it.

He felt an immense amount of aura channeling through the Bramblevale Keep’s walls. The entire structure was enchanted to impede forceful invasions.

It had so much power running through its runic veins that even Zarian felt uncertain he could break through. At least during the day time.

Maybe if he had waited until night time then he wouldn’t be uncertain.

“Yes, I know. This is quite a mighty statement of power, defense, and extravagant tax spending, taking from the meager earnings of serfs and poor vendors to protect those who are already well-protected.” Arnold chuckled while stooped over slightly, his hands behind his back, looking like an old and frail man.

Zarian knew that age played a factor even if a person was in the Level 70s or 80s. They could only evade the dwindling of their life energy if they ascend to the higher worlds.

Thus, the old man in white had a small amount of life energy left. Zarian could kill him by just using Bloody Lifesteal to drain that amount, if he could draw blood.

“My boy! The look in your eyes makes these frail bones of mine shiver with fright.” Arnold shook while under Zarian’s darkened gaze.

Zarian adjusted his monocle, the gesture lending him more time to think. “I can’t help it. I’m wondering what’s the best way to kill you. Just in case.”

“Zarian, stop that!” Bianca shook her head before turning to the elderly man in white. “Please forgive him. He can be so bleak sometimes. But other times he’s fun and chipper. It might be the suns. Do you want me to help shade you?”

Bianca turned to Zarian expectantly.

I feel like she’s mothering me now. And Naomi was giving him and Bianca weird looks.

“No, thanks. Let me endure the tyranny of the suns.” Zarian sighed before setting his glare on Arnold. “I won’t harm you if you don’t give me any reasons for it. I’m just curious about how I can beat you.”

“Oh, I know! I’m only jesting while I work up the nerves to face my own people. I was never good at handling so many in a crowd. Besides, the young lady who shares your characteristics has the same challenging look in her eyes as well. My, I think she’s even more ambitious than you!”

Arnold laughed it off like it was all good fun.

Zarian didn’t even bother looking back at Naomi. Arnold hadn’t spoken a lie, at least for now.

Zarian chuckled. “Well, I don’t blame Naomi. I have advantages. She’s working from the bottom up. Now, let’s proceed with the demonstration. Show us what the White Rose of Serveserf could do.”

“Oh, my, I feel a tad bit pressured now. I hope I don’t bring embarrassment to my family and to my sworn god. Ah, well, I guess this old man will do his best. Wait here, children, and let me open the door.”

Zarian did as he was told. Well, somewhat. He had a spectral spider waiting on the White Rose’s shoulder. He had other spectral spiders milling in the area.

They couldn’t break into the keep, unfortunately. The monumental structure had solid defenses that even kept out ghostly crawlers that specialized in stealth and spy work.

Clearly, the Bramblevale Lord hadn’t spared any expense for his own protection.

“Ladies, you both have a spectral spider on your shoulder. They’ll transmit all conversations around the White Rose for us to hear,” Zarian whispered.

Naomi and Bianca nodded. The trio waited outside of the square, staying in the slim shadow of an expensive-looking bank.

There were a few random townsfolk nearby who were looking out from nearby windows of public buildings. Zarian kept track of all the scouts spying on him and the ladies as well.

A few of the scouts looked eager to strike. The ones who made a move that looked too aggressive suffered a sudden blunt shadow pole to their heads, knocking them out.

Through the Spectral Spider Network and his telescopic vision, Zarian watched Arnold of Ambrose walk briskly toward the steps. The longer he walked, the faster he moved, until his pace became as fast as a sprint while he still looked like he was walking.

It was a weird thing to see from a distance. Zarian figured that style of walk resulted from having many points in Agility.

Arnold made the act of walking look like gliding.

He was smooth for an old man, too.

Reaching the steps, he stopped in front of the barricade. Three thousand men stood in his way. They formed up with three hundred men a row for ten rows.

They condensed most of their numbers in front of the large double doors leading into the Bramblevale Keep. Taking the center were a hundred men that Zarian couldn’t Identify.

Because of the distance, he couldn’t quite get a feel of them. Not directly. Through his spectral spiders, he could feel that the one hundred strongest guards weren’t easy pushovers.

He was sure each of them was in the Level 50s. If the White Rose failed, Zarian would have to rely on some cunning to break through like he originally planned.

What can an old man serving as the representative of Serveserf really do? Zarian wondered.

Well, Arnold had called himself the seventh and weakest of the White Roses. That had elicited little confidence in Zarian.

I’ll get mentally prepared for when he fails.

“Hello my dear countrymen, I’m Arnold of Ambrose, White Rose of Serveserf, Seventh Guardian of the Eternal Garden Kingdom,” Arnold greeted. “I was in the region when I caught wind of this fiasco we’ve found ourselves in. As the closest White Rose, I figured it is best I weigh in on what’s happening here and bring us toward a peaceful solution as best as I can.”

The leader of the barricade was a well-dressed thug, in Zarian’s opinion. He was young, and possibly talented, while exuding more power than the next strongest men beside him, which could mean he was in the high Level 50s or Low 60s.

The thuggish guard flashed a cocky grin down at the older White Rose and spoke aloud arrogantly:

“The weakest White Rose in our humble town? Well, it’s a pleasure to have you, sir!” said the arrogant guard. “But I do believe your status here is questionable. We’ve received scout reports that you’ve failed your duties to not only eliminate the unlawful adventurers, but you’ve also agreed to escort them here.”

“Failed? Never. Escort? Yes, certainly. I’ve come to the conclusion that we’re in the presence of heroes! They should be welcomed! And their adventurer status should be waived! That is within the laws of the Eternal Garden Kingdom.”

The White Rose sounded certain of that, so there had to be truth to the claim. Certain laws could be waived, which would give Zarian and his party the legality to do what they needed with less harassment.

Arnold carried on: “The acting lord in charge, especially a High Rose, may waive the illegality of their adventurer status via Writ of Acceptable Adventurism and include them as Important Foreign Nobility with a few signatures. So there is no further problem to be had. All we must do is have a conversation that will illuminate how we’ve been mistaken.”

Arnold let out a cheerful laugh.

The arrogant guard reached to the side and took a man’s javelin. With a quick and powerful flick, he launched it like a bolt out of a crossbow.

It would’ve hit Arnold straight in the chest if the White Rose didn’t raise his hand and smack aside the javelin. His gloves glimmered on impact before returning to normal.

The javelin sunk deep into a grassy spot behind him.

The arrogant guard roared: “We’re not letting you or those villains in! Per the orders of the Bramblevale Lord, we’ll guard this keep with our lives! Now run off you weak White Rose, or you’ll suffer the consequence of facing the best fighting men in all the Eternal Garden Kingdom!”

“Are you sure about this young man?” Arnold removed his white gloves and stuffed them into his breast pocket.

His hands were old, wrinkly, and rough with callouses.

He had a lot of scars.

Arnold gripped the handle of his silver sword with loose fingers. “You must understand that I’m serving under forces mightier than even the Bramblevale Lord. In fact, I find the High Rose leading this town region to be lacking. The way you are acting is a consequence of Lord Cassian’s failures as a proper leader, regardless of his familial ties to the royal family, and thus what may happen next will reflect even more poorly on him.”

Arnold sighed as he straightened his back. “Are you sure about taking this stance?”

“Prepare your arms and magic, my men!” roared the cocky guard. “We have the numbers! The White Rose of Serveserf is weak! We’ll crush him and make ourselves greater than the Seventh White Rose!”

Zarian sighed as he flexed his hands. He glanced over at his girls. “Let’s go help that old fool.”

“I’m ready, sir.” Naomi nodded.

Bianca did nothing but smile. “Have faith.”

Zarian frowned at Bianca before looking back with his direct telescopic vision. The scene looked terrible for Arnold while thousands of men prepared to put him down regardless of his status as a White Rose.

Clearly, there was internal strife in the kingdom, and Arnold wasn’t on the side of what was popular with these men in power. The arrogant guard seemed confident that he could strike at a Guardian of the Eternal Garden Kingdom and not face any consequences.

That stopped being the case when the arrogant guard lost his head.

Literally.

Zarian’s eyes widened as the head tumbled from between the guard’s shoulders. No blood spilled. Not even a little squirt.

In fact, the arrogant guard was still trying to talk trash even without a voice box. He hadn’t realized his head had fallen until he hit the steps and rolled down with a metallic tink.

Arnold had his sword out.

It was unlike any sword Zarian had ever seen.

The blade was shifting liquid, white silver in color, and shiny under the beaming light of the twin suns. It flowed with its own miniature current along the curved edge and the shifty spine.

By the time the lead guard’s head stopped rolling, Zarian saw hardened silver had covered the neck as the body toppled over. Hell, there looked to be growths forming from the silver metal.

They almost looked like … flowers.

“Well, that’s quite a shame. I suppose I’ll have to exercise my right as a White Rose to put down such an unruly insurrection.” Arnold frowned, seeming to pity the death of the thuggish and cocky guard. “A mutiny such as this by our own fighting men saddens me, so I will strike you all down with a heavy heart and a quick hand, if I must. Unless, of course, you lay down your arms and magic here and now.”

Arnold sounded hopeful the remaining men would give up.

His sword remained in hand nonetheless.

“Attack!” roared another guard in the Level 50s.

The entire blockade lit up with magic abilities accompanied by a thousand raining projectiles.

Green bolts filled with razor sharp leaves. Conjured thorns. Torrents of splinters. Lunging vines. A few rays of light that were like Bianca’s abilities. And more. Which was all followed by enchanted bolts, arrows, javelins, and even heavy metal balls tossed by their strongest men.

Zarian watched, fascinated, as Arnold dealt with the bombardment by using the simplest and most overlooked tactic. He moved forward and slipped past a gap through the barrage.

Behind Arnold was a trail of liquid silver with metallic flowers growing in his wake, most getting destroyed under the barrage.

That was a fine price to pay while Arnold waltzed through the Level 50s and slashed them apart with his liquid metal sword.

Every cut swung out sweeping arcs and flying crescents of silver that hacked through half a dozen to a dozen men at once. They tried to fight him. But they were so packed up against each other, the Level 50s got in their way while someone much greater and better than them hacked them apart.

It was like watching an adult defeat a bunch of toddlers who couldn’t coordinate together or impact the fight individually.

All while Arnold looked like he was smoothly walking with a ballroom style grace, one arm behind his back, the other swinging his sword with powerful, blindingly fast cuts that remained both unpredictable and perfectly placed where he could logically do the most damage and avoid taking damage to himself.

It was like watching a maestro at work. Someone who truly perfected his craft despite whatever limitations he’d faced.

Truly, this was a White Rose.

It’s sad he and the others might be weaker than the gnoll elders. Zarian shook away the downer thought and focused on the wondrous display as it came to a quick and violent end.

Arnold finished killing a hundred men regardless of their magic abilities and reached the heavy doors. He knocked on it and the doors lost their powerful defensive enchantments and swung open.

Then Arnold turned toward the bloodless massacre he’d created.

He’d only killed the Level 50s, the ones in charge. Their bodies flopped in separate parts down the steps. Silver flowers bloomed from where the magic metal sword had cut.

After a minute of stunned silence, where the remaining men gawked in disbelief, a mesmerizing field of metallic flowers grew from the deaths of the Level 50s. It looked like Arnold had laid out a wide trail of silver flowers down the steps for Zarian and the ladies to walk up to reach the front entrance.

Zarian led the girls forward across the wide open courtyard space. He reached the steps where silver flowers waited. They covered the corpses, heads, and limbs so thoroughly the remains of the dead Level 50s were nothing but lumps left on the steps of silver flowers.

Zarian climbed up among the silver flowers while the ladies followed.

Nobody remaining in the barricade attempted to stop them. They just watched in horror and shock, wordless, after seeing the violent yet beautiful mastery of the Seventh Guardian of the Eternal Garden Kingdom.

“Damn, old man,” Zarian said after reaching the front entrance. “You had me going there. I thought I would have to intervene on your behalf.”

Zarian looked back at the beautiful massacre. “Are you sure that was a good idea? That could’ve weakened the defense of the town.”

“They believed themselves above the authority of a White Rose,” Arnold said. Then he quietly added, “And they believed themselves untouchable, among other things.”

Naomi looked Arnold up and down, arms crossed. “Okay, you’re hip. I might start liking you if you can teach me some stuff.”

“I think I’m the only one disappointed now.” Bianca pouted. “I really thought we’d get through with no deaths among the guards and soldiers.”

Zarian couldn’t help but snicker.

Arnold bowed in front of Bianca. “Forgive me, milady. But the nature of your heroic status and your level of goodness requires the surest of measures. I can’t let my countrymen continue their dishonorable acts before you and your party without retribution. It is better if I be the hand who must strike in your favor when dealing with matters of our kingdom, if you may.”

It’s also a clever way to shift this situation from ‘hostile invasion of illegal adventurers’ to an event where a ‘White Rose puts down mutiny and corruption,’ Zarian thought.

Arnold of Ambrose was a shrewd old man.

Zarian was starting to like him. Even his evil alignment was impressed by Arnold. Although the evil alignment felt even more wary about the cunning of the old man.

Zarian figured it was smart to be wary.

“Yeah, okay, this is definitely a surefire way to leave an impression on this frontier town who’ve gotten too big-headed to think they can deny the authority of their superior.” Naomi nodded, looking very satisfied. “Granted, it’s in our favor. So I’m very pleased. Operation Domination hasn’t gotten dropped off a cliff just yet.”

“Yeah, well, Arnold, I appreciate this.” Zarian leaned close to the White Rose. “I would really like it if you teach some of your moves to my companions even if you don’t want to teach me.”

Arnold shivered before he straightened himself, fixed his tie, fixed his sword belt – the sword back in its scabbard – and assumed a stooped stance with his hands behind his back. “You are high in evil, aren’t you?”

Zarian smiled coldly, not answering.

“Well, come along now. The young guards and soldiers can sort themselves out. I imagine there’ll be a lot of new promotions coming along. Hopefully, we’ll have more open-minded men among the new leadership.”

Arnold led Zarian’s party through a massive lobby area with a verdant garden design and many water fountains. Ethereal magic lights shone from sconces on the walls. More lights shone from the ceiling.

He led them past an enormous staircase filled with switchbacks rising all the way up. Zarian, Naomi, and Bianca craned their heads back to stare into the shining void of the hollowed out middle of the keep. They could see the topmost ceiling from down on the bottom floor.

All the rooms were against the heavy walls with at least a hundred levels of walkways flowing around the inner walls of the keep. Not everything was uniformed based on how some walkways were shaped differently than others or had more space pushed toward the center compared to other floors with thinner walkways.

“For security reasons, they turn off the magic lift. During emergencies, a White Rose can override the turn off switch.” Arnold placed his hand against a section of the wall covered in leafy vines and plants.

The wall peeled aside and revealed a huge circular platform.

Zarian felt the magic at work with his Basic Aura Manipulation. The enchanters and engineers of this place had done a decent job. He really needed to take Hannah here for a tour so she could just scan everything. 

Then again, from what Hannah had told him in preparations of heading into the Bramblevale Main Library, the library was supposedly even more impressive than the Bramblevale Keep.

Many nobles, especially the biggest noble family, had poured resources into the library for reasons that even the Lovewar Acolyte’s information network couldn’t figure out.

Zarian did all he could to watch and map out things with his aura manipulation. He had spiders back at the mansion jot things down using arcane webbing for Hannah to examine.

Arnold used a runic podium with a magic hologram display at the center to activate the elevator platform. It hummed with gravity magic, which Zarian could recognize because of his studies of the gravity spell in his black magic grimoire.

He frantically traced over as many foreign runes as he could and tried to memorize them with his Fractured Mind.

The elevator moved at a good speed, but there was plenty of time for Zarian to pull out his Grimoire of Black Magic 102. He flipped through some gravity pages he’d gone over and went a few pages ahead to match up what he was seeing live.

Before the elevator trip ended, he felt like he made a big breakthrough and could get past a section he’d gotten stuck on.

He’d reached 25% completion of the gravity spell. He still had a long way to go. But he had more momentum now than when he’d started.

“Learned something?” Arnold asked.

“Yeah, I did! This elevator ride was great,” Zarian said, thrilled.

“Oh, my. He’s actually adorable when he’s not brooding murder. Reminds me of my dear great grandson when he was young. Ho, ho, ho.” Arnold laughed.

“Yes, yes, I agree! He’s adorable and handsome,” Bianca laughed as well.

“He’s cool.” Naomi kept a neutral expression.

Zarian felt a little embarrassed by his prior outburst and their reactions. They had no idea how hard it was to be a wizard while having a Fractured Mind that wanted to play with many ideas.

Thankfully, Para wouldn’t laugh at him. Instead, she patted his head with one of her flesh arms that ended with five long, veiny, and red fingers. She even formed a mouth tendril with a voice box and emitted a long celebratory wail.

“That’s Para saying congrats,” Zarian translated.

“Para, can you try to say Bianca for me!” The Light Bringer Child asked.

Para tried. She still couldn’t get it. It sounded like the bellow of a dying animal getting assimilated with a hungry parasite.

“I get it. English is hard. Zarian and the others keep putting off our promised Spanish lessons. Let’s try, Para. Hola, me llama Para.”

Para tried. It sounded like a walrus and an elephant making love with a dumpster truck while stuck in a giant grinder.

Bianca remained undeterred and kept trying to teach Para Spanish. The platform slowed to a stop. The doors to their destined floor swooshed open.

Arnold watched the eldritch Spanish interaction for a few seconds with a funny look on his face before turning away.

He led them down a hallway filled with expensive and luxurious items. The hall was wide, too. They were on the top floor, so it probably had the most spacious sections.

That was proven true when they turned a corner and entered a reception area as big as an atrium and led to some large meeting rooms and the office of the Bramblevale Lord. There were also some bestial stone golems that looked like overgrown chia pets lying in wait.

Zarian couldn’t Identify them. He prepared to fight, but Arnold waved his hand. The chia pet golems turned away and went to lounge around elsewhere.

“We have a good escort for once,” Zarian said.

“Yeah,” Naomi agreed.

“Yay for semi-diplomacy with a hint of genocide!” Bianca’s enthusiasm was unstoppable.

Para wailed in agreement.

Arnold continued forward. He pressed his hands on a set of double doors. The protection runes turned off at his touch. He shoved the doors out of his way and raised a hand to block a magic bolt thrown at his face.

Bramblevale Lord Cassian of Paxan, cousin of the king, was yelling from behind a massive wooden desk in a room filled with green plants and indoor water displays. Zarian’s focus was less on the lord’s words and more on Arnold’s fascinating actions.

Arnold walked in with brisk steps. He moved around the wooden desk and slapped Cassian with the back of his hand, sending the man tumbling down.

Arnold picked up Cassian and threw the man into the desk, keeping him pinned chest down.

Arnold spoke over the other man’s disagreeable words. “Now, milord. You’re going to act reasonable and give these young people your ear. Then you’re going to follow through with their requests and compensate them for their troubles. In fact, what you have to offer is barely enough for their service, but what you will give will be earnest and reputable.”

Arnold released the Bramblevale Lord and waited for his response. Cassian looked red in the face and ready to argue until he turned blue.

The Bramblevale Lord, a High Rose and cousin to the king, earned himself another backhand to the face. Before he fell back, Arnold grabbed him by the tie, pulled him close, and gave him a third backhand that resounded loudly across the room.

Then Arnold tossed Cassian back onto his desk, leaving the man dazed, and not willing to argue anymore. After Cassian regained some semblance of focus, he slowly slid back and sat on the edge of his chair.

“Nay.” Arnold kicked the chair out from under the Bramblevale Lord and had the man fall. “You will stand. They shall sit if they choose to. For you do not represent yourself fittingly as a good aligned lord of High Rose status. And you are in the presence of Heroes of the Eternal Garden Kingdom with one among them a good +3, which you should’ve known by now.”

“It can’t be true,” Cassian muttered.

“Bianca, do the thing.” Zarian hadn’t stopped grinning since the moment Arnold took charge like a white-suited pimp.

The Light Bringer Child sent a pulse of goodness +3 outward. She bent it around Zarian and Naomi, leaving them unaffected.

Arnold stumbled a little. Cassian tumbled backward as if a heavenly shockwave struck him. The man squirmed against the wall, looking sweaty, desperate, uneasy, and very much in pain.

“What’s wrong with him?” Naomi asked.

“That’s the consequence of betraying your good alignment,” Arnold said. “There are different ways to be good. Just like there are different ways to use evil. But good must stay within a more narrow and consistent path, for that is the way of good. It’s clear that our dear Bramblevale Lord has knowingly committed too many acts that strayed from what is the most basic and orderly of good.”

Arnold waved down at the gasping man. “Now in the presence of good +3, he’s having quite a backlash. This is unique to the good alignment, but it requires a level of goodness like Lady Bianca’s to trigger such. The last person with good +3 died to the gnolls long ago, and there hasn’t been one until you all arrived.”

Arnold shook his head before settling his gaze on Zarian. “I don’t think evil has such an issue, but evil doesn’t truly have a dynamic increase in power compared to good. Only more cunning and fear mongering, I suppose.”

“If I meet someone with higher evil than me, I’ll deal with that somehow. Here and now, I want to watch this thing.” Zarian’s excitement rose. “From up close.”

“I won’t stop you. But I must admit. You are very disturbing for a well-behaved fellow.” Arnold chuckled.

Zarian shrugged before he hurried around the desk. He crouched down next to the gasping and squirming Bramblevale Lord.

The guy looked like he was paying for whatever sins he’d committed in the dark, such as the ones that allowed the Bramblevale Bandits to exist. Oh, yeah, he was suffering a lot.

Zarian’s smile couldn’t get any wider.

Thankfully, Naomi was a freak like him.

Zarian looked back and saw a big creepy smile on her face. She shared in his weird fixation as they watched Cassian suffer for his sins.

“You guys are being weird,” Bianca whined.

“Shush, do-gooder,” Naomi said, chuckling. “We’re having fun over here.”

“Yes,” Zarian and Para hissed in unison.

Arnold watched the entire interaction with a gleam in his eye. Then he murmured, “My, it’s always quite a story when there is a party of talented adventurers around. But these children might be the grandest and strangest I’ve ever seen.”




61: A Mistake

It was late afternoon. The suns torched the sky of blocky clouds reddish as they neared the finale of their daily arc. The moons and stars trailed in, chasing away the dying tyranny of the twin suns.

Zarian was outside the Bramblevale Keep’s front entrance with the ladies. He was looking down at a small rectangular case he’d taken as a trophy from Lord Cassian’s desk.

He looked up when a group notification appeared.

<Congrats! You’ve completed a Rare Side Quest: Continue Operation Domination or let the White Rose give you the VIP treatment?>

Zarian leveled up from 38 to 39. He was one more away from reaching his First Class Advancement.

Looking over, he saw Naomi was now Level 35. Bianca was now Level 34.

This had turned out to be a fruitful event for them, especially for Naomi. Maybe if she was fortunate enough, she would wake up with new stats tomorrow morning. Maybe she would even get a new trait.

Zarian nodded in satisfaction before looking back down at the case he’d stolen. The case was made from green wood with red rose patterns on the front and back.

He popped it open and smiled down at eight tightly rolled cigars waiting inside. Zarian’s smile grew wider when he used Identify and explained to the ladies what he saw:

<High Rose Bramblevale Cigars (Rare): A high-quality product made in a farm fortress in the Bramblevale region. Smoke this and sacrifice some Agility for a partial boost in Willpower and Wonder. The effect is temporary and also fades quickly after sleep.>

“I don’t have much Agility but I’m willing to lose some.” Zarian looked at the girls.

Naomi didn’t have to say a word. She was all in. Bianca looked unsure. Maybe she would buckle once they peer pressured her.

“Smoking isn’t good for your health,” Bianca said, cringing.

Zarian and Naomi shared a look. They shook their heads at the young woman. Zarian removed a magic cigar before shutting the case and putting it in Para’s pocket dimension.

He used a blade of sharpened darkness to cut off the front end before having Bianca use her abilities to light it up.

Zarian suckled for a few puffs until the burning end could maintain itself just fine. Then the trio walked down the steps covered in metallic silver flowers while the remnants of the former barricade were left in mostly discarded ruins.

Zarian and Naomi passed the cigar between them, enjoying the soothing and confidence-raising effects despite the Agility-debuff.

Bianca frowned at them before turning up her nose. “A princess mustn’t smoke.”

“I don’t give a damn if I become queen of bumble-fuck-all. This is some good stuff here,” Naomi said between swirling gray puffs. “Would’ve been better if I had it with whiskey at night and coffee in the morning.”

“We still have more coffee in the can. We’ll make some tomorrow morning.” Zarian blew out a long draft when it was his turn.

He stopped when they reached the bottom of the stairs and turned to look back. The sunset was behind the keep and drew a vast shadow going forward.

Zarian luxuriated in the shadow even though it wasn’t exactly darkness just yet. He scanned the field of silver metal flowers and noted the lumps where the bodies of the Level 50s remained.

“He’s not that strong,” Naomi said. “Well, I don’t think he’s really strong upfront. But he’s definitely skillful. He’s got that old man wisdom, extra stats from all the years he lived and trained, and the right abilities to cut down a hundred men without taking a hit. Yeah, he’s skillful. But I think you can break him, sir.”

Zarian shrugged. “He’s the weakest of the seven. I guess he has to fight smart.”

Bianca frowned at the smoking pair. “Should we really call him the ‘weakest’ or describe him as not strong when he could kill us? Well, he can certainly kill me. I don’t think good +3 can stop him after the initial shock.”

“Think relatively, Bianca. If things work out as we like, we’ll get closer to his level. Then we’ll have a real measurement of our abilities compared to his,” Zarian said.

“I think Zarian can take him out now,” Naomi boasted.

He shook his head at the instigating woman. “Stop hyping me up. You’re going to get me in trouble.”

Naomi responded with a mischievous smile. She was a naughty, naughty woman when the mood struck her.

Bianca huffed. “Well, there are six other White Roses. I’m glad everything worked out, but Arnold gave me a feeling that we aren’t exactly safe just yet. What if the White Rose of Purgehunt or Purehome shows up and goes after you, Zarian?”

Hours earlier, Zarian and the ladies had waited for Cassian to recover from sinning too heavily while good aligned. Then they’d ironed out the legality of their statuses and the many rewards Cassian needed to pass onto the Heroes of the Eternal Garden Kingdom.

Of course, Zarian and Naomi pushed for everything they could get plus more. Way more.

They’d left that meeting room like bandits who robbed the crown’s heirlooms and rare treasures, leaving a very defeated Cassian and amused Arnold, the latter staying behind to have further talks with the Bramblevale Lord.

Before they left, they’d even convinced the Bramblevale Lord to lower taxes for the lesser class and turn his gold-hungry attention to his more well-to-do Mid and High Roses. Zarian imagined the old man whose monocle he’d stolen was in for quite the surprise.

That pleased the black wizard greatly.

He’d never thought he could get into politics and make huge sweeping changes across a district within a few days. All because he could use smartly applied violence and had a growing supply of powerful connections.

Zarian shook his head free of his musings and considered Bianca’s concerns. There was more behind her downer mood than what she was saying. It made him feel curious.

“I don’t know about the other White Roses. We’ll have to ask Arnold when he pays us a visit again. For now, we keep moving forward. Next up, the manor. Then tomorrow morning it’s me and Hannah at the library.”

Before Bianca turned away, Zarian reached out and grabbed her hand. He pulled slightly, feeling the powerful pulse of her Light Affinity and good alignment inside of her.

Bianca’s shining amber eyes focused intensely into his dark, void-like eyes. The monocle remained the only thing between their faces.

“Sorry,” Zarian said.

Bianca flinched. “No, you don’t have to apologize.”

“It was Cassian’s torment, wasn’t it? That bothered you more than you let on.”

Bianca tensed for a few seconds before loosening up and dipping her head down. “I don’t know if that was right or wrong. I … tortured him. Just because I’m supposed to be very good. More good than everybody in the kingdom. That’s … too much, isn’t it?”

For the first time, Bianca stifled a cry and held her bearing like a mature woman. “I just want to be a pretty and happy girl in a nice fantasy, helping people and stopping really bad, evil people and monsters. But we just walked away after forcing someone to do what we wanted because he was very scared of me hurting him more.”

Then, in a small voice, Bianca said, “Killing is one thing, but torture is a little too much of an ick for me. No bueno.”

“We can talk about this later,” Naomi said.

“You sure?” Zarian looked between Naomi and Bianca. Then he thought: Of course, Naomi would’ve caught on and tried to downplay it.

“Please don’t be disappointed in me, papi,” Bianca murmured, head lowering.

He let go of her hand and patted her shoulder. Para reached out with multiple veiny hands and patted Bianca on her head and back.

Zarian held the smoking cigar in the corner of his mouth as he spoke: “I can’t be disappointed, Bianca. You did great today. And you’re so awesome you make the Eternal Garden King sound lame in comparison. But if you want to talk about it later, my door’s always open.”

Zarian gracefully extracted himself, not wanting to intrude any further. Sometimes, his evil alignment gave him some solid, if somewhat twisted, advice.

He had a powerful leadership position. Bianca and Naomi were similar in how they wanted to please him or receive his approval.

That also meant he had to take care of how he handled them – unless he wanted to abuse his position.

He obviously didn’t want that.

Ironically, it was better that Naomi take on the troop morale stuff than him. He still made the offer because he wanted to be there if someone needed him.

But if it turned out talking to Naomi was easier, then so be it.

They carried on in silence for the most part.

Zarian and Naomi enjoyed the cigar between them. Bianca walked with less cheer and friendliness, but she still made the effort to wave at gawking townsfolk coming out of their shelters.

The market squares came to life, even if only for people to sort out their stuff from the wreckage that had occurred during the rush and panic. There were still markets that operated later in the dark, too.

Zarian heard some bawdy songs from singing bards working at the taverns in the busier districts. The beggars were out in full force as well, asking for any scraps anyone might have to offer them.

The townsfolk, at least those closer to the bottom, were less charitable after today’s events.

Suddenly, Zarian drifted off to the side. “I shouldn’t do this,” he grunted around the cigar, smoke trailing past his head.

Naomi and Bianca followed him. If they were curious about what he was doing, they kept that to themselves.

With the setting of the sun, the darkness grew bolder. The public sconce lights activated. Some flickered with difficulty, revealing their age and faults. Some failed outright when Zarian neared them, as if a heavy darkness snuffed them out.

A tavern set inside a stone building like any other had a sign promising excellent soup that would invigorate anyone.

A few townsfolk were out sitting at the tables on the front patio. When they saw Zarian heading their way, they stood and evacuated from the area.

Zarian walked into the tavern, and all noise and movement came to a halt.

People gawked at him, and he ignored most of them and turned to some soldiers and guards on R-&-R. They straightened up, their anger clear on their faces. They were itching for a fight.

“A round of drinks for everybody. And empty your entire stock of soup for the beggars behind your building,” Zarian demanded. “There are too many starving children.”

“That’ll cost quite the coin, milord.” The man working behind the counter shook like a leaf.

Zarian smiled sharply. “I know it does. Put it on the Bramblevale Lord’s tab. If he doesn’t pay you, then I’ll make sure he does. Consider it a charity effort for the locals who are suffering the most during these harsh times.”

“I’m the one most suffering after the shit you’ve stirred, having a hundred of the highest officers slain.” One guard stood bravely ahead of the other guards and soldiers. He had his hand on his sword while more than willing to speak his mind. “How’d you do it? How’d you turn a White Rose against us like that, villain?”

Bianca sighed, preparing to step forward. Zarian held up his hand to stop her. She shouldn’t have to cover for him all the time.

Yes, it was easy to use her good +3 alignment whenever Zarian faced an inconvenience. But that obviously came with a risk of backfiring. It wouldn’t do for Bianca to lose confidence in herself and become uncertain of their goals.

In other words, it was best to be careful with the goodie-two-shoes. They could be a delicate sort.

Zarian wasn’t the type to be morally delicate. “Fight me.”

The guards and soldiers leaned back in surprise and uncertainty. The talkative one lost some nerve.

Then he doubled down: “You fight me, you’re fighting all of us!”

The other off-duty guards and soldiers looked unsure. But they placed their hands on their weapons anyway.

Zarian chuckled darkly. “I’ve already fought all of you. You’re pathetic. I’ve spared your lives because it felt like fighting mere children. But if I must embarrass you again, I will.”

The interior lights lost their luster. The dark corners grew darker. The shadows deepened and stretched. A palpable force overcame the entire tavern space, infused with a darkness that was heavy and thick, smothering the light further.

Then Zarian drew more darkness from outside, especially from the alleys. They slid over the walls, along the floor, up the steps, through the windows and swirled around the tavern, scaring everyone.

Zarian held back on using his evil +2. That might be too much for them. Besides, he didn’t need it with this display.

A random patron shouted. “Just let the evil bastard pay for our drinks and feed the beggars! Who are you to stop that when you can’t fight worth a damn?!”

Once one patron started, another joined in. “Just leave him alone, okay! I don’t want to be caught up with your problems when you can’t defend our people, let alone yourselves.”

More patrons made their voices heard.

“Silence.” Zarian didn’t even have to speak loudly. His voice was clear, sharp. “Leave your town’s fighters alone. Unless any of you can fight more than you can run your mouths.”

The patrons fell silent.

The fighting men lost some more of their nerve, surprised by Zarian’s defense of them. Now they weren’t very sure of the obvious evil in front of them. They looked like they needed an out to save face.

“The rest of these fighting men’s drinks are on me. Consider it a consolation prize for trying.” Zarian flipped a gold coin through the air.

The barkeep working behind the counter caught the coin. He stashed it away in one smooth motion.

Zarian let the natural light shine through, the heavy darkness receding. “Don’t forget to feed the beggars in the lot behind you. And any others who come along. I will know if you fail to do so.”

He finished the cigar and flicked the remains into an ashtray before turning away fully. Para the Parasite Cloak flapped dramatically behind him, as expected. Naomi walked with a strut to his right. Bianca walked glamorously to his left. 

Once they walked out, a huge collective sigh resounded from inside the tavern from everyone there.

“Thank you for doing that,” Bianca said with rising enthusiasm.

“It wasn’t for you,” Zarian said. “There really were a lot of starving kids. More than I can look away from.”

“Still, thank you.” Bianca beamed a smile at him.

“If there are so many kids, why isn’t the military raising them up like Spartans?” Naomi asked. “Or are they just girls?”

“Boys and girls.” Zarian waited a second before continuing. “They’re the undesirables.”

“What do you mean by undesirables?” Bianca asked.

“Ah, I see.” Naomi looked across from Zarian to Bianca. “They’re the ones people would’ve tossed off a cliff or left in the woods during the olden days.”

Bianca furrowed her brow and pouted in deep thought. After a few seconds, she finally realized what that all meant.

“O, m, gee, Zarian, you’re the best!” Bianca cheered. Now her mood was really glowing with glee.

Zarian figured doing more charity work when Bianca, or hell, Gilbert, felt bad would help lighten their moods during downer moments. Or maybe he should actually take those Spanish lessons more seriously and give Gilbert that fishing day off.

A part of his Fractured Mind stored away means to support the party’s morale for later. He wasn’t happy about what he’d done for the undesirable children and the display he made. His evil alignment was shouting at him in alarm.

“That was a mistake,” Zarian said.

“How?” Bianca was once again confused.

“Hm, I see.” Naomi caught on right away.

“Why are you guys being so cryptic? Ugh!”

Zarian sighed. “We’ll have a few more errands before we leave. Apparently, I do care about others.”

He also cared about how others would perceive his kindness and target it as ‘a weakness’ of his. Regardless of how vile and conniving the evil alignment could be, evil +2 was very aware of many pitfalls or maneuvers he or his would-be enemies could fall into. Evil +2 was especially great at predicting what lesser evil-doers would do if they thought they saw an opening at getting to Zarian.




62: Minor Crash Out

They arrived at the mansion as heroes. While the barrier remained, it became evident to everyone that Zarian, Naomi, and Bianca had succeeded when the blockade ended.

The blockade soldiers had removed themselves from the premise around the barrier before Zarian and the ladies returned.

The neighbors staying in the other mansions and personal towers hadn’t returned fully, especially when there were damages made by the soldiers. But that wasn’t much of a concern to everyone staying in the Lovewar Mansion.

They had drinks pouring freely from the last of their supplies. They had celebrations in full swing, with an obvious divide between the genders.

The Lovewar Acolytes stayed indoors, passing drink and food through the backdoors and open windows to the soldiers outside.

Zarian, Naomi, and Bianca found Gilbert roaring drunk while outside knocking back drinks with Roland. Zarian had to stop once he touched the manicured lawn to recompose himself while the normally conservative Roland acted out and partied like a mad man.

Naomi squeezed Zarian’s biceps. Bianca tossed a quick hug around him.

Then both ladies left his side to link up with Hannah who was sitting halfway in an open window while journaling some notes with a feather pen. She looked up and smiled at Naomi and Bianca before seeing Zarian and waving.

Zarian and Para waved back, though he was a little miffed. Naomi and Bianca had left him with the announcement duty. 

Makes sense. I’m the leader. He did wear the big pants in his party of adventurers.

Still, he would’ve preferred leaning on Bianca’s Shining Trust trait for the announcement. He glowered at them. The ladies smiled and waved back.

Whatever.

Zarian wasn’t a shy person, after all.

Better yet, it was dark out.

While the city had its magic lights on, the universe of the Infinita Star System twinkled and glowed above with myriad stars. Yes, that meant the dark was weaker, but not by much. The view was worth it.

“Para, get the Head Acolyte and Garden Officer to join me in the pavilion.” Zarian stepped into the pavilion while strands from the Parasite Cloak reached out.

They caught Roland and Lora and reeled both of them away from what they were doing. Roland was too drunk to fuss. Lora was panicking as she was pulled out of the mansion and onto the lawn filled with men.

Once the two were beside him, left in different states of puzzlement and bewilderment, Zarian began the show.

“Ladies, Lords, I come humbly before you to explain some significant changes to your statuses.”

Zarian slipped his hands in his pockets, a rude gesture, but it wasn’t exactly out of sorts for him.

“I’ll start by saying I’m serious that you’re ladies and lords. All of you are now Low Rose Nobles except for these two. They’re Mid Rose Nobles.”

Zarian tilted his head to the right at Roland, then to the left at Lora. There was some silence before. But now there was absolute silence and stillness.

“Yes, that means you can all have lands within the Bramblevale region. This extends to all the Lovewar Acolytes who are outside of the mansion, too. At least the ones working in the Bramblevale region. Where will we find all that land? I have an idea where. So that leads to my next point. Prepare to leave. We’re heading far north to the tip of the kingdom in the next week or so.”

“I’m a Mid Rose now?” Roland said, astonished. “And we’re going north for land? Isn’t the wolf dragon problem north?”

Zarian smiled at the drunk and bewildered Roland.

“Milord! How can we be ladies if we aren’t picked?” Lora said seriously. “Does that mean we’re all picked by you?”

Zarian sighed. He glanced over at the gaggle of girls leaning out of a big window. He gave them a deadpan look. “Can you get the Head Acolyte caught up on your … self reeducation?”

“Yes, milord!” shouted an acolyte. It was Amabel from the spa area.

Another acolyte chimed in. “We wouldn’t mind if you pick all of us as long as you can afford us, milord!”

The acolytes around the silly one shushed her. Many other acolytes giggled while the Head Acolyte, now Lady Lora, looked about in disbelief.

Clearly, she was clueless of the quiet revolution the lesser acolytes were leading at full swing.

“Am I really a Mid Rose Noble?” Roland asked. “I don’t believe I deserve it.”

“You don’t. But you will earn it. You’re falling under some new High Rose Nobles who’ll have you work to pay off your debt.” Zarian sneered. “Me and my party. We’re honorable nobles of the Eternal Garden Kingdom now, and of the highest nobility.”

It wasn’t official. The king had the final say on the paperwork.

Zarian pretended it was a sure thing even if it wasn’t. It was all semantics to him. All that mattered was that he had legality and high social status that would make tomorrow’s operation somewhat easier.

In fact, he had the Bramblevale Main Library under surveillance through his Spectral Spider Network right now. Both Cassian and Arnold had warned that the family in charge of the library were as elitist and exclusive as they come, almost rivals to the royal family.

Zarian didn’t care. He would deal with the Hemlock Family one way or another.

Nonetheless, that was tomorrow’s problem.

Tonight, they celebrated.

“Don’t look so scared, Roland of Wood! You’re not a trashy Low Rose Noble anymore!” Zarian cheered. “You can even create your own private military unit and acquire better gear and whatnot. The kingdom will have to pay you more for it!”

“But we’re trashy Low Rose Nobles,” said a soldier.

“But you’re not mere soldiers anymore! You can own land and decide your fates … somewhat. I’ll give you the options of what you get to decide.” Zarian turned to the acolytes. “And you can freely move and choose who you want for yourselves. And you can learn combat more freely … while also helping me out if I ever need some favors.”

“Learning combat? Maidens of the Eternal Garden Kingdom? Perhaps such a barbaric act is acceptable in the World of Swamps and Princesses, but our women are of the … er … um.”

The soldier, who was speaking unwisely, shivered, his skin breaking out into excess sweat. He looked up with a pale face and saw Naomi’s eyes glaring straight through him.

Her High Intimidation trait stopped him from finishing his words.

“Well, as your High Rose Lord, you’re all too weak and worthless for my liking. The newly anointed soldier lords will train the ladies … safely … and let them choose whatever classes they want at Level 10 that’s useful as Noble Lovewar Acolytes. And when this is accomplished, you may learn some secrets from me that might affect your Level 40 First Class Advancement and make you much, much stronger.”

Everybody’s eyes glimmered from hearing that. That should motivate them to take all of this seriously.

“I guess that’s the end of that. Now, vamos, all of you, let’s drink and celebrate!” Zarian used his Dark Affinity trait to make the lights flicker.

The creepy move elicited some thrill from the soldiers and acolytes. Then the event became even racier when the acolytes bravely stepped out on the lawn to engage the soldiers in direct conversation.

Zarian slunk away, leaving a befuddled Roland and panicked Lora to figure things out as the Mid Roses. It felt nice being a high-status boss and letting the managers clean up the mess.

He found his party in the kitchen. It was a wide and more industrial area, with multiple stoves and ovens. It felt cozier than being in the formal dining room.

They had plenty of drinks and food to share, especially when Zarian and Para’s appetite peaked. After the wizard and cloak duo finished consuming their hefty fill, Zarian swaggered over and leaned against the cabinets next to Hannah who was nursing a beer without studying for once.

“Will it really just be us two tomorrow?” Hannah asked.

“It’s your turn getting some special time spent with me.” Zarian waggled his eyebrows.

“I don’t know if that’s supposed to make me more confident or hesitant.”

“Oh, come on, don’t we always have a good time?” Zarian turned to the others.

Gilbert stuffed his face with a fruit pie instead of answering. Naomi thought about it before nodding. Bianca gave him two thumbs up.

Para turned a tendril into a fleshy, veiny hand for a high five. When Zarian connected, Para let out a howl that sounded like a stretched out, “Yeah!”

“She’s speaking! But I don’t think that’s Spanish.” Bianca pouted.

“Oh, yeah, that reminds me. I did say we’ll learn Spanish,” Zarian admitted.

Bianca nodded eagerly.

“Oh, come on, can’t we celebrate the victory without any more training.” Gilbert groaned childishly.

“We ought to start soon in case we want to hold conversations that nobody can understand in the next couple of months,” Zarian said.

“Hey, System, upload me a Spanish fluency trait! Yeah? No? You’re lame, System!” Gilbert shook a frothing mug up at the ceiling without spilling his drink.

“If you do decide to teach this Spanish of yours to an attentive audience,” said the familiar voice of an old man, “may I sit in and learn? It’s always fascinating to learn different languages. Keeps me sharp in my graying years.”

“Whoa, who the heck?” Gilbert held his mug of beer behind him.

The war healer extended his left arm forward and flipped out the Hardened Silk Tower Shield from the bracer on his forearm. He looked like he was ready to fight tooth and nail to protect his mug of beer.

“Relax, it’s our new friend, the White Rose of Serveserf, Seventh Guardian, seventh strongest of the kingdom,” Zarian announced. “Come on in, Arnold of Ambrose.”

The old man in white with the silver sword walked into the kitchen. He performed a flawless bow that elicited a giggle from Bianca.

Naomi waved in greeting.

Gilbert watched the man with blinking eyes, obviously confused.

Hannah studied him curiously.

“Say, chief, ain’t a White Rose supposed to be a big evil-slaying person?” Gilbert asked.

“Yes,” Zarian answered.

“So, what’s going on here?” Gilbert waved his mug in Arnold’s direction and then in Zarian’s direction.

Zarian chuckled and gestured with his hand for Arnold to speak.

“I’ve come to a reasonable conclusion that you adventurers are to be welcomed. After all, you’ve saved the kingdom from the gnolls. You’ve done many incredible deeds while under hostile threat. And you’ve avoided harm to the innocent, which is quite rare, believe me. So, I used what remained of my shrinking intellect to reason that you are swell fellows and could use my support.”

“He gave us the superb VIP treatment, and he pimp-slapped the Bramblevale Lord for us,” Naomi added.

“Oh, okay. Nice!” Gilbert raised his mug to Arnold. “Yeah, brother, have yourself a drink and join in on the Spanish lessons.”

“Which includes lessons of your fighting moves,” Zarian said eagerly.

He let his greedy side creep out with a hint of evil.

Only a hint.

“Ho, ho, ho. You drive a hard bargain, Lord Zarian. I suppose it could do you some good. I don’t know if my fighting techniques can stand against the techniques and abilities of the White Roses of Purgehunt and Purehome, however. Or let alone the White Rose of Lovewar, but that one is always off to some distant battle on foreign lands.”

Zarian and his party snapped to a sharp focus. Zarian was glad to see it from the others. They knew when to dial in on very important, life-and-death info. Especially when Zarian might be up against some significant odds.

“Are you willing to tell us more? Especially about the ones who claim Purgehunt and Purehome as their gods?”

“First, may I know about your levels?” Arnold asked innocently.

“I’m in the Level 50s. The rest of them are in the Level 40s,” Zarian lied.

Arnold nodded with grace. He didn’t bother trying to get the truth out of Bianca, which would’ve been a faux pas.

“Honestly, I take you for the Level 60s, Lord Zarian,” Arnold said. “Certainly a Tier 3 Threat.”

“Tiers?” Zarian asked.

“May I?” Hannah seemed to have the answers. When they gestured for her to have the floor, she spoke of things she’d researched:

“It’s clear that some adventurers or creatures at the same level or at most ten levels close to each other can differ greatly in power. In fact, they may share the same quality of class and still differ in power. In that regard, there are tiers.”

“Interesting,” Zarian commented. “Please, go on.”

“Tier 1 are those who are standard for their level, class quality, abilities. It’s an even match, and most people are Tier 1s. Thus, they prefer to fight those who are weaker than them. Tier 2 is above standard for their level. They’re talented. They still must work hard against certain odds, but they can hit above their normal range. Tier 3 is an immense threat that goes beyond their level, class quality, and range of power by a large degree. They are giants among men.”

“Then there are Tier 4s. Which is reserved for divine beings or world bosses,” Arnold added.

“I … didn’t know that.” Hannah looked shocked. “I’ve read through a lot of the most important documents and records going back for centuries. The Acolytes would’ve had that as vitally important information.”

“Divine beings? As if there are more than just the fourteen Good and Evil Gods?” Zarian lurched from the cabinets and took a step toward Arnold. “My friend, White Rose of Serveserf, please tell us more.”

Arnold held the cards now. Zarian expected him to negotiate for some favors.

Instead, the old man smiled, removed his white gloves, and grabbed a mug. He poured himself a drink from the beer cask and leaned against a kitchen island before taking a small sip.

Zarian and the others studied the heavy scar tissue covering Arnold’s hands.

The man clearly had stories.

But tonight wasn’t the night for learning personal things about Arnold of Ambrose, unless he wanted to share willingly. Instead, he fed Zarian and his party’s curiosity.

“Such information is not to be spread among those seen as holding a lesser status of power. There’s not just the range of power – who is strongest and most likely to win. You must consider your status as well, which will enable you to access more information, more secrets. You’ll barely get through the doors as you are now as High Rose Nobles, but as Heroes of the Eternal Garden Kingdom, the Hemlock Family must entertain you.”

Arnold sipped his drink before continuing: “As for there being other divine beings … indeed, it is true. They exist. And they are … nightmarish creatures. Many of us know them as … regressors. The only equivalents are world bosses. The Tier 4s, regardless of their levels unless they are extremely low, can leave such devastation that we often deliver offerings to appease them. This is in hopes they’ll spare our kingdom during the System’s most tyrannical and horrific of events.”

Arnold lost some of his cool grandpa vibe. For a flicker of a moment, he reminded Zarian of a shell-shocked old man who’d fought in the jungles of Vietnam.

“Sometimes, the divine beings and the world bosses don’t care. For them, they are given some range to play in this lesser world. Thus, they have their fun, even if it costs hundreds of thousands to millions of lives. We are but mere toys. Or crops for the reaping. It is known … at least for the past three eras … that nobody in Corma has defeated such creatures.”

“When was the last time those types showed up?” Zarian asked.

“When I was a mere boy.” Arnold looked down at the hand holding his mug. The beer was spilling. His hand was shaking. “It was covered up as a strange phenomenon of the weather. But I saw the truth of the creature. It looked like multiple wind vortexes combined strangely. But it was in fact a giant man made of roaring wind. And he laughed as he scoured my hometown like a child kicking at ants in an anthill. He laughed and laughed and called us worthless and pathetic.”

Naomi was the first one to react, striding across the kitchen. She placed a hand on Arnold’s shoulder, then with a cocky grin, “I’m going to kill a world boss. Or a divine being. One or the other. Hell, I’ll kill that bastard made of roaring wind. He sounds like he deserves it.”

Arnold gawked at the brazen woman.

“You know how I’m going to do it?” Naomi pointed back at Zarian. “Because it’ll tickle him pink when I do. I’m not very strong. In fact, I think the others will outgrow me. But I’m going to work so hard I’ll catch up anyway. It’s either that or I’ll die trying. So … I’m going to slap the tornado man in the face, punch the brains out of moving mountains, and teach these regressor world bosses or whoever not to play with the lives of people trying to mind their own business.”

“I’ll probably kill a few here and there.” Zarian faked a yawn into his hand. “But they sound like distant problems. Can you tell us more about the White Roses of Purgehunt and Purehome?”

Arnold looked at them with wide-eyed shock. Then he burst into a fit of giggles that led to a racking cough.

Naomi patted his back gently while Zarian and the others looked concerned that the old man’s life energy was nearly at an end. Thankfully, Arnold pulled through and recovered himself.

He smiled amicably at all of them. His eyes landed on Naomi last. “Don’t you ever quit, young lady. You have a rare and all-consuming fire in you that’ll overcome any weakness. I hope you stay true and turn that hungry ambition on those who toy with the lives of the meek.”

“Damn straight I will.”

Arnold scanned them all again, nodding in approval at Gilbert, Bianca, and Hannah. His eyes landed on Zarian last, who was poised lazily against the wall.

“I’ve always found the truly talented to be difficult individuals to be around. They have so much power that they tend to lack the drive to see it come to fruition.” Arnold chuckled. “Yet, I feel as if you’re … more driven than you let on. If the companions you keep are an extension of you, then you are truly destined for great things. Thus, it’ll be an honor if I can pass to them, and perhaps yourself, some knowledge, and even a few trade secrets, to make you even sharper and greater for the future battles to come.”

Zarian tried not to let his excitement show. This was absolutely perfect.

While it would’ve been better to have lessons and secrets passed down from a more powerful White Rose, there was one key factor that made learning from Arnold of Ambrose something that would be fruitful.

He was a skillful, skillful man. Zarian could tell he was the ‘Naomi-type’ of a person, despite his humble and elderly attitude. Arnold had worked hard to be the Seventh Guardian of the Eternal Garden Kingdom, and that sort of work ethic could elevate those who had talent.

It would also work wonders on Naomi, who was downplaying herself more than she realized. Bianca wasn’t lying earlier when she said Naomi was a beast to keep up with.

But Zarian wasn’t going to correct her. It wasn’t nice … but Naomi wasn’t always a nice girl, so a bit of negative reinforcement was good for her to keep her sprinting and overcoming obstacles.

Additionally, they could cross-reference the information they learned from Foodie, Ekri the Tailor, and the Lovewar Acolytes with what Arnold knew. The Sixth Divine War. The empty throne of the Adventurer King. Carrowmore and Coldbooth.

There was a lot to sift through and delve into, and Zarian was interested in the shiny big picture of it all. That way, he could know what spots were worth checking out on his party’s journey to adventure and ascend in the Infinita Star System.

“Now, where shall I begin? Purgehunt and Purehome, hm?” Arnold asked musingly.

As everyone prepared for Arnold’s explanations of the greatest fighters of the Eternal Garden Kingdom, something caught Zarian’s attention through his Spectral Spider Network. The skill was still in his alpha section, making him sensitive to alerts from his surveying, scouting, and spying spiders.

A creature who shouldn’t be here or within the walls of a human civilization fell from the dark sky. They passed through the barrier and landed with a heavy thump.

Arnold perked up suddenly, turning slightly toward the new and troublesome arrival. Zarian was using his evil +2 to wipe away all normal reactions, such as panic, out of his body. He leaned on Tranquil Mind as he quickly thought of a solution.

“Arnold, you know what? I bet you’re a man of fine taste!” Zarian said cheerfully.

The change in his demeanor received weird looks from the others who were unaware of the trouble coming their way. Zarian had to work fast.

“Say, we have these amazing girls outside. But they’re sheltered girls and uncertain of who they want to spend their time with. In fact, the young men outside don’t really know what they’re doing. How about we guide, or, er, match make! Loosen up a little. We’ll figure out the case with those ‘bad’ White Roses later.”

Zarian ran his mouth using a portion of his Fractured Mind. He smoothly walked to Arnold’s side and tried to guide him out one of two doors leading in and out of the kitchen.

Nobody interrupted him. Better yet, Naomi was the quickest to join Zarian and tried to guide the White Rose of Serveserf out.

“Yeah, what he said. Let’s have some fun. That’s a good way to know each other before we talk business. And you’ve helped us a bunch. We ought to pay you back first.”

Arnold laughed heartily despite the fragility of his life. He resisted their assistance to leave the kitchen and waved them off.

“No, no, no! I mustn’t be frivolous with the time we have now. You adventurers are on the cusp of accomplishing the most important of matters. The Hemlock Family’s library tomorrow, aye? And leading a noble expedition north to face the rampaging wolf dragons by next week’s time? Come now! The task to have you taught by this old man is quite a tall order!”

Zarian thought of using force, but decided against it.

His spectral spiders failed to distract or turn away the newcomer. The best he could do was play damage control and hope for the best.

“Are you sure you need the teachings of such a weakling?” a gruff, barely feminine voice asked from behind the kitchen doors on the side of the dining area.

Hearing that voice again, Zarian’s heart raced from the memory of thinking himself dead when he’d crashed out.

Thankfully, he had the evil alignment to help him remain cool. He shifted smoothly to an all-knowing and insufferable role, as if he’d always been this way.

“It took you long enough to reveal yourself. Did you really need that much time to think about my offer?” Zarian scoffed as he assumed a spot against the cabinets. “Come in, you mangy creature. And do think twice before you upset me.”

Threads of the Parasite Cloak sneaked around the kitchen. They reached up and entwined into thick tendrils near everyone except Bianca.

The tendrils pressed firmly against Arnold’s chest while he had his eyes locked on the doorway where the bestial voice had originated from. His scarred hand was on the silver sword.

A dirty, furry hand with sharp claws reached in through the top. It was larger than a bear’s paw. Then another hand reached in and snatched the other side of the door frame.

With a twist and wriggle, the immense gnoll elder slipped into the kitchen, forced to stoop down further than her usual ten-foot height, her long mangy locks for hair dragging on the floor.

She crept in all the way, leaving a trail of foul stains on the ceiling. Her dirty tribal rags barely covered her three pairs of breasts, her modesty mostly reliant on her fur. Jewelry made from her kills hung from her limbs and her neck.

“Children,” Arnold called, steel in his voice. “Am I under an illusion?”

“No,” Bianca squeaked.

“What do you have for me?” Zarian asked, keeping his attention on the gnoll elder.

“I bring news, oh powerful one.” The gnoll elder laughed like a hyena would. Her predatory eyes scanned the kitchen, eating up everyone except Zarian. “Though, we aren’t as acquainted as we should be for one who will train our rising gnolls to be better killers. We should fix that one night.”

“Pause,” Gilbert said before chugging from his mug of beer. Then he went to a spare beer cask and poured himself more. “Okay, continue.”

“What does she mean by ‘we aren’t as acquainted as we should be?’” Arnold sounded like he was going to choke and die on the spot.

Zarian kept ignoring him as the gnoll elder spoke further.

“Know me as Ezda, the Alpha Gnoll Elder. And know that you are now one of us, a gnoll elder,” Ezda declared.

Zarian heard a soft but urgent ‘ding’ in the back of his head. He didn’t bother looking right now.

Ezda smiled her rotten fangs at him. “We will expect great results before we proceed with our other plans.”

“What other plans?” Arnold demanded.

Zarian prepared his best alpha skill.

The shadows in the room darkened. The floor became pitch black like oil. The air became darker.

He was ready to crash out if necessary.

Ezda snickered dastardly in Arnold’s direction before saying, “White Rose of Serveserf, you killed my favorite sons and grandsons years ago.”

“You’ve eaten my brothers alive, Alpha Elder Ezda, you horrid savage!” the White Rose spat.

The tension in the kitchen was so thick Zarian doubted anyone could cut through it completely. He needed to get these two out of here without them fighting.

He was a little stumped on how to do that and maintain a good relationship with Arnold of Ambrose. His evil +2 relied on the type of cunning that was too treacherous.

“Is it a bad time to mention I need to use the ladies’ room?” Bianca squeaked. “You know how with more levels and vitality we can last longer without doing normal human stuff? I haven’t used the ladies’ room for a long time and I should go do that before I have an accident in my pretty, pretty dress, por favor.”

There was a long silence, and Bianca was left to wriggle in discomfort as she waited.

Gilbert kept chugging beer and refilling his mug when it was empty.

Naomi stood ready to fight.

Hannah watched with wide eyes.

Zarian hoped his Wonder stat would prevail for him.

Finally, Ezda broke the tense silence with another hyena-like laugh. Then she nodded her head at Zarian.

“My fellow elder of the Blood Prairie Savages, I shall take my leave. We will reconvene when you leave behind the kingdom of prey and tributes.” Ezda moved to go out the way she came.

Zarian nearly felt relieved. Nearly. Instead, he caught sight of Arnold about to lash out, losing himself to old rage.

Everything became chaotic and messy from there, forcing Zarian to have a ‘minor crash out’ moment by ejecting Ezda whence she came: the sky.

By the time it all ended, Naomi and Hannah had to comfort a hysterical Bianca because she pissed herself while still wearing the elven princess dress. Gilbert found an undestroyed cask of beer and began to empty it directly from the tap to his mouth.

Zarian was left with a major headache that kept him up for the rest of the night. He came to realize politics wasn’t simply badass action and big baller moves all the time.

He actually had to think a little more.




63: Operation Library

It was a breezy and cool autumn morning, and Zarian was in the kitchen.

The morning suns had broken past the dawn horizon, bathing Central Bramblevale with their cheerful light. Heavy, blocky clouds, stacked over each other like Jenga towers, crawled across the sky at a brisk pace.

The wind picked up and whistled loudly through the kitchen. A few autumn-colored leaves blew through unobstructed. Nothing much could stop them while a big hole in the wall and ceiling and multiple floors above left the way between the mansion roof and the kitchen uncovered.

It was under this large structural hazard where Zarian stared into the sky. He had a mug of coffee in his hands and dark circles around his dark eyes.

Last night, he had to eject Ezda the Gnoll Alpha Elder out of the mansion. Thankfully, she didn’t resist him much, which made her exit much easier on the mansion or the conflict would have risked destroying the entire building.

Still, that wasn’t the only damage. To his right was more magical damage where a vertical metal crescent had slashed through multiple walls and left silver flowers and vines in its wake.

Last night, Zarian had to evict White Rose Arnold of Ambrose from the mansion after the old man lost his cool and attacked Ezda on neutral grounds.

The old man had left with a dark look on his face that might’ve meant relations between him and Zarian’s party were ruined.

Ezda, of course, hadn’t cared and took the forced exit with grace, as if she’d prepared for it. Why wouldn’t she?

After all, she’d sneaked past the patrolling soldiers. She’d sneaked past the guards on the wall. She’d enjoyed a free pass through the Lovewar barrier since she was technically an ally, just like Arnold.

I need to get those rowdy gnolls under control. Zarian shook his head and returned to looking through the ceiling and the passing cloud cover and golden autumn morning. The coffee’s getting lukewarm.

He took a sip and frowned. It wasn’t hitting as it should. Maybe it needed more magic. Or maybe he should reheat it.

“Yeah, no, I’m just going to roll with it.” Zarian shrugged and took another lukewarm sip. “It is what it is.”

There was nothing he could do about what happened last night and how that pissed off their best ally in the Eternal Garden Kingdom. Besides, Zarian came out with a rather cool achievement from the event.

<Achievement rewarded! First Human Gnoll Elder of Corma!>

<Achievement opened!>

<First Human Gnoll Elder of Corma (Epic): You’ve been deemed worthy by the gnoll leaders of the Blood Prairie Savages to join their rank as elder. This hasn’t happened before in the past many years and eras of Corma’s history. Congrats, you are the first! Thus, you are granted +10 Strength, +10 Agility, and an uncommon trait: Frenzy Zone.>

<Frenzy Zone (Uncommon): The more you lose control, the more you enter the zone. Be one with the frenzy and see a solid boost to your toughness and vitality.>

Zarian felt the glee of having a new trait and the disappointment that he couldn’t copy it to someone else who would benefit from it greatly. He drank from his lukewarm coffee and chuckled at the gifts that kept on giving because of his prior unorthodox actions.

As of recently, especially with the earnings from this new achievement, Zarian’s stats looked monstrous at the base amount:

Willpower: 130

Strength: 36

Agility: 40

Wonder: 92

Mysticism: 258

When he used his Overpower trait for the 25% increase, his stats looked like this:

Willpower: 163

Strength: 45

Agility: 50

Wonder: 115

Mysticism: 323

Zarian was way stronger and faster than any wizard should be at his level. His Parasite Cloak +1 body reinforcement combined with Adrenaline Jolt, Willful Might, Wondrous Speed, Mystic Toughness came with results that were greater than the sum of their parts.

Especially when he could bypass the Level 0 beta weakness with Aura Channeler and Basic Aura Manipulation.

“I’m complete and utter bullshit,” Zarian said, before having another sip of his lukewarm coffee. “Hm. Then I have no choice. For the next conflict, I’ll play more of a supportive role. It’s tempting to keep rolling forward, but I’m not just in this for myself.”

I don’t want to be alone again, Zarian thought before feeling shaken and disturbed.

He hadn’t had a thought like that in a long while. He hadn’t been completely alone since he was eight, before Ariana had shown up in his life.

Where was Ariana?

“Are you okay, Zarian?” Hannah asked from behind him.

She’d been there for a while, watching him. Or more like studying him.

Zarian took another sip of the lukewarm drink. “Yeah, I’m okay. You know how it is? Sworn enemies seeing each other in our kitchen with enough power to wipe out the mansion and several other mansions nearby. And here we are, trying to keep the peace.”

He squinted through the gaping hole above his head. “Do I have to fix that? No, wait, I can make the soldiers fix it. They all owe us. Nice, nice. Got anything for me, Hannah?”

He turned to see her shake her head. Not out of disagreement. It was more of an acknowledgement of their strange circumstances.

“Naomi’s not able to say this right now because of your outrageous growth spree,” Hannah said. “But she’s gained some new stats and a new trait.”

Zarian smiled, his heart picking up with excitement. He hadn’t realized he was worried about how fast he was growing compared to the others.

There was still a glimmer of hope. Not all was lost. They wouldn’t become so estranged from each other that they were forced to go their separate ways.

They don’t need to be as strong as me. Just strong enough, please.

Hannah carried on: “It’s a rare trait. Juggernaut Hitter. It sounds like it’ll do just exactly as it says. Naomi could hit for largely more damage than what’s normal for her. But she has to take care of her own vitality.”

Zarian nodded. “That’s not bad. She and Gilbert would have reasons to work well together, since they both have sacrificial traits with considerable benefits.” Then Zarian squinted at Hannah, smirking. “There’s more, isn’t there?”

Hannah nodded, brown locks wavering. “I’ve gained +2 in Willpower and a new trait. It’s uncommon, but useful. Swift Research. It does what it sounds like, increasing my research speed and ability to find the right information I’m looking for, which extends to my enchanting work as well. Oh, and all of my growable skills are at +1, and I’ve gained a level from the sheer effort I’ve put in doing, well, research.”

“Damn, Hannah. The System really does like you.” Zarian drained the rest of his coffee and gave Hannah a high five.

Para reached out with a veiny hand and gave Hannah a high five as well.

Then Para said, “Atta girl,” like she was a bellowing monster living at the bottom of a deep well. And she sounded hungry and horrifyingly evil.

Granted, Zarian was hungry, too.

He had rested little last night after the fiasco of sworn enemies nearly clashing in the kitchen. The lack of rest raised his appetite by a large degree.

“Let’s eat and get going, Hannah. I think we might be approaching the point where we’ve overstayed our welcome in Central Bramblevale. Let’s make sure we accomplish everything we want from here.”

Zarian turned to see food left for him on a trolly cart and on the kitchen island. The acolyte cooks kept working at their stations, somewhat nervous, but holding up better than Zarian would’ve expected.

They were also higher in levels.

In fact, a bunch of acolytes had leveled up once or even twice.

Noticing that, Zarian had an interesting thought: Is being exposed to all the craziness we bring getting them some new levels?

Wow, was Zarian and his party a free experience event?

Seriously, that was crazy to think about while having breakfast.

Hannah had a small but nutritious meal. Zarian and Para pigged out as per usual.

Afterward, they cleaned up before throwing on fresh clothing and gear. Hannah refreshed the enchantments in another one of Zarian’s dapper suits. Then Zarian told Roland to have his soldiers fix up the holes above the kitchen somehow. It should keep them busy.

On their way exiting the barrier, Zarian found a line of injured soldiers receiving healing from Gilbert. There were hundreds of them, all of which had suffered to Zarian yesterday during Operation Domination.

Gilbert looked beat up, covered in bruises, which intensified his Healing Force +1. Naomi was standing over him, arms crossed.

She nodded at Zarian and Hannah.

They waved back as they exited the Lovewar Barrier that remained around the compound. They went on their way uncontested by the soldiers, leaving Zarian time to feel out the changes to his gear’s runes. Hanna had gone as far as altering the enchantment on the monocle.

Instead of having telescopic, light-dimming, and search functions, it now worked inversely on Zarian’s vision and brain. He could beam out a magic holographic display of what he saw from the Spectral Spider Network for others to view. This was one of many fascinating alterations and upgrades Hannah had worked on by herself.

Granted, if things worked out at the main library, then maybe all of their preparation wouldn’t be necessary. Zarian and Hannah doubted that and were ready for things to go south just in case.

Still, it was an enjoyable morning. Cloudy, too, with more shadows waiting everywhere, too.

Zarian liked it when there was cloud cover. It was the day’s attempt to copy what the night could achieve effortlessly.

Zarian smiled, letting go of the stress of last night. He glanced over at Hannah and asked, “Where’s Roller?”

“On my hip.”

He looked down and saw a smooth orb the size of a base ball sitting in a cozy pouch on Hannah’s handy-dandy runic belt. Looking up and down with a more keen eye, Zarian realized she was dressed like a medieval mechanic.

She was wearing archaic overalls with a leather apron with multiple pockets stuffed with runic devices. She had on a leather helmet with a pair of goggles over that.

Her Runic Gauntlet was on her right hand, while the other hand was covered in a smaller and finer protective glove. Her thick boots hit with a noisy thud, rattling the devices on her person, compared to Zarian’s silky smooth and dapper gait.

They looked like a pair of oddballs, receiving many stares from the townsfolk or a bunch of glares from the patrolling guards. The mood in the air was hesitant, uncertain, untrusting, and frightful.

The ones coming out in the morning who didn’t work as fighting men were busy souls or desperate ones. They cleared out of Zarian and Hannah’s way with hurried steps.

The vendors and store workers hid behind their business fronts, each man and woman praying to their gods that the sanctioned evil one and his odd companion wouldn’t turn toward them.

Zarian left them alone, at least for now, as he and Hannah walked through multiple autumn-colored parks and various market squares. They took a narrow street going toward the main library and followed up some stone steps leading up to an arched bridge fixed above a waterway.

They walked near a cemetery for the well-to-do between two tall stone towers with dark and aged stones. There were fewer people here except for some unsavory types and daring men with means to defend themselves.

Nobody bothered Zarian and Hannah, and he didn’t bother anyone else.

They reached the area outside the library’s perimeter without issue. They both came to a stop for a last-minute check with their gear and themselves. Hannah needed it more than Zarian, of course.

“I’m getting tense,” Hannah admitted.

“I don’t know what to do,” Zarian said. “Should I be your tank? Seems obvious. But … I’m kind of overpowered for the setting. Huh, just trying to figure out a way to make this more … interesting … is stressing me out.”

Hannah bit the edge of her lip. She turned to Zarian fully. “Let me … take the lead. As you said in the kitchen. Maybe it would do for you to take a step back and support.”

“Hm. Yeah. I’ll need to focus on something major if I’m doing that.”

“Study the third spell in your dread mire grimoire. I know you’re making headway through your gravity spell, but I’m sure you can get the third dread mire spell sooner and return to the gravity one.” Hannah smiled. “I imagine getting to the third stage of the folktale combo magic would be entertaining enough.”

“Yes, it would, honestly. That’ll tie up a lot of my focus. Still, how do you want me to support you?”

Hannah revealed a smooth, black, and oblong runic device that looked like a river stone. She activated its holographic feature. It had a list of code words Hannah would use to request support from Zarian.

Zarian could see she’d thought about this ahead of time, and the list of code words and responses almost made Zarian seem like heavy artillery. It also included maneuvers where she could enchant his conjurings before she sent the order to fire for effect.

Zarian laughed. “Hannah, you crazy woman, you. You’re making me out to be a weapon of mass destruction here. That’s nuts.”

“We’re going up against the Hemlock Family, the richest nobles of the kingdom, perhaps even richer than the royal family. Their library is infamous for its secrets and for its dark history. Not even the White Roses dare face the Hemlocks for their library could contain information that traces back for multiple eras.”

Hannah put on an icy demeanor. The same one she’d worn when she pushed a kinetic spike through the skull of a gnoll who was begging for mercy. She looked extra scary this way, despite being a mousy brunette.

“They will help us with our search for the Forgotten Kingdom,” Hannah said. “Or we will take a less diplomatic approach.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Zarian, I’m sure. This is a universe of power. To have might makes one right.” Hannah breathed deeply. “I don’t have your might. But I’d like to use it as best I can.”

“Yes, good, okay, I like this.” Zarian let himself fall into his new role as he walked around Hannah.

The Parasite Cloak wavered and snapped dynamically, all tattered, grim, and shaped like a perforated flag made of leathery flesh and quivering bones.

Then Para shaped a portion of herself into a veiny arm with thin fingers. She patted Hannah on the head as Zarian said, “Go on, take control, Hannah. I’m your hammer. Make good use of me.”

Hannah chuckled. “Yes, I’ll make good use of you.”

Her cheeks turned scarlet with embarrassment and thrill. She was leaning into a new persona. Or perhaps this persona had always been inside of her, waiting to come out.

Despite Hannah being neutral, for a flicker of a moment, Zarian could’ve sworn there was the potential for evil in her. Yet, she didn’t feel like a threat. She felt like someone who wanted to use him properly for maximum effect while unloading the burden of leadership and doing the hard things.

Thus, Zarian allowed himself a moment to take a step back and relax. Even his evil alignment wanted to coax this new, bold, and eager side of Hannah to come out further. It could only benefit them.

And if Hannah got a little too out of line …

They could always throw Bianca at her. Not to fight, of course. But for Bianca’s sickly sweet, goodie-two-shoe influence.

For now, Zarian let Hannah take the lead.

***

Hannah was in charge.

She felt it the moment her dark deity of a party leader stepped behind her, becoming an immense shadow, a colossus of power lurking under a charming but sinister facade. For the first time in her life, she truly felt like the one making the big decisions, even though she knew she wasn’t that powerful upfront.

But her potential was brilliant.

Her potential was so immense it was staggering.

Hannah was brimming with so much potential she could hardly believe it. The last time she’d felt she had great potential to make waves was when she graduated from university and was on her way to living her dream.

Back then, she was no longer a stinky farmer in nowhere Alabama and was then a hot shot engineer ready to have an impact on aerospace designs.

That hadn’t turned out to be the case.

Somehow, along the way, she’d ended up working in administration for the real engineers. Somehow, along the way, she’d married the wrong man because he flew first class and was nerdy just like her.

She’d figured this was different enough from being a farm girl in Alabama with little to no genuine prospects.

So she’d ignored the red flags. The abuse, the narcissism, the gas-lighting, the works. She’d won the alimony.

But she’d gone on depressed for the next two years. She’d pissed away the money on donations, alcohol, and useless things. Her house was filled with shopping bags and unopened gifts she’d purchased for herself.

She couldn’t go back home. She’d burned that bridge. She had no other real friends and had found herself mostly alone. And she couldn’t bring herself to date again.

Worse yet, he’d moved on with another brunette, but younger and prettier. Last time she’d stalked his social media, she saw they looked happy.

She’d thought about ending it all.

Instead, she’d gone shopping again.

Then the mall portal incident happened.

The koi fish.

The corrupted goblins and divine tears of Evil Goddess Shadowfell.

The man-eating and resplendent cook named Foodie.

The White Spider Dungeon where Hannah had learned to push through discomfort and really try her best. She’d chosen enchantress more for herself because she envisioned the potential in the class even if it wasn’t a direct combat class.

Then the rest was history.

Now in front of the mysterious and dark library of the Hemlock Family, Hannah felt alive like never before. And she had a demigod trailing behind her.

There was no doubt in Hannah’s mind that Zarian was beyond human. He was too stellar at doing amazing things with extraordinary power that made the rest of them feel inadequate at the best of times.

Hannah was glad she’d chosen enchantress. It helped in different areas outside of just combat, which Zarian dominated easily.

Hannah thought Naomi was insane to think she could one day catch up to the demigod. Bianca had her own specialness as the good +3 of the group. Gilbert was coping with it all in his own way along with being a valuable healer.

Hannah had it on her busy to-do list to make Gilbert that enchanted fishing rod.

They weren’t the people Hannah thought she’d come around to liking. But as the days turned to weeks, and the weeks turned to months, she saw herself staying with them more and more to adventure the lands and ascend the levels.

Like some adult version of a found family made of Floridians.

She still had no idea what she would want from Zarian when they completed their main quest. Maybe she would think of something by then.

For now, she had a Forgotten Kingdom to find, regardless of the treacherous power and dark rumors surrounding the Hemlock Family.

Hannah turned back to Zarian. “Here, keep this notation device on you. If you can study the hologram’s list of commands before we–”

“Done.” The demigod slipped the device into his cloak where a pocket dimension waited.

Hannah watched the frenzied, hungry, dimensional runes flash within the parasitic and living magic of Para. The Parasite Cloak had few weaknesses Hannah could scan. And just like its murderous and tattered appearance, the runes of the cloak were horrifying and eldritch.

Both alive and not alive.

Both fiendish and welcoming.

Para was inside nearly every part of Zarian’s body, threading herself like silk and needles, sometimes moving like worms with a runic sequence that was incomprehensible to Hannah still. One of these days, Hannah would understand Para’s eldritch, non-euclidean nature and perhaps recreate her.

Perhaps that was foolish. But Hannah didn’t care.

She was a magical engineer, and her potential demanded she achieve beyond her mortal limits. Maybe even do better than what the gods could imagine.

With a sigh and head shake, Hannah brought herself down to earth. She focused, which smoothened her facial expression.

Her ex-husband had told her plenty of times she looked a little too cold and scary when she was focused. Hannah had been self-conscious of that a time ago. Not anymore.

“Let’s go,” Hannah said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Hannah felt a shiver go down her spine, but she didn’t let it show on her face. It was so annoying when he did that, playing pretend with the mortals. Worse yet, the demigod’s playfulness really made her feel more powerful than she truly was.

She had to be careful of that. She was most likely the ‘squishiest’ of the party without her enchantments.

She didn’t correct him, of course. She did her best to own this temporary lead position as they embarked on Operation Library.




64: Hemlock Reception

Hannah’s prior research was focused on key points in Central Bramblevale’s history as part of the frontier for the Eternal Garden Kingdom. The information she delved into went back to the previous two eras, the Restart Era, and the Adventure Era, before settling into the Dark Era.

Central Bramblevale became more prominent in the Restart Era when it was first a fortress for invading orcs. The elves had driven them out and reclaimed their ancestral lands and turned back the green tide in the same time period.

Somewhere along the way, during the end of the Restart Era and the start of the Adventure Era, the elves and orcs faced a cataclysm that hadn’t quite wiped them out, but certainly pushed them out before the humans had taken over in the aftermath. After last night, Hannah was certain that a Tier 4 Event had struck, either triggered by a world boss of the Star System or some monstrous regressor going on a rampage.

Hannah was certain the Forgotten Kingdom was involved somehow, although it might not have been made forgotten during that cataclysm. The Forgotten Kingdom might’ve fallen some time during the Adventure Era, centuries before the Dark Era began.

Hannah had an easier time conducting her research thanks to the Star Core having a simple 360-day, 12-months-a-year time tracking subsystem, which helped convince Hannah that Infinita was a very close sibling or cousin of the old universe.

The spacetime fabric keeping them separate must be thin, but such thoughts weren’t so pivotal right now until Hannah figured out how to punch through dimensions using runes and enchanting.

Setting aside extreme magic astrophysics, Hannah kept note of key dates where the Hemlock Family had made major donations or grand political moves to influence events around Central Bramblevale. The Lovewar information network went back for many years even if they weren’t as sophisticated as they were today, and that information network kept a close watch on the Hemlocks.

Back in Mid Spring, 1492 of the Dark Era, the Hemlock Family paid for a mercenary force of gnolls to help defend Central Bramblevale from raiding humans from a different kingdom. In Early Autumn, 1377 of the Dark Era, the Hemlock Family backed a coup that deposed the Bramblevale Lord of the time, someone who’d been an aggressive opponent of the secrecy surrounding the library. The king hadn’t involved himself despite the gross loss of a key High Rose figure.

In Late January, 1214 of the Dark Era, the Hemlock Family paid tribute to gnoll tribes to ignore the library while they raided Bramblevale and other frontier town regions. The library remained completely untouched while everything else was demolished.

At that time, the Hemlock Family helped rebuild Bramblevale with low-interest loans and later on sold those loans to the highest bidders, making well over what they’d paid. Now they were rumored to have many times the money than the current royal family’s treasury.

There were more examples of the library and the Hemlock Family remaining unscathed over the centuries while others suffered. It had never mattered if it was their own people or a completely different race encroaching on their business.

The Hemlock always won in the end.

It was now Early Autumn, 1532 of the Dark Era. Hannah was striding up to the front gates of the Bramblevale Main Library, also known as the Hemlock Library, her mind abuzz with what she’d researched and what she was about to do. An immense darkness followed behind her, but she was both cool on the inside and cold on the outside.

Passing nobles of mid or high status looked at them with varying degrees of disgust, anger, or bewilderment. Some nobles looked amused or interested in the presence of the foreign Floridians.

Keeping her lips sealed for now, Hannah knew she still couldn’t shake the Alabamian accent that bled through her speech. But how were the Cormians supposed to know the difference between a true Floridian and a transplant?

She stopped to take in the view of the library.

Whereas the rest of Central Bramblevale reminded her more of the Renaissance style fused with super medieval fantasy, the Hemlock Library reminded her of more high fantasy gothic architecture.

On the eaves of their rooftops, they had gargoyles that were lit up with passive runes for watching and preparing to launch attacks. Their perimeter fence had sharpened tips with metal bars twisted in a corkscrew fashion.

The stone material was dark, close to black, with stained mosaic-covered windows depicting howling figures caught in thorny and constricting vines.

The massive front doors had more passive golems pretending to be statues: lions the size of elephants, dragons the size of whales, and even chimeras that stood on their hind legs and could look over a three-story building.

“Are you lost, milady?” asked a young male noble.

He had a three-rose pin on his breast pocket. He had a dainty air to him, definitely not the type to shovel feed in the pens or sit on a stool with a sore back and sore forearms while milking the cows.

If Hannah had remained the younger and more sheltered woman she once was, she would have blushed and struggled to speak. Instead, she brushed past the young man and continued her climb up the towering, dark steps.

“How rude. Is that how they teach brutish women to act in so-called Florida?” asked the young, foolish noble.

The lack of tact caught up to him later when he seemed to realize he was endangering himself, his eyes swiveling toward the dark presence trailing Hannah.

The demigod was invested in his Grimoire of the Dread Mire Gator at the moment. He followed Hannah like a shadow, not truly paying attention except for things of importance.

His Spectral Spider Network would occupy some of his fractured attention while he studied, and with that leathery and toothy book open, an invisible and swampy titan followed, leaving a trail of predatory musk that bled into the atmosphere.

Everybody behind the Floridians could feel the ghoulish predator’s presence especially. Fortunately for the rude noble, Zarian remained occupied.

Para, however, had nothing to do and was keen to help. She even practiced her new humanoid hand with a surprising maneuver that nearly broke Hannah out of her cold focus.

Para hit the young and foolish noble with a backhanded slap!

Where had she learned that from? Hannah wondered. Para is very impressionable. So are many of Zarian’s summon-type abilities, the spiders more so. We should be careful about what they learn from us.

Hannah had a few thoughts on potential possibilities while the rude and childish noble tumbled down the steps. He should have enough stats to protect him from a broken neck or severe injury. Still, it was clear he’d come out worse for wear after landing at the bottom.

“Gracias, Para,” Hannah said.

“De nada!” Para moaned with a haunting, whale-like voice that sent the nearest nobles scrambling backward.

She was getting better at being more intelligible, and she could even talk in Spanish or English. As silly and overly emotional as Bianca could be, at the best of times, her approach to engaging Para in a friendly manner was probably the most genius thing she’d done.

A sociable Parasite Cloak was a very agreeable one to work with.

Zarian continued his wizardry studies, undisturbed.

He stopped when Hannah stopped. He moved when she moved. He followed like any shadow, but one of heavy darkness.

Hannah and her companions passed through the doors. She ignored the many onlookers of a rich status. Nobody would ignore them, of course.

“My, you all must be new here! I can assure you that you won’t get lost with my help. No need to thank me at all!” Another noble, this time a young woman, lunged in Hannah’s way, eager for her attention.

This time, Hannah activated an enchantment on her gauntlet that created a wall of solidified force where she pointed. Having it formed diagonally, she moved her arm to the side and sent the young woman stumbling out of the way.

That should’ve been an obvious sign to leave things alone.

“You think you can waltz in here and get what you want from the Hemlocks without support? We’ve been at it for hundreds of years, you foreign bumpkin!” the girl hissed, raising her voice a little louder than the hushed conversations around them.

Hannah strode onward without response.

The girl became even more irritable. She turned toward the studying demigod and sneered. “Milord, surely you can find better company than a lowly tool-woman?”

Zarian didn’t respond. The grimoire mattered more.

The response came from Para, who hit the foolish girl with another backhanded slap!

Then Para went a little further by wagging a veiny finger down at the young noble girl lying dazed on the polished floor.

A round of gasps and hurried murmurs circled around the room.

Hannah felt a bit more dominant, a bit more in control, and her demigod continued to back her with his silent but colossal presence. She would’ve smiled if she wasn’t focused on the tall receptionist working behind a massive desk.

The lobby area didn’t have any books. It had a cafe-style bar on one side. It had multiple meeting rooms down the hallway to the right.

Bluish light shone down from the gothic chandeliers hanging from above. Hannah quickly noted the small statues shaped like harpies and other avian beasts. Each one was another golem in wait of activation.

Hannah kept going with a confident stride and reached the reception desk. All eyes were on her as she stood in front of a Hemlock.

“Lady Rhea Hemlock, I’m Lady Hannah Townhouse from Florida, the World of Swamps and Princesses.” Hannah turned and waved her hand toward the demigod. “This is Lord Zarian Darkrun, who is busy studying. As of now, I speak for our party and for him, so my words have his approval.”

Hannah might have the sudden status of a High Rose, but she was not known compared to Zarian and the others. She was nobody outside of a paper.

Zarian, however, was the most important man in the Bramblevale region. That was both fortunate and unfortunate for Hannah. She would look like a stepping block for anyone ambitious who wanted to get to Zarian.

The Alabamian-turned-Floridian prepared her teeth and fangs. She kept her mind sharp as she looked up at Rhea Hemlock.

The tall, raven-haired, and graceful woman adorned in a black and violet dress was one of the fresher faces of her infamous family. She was well known for working the reception desk and having an authority that even a White Rose would find impressive.

She had the Hemlock’s famous angled nose, which gave her an expression that seemed like she was always looking down at others. Here, with Hannah being the shortest of her party, just a few inches above five feet, Rhea had an easy time looking down from across the reception desk.

Hannah looked up coldly.

“What is it that Lord Darkrun wants at our illustrious library?” Rhea asked.

“We’ll want access to your inner sanctum, please.” Hannah didn’t bat an eye, ignoring the gasps and mutters from behind her. “We’re on an important quest, and it seems that your library will contain the information we need.”

Rhea smiled down at them both. She only had to wait before the surrounding nobles voiced some dissent. It all boiled down to how Hannah’s party shouldn’t have the right to access the inner sanctum of the library when nobody else could.

“Will you force your way if we say no?” Rhea asked.

Hannah sensed all the golems in the room slowly activating. They were halfway ready to launch their attack if Hannah even breathed the wrong way.

It would be easier if we forced our way, Hannah thought. However, that would rely on Zarian a little too much. It isn’t the time for us to go hog wild yet.

Hannah believed ‘might makes right,’ but she also believed that could come in different forms. Sometimes a fist would do. Or sometimes a few bold statements would land better.

“We don’t need to. You’ll let us in,” Hannah said.

There was a small round of laughter. The loud, whip-crack flap of the Parasite Cloak quieted the audience.

“Oh, and why’s that?” Rhea said, undaunted.

“I’ve discovered means to access the Forgotten Kingdom, and it’s here through the knowledge gathered by your family where I’ll ascertain some more usable information. If that’s not the case, then we shall leave and I will find somewhere else with the knowledge I can compile with.”

Then Hannah committed a cheap trick that would work at a car dealership. She turned away as if to make for the exit.

Rhea didn’t stop her.

When the demigod turned to follow Hannah like a shadow, Rhea finally took the bait.

“Wait.”

A round of gasps and mutters circled around the reception area. Someone spilled their drink from the bar area.

Hannah felt like the main female heroines in those time-displaced shows who had to use modern means to overcome medieval challenges. Her pounding heart and feelings of thrill didn’t match her cold expression, however.

She turned around and looked back expectantly.

Rhea maintained an impeccable bearing. She kept looking down her angled nose toward Hannah even with the added space.

“How have you come by this information for the Forgotten Kingdom?” asked Rhea, searching for a lie.

“Does everyone know that all the statues they’ve passed are your murderous golems waiting to switch on and kill those who aren’t a Hemlock?”

Hannah pointed up at the halfway activated golems clinging to the edges of the ceiling.

“They’re decently strong. But they’re nowhere as significant compared to the golems of the Forgotten Kingdom. Despite the mystery surrounding its disappearance in the Adventure Era, I’m sure one Forgotten Kingdom Golem could destroy all the golems you have here.”

Hannah slowly looked down while the nobles looked up nervously or back at the doors where the immense golems waited. Matching Rhea’s stony gaze, Hannah continued:

“It’s in my nature to see deeper into runes and complex enchanting. I can see into the forgotten secrets that would make all of your creations look rudimentary at best.”

The silence was loud.

The tension was high.

The sole demigod in the room flipped to another page in the grimoire with a casual turn of his hand.

“Come with me,” Rhea said. “I shall grant you passage to our most inner sanctum. Of course, we will expect some of your knowledge to be shared with us. It will become a very profitable venture for everyone involved.”

The nearest nobles scrambled in Hannah’s direction. Even the girl who Para had slapped looked desperate to seize this opportunity.

Hannah had no idea what possessed them to risk life and limb to get in with her and her companions or to learn about the secrets of the Hemlock Library, but it definitely played out like those dramatic shows. Maybe more so than what Hannah had prepared for.

People did say that art could reflect life.

Nonetheless, these nobles were starved of whatever was missing in their lives despite their fortune and opportunities. They looked like they wanted to feast on Hannah directly and suck more fortune and opportunities out of her.

Hannah was feeling a rollercoaster of emotions and froze up on the spot, overwhelmed by her success and playing out a silly fantasy she had only seen in fictional dramas. She was thankful Para was there, shoving aside raving nobles begging for a chance to join her, to be granted audience inside the Hemlock’s inner sanctum.

Then Hannah regained her composure and did the most logical thing. She aimed her gauntlet down at an angle and fired off force waves that reflected off the floor. She sent desperate nobles flying away in heaps and created a wide space around her companions.

Rhea watched the whole thing with cold amusement. Then, with a wave of her arm, the Hemlock Receptionist parted a thick set of expensive curtains and revealed an archaic round door behind the reception desk.

There were a pair of golem knights that were smaller and simpler than the Lost Knight of the Forgotten Kingdom.

The Hemlock Golem Knights activated, red orbs shining from the visors. They stomped forward, holding clubs, their presence a warning to the desperate nobles who had no chance against their might.

“The more accessible library is on the first floor and the floors above,” Rhea explained. “Our inner sanctum is below. Please, go on.”

Hannah rushed in before things became more violent. As much as she found the nobles annoying and in much need of a Para-slap or force wave launch, she didn’t want them losing their lives.

Nobody would act like that at their young ages unless they were under pressure from their family. Hannah saw that the older nobles waited back and spoke quietly into communicative devices to make their reports and kick up the rumor mill.

She’d given them a lot of information. She made herself an important asset. She had to move quickly.

She stepped into the claustrophobic stairway with dim sconce lights that led downward for a distance so far she couldn’t see the end. Once Zarian stepped inside, Rhea closed the door behind them, leaving her assistant receptionists with the work of calming the rabble the mad nobles had become.

Hannah led the way downward. Rhea walked casually from the back.

“There is indeed information about the Forgotten Kingdom here. But it is incomplete. We know of its general location. But we don’t know how to access such a place. If you’ve noticed our golems, then you’ll know the knowledge contained in the Forgotten Kingdom, or what’s left there, could further golem research and many more ventures beyond what we’re capable now.”

Rhea had a more dreamy and charming tone to her voice now. Maybe Hannah could connect with the woman despite the nebulous history of the Hemlock Family.

“I’m curious how far their enchanting diverges from others. I can learn a lot there,” Hannah admitted.

Rhea chuckled. “Indeed, a lot can be learned, a lot can be gained. Such knowledge would prove not only astronomically valuable, but one could say that the entire Walled Continent would be up for the taking by whoever has control of the secrets of the Forgotten Kingdom.”

“I agree.” Hannah nodded.

She could hear her potential singing inside of her. Her imagination ran high. The Forgotten Kingdom would make it so that Hannah was truly gifted in her own way, able to keep up with the others.

Even as a supportive class, she could make herself a demigoddess with the right knowledge and resources applied efficiently. Hannah couldn’t help but imagine that with some excitement and whimsy.

“Then you must understand that we’ll use whatever means to have that knowledge.” Rhea’s voice sounded more distant.

Hannah’s heart seized. She stopped and looked past her distracted demigod and saw Rhea standing further up the steps.

The Hemlock woman placed her hand on a section of the wall near the dimmest sconce light. She pushed on a button that triggered a set of runes that were so small while inactive, Hannah had overlooked them.

The steps beneath her collapsed. The floor became unbelievably slick with magic. Hannah fell and slid down.

Her demigod fell along with her. She didn’t bother screaming, although she was shaking with fright. Keeping her calm with the help of Level 0 Tranquil Mind, she looked up to Zarian to see his reactions.

He kept reading his grimoire, casually flipping through the pages, unperturbed by the slide to the unknown. If he was okay with the sudden turn in events, then Hannah had less to worry about.

Still, she didn’t like how fast they were sliding down.

“D-ramp, soft, charge,” Hannah ordered.

“Your will is my command,” he said teasingly.

The shadows darkened and converged. They slid under Hannah and Zarian far faster than their fall.

“Engage,” Hannah said.

A soft ramp rose in front of them. Hannah hit it and slowed down immediately as she passed through its soft, plasma-like body.

Zarian slowed down as well after passing through. They picked up speed again. Hannah made the same request multiple times, stopping and going before deciding on another action.

“Our shoes have the Surface Walker enchantment,” Hannah said.

“They do. But do we really want to walk the rest of the way?” Zarian asked.

Hannah let it be. The slide would get them to their destination faster. She ordered for more soft ramps just in case.

After a while, they made a light landing on a solid smooth floor. The way up behind them shut close. There was no going back now.

Other than feeling disappointed from not seeing the obvious trap, Hannah was alright. So was her demigod. He flipped through another page in his grimoire.

Before she could take in their new surroundings, Hannah looked up at a group notification. She found that it all made sense.

<You’ve entered the Devouring Librarian Dungeon (Rare-Level 40)!>

<You’ve been sacrificed to the dungeon! No mini-map option available. Extra rewards can be earned at the end for your forced participation. Enjoy!>




65: Crawl or Raid

Hannah worked up the nerve to turn to Zarian and admit that she’d made a dumb mistake and he should take over. Obviously, she was too weak to lead an expedition against a Rare Level 40 Dungeon.

She figured she lacked the potential. Or the ability to make her potential greater than the Devouring Librarian Dungeon.

The words tasted bitter in her mouth, and she couldn’t even recall what she was saying exactly. It all came down to thinking it was best to fall under Zarian’s leadership again. He was younger, yes, but he was powerful, clever, and her superior.

“No,” said the demigod. “You’re more than capable enough. Learn from your mistakes and push forward.”

That was that. Zarian had spoken.

Now she had to figure things out from here.

Hannah dumped all her misgivings and cleared her thoughts. She couldn’t, however, control her anxiety. That was okay. Discomfort and fear triggered the nervous system and tapped into the flight or fight response.

With a low dose of Level 0 Adrenaline Jolt, she juiced herself further and used her Level 0 Tranquil Mind to focus on finding solutions quickly.

First, she observed the starter area.

It was a simple stone room. There were moldy books laying on the ground in separate spots. A few had their pages torn out. There were some sheets of paper lying about that had ancient, unintelligible writing that was faded.

These few odds and ends were likely conjurings of the dungeon as per its interior design. The light sources came from soft, lamp-shaped sconces merged into the wall. The air was filled with the scent of old books. This place was ancient.

There were no enemies. Not yet, at least.

She scanned for runes, weaknesses, traps. The dungeon was loaded with complex secrets and obscuring enchantments.

Some spots had obscurants that were worn down. She could pierce through with some effort.

For now, there were no obvious dangers. She triple-checked just in case.

Once satisfied, Hannah turned to preparations.

She went for the simplest means to bolster her chances in clearing the dungeon. She turned to Zarian and made her requests.

He flipped to another page in his grimoire, still reading while listening to her. His smile widened. “Good idea. It’s about time we improve our numbers.”

With a flap of the Parasite Cloak, Zarian dropped ten corpses. One reassembled himself right away.

Loner stood upright with his usual angry glare and fanged rictus grin. Hannah smiled because she knew Loner liked her.

She offered her hand. Loner looked at it.

Then he gave her a polite handshake.

Greetings aside, he glanced around at the starter area before moving to the nearest wall. He leaned against it, bony arms crossed over his ribcage, and watched the one exit leading into a stone hallway.

As for the rest of the corpses, Hannah watched with bated breath as Zarian animated them with his Raise Advancing Skeletons spell. A nefarious, dark green tint infused the air around the would-be skeletons.

There were three gnoll bodies, four human bodies, and another two goblins. They all stood up and shedded their flesh like stepping out of clothing.

It was a wet and sloppy process. Most of the flesh remained warm and bloody, picked up from the moment they’d died.

Para didn’t let their flesh go to waste.

She reached out with hungering threads and tendrils, sweeping flesh off the floor quickly before she cleaned off the remaining flesh that clung to their skeletal bodies. She didn’t stop until they were bone white and ready to serve.

“Their levels?” Hannah asked Zarian.

“All Level 25.”

“Yes, so that confirms one of my theories.” Hannah nodded before freezing when she felt the demigod’s attention on her. She explained: “Their base levels come from a percentage of your Mysticism. I believe with the Overpower trait, your Mysticism is at 323. Regardless of their prior levels, your skeletons gain their levels from 80% of your Mysticism divided by 10 and rounded down to whole numbers.”

“I used the necromancy spell while the black magic grimoire was in the beta skill section,” Zarian admitted. “But I’m overcompensating using Aura Channeler and Basic Aura Manipulation, so it would mostly eliminate the beta debuff.”

“Is that for the skeletons’ starting levels?”

“No, it was to ensure a near 100% success rate of raising them.”

“Ah, I see. Well, now you know. I guess it’s a similar case for the spectral spiders, but they can only grow with your Mysticism while the skeletons have a starting level based on your Mysticism.”

Zarian smiled and thanked her before calling forth more aid. Spectral spiders turned visible on her body, Zarian’s body, on the skeletons, and around the room.

Hannah counted a hundred of them.

“How’s the network signal outside?” Hannah asked.

“Unclear, all static. Dimensional interference, I imagine,” Zarian replied.

Hannah nodded. She’d figured that would happen. The pressure on her shoulders increased. They wouldn’t want to stay too long in the dungeon.

“Come out, Roller. You’re our recharge station.” Hannah removed the Roller Golem from the pouch she kept him in. She’d thought of him as male just recently, and that seemed to suit Roller.

She dropped the ball-shaped golem.

With a pulse of kinetic force, he cushioned his fall and landed with a small tink. Then he expanded to his usual two-foot-wide and marble like shape.

Hannah pulled out ten different runic devices, each oblong, smooth, and as long as her hand. They were all linked to her own runic network. The network was based on Roller and controlled by an enchanting system she designed into the Runic Gauntlet.

She instructed the nine newest skeletons to space out in a line in front of her. Then she placed one keyed device at each of their feet before placing down one for Loner.

With a flick of her gauntleted hand and activation of the Enchantment +1 skill, she loaded up all the skeletons with Reinforcement +2.

Pale runes whirled in a rush around each skeleton before transitioning to a whitish-blue glow that settled on their bones. The skeletons marveled at their changes, their bodies rattling with each movement.

The spectral spiders remained visible, dancing about around the room as Hannah worked. She applied the second layer of runes, which came with Rune Attachment +1. That allowed her to attach two more enchantments.

She preferred the use of Amplified Force +2, which paired very well with Reinforcement +2. Then, for the third and final enchantment, she customized each skeleton based on new runes she’d studied back in the Lovewar Mansion.

How she found the time to conduct heavy research and study, even with her new Swift Research trait, she had no idea. But she’d prepared for this.

Loner had the vibration rune. The two other goblin skeletons had the light and dark runes, one element for each.

The three gnoll skeletons had fire, wind, and frost.

The four human skeletons had might, haste, blend, and warp.

Hannah stood back and marveled at the ten skeletons.

One exuded light while another was draped in darkness, which she dubbed as Glowy and Darko. One was covered in embers, his frame blackened, which she dubbed Flamer. One was covered in whirling mini cyclones in his ribcage, which she dubbed Windy. One was covered in a sheen of frost, which she dubbed Icicle.

Then she dubbed the rest as Mighty, Hasty, Blender, and Warper – the last one made the space around him wrinkly. It was best not to use Warper much. He cost way too much aura even with Zarian’s aura supply, aura recovery, and the aura recovery support from Roller.

Still, there was no better place than here to test a strange space-warping rune while having sacrificial skeletons.

It’s better if they all advanced, Hannah thought. Then they would have unique skeletons like Loner, who handled his runes with more potency.

Loner looked down at his skeletal fist as it vibrated rapidly. He turned to the wall, his runic frame flashing with enhanced power, then he threw a punch that struck like a miniature thunderclap and left a crater in the aftermath.

Loner nodded in satisfaction.

The goblin skeletons clapped.

The gnoll skeletons didn’t look impressed. They seemed like they wanted to challenge Loner.

The human skeletons stood off to the side, mostly waiting for orders.

Hannah nodded at all of them. “I hope you all know I could’ve fitted one more enchantment. But I don’t want to overdo the aura drain. So, please work with what you have. Be mindful of how your enchantments can cost a lot for Zarian, especially you, Warper.”

The human skeleton, Warper, rattled nervously, pointing at himself, as if saying, ‘Who, me?’

The other skeletons, except for Loner, gave him suspicious looks. It was as if they thought he would drain too much of their supply of aura.

Warper turned away.

“Okay, one last thing.” Hannah nodded at the spectral spiders gathering her rune devices and returning them to her. She stuffed them back into her many pockets. “Zarian?”

“Yes?”

“The dungeon core, please.”

He chuckled. “Interesting.”

Para took out the dungeon core from her pocket dimension and handed it over. Hannah scanned it before she made some alterations.

What she was doing wouldn’t have been possible if it wasn’t for the core’s self awareness. It wanted Hannah to use her Rune Alteration +1 skill on it.

Using all her best abilities for the task at hand, Hannah unlocked a secret power in the dungeon core.

Then she let it go.

The core floated in the air while glowing in a pale light.

Zarian stopped reading to watch, clearly impressed.

All the skeletons, even Loner, were interested in the core’s mystical display. The spectral spiders formed a dancing circle rotating underneath the core.

After a while, the core exuded more light before taking on an immense shape that filled up the starter area. Hannah backed up. The spectral spiders scrambled to the far corners.

The light solidified into graceful spider legs, a spider body, a feminine pale face, and platinum white hair that fell like a waterfall. The monstrous spider woman had a serene and restful expression before she opened all eight of her pale eyes.

Reiki of the White Silk Dancers looked down at Hannah and gave a monstrous fanged smile.

“Hannah,” Reiki hissed in greeting. Then she turned around. “Zarian.”

“Reiki, hello.” Zarian sported a big grin before looking at Hannah. “I didn’t know you would do that.”

Hannah was breathing hard from the excitement and exertion of the complex work it took to prepare for the dungeon crawl. She soaked in the extra aura Roller sent out in waves, helping to replenish what she’d spent. With these preparations out of the way, they should be ready now.

The System interjected with something Hannah had never seen before. She’d only heard about it from Zarian.

<ALERT!>

Another red notification popped up.

<Unusual sequence outside of Lesser World Parameters has stressed the local dungeon subsystem deviation allowance. White Spider Dungeon Boss Reiki of the White Silk Dancers should not be inside the Devouring Librarian Dungeon without initiation or proper support for Dungeon vs Dungeon World Events.>

“Um, Zarian, I think I did something I wasn’t supposed to,” Hannah said nervously.

“Must we say it?” he asked, before both he and Para said, “Atta girl,” together in one monstrous voice.

<Solution found! White Spider Dungeon Boss Reiki of the White Silk Dancers will be destroyed! In Ten! Nine! Eight!>

“Oh, please, no!” Hannah shouted.

All the skeletons rattled in nervousness except for Loner. The Runic Enforcer charged up vibration magic into his fists, as if he was going to punch the notification and save Reiki.

The spider boss didn’t look bothered. She raised her head, accepting her fate.

Hannah wanted to scream. Instead, she held it in and watched Zarian act. He hopped on Reiki’s back and wrapped her up with the Parasite Cloak.

He looked up defiantly at the red notification and said, “No, System. You destroy Reiki, and I’ll do something you’ll regret. Remember, I alone am the Honored Outsider.”

Hannah thought of Zarian as a demigod, but right now she was doubtful. He was still closer to mortal than god. The System could destroy him.

Then Hannah saw another amazing sight.

The System replied with a gold notification box:

<Troubleshooting for an amicable solution! Scanning. Scanning. Solution found!>

<Patching Lesser World. Patch complete for Corma, the World of Castles and Caverns. Dungeon boss summonings are enabled with a reduced power form while inside other dungeons that aren’t a part of Dungeon vs Dungeon World Events. Enjoy your crawl!>

Hannah was flabbergasted. She’d known about the gold notifications. She’d known that Zarian was treated especially well by the Star System.

But seeing was believing, and she couldn’t wrap her mind around it all that instant. Instead, she turned and watched Reiki transform into a smaller and more humanoid form. Zarian ended up dropping off of her by the time she was done.

“Hm, weaker, but okay,” Reiki said, standing as a tall woman with three pairs of arms and a single pair of legs.

She had a miniature spider’s abdomen sticking out from the small of her back, spinnerette tip at the ready. She was also naked, but she didn’t have the anatomy of a human.

Instead, she had a feminine insectoid figure while pushing several inches above six feet.

Her hair was beautiful and long, reaching down to her knees. Somehow, even with the eight pale eyes and face of spider fangs and mandibles, she looked more pristine and glamorous than most humans.

She reminded Hannah of the drider Naomi had described, Ekri the Tailor. But feminine and alluring.

Hannah, the skeletons, and the spectral spiders marveled at Reiki’s humanoid form.

The spiders did their dance in several concentric circles around the dungeon boss. It was as if they were worshiping a spider deity, and Reiki seemed to enjoy being the center of attention.

Zarian chuckled as he glanced over at Hannah, who was slowly recovering from her stupefied state. He asked, “Are we ready to crawl a Rare Level 40 Dungeon now?”

“Is this a crawl?” Hannah asked, looking at the many assets at her disposal. She didn’t realize she would have this much help. And other than Roller, these summons truly came from Zarian.

“Or is this a raid?” Hannah added.

“Does it matter?”

No, it didn’t.




66: Bookworms

Hannah hadn’t noticed until she was looking down the hallway that she’d leveled up from 30 to 33. And she’d done so without a side quest.

She’d gained three levels of experience from merely being part of a spectacular, world-changing event.

Hannah could hardly believe it. Hell, she could hardly believe the part she’d played in all of this.

I messed with something I shouldn’t have. Reiki could’ve been destroyed.

Thankfully, she had a demigod with gold notifications backing her.

Zarian forced the Star System to patch a new set of rules into Corma instead of letting Reiki get destroyed.

Hannah allowed herself to shudder from the close call and obvious power Zarian had. She felt very mortal right now.

She used her Level 0 Tranquil Mind skill and pushed aside useless thoughts. She sharpened her focus.

She gave out orders. Sharp. Direct. No nonsense. Perhaps she sounded too cold, but nobody disagreed or argued like a self-important engineer would.

She added a ‘thank you’ at the end just in case and looked back to see Reiki smirking at her, many arms crossed, with one hand propping her chin on her palm. Hannah didn’t dare order the dungeon boss around, letting Reiki decide when to interject or not.

Twenty spectral spiders faded from view and moved into the hallway to scout ahead.

Hannah kept the goblin skeletons – Loner, Glowy, and Darko – close to her.

The gnoll skeletons – Flamer, Windy, and Icicle – moved up as the vanguards.

She left the human skeletons – Mighty, Hasty, Blender, and Warper – as backup next to Zarian, Roller, and Reiki.

Para wrapped a few strands and thin tendrils around Hannah. None of that impeded Hannah’s movement. It seemed like the Parasite Cloak wanted to cling close for safety measures.

Hannah appreciated the gesture and thanked Para.

“Zarian, visual from scouts, please?” Hannah requested.

He activated the magic hologram feature of his monocle and revealed a portion of his fractured world connected to the Spectral Spider Network. The magic holographic display moved with blurring motion from a low angle, a spider’s eye view, of the hallway ahead.

Hannah watched as the spectral spiders scurried stealthily, stopped to check the area for traps, then continued on their way.

She looked up for Zarian’s reaction and realized he was only paying enough attention to activate the monocle and display what the scouts were seeing.

There was a spectral spider on his shoulder. He was reading through its eyes as he flipped to a new page in his grimoire.

Something on the livestream spider hologram caught Hannah’s attention. The scouts noticed movement in a new room with two exits, one to the right and left.

There were more books lying on the floor. Some in thick piles about knee high.

Hannah waited, and so did the spectral spider scouts. Nothing shifted again, but she could’ve sworn she and the spiders had seen something.

“Alright, let’s move,” Hannah said.

The gnoll vanguard led the way. The elemental magic of Flamer, Windy, and Icicle crackled, whirled, and crinkled as they moved their rattling bones.

Hannah felt like she was in a large, otherworldly crawl, like Dungeons and Dragons, but even more fantastical. It was a good thing she liked to stay focused or she would’ve lost herself in the whimsy of it all.

She searched for any traps that the spiders might’ve missed.

The dungeon’s obscurants tried to block her Rune Scan +1 skill and Weakness Scanner trait. In most sections, the obscurant was mighty, but not impossible to pass.

She pierced through the weak points. She didn’t find anything.

“Halt,” Hannah said.

The gnoll skeletons stopped short of entering the next room where they might’ve seen suspicious movement among the piles of books. It looked less like a library, and more like a ruin of left behind reading material that nobody could decipher.

“Windy, here.” Hannah tossed him a pyramid shaped runic device the size of her palm. “Push your element into it.”

The gnoll skeleton did as he was told. The little pyramid shook with his element.

The runic device had two major enchantments: absorb and burst. She called it the Co-Opt Bomb.

Each bomb was rare quality and had cost plenty of materials from the supplies she’d ransacked at the Lovewar Mansion. They had war manuals and other sophisticated teaching materials that Hannah had read in order to make them. She had to take up sculpting and learn how to craft some of these things out of pieces of aura-sensitive stone.

Again, Hannah wasn’t sure how she found the time, but she did.

Hannah had the bright idea of turning to Zarian before kicking things off. “Can you Identify anything?”

Zarian snickered. “I already have. It won’t show through the hologram, unfortunately. But here are the deets.”

There were five dungeon monsters, all described as this:

<Bookworm, Monster, Level 28 Dungeon Ambusher, Best Alpha Skill: Mind Scribble.>

Hannah crouched down to look past the trio of gnoll skeleton legs and search for movement. The bookworms had hid themselves well among the piles.

Ugh, it’ll take too much time to re-alter the monocle’s runes for that highlight feature. Hannah wished she’d kept that. I’ll fix it later.

She checked her person. She’d brought a considerable amount of Co-Opt Bombs. Should she go for the overkill option?

Yes.

She passed a Co-Opt Bomb to Icicle. The gnoll skeleton charged it up with his frost element. Hannah looked back at Reiki, who encouraged her to go on with a wave of a few hands.

“Three, two, one, throw,” Hannah said.

Windy and Icicle chucked their Co-Opt Bombs into the room. After a minor delay, the bombs burst with a surprising force that shocked even Hannah.

The wind bomb whirled around the room, intermingling with the frost bomb that tore at the books with ice needles. Hundreds of books lifted away from the floor, thrown into a spiral that shredded them apart.

Hannah hid behind her skeletons as ripped up covers and separate pages blew into their hallway.

After a while, the elemental bombing settled down, and five torn up and angry monsters reared up like massive snakes. They were made from stacks of books combined by the spines and fused by the covers, forming serpentine bodies that were thirty feet long as their pages flipped to make aggressive hissing noises.

The bookworms’ heads glowed with an ethereal and ghastly light. Then they shot pale orbs into the gnoll skeletons’ skulls.

The bookworms’ counter attack had done … nothing. The gnolls rattled, crackled, whirred, and crinkled in confusion from the weak response of the monsters.

“Give me fifty spectral spiders, arcane web them!” Hannah ordered, pushing her advantage.

The spectral spiders rushed in and shot out their arcane webbing. They had plenty of time, too.

The massive bookworms were sluggish after the double wind-frost bombing. Now their movements were even more restricted as the spectral spiders finished webbing them up from up top.

“Go, gnolls,” Hannah ordered.

Flamer, Windy, and Icicle crashed into the first bookworm. The level difference and rare quality seemed to matter less. Not when the bookworm was up against a trio of skeletons that had Reinforcement +2, Amplify Force +2, and their own individual elements of fire, wind, and frost. 

Their skeletal barrage of punches released forceful impacts that sounded like gunfire, with an elemental discharge layered on top. The gnoll skeletons scorched, scattered, and frosted the first bookworm, leaving it massacred.

<You’ve defeated a Bookworm Monster, Level 28 Dungeon Ambusher!>

The gnolls turned to the second, ganging up on it before attacking the third, then the fourth, and finally the fifth for a sweep around the room.

By the time the gnolls finished, the bookworms were all defeated, their bodies torn apart at the waist, the upper portions hanging from magical webbing glowing slightly blue.

The room was covered in steam now.

Zarian informed her that all the gnoll skeletons had leveled up from 25 to 26.

No traps had been activated. Hannah imagined most rooms would have either monster fights or traps. Though that could change as they crawl deeper into the ancient dungeon.

“Good job, Flamer, Windy, Icicle. I’m proud.” Hannah nodded.

The gnoll skeletons jigged about as if they were trying to laugh like they normally would when they were alive. Their elemental bodies crackled, whirred, and crinkled as their bones rattled.

It was hard to believe that Hannah had killed these creatures.

Now they served her and Zarian.

Such a strange and quirky turn of events. Dark, too, but Hannah wasn’t so heavily bent out of shape by the morality of necromancy.

Hannah turned to the other skeletons. “I think simplicity works best. Let’s have Flamer, Windy, and Icicle do most of the combat going forward and level them up first. In this place, we’re likely to get them and all the rest of you to advance into your higher forms with enough time.”

Loner nodded. The other skeletons rattled in excitement at the prospect of leveling and advancing. Even Para formed leathery hands to clap for them.

White Silk Reiki sauntered over to the rightmost exit. She pointed a few hands down the hallway. She was gesturing at where they should go.

“How do you know?” Hannah asked.

Reiki smiled and gestured for Hannah to figure it out.

The enchantress looked around the room. Her gaze lingered on the hanging uppermost portions of the bookworms’ corpses.

She noted how three book worms hung closer to the rightmost exit. One hung closer to the back wall. Only one defended the leftmost exit.

“I see,” Hannah said. “By staging three monsters at the rightmost exit, any crawlers who run are being subtly pushed by the dungeon to go a certain direction. Since this is a death trap the Hemlock Family had operated for centuries, I imagine the results of choosing the wrong exit could be fatal or a colossal waste of time, which is also fatal.”

Reiki nodded, satisfied by Hannah’s answer.

The humanoid dungeon boss sauntered back to Zarian’s side with visible spectral spiders that hopped and danced around her. Roller waited obediently as he kept filling the nearby vicinity with extra aura.

Hannah ordered the spectral spiders to search the room. She dug around and scanned for anything valuable. She even tried reading some books.

All of it was useless.

This was clearly just a room for monsters.

They moved on. Twenty spectral spiders scouted ahead, going down the rightmost hallway.

They moved carefully while Hannah watched through the monocle-conjured visual display tapped into Zarian’s visuals.

The spiders showed their expertise as they noticed a dark stone step that was out of place. They phased halfway into the floor, but not all the way, finding resistance.

Still, they searched deep enough, and all the spiders seemed to agree that the strange stone step was a trigger. They marked it with arcane webbing that glowed a subtle blue, easy to spot.

With the trap found, the spiders continued.

They found a new room with a similar setup, but bigger. There were two exits. The floor was covered in piles and piles of books, some of which reaching up to Hannah’s waist. They looked like hills to the miniature spectral spiders.

There was some movement. A few books shifted strangely. Some pages flipped with no wind.

Hannah looked at Zarian, and he answered without her having to ask.

There were eighteen bookworms ranging from Level 28 to Level 33.

Hannah was surprised. The jump in difficulty was ridiculous.

Did they take the right route? Had Reiki led Hannah astray?

That wouldn’t make sense. Reiki was on their side. Hannah wondered if they should backtrack to check the other hallway.

No, it’s best to trust Reiki.

Hannah realized they couldn’t go too slowly just to be thorough.

What if this dungeon took longer than a day to complete?

Zarian had supplies of water and food in the cloak’s pocket dimension. But Zarian and Para could eat a lot. They hadn’t packed enough for what could be a multi-day trip.

“Let’s go.”

They hit the next room with five Co-Opt Bombs. Two using wind. Three using fire.

The bookworms were not pleased whatsoever as they reared up, their covers smoking, their pages crinkling from the heat. They thrashed about and released a burst of suppressive magic that sounded like massive books being slammed shut.

Some bookworms freed themselves from the flames. Others still had some embers creeping along their edges.

Hannah noted how the smoke seemed to phase through the ceiling. The flames didn’t spread as far as they should in a dusty and dry environment. She even noticed certain dungeon runes activating to keep the fire contained.

The option to burn monsters without heavy consequence was certainly available.

“All spiders, web them. All skeletons go on the attack. There’s no point in holding back.”

Hannah strode out at the front. Her posse of skeletons came rushing out from behind her.

Originally, she’d wanted to level them up one set at a time. But the jump in difficulty nixed that plan. So, she adapted.

A massive bookworm towered over her, its cover and pages still smoldering. An ethereal and ghastly glow appeared around its head.

Hannah raised her gauntlet faster than the bookworm could fire its Mind Scribble skill. A long lance of kinetic energy pierced its head and sent the monster reeling back.

She saw movement from the corner of her eye and turned to face it. Another bookworm slithered fast across the roasted, book-heavy floor to tackle her.

A few arcane web strands caught the rushing bookworm, slowing it down, but not by much. Hannah extended her gauntlet and released a shotgun blast of kinetic force, stopping the bookworm in its tracks.

She heard a buzzing thunderclap to her right and saw Loner streaking through the air like a rocket out of a cannon. He tackled the bookworm that had failed to tackle Hannah.

Loner’s bones glowed with his skill, Enhance Runes. Every part of him that was reinforced, amplified, and covered in vibration magic intensified.

With one skeletal punch, he blew apart the bookworm. He sent its many pages scattering far across the room.

Hannah watched for too long in amazement before noticing another more subtle bookworm trying to get the jump on her from behind. Arcane webbing slowed it down considerably, giving Hannah a small time window to move.

She leaned on her 51 points in Agility and the Level 0 Wondrous Speed skill. She moved so fast it was almost dizzying as she fully dodged the bookworm’s lunge attack and had plenty of room to spare.

She aimed her gauntlet and blew up its head, defeating the monster. More indecipherable pages scattered about.

Scanning the room, she liked what she saw. The skeletons worked in two teams.

The goblins and gnolls worked together.

The humans stuck together.

They took down a bookworm each, using gang tactics to speed up the killing. That left the spectral spiders with the task of slowing down the excess bookworms with arcane webbing.

It was a dizzying, fast-paced, roaring battle, and Hannah was in the thick of it. She twisted around to see the skeletons’ growing accomplishments before twisting back to bookworms trying to crash into her or use their Mind Scribbles on her head.

Incredibly, she stayed a step ahead of getting harmed. She found herself eliminating monsters at the same pace with Loner and the two groups of skeletons.

She even caught sight of Warper, the one with the most expensive runic setup, and saw that he was merely sliding around attacks, providing distractions, and hitting back with simple punches. The way he avoided hits – as if warping around them – was curious, and wasn’t as large of a drain as Hannah had feared.

Warper was definitely talented at defensive tactics, at least. His warp rune required further study.

The battle ended. Hannah’s side won with her in the center of the aftermath.

How miraculous.

Hannah managed four kills on her own. Loner achieved five kills. The human skeleton group managed four kills. The gob-gnoll alliance achieved five kills.

Maybe I should spare myself the Adrenaline Jolt. Hannah’s heart was racing. Her excitement was sky high.

She hadn’t gained a level, but Zarian informed her all the skeletons had grown. The skeletons even had playful rivalries between the two major groups, the gob-gnoll alliance and the human federation.

Loner, of course, leaned against the wall coolly, staying out of it.

“Okay. Another choice. Which hallway this time?” Hannah looked around the room and saw chaos.

There was still smoke and some embers here and there. Bookworm bodies lay everywhere, displaced from where they originally had waited. It was a mess.

Hannah tried to search for hints on which way they should go. The dungeon didn’t give away its secrets easily. Both exits looked valid.

“Reiki?” Hannah requested.

The White Spider Dungeon Boss gave Hannah a pretty smirk. She sauntered by, patting Hannah on her helmet. Then she stood by the rightmost exit.

How does she know?

Hannah waited for an explanation.

Reiki shrugged. She knew what she knew. Maybe there was a reason why dungeon bosses from different dungeons shouldn’t crawl in another dungeon.

The System didn’t patch this exploit correctly, did it?

Hannah couldn’t believe it. The almighty and universal machine-like god of Infinita had done a rushed job that left exploitable holes.

What more will we discover as we crawl?

Hannah looked over to Zarian who leaned coolly next to Loner. The demigod was backtracking on some pages and frowning. The third folktale spell of the dread mire gator must’ve been more difficult than originally thought.

Still, his presence was a comfort.

Looking down at her incredible gauntlet and the supply of runic devices she had in her pockets, Hannah clenched her hands into fists with a sudden rise of determination.

Alright, Reiki was a cheat in the System.

Hannah wasn’t against exploiting that. This was a life-and-death game, after all, and Hannah wanted to play for keeps.

What would happen if they conquered the Devouring Librarian Dungeon? Nobody had done that before based on her records. Wouldn’t that mean all the guarded secrets of the Hemlock Family and dungeon would belong to Hannah’s party?

That would be a pleasant start to Hannah’s vengeance. First, take away what the Hemlock’s valued most. Second, have that delayed appointment with Lady Rhea Hemlock and show her the error of her ways.

“Let’s keep going.”




67: Insufferable Devil

The dungeon crawl sped up. Hannah relied on the advancing skeletons and spectral spiders more. She hadn’t exploited her command list for Zarian’s heavy artillery support just yet.

She saved the big guns for later.

Zarian remained just fine and always willing to help. When he wasn’t needed, he studied in the background. The spider scouts found multiple traps and marked them each with a glowing x made of blue arcane webbing.

Hannah scanned each marked trap. She broke their runic makeup into simple components and sifted for information that would tell her what the traps were made for. Then she disabled them for safety.

The traps centered on classic game-designs: pitfalls, wall spikes, falling ceiling, arrow launchers, sweeping wall blades, guillotines, and more. Hannah scanned so many traps she’d learned a couple of new runes out of the experience.

Beyond the trapped hallways were more fights with bookworms. Hannah and the others had a personal system going that spared her from wasting more Co-Opt Bombs.

Instead, she crept near the edge of the new room filled with bookworms. She changed her gauntlet settings from kinetic force to force lightning.

Holding onto her gauntlet’s back with her other hand, Hannah let it rip, unleashing controlled coils and arcs of lightning in branching torrents where she pointed her palm. She swept left and right, eliciting pain-filled rustles from the bookworms, lighting them on fire and electrocuting them in equal measure.

The opening salvo filled the latest challenge room with the scent of burning pages and covers. The dungeon’s anti-fire procedures kicked in to control the blazes.

She counted down to a predictable time before lunging back into the hallway and getting behind the skeletons. The spectral spiders launched their web-ensnaring guerilla warfare tactics, and the skeletons charged in with immense confidence.

After so many of these fights, they didn’t fear the bookworms having more numbers and a higher quality than them.

They were called advancing skeletons for a reason. Not only did they level up and advance on their own, they could also learn and adapt to new tactics.

“There’s a lot more this time,” Hannah said.

They’d counted over forty in the room. The space was big enough to hold them all. Hannah had to sweep the force lightning fast to cover as many bookworms as she could.

All the spectral spiders sprayed their arcane webbing to cut off half of the room. It wasn’t a long-lasting solution, but it was the best they could do.

Hannah worked fast, running with her gauntlet raised, her aura draining away.

The force lightning was an aura guzzler and highly, highly wasteful. But it was a bookworm-slayer, especially when they were now between Level 35 to 40.

The high, crackling whine and multi-stalk force lightning pulsed from the palm of her gauntlet and tore through a bookworm, its smoldering pages bursting everywhere. The tip of her force lightning struck the head of another bookworm and blasted it apart.

A different bookworm moved quickly to intercept her from the side.

Loner was already there before she was halfway turned, his arms pumping in a volley of punches. Each punch ended with forceful shockwaves that thrashed the bookworm apart.

Hannah shut off the force lightning and looked around while catching her breath.

She saw Flamer, Windy, and Icicle facing three bookworms, one for each skeleton. Glowy and Darko paired up against one bookworm.

When she looked to the other side of the room, she saw Mighty was finishing one bookworm. Hasty moved quickly to divert the attention of two bookworms. Warper kept sliding past attacks. And Blender was camouflaged with the background before launching a surprise attack on a bookworm from behind.

They were all occupied.

“There are still too many enemy monsters.” Hannah turned to observe more bookworms bursting through the barrier of arcane webbing the spectral spiders had set up.

Her side was about to get overrun. It looked like Hannah had to call in the big guns.

Then, to Hanna’s surprise, Reiki joined the fight.

She pirouetted with the grace of a ballerina. Her six arms raised in different elegant poses.

She performed more spirals on the tips of her feet as pale, web-like magic swirled with the movements of her limbs. Then she extended her arms forward, concentrated her magic, and sent forth forceful and sticky bolts.

The web bolts struck with enough force to rock back bookworms and coat them with heavy webbing, gluing them up.

Reiki didn’t let up on the dance. She unleashed more web bolt volleys. She pushed back a dozen bookworms while the spectral spiders kept spraying down more arcane webbing.

With their combined efforts, the spiders kept Hannah and the skeletons from getting overwhelmed.

“Loner, help finish that side. I’ll help over here. Then we all push!” Hannah ordered, her heart pounding in her ears.

She rushed to her left as Loner rocketed in the opposite direction.

Hannah set her gauntlet to the kinetic force mode. She dashed between Glowy and Darko and struck their bookworm in the head with a powerful kinetic force spike.

It was a kill steal, yes, but Hannah had momentum now as she dashed onto the back of a slithering bookworm and ran up its spine.

Reaching the top of her impromptu run route, she hopped off its head and flipped through the air. She pointed her gauntlet like a miniature cannon, her other hand gripping the back for support.

She blew out the bookworm’s paperback face and sent smoking pages flying everywhere.

Before she landed, she felt a snag. She noticed the leathery harness Para had formed around her body was assisting her. Para helped her land softly before Hannah raced off and defeated another bookworm.

Hannah and Loner eased the pressure. Now all the skeletons could rush forward into the other side of the large room.

“Thank you, Reiki!” Hannah shouted.

The White Spider Dungeon Boss waved her off.

Hannah couldn’t help but give thanks.

If there was one thing that Zarian had rubbed off on her that she genuinely liked, it was his propensity for politeness, even when faced with unreasonable pushback. That might seem surprising coming from him, but it was part of his duality as an individual.

Since she was in the middle of intense combat, and things were going well enough, Hannah was feeling very thankful so far. Reiki had both slowed and damaged the bookworms in the back half of the large room. The spectral spiders kept applying more arcane webbing to slow them further.

It looked like Hannah’s side would have an easy sweep.

Then the dungeon threw the proverbial wrench into her plans. Something new appeared from under a stack of books. Hannah slowed her approach while the skeletons rushed ahead to engage more bookworms.

She scanned for weaknesses as a new skeleton – a dungeon skeleton – shook free from the layers of cobwebs and dust that clung to its raggedy form.

It looked rickety and poorly held together by its own necromancy. It wore an ancient robe riddled with holes, suggesting that it had been around for a long time.

In one bony hand, the dungeon skeleton held ancient, yellowed papers with faded ink. In the other bony hand, it held a glowing flask with purple contents that bubbled dangerously.

The skeleton turned to Hannah, gaped at her, then threw its glass flask of mysterious contents. Hannah shifted her gauntlet’s setting before the skeleton finished its throw, and she conjured a force wall between her and the flask.

The flask crashed into the force wall and released hissing and noxious looking smoke that fanned out and covered a small area. When it cleared, Hannah saw the results.

The piles of books affected looked more … papery. Even the spot on the stone floor that was showing looked papery. The skeleton had tried to turn her flesh and bones into paper.

Hannah found that creepy.

“Zarian, what is it?” Hannah asked over the roar of fighting.

Zarian informed her:

<Book Skeleton, Monster, Level 42 Dungeon Alchemist, Best Alpha Skill: Paper Alchemy.>

Hannah switched the setting on her gauntlet. She looked up and saw the book skeleton rushing her with surprising speed.

Its skeleton body oozed with more of that Paper Alchemy substance. It ran with arms wide open for a transmutation embrace.

She waited before juking to the side. The book skeleton overshot her and stumbled to a stop over some books.

When the book skeleton turned, it took a gout of force incendiary to the face, turning it into an instant blaze. The book skeleton shook so violently, the rattling sounded more terrible and scary than the roar of forceful flames.

It was an extreme answer to a Level 42 problem, but Hannah didn’t want to take any risks. She only cut off the flames once she received the notification of the monster’s defeat.

She quickly backed away as the hungry flames jumped from dry book to dry book. But it didn’t spread far. The dungeon’s nature suppressed out-of-control flames.

Hannah’s pounding heart slowed down a little now that the surprise monster was gone. She turned to watch the rest of the fight proceed only to discover another book skeleton lunging from under the piles.

She didn’t bother handling this alone.

Instead, she used a kinetic push to shove the monster backward before it could throw its flask. It tumbled onto its back.

Hannah formed a kinetic wall to pin the creature, but not for long, since it had enough monstrous Strength that pushed her back steadily from under the kinetic wall.

That was okay. She had time now. She could call in the big guns.

“D-Beam, Charge, L-Palm.”

Hannah raised her left hand. Pure darkness gathered in her palm by the power of another’s will – Zarian’s. She had no idea how much or how powerful it would come out. She only pointed and enchanted the dark charge with her favorites, Reinforcement +2 and Amplify Force +2.

“Release.”

She removed the kinetic wall before the dark beam struck with so much force Hannah stumbled off her feet. The beam ended on a short but impactful note, throwing heaps of books everywhere, most of it away from Hannah.

Sitting up in a daze, Hannah searched for the remains of the book skeleton. She couldn’t find it. She checked her notifications. She’d defeated the book skeleton.

“It’s about time we tried that live,” Zarian said, still in the hallway they’d come from.

Hannah looked down at her left hand covered in a thinner glove. Her fingers were still tingling.

That combination attack was far more powerful than Hannah had imagined. She was covered in goosebumps after having a touch of Zarian’s power shared with her.

“Again,” Hannah said, her heart skipping a beat. She couldn’t believe how she was acting. There was no denying it. This was fun. “Let’s try that again.”

Hannah stood with Para’s assistance. She found a few more remaining book worms, such as one in the far corner.

“D-Bolt, Charge, L-Palm.”

She aimed her left hand as another dark conjuration passed into her palm like a divine boon. Once she enchanted it, she was ready.

“Release.”

The recoil sent her back a few steps. She looked past that and saw the immediate results. The bookworm was scattered far apart, and there was an enormous crater in the stone wall.

Hannah went for the D-Bolt command again. She raised her left hand with the enchanted conjuration. She lined up her aim on three bookworms and ordered for the release.

Bang. All three went down in one go.

The battle ended with Loner pummeling the last bookworm.

Hannah looked down at her left palm and soaked in the moment. Yeah, it felt good using Zarian’s power.

She wasn’t so prideful like Naomi. She didn’t have Bianca’s shining specialness. Unlike the other girls, Hannah felt like she was more of a scavenger, researcher, and journey woman of the runic trade.

It wasn’t righteous.

But the potential was amazing.

“Anything of worth?” Hannah asked as the summons kicked around and checked the room for valuables. “Then let’s move on.”

“Nay, let’s take a break,” Zarian said with a yawn.

“I can keep going,” Hannah said.

“Take a break.”

That was that. Hannah found a pile of books and sat down. In no time, Para passed her a waterskin and some hot food in a wooden box, both remaining fresh after staying inside her pocket dimension.

Hannah drank and ate her fill. She watched Zarian go through several food boxes while Para feasted on corpses she had stored in her pocket dimension.

“Level 36, huh?” Zarian said.

Hannah blinked, stupefied. He hadn’t spoken so directly in a while. How long had they been down here? Had it been hours already? Days?

“I’ve lost track of time.” Hannah shook her head slowly. “This fighting and leading business is intense.”

“You’re good at it,” Zarian said. “Makes sense. You’re not a traditional fighter.”

“Shouldn’t Naomi or Gilbert be better at it than me?” Hannah asked.

“Naomi’s fixing to be the most powerful woman in a new world. Gilbert has too many concerns as healer, tank, and support. Bianca’s Bianca. Other than me, you’re the one who has a clear vision of things and an appreciation for what’s outside of the battle craze.”

Zarian chuckled, giving her an impish smile. He had an off brand, unusual, yet arresting charm to him that was eerily alluring.

Hannah always wanted to hear his thoughts because of that magnetic darkness of his and the hidden cleverness lurking behind the smiling and foolish guises.

Granted, he had his idiotic moments, which invited rebuttals and debates, too.

“By the way, don’t think I didn’t see you run up a monster’s spine and flip off its head to shoot it in the face.” He laughed some more. “I guess we all get the battle craze in our own ways.”

Hannah’s face felt hot. She could hardly believe she’d done that. Embarrassed, but not undaunted, she steered the conversation to something more productive.

“Will the dungeon get more difficult with its variable challenges now?” Hannah asked.

Zarian looked over at Reiki. She sat with the skeletons and the dancing spiders. Roller waited in the middle, still sending out waves of aura for boosted recovery.

Reiki caught Zarian’s gaze. She frowned at him before looking at one of the exits. Her frown was upsetting for Hannah.

“Yeah, it’s going to get much harder,” Zarian said.

“We’ve fought so much already.”

“That was the warm up.”

“Okay, I see why we needed the break.” Hannah sighed. “I wonder how many more monster variants live in the dungeon.”

“Plenty more, I reckon,” Zarian said. “I’m still in the thick of studying the third dread mire folktale. But I’m going to pay a bit more attention to you, okay? Just in case.”

Hannah wanted to feel relieved. Instead, she felt a hint of disappointment in herself. Wasn’t that vexing? Nobles would give up their babies for the right to have Zarian’s more attentive care.

It was one thing to use his power. It was another thing to be so weak that he had to pay more attention to protect her.

“I understand,” Hannah said.

Zarian shuffled over and pressed his side against hers. “You’re still the lead, you know? Push all the way to the end of the dungeon, Hannah. Fight the boss, even. I’m just here to support you with overwhelming power whenever you need it.”

Hannah relaxed into his side. She lay her head on his shoulder.

She knew Zarian was a troublesome man. There was no stopping him when he set his mind to do something, even if it meant others would be caught in his wake.

Hannah had never surfed before, but she imagined following Zarian was like being on an immense wave, wondering when you would wipe out or make it out on the other side.

Granted, she wanted to be a wave maker as well.

“I’ve always wanted this,” Hannah said. “To make big changes. To be more than a farm girl. To construct something major. And make fantastic discoveries. I want to have an immense impact on the lives of many.”

“Why not become a goddess?” Zarian asked.

Hannah took a long time to respond. “It can’t be that easy.”

“Doesn’t matter. If it’s what you wish, I’ll make it so you can get there.”

Hannah held her mouth shut. She wasn’t ready to admit what she wanted as her wish. If Zarian was like the genie out of the bottle, then she needed to consider that wish carefully.

“I’ll think about it.”

“Wait, maybe I was wrong. There can be a greater wish you want deep down. Ah, of course. I know what it is.” Zarian nodded profoundly.

Hannah held her breath.

Could Zarian truly see into her deepest desires? Could he know things that even Hannah didn’t know about herself? What could it be?

Hannah waited tensely for Zarian’s wise insight.

Zarian grinned. “You want an elf husband, too!”

Hannah shoved Zarian away with most of her might. He rolled off dramatically while howling with wicked laughter.

Ugh, he could be such an insufferable devil of a demigod.




68: The Last Room

The traps were the easiest part of the dungeon. They were all reliant on runes. Hannah took joy in dismantling them as they traveled through the tunnels and entered new rooms laden with monsters.

The walk between monster rooms had become a routine that helped Hannah get into the flow.

For the most part, the beginning always remained the same. The monsters wouldn’t engage first. They would let the crawlers kick things off. It was through increasing difficulty and the appearance of new, tougher monsters that made this deadly game more variable.

Bookworms maxed out at Level 40 with several skills to watch out for. Commonly, they used Mind Scribbles. But sometimes they would use other skills called Bookmark Dart and Paper Cut.

Those skills didn’t sound intimidating until Hannah suffered a close call from a rushing bookworm. The monster used Paper Cut while she was under assault by another bookworm shooting a volley of Bookmark Darts.

Her highly resistant gear protected her, but she still felt the danger of their attacks and had a brief fear of being slashed apart or punctured by magical bookmarks.

She retaliated in kind, of course, with sharp pulses of kinetic force, turning the bookworms into hundreds to thousands of shredded books and pages.

Other than that, Hannah’s parade of oddities steamrolled over the bookworms and treated them as the grunts they were. Since there were so many, it was easy to gain experience and levels off of them.

The book skeletons were the next tier of challenges and proved more noteworthy. They didn’t always hide under piles of books, especially when Hannah’s group entered monster rooms that held more varieties in designs.

At some point, the monster rooms transitioned into cozy-looking settings with rugs covering the floor beneath the piles of discarded, unintelligible books.

There were lamps lit with actual flames in the corners. There were even bookshelves against the walls. The ceiling lifted higher above their heads, dangling chandeliers that were round, wooden, and classical. The new room would’ve been more enchanting if it weren’t huge and spacious.

Obviously, bookworms rose to their full heights once Hannah and her parade of oddities kicked things off. She was running low on Co-Opt Bombs at this point, but Hannah didn’t stress that since there were many other means.

She focused on any surprises that might jump out, which were the book skeletons. They revealed themselves to be higher in level now, around Level 44.

The book skeletons threatened Zarian’s skeletons with reality warping alchemy that was more dangerous than the name of their skills would suggest.

Hannah had the solution.

“D-Bolt, Six Charges, L-Palm.”

Hannah obliterated one book skeleton that phased out of a bookcase. The dark bolt obliterated the bookcase as well. Splinters of bone and wood flew everywhere.

She swiveled around fast and turned to dust a second book skeleton that tried to use its Paper Alchemy on one of Zarian’s skeletons from behind. She turned and released a third charge of dark bolt, eliminating a third book skeleton along with several book worms.

Whenever she shot one, Zarian already gathered another in a dense ball on her palm. It almost felt automatic. She barely had to wait as he delivered his boon again and again, securing the safety of their forces while they removed the monster grunts.

Only after the book skeletons were eliminated, Hannah stepped forward and got some personal kills with her own abilities. They cleared out the room fast.

Things changed again on their way to the next room. Hannah first noticed it based on the complexity of a trap while walking through the hallway.

It was a double trap, which would trigger a sequence to force a wary crawler to move backward away from a pitfall. Then the unsuspecting crawler would fall to a more hidden trap that would drop several guillotines from the ceiling.

Hannah disabled their runic enchantments and recorded them.

The next room featured a new creature: mimics. The mimics hid in plain sight as plush seats that Hannah would’ve sat on for a cozy reading session.

The monster room looked better than the last. There were still piles of books on the floor, but they looked neater and newer, even with the unintelligible text.

The place smelled of subtle incense. The shelves looked nicer. The room had a more enchanting and comfortable draw that made anyone want to relax, especially with how inviting the mimics looked as seats.

Hannah asked for their info.

Zarian answered.

<Library Mimic, Monster, Level 47 Dungeon Guardian, Best Alpha Skill: Bottomless Eater>

Hannah gathered a count of the bookworms and library mimics. She made some judgment calls on the likely locations the book skeletons would hide.

The odds were uncomfortable. She was running a little ragged after so many fights in a short time period.

Her vitality – the energy that defended her body from excess harm, helped her recover rapidly from injury, and fed into her stamina – must’ve been beaten up from the excessive strain of combat.

“I can keep going.” Hannah used more Co-Opt Bombs, driving her supply to its lowest point.

The skeletons charged them up and hurled out bombs for fire, wind, frost, vibration, and warp.

Twisting flame tornados scorched the mimics and revealed them as horrendous monsters with serrated teeth and long tongues. Shooting shards and shockwaves knocked the book skeletons out of their hiding places while destroying multiple bookshelves. The warp bombs sent the bookworms flying through air regardless of physics.

The explosions sent the monsters into a frenzy, ticking them off and leaving most of them damaged. Hannah then reached behind her and had Roller lunge with a kinetic jump into her hand.

She maneuvered it around awkwardly and took the lead before blasting the round, two-foot-wide golem like a ball out of a cannon. Roller smashed apart a mimic, obliterated several bookworms, and turned the bones of a book skeleton to dust. Then Roller collided with the back wall and rebounded at a new angle with a pulse of kinetic force. 

“D-Pillar, Hard, Close Front.”

Hannah watched a dark pillar rise in front of her and cover their way into the room as Roller bounced around and smashed into monsters. She counted down the seconds before Roller’s current command ended to conserve aura.

Then Hannah requested for the pillar to fall. Roller had done his job well. 

The skeletons, spiders, and Reiki rushed out for battle. They overcame a few surprise ambushes by the book skeletons and put down a mimic that had more vitality than most.

Once the battle ended, Hannah breathed hard. Her body felt weary. The strain was considerable. This was far more advanced than the fighting back in the White Spider Dungeon. It was taxing on the mind, too.

But the rewards were real. Maybe not anything upfront. But the experience gains were immense. There was enough for all the skeletons, as well as herself, to grow consistently.

Better yet, all the skeletons had advanced after this latest battle.

Zarian gave her the rundown:

Loner, Goblin Skeleton, Level 40 Runic Enforcer, Best Alpha Skill: Enhance Runes.

Flamer, Gnoll Skeleton, Level 37 Runic Burner, Best Alpha Skill: Blaze Control.

Windy, Gnoll Skeleton, Level 37 Runic Typhoon, Best Alpha Skill: Gale Power.

Icicle, Gnoll Skeleton, Level 37 Runic Freezer, Best Alpha Skill: Frost Range.

Mighty, Human Skeleton, Level 36 Runic Lifter, Best Alpha Skill: Strong Crush.

Hasty, Human Skeleton, Level 36 Runic Runner, Best Alpha Skill: Speed Hype.

Blender, Human Skeleton, Level 35 Runic Stalker, Best Alpha Skill: Habitat Stealth.

Warper, Human Skeleton, Level 35 Runic Spacer, Best Alpha Skill: Spatial Blink.

Glowy, Goblin Skeleton, Level 35 Runic Showman, Best Alpha Skill: Enhance Light.

Darko, Goblin Skeleton, Level 35 Runic Stalker, Best Alpha Skill: Enhance Dark.

Better yet, they all had the Self Sufficient trait now. They could run for a long time on their own by absorbing ambient aura.

Hannah caught a small shift that looked like relief coming from Zarian. She figured keeping the necromancy spell running for so long wasn’t that hard for him, but it took away one of his concentration slots for spells.

Neither he nor Hannah wanted more than this, either. A squad of specialized skeletons that could grow quickly together was more appealing than an army of skeletons that would serve as mere fodder to enemies.

“Good job, everyone. You did well.” Hannah smiled at the skeletons as she walked by them and refreshed their enchantments individually.

Their new skills all differed from each other based on their experiences. However, they still depended on her enchantments to make the most out of their new abilities.

Flamer lobbed a ball of fire up and down. His blackened bones streaked with red and orange embers glowed with excitement.

Icicle froze the floor under him while spreading the effect outward. Mighty hugged the corpse of a mimic and turned it into a mush. Hasty kept dashing all over the place with more speed.

Blender was nowhere to be seen unless Hannah used her Rune Scan +1. The others celebrated their advancement with displays of their increased prowess and new Self Sufficient trait.

From above, latched onto the remaining chandeliers or dangling from arcane webs stuck to the ceiling, a hundred spectral spiders waved their legs as part of the celebration.

“You deserve a good job as well,” Zarian teased, looking up from his book. “Level 39 now. You’ve done good work, Hannah. You’ve worked for those levels, too.”

Hannah wasn’t sure about that. But her body said otherwise. She could really use a nap. But she wanted to keep pushing. She wanted to see an end to this dungeon so they could reconnect with the others outside.

Their time here was especially limited because of Zarian’s appetite. There were only a few meals left, and they were for Hannah.

Zarian was growing hungry.

Para was eating old corpses from her pocket dimension. The monsters weren’t edible. Even the mimics’ bodies, which spurted out bony limbs, teeth, and a tongue made of threads, weren’t something Para would like to eat.

“Onto the next?” Hannah asked.

“Maybe we should take a nap.” Zarian pointed at the sofa that remained unaffected by the battle. “That’s as good a spot as any. You can catch some Z’s that way.”

“You’re growing hungry.” Hannah placed her hand on his shoulder.

“I’m almost done with the new dread mire gator spell. The third spell is one hell of a way to rock an army.” Zarian licked the front of his teeth. “After that, I’ll return to working on the gravity spell.”

Hannah was surprised. She’d thought he would want to jump into fights against the next round of monsters. He’d been studying for a long time, hadn’t he? Wouldn’t he want a break?

Zarian waggled his brow. “You’re doing your best. So, I’ll do my best in return.”

Hannah nodded. Perhaps he had a point. He needed to study hard to overcome the sheer difficulty of the gravity spell.

It sounded like a monstrous spell that would have her feeling daunted if she had the talent for wizardry. Meanwhile, she was playing the role of ferocious adventurer, crawler, battler, cutting her teeth in a gauntlet of monsters.

“Perhaps I should get some sleep. Take some of my meals if you must.” Hannah turned toward the comfy sofa.

The moment she lay down, she felt weary. Her vitality was more tattered than she’d thought. That could’ve been dangerous.

Lack of rest would make it easier for her to suffer permanent injury and risk death. As she drifted off, a thought occurred to her. She mumbled it aloud:

“Wait, Zarian, you should be past Level 40. Please tell me you didn’t wait like you said.” Hannah would hate for him to miss out on experience and levels.

Zarian’s face grew fuzzier as she drifted closer to sleep. She could barely see his smile as he said, “Sleep well, Hannah.”

Indeed, she slept well. When she woke up, Zarian presented her with breakfast and a waterskin. They were running low on water. They really should pack up more emergency supplies in case of sudden-dungeon scenarios like these.

Hannah went into the hallway they came from, rearmed a pitfall trap, and conducted her business into the pit. Thankfully, they had toiletry in Para’s pocket dimension.

When she returned, she inspected Zarian.

He looked bad.

He was starving.

“There is the option of deactivating Para,” Hannah said grimly.

The Parasite Cloak didn’t object.

“Nah. Para’s gonna stay active in the alpha section forever,” Zarian said.

The cloak quivered affectionately and hugged her host with threads and tendrils. She looked alright and must’ve fed healthily on corpses they had stored.

Hannah scanned the room and saw it was empty of their skeletons.

Without having to ask, Zarian’s cloak flapped and released various piles of bones. Each skeletal pile had distinct qualities that foretold which were which, such as how one pile had bones that looked like charcoal and embers, or how another pile had bones that glowed with a consistent light.

Zarian raised his advancing skeletons. They all stood ready with enchantments still fresh and fully powered.

Hannah faced them all, and they looked to her for instruction. When she searched past them, she saw Reiki rousing from a webbed hammock, spectral spiders flickering in and out view as they scuttled off her body.

The summoned dungeon boss yawned into multiple hands before sauntering forward to join them. She hadn’t gained a level. She couldn’t grow normally, which was similar to the spectral spiders.

Hannah nodded at everyone. “We’re going to finish this crawl today. Zarian is suffering from starvation. We have to pick up the pace.”

Everyone nodded. The spectral spiders appeared from all over and performed a one-legged salute.

Hannah took a deep breath and steadied herself with her Level 0 Tranquil Mind. She performed some light stretches and warm-ups Naomi had drilled into her.

Then they started things off with the usual scouting led by the spiders. That was when Hannah realized things had changed drastically.

The next hallway Reiki pointed toward had no traps. Instead, it transitioned from its usual stone design into a more formal, aristocratic setting.

There were framed illustrations on the walls, vases on marble shelves coated in dust, and a frayed rug on the floor. More frayed furnishings, such as banners draping down from the upper walls and ancient curtains covering blocked windows, adorned the hallway further ahead.

At some point, the spectral spiders’ journey stretched further than Hannah felt was comfortable. She decided for everyone to move forward.

Zarian focused on reading his black magic book to conquer the impregnable gravity spell. Hannah scanned for weaknesses and traps. The obscuring enchantments were stronger here. But so was Hannah, herself.

Yet, she couldn’t find anything. Thus, for some hours, they went on a long journey down a nonstop aristocratic hallway.

Hannah was fearing the worst – such as a loop situation – when the scouts found an exit. She picked up the pace with her parade of oddities until they reached the forward scouts and saw with their own eyes – or lack of eyes – that they’d reached the last room.

There was no doubt of that.

Hannah saw the dungeon core in the far distance, shining like a star floating high in the air.

In front of her boots, there was a staircase leading down into an immense maze of tall bookcases. Hannah would’ve suspected the best way was over if it wasn’t for the floating paper sheets waiting in the air.

They were trip mines with a variety of effects that were surprising to Hannah. Most were using a combination of spatial and dimensional magic that gave Hannah shivers.

It would be a terrible idea to fly over the maze. It was also a bad idea to enter the maze without reconnaissance. Or more information.

Hannah committed to the thing she’d dreaded since starting this crawl. She picked up the same style books she saw everywhere, sat on the steps, and deciphered their unintelligible text by cross-referencing everything within their pages.

There were five books in all. They had appeared everywhere no matter what was inside of the monster rooms Hannah and the others conquered.

Each of these distinct style books had the same print in all of their endless copies. The clues were pretty obvious. The only problem was that Hannah had to make sense of the senseless text using all five books.

She had to find the pattern and … oh … she could sort of see it now.

Each book contained incomplete lines.

Hannah matched up the incomplete lines between all the books. She found which books should pair with each other in specific orders that changed every five pages before going back to the start of the order on the twenty-fifth page. She used a runic device for journaling and produced a text written in another language.

Then she cheated by using Zarian’s Identify trait to translate that text.

She came out with directions for a safe and quick passage through the maze. They had to take the roundabout way and based the timing of their movement on the sound of a loudly dropped book.

The sound would occur once they stepped foot into the maze and would repeat itself every ten minutes to inform them of a shift in the maze’s design and how they should adapt to that shift.

“No wonder nobody survived being sacrificed to this place,” Zarian said, rousing from his gravity spell study. “The Hemlock Family and their dungeon went all out to make sure there were only losers.”

“Not today,” Hannah said.

Reiki chuckled before repeating the phrase: “Not today.”

Then Para joined in: “Not today.”

Hannah nodded in agreement. “Come, everyone. Let’s end this farce and get what we came for. Then get Zarian fed.”

Reiki and Para cheered: “Yeah!”

The skeletons rattled. The spiders swung on their webs and frolicked. Zarian followed in the back with Roller. The wizard looked keen to have a meal.




69: The Lore Eater

Hannah looked up at the newest notifications to appear.

<You’ve climbed up the steps to the Devouring Librarian Boss Arena. There is no escape now! Prepare to begin the boss battle!>

<You’re in the presence of the Honored Outsider while leading a boss battle! Would you like to play thematic music?>

“Yes, please.” Hannah didn’t care too much about the orchestral soundtrack.

Zarian would like it, at the very least.

She, however, was frankly in shock.

After having a breezy walk through the library maze, hearing distant monsters roaming, some of which they hadn’t fought before, Hannah was prepared to face the worst. The boss of the Devouring Librarian Dungeon was horrifying, certainly the worst thing she’d ever seen.

That wasn’t the most shocking part. The design of the boss arena was a great equalizer against the challenge, which surprised Hannah the most.

Still, she couldn’t only focus on the arena’s hidden mechanisms. The entire arena was an elevated stage that overlooked the maze. True to the recent notifications, there was no going back down the stairs and reentering the maze, even if Hannah would like more time for preparation.

Countless sheets of paper barred the way back with more of that wormy and warped magic. More of the same surrounded the perimeter of the stage. There was nowhere else to go now.

The dungeon core floated above while lit by magic spotlights beaming from the far rafters. It hung like a judge to the event that was unfolding.

“For this one, Hannah, I’d like to involve myself more,” Zarian said. “It’s more Dark Souls than even the fight with Reiki. No offense.”

Reiki didn’t look offended. Instead, she looked determined. Her many spider eyes looked hungrily at their latest and greatest foe.

The skeletons spread out while staying near the staircase. Roller waited patiently for a new directive, and the spectral spiders were heading out while invisible and intangible.

Hannah took the position at the front. She was stuck between two worlds. The design of the boss arena was a great equalizer that favored Hannah. But the boss itself was a nightmare like no other.

The boss unraveled from around itself three dozen tentacles and feelers attached to an immense dark blue ball of flesh. The creature squirmed from its slumber slowly, barely fazed by the presence of its would-be killers.

Why would anything faze it when it was the size of several hot air balloons fully inflated?

Worse yet, the creature pulsed with magic that sent it rising off the arena floor, spiraling lazily at first, eyes slowly opening to behold the sacrificial challengers of its twisted game. Its dozens of yellowish eyes rolled in their sockets. A mouth filled with giant ivory teeth and fangs opened so large it could eat an entire public bus.

Then the creature’s round face scrunched with hunger and malice in their direction.

Zarian used Identify and said aloud what he saw:

<Devoxklix the Lore Eater, Level 57 Dungeon Boss, Best Alpha Skill: Devouring Force of Spells and Memories.>

The Lore Eater roared, angered by Zarian’s Identify. Not everyone felt it, but the Lore Eater certainly did. Its gaze swept over all of them wrathfully.

The music turned menacing, gothic, and dark as the Lore Eater slowly centered his focus on Hannah. Something magical reached for her, invading her.

Then she felt another magical force sweep in, this one more familiar. There was a crackle, pop, and strange jolts inside and outside of her, making Hannah shiver. It was like two forces held a miniature battle inside her aura.

“No, no, no.” Zarian wagged a finger at the monstrous boss. “You don’t get to do that with my enchantress.”

Before Hannah could ask what Zarian had prevented, the Lore Eater bellowed. It had a voluminous voice that reminded her of a jet engine trying to speak.

“Worthless trash!” The dungeon boss shouted. “I am the unbeatable Lore Eater, keeper of secrets, ruler of all knowledge I’ve consumed from the minds and souls of those who dare trespass in my dungeon! You cannot prevent me from undoing you!”

“Hannah, tell him ‘We don’t care. We’re taking everything you got with interest,’” Zarian advised.

Hannah repeated his words loudly, staying committed even if she felt silly. She was unsurprised by the boss’s response.

“You crass and thoughtless wench! You’ve invaded my inner sanctum without a proper offering and brought another dungeon boss who does not serve me! For this, I curse you! For this, I will devour you! For this, I will use your knowledge to bring torment to all who you love and hold dear!”

Hannah tensed up, doing her best not to shiver. She could feel the raw power of the dungeon boss pressing down on her. Being that it was a rare Level 57 creature, while also intelligent, made this battle even scarier.

However, she didn’t let her fear cloud her judgment. The demigod behind her was much scarier. And she knew he was ready to go.

“Zarian, dear, can you serve as my fighter?” Hannah paused, making a quick judgment call. “Try to keep to a Tier 2 range of power so you can derive some fun from this. I’m sure you can kill this creature in one hit otherwise.”

In Hannah’s opinion, Zarian’s true power was somewhere between Tier 3 and Tier 4. He was monstrous and capable of widespread destruction.

The more he grew, the more he would have to learn to hold back compared to everyone else around his level, unless he wanted to annihilate all challenges.

Zarian was also the type to get bored without challenges.

She risked looking away from the dungeon boss. She saw a sharp smile split across Zarian’s face before he said, “Nah, it would take seven hits, maybe six at the lowest. Still, that would be too fast. Let’s draw this out.”

He was downplaying himself. She knew Zarian had selected his Level 40 First Class Advancement. She was certain he was vastly more powerful now.

She couldn’t ask because it would be rude, in a sense, since he was concealing it for a reason. Maybe he was waiting for her to hit Level 40 before revealing the truth.

I will get there with this boss fight!

Zarian bounced up and down on the balls of his feet. He shifted ahead of Hannah, his cloak flapping dramatically with no wind.

Watching him, a last-minute idea came to Hannah’s mind. She made the request, and Zarian provided her with more powerful boons. Nine dark swords appeared in each of the skeletons’ hands except for Loner.

Hannah quickly pushed her Enchantment +1 skill to affect each sword. Doing it this way spent aura quickly and inefficiently while not using runic devices as mediums. She relied on speed since the pre-battle time window was drawing to a close.

She gave each sword a set of runes that reinforced, sharpened, and made them elementally conductive. Dark swords held by Flamer and others lit up, crackled, and whirred with their respective elements.

The result fused multiple abilities together to enhance the battle abilities of the advancing skeletons.

It was a bit selfish to pull more power from Zarian while asking him to handicap himself. But Hannah was inclined to think Zarian could handle all that just fine.

He didn’t complain. He winked back at her instead, showing nothing but confidence.

The boss watched all of this with hate roiling in its many-eyed gaze. Its tentacles snapped around while on beat with the threatening music. “You dare think yourselves capable of defeating me! Let me disabuse you of such worthless thoughts, you imbeciles!”

The pre-battle time window ended.

Time to fight.

“Go, go, Zarian!” Hannah shouted as the music spiked with intensity and tempo.

Zarian shot forward with a ferocity that was powerful, his Parasite Cloak fluttering like a tattered and murderous eldritch flag. His steps erased the distance fast, almost in a bestial manner, as he moved with a forward tilt that had him dashing in low.

He looked like a blurred out human streak of black and red zooming across the arena floor.

The boss arena was wider than a stadium. For Zarian, it might as well be a trip across the street.

Hannah held out her hand and gestured for everyone else to hold back. Reiki, Loner, and the other skeletons looked eager to fight.

Thankfully, they waited as Hannah watched the first exchange of combat.

The Lore Eater traded away insults for an array of magic that charged up in its gaping maw. Hannah felt her heart clench as different colored orbs flashed, glimmered, and pulsated in a wide elemental variety.

Then the Lore Eater’s attack came down at Zarian as a continuous volley of beams.

Red hot fire. Yellow and thunderous lightning. Dark blue ice. Gray and fast wind. Purple and mysterious mist. Glimmering glass. Conjured rock. Relentless melted steel. Bright light.

And so much more.

Hannah could barely tell them apart as the vibrant multi-beam-assault slammed onto the floor with an arena-shaking quake. The music rose with titillating glee to match the roaring torrent of multi-cast spells.

Hannah nearly fell over from the powerful shaking, but Reiki caught her. Loner and Roller rode out the vibrations well enough while the other skeletons fell and tripped over each other.

Regaining her composure, Hannah lowered her goggles over her eyes to eliminate the excess light and see smaller details from further away. She noticed a flying figure swooping around the boss’s flank and away from the multi-spell cataclysm blasting into the floor.

The aerial figure was Zarian, and Hannah wasn’t the only one to notice.

Multiple yellow eyes rolled in their sockets as the boss kept track of the daring wizard. Whipping tentacles, some nearly as thick as railroad cars, glowed with haunting purple magic.

The boss kept blasting out its torrent of numerous spells, spiraling in the direction Zarian flew to catch him in the magical uproar.

Meanwhile, the Lore Eater’s giant tentacles whipped and snapped like rapid thunderclaps at Zarian to smack him down from the air.

Hannah trembled as she watched Zarian and Para swoop around, juke aside, and stay a split second ahead of the boss. The room for error was so small Hannah wanted to shout and tell Zarian to go all out.

She held back because there was a point that Zarian was making.

He shouldn’t have to do it all by himself. I’m capable!

She just needed to prove it.

Hannah pushed Level 0 Tranquil Mind for all it was worth. She watched Zarian move like a jet fighter around the boss’s incredible attacks. She flinched when Zarian showed signs of imperfection. A tentacle whip clipped the wings formed out of the Parasite Cloak and sent him spiraling.

He brushed the edge of the boss’s roaring torrent of multi-cast spells. He suffered burning, freezing, electrocution, and more. But he didn’t fall completely.

He corrected himself to go on his own offensive, skimming past the roaring torrent of spells, and past the relentless thunder cracks of snapping tentacles. He slashed a deep gouge across the boss’s face and several eyes with a curved blade of darkness that was fifteen feet long.

He struck right when the music took a dramatic turn, like a rallying cry in favor of a man facing a horrible titan. The dungeon boss shut its mouth, cutting off the multi-spell beams, and jerked back in pain.

The Lore Eater snapped out tentacles in a desperate frenzy that was even wilder and faster than before. Now the battle began in earnest as Zarian took on the brunt of soloing the boss and holding its attention.

The boss wouldn’t pay attention to what Hannah was doing until it was too late.

“Okay, let’s go,” Hannah said. “Loner, Reiki, provide Zarian back up at a distance. Use this, Loner.”

She tossed him a prototype device that was more likely to fail than succeed. It looked like a thick, oblong piece of glassy obsidian covered in pale-blue runes while as long as a man’s forearm.

When Loner held it by the thicker end, it was easy to think of it as a wand. It was more like a focus medium, if anything.

“Aim and shoot with that. It’ll fail you two out of three times. Keep trying anyway,” Hannah explained.

Loner nodded.

Reiki flashed a savage spider grin on her pretty, many-eyed face. She gave a nod before patting Loner on the back.

The two ran toward the fight at a slower pace than Zarian. They didn’t need to join the melee.

Loner aimed the runic wand and succeeded on his first attempt, shooting a powerful vibrating bolt at the boss monster. Reiki pranced and spiraled with her steps, conjuring her magic to shoot bolts of web and force.

They struck the side of the boss. The damage wasn’t heavy. But every bit helped.

They stayed mobile, too, avoiding a singular beam shot back in retaliation at them. Then they repeated their efforts to serve as a distant distraction, easing the burden on Zarian.

Hannah looked up further and saw the fight between Zarian and the boss maneuvering around the arena, Loner and Reiki trailing at range. Now the boss battle was more frantic and messy, with the music changing erratically to serve as a perfect match.

The Lore Eater snapped its immense jaws for a killer bite. It whirled around in a cyclone maneuver that swung its many tentacles fast and hard. It shot out salvos of elementary spell beams. The boss even warped the surrounding air with a force that was dangerous and manipulative.

Zarian swooped, juked, and slashed his giant sword through it all. Twin jets of darkness thrust from his feet while the Parasite Cloak served as his wings.

Even during the brightest moments when the Lore Eater released a great barrage of spells, Zarian remained ahead by the skin of his teeth, pushing the tempo, keeping the immense dungeon boss stressed.

Hills of piled books, towering bookcases filled with giant volumes, and interesting treasures that had lost their luster over the many centuries dominated the Lore Eater’s space.

None of that interested Hannah compared to the hidden objects of power set around the boss arena like traps waiting to be sprung.

“Let’s do our part,” Hannah said, leading the skeletons and Roller.

The Lore Eater had no idea how bad it was for Hannah to be here. If Zarian was the overpowered wizard, then Hannah was the greatest weakness to dungeon bosses like the Lore Eater.




70: It Will Learn

Hannah ran to the nearest hidden object of power while accompanied by nine skeletons and her Roller Golem. She kept the dynamic fight in the corner of her eye.

She pushed down the feeling of guilt that she was using Zarian. He was risking his life and holding himself back against an enemy that could kill him.

It took a certain type of mindset that was beyond selfless. Zarian was truly a demigod, in Hannah’s belief, and a crazy one at that.

In fact, she could hear his howls of laughter entwined with the roars of the angry dungeon boss. In the middle of it all, the dramatic music tied it all together.

Hannah skidded to a stop in front of one of the hidden trap doors. It was next to a set of furniture that looked like it was made for humans.

She turned to Flamer and told the Runic Burner to lob fireballs at all the furniture. In no time, the furniture rose as roaring mimics, with their bodies smoldering under intense flames.

“Destroy them while I work, skeletons,” Hannah ordered.

Roller stayed by her side. The skeletons split off, their enchanted dark swords raised. They attacked the exposed mimics with ferocity and expertise.

The arena floor shook violently as the boss fight continued in the background.

Hannah focused on the nearly impossible task under her. It was a simple structure hidden under the boss arena floor. But the rune-work enchanted into the structure was so complicated Hannah was nearly stunned.

She would’ve found herself ill-equipped if she hadn’t studied the Golem Lost Knight of the Forgotten Kingdom and the White Spider Dungeon core.

Hannah took a deep breath and dove all the way in. Because of the new levels in Enchantment +1 and Rune Alteration +1, she could work faster and from further away.

She used Rune Scan +1 to get a surface reading. Then she pulled out some runic devices to improve her efficiency, reach, and touch.

Roller directed his aura recovery service straight into her and provided her excess power. She also had more aura recovery enchantments placed into her gear for extreme occasions like these.

With all of that excess aura at her fingertips, Hannah pushed, sifted, isolated various enchantments, broke them down to their components, then went even further and further to their base runic makeup. Then she went even further than that to make out every piece of every rune she could.

She found runes she’d never seen before. She quickly cross-referenced them with everything she’d studied and researched up to this time.

It was almost too much. She hadn’t been an enchantress for long enough. This was far more difficult and taxing than she had imagined.

Still, Hannah pushed herself. Because Zarian believed in her. He’d spent so much of his time and energy supporting her.

She wanted to show him and the others how much further she could push her enchantress class. She wanted to make it so they needed not worry when she wasn’t always involved in combat.

I’ve bypassed the laws of the universe. I’ve summoned Reiki here when I shouldn’t have. I have the secrets of a Forgotten Kingdom at my fingertips. I just need to push for more.

Hannah shuddered before letting out a hoarse laugh. Blood leaked down her nostrils as she overclocked her brain to keep track of the enormous dump of runic information and enchanting work she was doing all at once.

Aura poured in and out of her like she was a major medium of magic herself, less a human, and more a connector of what was and what could be.

One day, I’ll become a goddess of enchantments. I’ll create worlds from mere magic code. I’ll create life by putting together runes. One day, I’ll be overpowered, too.

That was a long way from now. At the very least, she would kill a boss many times stronger than her.

“Done,” Hannah said, eyes watery, head throbbing, blood pouring fast from her nostrils.

She could barely get to her feet when the arena shook so hard she was tossed back down again.

“Please be okay, everyone. Sorry for the wait,” Hannah said.

First, she looked around. She was taken aback to see the skeletons were still fighting. The mimics had grown larger in numbers. They came running as sofas, footrests, tables, treasure chests, and more.

She watched the human skeleton Mighty slash his enchanted dark sword at a charging table-mimic and split it in half. She looked up as the gnoll skeleton Windy soared through the air and whipped out crescents of sharpened gales with each rapid sword swing.

Behind her, the human skeleton Warper stood guard, the air around his sword flickering strangely as if the weapon would blink out of reality. Whenever a mimic collided against his sword while the weapon blinked, the mimic fell with part of its body sliced perfectly.

Hannah looked past them and saw most of the boss arena was annihilated. She caught Reiki running with Loner while numerous spells rained down from above.

The spell-siege crashed with a meteoric force that could’ve demolished multiple city blocks and wiped away neighborhoods back in the old world as the Lore Eater went on a rampage.

Yet, despite all of that raw power, the boss was covered in gruesome gashes.

Half of its tentacles looked like they had met the business end of a blender and were left useless on the floor. Most of its eyes were slashed apart, leaving its face bloody with purple ichor dripping in constant streams.

From what Hannah could tell, Zarian had given the boss hell. But he hadn’t come out of the fight unscathed.

Zarian was kneeling on the floor behind some dark pillars. He was covered in gruesome wounds that worried Hannah greatly. The Parasite Cloak was in ruins, far worse than Hannah had ever seen.

Thankfully, he was still cognizant of the situation and the others. He conjured more dark pillars to defend Loner and Reiki from the meteor shower of elemental blasts.

As blood leaked down Zarian’s body, with him breathing hard, forced to wait out the destructive barrage accompanied by a symphony of music that elevated every moment, Hannah could hardly believe the length Zarian would go just so he could make the fight interesting.

Or maybe this was less about himself and more about his promise to support her.

Hannah felt deeply touched despite the circumstances.

The Lore Eater had none of her appreciation for Zarian.

“I’m finished with you! Face the wrath of my knowledge! For I have the power to destroy kingdoms right this very moment.”

The Lore Eater stopped raining elemental meteors. He reached out with his remaining tentacles and pointed them toward all four devices hidden in the corners of the arena.

The mimics stopped their relentless assault and scurried away. The monsters feared what was to come.

The skeletons turned to Hannah. She gave them strange orders without explaining her reasoning. “Go hunt after the mimics. Kill as many as you can to power level yourselves.”

The skeletons nodded and chased the minions. With so many helpful abilities layered on top of them, the nine skeletons showed promise of how ferociously strong and dominant they would become as they continued advancing.

Hannah watched the goblin skeleton Glowy swing out arcs of intense light to slash apart mimic limbs. She saw the goblin skeleton Darko slam his sword down with a dark density that crushed and chopped apart the mimic under his blade.

The human skeleton Hasty moved his dark sword so fast he left dozens to over a hundred cuts on mimics before they died. The other skeletons maximized their advantages and came away with dynamic results.

Hannah smiled as they rampaged. She turned away from the rising obelisk near her as it pushed up from a trap door opening.

The dungeon boss rose higher into the air. Its blood fell in great clumpy heaps. Hannah walked through the bloody rainfall as four obelisks of doom continued to rise from the trap doors in the arena and tower over the grounded adventurers.

She glanced to the side and saw Reiki and Loner glaring up at the out-of-reach dungeon boss. The duo then looked over at Hannah and ran to her side. They walked together to join Zarian. He was still kneeling on the floor, looking up along with them.

He met Hannah’s eyes and quirked his eyebrow.

She answered his silent question. “The battle is over.”

“Nobody told the boss that,” Zarian said.

Hannah gave him a bloody smile. “It will learn.”

“With this, I’m the god of knowledge and destruction!” Devoxklix the Lore Eater reached out with its magic to touch the obelisks of immense runic power.

Each obelisk had enchantments that stored, enhanced, and provided an array of spell power that could potentially destroy all of Central Bramblevale.

The funny thing about runic devices like that was the hazard of facing a large setback depending on any malfunction that could occur. Hannah, of course, could’ve just stopped the obelisks from working by short circuiting the one she’d manipulated.

Looking down at Zarian’s bleeding form, she was glad she went the extra mile. She looked up as the obelisks denied Devoxklix’s request.

Instead, the other three redirected power to the one Hannah had altered. Since the obelisks were all united in a singular runic network, Hannah had only needed to hack one of the doomsday devices to get the desired effect.

“What have you done?!” shouted the Lore Eater.

The boss received no answer. Only the sound of orchestral music reaching its peak and a green-tinged beam of destruction shaking the air with a roar, pouring straight from the obelisk Hannah had taken over.

The dungeon boss burst apart like dynamite in a pinata.

Hannah turned her face upward and spread her arms. She smiled under the results of her latest and greatest work.

Hot and steamy gore splattered down everywhere in clumps or waterfalls. Hannah got some of it up her nose, but she didn’t let that distract her from soaking in the moment.

Then, as the cherry on top, she heard Zarian’s praise. “Atta girl, I’m proud.”

Okay, she had to admit, that always felt good to hear from him. Regardless of him being nine years younger than her, Hannah couldn’t deny the feeling of wanting to do right by a demigod like him.

Which was why she had to hold on to the lead position a little longer. She had to set things straight with the Hemlock Family, or at least with Lady Rhea Hemlock. Until then, there were notifications, rewards, and …

“Hey, Hannah, look at Reiki.” Zarian pointed.

Hannah turned. She ignored the horror of the damaged arena flooded by gore and flesh, all of it quite steaming warm. Para was feasting on some of it, building herself back up.

With the music gone, the sound of the Parasite Cloak’s eating habits was on full display. That soon faded to background noise for Hannah as she watched Reiki of the White Silk Dancers walk over to where the dungeon core descended.

Hannah didn’t move or speak. Zarian kept kneeling, comfortable with his position.

The two watched with open fascination as Reiki grabbed the pearly dungeon core.

It was the size of a human head and pulsated with an alluring warmth. Reiki stared at the core’s surface for a few minutes, doing nothing, until finally she made a decision.

She bit the core. Her fangs passed through its surface like it was breaking through flesh. The reality of the dungeon flickered and faded from around them.

Reiki kept feasting until all the Devouring Librarian Core was gone, fully devoured. The dungeon disappeared from around them, leaving them in a wide cavern system.

Nothing remained as evidence of their adventure except for their party of many summons and three radiant treasure chests. Before Hannah could ask Reiki questions, the dungeon boss fell over and curled into the fetal position, six arms wrapped around her legs.

She faded out of view and left behind her own dungeon core.

“Reiki, the core, whatever … they’re evolving,” Zarian explained.

Hannah used her Rune Scan +1 and was nearly floored. Zarian was right. The core was going through an upgrade or metamorphosis.

The process was immense and complex. There were too many runes to track, some of which were far more advanced than Hannah could understand right now.

“Would that mean she’ll keep the knowledge and abilities of the former Devouring Librarian Dungeon?” Hannah asked.

“Can’t say. Can you tell?”

Hannah pushed herself to see as deep as she could. She caught sight of certain runes in the flurry that gave her the answer they sought.

“Yes, she’s changing into something similar to the librarian dungeon, but fused with spiders. If we are truly fortunate, Reiki and the core will keep the secrets of the Hemlock Family and their dungeon. We only need to give Reiki’s core time to finish processing.”

“Cool.” Zarian stood as tendrils from the Parasite Cloak reached for the core.

“Wait, it won’t do to place the core in the pocket dimension. It could freeze the process.”

“You hear that, Para? We have to hold the core like holding a baby dragon egg, but the spider version.”

“Bueno!” Para wrapped up the core with maternal care.

Hannah wasn’t sure how she could tell the Parasite Cloak was acting maternal. Hannah just knew.

Seeing all the skeletons gather around curiously like the core was a favored child of their family made the circumstance even more ridiculous. Then the spectral spiders reappeared all around them and performed their dance of victory.

Hannah broke out into a fit of giggles. Then she coughed into her fist and felt some dizziness come over her.

She was still recovering from the work she’d done on the obelisks. The outcome had looked simple, but the stress she’d gone through to set it up was incredible.

Did I really kill that boss monster? She could hardly believe it now that the dungeon was gone. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to even look at her notifications.

She was certainly Level 40 now.

Zarian helped her refocus on the here and now by gesturing at the three treasure chests. “Will you do the honors?”

Hannah would be glad to.




71: First Class Advancement

Hannah looked down at the three treasure chests waiting to be opened. They glowed with an allure that invited all desires, imaginations, and greed. They stood out compared to the rocky cavern floor and the surrounding darkness.

The only lights came from the treasure chests and the most elemental skeletons – mostly Glowy. Hannah clapped her hands together and looked back at the others.

The skeletons gave her all thumbs up, and the spectral spiders saluted. Feeling emboldened, Hannah flipped open all the treasure chests, one by one.

The lids swung on their well-oiled hinges with no sound except for the final thunks at the end. She heard a ding from two out of the three treasure chests.

The first two emitted an ethereal light that was enchanting and wondrous. The last one held nothing special other than a leather-bound journal.

The journal was probably the thing Hannah was looking for most. She did, however, have a few new notifications to sort through on top of everything else.

Hannah checked the glowing treasure chests and found their bottoms empty. Their contents were in her notifications.

She grabbed the journal, flipped the lid back up to shut the chest closed, and sat on it.

Zarian sat back on his rapidly formed parasite throne. He looked better than he did moments ago.

He had a large amount of vitality now, didn’t he? He could self-regenerate from his wounds at a good pace, especially now that they were resting.

“Can I go over my notifications with you?” Hannah asked.

He waved for her to go on.

Hannah accessed her notifications and spoke aloud.

She had a deluge of messages from the system detailing how she’d ‘defeated’ various monster mimics. Those happened automatically based on either assisting or killing.

By having supplied the skeletons a plethora of enchantments to make them a fierce fighting force, Hannah constantly gained some credit for their kills even if the experience wasn’t major.

Still, everything counted, hence her breaking into Level 40 before she even received the notification for defeating the dungeon boss.

<You’ve leveled up from 39 to 40! Stat points dispensed!>

<Congratulations! You’ve reached your First Class Advancement! Please re-select your class!>

<You’ve defeated Devoxklix the Lore Eater, Level 57 Dungeon Boss!>

<Alert! Your Personal Level cannot grow efficiently without the First Class Advancement! All experience earned without the class re-selection will be severely reduced and stored for later.>

Hannah paused there and looked at Zarian intently. He looked back with an unreadable expression.

Deep down, Hannah hoped Zarian hadn’t waited and already selected his class.

While he hadn’t been very active except for the boss battle, he would’ve gained a considerable amount from being a colossal presence of logistical support and heavy power.

He shouldn’t miss out on all that experience.

“Something got you held up?” Zarian flashed her a smile while holding the evolving dungeon core in one hand.

“No, I’m just soaking in the moment.” Hannah continued with the other important notifications.

<Boss Battle Rating for the Honored Outsider and Fellow Outsider: SSS! You divided and conquered. One held the attention of the immensely powerful Lore Eater while throwing aside wizardly prowess and picking up the sword like a magic warrior – once again! The other took advantage of a weak rune-net firewall that Lore Eater should’ve fixed ages ago. Stellar work, truly. BRAVO!>

<Achievement rewarded! SSS Genius Beyond the Lore Eater (Unopened)!>

“May I?” Hannah asked. “It looks like this is ours to share.”

“Go for it.”

<Achievement opened!>

<SSS Genius Beyond the Lore Eater (Epic): For many centuries, the Lore Eater has consumed the minds of those who’ve fallen into its dungeon. So why not do the same in your own unique ways? With this epic achievement, you are both granted new traits: Lore Eater.>

<Lore Eater (Epic): Once you have an enemy dominated, steal memories and knowledge from their minds using your aura. This works better when you have some means to control aura, granting more efficiency and control. You can also use this to research and study at a more epic pace.>

“FUCK YEAH!” Zarian jumped and landed feet first on the armrests of his parasitic throne. “That’s what I’m talking about! Holy shit, Hannah, this is amazing!”

This was worth the treasury of a kingdom. Hannah couldn’t believe it.

They had come here for additional information on the Forgotten Kingdom.

They were already walking out with means to snatch key information from others. And they could now enhance their intellectual pursuits far further than before.

This was perfect for them both.

Hannah needed time to regain her composure. She wasn’t the outwardly emotional sort like Bianca, but she could still get overwhelmed.

She was especially thrilled for Zarian. The epic Lore Eater trait would make it vastly easier for him to study the difficult gravity spell along with others.

Hannah swallowed a sob before recomposing herself and smiling wide enough for it to hurt. “Wow, that … that was unexpected. I didn’t think we can get traits from boss battles.”

“Fuck yes!” Zarian pumped one fist into the air while his other arm held onto Reiki’s dungeon core. He pointed a finger at Hannah. “If it wasn’t for you, we might not have gotten that achievement! Turning the boss monster’s own hidden trap against it for the explosive finish is definitely worthy of something awesome.”

He bounced from one armrest to the other while holding Reiki’s core above his head. “This was why I held back. I don’t think you’ll get the best results by overpowering everything, not in the first encounter with a boss battle, at least. So having you here to slay that boss with an unusual move unlocked the SSS rating and epic achievement.”

Hannah opened and closed her mouth.

All the skeletons – except Loner – jumped around and rattled in joy around Hannah and Zarian. Loner gave two thumbs up. The spectral spiders danced all over.

Para waved around loose tendrils and made the bone spines on the back of the throne quiver. Para even reached out with a veiny hand and patted Hannah on the head.

It took a lot for Hannah not to cry. There would be plenty of tears coming from Bianca once Hannah retold this to the other women with all the feelings she’d felt.

Again, she focused on regaining her composure. She smiled politely at the celebrating summons and flicked through more of her notifications.

She skipped the class advancement for now and focused on the treasures. To her surprise, she was given some interesting choices. She explained them aloud to Zarian.

<You have two skills for the taking: Summon Cube Maker and Summon Wizard Hat. Do you wish to keep both skills or pass them onto another adventurer?>

<Summon Cube Maker (Level 4): Summon a Cube Maker that’s soul bound to you. Point the Cube Maker at a material and absorb cubic sections into the Cube Maker. You then have the option to unempty various cubic materials into different size cubes. The cubes follow certain physics of their own. Scales with Mysticism.>

<Summon Wizard Hat (Level 5): Improve your aura manipulation, aura channeling, and aura power by summoning a Wizard Hat that’s soul bound to you. This apparel can blend with other items you wear. Scales with Mysticism.>

Hannah fell silent and waited.

“Well, hm, isn’t that interesting? Must be a tough choice figuring out who gets what.” He gave her a blank look.

Hannah chuckled and mentally selected Zarian.

She passed the Summon Wizard Hat skill to him. She kept the Summon Cube Maker for herself.

She felt the familiar upload of new runes to her profile. The same happened when she and Zarian had received the epic Lore Eater trait. They were now greater than they were before with these new abilities.

And yet, there was still more!

She looked down at the leather-bound journal in her hand and tapped it on her thigh. She extended her gauntleted hand and summoned the Cube Maker.

It was the size of a Rubik’s Cube while all brown with gray edges. There was one small hole in the front.

Curious, Hannah pointed the Cube Maker at a section of the floor next to her. The soul-bound item turned on with a suction sound that reminded Hannah of an industrial vacuum.

In no time, a cubic hole that was three feet deep, wide, and long appeared where she pointed. The Cube Maker finished after sucking up dirt, rock, and sediment into the hole.

Hannah felt an informative connection with the skill and knew she had plenty of room for storing more material. It wasn’t unlimited, but the more she grew the skill, the more space she would have.

She could also vaguely tell that the cube maker used unique rules that went against most laws of physics.

Despite the magical nature of the Infinita Star System, it did follow certain laws Hannah knew from back in the old world. The cube maker could do unusual things regardless of the natural laws.

“I love it,” Hannah said, cradling the cube maker to her chest. “I don’t clearly know what more it could do. But I love it.”

“Good. Because I’m not trading with you. No take backs.”

Hannah looked up, her eyes widening.

The Wizard Hat was bigger than she’d expected. The brim reached out far in all directions and drooped down, covering Zarian’s face.

The cone portion was bent and crooked. If it wasn’t for how thick and solid the material looked, Hannah would’ve mistaken it for something Zarian picked up at a cheap discount store.

“Hey there.” Zarian tipped the front of the brim up and revealed the monocle was back on his face. He’d stored it away during the boss fight. He looked older and wiser with it back on.

Para integrated herself with the hat. Almost instantly, the skill item transformed from a bargain bin apparel to a more sinister and eldritch-style wizard hat.

Not only that, but Hannah could feel the immensity and motion of Zarian’s dark aura. With that hat, Zarian’s mystical abilities were even more potent.

Hannah quickly realized that this venture had pushed Zarian closer toward full-on god-clashing status.

Well, let me take a step closer to getting there as well.

“I’m going to look at my class advancement now,” Hannah said.

She opened up the list. She found a hundred options now. She saw the new version of her old class.

Runic Enchantress Novice had the logical upgrade simply called Runic Enchantress. It was in third place underneath two legendary class choices that had Hannah’s heart racing.

<Runic Engineer (Legendary): This class comes with 2 epic traits. It offers an additional +1 Willpower and +1 Mysticism. This class is neutral aligned.>

Hannah took some deep breaths. She looked shakily at her second choice.

<Runic Subjugator (Legendary): This class comes with 1 epic trait and 3 skills of your choice. It offers an additional +2 Willpower. This class is evil aligned.>

Hannah wasn’t sure if she could handle the evil alignment.

However, based on what Zarian had told her, the evil alignment came with the perk of boosted intelligence. That could be helpful, along with having 3 skill choices.

<Runic Enchantress (Epic): This class comes with 1 rare trait and 2 skills of your choice. It offers an additional +1 Mysticism. This class is neutral aligned.>

Hannah quickly scanned through her other options. There were multiple variants of sorceress, mage, wizard, architect, and other interesting classes.

Most were rare or uncommon.

A few others were epic.

Only one was legendary while most fitting for her, and that was Runic Engineer. Still, she hesitated. What if she was being too impulsive and not seeing something better?

Hannah told Zarian her concerns.

She felt like a troubled woman begging for the wisdom of some eldritch wizard king as he sat on his parasite throne. He lounged loosely in his seat, one leg propped up on an armrest, the core nestled in the crook of his arm and body.

He tipped the brim of his hat upward with his hand as he met her eyes with his void-like gaze.

“You know yourself. Do you think you can handle the evil alignment? And are you really going to turn down two epic traits and two additional stat points?” Zarian questioned. “Granted, you’ll miss out on new skills. But do you need more than what you have now?”

Hannah selected Runic Engineer.

She gasped as she felt the System uploading her advancement into her body, like shooting runes straight into her veins. 

She felt like she was shedding her past self. She was becoming more of an adventurer aiming to travel far, solve complex problems with violence or guile, and ascend the worlds of the Infinita Star System.

She felt very distant from the woman she once was. She felt much better, more capable, more dangerous.

She felt amazing.

And she had two new epic traits plus some other quirks of the System. She looked at the new quirks first.

<You’ve gained two additional alpha skill slots!>

<You’ve gained three additional beta skill slots!>

The new alpha skill slots were an immense boon. The new beta skill slots, not so much, but they were appreciated.

She swapped her Summon Cube Maker from the beta skill section to the alpha skill section. She could tell it was considerably more powerful now.

<Your actions have deemed you exceptional upon reaching your First Class Advancement. You’ve gained an additional +1 Free Point.>

It really is important to achieve great things in the Star System. An additional free point might not seem like much now, but Hannah imagined it would stack up incredibly over time.

Hannah ran the math quickly. From now on, she would grow by +2 Willpower, +1 Agility, +1 Wonder, +3 Mysticism, +6 Free per level.

The combination of having a legendary class and an additional free point for being exceptional was beyond anything she could hope for. She saw it in action when the System delivered the reduced experience it kept stored up.

<You’ve leveled up from 40 to 42! Stat points dispensed!>

She quickly distributed her points. Then she finished her report to Zarian by checking on the new epic traits.

How much more ridiculous could this get?

<Runic Mystic Intensity (Epic): You are intensely mystical while dealing with runes, enhancing your Mysticism by an added 100%.>

<Runic Inventive Genius (Epic) Your inventiveness knows no bounds, enhancing your Willpower and Wonder by an added 50% while dealing with runes.>

“Zarian,” Hannah called.

“Yes?”

“Am I … powerful?” she asked delicately.

“As the legendary Runic Engineer, I believe so. I’m not sure if there are many who are willing to risk their life adventuring while doing what you do on the fly.” Zarian rolled his head around, his parasitic hat tilting in odd and creepy ways. “Welcome to the club, Hannah. You’ll need to learn how to hold back more or you’ll crush all the little people at your feet.”

Hannah looked down. Her boots were dirty but whole. She imagined all the little people she could step on.

She wasn’t someone others could push around easily anymore.

It was probably a good thing she would never see her ex-husband again.

“So, Hannah, what now?” Zarian asked, smirking.

He still refused to give away his own changes and advancements. Hannah held back from asking even though she really wanted to.

She imagined he would make the revelation once they reunited with the other party members.

Right now, it was still her rodeo.

“Zarian, let’s go pay Rhea Hemlock a visit.” Hannah stood, the journal still in hand. The treasure chests disappeared. “Oh, and let’s make a stop at that bar and get you fed.”

“I want to give you a big and happy hug now.”

Hannah chuckled. “Save that for later. I want to make sure I earn it.”

Zarian blinked at her with his void-like eyes. “You’ve already earned it. But if you need the extra motivation of knowing you have a big, happy hug from me, okay, we’ll save it in the bank. Just don’t let Bianca know. She’ll demand more hugs.”




72: Your Will Is My Command

For the next hour, Hannah found the peace of exploring a cavern system under the city an interesting and welcomed diversion.

She and Zarian had spent three days crawling through the Devouring Librarian Dungeon. The last battles were mighty, epic, and draining. She’d nearly torn her mind apart to sabotage the obelisks.

Now her spirit was renewed. She had new toys to play with. She couldn’t stop from using her cube maker skill.

She pointed at a spot and drained material rapidly into the skill item’s mouth. Just like that, she formed a square ditch that was six feet deep, nine feet wide, and twelve feet long.

Upon her whim, the Cube Maker reversed its suction mode to unload and create. Quickly and surely, Hannah formed a bridge over the ditch.

She watched as little stone cubes spat out from the skill item’s mouth. The little cubes assembled into steps going up, and then into a stone plane, and finally into steps going down again on the other side of the ditch she’d created.

The cube maker could work from a distance, but not too far.

It was faster when she moved with it in hand.

The only part that bothered her was how she couldn’t mess with the cube maker directly using her runic abilities. The System wouldn’t allow the adventurer or ‘player’ of its Star System to mess around with the actual system runes.

One day, I’ll dig into you, Star System.

Hannah knew these aspirations of grandeur were borderline crazy.

But months of being around Zarian and the other Floridians had left their mark on her. She’d also spent a lot of time on the research grind before she led a slaughter of a rare dungeon.

Looking up from her fun, Hannah saw a group of spectral spiders flickering in and out of view.

The spectral spiders were quick, efficient explorers, all connected to each other. They led their parade of oddities through the cavern system with expert ease.

The only light sources came from Glowy and Flamer. They illuminated the dark corners and revealed lifeless stone and nothing more.

Hannah imagined that centuries with the dungeon dominating this space eliminated any natural cavern ecosystems that would’ve existed. With the dungeon gone, more natural magical life could exist here.

They stopped at a wall. A group of spectral spiders appeared in front of Hannah’s face. They pointed their legs up.

With little thought, Hannah raised her foot and walked vertically up the wall. While her Strength was the lowest in the party, she had enough for basic superhuman maneuvers, and she had the Level 0 Willful Might skill.

She could keep herself stabilized during the vertical walk up the wall. The Surface Walker enchantments she’d copied from Zarian’s old boots served them well.

“Oh, you think I’m carrying you all?” Zarian asked.

Hannah looked back.

Zarian looked more like an eldritch spellcaster than ever, having menacing fangs and wicked spines growing out of the wizard hat’s brim. The conical top had a mouth with a tongue-like tendril licking at the air.

Para the Parasite Cloak wavered behind him like a tattered flag while keeping her ragged material out of reach of the skeletons.

“Climb, you lazies,” Zarian told the skeletons. “You’re going to be the best of the best. The special forces. The ones who go behind enemy lines and do what no other necromantic creature can do but you. Now get up here before I unleash my inner Drill Instructor all the way!”

The skeletons shook their heads like they were getting overworked and underpaid.

Loner lunged into the wall. He stabbed his hands and feet into the rock and scaled up. The other skeletons followed his example, some better than others.

Blender had it the easiest. His blending ability merged his body with surfaces, which camouflaged him and made him good at maneuvering around.

Other skeletons who struggled, such as Warper, had arcane webbing sent down by the spectral spiders to help them up.

Together, Hannah’s oddities reached the corner of the cavern ceiling. The spectral spiders pointed at a crack in the wall. Zarian explained the way back to the mansion was through this section of stone blocking their way.

Hannah smiled as she aimed and activated her cube maker. It was set on material gathering and nothing more.

She silently sucked up stone, grit, and sediment into her brown and gray skill item. She created a square tunnel while directing the cube maker’s suction with a thought and waved her hand around in circle motions to ensure the tunnel kept its perfect shape.

The process was pleasing to her, and she hadn’t even tried enchanting any cubes or formations yet.

They broke through the wall after a solid minute of tunnel digging.

Hannah looked around at a lavishly furnished hallway. There were glass cases containing treasured items such as ancient books of bygone eras.

It was dark now based on what Hannah could see through the nearest glass-covered window. The library would be closed except for a select few guests or members of the Hemlock Family who occupied the meeting rooms.

Hannah felt a sharp rise of runic power behind her. It was alert. Aggressive. She didn’t even have to use her Rune Scan +1 to know the enchanted creature was going to attack.

She didn’t run. She didn’t bother dodging. Because why should she?

The attacker couldn’t compare to the runic power of the advancing skeletons.

She turned to see Hasty slash his dark sword through a stone gremlin.

The human skeleton was a Level 42 Runic Runner and had ten levels over the stone gremlin. Hasty won.

Four more stone gremlins barreled down the hallway. They were small, ugly, and quick things while also packing a lot of weight. Having one of them run into a person could break ribs.

Hannah wasn’t so squishy anymore at her level, not after the first advancement.

Besides, Hasty was much faster than the gremlins. He stepped through them with blurring movement, swinging his enchanted dark sword even faster. The Runic Runner left the four stone gremlins falling into sliced pieces.

Hasty flourished his sword around. He gestured slowly to slide his sword into an invisible sheath while posing with his back to the others.

The other skeletons shook their heads, unimpressed.

“What was that noise?” A man stepped out of the nearby meeting room. Hannah didn’t recognize him, but he seemed to recognize her. “What are you doing here? Lady Rhea has cast you down into the bowels of the dungeon! You shouldn’t be here!”

“The dungeon didn’t survive us,” Hannah said.

“I must tell the lady!” The man made a move to run.

He was slow. His power was unimpressive. Hannah felt like she was looking at a gangly child even though he looked older than her.

She walked over while he was trying to run. She cut him off easily. Then she grabbed his defenseless neck and threw him into the wall.

When he slammed into it, another man came out of the meeting room. He shouted in alarm. Hannah called for the spectral spiders.

They flickered into view from all over the walls, ceiling, and hall displays, with spinnerets at the ready. They shot out their arcane webbing and wrapped up the second man.

Then the spectral spiders swept into the meeting room where Hannah heard others shouting and screaming. She took a quick look inside. None of them were Lady Rhea.

“Who are you looking for? What do you want? We’ll give you anything,” a desperate noble woman asked, wrapped in glowing blue webs.

“Lady Rhea,” Hannah said.

The hostages fell silent.

Hannah looked over them coldly. They all seemed small and weak to her even if she was shorter than most of them. None of them had reached their First Class Advancement even though she spotted two elderly nobles.

Hannah wondered if it was fear or complacency that stopped them from pushing to advance their first class.

They have the resources. Why stay weak?

Hannah found them pathetic. 

Maybe that was harsh of her to think. But she couldn’t excuse them when they could become greater and stronger and chose not to.

“Boop.” Zarian poked her in the cheek.

Hannah pulled out of her train of thoughts and looked at him in bewilderment.

“You got some scary thoughts running through your head. I can tell. While I don’t mind, I felt like I should temper it just a teensy bit.”

“They’re pathetic,” Hannah said, holding nothing back.

“Yes, that may be true, but would you have gotten so far as you are now without me?” Zarian asked. “Even they, despite their riches, don’t have me.”

Hannah was annoyed. That wasn’t sound logic. They might not have an incredible demigod like Zarian, but surely they could’ve pushed themselves to at least reach Level 40.

For this occasion, she didn’t see his point.

“Oh, wow, you can be a little cold. I’ll have to monitor that. Right now, it’s not a problem. Screw these guys, right? But you’re neutral, not evil. Don’t lose sight of being even keel.”

Hannah sighed. “I suppose you’re right. However, I can do this at least.”

She walked over and grabbed one man. He shouted and begged for mercy as Hannah placed her hand on his head and concentrated.

She didn’t have Zarian’s aura manipulation. But she could still feel her puzzling, ticking, structural aura through her Runic Affinity. 

She connected with the epic Lore Eater trait and dug into the man’s mind with a fiendish hunger that wanted knowledge. It wasn’t a pleasant experience for her victim, but it wasn’t a long one.

She found what she was looking for plus more and tore it away from the man.

“That … can be abused in so many ways.” Hannah looked down at her hand.

The new knowledge was affixing to her mind. She could feel its ragged edges after she consumed it from the man’s mind.

She looked over at Zarian. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I should be more conscious.”

He laughed. “That dude just shit himself. Now we get the pleasure of smelling that. So, yeah, maybe give them the option to tell you before you eat the information from their heads. I mean, I can chew through all of their heads without even touching them, honestly. Imagine how shitty and pissy this room would get?”

The hostages screamed and struggled with their arcane webbing bonds. Hannah watched them for a few seconds and nodded.

Zarian’s right. I must … practice restraint.

It didn’t seem fair that he was doing this to her after what the Hemlock Family and Lady Rhea had done. But Hannah figured Zarian was nipping in the bud a problem that could grow out of control later.

Power was addicting and easy to abuse.

I’m glad I didn’t choose to be evil aligned. I don’t think I can handle it as well as Zarian.

Zarian was a way better evil-doer than most people gave him credit for. He was much kinder than he ought to be.

That kindness was a source of power more than it was a weakness. Or he would ensure to put down those who thought of it as a weakness.

“Thank you. For that.” Hannah nodded, ignoring the screaming and begging nobles. “How embarrassing. I’m thirty, and I’m already drunk off power.”

“It’s because you didn’t go through an edgy goth phase. Once you know how to wield the darkness, you’ll come to understand yourself better.” Zarian turned away. “However, that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t be petty for you.”

Hannah shivered as Zarian’s dark aura swept around the entire room. All the nobles screamed and shouted in horror. They thrashed about, held down by arcane webbing, as their eyes rolled into their skulls.

They all urinated and defecated on themselves as Zarian stripped away some of their memories and knowledge. He took whatever he wanted before leaving them alive to deal with the consequences.

Hannah was stunned. Then she slowly shook her head. Ah, yes, Zarian could be cruel, too. However, the punishment was more than justified.

Zarian chuckled. “Come on. Lady Rhea sent her golem strike force. It’s time to watch a badass montage of skeletons versus golems.”

Leaving behind the soiled nobles, Hannah followed Zarian out of the conference room and back into the hallway. Spectral spiders blinked in and out of view before going completely ghost around them.

Ten skeletons stood in the hallway as a stampede of golems charged them. The odds were in the favor of Hannah’s side. But that wasn’t satisfying enough.

So Hannah moved to a spot between the gnoll skeleton Icicle and the human skeleton Warper. The Level 41 Runic Freezer and Level 41 Runic Spacer glanced at Hannah in question.

Hannah faced a menagerie of golem creatures, from the monstrous golems that guarded the front doors to the golems that watched from on top of chandeliers and ledges set near the ceiling. More and more of them rushed toward Hannah’s side of the hallway.

Hannah reached out with one hand. She felt for all the runes with her Runic Affinity and scanned them with her own eyes. She felt her new runic traits buff her epically.

Then she targeted the biggest of the golems from a distance and forcefully altered their enchantments. She couldn’t shut them down.

But she could discombobulate their carefully made, runic nature and send them tumbling and falling into each other.

The golems’ charge crashed into a messy heap. A few broke their limbs and suffered fissuring cracks as they smashed down on each other. Now they were stuck, at least for the seconds that counted.

“Go.” Hannah stepped back, and the skeletons rushed forward.

After a while, all the skeletons ensured not a golem survived. They massacred every one of the enemy constructs.

“Damn, Hannah. Nice.” Zarian clapped from behind. Para was holding the dungeon core. She formed extra hands to clap as well.

They entered the lobby area. Hannah pointed at the shut bar area. “Zarian, eat. Skeletons, go stand or sit down. I’ll handle things from here.”

“Oh hell yeah, finally!”

Zarian ran over to the bar.

He crashed through the wall like a truck.

In no time, Hannah could hear him feasting, sounding more akin to a beast than a man. He must’ve been hungry for quite some time.

The skeletons took seats at the dining tables or stood about. They watched Hannah as she walked up a wall. Then she walked along the ceiling.

After a minute of fiddling around with some defensive enchantments, she shut them off before she used the cube maker to remove the ceiling and the floor above.

A large chair, desk, and woman fell through the hole.

Impressively, Lady Rhea Hemlock didn’t scream. But she did crash down hard, which sent her tumbling as her desk exploded into splinters.

Hannah dropped from the ceiling and landed perfectly in a crouch. She put away the cube maker, returning it to her soul. She unstrapped her Runic Gauntlet, removed it off her hand, and strapped it to her belt next to the pouch that held her shrunken Roller Golem.

She walked over to Lady Rhea as the woman stumbled to her feet while shaking off her daze. Even now, Lady Rhea assumed a position of power, lording her tall height while looking down with an angled nose.

Just when Hannah reached her, Lady Rhea regathered her wits and recognized who was in front of her. The Hemlock Receptionist and chief representative of her family had something stinging to say on the tip of her tongue. She was activating all the runic devices on her person, too.

Hannah short circuited all of Rhea’s runic devices for a second. Then she buried her fist into Rhea’s gut and knocked the woman to the floor.

Rhea gasped and sputtered while she tried to stagger back to her feet.

Hannah let her get up before kicking Rhea’s legs from under her and sending the noble woman down to the floor again. Then Hannah swung her foot and dug the toe of her boot into Rhea’s ribs and sent the woman’s entire body flying before falling into a roll across the lobby area. 

Fortunately and unfortunately, Rhea was in the Level 40s. Unlike the others, the Hemlock Rep had pushed herself to advance her class.

Hannah could feel it like how she could feel who was weaker and who was stronger. Maybe that was a consequence of the Wonder stat, which helped perceive the supernatural.

Thus, Hannah knew she could hit Rhea decently without breaking the woman too early. Hannah also knew they weren’t of the same caliber.

Hannah was more powerful.

More capable.

More monstrous.

Hannah was legendary, and Rhea was of a lower quality.

Rhea scrambled to her feet. She lifted her hand and fired a simple magic bolt. It was quick, but her movements were telegraphed, and Hannah was faster.

Hannah easily stepped out of the way, reached Rhea’s side, and buried another fist into the noble woman’s ribs. The Hemlock Receptionist bent low enough for Hannah to cock back her arm and swing a big slap to Rhea’s face.

The clap from Hannah’s palm to Rhea’s cheek resounded across the library as the Hemlock woman crashed down.

Hannah waited.

Lady Rhea Hemlock gasped and sputtered. Her hair was everywhere, with strands matted to her sweaty and bloody face.

By all means, she should stay down and curl up into the fetal position and accept her fate. Instead, Lady Rhea pushed off the ground and stood wobbly to her full height.

She looked down at Hannah defiantly, as if ready to face her end proudly.

“Give me a reason not to kill you,” Hannah demanded.

Rhea swayed from side to side. She couldn’t think straight. She took too long.

Hannah grabbed the woman by her hair and yanked her down.

Lady Rhea fell to her knees. She tried to get up, but Hannah pressed her boot onto the Hemlock woman’s thigh and forced her back to kneeling.

Hannah stepped back and waited.

Lady Rhea didn’t try to get up again.

The proud and arrogant noble heaved a breath before saying, “Our resources are yours.”

“To what extent?” Hannah asked.

“We devote ourselves to the pursuit of forgotten knowledge, especially that of the fabled Forgotten Kingdom. That has always been our mission. That is the burden I carry passed down to me by my ancestors. I will not excuse our practices, but it is wholly our sole mission, to have access and to save the records that are most treasured and forgotten.”

Lady Rhea lifted her head and looked up into Hannah’s eyes.

“You’ve defeated the dungeon and taken its core, haven’t you?” Lady Rhea said. “You may find this surprising, but we do have a protocol for that. Especially for someone like you.”

“You’ve aimed to kill us. I’m still not convinced of why I shouldn’t kill you and put an end to the rest of the Hemlock Family.”

Lady Rhea gave Hannah a bloody smile. “Do you really think anyone else would have the gall to face you like this? After you’ve beaten them bloody and dragged them about? I may not be a good woman, but I’m not a weak one. Do you want someone weak to provide the resources we have?”

Hannah thought over it.

“No. You’ll do.”

Hannah kicked Lady Rhea in the chest, cracking a few ribs, and sent the woman flying and skidding across the floor. Before she could get up, Hannah walked over and placed the sole of her boot on the noble woman’s chest.

“In the World of Swamps and Princesses, we have a saying. ‘Fuck around and find out.’ I’m letting you learn this now so you’ll know what will happen the next time you cross me.”

“Yes, Lady Hannah Townhouse. Your will … is my command.” Rhea wheezed under Hannah’s boot.

Finally, the Runic Engineer backed off fully.

Lady Rhea stayed down. The woman was defeated in the mental and spiritual sense. No matter how strong she’d claimed to be, she was a proud woman, and Hannah had sufficiently broken Rhea’s pride.

“You have what you need to find it, correct? The Forgotten Kingdom?” Rhea asked, her voice breaking.

“That’s for us to know, and for you to wait to hear.”

“Yes … my lady.”

Hannah turned and saw the skeletons, spectral spiders, and even Zarian watching her weirdly. She swept a strand of brown locks from her face and looked toward the exit.

Once they went outside, they found it was raining.

Zarian pulled out a rectangular case. He opened it and extracted a cigar. Once he cut off one end, he had Flamer light it for him.

He puffed on it a few times to ensure it was burning correctly before letting out a draft. Then he passed the cigar to Hannah who took it with a shaky hand.

Hannah blinked in confusion at her hand as it trembled. Then she suckled on the cigar and enjoyed its effects.

After a few drafts, she asked, “Did I do the correct thing?”

“Interesting phrase. Not right. But correct, you say?” Zarian chuckled as he took his turn to puff on the cigar. He looked up at the rain. The droplets patted on the wide brim of his parasitic wizard hat. “Pragmatically speaking, yes. You did the correct thing. I can already imagine what to use them for.”

“Oh?”

“They can help us remove some undesirables. The types that our lovely and passionate benefactor wants removed.” Zarian chuckled.

Hannah understood what he was saying. Through the Hemlocks, they could order for the assassination of key figures. Thus, a civil war would spark and lead to the results the Good Goddess Lovewar wanted.

Hannah hadn’t thought of that.

Honestly, she simply didn’t want to kill Rhea in the end. Hannah had wanted vengeance, no doubt, but she couldn’t get over how Rhea stood her ground and was clearly devoted to her family’s vocation and pursuit of knowledge.

It felt like it would be a shame to snuff that out. Hannah was even glad that Rhea had stood her ground a little, which made the beating more satisfying before Hannah spared the woman.

Of course, Hannah would have to stand by her words if Rhea and the Hemlock Family tried to pull another fast one. There would be no forgiveness. Only subjugation or destruction.

“I’ve never done something like that,” Hannah said. “I’ve never done anything like this. I’m not who I was before the portal, before you and the Star System.”

Hannah dragged more smoke from the cigar.

She glanced around at the self-sufficient skeletons and the spectral spiders hanging about in view. She looked out into a dark, stone city, its tall towers barely visible as they scraped at the belly of the rain clouds.

She saw magic sconces keeping alight the more public and well-to-do streets and districts. She saw the darkness shrouding the undesirable areas.

It all looked whimsical to her. She could see herself walking out in the lit areas and in the dark areas. She didn’t feel threatened by much anymore, at least not here.

“I’m done, Zarian,” Hannah said. “I need a shower and lots and lots of sleep. And maybe some pampering. Maybe if the acolytes haven’t completely packed it all up, I’ll spend half a day in the spa. Can you take over again?”

She looked up at Zarian’s darkened face under his wide eldritch hat. She saw his white and sharp smile, like she was in the presence of a monster from the void.

Most people would’ve found that scary.

Hannah, however, found it comforting. She leaned into him as he swung his arms around and hugged her tight.

It was nice. Wonderful. And very much needed. She melted on the spot. She let herself soften up.

She even allowed herself to complain. “Would it kill you to quit the suspense and tell me what you selected for your First Class Advancement?”

“Let’s catch up with the others first. We can share together.”

“What is there to share other than our growth?”

Hannah pushed against him lightly, letting herself act bratty. She hadn’t done this in a long time. She would die in embarrassment if the other girls saw her whining like this.

She doubted Zarian would tell. This side of her would be their secret, for now at least.

“Come on, Zarian. Tell me, please. Pretty please?”

He patted her leather helmet, which was easy for him based on how short Hannah was.

“Just wait a little longer, okay? I reconnected with the spectral spiders I left out here. Apparently, Naomi, Gilbert, and Bianca had gone on their own ill-advised adventure. And Bianca has her First Class Advancement.”

Hannah rushed them back to the mansion. Anyone else out in the rainy night wasn’t wrong to feel scared or alarmed when they came across Hannah and her parade of oddities.

There was her, all dirty and dressed like a medieval mechanic. There was Zarian’s horrifying appearance while being followed by ten uniquely powerful skeletons. And there was Para, with part of her cloak wavering dramatically while holding the most valuable dungeon core in all the Walled Continent and beyond.

Yeah, it was better if Zarian stayed on top of this. Hannah wasn’t insane enough. Nonstop craziness was his specialty.




73: Back in Charge

Zarian was back in charge.

He’d felt it the moment Hannah accepted his hug and pleaded for him to take the lead like usual. Other than her acting cute and bratty, which was fairly unexpected, Zarian had felt a shift in the atmosphere from that switch in roles.

He couldn’t describe what it was exactly, but he tried anyway.

Did we have … a character switch? Like in a Japanese RPG?

Zarian didn’t think deeply about it. Such thoughts were too freaky and meta for his own Fractured Mind.

Instead, he focused on the gains!

Glorious, wonderful, splendid gains!

Zarian and Hannah rushed through the rainy streets of Central Bramblevale. Para the Parasite Cloak fluttered behind them while also carrying the most important dungeon core around. Ten skeletons ran with them in a loose formation that was still battle ready, each skeleton still armed with enchanted dark swords.

That was one heck of a dungeon crawl, Zarian thought, holding in how profoundly impressed he was by Hannah. I don’t know what’s the appropriate amount of praise I should give her. She has no idea how far she’s grown.

She could do scarily powerful things that Zarian couldn’t do. She was truly a genius in her class as the Runic Engineer.

Zarian felt he hit the jackpot, and all he had to do was continue nurturing this genius woman.

He couldn’t wait to tell everyone about all of their advancements. Hell, he even had secrets of the Hemlock Family he could make use of if they were ever in a pinch. The reach of that family went further than the Eternal Garden Kingdom, apparently.

At some point, Zarian and Hannah didn’t bother moving like normal people. Why should they when their footwear had the Surface Walker enchantment?

Hannah sped up using her Agility and Wondrous Speed. Zarian did the same, matching her speed.

They ran up slick walls, leaving the skeletons to maneuver on their own somehow. Some skeletons ran through the alleys and streets. Others lunged through the air with creative uses of their unique abilities.

Loner and Hasty kept up the easiest.

Hannah let out a little shriek as she vaulted over a wide street. She windmilled her arms and legs as she cleared the space like a proper superhuman.

Zarian completed the vault with more grace and ease. He even had his hands in his pocket.

“Must you show off?” Hannah asked, landing with no break in her stride.

“I have to. For it’s my duty to keep you guys looking up to me.” Zarian chuckled. “Ah, yes, I can imagine you all getting more powerful, thinking you can nip at the ankles of a giant. Gotta remind you who’s boss.”

“I’m not Naomi.”

“Well, yes, but I wouldn’t be me without showing off.”

Hannah snorted while on their next impressive vault. Multiple alleys, squat shanty homes sequestered behind larger stone structures, curving canals, and stubby towers passed underneath them both.

Zarian watched the grounded skeletons use parkour moves to get past all the obstacles in their way. Thankfully, they had spectral spiders with them in case they got lost.

Zarian, Hannah, the skeletons, and the spiders left behind the main residential and business districts. They hit the road running between the richer area that held multiple mansions. Most of them were empty except for a few mansions occupied by other Good Gods.

Fortunately, Purgehunt and Purehome weren’t a big presence in Central Bramblevale. Instead, there were the acolytes for Lawkeep and Hopeland nearby, but they left Lovewar’s business alone. 

Zarian and Hannah were passing by the perimeter near Hopeland’s mansion, just close enough to hear the weird chanting and vocal praises and shrieks. There weren’t many things that bothered Zarian, but Hopeland’s super cultish vibes were creepy.

“I’m glad we didn’t choose Hopeland as a benefactor,” Hannah admitted.

“Same. The more I learn about her. The more she freaks me out,” Zarian said.

“That’s troubling.”

“Let’s stay out of Hopeland’s direct business.”

“Agreed.”

Looking back, Zarian saw the last straggling skeletons catching up. They pretended to bend over and breathe hard while throwing furtive glares at Zarian and Hannah.

Together, they reached the Lovewar Mansion perimeter and passed through the barrier. Nothing seemed broken. But the place did feel less lively. Zarian noticed the lobby area was empty and more bare than the last time he saw it.

Zarian turned to the skeletons. “You guys hang out or explore. Make sure to rattle your bones so people know you’re around. The acolytes are so low in level they might die in fright if you’re not careful.”

Loner and the other skeletons nodded. Zarian turned his attention to the biggest creepers of them all: goblin skeleton Darko and human skeleton Blender.

The Level 40 Runic Voyager and the Level 40 Runic Stalker had a tendency to move as the quietest and stealthiest among the skeletons.

“Loner, if the others scare an acolyte to death or cause too much trouble, I’m blaming you.” It was unfair to do that to Loner, but Zarian figured that was the goblin skeleton’s problem.

Loner was the strongest as the Level 44 Runic Enforcer.

The longest lasting skeleton slowly panned around and gave all of his subordinate skeletons a scary glare. The gnoll skeleton Flamer shifted assertively and looked down on Loner.

Flamer was a Level 43 Runic Burner, only one level below Loner.

Loner pointed through the front door.

Flamer nodded.

“What are they doing?” Hannah asked.

“Prison rules. They need to decide who’s the top skeleton,” Zarian explained.

As Loner, Flamer, and the other skeletons filed out the front. A Lovewar Acolyte walked into the lobby area and jolted in surprise.

Zarian turned to observe Hannah’s reaction.

The Runic Engineer was still adjusting to her newfound power over others. The combination of having a legendary class, more stats, more abilities, and succeeding on her First Class Advancement as an exceptional adventurer put her way, way above weaker mortals.

Hannah had the cold habit of studying others as if they were something she could break down. And the poor acolyte could feel it as Hannah’s intense power swept over the girl.

Then, without Zarian having to break in, Hannah pulled back and restrained herself.

Good, good, Hannah’s being mindful. Zarian was glad Hannah didn’t select an evil aligned class.

She was still a caring and concerned person, for the most part. But there was a switch to her that was now more prominent after crawling the Devouring Librarian Dungeon.

“Hey, we’re back!” Zarian cheered with a wave.

“Um, oh, is that you, Lord Zarian? I couldn’t recognize you with the … interesting thing on your head,” said the shivering girl. “Is that a hat?”

“It’s my new wizard hat! I figured it’ll go well with the monocle.”

There were other factors that might’ve played a part in the girl struggling to recognize him. Hannah hadn’t noticed it much yet, but that was because she was familiar with him.

“Are Lord Zarian and Lady Hannah back?” asked another acolyte from down the hall.

Other young feminine voices called out. Before they entered the lobby, Zarian put away his new hat. The skill item faded into his body where it belonged.

It was a wonderful new addition.

And stupidly overpowered cheat.

Absolutely ridiculous. But nowhere as ridiculous as the other abilities Zarian had gained recently.

The urge to explain the depth of his growth was a strong one. He was glad he waited when he heard some more familiar voices.

“Zarian, Hannah!” Naomi blitzed them from the other hallway.

Zarian found a pair of arms wrapped around him, his feet off the ground. He activated his Level 0 Mystic Toughness, and it was still a struggle to endure Naomi’s newfound Strength.

She hadn’t even advanced her class yet.

Did she gain another trait while Zarian was gone?

“Naomi, I believe you’re going to crush him,” Hannah said.

“We have a healer. But, yeah, sure, my bad.” Naomi placed him down.

Before Zarian caught his breath fully, an unintelligible shriek pierced the night. Bianca flew out from the hallway Naomi had come out of.

Bianca looked even more radiant than before and swept up Hannah in a hug. Then she quickly latched onto Zarian.

She was still bouncing up and down while holding onto Zarian when Gilbert came strolling out of the hallway.

“Well, ain’t this a touching reunion,” Gilbert said. “And I’m even sober for this one. How long until the chief makes me want to grab a drink?”

“Put aside your troubling alcoholism. We have a classic school yard fight outside.” Zarian pointed out the front door.

“Oh, lemme see.” Naomi zipped outside.

Zarian led the others out. He noticed the acolytes gathering near the front door while staying inside. He saw rain-drenched soldiers looking from around the corner outside of the mansion.

“Who the heck are these guys?” Gilbert squinted at the skeletons.

Zarian pointed them out. “Glowy, Darko, Blender’s the smudgy one there, then there’s Warper, Hasty, Mighty, Icicle, Windy, and that steamy one is Flamer. He’s challenging Loner.”

“I love their names. Very creative,” Bianca said.

“They definitely have names the chief would pick,” Gilbert drawled.

“Hey! That wasn’t me this time. Those were all Hannah’s choices.”

They all looked at Hannah. She ignored them in favor of watching the showdown, which was the best excuse anyone could have.

Everyone focused as Flamer made a vast display of fire blazing off of his black and orange bones. Across from the Level 43 Runic Burner, Loner stood calmly, bony white arms held across his ribcage, runic symbols pulsating rhythmically on his skeletal frame.

“Go, Loner!” Bianca shrilled and exuded a bright radiance from her body. “I only know you, and I think you’re the coolest.”

Flamer rushed forward with a burst of fire. When it looked like he would go at Loner straight on, he shifted directions with an explosive and steamy step.

Flamer redirected to the left. Then he redirected to the right. The quick zigzag patterns ended with Flamer lunging at Loner from the flank with both skeletal palms filled with spiraling fire.

Loner moved with blurring speed and struck Flamer with a backhanded punch.

A heavy vibrational thunderclap sent Flamer down into the wet lawn like a careening meteorite. Because of Reinforcement +2 and Amplify Force +2, most of the damage was lessened and redirected.

Flamer was slow at getting free of the soggy crater. Loner joined him instead of waiting.

Loner struck the gnoll skeleton with a punch that sounded like an artillery cannon. Then he hit Flamer with another punch and another punch, burying him in the soggy mud.

Loner only let up when Flamer stayed put.

Loner jumped out of the crater, leaving Flamer to crawl out, looking as battered as a gnoll skeleton could. The Runic Enforcer looked down at Flamer while he was still on all fours, his blackened frame mostly put out except for a few glowing orange streaks that sent steam curling up under the rain.

Loner offered a hand.

Flamer looked at it and shook his head. The gnoll skeleton stood up on his own, wobbling along the way to his full height. He looked down at the shorter goblin skeleton, then nodded his head in acceptance of Loner’s position as the top skeleton.

Zarian started off with a slow clap, and everybody else followed. They gave the skeletons a round of applause. Loner looked at them before turning away as if embarrassed by all the attention.

“Is this what we’ll see more of when we leave Central Bramblevale?” asked an acolyte.

“It’s so violent and incredible. I feel as if I’ll be turned into minced meat the moment we leave the wall,” said another acolyte.

“Maybe we shouldn’t turn against what we’re taught. Maybe we should stay as perfect maidens, flowers to be picked,” said a third acolyte.

“I’m a little scared, honestly,” admitted a fourth.

More of the same statements of fear and worry circled among the acolytes. There were still those who were excited to leave Central Bramblevale. But a majority were getting cold feet.

Bianca turned to the acolytes, and they all hushed up.

Zarian watched Bianca closely, picking out the small but profound details of Bianca’s changes.

She seemed more regal, energetic, and alluring. All the acolytes were under her charm without Bianca even having to try.

“We can’t say you’ll stay safe all the time. I’ve seen someone die from a mistake,” Bianca admitted.

Zarian nodded.

“But we’re going to try our best to help you. Because we’re becoming powerful, and it’ll be nice to see you more capable since you’ve been great to us. It’ll be scary. And you might face plenty of danger. But when you come out on the other side, knowing you’re stronger than before, you’ll know you can keep going.”

Bianca’s words were simple but true. Her Shining Trust worked well with the radiance she exuded from her body. Just like that, she had all the acolytes eating off her pretty hands.

The acolytes cheered and thanked Lady Bianca for renewing their confidence before Head Acolyte Lora showed up and dismissed them. Officer Cadet Roland did the same with his soldiers.

Looking back, Zarian saw Loner was having a silent conversation with the other skeletons. Zarian figured now that they were outside of the dungeon, the skeletons could get to know each other more and establish some order among themselves.

Zarian liked to see that, which was why he preferred the small unit approach with his necromancy. Because of Hannah’s abilities as the legendary Runic Engineer, investing in a squad of undead who were the most advanced around would provide more fruit than raising an army of fodder.

Now, let’s get to the fun bits.

Zarian turned and looked each troublemaker in the eye. “So, whose bright idea was it to destroy Central Bramblevale’s underworld while I was gone?”




74: Zarian’s Six Options

Zarian watched as Naomi and Gilbert kept their mouths shut, which was wise of them. Bianca, of course, didn’t sense the tension in the air.

She bounced giddily and threw her hand up. “Surprise! It was my idea!”

Then Bianca furrowed her brow. “Wait, how did you know? You’ve been gone for three days! Naomi was about to take on the entire Hemlock Family.”

“I really was,” Naomi admitted.

“I was tracking a few gangs and underworld groups with spectral spiders. Then me and Hannah got tossed as a sacrifice into a Rare Level 40 Dungeon, but once we got back, I saw through my spiders that you’ve left the underworld filled with crushed or charred corpses.”

“You were in a Rare Level 40 Dungeon?” Naomi blurted out. “No fair!”

“Naomi, relax girl, relax. Let me speak before Bianca messes this up.” Gilbert sighed, his hand massaging the bridge of his nose. “This all started because Bianca was worried over some bad hombres aiming to hurt the beggars you’ve helped.”

Zarian wanted to scold them for doing something that would throw the entire alignment ecosystem out of whack. But he hesitated.

His evil alignment wanted him to correct them for thinking they could act without his say. That would’ve been too controlling, of course.

Zarian hated the idea of being a micromanager just as much as he hated the NCOs who’d done that to him back in the Marines.

A strong party should be able to divide and conquer. Still, the damage he was still learning about through his spectral spiders was immense.

“You might’ve gone a little too far,” Zarian said.

“Ah, eh, but it was to help the beggars, right?” Bianca’s body pulsated with an intense light that forced Zarian to wince.

Seeing that, she panicked and restricted her show of power. “Oh, sorry, sorry. Lo siento. I went evil-slaying crazy once we found them. And Naomi and Gilbert were forced to keep up because of me.”

Bianca fidgeted with her fingers. “It was supposed to be a surprise for you. To leave a message so they won’t hurt the people we help. And so you can do good things for others and not have to worry.”

Bianca looked away. “They were so horrible. So I just kept going. And we killed a lot and a lot until we couldn’t find any more. And we helped a bunch of people, too!”

Zarian nodded slowly. His spectral spiders were still scurrying about as quickly as they could. But it looked like Bianca’s words rang true.

There were bloody or burnt corpses where thugs, criminals, and evil villains congregated in the subterranean areas beneath the streets. There were secret black markets down there that made use of natural caverns, tunnels, and even the storm drainage system.

Zarian kept looking through his spectral spiders to grasp the scope of the massacre. But he also saw the empty cages and empty pits that had once held innocent people or tortured beasts forced into cruel games.

The people and beasts were free. The games were gone. He saw empty torture chambers and empty markets that were for selling humans. Those were inactive now.

Bianca’s ill-advised crusade had saved plenty of victims.

The few people his spectral spiders found were random scavengers trying to survive. With the black market cleared out, there wasn’t anyone there who could kick them around or snatch them up for something gruesome.

In fact, there were more beggars moving in. They were cleaning up the place.

Zarian let out a heavy breath.

Bianca shifted nervously. Naomi waited patiently. Gilbert looked like he wanted to get a drink.

Zarian watched them for a long while before letting out a hearty chuckle. He rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head.

“Damn, guys, that has to be the nicest and most extreme thing anyone has ever done for me,” Zarian admitted. “You went on genocide just because I was worried that my kindness would be taken for weakness.”

“You’re not angry?” Bianca asked. “I killed a lot of evil aligned people. Like, a lot, a lot. None of them were as nice as you, and it was kind of fun, but still …”

“I think I’m an unusual human on the evil aligned side. I’m aware of evil serving best as a tool instead of letting it consume me. So I bet some of those guys deserved it.”

Zarian shrugged.

“Still, there will be trouble for doing that,” Hannah interjected.

She was holding the leather journal in her hands now instead of keeping it in one of her pockets. It was one of the three treasures they’d taken from the Devouring Library Dungeon.

She rubbed along the journal’s edges while deep in thought before saying, “It’s one thing to take out a single group of villains. It’s another to eradicate all the villainous groups. Which is … hard to believe even as I say it.”

“My spectral spiders are still finding corpses down there,” Zarian said. “If not all of them, you definitely removed most of them.”

“Not all of them were that high in level,” Gilbert admitted. “After taking out some of their best fighters, things became drastically easy from there. Too easy. Ugh, I need a drink.”

“The big lug was the one who found them,” Naomi said.

“Oh, don’t heap that on me! The moment Bianca spoke up about it, you instigated. You are a horrible, horrible instigator!” Gilbert pointed.

Naomi shrugged. “All I did was be myself. You all know what I’m like. There were enemies. And I killed them.” She smiled. “Now we’re all stronger. Gilbert’s Level 38. I’m Level 39. And this golden child here…”

“Level 41,” Bianca admitted. “I already chose it. I’m … I’m … a Light Princess!”

“Legendary?” Zarian asked.

“Yes!” Bianca looked like she wanted to reach out and hug someone.

Zarian gave her the perfect person. “Hannah’s legendary, too. Runic Engineer.”

“Yes!” Bianca squealed, wrapping Hannah up in a hug.

The much shorter Runic Engineer couldn’t escape the lengthy and fast grasp of the Light Princess. Bianca spouted out a string of celebratory Spanish as she swept the older woman off her feet and whirled her around.

As Bianca worked out her feverish energy, Zarian noticed Naomi staring at him hardcore. He smiled back pleasantly. The Battle Psion Initiate squinted, her face pinched with intensity.

Zarian turned toward the front entrance. “Come on, guys, Gilbert looks like he’s desperate for a drink. Did they fix the hole above the kitchen? Let’s hang out there. You can retell me how the underworld genocide went down before we go over all our changes.”

“What are you?” Naomi blurted out.

Ignoring her question, Zarian walked down the hallway leading to the kitchen. He saw the hole was patched up roughly. There were no leaks, so the soldiers had done a decent enough job.

There were a few acolytes hanging about. They excused themselves and left the kitchen for Zarian and his party to take over.

Gilbert got out a cask of beer and some mugs. Everyone had their mugs filled as they sat around the kitchen and went over everything.

Zarian, of course, waited to go last as he sipped slowly from his drink. Para continued to hold on to Reiki’s dungeon core, which garnered a few looks from Bianca, Noami, and Gilbert.

Zarian said nothing until he heard their account of the story.

It went down like this:

Bianca was in the spa area, getting an enchanted pedicure, when she’d felt bad about Zarian’s reluctance to help the beggars. Enchanted pedicure finished, she’d gone out to find Naomi and Gilbert, who were still doling out healing to injured soldiers affected by Operation Domination.

Bianca had told them the problem. Then she’d offered a solution.

Before anyone could think about it for long, Naomi had instigated. Gilbert had figured he could put his police experience to good use and dig around.

Just like that, the trio had gone on their own adventure. They’d interviewed some beggars, who were knowledgeable of what wicked things happened out of sight and the source of them. Gilbert had repaid them with free healing.

Then the trio had followed the trail of clues until they found a cistern under an abandoned factory that led to an underground black market. They’d given themselves a break and had a picnic.

Once Gilbert was ready to go, they’d delved under the surface.

The killing had started the moment Bianca came across an evil-doer doing reprehensible evil things. There were more neutral types than evil-doers, but Bianca had some righteous momentum going, and her good +3 had charged her up to the zenith.

Gilbert and Naomi had fallen in step with Bianca regardless of the odds. They’d faced some dangerous and evil aligned enemies – they’d even defeated a few Level 50s through teamwork and some painful sacrifices on Gilbert’s part as the tank – and they’d steamrolled over everyone else while building up experience and levels.

“By the time we were done, Bianca had her First Class Advancement,” Gilbert finished. “Those two have the Junior Manslaughterer Achievement, by the way. I got the Reliable Tank achievement. And the Mass Healer Achievement.”

“Nice!” Zarian said.

“I got another achievement,” Naomi admitted. “Barehanded Enthusiasts.”

“I got the Crusader Annihilation achievement!” Bianca’s eye flashed with zealous glee.

Zarian couldn’t stop from grinning. He felt like a kid as his party explained their achievements and extra gains.

Yeah, sure, there would probably be some repercussions for eliminating the underground. Even Zarian’s evil alignment was concerned by the problems that would come.

But the growth of his party was exemplary. That mattered the most to him in the end.

“Alright, alright, we’ve really done well. Wow. I’m proud. I’m extremely proud.” Zarian nodded. “Hit me with the specifics. Then, once you three are finished, Hannah will go. Then I’ll go last.”

Naomi had achieved another new trait called Little Giant. It was a rare one and raised her Strength immensely as long as she focused on physical activities more than magic. Other than that, she and Gilbert had some more stat points added in when they woke up this morning.

Bianca hadn’t gained anything extra, not after she’d advanced.

As the legendary Light Princess, she now had one epic trait, one uncommon trait, two new skills, and an additional +2 in Wonder. She also had an additional +1 in Free for being exceptional.

Just like Hannah, Bianca unlocked two new slots for her alpha skills and three new slots for beta skills. All of her main class skills were in her alpha section: Searing Flash Array +1, Light Step +1, Refraction +1, Light Construction, and Shining Mark.

Zarian liked the design behind those last two. Bianca could now create hard light projections and leave an obvious mark on targets that she could sense and follow no matter where they’d run.

Her new traits, the epic Wondrous Princess Regality raised her Wonder stat by 100% for being a princess. And her new uncommon trait, Feathery Grace, made her even lighter on her feet.

“I really want to be legendary,” Naomi said.

“You’ll get there,” Gilbert encouraged.

Zarian smiled behind his beer. The two of them had become better friends lately, despite how their relationship started.

Putting the feel-good aspects aside, Zarian nodded at Bianca. “You are such a stereotype you looped around to being a special snowflake. Congrats, you are a legendary princess.”

Bianca let loose a celebratory scream that was too loud and excited for the time of the night. But who was going to tell the Level 41 Light Princess that?

Once Bianca settled down, Hannah retold what had happened on the crawl through the Devouring Library Dungeon. Zarian held back a chuckle as Bianca, Naomi, and Gilbert fell silent and were sucked into the story.

Their eyes flew wide at hearing how Hannah took the lead position before getting tricked by Lady Rhea and then having Zarian tell the System to back off to save Reiki from destruction. Gilbert was outright flabbergasted at that part.

Naomi looked hungry and ambitious. Bianca looked between Hannah and the core held in Para’s makeshift arms.

Hannah continued the story without interruption, going over the boss battle and how she’d taken over the obelisks, and finishing up with beating Rhea and crushing her pride as a Hemlock until she became subservient.

There was a long silence.

Then Naomi said, “Damn, Hannah. I didn’t know you were a gangster like that.”

Hannah took a slow sip of beer from her mug. “They shouldn’t have fucked around.”

“Oh, my!” Bianca traded looks with Gilbert.

Naomi cracked a grin. “Alright, nice. Your story is way better than ours. We just fought assholes. So tell us what you guys got?”

Hannah told them about their gains, such as the epic Lore Eater trait, the skills from the treasure chests, and then her own changes as the legendary Runic Engineer.

By the time she was done, Naomi looked even more hyped.

“Let me get legendary, let me get legendary, please let me get legendary,” Naomi grumbled.

“You’ll get there, woman. Just hold your horses.” Gilbert took another large gulp of his beer. Then he poured himself a refill.

“Congrats, Hannah!” Bianca cheered.

Hannah nodded. “Thank you. I’ve certainly come out changed from the experience. Better yet, if Rhea and the Hemlock Family remain honest, then their vast reach and resources are ours to use in the Eternal Garden Kingdom and perhaps beyond. If they don’t betray us.”

“I doubt it,” Naomi said. “This Rhea person sounds like she’s pragmatic, even if she’s a bitch. That and clearing out the underbelly of Central Bramblevale and taking their ancient dungeon is going to send a message to everyone. They don’t want to mess with us.”

“Hm, yes, I suppose the ramifications of our actions can be used to our advantage,” Hannah admitted. “We’ve accomplished a lot in the short time we’ve been here. It’s almost scary how fast and how far we’ve gone.”

“They shouldn’t let Floridians into fantasy land,” Gilbert said.

“Nah, blame the sir.” Naomi flashed a sharp smile at Zarian. Everyone focused on him.

Alright, alright, I’ve made them wait long enough.

“I’m only Level 45, by the way,” Zarian admitted.

“What, really?” Hannah was shocked. “I thought you’d be further along.”

“I didn’t reach my First Class Advancement until the last few monster rooms. Don’t forget, I’ve been mostly inactive, even if I’ve supplied the skeletons and provided you my support. Most of the experience would go to everyone else. Thus, I took longer to hit Level 40 after we started the crawl.”

“But what about when I gained three levels because of the System Alert? You forced the System to deliver a hasty patch, and I grew from that.” Hannah sounded upset.

“You started it by pulling Reiki out of the core. All I did was intervene. Besides, who said I didn’t gain experience? I probably did, but it wasn’t enough to move the needle then.”

“Ah … I see. Well. It’s weird that I’ve gotten so close to you.” Hannah left it at that.

Zarian paused to go over his memories while putting aside the knowledge he’d eaten from members of the Hemlock Family. Thankfully, his Fractured Mind was good at compartmentalizing and sorting. He found the exact details he wanted.

“These were my best options out of hundreds of classes I could’ve picked during the re-select.”

One:

<Devil Wizard (Legendary): This class grants you the Seven Cursed Scrolls of Sinful Destruction, a soul bound skill. It offers 1 epic trait, 1 uncommon trait, and additional stats: +1 Wonder and +1 Mysticism. This class is evil aligned.>

Two:

<Eldritch Wizard (Legendary): This class changes your Parasite Cloak to Eldritch Cloak. It offers 2 rare traits and additional stats: +2 Wonder. This class is evil aligned.>

Three:

<Black Wizard (Epic): This class comes with 1 uncommon trait and 3 skills of your choice. It offers an additional +1 Mysticism. This class is evil aligned.>

Four:

<Wizard Knight (Epic): This class comes with 4 skills of your choice. It offers an additional +1 Strength. This class is neutral aligned.>

Five:

<Madness Wizard (Legendary): This class comes with the Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Prince, a soul bound skill. This class offers 2 rare traits and additional stats: +2 Wonder. This class is evil aligned.>

Six:

<Magnificent Martyr (Mythical): This class comes with the Magnificent Sacrifice skill and offers an additional +3 Wonder. This class is good aligned.>

Once that was all listed, Zarian looked into everyone’s eyes. He took a sip of his drink before placing it down on the counter and asked:

“So, which one did I pick?”




75: It Sounds Like You

Zarian watched as the kitchen exploded into a meta-gaming affair, everyone else debating and questioning which class he’d picked.

This was why he’d held back from telling Hannah. It was fun to see how everyone would react and how they would debate each other to figure out his most likely choice.

Things became competitive, too.

Naomi wanted to win.

Zarian lounged back in his seat on the kitchen counter as he sipped more from his delicious beer. The shouting was growing louder in volume at this point. He couldn’t help but giggle like an evil maniac.

Ah, yes, this was perfect.

Finally, Bianca took charge of silencing everyone with a pulse of goodness and the weight of her Level 41 advancement. At the very least, she was careful not to push that on Zarian. He was glad she was mindful of him, even if it meant she’d led ill-advised genocides.

“Okay, let’s say my idea of the Wizard Knight class isn’t a strong one. I know. Sorry. But still. Wizard Knight sounds hot,” Bianca admitted. “Look at him. He’s gotten all muscle-y lately because of the training and food. Zarian could totally pull off the Wizard Knight look.”

“It’s not Wizard Knight, Bianca. Just drop it,” Gilbert grunted.

“Please, please, please be a Wizard Knight!” Bianca pleaded, hands clasped.

“Are you stuck on Wizard Knight because he’ll lose the evil alignment?” Hannah accused.

“What? No!” Bianca wriggled nervously in her corner of the kitchen. She let out a disagreeable puff. “It would be cute, y’know, with me being a princess and him being a knight.”

“It’s not legendary,” Naomi said. “That’s pretty much saying you’ll keep your beat-up car instead of getting a new hot rod you’ve earned through blood, sweat, and tears.”

“Okay, fine, I give up. Goodbye, sweet knight.” Bianca let out a quick sob, wiped her face free of a lone tear, and went back to being upbeat and merry.

Has she gotten more … insane? Zarian wondered. She was still good +3. Maybe the new class was getting to her. I should really keep a closer eye on Bianca. If you leave this girl alone for too long, she’ll spark an entire world war or something crazy.

Zarian was crazy. But his craziness was tempered by a dash of wariness. Bianca was unfiltered craziness on a magic ecstasy ride.

With her choice of Wizard Knight out of the running, things were getting to the good part.

“What else are we eliminating?” Gilbert asked.

“Other than Wizard Knight?” Naomi shot Bianca a glare before she continued. “Black Wizard, because it’s plain and not legendary. And Magnificent Martyr. You can get the fuck out with that self-sacrifice, goodie-two-shoes bullshit.”

Naomi looked at Bianca again.

The Light Princess shrugged. “I don’t like that one either. It doesn’t fit Zarian. He’s our bad boy.”

Zarian covered his face with a palm to hide his smile. The kitchen fell into silence for a little while as everyone thought about the last three options.

“It’s not the Eldritch Wizard,” Hannah said. “While Para is strange and eldritch in some ways, she hasn’t changed while in the dungeon. I imagine getting Eldritch Wizard would develop her further into a more high-quality creature. While that would be both interesting and more terrifying, who knows what it would’ve done to Para.”

“She looks the same to me.” Gilbert raised his mug in a toast to Para.

The Parasite Cloak waved a fleshy hand back.

“So that leaves us with Devil Wizard and Madness Wizard,” Naomi said.

“Quick, repeat them for me,” Gilbert requested.

<Devil Wizard (Legendary): This class grants you the Seven Cursed Scrolls of Sinful Destruction, a soul bound skill. It offers 1 epic trait, 1 uncommon trait, and additional stats: +1 Wonder and +1 Mysticism. This class is evil aligned.>

OR:

<Madness Wizard (Legendary): This class comes with the Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Prince, a soul bound skill. This class offers 2 rare traits and additional stats: +2 Wonder. This class is evil aligned.>

Naomi, Hannah, Bianca, and Gilbert shared a look. Zarian felt a strange tingle down his spine as they all turned to him at once.

“Madness Wizard,” they all said.

“What?! Really? You had me figured out that quick?!” Zarian complained.

It was a little annoying, honestly. He’d thought they would debate between Devil Wizard and Madness Wizard a little longer. He’d figured the added +2 Wonder stat that the Madness Wizard delivered would throw them off.

How did they know?

Naomi had the answer. “It sounds like you.”

“While the +2 Wonder is a strange selection, it’s not far off from your build. And we all know how extremely useful Wonder can be. It touches on so many facets such as supernatural perception, faith, luck, and so on,” Hannah explained.

“That new skill, Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Prince, sounds like something you’ll get instead of the whole sinful destruction one,” Gilbert added.

“I really wanted Wizard Knight, but Madness Wizard was my second choice,” Bianca said.

“Again, it sounds like you,” Naomi repeated.

Zarian opened and closed his mouth.

His throat felt a little constricted. He felt weird. Off, even. Maybe a tad weak. There were stinging sensations in the corner of his eyes. Why was that?

Zarian had a strange ache inside of his chest. The eerie and surprising sensations only became worse because everyone was noticing his silence.

Finally, Zarian realized what was happening.

Am I being emotional?

Why?

He refused to break down and cry. His evil alignment wouldn’t allow it, and Zarian himself wouldn’t want that either. But he was certainly affected. He didn’t get why until he thought back about how Naomi had kept saying, ‘It sounds like you.’

They really know me.

They’d gone on a genocide for him.

Hannah had shown more of herself during and after the dungeon crawl. She’d always checked in on him and asked for his approval on things.

These people liked him. They trusted him. They followed him, believed in him, and cared about his well-being despite his issues and all the problems surrounding him.

They were a step away from being as good to him as Ariana at this point. Which was amazing to think about because they hadn’t been around each other for long.

If it was only Naomi, it would’ve made sense. But Bianca and Hannah? Even Gilbert?

Bianca moved slowly from across the kitchen and joined his side. “It’s okay to cry.”

“I’m not crying.”

“You can cry on my shoulder.”

“No.”

“Please cry. I want to see you cry.”

Zarian snorted and laughed. He wiped his eyes, and the stinging went away. “You are so fucking weird, Bianca.”

“Don’t you hide your tears from me! Let them fall free on my shoulder! They’re so precious!”

Bianca sparked a play-fight over Zarian’s tears for the next couple of minutes as the others watched and drank. The duo of good and evil, the Light Princess and the Madness Wizard, wrestled back and forth across the kitchen counter, which showed that Bianca had learned some moves from Naomi.

Still, she ended up in a triangle choke with her head and arm caught between Zarian’s thighs. If it wasn’t for the System’s casual suppression of their stats and abilities, they would’ve destroyed the kitchen easily.

Once Bianca finally gave up. Zarian admitted to some of his gains from selecting the Madness Wizard. Starting with his latest soul bound skill:

<Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Prince: Through the ruinous text left behind by the prince of mad voidlings, you can evoke the maddening magic of the void. The grimoire must be summoned as a medium. You currently have 1 learned spell: Void Step.>

<Void Step (Epic): Step in and out of the void to relocate to a location within your awareness. Beware of what you might find during your journey. Or what you might bring back. Scales with Wonder.>

“When did you learn that?” Hannah asked.

“While you were asleep,” Zarian said cheekily.

“Can you bring others?” Naomi asked, excited.

“It might not be safe. I haven’t tried it yet. But I can tell that the spells from the mad voidling prince are really hard on the mind, if they’re not like mine.”

“No, thanks.” Gilbert chugged from his mug before having another refill.

Zarian shook his head at the other man. “There’s a bunch of other quirky things I have now.”

Choosing the Madness Wizard had given him two new rare traits:

<Uncanny Valley Effect (Rare): The more unusual or creepy you are, the more unsettled strangers or enemies will feel. This will obscure your true motives, flaws, or anything that you telegraph, making it especially hard for others to read you.>

<Void Mysticism (Rare): While using void-like abilities, they will partially scale with your Mysticism as an addition to their normal scaling unless they scale with Mysticism already. That is unlikely since most if not all void abilities scale with Wonder.>

“So you’re really going to invest more in the Wonder stat?” Bianca remained sitting on the counter next to him, bumping shoulders. “It’s awesome just like Hannah said, isn’t it?”

Zarian nodded. “Yeah, well, it’s a worthy investment. But I’m most likely going to throw more Free points into Mysticism.”

“For the aura recovery, I imagine,” Hannah said.

“For our aura recovery.” Zarian chuckled. “I imagine you’re all wondering why I’ve emphasized that. Just hold on. I got two more major things. I have the third spell from the dread mire gator.”

<Dread Mire Bellow (Epic): After the Quagmire Pit and Dread Mire Bite, the invisible and horrific creature will release a boisterous roar. The nearest enemies will suffer some sonic damage and significant mental trauma. Scales partially with Wonder and Mysticism.>

“I like it.” Naomi flashed a mean smile.

“Does that sonic damage and mental trauma have anything to do with your singing, chief?” Gilbert asked with a drawl.

All the ladies refocused on Zarian with strange looks. He felt like he was under the microscope now. Obviously, nobody gave him more scrutiny than Bianca.

“Singing?” Bianca’s eyes flashed. “You were singing?”

“So, onto the next thing!” Zarian shouted.

<You’ve gained two additional alpha skill slots!>

<You’ve gained three additional beta skill slots!>

<Your actions have deemed you outstanding upon reaching your First Class Advancement. You’ve gained an additional +2 Free Point.>

That last part redirected the flow of the conversation away from Zarian’s singing to how the System had deemed his actions as outstanding. Unlike Zarian, Bianca and Hannah had only received exceptional and an additional +1 Free Point.

It made sense, though, since Zarian had done quite a lot.

Bianca seemed satisfied. Hannah accepted that with grace. And Zarian was pleased.

Henceforth from Level 40, Zarian gained +2 Willpower, +2 Wonder, +3 Mysticism, +7 free per level.

“Okay, everyone, I need you to open your mouths now,” Zarian said. “This is for one of two treats I have for you.”

“No,” Gilbert flat out said.

“Okay, Bianca, sometimes you have to do what you have to do. Upright posture. Don’t forget to smile. The money shot is important.” Bianca lowered from the counter and got on her knees.

Everybody gawked at her. Even Zarian. Then Naomi let out a big sigh and started lowering down as well. At that point, Zarian finally realized where the mistake was coming from.

He waved his arms frantically to stop them. “No, no, no! That’s not what I meant. It’s for Spectral Spider Network +1! Here, let me explain.”

<Spectral Spider Network +1 (Level 15): Summon hand-sized spider ghosts who carry a link with you and each other using phantom network threads. They are highly proficient in supernatural stealth, distraction, and rare arcane webbing. Through them, you can open direct communication channels and use their senses to perceive their world. Advancement: +1 allows the spiders to phase into the minds of your allies for a more direct networking approach. Scales with Mysticism.>

“Oh! So you want to shove the little guys into our mouths. Ah. I see.” Bianca nodded slowly. Then she slowly shook her head. “No bueno, no bueno.”

“Can’t you have them phase through our skulls directly?” Hannah asked.

“Are you hearing the words coming out of your mouth?” Gilbert said in Hannah’s direction. “Ghost spiders. In our minds? That’s pushing it a little.”

“Spider me up, sir,” Naomi demanded. “I’ll take it in my mouth.”

“Pause.” Gilbert chugged his beer. He refilled the mug. “Okay, continue.”




76: Too OP

Zarian signaled for one of his spectral spiders to appear on Naomi’s shoulder. The spider emitted a pale blue and white glow, like an actual ghost. Even while visible, they were still see-through.

The spider gave Naomi a friendly wave with its foreleg.

She gave it a wave with her finger before the spider crawled into her mouth, wriggling past her full lips and disappearing inside. Naomi shivered and twitched.

Then her eyes rolled up, showing white, before rolling back to normal. She blinked rapidly as a phantom thread linked her mind to the network.

For the next half minute, Zarian looked through Naomi’s eyes. He heard what she heard. Felt what she felt.

He looked across the kitchen at his actual body, like seeing a mirror, but the mirror wasn’t doing what he – Naomi – was doing.

Then he pulled back and invited Naomi to see through his eyes and feel and sense what he felt and sensed. He could feel her presence looking through him until she resorted back to relying on her own senses.

Before Naomi could say anything, Zarian directed the spider in her brain to link with another spider in the network.

Naomi was taken aback but quickly adapted as she looked through the eyes of a spectral spider. Zarian waited to see if she would ‘flip channels’ and the moment it happened, he allowed it.

It wasn’t an automatic sequence. She needed his approval to see through a unique set of eyes on the Spectral Spider Network +1.

The only thing she could do on her own was return to her own body and senses.

“May I?” Hannah asked.

Zarian fed her a spectral spider and linked Hannah into the network. She adapted quickly, pinging him with requests to switch from one viewpoint to another viewpoint rapidly.

Then, at some point, Naomi pinged a request for access to Hannah. Zarian accepted and joined in.

Hannah perked up. “Oh, okay, I can feel you both looking through me. Hm. Interesting. I can even tell who’s who slightly. One of you, Naomi, is quite aggressive and sparky. The other, Zarian, is large and dark.”

“Okay, now here’s when things get really interesting.” Zarian manipulated his aura and pushed it down two threads of the network.

One extra aura strand went to Naomi. The other extra aura strand went to Hannah.

He waited with bated breath to see if they went in correctly.

“Oh, that’s nice. More aura,” Hannah admitted.

“Yup, I feel it.”

“Now we’re in business. Through the network, I can feed you guys more aura directly.” This would make it easier for him to deal with Bianca’s aura, which liked to chomp on and purify Zarian’s aura. “Of course, we won’t always need that. And I can turn the spectral spiders passive in your heads. See, look.”

Once the mind-riding spectral spiders went passive, the link between them faded but didn’t go away outright. Zarian could turn it on at any time.

Besides, the link had to persist for the spectral spider to persist. Without him, the spiders would truly die after enough time completely disconnected from him.

“Okay! I’m ready. I’ll do it.” Bianca put on a determined face.

Zarian fed her a spectral spider. She gagged a little until it crawled up into her mind. It took a few minutes for her to get orientated and to test the aura delivery through the network.

Just like he’d hoped, he could bypass her good alignment defenses.

“Do I have to eat it?” Gilbert asked.

“No. I just figured it’ll be less creepy.”

“What’s the other option?”

“What Hannah said earlier.”

Zarian showed everyone by having a spectral spider drop on Gilbert’s head. The little creature shook about before phasing straight through the top of Gilbert’s skull.

There was no damage, but the way Gilbert shook and cussed suggested that having a spectral spider burrow directly into the skull was an uncomfortable feeling.

Oh well, he didn’t want to take it in the mouth like the ladies. So Zarian put one through his head directly.

Once Gilbert was orientated to the network and proved as another positive case study of receiving direct aura from Zarian, his and Bianca’s spectral spiders went into passive mode.

“One last thing. Give me your consent, everyone,” Zarian requested.

They gave him their consent.

Zarian resummoned his wizard hat. Then one by one, without having to touch them, he copied the skill into their profiles using pure aura manipulation.

<You’ve copied your skill, Summon Wizard Hat, onto Naomi Washington, Level 39 Battle Psion Initiate!>

<You’ve copied your skill, Summon Wizard Hat, onto Gilbert McDonald, Level 38 War Healer Trainee!>

<You’ve copied your skill, Summon Wizard Hat, onto Bianca Garcia, Level 41 Light Princess!>

<You’ve copied your skill, Summon Wizard Hat, onto Hannah Townhouse, Level 42 Runic Engineer!>

The best part was seeing how everyone’s wizard hats diverged.

Gilbert’s wizard hat was gray and looked more stylized for a cowboy.

Naomi’s wizard hat was smaller and tilted with a sharp black point, almost like a witch.

Bianca’s wizard hat was radiant gold and white with feathers.

Hannah’s wizard hat was harder, with a dome on the top that reminded Zarian of a construction hat.

“Welcome to the dark moolah wizard gang.” Zarian chuckled.

“Is that a meme? I don’t get it. I was never good at memes.” Bianca grabbed a silver platter and brightened the room to look at her reflection. “Does it look pretty on me? I think it looks pretty. Does this make me a princess wizard?”

“What are we supposed to do with these?” Gilbert asked, flicking a finger at the brim of his cowboy wizard hat. “I mean, mine looks better than the rest of y’all’s, but it’s still Level 0, and I don’t cast spells.”

“Aura,” Hannah said, sounding amazed. “We can move and manipulate and work with our auras better with these hats. That’s why you copied them into all of us. Zarian, that’s … brilliant.”

“Yup. I’ll need something from you as a trade off. Can I have your Rune Alteration skill?” Zarian asked.

“Yes, of course, it’s yours.”

Zarian barely had to try because of Lore Eater and his wizard hat. He was truly the most bullshit wizard in all the lands, if not the entire world.

I told the System to screw off instead of letting it destroy Reiki.

Maybe he was the most bullshit wizard in all of Infinita. At least at his level.

<You’ve copied the skill: Rune Alteration!>

<Rune Alteration (Level 0): With or without knowledge, you can alter runes and shift their purpose to different adjacent functions or for something entirely new. Scales with Mysticism.>

“Perfect,” Zarian purred. “Yeah, this is good. Really good.”

“Can you copy your skills into the skeletons?” Hannah asked.

“No, I can’t. It’s because they’re technically a part of me. The System blocks the attempt.”

Hannah nodded before giving Zarian a curious look over her beer mug. She asked, “What do you plan to do with Rune Alteration?”

Zarian waggled his eyebrows. “I’m a wizard. What do you think I’ll do?”

“Fair enough. Have fun. And thank you, Zarian, for everything,” Hannah added.

A round of thanks flowed in his direction. Gilbert raised his mug in another toast. Bianca burst into tears and hugged him. Naomi punched him softly on the shoulder.

Zarian felt all warm and happy.

Eventually, all the excitement of their changes, stories of epic confrontations, and tales of ridiculously irresponsible genocides were past them.

Zarian, Bianca, and Hannah were on the other side of the First Class Advancement. Noami and Gilbert were up next.

The night was late.

Gilbert went to bed drunk. Bianca and Hannah left the kitchen together. Naomi stayed behind for a little while.

“I’ve been messing around with Aura Ignition,” Naomi admitted. “Trying to make it implode and what not. It’s hard. I can’t feel my aura like you. But I get this sense that if I keep pulling in, crushing myself, squeezing down more and more like I’m just going to suck it all in, I can feel the pressure squeezing in tight. And it kind of hurts. Then when I let go, I expand and I feel like my whole aura stuff wants to rip away.”

“Yeah, that sounds like you’re on the road to Aura Ignition.” Zarian stroked his chin. “I don’t advise doing it on your own. We’ll need to talk to an expert. I should go find Arnold wherever he’s hiding himself.”

“He’s hiding?” Naomi raised an eyebrow.

“My spectral spiders haven’t found him. He’s probably roomed up in the Bramblevale Keep.”

“Well, I’ll do some light practice. Nothing crazy. I think I’m on the right path. But I won’t push too hard just in case, okay? Now that I have my own wizard hat, I guess it should be easier.” Naomi chuckled as she flicked at her witch-like hat.

Zarian reached up to grab the front of his hat and tip it down toward Naomi. She patted Zarian on the shoulder, patted Para’s material, then she patted Reiki’s dungeon core.

Naomi went off to bed, leaving Zarian alone.

He stayed in the kitchen for a while, nursing his last beer. Then he put it aside and moved with a swagger through the quiet and dark hallways of the mansion.

He didn’t feel like sleeping just yet despite staying up for over three days. There was one last thing he hadn’t told the party. Something so significant and scary, Zarian wasn’t sure how to approach it.

“I’m going to need something to restrain myself somehow,” he mumbled. “Straight Darkness +2 is too OP.”

<Straight Darkness +2 (Level 25): You manipulate darkness in straight lines or vectors with some flexibility. Advancement: +1 toughens this skill against bright conditions. +2 makes this skill stronger, dense, and deadlier, with less cost. Scales with Mysticism.>

Zarian shook his head at the +2 advancement. It didn’t matter that his Straight Darkness was in the beta section. It was too strong.

He’d found it difficult to hold it back during the later parts of the dungeon crawl. By sheer effort, he’d ensured that Hannah did most of the work instead of him.

“Oh, the cost of being overpowered. What do I do with it when everything around me is a sandcastle?” Zarian shook his head. “Would I even face decent challenges anymore?”

The hype over his growth was fun. Seeing everyone’s reactions was fun. Maybe he should enjoy having the biggest gun and let it be.

He could always learn to use his spells more along with Para. The nuke option should work as a nuke, right?

While Straight Darkness was Zarian’s favorite personal skill, if the skill was troublesome because it was too powerful for the setting, then he should learn to use other parts of his profile.

He had a lot to take advantage of, after all.

“You know … Para … you’re a living weapon.”

“Yes,” Para growled.

She was still holding onto the core. But that wasn’t much of a handicap for her.

With a jerk, she formed a rip in the parasitic material of her tattered body. She twisted, reshaped, and enlarged a portion of herself and formed a large bone sword similar to a claymore.

The handle fell into Zarian’s hand with a thin thread connected to Para’s being. The thread wrapped smoothly around his arm as Zarian swung the bone claymore around.

“Yeah, this will do,” Zarian said. “But we can get more creative than this, can’t we?”

“Yes.”

For a couple of hours, Zarian and Para tried out different ideas. The cloak was malleable. Para’s threads could stretch, reshape, and become anything fleshy or hard.

The wizard hat helped tremendously, which shifted and changed based on Para’s new shape. The hat would become bone-like and armored when Para armored up Zarian. Or the hat would become fiendish and leathery when Para assumed a medium armored form.

Zarian summoned his Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Prince from his soul. The book appeared from a portal in his chest and came to a hovering stop.

The cover was a black metal that emitted vibrating waves that shook the surrounding air. When the pages flipped open, each one was metallic.

The creator of the grimoire had engraved the runes, symbols, and non-euclidean geometries with force and dried blood. It was very much a book that no sane person should read without having their sanity torn to shreds.

Zarian was the Madness Wizard, and the Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Prince suited him well.

He should get some sleep. He needed it. He’d been up for days. But he had to clean up the leftovers of Bianca, Naomi, and Gilbert’s mess.

“It was one thing to knock off the Bramblevale Bandits and some overeager evil gangs,” Zarian said. “It’s another thing to take them all out. I don’t think they realized that’s making an enemy with the Evil Gods.”

For the sake of his party, he would convince the Evil Gods to leave things alone. Hopefully, Shadowfell was still on his side.

Zarian took a quick glance at his entire profile. He was satisfied by what he saw. Then he cast the Void Step spell.

The air wobbled weirdly around him. He felt the urge to stride forward a few paces. He followed the instinct and entered the void.

It was time for a quick solo adventure into Central Bramblevale’s underworld.

***
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77: Won’t You Let Me In?

Yeah, I’m tired, Zarian thought as he passed through the void.

He was all healed up now. The wounds from the dungeon boss had faded away with time and some subtle healing from Gilbert.

But vitality was one part health and another part stamina.

Zarian hadn’t given himself adequate rest since the night he’d blown a hole through the mansion’s roof from the kitchen. He could feel the weariness, and that would affect his vitality.

I can still kick ass.

Something out there in the endless darkness watched him. Zarian felt it and more. His awareness kept expanding. Rapidly, too. Then he noticed other watchers turning to him.

One of those watchers grew too curious and moved toward him.

Zarian looked in its direction. There was a saying he knew. Something about being careful when staring into the abyss.

Well, Zarian downright glared. The curious creature stopped in its tracks and turned away.

I have no idea what that was, but it damn sure didn’t like it when I looked back. 

The trip through the void ended before Zarian could get a better feel of the endless abyss. He stepped into a wet, stone room a hundred feet below the streets of Central Bramblevale.

The lingering effects of Void Step faded, taking with it the wrinkles shimmering in the air. Upon his whim, the black, metallic, and alien Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Prince disappeared into a dark portal and returned to his soul.

The room was messy. It was clearly a place for underground denizens to throw together broken items that someone might find useful and fix up one day. There weren’t many weapons.

Zarian knew anyone desperate for a weapon could grab and sharpen anything close to an edge. Back in the old world, it was surprising how many ways you could kill a man.

But in the Infinita Star System, the amount of ways Zarian could die was shrinking.

He stepped out of the storage room and entered a paved subterranean floor. There were rows of thick columns holding up tons of rock, earth, and stone above his head. Thick streams of water flowed behind the walls and underneath grates.

He found corpses drowning in puddles of old blood and water. Giant rats the size of the average dog feasted on the corpses that still had meat on their bones.

One giant rat turned toward him.

The creature shuddered, turning its head this way and that. The beast couldn’t make out Zarian’s form as he walked by.

From its view, he looked shifty, uncanny, otherworldly, and creepy. So much so that the giant rat backed away with a frightened squeal.

Zarian was keeping most of his power under restraint, but the Uncanny Valley Effect worked like a charm.

Para saw a free meal and snatched up the giant rats. She killed them quickly to silence their squealing before she ate her fill.

She was still carrying the dungeon core, which had Zarian wondering if he should’ve left that back at the mansion. It was too late now.

Does that count as child endangerment? Zarian wondered. Or would that be core endangerment?

These things were precious. But there weren’t any real villains left who’d try him for the core. Well, at least not the ones roaming out in the open.

After walking for a while, Zarian found mainly scavengers and beggars sifting through the wreckage and making off with some decent loot. They froze like prey in the presence of a stalking predator, Zarian passing by them smoothly.

He walked through various subterranean floors and down some old staircases. He was taking his time. He knew the last evil remnants of the underworld were recollecting themselves before he showed up fully.

Finally, he arrived at their territory in one of the black markets. The place must’ve been messy before Bianca, Naomi, and Gilbert ran through it.

Zarian saw signs of wet decay that were crushed by crusading violence. Where there should’ve been stalls selling illegal black market items, instead there were ruins.

Shanty buildings had fallen into disarray. Corpses were laying strewn about.

A great majority had faced eradication to Bianca’s light and good +3.

Their flesh was charred. The black bones remained.

There were more beggars here. Zarian smoothly walked past them.

A bony, ratty child was pulling the boot off a corpse. She succeeded only to stumble backward and collide against Zarian’s front.

“Hey, hey! This is my boot! I got it first!” the little girl growled, trying to make herself sound feral and intimidating.

“Cute,” Zarian said, his voice deepened, his face darkened under his monstrous wizard hat.

When the girl turned and looked up, she saw a man who seemed to have crawled from the deepest depths under Central Bramblevale. His cloak shifted, wavered, and quivered, while holding a head-sized pearl between several veiny arms with weird alien fingers. The edges of the cloak formed spikes of bone and more sweeping tentacles.

“You can have my boot.” The girl held it up. “If you’re gonna kill me, make it quick.”

“Keep the boot. And your life.” Zarian walked around the little child. He moved a few paces further before stopping. “Are you hurt anywhere?”

“Sometimes I cough blood. But I’ll be alright. Street rats grow tough, that’s what my friends say.”

“Indeed, we do.”

The girl’s beady eyes widened. “You were a street rat?”

“Still am, depending. But I can make the nobles grovel when I want.” Zarian looked over his shoulder. “If you haven’t heard, I’m Lord Zarian Darkrun. My party and some friends intend to leave in the next few days. Before then, if you and your friends want free healing, come see us at the Lovewar Mansion.”

The girl looked gobsmacked. Then her expression shifted, her face squishing together as she squinted at him, her suspicions raised. She clutched the boot like she was going to run for it.

“That sounds nice. But whenever they say there’ll be free healing. We disappear.”

“Ah, yeah. I understand.” Zarian looked away. “I can’t convince you that this one is real. You’ll have to believe me.”

Taking a glance through his spectral spiders, he saw that some of the evil remnants that remained were staging themselves. He looked back at the little girl.

“Free healing. Free food, too. For anyone who shows. We’re limited, of course, so first come, first served. That’s my final offer.” Zarian walked away, leaving the girl and the nearby beggars stunned.

There was something freeing about dishing out acts of kindness without a care in the world. His evil alignment was snapping at him because of graver consequences that could rear their ugly heads on the horizon.

But Bianca’s genocide, hoping to free Zarian of his worries, was touching even if it was kind of idiotic.

Let’s see if we can be amicable about this.

Zarian reached a blocky stone building that looked like a miniature keep. It was squat and unimpressive compared to the keep of the Bramblevale Lord, but Zarian didn’t blame the underworld folks for not keeping up with the Joneses.

“Hello! I’ve come to talk to the Evil Gods. Won’t you let me in? I swear it’s a quick trip, and you may live afterward.”

No response.

“Are you sure you won’t let me in?”

Still no response.

He walked up to the front door. They must’ve replaced the old one recently because the door was clean and sturdy, with no rust. The hinges were also new.

The door even had a Reinforcement enchantment. Zarian had traced out enough of Hannah’s enchantments to read the basic ones with his aura manipulation.

“Thanks, Hannah, for letting me copy your skill.”

Zarian used his Level 0 Rune Alteration skill to scramble the enchantment on the door. He didn’t have Hannah’s know-how on how to change it completely. He just wanted to make an extreme mess until the runes broke and the enchantment failed.

He would’ve had a harder time if it wasn’t a basic enchantment.

Enchantment out of the way, Zarian kicked in the steel door like it was made of aluminum. The hinges ripped away with the crumpled door, throwing chunks of stone into the hallway.

The dented slab of metal bounced and clattered to a stop.

The nearest beggars scrambled away except for the girl with the boot. She stayed put and kept watching him. He monitored her through the spectral spiders lurking in the vicinity.

Zarian took one step inside. He faced a bloody fireball flying at his face.

Now that was more like it.

He snapped awake and threw a punch.

Normally, a wizard would’ve had their hand blown up, with the rest of their body charred. However, Zarian had his hand covered in parasitic bone armor while benefiting from multiple abilities that raised his physicality, especially his toughness.

The bloody fireball couldn’t survive him. The explosion in the hallway roared and shook the building.

The girl with the boot stumbled to the floor. Spectral spiders skittered in full view, distracting her with a dance before they webbed her up and pulled her away from danger.

“You think you can come to our place and do whatever you want?” shouted a woman deeper down in the hallway. “I pray to Evil God The Dragon, you bastard! You shouldn’t dare mess with me if you know what’s right for you.”

Even while boasting her claim, her voice shivered at the mention of The Dragon. Zarian gave her another reason to shiver. He rushed through the smoke and flames like a freight train.

Parasitic bone armor covered up his body and hardened wizard hat, which had spiny edges growing from the brim. The dungeon core remained held tight in a cage-like basket on his back.

The Level 58 Infernal Witch threw another bloody fireball while backpedaling fast, eyes flown wide. She screamed and cussed as Zarian kept chasing her down like a relentless monster.

The fireball had no effect. Zarian dodged it this time, letting the infernal projectile blast a part of the hallway into smithereens behind him.

In the next few steps, his hand caught her by the neck.

The witch choked and gagged.

She changed tactics and shoved her hands into his armored chest. With a pulse of powerful magic, she washed Zarian in a bloody, infernal blaze, turning his armor into a smolder.

Para endured and protected the core.

Zarian kept trucking forward regardless.

They entered a T-section with a slam, the witch to the opposing wall.

She was tough enough to survive the experience while her body created a crater. The impact rocked the building.

The blazing spell cut off. Para rapidly shedded her burnt parts and replaced it with new leathery flesh and bone armor.

The witch’s face turned deathly purple, her eyes rolling into her skull as he choked her.

Zarian let go when another man charged him from the left. The new attacker was a Level 55 Man Butcher. He held two heavy cleavers in his hands, each weapon radiating an evil and bloody force.

He wasn’t a tall man, but the Man Butcher was built like a miniature hulk, his shirtless torso rippling with intense might as he swung his heavy cleavers with a frenzy.

Zarian retreated lightly, staying shifty. The Man Butcher missed his first swings wide and hacked into the stone wall above the Infernal Witch’s head.

She sat in the crater, gasping for air, and the Man Butcher gave chase as Zarian summoned his grimoires.

One grimoire phased out of him like a phantom with ghoulish chains that rattled between the covers and his soul. Another grimoire with gator teeth and a lurking, invisible presence phased out of him and moved at a hover above his shoulder. Then the last grimoire appeared through a dark portal with a metallic hum and stayed in orbit around him.

The Man Butcher remained unimpressed and lunged with explosive speed. Both cleavers chopped down from above. Zarian slid to a stop and cast his spells.

He stepped in and out of the void with one quick stride, making the air wrinkle strangely as he moved. He ended up behind the Man Butcher, and the over-committed warrior crashed down hard, exposing himself to retaliation.

Parasitic claws extended from all his armored fingers. He lit both hands with Black Fire and Bloody Lifesteal. The black, gray, and crimson glow traced through the air as he slashed the Man Butcher apart.

Zarian felt the high of stealing someone’s life as their vitality burned away quickly. The Man Butcher had his back carved up before he turned around and swung both cleavers in a helicopter maneuver.

He hit nothing but wrinkled air. Zarian stepped in and out of the void and ended up behind Man Butcher once again. This time, he cast his spells even faster.

Quagmire Pit.

Dread Mire Bite.

The Man Butcher dropped into a small pit that sucked him down to the shins. He tripped forward and landed on his knees, one of his legs pulling out just in time. That was the end of his luck.

The invisible jaws of the dread mire predator sunk its teeth into the Man Butcher’s remaining leg. The bone snapped. The flesh tore apart under the mighty pressure.

The Man Butcher screamed and screamed, but Zarian still had more for him.

Fists cocked, Zarian punched down and clocked the man on the jaw.

The Man Butcher crashed against the corner of the wall, tried to push up, and found Zarian’s boot smashing into his face.

The Man Butcher tried to get up again, raising a cleaver.

Zarian’s parasitic claws slashed across the Man Butcher’s arm. Then Zarian formed a long dirk knife from the tip of his parasitic boot and kicked that into the Man Butcher’s side.

Blood splattered against the wall and across the floor.

The Man Butcher kept fighting, so Zarian committed further, sheathing the blades. He crashed down with all of his weight and power to thump the Man Butcher with a knee to the head.

A few heavy, bone-plated knees later, the Man Butcher stayed down.




78: Ten Assassins

Zarian left the Man Butcher alive, wiping away his Black Fire spell.

The Man Butcher could still die from the leg wound. Zarian left just enough vitality for the hardcore warrior to have a chance at surviving.

Back on his feet, Zarian returned to the T-section.

He walked past the Infernal Witch, who stayed put in her crater, rubbing the handprint around her neck. Her dark eyes set in the sunken hollows of her sockets rotated to follow his heavy march.

Zarian stopped. The Infernal Witch quivered in deep fear.

“I don’t think The Dragon is the type to care much,” Zarian said, his back still turned to her.

He waited patiently for her to answer.

“He’s the strongest of all the gods,” the witch said hoarsely. “He’ll give me more power one day. I’ll stay … faithful.”

Curious, Zarian turned to look at the witch fully. “What made you choose evil?”

She looked at him for a long time. Then she asked, “What made you?”

“I liked the class I saw. I didn’t care that it was evil aligned.”

The witch shifted in the crater but made no further aggressive moves. She took a long look at him. “It promised me a way out. And to be in charge. I took it. It’s better than waiting around to die as a reject.”

“Reject, huh?” Zarian looked over at the Man Butcher laying down and bleeding in the other hallway. “You had to have done something out of the ordinary to get to Level 10 and have some evil options.”

“Yeah, well, the noble bastards deserved it.” The witch spat. “What about you? You think you’re different from us? Just because you have a good aligned monster on your side?”

“She’s a princess, not a monster,” Zarian corrected.

The witch shrunk into herself, as if waiting for the final blow. None came. Not from him.

“I am different from you. There’s no doubt about it.” Zarian shrugged. “But, frankly, too much good has been done here already. I’m just here to have a chat with your gods.”

“Our gods,” the witch muttered.

“If that’s what you believe.” Zarian chuckled darkly as he walked away

He turned the corner. Went all the way down. He found five men waiting for him around the next corner.

They all had the Urban Assassin class, mid to high Level 50s. They dressed in dark red robes with cowls covering their lower faces. All of them were bald, with ragged scars etched into their heads.

“Your people have done too much damage here,” the lead assassin said, a Level 59. “You’ve angered quite a number of nobles, too. You’ve upset the Evil Gods. And you’ve earned the attention of the Bramblevale Assassin Order.”

“You don’t have to die,” Zarian replied. “I’m just here to talk to your gods.”

“They will have no mercy on your soul. And we’ve already received our payment for your death.” The assassins prepared to fight. “Once you die, we will kill all of your friends.”

Zarian thought hard on if he wanted to cheat.

He could easily end this with Straight Darkness +2. But if he chose that option, he would get bored and sleepy.

He needed to stay awake without relying too heavily on Level 0 Adrenaline Jolt. He didn’t want the lethargy effect to hit him at a bad time.

“Okay, let’s do this the hard way.” Zarian hunkered down like a bestial man.

He flicked his arms out to the sides and extended flesh-tearing bone claws from the parasitic armor. The brim of his wizard hat changed into two hardened shells that split apart at the middle. They almost seemed like mandibles set ready to clamp forward. Spikes grew from his elbows and knees.

His grimoires floated around him in orbit to him and his power.

This time, he was going for the kill.

The assassins shifted to the attack. The moment they moved to intercept him, their entire game plan fell to ruin. Zarian’s form shifted, warbled, and deformed in strange ways to their perceptions.

Worse yet, Zarian knew himself as the most dominant person here. Enough so for him to sink his metaphysical fangs into each assassin’s mind and tear away chunks of what they were seeing, thinking, and planning within the microseconds of conflict. He sampled on all of those surface thoughts while also leaving holes in their minds.

Combining the Uncanny Valley Effect and Lore Eater traits made Zarian a truly terrifying entity to face. The assassins’ own minds failed them in key moments, ruining their comprehension and coordination, while driving the fear of the Madness Wizard into them.

Then, as the cherry on top, Zarian stopped giving a fuck and entered the Frenzy Zone. His toughness and vitality rose. He pumped aura into his many abilities that buffed his physicality even further.

Then the hallway assassination fight erupted into a frantic mess as five more assassins burst out of hiding from the back rooms and rushed Zarian from behind.

Ten assassins.

One Madness Wizard.

A single hallway with some basic enchantments holding it together.

Go.

The assassins from behind struck first. They attacked with long knives, hatchets, short swords, and metal claws.

They pushed past their eerie fear of the unknown, of the shifty and monstrous wizard, and dove their weapons into wrinkled air and shadows.

The assassins from the front and the back nearly clashed with each other. They were confused, disturbed, but quick to fall on their instincts regardless of the nibbling bites on the surface of their thoughts.

They turned around in search.

There was no need.

Zarian reached them first.

Armored arms with long, hooked claws punched through a stone wall. Black and gray flames with an inner crimson light shone from the clawing hands as they seized an assassin’s head and pulled.

The assassin screamed as his head crashed into the ragged hole before his screaming ended. A headless corpse fell.

An assassin threw an alchemical grenade into the hole. A second later, it exploded in a show of deadly sparks. The others moved to the door leading to the room.

The sound of bone and flesh being torn apart sounded from behind them as Zarian reappeared from wrinkled air, already ripping apart his second assassin and then a third.

The others changed course to catch him. They still couldn’t.

Two of them fell into a leg-slurping pit. The others tried to stop, but their knowledge of the pit disappeared from their minds as soon as they saw it.

Instincts helped them above all else, but not before another assassin fell into the pit.

Then the invisible jaws of a predator snapped upward from the pit. Three assassins turned into mulch and bloody body parts.

The remaining four staggered back, shocked by the sudden deaths, horrified by the holes in their memories.

The nightmare only continued as the predator of the pit became a little more visible, showing patches of gray and green scales, before an enormous bellow resounded with so much power the four remaining assassins flew off their feet, tossed by the shockwave.

This time, they screamed and thrashed. They even fought each other, all of their assassination training stripped from them as they suffered mental trauma like no other.

One assassin broke away from the others and scrambled to his feet. He faced a walking entity with mandibles on the front of his wizard hat.

Zarian grabbed the brim and swept the hat around like a Mortal Kombat character, the mandibles snapping shut and sending the assassins’ head flying. He let go of the wizard hat, and Para reeled the shifted apparel back onto his head using threads of tethered flesh.

Another assassin hurled out knife-like bolts as he screamed. They struck Zarian’s armored hide and deflected off.

Zarian walked through each of the assassin’s projectiles until they were face to face, Zarian’s clawed hand on the assassin’s chest. He ripped out the man’s heart and squeezed it into a pulp.

The second-to-last assassin lunged to escape down the other direction of the hallway.

“Get over here.” Zarian extended his arm and whipped out a bone-tipped parasite cord.

It punctured the fleeing assassin’s back and latched on with growing quivers and hooks. Zarian yanked the man all the way back.

Sprouting a bone blade from his forearm, Zarian stabbed the man in the back, then Zarian stabbed again and again, depleting his vitality until the assassin expired.

One assassin remained. The lead assassin, Level 59.

“What are you?!” the lead assassin shouted, holding a long knife and short sword. “I can sense the level of my targets. You’re below mine! How can you be so powerful?”

“Because I do what I want.”

Zarian ran at the assassin like an unstoppable juggernaut.

However, this assassin wasn’t so easily susceptible to all of Zarian’s tricks. The assassin dodged aside and struck back with blurring speed.

He stabbed his knife into a gap in Zarian’s armpit and drew blood while leaving considerable damage. His sword nearly struck the neck, but Para readjusted quickly enough to form a gorget, deflecting the blade.

The assassin whirled around Zarian’s back with magical speed. When Zarian turned to face him, the assassin hooked a finger on his cowl and lowered it to spew a poisonous substance into Zarian’s face.

The assassin did so while retreating backward, staying fast and slick and ahead of the juggernaut of a Madness Wizard. 

The smartest thing would be to use Void Step again to catch the Level 59 Urban Assassin.

But Zarian was truly frenzied.

He was beyond sanity. Beyond reason. He wanted to get the assassin and put him down with his own clawed hands.

So he ran harder and faster, pumping heaps of aura into Wondrous Speed.

When that wasn’t enough, he pumped heaps of aura into Willful Might, too, boosting the power of his steps to send him forward like a sprinting hulk.

Zarian ignored the hissing poison that burned and sapped at his stamina in equal measure. He rushed the panicked assassin to the end of the hall.

The last assassin kicked off the back wall at another T-section and had a large enough lead to slip away.

Arcane webbing lifted from the floor and caught the assassin’s ankle.

The spectral spiders appeared to throw up a salute before disappearing and scattering away.

The assassin tumbled and lost his advantage, and Zarian bounded into the T-section wall and stomped both feet against it.

The wall was thicker and more foundational, not giving way completely except for Zarian’s body forming a big crater.

With incredible speed, he clawed along the wall like some monstrous spider man before throwing himself with a bestial lunge onto the assassin’s back. The fleeing man was doing all he could to run, but he found more arcane webbing entangling his limbs before he could escape.

Zarian crashed into his back and tore the last assassin apart.

<You’ve defeated 10 Humans, Levels 51 to 59 Urban Assassins!>

<Your skill, Summon Wizard Hat, leveled up from 5 to 8!>

<Your skill, Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Prince, leveled up from 1 to 4!>

<Your skill, Grimoire of the Dread Mire Gator, leveled up from 9 to 12!>

<Your skill has advanced! From Grimoire of the Dread Mire Gator to Grimoire of the Dread Mire Hell Gator!>

<Grimoire of the Dread Mire Hell Gator (Level 12): Through this folk tale of an ancient band of exiled elves, you can evoke the magic of the Dread Mire Hell Gator. The grimoire must be summoned as a medium. You can double or intensify any sequence of the folk tale with hellish effect. You currently have 3 learned spells: Quagmire Pit, Dread Mire Bite, and Dread Mire Bellow.>

<You’ve leveled up from 45 to 46! Stat points dispensed!>

A minute later, Zarian relaxed from his frenzied state.

He used Para’s help to remove the poison, then he looked over his new gains, especially the stuff regarding his dread gator grimoire skill. It was interesting that the name changed, but it retained its levels, almost similar to the black magic grimoire.

While Para feasted on the best corpses, he gave his thanks to the spectral spiders. They flickered into view to provide a victory dance, then disappeared from view.

Zarian continued his merry way back to where he was going. He turned the corner again and forced open a rusted door.

He ignored the rot and decay. He ignored the sticky dry blood on the floor and the buzzing insectoid beasts flying and crawling everywhere.

He stood between the altars of the Evil Gods. The dungeon core shone like a large pearl in the parasite basket on his back. It remained perfectly fine, still evolving.

The Lovewar Goddess had her own altar in a chapel outside the Lovewar Mansion. It was to the back.

Zarian avoided it because there were too many good alignment vibes emitting from the Lovewar Chapel. He might try to push through and pay her altar a visit anyway.

For now, he had an audience with the Evil Gods.

“Alright,” Zarian said. “I don’t know you guys completely. And you might not know me completely. Or maybe you do if you’re a fan like Shadowfell. But I need you all to answer me. Can we brush past what happened here? Or are we going to have problems? Because if we have problems, best believe I will find solutions. One way or another.”




79: Fuck Off

There were seven Evil Gods.

Zarian was already in a partnership with one of them, Shadowfell, who was known as the great slothful and somber evil. The goddess was a vast power of inevitability, tragedy, corruption, and self-death.

Despite her young age, everybody knew her as possibly the third or second most powerful of all the good and Evil Gods.

She could be Zarian’s sister, Ariana, but he doubted it.

Then there were the other Evil Gods:

Hisscreep.

Sinfeast.

Goldhound.

Sickspread.

Killall.

And, finally, the most terrible and powerful god, the First Evil King, the First Destroyer, The Dragon.

If Zarian’s party was staged in a city or nation that subscribed to the evil alignment, the altar of the Evil Gods would be more pronounced.

Since Zarian’s party was currently in a quote-unquote ‘good aligned’ kingdom, the presence of the evil alignment remained underground.

Could the good aligned forces eradicate them from every corner?

Perhaps.

However, based on everything Zarian had experienced, researched, and observed so far, he’d concluded that everybody was making use of both alignments. The divide between good and evil, order and chaos, wasn’t so clear cut as it seemed.

Good aligned nobles were dibble-dabbling in using evil for their own aims, or for what they claimed was ‘the greater good.’

Yes, that was contradictory.

But there were opportunities and flexibility in contradiction. Zarian couldn’t attempt to do good things while part of the evil alignment without the contradictions.

In a twisted way, it was beneficial that the alignments had some blurriness to them. Most people and creatures might not know that. But those who knew could maximize the power of both alignments for the best effect.

Of course, that came with costs.

And Zarian could feel it in the altar room. The presence of the gods was on him. His evil alignment was tied to them. Their influence could dictate how much further they could push his evil, regardless of his say so.

As of now, Zarian would prefer to stay as evil +2, but he couldn’t control that. The Evil Gods were in control, and they kept that part of the System obscured and out of mortal reach.

Thus, they could dictate who or what rose in the alignments. Yes, part of the alignment subsystem required great deeds of good or evil.

Every time Zarian or Bianca rose, that was because of something immense they’d accomplished. But they couldn’t decide for themselves.

They had no freedom in that part of their adventure.

Thus, the gods could meddle as much as they wanted. In fact, Zarian was certain that the Good Gods had their sights set on Bianca to use her as a weapon.

This was why Zarian lived by the code ‘fuck around and find out’ for a reason. Somehow, someway, he would meddle back if the gods crossed the line with him and his party.

For now, he wanted to overturn the worst outcomes possible with the evil alignment. He fixed his attention first on the altar of The Dragon. Might as well get the big guy out of the way.

“The Dragon, do we have problems?” Zarian asked.

The dirty, rot-filled, and divine room had sections for each of the Evil Gods. The Dragon, obviously, took up an entire wall section for himself.

His altar was also bigger than the others, with tapestries and framed paintings depicting fire-breathing dragons. There were gold coins left in a small pile along with a dead herd animal that looked like a goat with three eyes and multiple sets of horns.

There were drake skins, bones, and teeth stacked on some stone blocks. Some incense was burning from a bowl, the smoke wafting upward in calm, curvy streams. The ground under the altar was scorched, too, more of divine magical touch than something by a mortal’s hand.

Zarian braced himself.

Out of all the Evil Gods, The Dragon was the one that was the most dangerous, the most mighty. It was the original overpowered creature of the Infinita Star System, and Zarian had to give some due respect to that.

The minutes ticked by.

The Dragon didn’t respond.

Zarian let out a slow breath, and so did the other gods from their altars.

Apparently, Evil God The Dragon was always in hibernation. Or he would rouse and eat worlds and stars to feed his insatiable hunger. Then he would go into hibernation again and dream of terrible things.

There were legends saying that the most terrible creatures were dragons born from the wicked imaginations of Evil God The Dragon.

“Alright, you’re asleep. No problem. Next up, Killall?” Zarian asked.

The altar of Evil God Killall was a simple knife stuck in a hunk of flesh that looked like a man’s delimbed and headless torso. Blood bled out in constant streams from the wounds and stained the floor beneath.

Insectoid beasts swarmed around the bleeding flesh and filled the stone room with their buzzing noise. When the god spoke, the buzzing flowed with his voice, hiding the edge of a blade that lived perpetually in Killall’s entire existence.

“We have problems, Zarian Darkrun,” Killall said from his altar.

“Okay. I’m going to hold off on you. Because I sense some tension there. Let me check with everyone else first and get back to you.”

“You will die a terrible death, and so will all of your friends,” threatened the murdersome god of evil.

Zarian ignored the threat and turned to the next altar. He grimaced at the representation of Sickspread.

The altar was made of feces, a small humanoid corpse, and many more disgusting and revolting things. This was the type of Evil Goddess Zarian would rather avoid, so it would be a serious issue if Sickspread had problems.

Ironically, her voice sounded sweet and inviting compared to her foul and loathsome altar.

“Do not interfere in the towns west from here,” Sickspread said.

“I have no intentions of going west as of now,” Zarian said simply.

“Then I shall overlook your folly here, sweetie.”

That was that.

Zarian nodded and turned to an empty, raggedy treasure chest. That was about it with Evil God Goldhound.

“Give me the dungeon core!” roared Goldhound, who had a doggish bark in his voice.

“No,” Zarian said plainly.

There was a tense silence. Then Goldhound said, “Give me gold.”

Zarian urged Para to extend her tendrils. She dropped some gold coins they’d taken from the Lovewar Mansion’s coffers.

They poured a hefty price from the pocket dimension and into the treasure chest. The coins disappeared the moment it touched the bottom.

Then Zarian stopped Para when he felt he paid enough.

“I want more,” Goldhound demanded.

“No,” Zarian said.

The greediest Evil God grumbled for a little while. Then he said, “Fine then. We have no problems, as you say. Don’t cross me again.”

Moving on, the Sinfeast altar was similar in the style of The Dragon, but more mortal and hellish. There were framed paintings depicting individuals giving in to various sins. Their painted faces were stuck with expressions of ecstasy and tragedy as they enjoyed and suffered the consequences of their sins.

There was one painting that stood above all the others. A wolf was feasting on many sinners who were stuck between enjoyment and suffering in a constant cycle.

The wolf’s face was the most horrifying. It was nearly humanoid while showing absolute glee.

“Zarian Darkrun, what an interesting creature you are,” Sinfeast said, with a voice that was feminine, while holding a hint of masculinity.

Sinfeast was a trap of a god. If nobody knew better, it was easy to mistake him for a goddess, which was something Sinfeast enjoyed among other heinous things.

“Do we have problems?” Zarian asked.

“Now, now, let’s not be hasty. You have our attention. Few can gather the gods like this so easily, especially at your low level.”

“Do we have problems?”

“I don’t believe in such negativities. And why so brusque? Can’t we get to know each other a bit more? I really like your style. I think if we collaborate, we can do wonderful things together, honey.”

Zarian sighed.

It was time to up the ante.

“Look, I can be dumb, but I’m not so dumb that I can’t make some predictions. I’m a hot item in the market. However you guys do your godly business, it’s clear playing games with lowly mortals on the come up helps you in the long game.”

Sinfeast tried to cut in.

“Shut up. I’m not done,” Zarian snapped. Then he continued. “With that established, I know I have some leverage here. And I’m already partners with one Evil God. What is that you can say that’ll convince me otherwise, Sinfeast?”

“Ha ha ha ha. How vile. How disrespectful. How grotesque. My, my, my, oh me, you’re feisty! I’ll love to bend you over and make you purr, my dear Darkrun.”

Zarian gave the altar of Sinfeast a hard look. “I think, Sinfeast, there’s no helping this. I declare that we absolutely have problems. Fuck off.”

The pressure of the gods increased. He was in their house, close to focal points of their power, which allowed him to talk to them directly, but that also meant he was accepting a more direct approach to their power outside of boons.

In a sense, he had placed himself at their mercy.

Sinfeast peeled back the horror of his power. He crashed into Zarian with the ecstasy and disgust of sin, a mind-breaking combination.

Every sinful, pitiful, wrong thing Zarian had done came back to him like hellish wolves tearing and lapping freely at his existence. His vitality was no help here. His aura couldn’t stop it.

This was a direct strike to his life energy, which was getting shredded away. The power of Sinfeast burrowed deep and fast, nearing the point of touching Zarian’s soul.

Sinfeast laughed all the while, toying with the Madness Wizard, doing to Zarian the things that would break most men.

Yet, Zarian withstood. He glared at the altar as if he was looking into the eyes of the Evil God himself. Sinfeast only laughed at this act of defiance.

“My little boy toy, I’ll have so much fun with your soul. We’ll be well acquainted for the thousands and thousands and thousands of years to come,” mocked Sinfeast.

The power of Sinfeast drew ever closer to having Zarian’s soul. Nobody intervened, not even Shadowfell. 

Incredibly, that was fine with Zarian. This was his battle. He was not exactly helpless.

“I alone am the Honored Outsider.”

Zarian cast Void Step.

He took one step and broke free of the god’s manipulations.

In the void, Sinfeast had no power. Zarian couldn’t stay there for long since he wasn’t going far, which was perfectly fine.

Zarian popped in and out of reality, the air wrinkling around him. He placed himself at the mercy of the gods again, but he had a plan.

Before Sinfeast could try anything else, Zarian surged forward with thin tendrils whipping out from his hands. He seized Sinfeast’s altar, every piece, and pulled it close.

“If I ever catch you outside, Sinfeast, I won’t spare the rod,” Zarian said.

“Oh, please, punish me with all you have! I’ve been around longer than most gods for a reason, dear Darkrun! I’ll make you my bitch!”

Sinfeast attempted to use his invasive power again.

Zarian cast Void Step once more and dumped a large amount of aura into the spell. He took the altar, along with a portion of Sinfeast into the void, and released all of it.

The darkness was forever in the void.

It was silent and without air.

It was an empty place where only the creatures of the deep abyss could live. And in that endless abyss, a part of Sinfeast screamed and died, cut off from its host, left at mercy to the creatures of the void.

Zarian left the altar behind to return to reality, which cost him even more aura. It was almost too much as he crashed down into the altar room.

Clearly, he found a loophole where he could take significant items into the void, including items of a god, and leave them there. That was probably a gray area to exploit.

Zarian imagined if he tried that with people, they would pop back into reality with him regardless of letting them go. The System would pull them back. But the trip into the void would surely do damage.

The System recognized that with rewards, regardless of how ridiculous the maneuver.

<Your skill, Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Prince, leveled up from 4 to 9!>

<You’ve leveled up from 46 to 48! Stat points dispensed!>

Zarian must’ve gotten the new levels for giving Sinfeast a hard time.

That’s one god I really want to beat the shit out of.

Zarian shuddered as echoes of Sinfeast’s power passed through him. Thankfully, he had Fractured Mind to compartmentalize the absolute mind-fuck of having Evil God Sinfeast invade his existence and brush close to his soul.

His life energy felt ragged, too, and he might’ve lost some years in his life. It was a damn good thing he had his first spell, Bloody Lifesteal. He could replenish his life energy with that.

It took Zarian a minute to regain his composure. Then he was back on both feet before he noticed an ominous atmosphere filling the room.

“You’ve harmed Sinfeast,” said Hisscreep.

The altar of the most buggy Evil God was a simple skull with a many-legged creepy crawler moving about in and out of the openings. It was a centipede type of insect beast, and it looked creepy, too, which made sense to Zarian.

Centipedes looked like the type of creatures that would be a nightmarish monster template most universes would have. Despite the creep factor, Hisscreep had a strangely serene and inviting voice.

“He was being a jerk,” Zarian said.

“It is not often someone of your level can harm a god,” Hisscreep said. “While I’m not satisfied with all of your actions, I don’t like Sinfeast very much and find him terrible. For that, I have no problems with you. However, I would prefer it if you were more … involved with the evil alignment.”

“Only if it serves my goals.” Zarian smiled sharply. “Good, evil, it doesn’t matter. As long as it serves what I want, I’ll do whatever.”

“Hm, is that so? Then answer this. You are heading to Carrowmore, yes?” Hisscreep asked.

“That’s on the list.”

“I will watch closely when your party is there, if you make it there.” The Evil God hummed. “You’ll make for a curious case. What will you do in an evil city nation like Carrowmore? It is the strongest in all the World of Castles and Caverns. It is the most infamous of cities in the many lesser worlds, in fact.”

“Other than murder everyone who thinks they can mess with us?” Zarian shrugged. “I like to keep my options open. Who knows? Maybe we’ll have a party around a bonfire and sing Kumbaya. We could do some real soul healing for a lot of the evil aligned folks.”

“Amusing.” Hisscreep sounded like he was done with the conversation. But he caught Zarian off guard when he continued. “Take care of that dungeon core. Take care of Reiki of the White Silk Dancers.”

Zarian responded with a little more tact this time. “Yes, sir.”

Hisscreep left the conversation.

Zarian turned to the altar of Shadowfell. He hesitated to think about how to approach her.

The altar room was mainly empty now, with just Zarian, Shadowfell, and Killall. The other gods stopped being present once Zarian had found a solution to their problems, especially with throwing the altar of Sinfeast into the void.

Unfortunately, the murdersome Evil God couldn’t wait any further. He interrupted with a vengeance.

“Die,” growled Killall.

The air rippled and screamed as reality tore apart near the Killall altar. A rip in the world appeared and howled like going through a wind tunnel.

A leg wearing a nice laced-up shoe extended through the rip and took a step into the altar room. Then the rest of the person came through the ragged portal, revealing a drider in a dark green and red three-piece suit.

Eight dark eyes focused on Zarian with curiosity and killer intent. With a flick of six hands, multiple knives appeared in the drider’s hands.

It didn’t take long for Zarian to know the drider was powerful. More powerful than the White Roses and the Gnoll Elders.

Could Zarian kill the drider?

Maybe if he had enough time and a lucky shot. But as a wizard enclosed in a small space, his best winning strategy was to use Void Step and run away.

But that would be lame.

“Hello, I’m Dikir the Assassin. I will be killing you today,” said the drider, with a polite and gentlemanly voice.

“Hello, Dikir, I’m Zarian Darkrun. Before you attempt to kill me, I must say you have a nice suit,” Zarian replied, standing relaxed while unarmored.

Dikir nodded, his eyes glimmering with humor. “Thank you. Your mixture of a tattered cloak, the monstrous hat, and your own suit is interesting and unique. It is a shame that I must kill you, or you might find some popularity in the streets of Carrowmore.”

“Oh, well, I’m planning to go there soon. In fact, my friends and I have an invitation.”

Dikir quirked his head to the side. “Who invited you?”

Zarian reached behind him slowly. Para passed a small item into his hand from her pocket dimension. With a flick, Zarian threw the card.

Dikir put away one knife and caught the card in a blurring motion Zarian couldn’t track fully. The assassin was clearly the fastest creature Zarian had ever seen.

But the way Dikir stiffened, all of his eight eyes widening as he examined the card, was even more notable. The assassin was clearly bewildered.

After a minute of awkward silence, Dikir promptly walked over to Zarian and gave the card back. Then the drider pivoted on his heels and returned whence he came through the ragged portal.

Once he was gone, the portal sealed up, and the reality of the altar room returned to being stable again.

Zarian looked down at the card Naomi had received from her mysterious spider friend. He felt over its high quality material with a thumb and reread its fancy text:

Ekri the Tailor

Silk Felt Delights - Tailor Shop

White Silk District - Carrowmore

‘Look your best for every adventure. It could be your last.’

“Huh, I actually got to use the name drop this time.”

Zarian put the card back in Para’s pocket dimension. He glanced over at Shadowfell’s altar. He wondered how she was reacting to this.

He would’ve asked, but Killall wasn’t done with being an ass just yet. The murdersome Evil God interrupted Zarian and Shadowfell once again.

“Die, die, die!” Killall grouched from his altar.

Zarian felt a bloodthirsty, heinous, and genocidal power sweep around him. However, instead of attacking Zarian directly, Killall’s power surged out of the altar room.

It flowed elsewhere, toward someone else.

By the time Zarian’s spectral spiders caught sight of the recipient of Killall’s power, the Madness Wizard realized what was truly happening. Killall was using his boons.

The Evil God had used one to bring in a drider assassin from Carrowmore. Now the Evil God was empowering someone beyond their levels.

The Man Butcher roared with inhuman power. The divine boon of a murdersome god filled every part of the savage warrior’s flesh.

The Man Butcher would surely die afterward, but that didn’t seem to matter. He had power that was so destructive it could cause immense damage, deaths, and tragedy across the underground and on the surface before Killall’s boon ran its course.

There were still plenty of beggars, along with the little boot girl, who was near enough that they would suffer the Man Butcher’s wrath. Unless Zarian held his ground and ignored the easy way out by using Void Step.

Zarian swapped his dread mire hell gator and dark magic grimoires from the alpha section to the beta section. He swapped his Summoned Wizard Hat and Straight Darkness +2 from the beta section to the alpha section.

By then, the Man Butcher was running through the walls on a nigh unstoppable collision course for Zarian and the altar room. Again, the best and most logical move would be to Void Step out of there.

Zarian still held his ground and spoke a skill incantation:

“Straight Darkness: One Shot One Kill.”

With barely no time to charge, Zarian poured as much aura as quickly as he could into a dark projectile between his hands. He used every aura-based ability he had to speed up the process.

He wasn’t truly ready when the Man Butcher burst into the altar room like a runaway train. Chunks of the wall flew faster than the divinely empowered warrior could run, bashing off Zarian’s body.

The Madness Wizard endured. He went as far as setting the killing field, too, to encapsulate the ensuing destruction to come.

Dark pillars rose in a tight circle around them.

The Man Butcher brought down his cleavers.

Zarian released his attack and struck the empowered warrior dead in the chest with the densest and strongest dark bolt ever formed.

The impact was enormous.

Zarian had some defense against his own attacks as a spell caster, but there was a limit to how far the System would protect him from the consequences of his own actions. He broke past that threshold easily and was blasted back hard.

Para denied her initial instincts to protect him. Instead, she covered up the dungeon core, which was perfectly okay with Zarian.

That would be Zarian’s first priority, anyway, leaving the host of the Parasite Cloak to survive his own attack. All of his prior efforts to toughen himself up would have to come to play here.

The only unfortunate part was that he hadn’t slept for over four days. Vitality was one part health and one part stamina, and his depleted stamina dragged down his vitality.

His spine cracked against a darkness pillar he placed behind him. His muscles ripped. His organs ruptured. The wizard hat, thankfully, was just hard enough to save his head from busting open at the back. He still felt the jarring impact through his skull anyway, suffering a heavy concussion to go with the whiplash.

When he landed back down, the remains of the squat hideout of evil collapsed. Most of his dark pillars fell to ruin.

Despite the pain and confusion, Zarian’s Fractured Mind prioritized his safety and the integrity of certain altars. He kept casting Straight Darkness +2.

Evil God Killall kept screaming “die, die, die” as a large chunk of rubble crushed his altar. The other altars remained fine throughout the roaring mess, especially Shadowfell’s altar.

By the time everything settled down, the hideout was entirely demolished.

Para caught the nearest edges above and used strings and tendrils of flesh to pull up Zarian’s ruined body. His vitality did its best to patch up the worst injuries, saving him from bleeding out badly. But it could only do so much without outside help.

He wouldn’t die soon, at least. He just had to use Para’s help to puppet his screwed up body around. They took their time figuring out how to make it work.

Then Para jerked and staggered Zarian’s body over to Shadowfell’s altar. He spat some blood to the side. Then he glanced at his notifications.

<You’ve defeated a Boon Avatar of Killall, Human, Level 55 Man Butcher!>

<You’ve defeated two boons of Evil God Kill for the current campaign! Congrats!>

<You’ve leveled up from 48 to 53! Stat points dispensed!>

<Your skill, Summon Wizard Hat, leveled up from 8 to 16!>

<Your skill has advanced! From Summon Wizard Hat to Summon Wizard Hat +1!>

<Summon Wizard Hat +1 (Level 16): Improve your aura manipulation, aura channeling, and aura power by summoning a wizard hat that’s soul bound to you. This apparel can blend with other items you wear. Advancement: +1 improves aura recovery. Scales with Mysticism.>

<Your skill, Parasite Cloak +2, leveled up from 18 to 21!>

<Your skill, Straight Darkness +2, leveled up from 25 to 30!>

<Achievement rewarded! Boon Wrecker (Unopened)!>

<Achievement opened!>

<Boon Wrecker (Divine): You’ve gone up twice against powerful boons of a god, which should’ve killed you. Thus, your reward: 20 high value levels you can distribute as you please.>

<Choose who to give high value level ups: 20.>

“Oh, yeah. That’s that good, good stuff. Fuck me for nearly dying again. But fuck it, I’d snort those gains if I could.”

Zarian laughed wheezily, still in pain. He didn’t care. That was twice he’d told the gods to fuck off. All within a short time.

He grinned like a loon as he distributed his free points before he finally turned his attention to the last altar.

“Alright, now with those lame asses out of the way, it’s time for the main conversation.”

The Shadowfell altar was a thick, dark tome held on a short, dark stone pedestal. On the ground in front of the pedestal, a bowl filled with Shadowfell Tears waited. It remained perfectly pristine while surrounded by rubble.

Zarian took a seat on a throne made from Para. The pearly core fell gently into his lap, remaining whole and unharmed, Reiki and her dungeon still evolving.

“Hi,” he said.

The air quivered. A somber, sultry, and pleasantly dark voice responded. “Hello, Zarian Darkrun.”

She sounded like dark chocolate and silky dark sheets. She sounded like dark, stormy nights and heavy rain on a metal rooftop. She sounded tragic, but welcoming.

She sounded like the ultimate goth chick of a goddess.

“You’re not Ariana,” he said, smiling.

“No, I am not.”

“But you know who she is, don’t you?”

“I will not say.”

“Why?”

“I will not say.”

He squinted. His smile sharpened. “Ariana’s a big deal, isn’t she? Is it just you who knows? Do the other gods know? Where’s Ariana?”

“I will not say.”

Zarian huffed, blood speckling his lips. He turned to the side and spat out more of his crimson essence. Then he slouched wearily on his throne, the dungeon core adjusting slightly on his lap.

“Well … I’ll figure out Ariana’s case later. Do we have a thing or something, Shadowfell?”

“I will not say. But …”

He raised an eyebrow. “But?”

“I will say my first name. You may call me … Luciana … if you will.”

“Then call me Zarian. It’s a pleasure to be well met, Luciana.”

Her voice passed through him in dark, mysterious, and magnetic waves. It was like standing on a slick cliff at night, looking down at the heavy waves crashing back and forth, and having a feeling to take the plunge and end it all forever.

“The pleasure is all mine, Zarian.”
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Being in the presence of Luciana Shadowfell, the Young Corrupter, the Sorrowful Child, was interesting.

She wasn’t like the other gods. She had a large and shadowy presence while also feeling strangely inviting.

Maybe Zarian was naturally drawn to her more than the others. Maybe that was why Ariana wanted Zarian to open the portal leading to Shadowfell territory, because Zarian and the young goddess naturally vibed well together.

My little sister is a mastermind of the highest degree.

Was Ariana on the evil alignment side?

Probably.

That was going to be tricky to navigate once he found her.

Zarian loved his little sister, but if she was truly evil, then he would have to correct her on some things. She had shown signs of being idiotic and manipulative already, so he had his work cut out for him.

It’s tough being a responsible big brother, Zarian thought as he lounged as a broken mess on his throne. Oh, well, at least Ariana’s stupid manipulation led me to meeting Luciana.

“I think I like you,” Zarian said with a bloody wheeze.

He was still all screwed up, barely held together by the dregs of his vitality and parasitic strings. Spectral spiders appeared over his body, the little ghosts scurrying everywhere while applying arcane webbing.

They sealed up any open wounds and bound any broken parts. It was probably a bad idea to stay weak and wounded while sharing a space with the altar of Sickspread, too. Zarian risked it anyway.

Luciana took a while to respond. “Do you really like me?”

“You have a deep gothic theme and you’ve been tackling adversity since you were a baby. And we’re around the same age, with you being a year younger. What’s not to like?”

“A gothic theme, you say? And adversity? Hm. It’s rare that anyone would recognize the troubles of my position.”

“So I’m not the only one who recognized it, huh?” Zarian grinned.

Luciana let out a soft, somber laugh. “I’m not the best at conversations. If you push for information I can’t provide, I will repeat ‘I will not say’ until you grow annoyed with me and eventually leave.”

“I will leave.” Zarian felt the air grow tense. The Shadowfell Tears bubbled in the bowl and spilled over a little. He continued his point: “But I won’t leave because I’m annoyed with you. I have to check on a bunch of things before we leave Central Bramblevale for North Crown Peak.”

North Crown Peak was technically a lookout fortress that was part of the Bramblevale region. However, it was the most northern area of the Eternal Garden Kingdom to the northeast. It was supposedly more well-fortified than even Central Bramblevale.

North Crown Peak was in charge of protecting several communities of walled villages, which were its own mini farming villages. There were the horrors of gnoll raiders and other evil creatures living in the Blood Prairies even further north of North Crown Peak. There was a range of stone forests and hills such as the Wolf Dragon Den to the northwest where, unsurprisingly, the wolf dragon reigned supreme.

“We’ll be out of Central Bramblevale and on our way to slaying the wolf dragon,” Zarian boasted. “Wouldn’t that be exciting? My first dragon hunting quest. That’s the stuff of legends.”

“Dragons are the stuff of legends for a reason,” Luciana said with a somber warning edged into her voice.

“Okay, so it’s legendary in quality. And up there in level. We’ll win.”

Luciana didn’t respond for a while. Zarian wondered if his cockiness was chasing the somber goddess away.

Should he pull back a little?

He didn’t want to. He’d suffered the invasive power of Sinfeast and would have to carry the mental scars for the rest of his life. He’d turned aside two boons of Killall and survived to tell the tale.

If she doesn’t like me being me, then it is what it is.

Zarian wouldn’t sweat it.

Maybe he would feel a tad sad.

But he would move on, some way, somehow.

“Your tenacious nature … it is infectious,” Luciana said darkly, with a hint of amusement. Then her voice dipped into sorrow. “I’m almost tempted to be tenacious, too. But it is difficult. And I prefer not to be a bother, if I can.”

“What do you want to do?” Zarian had Para pull him up in his seat. He was interested in hearing the goddess’s problem. Maybe he could help.

“I have a troublesome … acquaintance.” 

“Lovewar.”

“You didn’t have to say it aloud like that. It is embarrassing. I shouldn’t associate so closely with her. She is good, after all. But she invites herself anyway regardless of our diverging alignments. She is irritating. Yet, I don’t mind her. In fact, there are times I find her presence a welcomed contrast to my own.”

Zarian chuckled. “What’s the problem, then?”

“I don’t know if I should tell her I welcome her company aloud. It has gone unsaid, and I fear she’ll draw away thinking I dislike her when that isn’t the case.”

“Well, get her a divine sword or something. I bet Lovewar would like that. Then you don’t have to say anything. She’ll understand through the gift.”

“It can’t be that simple.”

Zarian thought back to all the illustrations of Lovewar posing in bikini armor and holding a mighty weapon.

Yeah, it was that simple.

He hadn’t expected the conversation to go in this direction with Shadowfell, but he was glad the goddess was confiding in him about her personal affairs. It also offered more insight of how the lines between good and evil blurred despite how the alignments appeared on the surface.

“I’m glad I have you two as my benefactors, since you’re both friends already,” Zarian said.

Luciana hesitated. “It is too forward to say we’re friends, isn’t it? I wasn’t sent to Infinita to make friends.”

Zarian had Para lift him up more. Parasitic tendrils readjusted the evolving dungeon core in his lap.

Luciana’s last statement was a curious one. Was she aware of outer factors beyond the Star System?

Zarian tried to go the roundabout way of fishing for info. Which wasn’t hard, since he was curious about everything regarding his evil benefactor.

“So … you were dropped into the Infinita Star System as a baby. And now you’re twenty years old and in charge of your part in the evil alignment. Must’ve been crazy.”

Luciana took her time. She spoke slowly, haltingly at first. Her voice was still a major draw. A temptress of darkness, corruption, and the welcomed end. But there was an inherent awkwardness that was unique to her, humanizing her godly goth chick vibes.

“I found it all sad. I was separated from the warmth of family and left to fend for myself with a dubious mission. I was quite aware as a baby. Because of my inherent power, I was placed in a position where I’m on level with other divine beings.”

She had to deal with the same type of creatures who traumatized Arnold long ago? The Tier 4, kingdom-destroying, and godly entities might have their own unique profiles hooked up to the Star System.

If not, then those types must have a stupid amount of stats that would warp the lesser world to their wills. Zarian imagined thousands or maybe tens of thousands of stats. Maybe even hundreds of thousands.

Doesn’t that make Foodie more and more important?

The little goblin’s legendary ability to promote stat growth through her food really was worth more than a kingdom. Perhaps with time, Foodie could be worth more than a lesser world.

Eating her food while leveling up could be the difference between being under the tyranny of Tier 4 divine beings and world bosses or not.

Luciana had more to say: “Many went after me to claim me or take my life. I killed many of them. And if I didn’t kill them, I gave them reasons to let me be. Then, when I was three, the Star System decided I will stand as a major goddess of evil.”

Luciana sighed deeply. Her power swept through the ruins of the evil hideout, flowing out with her breath.

“I do little of the work you would think a goddess would do. Many wish for my power, too, and that can be quite troublesome. Yet nobody questions the source of my tears.”

“You like crying, don’t you?” Zarian pointed out.

“How do you know that?”

Zarian thought of his silly party member, Bianca. Oh crap, Bianca and Luciana should never meet as long as I can help it.

The corruptive tears Luciana would shed with Bianca egging the goddess on would cause ceaseless damage to Infinita.

The things I do to save the universe. Look at me, a real evil hero.

“I just figured you were a big crier. You find beauty in the sadness and the inevitability of the end. Death. Darkness. Depression. You live in it. So where others might avoid tragedy, you accept it. But that doesn’t mean you don’t have your own struggles that hurt you deep down. You probably wish to be reunited with your family, so there’s that, too.”

“Wow … how do you know all of this?”

Zarian used Para’s help to shrug. “I can vibe with that. In fact, I can feel the same way. I just deal with it differently.”

“Interesting. Very interesting. You truly keep me on the edge. I find this overwhelming, yet alluring.” Luciana sounded breathless and eager. “You are another one, Zarian. You are one who is too good to be true. When you appeared in my territory, I couldn’t believe it.”

“Why?”

“I find that I like you as well. It was instantaneous for me. But to like someone so quickly is troubling, for I’m not sure if it’s a temporary fancy, or if there’s truth in my adoration of you. There are other factors, but they don’t truly weigh on whether you can truly connect or not.”

Zarian took a long time to respond to that. Luciana was good at waiting and respecting the depths of silence. Her presence was comfortable.

Zarian could almost imagine that they could sit in silence and let all conversations die and still enjoy each other’s company. Yeah, he liked her. And she liked him, too.

“Do you want to be friends?” Zarian asked.

“Wouldn’t that be too troublesome? Are you sure you’ll want my friendship? I would understand if you would prefer some measure of separation from me with our partnership.”

“Nah, let’s be friends.”

“How forward of you. You’re like Lovewar. I haven’t seen her in person in quite some time, in fact. I believe she’s busy hunting Goldhound for what he’d stolen from her. But I’m sure she will have much to say about you when she invades my space again. I will have a gift prepared, as you said.”

Zarian was enjoying the turn of the conversation so much he nearly lost track of fishing for important information. He didn’t like the idea of hamstringing the vibe, however.

He let the deep lore stuff go. It felt more important to keep the flow and dark vibes going with Luciana than to get all his serious questions answered this instant.

“So, are we friends now?” Zarian asked.

“Hm. I suppose there is no stopping it. You are inevitable in your personality and charisma. I shall accept this vow of friendship. We are now … friends.”

<Achievement rewarded! Befriending Gods (Unopened)!>

<Achievement opened!>

<Befriending Gods (Divine): Don’t you know gods are usually above and beyond the likes of mortals or those in mortal positions. But you’re befriending one anyway. Here’s your reward: Supreme Crystal Ball.>

A baseball-sized ball made of opaque glass fell into Zarian’s lap. It clinked against the head-sized dungeon core.

Zarian used Identify on the new item.

<Supreme Crystal Ball (Divine): You can reach out to gods with this ball without an altar, as long as you have positive relations with them. You can also speak to distant friends as long as they have a reflective surface nearby. You might need godly help to patch you through.>

“Oh, hell yeah. Luciana, can you help me patch through to Foodie later?” Zarian asked.

“I can do so now. She’s looking at a mirror in her personal chambers and preparing for her day.”

Oh, it’s already morning?

That was a reminder that he’d been up for nearly four or five days now.

“Let’s do it!”

The milky surface of the Supreme Crystal Ball spiraled. For a moment, Zarian saw a dark figure flicker across the ball’s surface.

He could’ve sworn the figure was feminine, and perhaps irresistibly beautiful, but he wasn’t able to capture her full features. At least he had a vague idea of what Luciana Shadowfell looked like in person.

He was already grinning in anticipation of a more familiar face when Foodie appeared in the crystal ball next. Yellow slitted eyes. Big leafy green ears. A large mane of pale purple hair running over her head, and a long braid over her shoulder.

Yup! It was Foodie! Both of her ears were up. Her eyes were wide open like a surprised cat.

She was dressed in a slip of a brown nightgown. Despite some of her inhuman features, she looked adorable.

Zarian had the urge to scratch behind her ear. Instead, he gave Foodie a bloody smile through the crystal ball.

“Zarian Darkrun, you are in my mirror,” Foodie said matter-of-factly.

“Yeah, I’m using a divine crystal ball. My friend, Shadowfell, is connecting us right now.”

“Zarian Darkrun, you are saying unbelievable things.” Foodie sounded stilted. Uh oh, did he break her that fast?

“Okay, damn, how do I explain all of this? Ugh. So we’re in Bramblevale after dealing with all sorts of bullshit. And we’re nearly at the end of our time in Central Bramblevale but my party, Naomi, Bianca, Gilbert, and Hannah have been involved in loads of major quests, fights, and unlocking hidden secrets here and there as I lead the way, of course. Well, sometimes.”

Zarian chuckled as he thought of Bianca’s bright idea to lead a genocide on the evil alignment in the Bramblevale underworld. He picked up where he left off:

“While Hannah and I dealt with a Rare Level 40 dungeon hidden in the city’s library, Bianca, Naomi, and Gilbert slaughtered a bunch of evil humans in the underground underworld. I had to come down and talk to the Evil Gods. The Dragon didn’t respond. I’ve convinced Sickspread, Goldhound, and Hisscreep to leave things alone. I had to fight Sinfeast and Killall. Now I’m hanging out with Shadowfell, and she apparently likes me. And I like her, too. So we’re friends now.”

Foodie’s ears were still up. Her eyes were still wide and alert. After a minute of silence, Foodie responded.

“Zarian Darkrun, let me cook for you.”

“You will! I swear you will, Foodie! We’re on our way to kill a wolf dragon and unlock the secrets of the Forgotten Kingdom dungeon.”

“The Forgotten Kingdom? My father has written about it in his journals. But neither he nor our ancestors of the Green Hop Explorers have found the Forgotten Kingdom. You’ve located it?”

“That would be my party member, Hannah Townhouse, who found it. You know? One of the weak humans you thought would serve better as a meal? Yeah, well, she’s a Level 42 Runic Engineer, legendary by the way.”

Foodie took a deep breath. “Let me cook for you and her.”

“Remember Bianca, the silly girl who liked to cry a lot? She’s a legendary Level 41 Light Princess, and good +3.”

“Good +3?!” Foodie shrieked, jolting back. Something broke under her. She fell, then she popped right back into view. “And you’re still friends?”

“She calls me papi now and then. So, yeah, we’re still in a party together.”

“I’ll cook for you all!”

Zarian burst into a roar of laughter. He hadn’t even gotten to his legendary status, but it needed not be mentioned.

He could tell Foodie was overwhelmed by everything that he was dropping on her. Things only got worse for the poor goblin when her eyes lifted upward and she visibly shivered.

“You’ve said the Evil Goddess Shadowfell is connecting us?” Foodie was breathing through her mouth.

“Yeah, we’re friends. I did say that multiple times.”

“Your friend, Evil Goddess Shadowfell, is paying attention to us? Directly?” Foodie sounded faint.

“What? Don’t you have an altar for her? Can’t you talk to her directly?”

“I’ve never heard her voice before. We pray to her. She’s never responded. This is the nature of the gods. And you’ve talked to six of the Evil Gods. And you’ve fought Sinfeast and Killall! You’ve fought gods?!”

Zarian was trying to hold in his giddiness. Mostly because it was hurting him to get all excited because of his wrecked body.

Still, Foodie’s reaction was the greatest ever. He hadn’t even expected such a reaction, and now he was enjoying it as much as he enjoyed her food.

“I have a good relationship with Lovewar, by the way. She likes my vibe. Hell, I think Serveserf would get along with me, too, if I can find Arnold and get him to listen to me.”

“You have relations with Good Gods, too? Zarian Darkrun, that is dangerous.”

He waggled his brow. “Have you seen me? I’m a dangerous and daring man, Foodie. I have to be so I can save you from your awful mother and make you my legendary cook.”

Foodie fell silent.

Zarian’s heart raced.

He blurted out, “What is it? What happened?”

“I’m not a legendary cook anymore.”

“What are you?”

“I’m  mythical. I’m the Indomitable Cook, Level 45. Mother has allowed me to hunt bigger and more dangerous creatures. For a heavy price, of course.”

Zarian’s excitement struck a peak, settled, then rose again. Foodie had a mythical class? And it was called the Indomitable Cook?

That sounded so badass and powerful, Zarian imagined the stat growth from eating her food would be insane. He nearly missed out on the price factor Foodie mumbled at the end.

“Foodie, how’s everything going over there?” he asked.

Her ears slowly lowered. “We are to kill you.”

“You mean you and your mother?”

“Me … and Jack Masters.”




81: We’re Friends Now 2

For longer than Zarian could recall, he sat there in silence as he thought about the implications of Jack still being alive. Zarian wasn’t exactly angry. He wasn’t entirely upset. He was, however, a little bothered.

That crazy guy, a former peer from highschool of all things, should’ve died in Castle Grimrock. Instead, Jack was alive, and he was working with Foodie to kill Zarian.

It didn’t take long for the Madness Wizard to connect the dots. He soon realized Jack had the help of the Grimrock Warlock, the evil mother.

“Do you have to report this conversation to your mother?” Zarian asked quickly.

“Yes,” Foodie said. “She’s renewed my slave mark. It’s more powerful and controlling than ever before.”

“Fuck,” Zarian cussed. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

As lackadaisical as Zarian could act, this was a serious matter. He’d given away so much that he wanted to punch himself right now.

He wondered what Luciana was thinking of all of this. They were officially friends, but she was also the goddess of the corrupted goblins holding Castle Grimrock.

He imagined she had to play impartially in matters such as these. Still, he could try bringing the goddess into this.

“Can you do anything, Luciana?”

The Evil Goddess Shadowfell spoke in an alluring and somber tone. Foodie shivered as she heard her goddess for the first time.

“I will not.”

“Okay, I won’t push.”

Strangely, Zarian wasn’t bothered by that response. Friendship with a divine entity like Shadowfell meant he had to appreciate her impartial nature regarding evil-on-evil conflict, especially under her house.

Maybe if it was against anyone else, Shadowfell would do something.

“Okay, so I can’t tell you much more than this. Fuck me. Why wasn’t I thinking?”

He was tired. Beat up. He’d fought the Evil Gods at their altars. He’d overcome impossible feats. He was riding high on the highs while he hadn’t cared about what he was saying. It couldn’t be helped.

Once Zarian thought that over, he noted his mistake and moved on. He questioned what it would mean for the Grimlock Warlock and Jack Masters to know about his party and their successes.

They don’t know about Gilbert and Naomi’s advancements. Those two hadn’t advanced yet, although Gilbert might advance soon if Zarian’s charity idea came to fruition. Even if they know about the wolf dragon and Forgotten Kingdom, are Jack and the warlock willing to risk leaving their fortifications to challenge us?

“Wait, what’s Jack’s class?” Zarian asked.

“He’s the Star Crossed Hater,” Foodie said. “He’s currently Level 37. He’s hunted various adventurers from across the Stone Sea River east of Castle Grimrock. That’s the opposite of where you are. Many adventurers from the small kingdoms across the river have come for the riches my mother hoards that the orcs left behind. And Jack has sharpened himself, fighting them solo for the eventuality of facing you.”

“Legendary?” Zarian asked. 

“Yes.”

“Once he gets his First Class Advancement, he might get mythical.”

“I agree.”

Zarian slowly nodded. “I can’t imagine him as much of a threat to me. You’re more of a threat if you fight me seriously.”

“I know.”

The two looked at each other. Zarian wanted to reach into the crystal ball and pat Foodie on the head. He wanted to tell her everything would be alright.

Despite how tough she’d acted when they initially met, Foodie looked more open and emotionally raw now. He could see the fragility behind her tough facade. She could only be strong for so long, despite all of her mythical power.

“Foodie, I need you to hold on. We’re going to tackle some quests and head back your way soon, okay?” Zarian grinned confidently. “We’ll have the rare super weapons of the Forgotten Kingdom with us. Your mother will be doomed!”

“Doomed!” Foodie chirped. “Ah, sorry. That’s a strange tic as a goblin. Strong, evil words make us goblins want to repeat them when we’re excited or emotional.”

“Doomed!” he repeated.

“Doomed!”

Zarian laughed despite the pain of his busted body. The fragility behind Foodie’s demeanor faded. She even giggled along with him.

It was unfortunate that they would have to end the call. This would probably be their last conversation for a while.

“Can you tell me as much as you can before we go?” Zarian asked.

She did her best. Throwing everything she could at Zarian. She talked about various defensive measures and weaknesses in the main fortresses and walls at the top of the Castle Grimrock Mountains.

She explained how the caverns and subterranean floors were actually lead-ins to major traps in the bowels of the castle, which had killed or captured all adventurers who’d sought her mother’s death and the treasures. The best way to overcome Castle Grimrock was also considered the more daring way, which was directly over the top.

Foodie had also talked extensively about Jack, his powers, and his obsession with killing his sworn enemy. Yeah, Zarian could clearly see that Jack had lost all of his marbles.

When Foodie spoke of her mother, Zarian had to correct Foodie on something she was misinformed about.

“My mother isn’t in the Level 50s?” Foodie blinked, her ears lowering. “If that’s the case, then much of my information could be wrong. I’m restricted from certain sections of Castle Grimrock, and Mother only tells me so much.”

If that was the case, then Zarian would have to take everything Foodie said with a grain of salt. He wanted to think that the Grimrock Warlock was in the Level 70s.

The gnoll elders should be able to defeat her if they could get to her, but Foodie’s mother came across as very cunning. She might even be higher than normal in the evil alignment as well.

There was no point in asking Shadowfell. The goddess wouldn’t say.

“I need to go, Zarian,” Foodie mumbled.

“You don’t have to resist telling them what you know. In fact, tell this to Jack. He’s a nobody to me. Hell, I don’t even care to fight him. If anything, Naomi would wreck him for me.”

“He won’t like that.” Foodie smiled. “If I’m forced to explain what happened here, then I will tell Jack that.”

“Don’t get hurt, Foodie.”

“I’d like to see them try. Farewell for now … Zarian.”

“Farewell.”

Zarian and Foodie shared a look that said everything. They were truly amicable and connected. She was a friend, even if her mother forced her to go after Zarian’s life.

The Madness Wizard figured he’d make himself strong enough to keep Foodie contained until the Grimrock Warlock was slain.

The call ended. The crystal ball returned to being a milky white orb. Zarian stored it away in Para’s pocket dimension.

He lounged on his throne, his stomach growling fiercely. He really needed to eat. He really, really needed to rest.

“Are you not angry with me?” Luciana asked through her altar.

“No.” Zarian shook his head slowly. “Friendship also means I won’t push you to intervene in things that make you uncomfortable. I’ll deal with it.”

“The fall of the Green Hop Explorers and what happened to them is part of my evil nature, Zarian. I didn’t care to help. I allowed it all to happen. Then I shed a few tears over the tragedy and let it be.”

“Do you feel bad?”

“I always do.”

“Heh. You’re an interesting character, Luciana Shadowfell. Well, this conversation has revealed a lot to me. The gods are incredibly monstrous. You’re busy doing countless things across the universe while having this conversation aren’t you?”

After a few seconds of silence, Luciana answered: “Yes. This is the capabilities of us true gods. Universal omniscience, plus more. It’s a part of the System that’s special to us. However, I am devoting more attention to you than all the other lesser worlds and more.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yes. For I’m invested in you. And I find you impressive. And I like you.”

“Ah, yes, you’ve said that you found me impressive in your letter. Thanks for the boons, by the way.”

“Once you leave for the North Crown Peak, I will deliver upon you more boons. I suppose you’ll like more coffee, yes?”

“Very much so.” Zarian wanted to ask how she’d gotten the coffee from the old world but held back. He would get his answers with time. Building a relationship mattered more.

Luciana let out a brief chuckle. The area rippled with her somber but genuine laughter. Zarian wondered if she was laughing for him or if she was genuinely laughing because he made her laugh.

Despite his terrible condition and the situation with Jack Masters, Zarian’s mood remained high. Things only grew better when he felt a significant ping from one of his spectral spiders spying on the Bramblevale Keep.

He looked through the spiders’ eyes. He saw Arnold of Ambrose on an early morning walk.

Bingo bango, we’re getting somewhere.

“I have a charity effort to wrangle together, so I need to head off for now, Luciana.”

“Charity?”

“Yeah. It’s when you do free things for others.”

“How strange.”

“Watch and learn. Maybe you might like it. Or maybe it’s too troublesome, so you can live vicariously through me, if that’s what you want.”

“I would like that very much. Thank you for your consideration, Zarian. I will watch closely as your benefactor and … friend.”

“Later gator.”

“Later gator? Is that a saying? Can I still say farewell? Um, farewell!”

Zarian chuckled at the obvious confusion in the air from the goddess. Yeah, Luciana was a fun character, even if she was mainly an awkward downer.

Now it was time to make like a tree and leave.

His throne transformed into bone plates and spidery legs and rose upward.

Para still had Zarian all strung up like a puppet. But instead of relying on nearby rubble, she moved about with long spider legs, keeping Zarian inches off the ground. She held the evolving dungeon core on the top of her body where all the legs merged.

Para was jittery and jerky at first until she formed more legs – up to twelve – then she spread them out further and arched them higher. Zarian remained in the middle as a puppet on Para’s strings.

They lumbered away from the rubble and reached the staring beggars gathered in a crowd in the far corner. Half of them fled away into the dark tunnels and staircases of the underground. Others waited with bated breath.

At the front stood the little boot girl and the Infernal Witch.

Turning toward the Infernal Witch, Zarian’s body and head lolled from side to side under Para’s playful manipulations. Para even moved the threads infused with his body, making his face twitch as he smiled.

“Congrats,” he said wheezily. “You’re the last evil aligned person in Central Bramblevale. What are you going to do?”

“Make noble bastards suffer,” said the Infernal Witch.

“Perfect! That’s the right answer.” Para slowly turned Zarian’s body toward the little boot girl. Then Para dipped him forward and pulled his limbs up. His head lolled to the girl’s eye level. “So, are you going to come to the Lovewar Mansion for free food and healing?”

“You’re scary. I should say no,” she said. “But if you do have free food and healing, then I don’t want to miss it. I’ll let some others know.”

“Good, good, good. If it helps, I’m using you guys to level up a friend of mine. He’s the healer with the free healing, and he’s almost at his First Class Advancement.”

The little boot girl nodded slowly. She examined his busted body.

“Yeah, I know. I need some healing for myself. But I’ll get there soon enough. Got a few errands to run. Later gators.”

“What gator?” the Infernal Witch asked.

Zarian laughed like a bloody lunatic before casting Void Step.

Para’s massive spider legs moved in and out of the void, the air wrinkling as morning mist swirled about. The dawn sunbeams struggled to break through, but there was enough light to notice his shrouded form and giant spider carrier.

Immediately, a woman screamed. Then other women and men screamed as Para’s giant and bony spider legs strung along Zarian’s broken body.

He found Arnold of Ambrose around the corner. The White Rose of Serve Serf prepared to swing his liquid silver sword when he hesitated and looked closer at Zarian’s horrifying form.

“Lord Zarian Darkrun?” Arnold asked.

“I’m the one!” Zarian jiggered about on Para’s flesh strings, his limbs flopping painfully for comedic effect.

Arnold opened and closed his mouth repeatedly. His eyes were opened wider than Zarian had ever seen from the elderly man.

Some people might even think that Para had completely taken over Zarian and was the true personality behind the Darkrun body.

That was silly, of course.

Para was his friend.

Still, the reactions, high-pitched screaming, and overall panic were funny. The thick misty morning effect and gray blocky clouds added to the mood.

Zarian soaked it all in. Arnold was still trying to regain his composure and was frankly taking too long.

“Hey, so quick update, Bianca, my good +3 friend, went on an ill-advised genocide of the underground evil alignment,” Zarian said.

“Uh, yes, I’ve heard reports of such. I was working on the paperwork for the deaths of the lead guards at the time. I’m preparing to deal with the eventual backlash of Lady Bianca’s actions.” Arnold’s wrinkles deepened with his frustration.

Apparently, he was highly aware of bad things happening when the alignments went out of whack. It was a good thing he had a concerned adventurer like Zarian around.

“First, it’s Princess Bianca! And don’t worry! I had a chat with all the Evil Gods. Only two of them, Sinfeast and Killall, had problems. So I gave them the boot. The others won’t seek retribution.”

Arnold blinked and shook his head. “Good God Serveserf, bless me with patience. What did you do, my young lord?”

“I checked with The Dragon and he didn’t respond. Sickspread doesn’t want me to help the towns out west. Hint. Hint. Maybe something sick is spreading west. Other than that, I paid off Goldhound. Hisscreep is kind of cool. Sinfeast got the boot hardcore. I defeated two boons of Killall.”

“Two boons! You’ve defeated two boons of the most murdersome god!” Arnold was truly taken aback.

“Yup. Now don’t interrupt me. I was just going to say Shadowfell is chill and kind of lazy. She will not do much of anything other than cry because she feels like it. But I don’t think she’ll spread her corruption much here, so be glad that Central Bramblevale won’t be used as her Kleenex.”

Arnold slowly shook his head. “I’ll, uh, have to confirm this. Perhaps I can have an answer from my god if he’s willing to check with Hisscreep. The two of them have an odd but lasting relationship.”

Oh! So there’s more than one pairing between good and evil.

To Zarian, the pairing between Serveserf and Hisscreep sounded like two chummy but competitive old dudes with different philosophies. They would debate often while playing chess at the park that all the old dudes go to.

“If what you say is true, Lord Zarian, then you are to be commended even further for all you’ve done.” Arnold sighed. “And I owe you an apology.”

“Shove off with your apology! Instead, get a food drive going!”

“Food drive?” Arnold’s eyes glimmered.

“We’re going to feed as many beggars as we can. And give them free healing. All before we leave.”

“You’ll need the food to support such an effort. Yes. I see. Coming to me with this is perfect. I’ll have it done.”

The White Rose of Serveserf looked more animated and chipper now. After all, his god was the type who looked after the downtrodden and the poor.

Who else was better at helping get a charity organized than Arnold?

“Sweet! I need to head off now. You should talk to Hannah and Gilbert at the mansion over the food drive beggar stuff. I’ll probably be unresponsive for a while. Oh, and one last thing before I forget. You know what Aura Ignition is? No, don’t answer. Of course you do. I want you to help Naomi with her Aura Ignition.”

Before Arnold could respond, Zarian cast Void Step once more. Para carried him through like a giant mutant spider.

They ended up behind the Lovewar Mansion and among the camped soldiers. The screaming, shouting, and attempts to take up arms started as expected.

Zarian cackled like a maniac as he dangled from Para’s strings. He threw out some villainous phrases while Para extended tentacles and slapped around soldiers here and there who tried to attack without recognizing who or what they were attacking.

“Stop it, you fools! That’s Lord Zarian and Lady Para!” shouted Roland of Wood.

“Hola!” Para said in a monstrous voice.

The soldiers settled down. But not by much. Not all of them were deeply familiar with Zarian, so the Uncanny Valley Effect was in play a little.

Roland stepped up while trying to hold in his fear and horror at Zarian and Para’s monstrous display.

“How may we assist you, milord?”

“Is everything prepared for our journey to North Crown Peak?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. You’ll be needed by Gilbert, Hannah, and Arnold of Ambrose soon for a charity.”

“A charity?”

“It’s when we do things for free for those who are less fortunate.”

“Why would anyone do such things?” Roland was flabbergasted.

“Because there are hidden benefits. And it’s fun.” Zarian chuckled. “Nobody can stop me from doing what I want, and what I want to do is have a charity. Are you going to stop me?”

Para maneuvered his strings until Zarian was dangled sideways, limbs all loose, head lolling. The bloody smile on Zarian’s face twitched with withering threads under the flesh.

“No, milord. I dare not stop you. Nor would any man.” Roland looked back at his noble soldiers.

They all shook their heads. Roland returned his gaze to the creeping horror that was the broken Madness Wizard and his transformed Parasite Cloak.

“Good, now if you excuse me, I’m going to have a quick chat with Lovewar in her chapel.” Zarian turned away.

Roland choked on air. So did some other soldiers. They should get that checked out. They were blabbering and sputtering, unable to say anything intelligible.

It almost sounded like they wanted to stop Zarian.

It was too late. Para squeezed into the chapel through the front entrance with Zarian in tow.

Immediately, Para hated being there. She was weaker. Zarian also felt weaker and more drained. His wounds sealed by arcane webbing throbbed with pain and leaked blood.

Little by little, Zarian and Para lowered to the floor. The divine power of the Lovewar Goddess flattened them.

“Lord Zarian! What are you doing here?” That was Head Acolyte Lora speaking. The young woman fretted over him. “Oh no, my lord, you can’t be here. Um, shall I help you out?”

“Nay.”

Zarian used his Parasitic Cloak to wrap up his limbs further. Together, Zarian and Para crawled through the front lobby of the chapel. They dragged their bloody body while the dungeon core remained bound to Zarian’s back by a few strands.

They passed through the threshold that led into the nave. There were no pews. Just a stone floor and an array of shiny weapons on the walls. At the front was a Grecian sofa, a pitcher of alcohol set on a stone block, and multiple weapons of war lay out in front of the altar.

“Yo, Lovewar!” Zarian called.

Good Goddess Lovewar responded with style.

Zarian heard the clashing of thousands of weapons meeting shields. He heard the shouts of countless men at war. There were the unified voices of many women singing stridently like amazons on a march.

Then the powerful and energetic voice of Lovewar came through, sounding like an attractive tomboy:

“Darkrun! You’re a mess! You should’ve given me a heads up or I would’ve dialed back on the goodness. I had some annoying stuff going on up here in god land that had me distracted.”

The crushing pressure of the Lovewar Chapel faded. Zarian could breathe easier. Para reformed her spider legs, albeit smaller, and lifted Zarian up.

“I had a conversation with the Evil Gods. They were cool, unconcerned, or plain weird. I had to kick Sinfeast and Killall’s ass.”

“It’s always those two who get on my nerves the most. That and freaking Goldhound! Actually, I think I hate Goldhound the most! I swear I’ll kill him next time I catch him.”

“Yeah, cool, okay, if you want the deets on how it went down, talk to Shadowfell. She likes your presence even when you’re being pushy. She doesn’t mind as much as it seems.”

“What? Really? I can be a little much sometimes. But she’s the only one who feels like she’ll listen to me when I go off on my rants. I can get all descriptive about my conquests and the other gods aren’t as cool as her. But, yeah, if she actually doesn’t mind, I’ll go bug her more. Thanks! Also, I’ve noticed you and your party have been busy.”

Lovewar took a deep, climatic breath before saying, “My little brother of war, you are a hell of an adventurer.”

Zarian shivered at being called ‘little brother.’

He didn’t know how to respond to that. So he kept going as normal.

“Yeah, I know. We can talk more about it later. But I think I’m on the verge of dying from exhaustion and lack of vitality. Also, Sinfeast did some bad shit to my life energy before I gave him the boot.”

“I really need to know how that went down. I’m going to bug Shadowfell so hard.”

“Wait, wait, let’s stop getting sidetracked. I really have an important reason to be here. Answer me this. Are the Good Gods going to turn Bianca against me?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, thank you. I imagine you’ll give your disapproval, yes?”

“Of course! Anything beyond +3 at the newbie levels is ridiculous. She’s got plenty to make a difference. And that’s what I wanted when we did that push earlier. But now I can tell Purgehunt and the others are scheming, since they’re keeping me out. I don’t think Serveserf is involved or scheming much of anything. He’s always more of an outsider.”

“By the way, I don’t like the gods meddling too much.”

Lovewar sighed. “That’s just how it goes, little brother. You have your ways of getting to power. But we big, omniscient, and advanced beings have serious hook ups with the Star System.

“Once you trigger something we can influence, most of us will get involved, and you’re doing too many incredible things for us not to go in and tip the scales. All the gods are paying more attention to Corma than they usually would.”

Zarian imagined the gods were paying more attention because of him and his party. Maybe they’d truly done too much.

Lovewar continued: “I know that’s all frustrating. I found it frustrating too when I was on the come up. But do your time. Grind your way up. And maybe you’ll be the one who gets to mess with others far under you.”

“I’m guessing the only way to avoid your influence is to stay neutral,” Zarian said.

“Yeah, well, somewhat. Even then, we have our ways of influencing stuff even if we can’t get to neutral types directly. I know that sounds bad, but that’s how it is.”

Zarian held back a curse since he wanted to be polite with his good aligned benefactor. Lovewar was answering some important questions that he’d suspected already. Now he had her godly confirmation, which placed his paranoia and evil alignment in accord.

Incredibly, the Good Gods didn’t strike with Bianca when she’d led a genocide of the underground. But they might have leverage to meddle again later on.

I’ll deal with it when it becomes a problem.

At the very least, he wouldn’t be surprised.

“Okay, cool. The last thing I have to say is we’ll get the thing you want done through a proxy. Meanwhile, the Lovewar Acolytes here will be coming along with us.”

“Much appreciated. Once things pop off, my little girls in Bramblevale won’t be well prepared. At least not the ones with you. I have others who are more than prepared deeper in the Eternal Garden Kingdom. Again, you don’t have to involve yourselves any further. I just need that spark to light the fire.”

“Good to go. Now if you’ll excuse me … I’m literally dying of exhaustion.”

“Oh, yeah, that sucks! I’ve already used up my boons for you. But once you’re on your way out of Central Bramblevale, I’ll have boons reloaded. I’ll say this though. Don’t linger too long. Troublesome people are heading your way.”

“Let them come.” Zarian cast Void Step, and the spell failed.

“Sorry, bud. You’re going to have to cast that outside.”

“I do all I can for you, Lovewar, and this is how you treat me? You do know I’m Shadowfell’s first friend, right? I have a major influence with her. She’ll cry if she knows how you’ve mistreated me.”

“Wait, come on, all you gotta do is go outside.”

“Oh, Shadowfell! Lovewar has been so cruel!”

“Hey, fine, here, little brother. I’ll open up a little for you. Dang cretin.”

Zarian cast Void Step again and succeeded. He crashed into the kitchen. There was screaming. He reined in all of his abilities and overt power to keep from giving the acolytes heart attacks.

Thankfully, none of them fell over and died. They might even get levels out of the experience.

There was more shouting. He vaguely recognized Gilbert’s voice and felt a healing force enter his body. He recognized other vague shapes. The closest looked like Naomi.

Zarian felt a little worried. What if she thought he’d gone off and done something dumb to nearly get killed again?

I should really stop doing this dramatic near death stuff.

Maybe he would learn to stop after a well-deserved rest.




82: Have Faith 1

Zarian was in another dream, but more nightmarish than usual. Sinfeast was back, and Zarian had both hands wrapped tight around the deplorable god’s neck.

He squeezed his grip and shook the god back and forth, smashing the back of the Evil God’s head against the alleyway wall.

Blurry vehicles passed by on the street outside the alley, like a moving pastel picture of the urban sprawl Zarian knew as a beggar back in the old world. Blurry figures walked by in a hurry.

Nobody cared about Zarian strangling a horrific, vile, invasive, and wicked god.

Nobody cared that Zarian was losing.

The Evil God had no recognizable features that denounced him as man or woman. Sometimes he was more of a wolf. Sometimes he was more of a fox.

He switched between being plain and fleshy to bestial and furry, and sometimes something in the middle.

But no matter what, Zarian could tell it was Sinfeast by the stupid, lecherous smile on the Evil God’s face. And no matter how much Zarian throttled the sinful god by the neck, it felt like Zarian was getting throttled and hurt even more so.

Zarian bashed the god’s head into the alley wall again. In return, Zarian felt a hard knock against the back of his head and nearly fell over.

Remaining on top, Zarian squeezed his grip on the god’s throat even tighter and kept throttling Sinfeast. In return, terrible bruise marks darkened around Zarian’s neck.

Zarian couldn’t breathe, but he kept strangling and shaking Sinfeast. The god laughed, licked his lips, and blew kisses at him, infuriating Zarian even further.

Zarian couldn’t stop himself from committing outright violence, and Sinfeast enjoyed every moment.

The god even talked. “Hurt me more, daddy, hurt me more!”

Zarian wanted to growl, but he couldn’t because of the force around his throat. He was feeling weaker, more drained. He felt like he was the one being put down violently.

Then a new and more prominent presence made herself known.

“You insignificant tick. You dare trespass on what’s mine? You have no idea what you’re desecrating!”

Ariana walked into the scene with a stride that was dominant and angry.

She still looked like a four year old dressed in her Sunday best. Her pearly white shoes and sparkly dress shone perfectly in the blurry dream alleyway.

But for a moment, she exuded a presence that was larger, more imposing, more monstrous.

Still, Zarian couldn’t help but see her as his adorable little sister. She shouldn’t be here in the presence of this ugly violence, especially with something like Sinfeast near.

But the way she spoke and moved said otherwise.

And the way Sinfeast locked up like a deer stuck in headlights was even more telling.

“The next time I wake. Perhaps I will destroy you forever,” Ariana growled.

The Evil God stopped smiling. His amorphous features solidified into a wolfish, hairless man. Horror shone fully through the god’s face, his entire features becoming pale.

He was screaming when Ariana flicked her finger into his face and sent him away, straight out of Zarian’s dreams. With the horrid god gone, Zarian collapsed to his side, worn out and depleted.

He really wasn’t going to get much rest, was he?

“I’m going to be Sinfeast’s biggest hater,” Zarian announced. “Nobody will hate Sinfeast more than me.”

Ariana slowly nodded, with a scowl on her young and adorable face. “I harbor plenty of hate as well, Big Bro. We can be haters together.”

“I’m the number one hater, though.”

“I’ll be glad to be your number two.”

Good, good, that felt proper. Zarian reached over and patted Ariana’s leg weakly. “Thanks.”

Ariana crouched down to rub her little hand over his shoulder. The gesture made him feel better.

“I should apologize for not being here sooner,” Ariana said.

“No apology needed.”

“Still, I’m sorry, Big Bro.” Ariana grumbled as four-year-olds would before saying, “Sinfeast is quite a tricky pest. You’ve harmed him and embarrassed him in front of all the Evil Gods, weakening his position. He will have a vendetta against you, and despite what you did with his altar, he has you marked.”

“Oh, nice, we’ll be dreaming of each other from now on. This universe can only handle two freaks of nature, and I’m the better freak.”

“He won’t bother your dreams. I’ll make sure of that. But he’ll try to invade you in other ways when you least expect it. Beware of anyone who tries to invoke him or use a symbol of Sinfeast. Stay away from his altars unless you’re prepared.”

He nodded along to her wise advice, appreciating every bit. Still, he couldn’t see himself turning away from any opportunity to kick Sinfeast and his followers in the crotch if the chance showed itself.

“When I hate, I’ll make sure my hatred wins.” Zarian pushed up into a seat against the alley wall.

He reached over and pulled Ariana into him, hugging her close. She settled in a seat next to him. She felt warm. She felt real.

“What are you?” Zarian asked.

“Something powerful,” she answered.

“You’re still Ariana Darkrun, right? Of course you are. You’re my little sister.”

She chuckled softly. “Yes, I’m Ariana Darkrun. I’m your little sister. Though you might not be happy with the truth of my full identity. I’m glad Luciana didn’t tell you. I’m not ready just yet.”

Zarian didn’t push. At least she reconfirmed she was what she said she was, which rang true to him. She was part of the Darkrun family.

Clearly, she was a more powerful member of the Darkrun Family. He felt like the truth of their origins would come out on its own. Just had to wait for it.

Zarian gripped her gently by her chin and tilted her face up. He looked long into her eyes. He caught traces of curiosity, stress, uncertainty, and many more things hidden behind that youthful facade.

It seemed to Zarian that Ariana had a lot on her plate. If she was truly powerful, then that meant she had plenty of responsibilities.

“Again, thanks for your help.” He released her chin and patted her head. “I really just wanted to rest.”

“You deserve it.” She sounded happy. “You’ve done incredible things. I’ve been watching. I’m very impressed.”

“Did I break the thing you wanted?”

“Not yet.”

“Dammit,” Zarian groaned.

Ariana giggled. “Why are you disappointed? If you adventure and ascend up into the next worlds above, you’ll expand your existence and longevity. We have nothing but time with your incredible upward trajectory.”

“Yeah, well, I can’t really think of the future when I’m constantly tackling amazing things left and right. And despite all of that, I’m still clueless about your whole shtick about me being the only Honored Outsider. Can you blame me for feeling crazy over it?”

Zarian waved his arm about as he ranted.

“What is it other than being OP for my level that makes me special? Is it our origins? Does the System fear you so it wants to make me happy? What’s the big deal?”

Ariana took her time to answer. “It is hard to explain. I just know that you can do something nobody else can. It’s inside of you. The System knew this as well once it realized you’re like me. Maybe … you might be greater than me.”

Zarian had a hard time believing that. Ariana had walked her four-year-old projected self into his dream and flicked away Sinfeast like the Evil God was a mere ant.

Zarian had no idea what Ariana’s true form could be, but he believed her to be extraordinarily powerful. She gave off the right vibes for it.

Luciana was probably serving under Ariana, wasn’t she?

Zarian decided to put the issue aside for later. Something else caught his attention. Arianna’s attention turned in the same direction.

The dream transitioned away from the blurry and pastel background. They entered a void-like space, a place in between dreams, and in front of them was a bubble.

In that bubble, they watched Naomi sit alone, legs crossed, deep into meditation. She had on the witch-like version of the wizard hat, a Level 0 skill Zarian had copied into her profile.

It lacked the potency of the real skill. Still, Naomi was making use of her hat, plus everything else she had while trying to manipulate aura inside and outside of her.

Zarian could feel it, and he knew Ariana could feel it as well. Naomi had drawn them both as an audience because of her manipulations.

She moved the aura like tidal waves going outward and inward while matching her breathing.

When she breathed in, the aura swept in closer. When she breathed out, the aura moved outward with her breath.

It was strange to watch since she didn’t have a strong aura manipulation ability. Instead, it seemed like she was moving the aura based on pure determination, leveraging her Willpower and her hat.

There could be more to it than that. Zarian extended all of his senses, especially through the Wonder stat, and felt Naomi was tapping into her Psionic Affinity.

Interestingly, she was making up for her lack of aura manipulation by overclocking her mental abilities. Zarian had an inkling that psychic abilities were a great equalizer.

Naomi could tap into the inherent abilities inside herself while also able to affect others more directly than most magic abilities.

Right now, Naomi was turning her psionics all the way inward to make up for what she lacked.

Even if she didn’t have those abilities, Zarian imagined controlling aura was inherent to all creatures if they have an aura. But having traits and stats that dealt with aura more directly made it way easier.

In other words, Naomi was doing what she did best. She was brute forcing her way through a problem. She was fighting against her weaknesses and making the most of what little she had.

“I find your friend Naomi a curious case,” Ariana admitted. “The others are clearly talented, perhaps even gifted. Not as gifted as you, but gifted enough. Naomi, however, isn’t gifted. Not in the way it matters. She shouldn’t be here.”

Zarian nodded. “I’ve had the same thoughts. All she has going for her is a crazy hard work ethic and unbreakable discipline.”

“You do know that’s not enough, right? Without talent. Without powerful origins of blood. Without inherent gifts, she’ll inevitably meet her limit.” Ariana sighed wearily. “It might be cruel to give this woman too much hope. Perhaps the best course is to help her reach a sufficient level and make sure she is comfortable once she eventually hits her limit.”

“No.”

Ariana shook her head. “Your enemies will target your weakest links. She’s one. You are powerful, Big Bro. But what is she compared to the behemoths who are close to your equal?”

Zarian grinned. “She’s a jarhead-ass, crayon-eating, stupid-as-hell Marine. With someone like her, all you have to do is have faith.”

Ariana snorted. She was about to retort when the bubble showing Naomi twisted and warped. The aura turned violent, roiling with so much movement it was disturbing the dream bubble.

Hell, even Zarian felt the urge to step back. He held his ground and grinned widely.

Ariana’s eyes flew open, her jaw dropping.

An outward burst of aura rushed from Naomi’s body in an enormous wave. The walls of her room shuddered. The chair at her study desk scattered into pieces. The rug under her frayed apart.

The bubble expanded close to the breaking point. Before their view of Naomi popped, the expanding aura reversed course and rushed inward. It was flowing toward the bonfire Naomi became to keep her fueled.

Naomi screamed as rushing aura filled her up with more and more, more than her body would normally hold.

A bonfire of hazy blue-green aura phased out from her flesh and flickered over her body. Her veins pulsated with more of the ethereal energy.

Her screaming came to an end as Naomi struggled to get to her feet while maintaining her Aura Ignition.

Ariana spoke with amazement clear in her voice. “Aura Ignition/First Stage. It’s an epic quality trait. At this stage, your aura is infused with your body, driving up your physicality to incredible degrees. It is meant for true warriors who don’t rely on Mysticism, although that’s one of the most favored stats of the Star System.”

Zarian nodded. “Go on.”

“You’ll make it even more optimal if you don’t rely on Wonder, either, but having low Wonder is considered insane. Without the extra perception and luck, you’re relying on Willpower to trigger the ignition and to keep from tearing apart.”

Ariana blew out a puff of air.

“Perhaps you can increase your chances by having aura manipulation abilities, but gaining those traits or skills usually requires some investment in Wonder or a large amount of Mysticism for that.”

“Naomi doesn’t have much in her Wonder or Mysticism. She’s all invested in Willpower, Strength, and Agility.”

“How idiotic and foolish. It’s optimal. But it’s dangerous for someone so mortal.” Despite the disapproving words, Ariana sounded impressed by Naomi. “Well, she will have immense power in her Aura Ignition even at the first stage.”

“What are the stages?”

“Second Stage allows you to unleash greater Aura Ignition techniques based on your abilities. It is like how you use incantations with skills as a wizard, but for the warrior. Though, those techniques must require the use of the body more than the use of magic.

“Third Stage allows you to better stabilize Aura Ignition for a longer output. Fourth Stage warps reality to the demands of your body and ignition techniques. And nobody has reached the fifth stage, but it is theorized to be possible and godly.”

“You still believe hard work isn’t enough?” Zarian asked, smirking.

Ariana furrowed her little brow. “Perhaps hard work and having someone to help you can make all the difference. Still, her Aura Ignition is wild and unstable.

“You know once it depletes she not only will lack aura, but she must suffer through an aura recovery debuff and physical debuff until she has adequate rest, especially at the first stage. Aura Ignition should only be used as a last, desperate measure in a fight, or you’ll be vulnerable afterward.”

Ah, so that’s the real kicker, Zarian thought. I think I’ve come to terms with not getting Aura Ignition. This certainly confirms it for me.

He was on the path of a wizard. Aura Ignition wasn’t truly suitable for him.

Zarian figured Foodie had told them all to get Aura Ignition because that was the best thing she knew. The mythical goblin cook knew a lot from all that her father had passed down to her, but she was clearly inexperienced in other ways.

How old is Foodie?

In fantasy, goblins didn’t live long.

Foodie might not even be half of Zarian’s age.

Oh, shit. She’s a real kid, isn’t she?

Zarian was pulled out of his thoughts when Naomi lost control of Aura Ignition. Her body tore apart in a couple of places. She collapsed to the ground, soaked in blood and sweat, clearly in pain.

Seeing that worried Zarian deeply. He forgot he was still dreaming and tried to rush into the viewing bubble, but the bubble pushed away until he stopped.

Ariana remained beside him without taking a single step somehow.

Together, the Darkrun brother and sister watched as Naomi rolled over onto her back and laughed. The woman was insane. Despite her wounds, she was enjoying herself.

She achieved something a mortal woman like her should’ve failed. Instead, she survived.

Zarian shook his head at her. Then an errant thought struck him.

Wait, did she get advice from Arnold before she tried that on her own?

What if she hadn’t?

“Oh, so that’s how it feels when someone you care about does stupid stuff.”

Zarian huffed in anger. He was tempted to grab Naomi and shake her around while giving her a Marine-style ass chewing.

Granted, he would be a hypocrite. But at least it would feel good to give her the shaking and yelling.

“Ugh, it sucks to get shown the other side of the coin.”

Ariana was watching him now, clearly amused. “You’ve proved me wrong.”

“Did I?”

Ariana waved toward the bubble with Naomi.

Gilbert, Bianca, and Hannah were rushing into the room. A few seconds later, Arnold was there while holding a hot pan of food.

Was the White Rose cooking something in the kitchen for the charity? Was that happening already? Now that Zarian was paying closer attention to key details, he noticed everybody was dressed in more casual clothing

Zarian couldn’t hear the conversation that ensued, but it looked like Arnold was confirming some details and admonishing Naomi in equal measure. That gave Zarian a better measure of the situation either way.

Arnold had given Naomi advice on Aura Ignition, and she went off to figure out the rest.

Ugh, I’ll let her off the hook for this one.

Thankfully, she had the divine medallion that gave her a free revival once a week. That woman needed it. She was just as big of a death-facing thrill seeker as Zarian.

“You need more rest,” Ariana said.

“I’m going to miss my charity thing, aren’t I?”

She swayed her head from side to side, her pigtails wavering.

She wasn’t sure, but Zarian imagined he would miss out in the end, which was unfortunate. He had pushed himself a lot for multiple days and nights straight, so there was no denying him the rest he needed. Maybe when he grew further, he wouldn’t need as much rest.

Well, other than Naomi succeeding on Aura Ignition, it looked like the others were doing well. They also looked bright and happy, Gilbert especially. The man nearly shone as bright as Bianca when he could help people in need. He was also sober, too, which was a good sign.

Things were going well.

“I wanted the charity for everybody to feel like they’re making a difference,” Zarian said.

“Is that so?” Ariana responded.

“It is very much so.” Zarian placed his hands on his hips and looked up into the void. “Do you ever get the feeling that all you do is work and toil and hurt? Maybe you’re hurting yourself or hurting others? Well, most people might not realize there’s another way to live, and the act of being of service and helping others even if you don’t have to can be rewarding in itself.”

“There are those who do that right now. They worship the gods, their nobles, their lords, and act in service of them.”

“No, Ariana. I’m not talking about that type of service. I’m talking about service going from the top to the bottom without needing much in return. Even if all you can provide is a hot meal and some comfort, you can see the actual impact you have on someone who needs a little support.”

Zarian turned and smiled down at his little sister.

“We’re not trying to save the world or the universe. Maybe we’ll kill a few world bosses and divine beings here and there, especially Sinfeast, and maybe we’ll prevent hugely destructive events, but that’s not the primary goal. The primary goal is to adventure, show off our magic, and grow.”

Zarian rubbed the back of his neck. He never realized he had so much to say.

“Sometimes part of that adventure is helping with what’s in front of us. Sometimes we show off our magic by kicking in the teeth of every asshole who thinks they’re untouchable. And the growing part is simple. We want to see how far we can take ourselves. Pushing beyond mortal limits. Pushing each other if we can.”

He watched the others leave behind the room. Then the viewing bubble turned dark and faded away. All that remained was the surrounding void.

He was comfortable here. Ariana was comfortable here, too.

“Most won’t think like you,” Ariana said. “It can be seen as a weakness, your kindness.”

“Ha! I know! I know it’s looked at as a weakness. And I don’t give a fuck, anyway! Because if your kindness is that big of a weakness, then you’re a weak bitch, anyway!”

Ariana opened and closed her mouth. She fell silent, but it was obvious that she wanted to hear more.

Zarian kept rolling. “If you have enough power, can you really say you can’t make a difference? Even if the difference is providing some aid and comfort to others when it’s not a big deal? I’ve heard from so many people that no matter what you do, everything will go back to being the same. People will constantly suffer. The rich would get richer. The cycle of misery would repeat itself, and the few in power would step on the meek beneath their feet.”

Zarian nodded.

“I also know that just because I’ve eaten trash and I’ve been meek, that doesn’t mean I have to care about anybody else. In fact, I should be the most selfish person here.”

“But?” Ariana asked softly.

“I’m built different.” Zarian paced in a slow circle around Ariana. “Every asshole who looks down on the meek for being weak. Every asshole who thinks nothing can be changed and pushes out this nonsense that nothing can be done. Every asshole who is only self absorbed with their own whims and can’t extend a helping hand, regardless of how small, just because it’s a slight inconvenience. Every asshole who lives for a narcissistic, society-destroying, soul-crushing existence and thinks to themselves that’s how life is supposed to be. They can all get fucked.”

“Why?” Ariana asked.

“Because I’m in a fight with those assholes. And I’m on my own with what I can do that’s different from everyone else. I don’t think there’s anyone like me. And that’ll bring haters. But that’s okay. You ain’t doing anything worth a damn if you don’t have haters.”

Zarian took a deep breath and said, “You already know the words. I don’t need to repeat myself here.”

The dream ended.




83: Have Faith 2

Zarian woke up and immediately knew it was night time. He rolled out of his bed and checked his body. Everything was working fine and back in order. Hell, he looked pretty good, honestly. 

Had he put on more weight in muscle?

It wasn’t much. But it was noticeable.

When he looked over to the side, he saw Para was still holding onto the dungeon core, and Reiki was still evolving. He smiled at his Parasite Cloak and patted her material.

Para extended a tentacle and patted him on the head in return.

Next, he looked at notification waiting for him:

<You’ve grown, gaining +3 Strength.>

“Seriously, System? That puts me at 39 Strength. You couldn’t squeeze out one more for me?” Zarian shook his head.

He knew he sounded ungrateful, but it was a little annoying to fall short of 40. His Agility was at 40 stat points. It would be nice for his Strength and Agility to match.

“Thanks, anyway.”

Zarian used the private bathroom to shower and clean up. His place was empty except for the very bare essentials. Everything else was packed up.

Zarian dressed in a loose shirt, pair of pants, and a pair of simple shoes. He had on his monocle, but no wizard hat this time around.

He went out of his room and found Loner leaning against the wall, his bony arms crossed over his ribcage. The other skeletons were spread out elsewhere, but Loner decided to hang around close to Zarian’s bedroom like usual.

“How are you, Loner?” Zarian asked.

The goblin skeleton shrugged.

“You’re just chillin’ like a villain as per usual, huh?”

Loner shrugged again.

Chuckling, Zarian nodded and turned down the hallway. Loner followed, skeletal body rattling the entire way. They were on their way to the kitchen when Zarian heard music playing.

He turned toward a backdoor leading out into the lawn behind the mansion. Strange, he hadn’t noticed there were so many people out back.

He checked on his spectral spiders, and they were all looking elsewhere. When they noticed his presence, they looked around everywhere but the backyard.

Zarian had to step out to get a look for himself. He saw there were more people here than the soldiers. He smelled the scent of tasty food and saw tables with spreads of edible delights.

He saw multiple casks of beers stacked over each other, the taps ready to pour into an awaiting mug. When he looked back at the people, there was a mixture of acolytes, soldiers, and well-dressed strangers.

But the strangers were very weak. He didn’t even use Identify and he could tell. So they couldn’t be nobles.

He looked over to Loner who was walking off to find a corner to lean against, leaving Zarian to figure things out on his own.

Why does it feel like my summons are misguiding me on purpose?

Was this their attempt at a surprise?

Looking back to the event, he still didn’t recognize any of the dressed up ones until he saw a familiar girl in a pretty dress. She had on rugged boots instead of proper dress shoes.

It was the little boot girl from the underground, and she was running around with other children while looking back. She ran into him again, bounced off, then looked up.

“Who are you?” asked the little boot girl.

“The one who invited you.” Zarian chuckled. “I guess they had you cleaned up and given fresh clothes on top of the other stuff. Nice. I didn’t even think of that.”

“Oh, you’re him. Your skin is weird and dark. Is that because you’re evil? I like your face, though. It’s nice.”

“You have a talent for being annoying and adorable at the same time.” He flicked her forehead softly, and as she whined, he talked over her. “I’m from a different world. There are different skin colorations than what’s present in Corma.”

“Is that because of magic?”

Zarian chuckled. “Don’t think too much about it. I’m what’s known as a Floridian, and so are my friends. Anyway, are you having fun with this shindig that’s happening because of me?”

“Yeah, it’s fun. I’m all healed because of the nice healer man. And I’m so full I can throw up. But one boy said this is all going to go away once you leave. So we all say ‘What’s the point?’”

“Do you feel a little stronger and more capable?”

“Yeah.”

“Just maybe you’ll make the most out of it. If you don’t, then I can’t help with that. Or maybe I can if I come by again. Just try your best in the meantime.”

“Mm, okay. That old White Rose says there’ll be a new orphanage soon. And it’ll teach stuff so we can do special work and earn enough to be Low Roses. Can you imagine? Me, a noble? Can’t be a flower and get picked, I guess. It’s not even happening here. We’ll have to go elsewhere, somewhere safer, he says. Maybe I’ll try my best there.”

Arnold must know that the civil war will happen and is trying to move those he can help.

Zarian hadn’t told the man directly. But it wouldn’t surprise Zarian if Lovewar had given Serveserf a heads up. After all, the White Rose of Serveserf was here instead of the White Rose of Lovewar, who was probably getting staged for the civil war to come.

“Exactly. Try your best. Run off now. Go have fun. Or I’ll curse you with my evil.”

He let his evil alignment brush gently over the little boot girl and her gaggle of friends while using a touch of his Uncanny Valley. The kids shrieked and ran away, some of them laughing while also frightened.

Zarian chuckled. He would make a killing if he ever had a haunted house business. Maybe he could mix it with a coffee shop.

This world didn’t have coffee. He should ask Luciana for coffee beans. Getting haunted before having a coffee sounded like a winning strategy.

Putting aside his musings, Zarian walked around. People had already taken note of him, since his Parasite Cloak and the dungeon core were easy giveaways.

He didn’t mind the attention as he listened to some bardic music played by a few talented fellows at the center of the shindig. He plucked up whatever he found tasty from the food tables and poured himself a drink.

Then he slid into the dark background and watched everything proceed as he wolfed down food like a ravenous monster.

They all looked … happy.

Eager. Thrilled. Surprised. Uncertain. And willing.

He overheard conversations of newly anointed noble soldiers giving out business ideas to stir up the economy. Some soldiers would want some hands to help as serfs.

The feudal stuff was still iffy, but at least the new nobles were putting forth ideals of payment, room, food, and comforts. The new noble ladies, acolytes of Lovewar, were more forward-thinking and sharing ideas about a school system.

It was nice to hear. Zarian figured he wasn’t here to change everything, but he was clearly having an impact holding a charity event like this. In an environment of giving, people were more open to express kindness and do more acts closer to altruism.

Zarian stayed out of all the positive conversations while he feasted and drank. Thankfully, everyone at the event recognized he wanted some alone time to fill his stomach.

He was just finishing up when his spectral spiders found someone outside of the perimeter.

With no hesitation, he cast Void Step twice. Once to grab up food from the tables and stack it on a large platter. He took someone’s mug from their hands since it was already filled.

Then the second Void Step took him to a lone side street between mansions where the Infernal Witch lurked. She was clearly curious about the event Zarian was holding.

Seeing his sudden appearance, she jolted back, her hands raised to use an ability. Zarian waved her down before offering some food.

The witch gawked at the offering. “What’s this for?”

“We’re the only evil ones around. I figured you’re okay enough for me to share this with you.”

“Yeah, well, there has to be an angle,” the witch hissed. “It ain’t evil without an angle.”

“What if I told you that there isn’t much of an angle than to just share?” Zarian stepped closer. “Besides, evil is only a tool and nothing more.”

“It is not a mere tool! Evil is a way of life. It is a devotion to fight against that which is so-called good. And we all know good isn’t good. We all know good is unfair. At least with evil, it’s upfront about how it’s going to hurt. But you’ll grow smart and powerful from it.”

“It’s a tool just like anything else. You should control it instead of letting it control you.” Zarian waved the platter around. “Are you going to take the food or not?”

The Infernal Witch looked up at his face, then down at the platter. She slowly took it from his hands. She sat against the wall and scooped food into her mouth fast while looking at him suspiciously.

“Why aren’t you good aligned?” she asked. “You’ll benefit more from that, won’t you?”

Zarian chuckled. “Evil suits me better. The good alignment has some restrictions that are concerning. With evil, I can do all the good I want and still have the smarts of evil at my disposal when I need it.”

“Why would the Evil Gods support that when you contradict our nature?”

Zarian wondered if he should tell her that some of the major gods of good and evil have amicable relationships with each other. The specifics surrounding the relationships of Shadowfell and Lovewar or Serveserf and Hisscreep were lost to lesser mortals.

However, Zarian imagined they could separate business and friendship somehow. Just like how he had to separate his friendship and partnership with Luciana.

“I’m going back to the party,” Zarian said. “Take care of yourself, Evelyn.”

“Oh, bastard, you used Identify on me. How did I not notice? You know that’s rude!” she shouted.

Zarian chuckled as he cast Void Step and returned to the party. He stopped where he left his beer. Someone was waiting for him.

Naomi.

“Hey,” Zarian said.

Naomi smiled, cocky and beautiful, assertive and daring. “I’m Level 42, and I’ve gotten the first stage of Aura Ignition.”

“Oh, la, la. Congrats, congrats. You’re really becoming the badass we all knew you would be.”

She sauntered around him in a dress that was glamorous and showy, hugging tight to her best features. She stopped at his side. “Gilbert’s Level 41, by the way.”

Zarian sighed with relief. They all had their first advancements. He was tempted to use Identify on her to see what changed, but he wanted her to tell him. Naomi was drawing it out, and Zarian figured this was her being petty about how he’d drawn it out earlier.

“Gilbert’s legendary. He’s a Knighted Healer.”

“Fancy. I guess we have a knight now. Bianca’s happy ain’t she?”

“Yeah.”

There was a pause. Naomi hesitated. Then, with a sigh, she said, “I’m only epic. Rumble Psion. My other options were trash. I had one legendary that would forgo what I’ve built toward.”

She sounded down. Zarian placed his hand on the back of her neck and rubbed around with his thumb. She leaned into it for a little while.

Then Naomi brightened. “I got outstanding.”

“Outstanding?”

“I get +7 Free points per level now.”

“Nice! God damn good job.” Zarian nodded, thrilled. “Gilbert?”

“Exceptional.”

That meant Zarian and Naomi were the only ones the System had deemed outstanding. However, Naomi was still one point behind Bianca, Hannah, and Gilbert, while two points behind Zarian. She would have to work harder than everyone else to make up for it.

Hell, out of everyone, Foodie’s mythical cooking would probably serve Naomi the best. The two of them now shared the power of Aura Ignition.

Oh, yeah, I’ll have to tell everybody about the Castle Grimrock issue.

He also had twenty high value levels to distribute. He was tempted to dole them out now. But there was also the option of waiting until they made the most out of the Level 40s and 50s by getting levels from their next adventure.

There was no rule against holding onto the high value levels until later, right?

I could use it on myself and shoot up to Level 73.

Zarian laughed at that thought. If he did that, then he wouldn’t be fighting much for a little while. He would be too OP for the area.

Granted, he would then focus more on studying his grimoires and doing other side activities. He would have to wait for his party members to catch up to him however long that would take, which could take some serious time, honestly.

“Hey, get out of your head.” Naomi shot him a sharp look.

“Yeah, yeah, so congratulations, again! You’re going to make the most out of Rumble Psion, no doubt. With that said, is it time for me to get yelled at for nearly dying again?” Zarian asked.

Come on, do it. I’m totally going to yell back. You nearly killed yourself with Aura Ignition.

Naomi fell silent for a while. Then she said, “If I can be there to fight for you, take the hits for you, I’ll do it. If I have to die for you, I’ll do it.”

Zarian lost his edge and was completely taken aback. “Whoa, wait. Chill out, Naomi. Where is this coming from?”

“From the heart, Zarian. From what we are. We’ll take the bullet for the people we care about any day of the week. I’m upset I wasn’t there when you left again. I’m upset that I’m struggling to keep up at times and no matter what I do, I still feel behind.”

Naomi sighed deeply, her hand over her chest. Then she smiled a little. “In spite of all of that, I’ll keep on struggling no matter what because I don’t have an ounce of quit in me. So, no, I will not yell at you. I just want you to know I’ll fight and die for you, because I know you’re always ready to fight and die for me.”

Zarian was stunned. He shouldn’t be. Naomi was quoting what Marines would do for each other.

The best fighting force in the old world wasn’t just a bunch of savages. They were a band of brothers and sisters who would die for each other in any conflict.

But what Naomi was saying felt deeper and more personal. They were Marines and Floridians, but they were more than the sum of their parts, too. 

Looking into Naomi’s eyes, Zarian saw her tenacity and her passion. He saw more of her spirit.

Yeah, you got what it takes, Zarian thought. You can go the distance.

Naomi took his hand. “Come dance with me. It’s our last night in this place. Who knows how it’ll look afterward. But tonight, we celebrate.”

Zarian couldn’t resist. Not when Naomi had told him so much. Not when she was being different and open to him. She had him caught.

So they ended up in the middle of the dance where the music was loudest.

Zarian saw Bianca whirling around and making a flashy fool of herself. He saw Gilbert and Arnold knocking back drinks. Both men were having a good time and seemed like the best of buddies now.

He saw Hannah sitting in the corner, reading something, being a studious introvert, while still having a drink in hand.

Then Zarian looked back into Naomi’s face. She guided his hand to her hip. She took his other hand smoothly into hers, their fingers intertwined.

Para extended a tentacle and deposited the dungeon core onto Hannah’s lap. The Runic Engineer’s attention veered from her reading material to the evolving object of massive interest.

Para curled her tattered material around Zarian and Naomi. The Parasite Cloak kept them close and cozy as they danced.

“I fought assassins, gave a god the boot, and made another god look like an amateur twice,” Zarian blurted out.

“Yeah? Arnold was telling us you did some crazy stuff down underground, cleaning up what we didn’t finish.” Naomi sucked her teeth playfully. “One of these nights I’ll run off and do my own solo adventure. And I won’t tell you for days just to see you suffer from curiosity.”

“You can’t.”

“How come?”

“My spider is in your brain. I’ll know where you’ll go. I’ll learn it all.”

Naomi snorted. “You idiot.” She leaned her head on his shoulder. “But I guess you’re my idiot.”

Zarian felt warm inside. He felt warm where Naomi touched and held. He leaned into her. Para wrapped them up closer.

Tonight filled itself with enchanting festivities and great memories.

Tomorrow would be the dawn of a new adventure.




84: Good Morning

Zarian and Naomi were sitting side by side on the kitchen counter, their shoulders leaned up against each other. They were trading boot camp stories and laughing at the hilarious or embarrassing moments they’d faced during their formative months as basic Marines.

There wasn’t anything left in the kitchen. Everything was packed up, sold, or donated to a new charitable effort Arnold of Ambrose was setting up.

Zarian rubbed his hand over the fancy marble counter as he and Naomi had a comfortable lull in the conversation.

Golden dawn light peeked through the windows in the gray, hazy morning. Another day arrived, and both Marines could hear the great commotion of soldiers, acolytes, and friends stirring to action.

Thankfully, everything they needed for the caravan journey north was already prepared. The noble soldiers only needed to hitch up wagons to the hexaoxen and travel drakes, the latter being large, scaly beasts of burden who were sometimes easier to work with.

Apparently, there was no such thing as horses in this world. At least not the type that the Floridians would know.

“I thought you wanted to avoid all of this responsibility,” Naomi said, knocking her shoulder into his.

“I was a boy then. Now, as a man who can carry mountains on my shoulders, I don’t mind as much. It’s a new game to play.”

“Yeah?”

“Can I get a perfect score by keeping them all alive? At least until it’s time to part ways.”

“That’s one heck of an escort mission.”

“In video games, people tend to hate escort missions. I can probably make it easier. Though it’ll come at a cost.”

Naomi turned and moved her face close to his. “What’s the cost?”

“I got a new divine achievement I’ve kept to myself. I get to distribute a whopping twenty high value levels to anyone. I was holding back because I wonder if you guys would want to work for your levels on your own. Or take the boost?”

“Do you plan to give yourself any?”

“I don’t really need them at the moment.”

“What would you do if you took all of them?”

Zarian rolled his eyes. “I’d focus more on studying my grimoires. Maybe work on side projects while you guys grind to catch up. But who knows how long that’ll take.”

“You can always just hunt for bigger and greater challenges, no?” Naomi asked.

“Ah, there it is. I could. Then the gap between us will be so huge it’ll feel like an accordion. Or rush hour traffic in Miami. Stop and go. Stop and go.” Zarian shook his head. “I know everyone’s in a rush. I should be, too, with the mounting challenges. But I refuse to leave my party behind. If I take the extra levels, I’ll wait for you guys. Maybe I’ll open up a store or something in the meantime.”

“You make it sound like you can start up a store lickety split or that we’ll take forever to catch up.” Naomi growled with a cocky smile. “I won’t let you chill out for that long.”

“We’ll see. For now, I’m holding onto these. Maybe we’ll use them later for emergency cases.”

“We’ll see.” Naomi extended her hand and forced the air to spiral around in front of her palm using her new Psychokinesis skill.

She could move stuff around from afar or up close. The closer, the better. She also had two other skills called Overclock and Earth-Sky Meditation. 

Zarian liked both of them. They suited Naomi very well.

Overclock was similar to Adrenaline Jolt but more internal for Naomi, boosting her mind and body. Earth-Sky Meditation required Naomi to calm her body and find tranquility, then she could boost her Wonder and Mysticism.

All her new skills, plus her gains in traits and stats as the epic Rumble Psion would’ve placed her as the second most powerful easily if it wasn’t for Bianca’s legendary profile as the Light Princess and her good +3 alignment.

If Naomi had the good alignment and could get it to +1 at the very least, she would’ve had Bianca beaten for sure.

It seemed like a tie between the two now.

“This is fun.” Naomi smiled as she sent motes of dust swirling in a cyclone. They glinted in the golden dawn light beaming through the empty kitchen.

“I’m glad you like it.” Zarian nodded. “I think it’s fun, too.”

He watched her play with her Psychokinesis. She made another mini dust cyclone. Then she combined the first and the second into a bigger cyclone and moved it over Zarian’s head.

She played a game of ‘I’m Not Touching You’ like an annoying brat until Zarian concentrated on his aura with pure manipulation. He condensed a chunk until his aura became visibly dark in the air.

Then he shoved it against her dust cyclone and disrupted it.

Naomi’s mouth opened in surprise. “That wasn’t Straight Darkness.”

“Nope. Pure aura manipulation and Dark Affinity. Get wrecked.”

“No fair!” She lunged at him.

They clashed softly, their limbs entwining, hands grappling for position and holds.

Zarian fended her off, but Naomi was tenacious, pushing his head against the wall and cranking his neck awkwardly. They thrashed about on the counter until they rolled off and fell to the floor, causing some minor damage here and there, but nothing too immense.

Zarian didn’t even bother trying to out-muscle her and focused more on technique. Naomi’s growth made her so physically strong it was like grappling with a miniature giant.

She could win outright if she wanted, but she kept giving him opportunities to fight back. Since she didn’t press down on him too hard, he found an opening to flip her over.

He mounted her.

She remained under him.

“When did you start playing soft?” Zarian questioned.

Naomi hesitated. “I don’t want to be mean all the time, not to you or my, um, friends.”

Naomi sounded like she was struggling with her genuine emotions.

Zarian gasped. I always knew she liked everybody, but now she’s verbalizing it more. When did Naomi become so cute?

The Rumble Psion squinted up at him. Instead of shoving him off, she looked away with a pout. “Don’t make a big deal of it, okay? I’m just … easing up … because it’s you.”

He held back from teasing. Instead, he got off of her and offered her his hand, and she took it gracefully. He helped her up and took a moment to look her over.

Despite their comfortable attitude with the coming morning, they were both dressed for a new chapter in their Star System life. Their sleek adventure-ready outfits, the Wolf Dragon Hunters, were epic and tailored for them.

Hannah had made the Wolf Dragon Hunters herself, pushing her capabilities as a budding crafter while maximizing her abilities as the legendary Runic Engineer in a small amount of time. The outfits were brown and green leather bodysuits. No metal plates needed.

Hannah had layered her best enchantments using the advanced versions of Amplify Force, Reinforcement, Might, Haste, Blend, Quiet, and Recharge for each wearer. She even took the time to make a version that diverged between men and women, just for the sake of vanity.

Naomi’s version showed off her legs between her boots and the mid-thigh covering. Zarian’s version showed off his arms between the gauntlets and his leather pauldrons.

Hannah’s enchantments covered every part of the body regardless of their skin being exposed as long as they wore each piece of the Wolf Dragon Hunter.

“I feel like I’m going to a convention.” Naomi turned about slowly to show off. “Nice fit, though. It’s comfortable all over. My compliments to Hannah for considering how I’m shaped.”

“I don’t know how she can’t consider it.” Zarian snorted. “Your butt is big.”

She kicked at him lightly, which would’ve put him through the wall if it landed. Thankfully, it was a slow kick that gave him plenty of time to sidle out of the way.

He ran into Gilbert, the big man striding in. Gilbert wore his Wolf Dragon Hunter suit like he was some barbaric prince from a savage land. He’d even let his beard grow out, which gave him a more rugged look, which worked well with his cowboy-like wizard hat.

“Stop all your fooling around, you two. I’m not going to be the only one wrangling around these knucklehead youngsters. They’re all tripping over each other like excited pups and kittens, barely knowing what to do with themselves.”

Despite the disapproval in Gilbert’s tone, Zarian could tell the man was in a good mood. He’d helped a lot of people yesterday, which leveled him up and pushed his Healing Force +1 skill up to the twenties.

Gilbert could heal from further out and with more potency. That and his legendary Knighted Healer class came with some excellent abilities that suited him very well.

“Is this where the party’s at?” Bianca swept into the room.

Her elven princess dress glittered, fluttered, and dazzled like usual. She was still bare-foot, strangely, but she recently purchased an alchemy vial from an apothecary.

The alchemy potion should make it easier to protect and maintain her feet. There wouldn’t be many enchanted pedicures on the road to North Crown Peak, at least not for the next week.

“Do you mean party as in our group or actual party? Because we had a party last night, Bianca. You were tipsy enough to sing merengue or something of the sort,” Gilbert said. “I’m still struggling with rolling the R’s by the way.”

“Oh, yeah, well, we can fix that on the road. Oh, can you …?” Bianca trailed off.

Gilbert rolled his eyes before sending a thick pulse of healing into Bianca. It was inefficient to use his Healing Force +1 for anything other than healing bodily injuries and buffing up the health of someone’s vitality.

Still, Gilbert could help with poisons and even perk someone up a little outside of direct healing.

“Ah, nice, nice. I’m very thankful. You are the best knight a princess can ever have.” Bianca turned about.

She smiled at Naomi, and the other woman looked away.

Bianca gave Naomi some weird stares before slowly turning away to look out the doors. “Where’s Hannah? She knows to meet us here. It’s practically tradition.”

Zarian was going to say that Hannah was on her way with Arnold, but something caught his attention elsewhere in the town. He had his Spectral Spider Network +1 spread far across Central Bramblevale, beneath the town, on the town rooftops, and even beyond the town walls.

As long as he kept the spectral spider skill in his alpha section, he could send them further out and stay connected with them. So when he received an urgent ping from a spectral spider, he traced the alert to its origins and saw through the senses of the spectral spider calling him.

The main gate to Central Bramblevale was opening. The drawbridge was already down, connecting the land on the other side of the massive moat outside.

The guards and soldiers stood aside as mist rushed through the gate and obscured vision of who or what was coming in. The morning was slightly misty already, but today promised to be a bright and clear one later.

The incoming mist entering through the main gate shouldn’t be so thick, nor should it move so fast while maintaining its consistency.

The spectral spider couldn’t see what was lurking inside. It couldn’t even hear any noise from the rushing mist. Everything inside of it was completely obscured.

That was magic at work.

Zarian flipped his focus to another spectral spider observing from the ledge of a stone tower. He saw the mist take an unnatural turn down a street and continue its rushing movement.

“Everyone, I need you to see something. I’m activating your mind spiders,” Zarian said.

“Still creepy, but okay,” Gilbert said.

Zarian activated the spiders in each of his party member’s heads. He directed each person to follow his lead.

They had to volunteer to go where he wanted them sensory wise. They all accepted and saw through another spectral spider that was still ahead of the rushing mist.

The spider was on a street that led to the mansions, specifically the ones that housed acolytes and had chapels in worship of the gods. The mist was coming straight toward the Lovewar Mansion.

Zarian shifted from the spectral spider to Hannah. He invited the others, cramming into Hannah’s head. She was standing in front of Arnold, who looked concerned down at Hannah as she readjusted from the sensory movements of multiple people, as well as herself.

Then Zarian pushed even further for more access to Hannah’s brain. She had to accept, and when she did, he spoke through her while using her mouth and voice.

“Arnold, real quick, this is me, Zarian. Don’t give me that funny look. This is serious. Do you know anyone who controls mist and can completely conceal themselves and others inside of it while running through the streets?” Zarian asked.

Arnold’s eyes flew open. He pivoted on his heels and moved with fast strides for the way out front. Hannah followed as Arnold spoke.

“That would be the White Rose of Kingsblood! If he’s here, then he’s bringing the White Roses of Purehome and Purgehunt with him, along with the Royal Guards.”

Hannah took control of her mouth for a moment. “That isn’t in the reports I’ve read unless the kingdom has kept this power very secretive.”

They knew of Arnold and the ones for Purehome and Purgehunt at least. The other White Roses, such as the one for Kingsblood, were more secretive.

Zarian took over again and spoke through Hannah’s mouth. “I imagine Arnold would know more than us.”

Arnold nodded. “Yes, well, the White Rose of Kingsblood wouldn’t allow many to live and know of this ability. This is the type of maneuver where they’ll rush your defenses and take you by surprise.”

“What can you tell us?” Zarian asked, still speaking through Hannah.

“They’ll have fifty Royal Guards at most, but best believe they aren’t just guards, they’re the best fighting force the kingdom has who aren’t White Roses. They won’t hold anything back. If they break your barrier, they’ll kill everyone.”

“Can you fight?” Zarian asked through Hannah’s mouth.

“I must fight. We both know this kingdom is going to meet its end soon. I will stand with you even if this is the end of my days as a White Rose.” The corner of Arnold’s mouth twitched. “Oh, but I must admit it burns to fight alongside a gnoll elder.”

Zarian would’ve laughed if the situation wasn’t serious. Someone was going to ruin his perfect escort game, and it hadn’t even started! He stayed focused. “Who can you fight?”

“The White Rose of Kingsblood is the Sixth Guardian. He always bested me by the slimmest of margins.”

“Then make good use of my gift. I’ll take on the White Roses of Purehome and Purgehunt. Naomi, Bianca, Gilbert, Hannah, and the skelly boys will fight the Royal Guard.”

“Wait, what? You can’t be serious! That’s too much!” Arnold shouted.

Zarian didn’t bother explaining anymore. He retracted himself from Hannah, and so did the others. Everyone was on the move to leave the mansion now.

Para extended through the slits in the back of Zarian’s bodysuit and reached farther behind him. Like always, she appeared as his powerful, monstrous, and leathery cloak.

He kept the hood down. He was unafraid of the light these days, and he had a more appropriate head attire.

Summoning his wizard hat instead, Zarian felt it land snuggly over his head, its wide brim shading his face in deep darkness. He wore his monocle next, which had its enchantment changed once more.

It still made him look wiser and older, but it also enhanced his vision acuity to a high degree, making it easier to notice small details and see through blinding effects.

Zarian, his party, and Arnold congregated outside. Soldiers, acolytes, and their friends from last night were making final preparations with the wagons and the animals before saying farewell.

Under the rising suns, these people had no idea their own kingdom’s elite forces were rushing in to wipe them all out.

Making some snap judgment calls, Zarian distributed the high value levels. He gave Arnold five levels. He gave each party member two levels. Then he heaped on seven levels for himself.

<You’ve leveled up from 53 to 60! Stat points dispensed!>

Zarian dumped all of his Free points into Mysticism, pushing it all the way to 420 at the base amount. It was 525 with the Overpower trait.

“My lords and ladies, good morning!” Roland said cheerily.

Zarian smiled. “It is a good morning, isn’t it? Perfect for kicking jerks and gods in the crotch so they know who’s boss.”

“Uh, what?” Roland looked like Zarian took a piss in his morning oats.

That was okay. The young man didn’t need to understand just yet. But he could provide a service by holding onto something precious.

Zarian reached over and grabbed the dungeon core Hannah was still holding onto. He passed it into Roland’s hands and gave the young Garden Officer Cadet a meaningful look.

“I will protect it with my life,” Roland said.

Zarian nodded before he stepped ahead of the others, turned on his heels, and gave them a sharp two-finger salute with a confident smile. The others replied in their own ways.

Gilbert tipped his hat at Zarian before he used his new Summon Spirit Steed skill and launched onto the back of a majestic eight-legged horse called a Sleipnir.

Gilbert yipped and yee-hawed. His massive and powerful steed reared up into the air and kicked its many legs.

Then Gilbert reached down and took Hannah’s hand, helping her get on the back of his steed as his co-rider. Hannah summoned her hard hat before they rode away fast on the Sleipnir.

Naomi summoned her witch hat. She rushed forward, patted Zarian on the shoulder, and then sprinted straight toward the action. She moved with the power of a mini She-Hulk, the earth quaking with each footfall.

Summoning her feathery wizard hat, Bianca touched grass with her bare foot and zipped forward. She gave Zarian two Spanish-style kisses, one for each cheek. Then she sped away in a flurry of lights and elven grace, following behind Naomi.

Behind them, Zarian’s ten skeletons dashed forth. They made no rattling noises as they stalked toward the incoming mist.

They all had their own enchanted weapons Hannah had provided, plus their usual enchantments. Loner and Hasty were up at the front of the skeletal charge.

“Are you sure about this?” Arnold asked, incredulous.

“Yes, very much so,” Zarian answered.

“My lords, what is the matter? Are we still in trouble with the local forces?” Roland asked, cradling the dungeon core like it was his child. Head Acolyte Lora was standing next to him, and she was just as concerned.

More soldiers, acolytes, and innocent bystanders looked bewildered at the ensuing conflict. Their pack animals bellowed or hissed, both types of beasts able to sense something was wrong.

Granted, most of them could see Zarian’s party and the skeletons rushing at the incoming mist that barreled up the street.

“Nothing’s wrong, Roland. Just clearing some obstacles. You and the others will be fine,” Zarian said. “And Arnold, I’m feeling very sure of myself. Do make sure to beat the Kingsblood Rose, okay? I’ll be ashamed of you if you can’t do that much with all the help you’re getting from me, a gnoll elder.”

“I wouldn’t dare bring such dishonor,” Arnold said resolutely.

“FOUL EVIL!” roared an unfamiliar man from the other side of the barrier.

“Oh, that’s my cue.” Zarian summoned his grimoires before he cast Void Step.

Meanwhile, the man who’d yelled lunged into the air with a super jump, breaking free of the rushing mist. The man was dressed similarly to Arnold, wearing a white suit with white gloves and a white rose pin.

Instead of a liquid metal sword, the attacking White Rose held up a long javelin of white flames that burned with an intensity that was beyond epic, beyond legendary, and could only be divine.

He was wielding an ability infused with a god-given boon, and he pointed the tip of his flaming white javelin at the barrier and all the people staged behind it.

Noble soldiers, wishful acolytes, and new friends alike looked up to see their oncoming doom at the hands of dogmatic good and its merciless persecution of evil and innocents alike. The angry White Rose only needed to sling his arm forward and let the divinely influenced javelin do the rest.

“FACE THY JUDGMENT AND BE SCOURED BY THE POWER OF PURGEHUNT!”

“You can Purgehunt these nuts,” Zarian said, stepping out of the void midair.

He fell in a casual arc in front of the White Rose of Purgehunt.

In Zarian’s hand, there was an orb of darkness he’d created in the void. He let it go as a void-enhanced dark bolt, ramming into the chest of the Purgehunt Rose.




85: Warming Up

Zarian hadn’t lived a great life before the Infinita Star System.

He’d grown up in the worst end of the foster care program. He’d existed as an outcast at school. He’d left the Marines with a bad conduct discharge.

He’d lived on the streets for a while, with a little sister only he could see while his dark magic was emerging, all of which could’ve been made up or part of his craziness.

Months after opening a portal to another world, Zarian was having the time of his life. He was a legendary Level 60 Madness Wizard, jam-packed with aura circulating inside and outside of his body. His mysticism was outrageously high, greater than the rest of his stats combined.

Mysticism enhanced the control of magic. It heightened magical ingenuity. It quickened the regeneration of aura. His Aura Channeler and Basic Aura Manipulation traits worked better when he had higher Mysticism, enabling him to apply more of the brute force method with his aura.

Hell, he even had Void Mysticism, a trait that elevated void-based abilities by partially scaling with Mysticism. Void abilities mainly scaled with Wonder, so even there, Zarian’s Mysticism was king.

Not all of his abilities were optimized to run on Mysticism.

Adrenaline Jolt was the worst offender as a skill that only scaled with Agility, and it was already weakened as a Level 0 beta skill. But Zarian had aura manipulation, and in a roundabout way, he could push all of his skills to their limit by having a huge foundation in Mysticism.

Would he always choose Mysticism over everything else?

Not always.

He could use more points in Willpower and Wonder. Those two stats were key in multiple areas in his build. But for today, Zarian was gung ho to play up the mystical side of his profile.

After all, he had Straight Darkness +2 in his alpha section this time around. The alpha section also included Parasite Cloak +1, Spectral Spider Network +1, Summon Wizard Hat +1, and Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Prince for a maximum of five alpha skills.

His other skills, Grimoire of Black Magic 102, Grimoire of the Dread Mire Hell Gator, Tranquil Mind, Adrenaline Jolt, Willful Might, Wondrous Speed, Mystic Toughness, Rune Alteration, were in the beta section. They served as supportive abilities, even if some of them were Level 0s.

He could boost them all with his aura manipulation.

Thus, he was living up to his claim as the most bullshit wizard across the lands. And on this very morning, despite the lack of darkness, he felt like he’d unshackled himself.

He felt like Goku when he removed his weighted clothing in a tournament fight against Tien. Sometimes it was easy to forget how stupidly powerful he was without restraints.

Zarian was quickly reminded of his overpowered nature when he watched a man who was older, higher in level, and more experienced than him take a void-enhanced dark bolt to the chest and get blasted out of the sky.

The Purgehunt Rose plummeted like a streaking meteor toward a poorer and emptier district far across town, which Zarian had aimed for on purpose.

The initial impact of the bolt colliding with the antagonistic White Rose sent waves of thunderous force through the air.

The Lovewar Barrier shimmered and rippled in the face of the eruption. The mist below billowed and flattened from the gale force winds coming down.

Para the Parasite Cloak shifted and fanned out like wings, catching the explosive air waves to send Zarian corkscrewing around before entering a smooth glide during his descent. He had his hand on his face as he laughed the whole time.

It was too bright and golden in the morning for such a laugh. But he sounded like a villain stalking through the night, his presence dimming the glory of a new day. 

The twin suns seemed less impactful compared to the dark shadow he cast upon the fighters below. Perhaps not physically, but definitely in the moral sense, at least when affecting the guys who weren’t on Zarian’s side.

The White Rose of Purehome tried to wrap a spherical barrier around Zarian from all sides. The solidified magic sphere closed in quickly to crush him into a pulp.

It was still too slow as Zarian’s Fractured Mind ran through the alien symbols and runes of the Void Step spell. He cast it right on time and took a quick and direct exit back to the street, leaving him uncrushed.

“Let me take a closer look at things just in case,” Zarian said merrily, hands in his leg pockets, which were convenient and comfy.

Hannah hadn’t skipped out on anything when she designed the Wolf Dragon Hunter suits. The pockets had quality felt-lining, too.

The White Rose of Purgehunt was still alive. He was a tough guy. But he was no spring chicken, so he didn’t bounce back just yet.

That gave Zarian time to see the calamity his party of Floridians and skeletons brought to the table against the Royal Guard. Zarian was also there to act as a deterrent to the White Rose of Purehome by throwing a constant volley of thunderous dark bolts at the barrier-user so his people could do their work.

Already, the mist around the main area of fighting was clearing, which meant Arnold of Ambrose was doing his job of giving the White Rose of Kingsblood a hard time.

The breaking of the mist, at least in some spots, was important for one of Zarian’s key party members as they fought the kingdom’s most elite fighting force below the White Roses.

The Royal Guards were in the high Level 50s. They were armored like knights of fantasy with a mix of oiled leather and polished steel. They wore an insignia of a golden rose on their breastplate. They each wielded halberds as their chief weapons while coming equipped with swords and knives as backup.

They didn’t use special abilities like the White Roses. But their knightly abilities came with rare-quality power and well-practiced technique drilled into them for years.

By all means, they should be the better of the Outsiders who’d only known this world for a few months.

But the Outsiders were simply stronger and more spectacular. Their legendary classes, and even their one epic class, were leaps and bounds better than the rare classes of the Royal Guards.

Additionally, all the Level 0 skills Zarian had copied into their profiles made them greater than the sum of their parts. They were faster, mightier, and tougher than they should be, even if only a little more than the norm. But that was more than enough to make a difference, plus everything else they had to their advantage.

Bianca made the Royal Guards look like they were ten levels below her and complete amateurs. The Level 43 Light Princess took on six of them on her own. All at once.

Her many-colored elven dress fluttered and glimmered in the wake of her speedy movements as she reached up and caught the shining morning light breaking through the weakening mist.

She pulled away streams and bands of honey-gold light as she frolicked around, between pockets of magic mist and murderous men, which was an image that Zarian thought deserved to be illustrated in a large and fancy painting.

The Royal Guards rushed her with explosive movements. Halberds swung in and thrust toward her body as each attacker leveraged their superhuman speed and strength.

They all struck with so much force they would easily crush boulders or smash down fortified walls. They could shake an entire hillside, let alone the street, with those hits. But all of their blows passed through nothing but mist, air, and an illusion of light.

Bianca reappeared behind two of the Royal Guards. In her hands, currents of morning light bent into solid forms until she held twin light sabers, both curved with a hard and hot edge, one for each hand.

With a flourish, she pivoted about, her twin sabers flashing. She cut through the enchanted armor of the Royal Guards. Her attacks weren’t instant deaths, but she had the injured men backpedaling, their armor melting where she had cut them, giving reason for Zarian to believe Bianca could dominate just fine.

The same was said for Gilbert and Hannah, who turned out to be a surprisingly excellent duo while around each other. Gilbert launched off his eight-legged steed and crashed into a Royal Guard with his Hardened Silk Tower Shield. He landed in a position to defend the back of Icicle, the gnoll skeleton Runic Freezer.

The more Gilbert fought in the defense of others while working with his steed, the more dynamic and incredible the Knighted Healer could be. Better yet, his Sleipnir matched his physicality and kicked and stomped at the Royal Guard with a bestial aggression.

Still, the Royal Guards had more years of experience than him and his steed. They could still overwhelm him if they could surround him.

But the Royal Guards had other problems, one of which was Hannah, as she purposefully hacked the enchantments of their armor and twisted their runes against the Royal Guards. She made it harder for them to move. She made their weapons weaker.

She made every enemy who used an enchantment in her vicinity become more vulnerable.

Better yet, that wasn’t the most dangerous part about her now. She’d picked up a lot from crawling the Devouring Librarian Dungeon, such as learning to shoot a destructive green-tinted beam from her Runic Gauntlet.

Hannah achieved the first kill before the rest of the party by striking a man in his exposed face where his helmet didn’t cover. She stripped him of his vitality so fast the skin and flesh weren’t done melting off his skull before the corpse dropped.

Naomi came in second by a close margin. It took her a few seconds to pummel a Royal Guard into the cobblestone with raining punches that shook up the street.

By the time she finished and faced other Royal Guards with their halberds swinging down at her like guillotines, she left the flattened tin can armor and mushy remains in a deep crater.

“Hannah got the first kill,” Zarian said casually through a spectral spider on Naomi’s shoulder.

He was still walking around while shooting heavy dark bolts at the White Rose of Purehome. He figured he had enough time to instigate a little and see the results.

Zarian wasn’t disappointed.

“DAMMIT!” Naomi roared, letting go of her calm.

She turned her frustration inward while constructing a wall of force around her body with her Psychokinesis skill. She condensed it, hardened it, until she had a barrier lined along the edges of her body, matching with some enchantments on her Wolf Dragon Hunter suit, doubling up on her defense.

That way, when the Royal Guards hammered and hacked at her with their halberds, the combination of psionic energy and advanced enchantments knocked away their blows and kept her unharmed.

Still, the Royal Guards kept slamming their halberds at her with so much force the street rocked and Naomi sunk downward. They hammered and hammered until they broke the street underneath and fell into the storm drain and underground tunnels below, creating a large pitfall.

A few seconds later, the sound of an implosion resonated from the pitfall. Aura rushed outward and inward in a split second’s time.

Zarian paid sharp attention to the magnificence of Naomi’s foolhardy but optimal Aura Ignition/First Stage. The epic trait flooded her body with rapid streams of aura that wanted to tear her apart. But until she fell under the pressure, the first stage of Aura Ignition boosted her physicality to incredible heights.

The Royal Guards who’d fallen into the pit with her, trapping themselves with a beast of a woman, screamed like they were facing an enormous monster. Their voices were drowned out by Naomi’s roar as she went berserk on them.

Each of her strikes shook the entire street and the nearest walls and foundations of the mansion compounds in the area. Every screaming man stuck underground with her faced an armor-flattening, flesh-splattering death.

The nearest Royal Guards to the carnage were losing confidence, losing discipline behind their formation, and losing their comrades rapidly, which was not only the fault of Zarian’s party members, the four Floridians who stuck with him.

The skeletons, led by Loner, were doing their part to tip the scales by ganging up on individual Royal Guards.

Unlike the Floridians, the skeletons didn’t portray themselves as the strongest of their class around. Instead, they focused on being efficient and monstrous, attacking any gap in the Royal Guards’ armor while beating on them with all of their various abilities.

Mighty used his enchanted Strength to grapple a Royal Guard down while Flamer poured elemental embers into the man’s face. Glowy flashed Royal Guards with searing light while other skeletons attacked from behind, using team-based tactics.

Loner was the only skeleton who attacked with his own power in direct one-on-one situations with Royal Guards, which were almost even except for Loner having the benefit of Hannah’s wide-reaching enchanting on the field.

Inevitably, the Royal Guards fell to Hannah’s manipulations of their own runes while Loner’s enchantments rose in effectiveness as he pummeled his foes with huge vibrating blows.

Not everything was perfect for Zarian’s party. Bianca couldn’t avoid every hit from the experienced Royal Guards. Hannah suffered blows that threw her off her feet and sent her tumbling around like a rag doll.

Naomi was tearing herself apart while maintaining her Aura Ignition and hitting way too far above her own toughness. And, of course, Gilbert took the greatest amount of punishment as he charged into the Royal Guards like he had a death wish.

That worked out perfectly fine, because the more Gilbert accrued damage, the mightier his Strength and healing grew. He fixed up the others lickety split and capitalized on another new skill of his: Sacrificial Blow.

Gilbert punched a Royal Guard so hard the breastplate folded inward and the man flew backward as quick as a fast ball. 

The Sacrificial Blow skill grew stronger the more Gilbert invested his own health into the skill or took damage while exchanging a blow.

The only thing Gilbert was missing was a proper weapon. None of Hannah’s enchantments could take advantage of Gilbert’s unique build just yet. But at least Gilbert was finding his groove and keeping the party healthy regardless of mistakes made.

Even with all of that, there were still a few too many Royal Guards for Zarian’s liking. The enemy even had a healer on their side, which mitigated some of the damage and deaths they would’ve suffered faster.

While Zarian’s party was talented and amazing, the Royal Guards had just enough experience and numbers on their side to push for their own luck and turn things around. Hence, why Zarian waited for the turning point where one or two Royal Guards could catch his people off guard and dismantle them.

“First, their healer,” Zarian said.

Zarian pointed his finger and shot the healer of the Royal Guards through his armor with a dark bullet. He hit the healer’s heart and sent the dark bullet bursting out the back of the man’s armor.

Healer, eliminated.

Zarian then turned and shot another Royal Guard in the forehead, making his entire head explode along with his helmet. That guy had a special skill for swinging out magic crescents from a distance. He’d struck Hannah a few too many times for Zarian’s liking and nearly lopped her head off.

Crescent man, eliminated.

Zarian shot two more Royal Guards because they were acting too smart and looking for opportunities to strike down Bianca from behind. Then Zarian gave one Royal Guard the upward spike treatment before he could swing an extremely powerful blow to Gilbert’s neck and behead his party’s main healer.

Smarty pants one, smarty pants two, and the would-be beheader, all eliminated.

Zarian was about to kill another one when Naomi veered with a sudden turn and flew in like a streaking comet covered in flaming and crackling greenish blue aura. She hit Zarian’s next target so hard his entire body burst apart like someone taking a hammer to a watermelon.

Naomi kept barreling around like crazy. Not always accurate. Definitely a little out of control. But she was making a tremendous impact. She ensured there was no recovering or rallying of the Royal Guards.

So much so, she cleared more of the mist through the sheer force of her wild rampage. She allowed more morning light to beam down. And with more light, Bianca seriously started to snow ball now, wielding her dual light sabers and charged laser beams.

She sliced deeper and hotter through Royal Guards with a swing of her sabers, and she shot the ones who tried to escape her with intense beams of light that either killed them instantly or had them screaming in pain before they died.

All of that was quite scary, since Bianca was a bare-foot princess on the street. She wasn’t even using the enchantments of her fancy dress.

Granted, it was scary for others.

For Zarian, it was all quite glorious.

“Okay, they don’t need me any further. I don’t even have to supply them with extra aura.” Feeling proud with his party’s impressive showing, Zarian turned to the White Rose of Purehome he kept pinned with a constant assault of heavy dark bolts

He hadn’t stopped streaming out heavy dark bolts since the moment he’d come down to watch over his party and help with a few troublesome spots here and there.

He also wanted to see how Arnold was doing against the White Rose of Kingsblood, and it looked like the honorable old man was having a dandy time, slashing out arcs of silver crescents and leaving behind silver fields in his wake.

A different, more contemptible old man cussed angrily while trying to hit and strangle Arnold with streams of controlled mist. Arnold wouldn’t let that happen and kept hounding the White Rose of Kingsblood.

Clearly, there was some bad blood between the two old men, and Arnold was getting the better of his rival.

Now that Zarian thought about it, he imagined the Good God Serveserf would be opposed to the Good God Kingsblood based on the people they represented. Regardless of them being on the side of good and order, it wouldn’t be a stretch that Serveserf and Kingsblood were rivals.

Zarian didn’t always care about the gods, and in many ways, he disliked some of their practices. But he did find the nature of the game and the alignments interesting the further he dove into it.

But those were considerations for another time. He should spend most of his Fractured Mind on the fight, such as turning his full attention to the Purehome Rose.

“Isn’t this just fun? This is the type of stuff you see in movies or anime that makes you wonder what it would be like to be in the middle of it.” Zarian chuckled. “Apparently, when you have enough power and battlefield awareness, it’s like the most adrenaline filled amusement park you can be in. But more violent, bloody, and magical.”

“The wicked madness you speak of shall not taint me, evil one. I have the power of Purehome, and she will deliver upon me boons so I can destroy you, miscreant,” grunted the White Rose of Purehome from behind his magic barriers.

“You have no idea how many mortals and gods are gunning to destroy me, dude.” Zarian jerked a thumb behind him. “Such as the tool bag falling in.”

“BE PURGED, FOUL EVIL!” Shouted the White Rose of Purgehunt, falling back into the picture with a super leap at Zarian’s back.

The Purgehunt Rose held his javelin more like a large flaming sword now. His entire body was wreathed in flames while buffed up with extra muscular might. He must’ve taken a second boon to enhance both his flaming power and his physicality, because he was falling down hard on Zarian.

Meanwhile, the sound of a divine woman’s voice sang down from the heavens. All the nearby homes trembled. Zarian felt oppressed, crushed down on, and suffocated, but he stood his ground and endured.

The Purehome Rose glowed with an ethereal light as he received a divine boon. He pushed his barrier forward with renewed vigor and sent it as a hammering wave flying toward Zarian’s body.

With a flying barrier coming at his front and a flaming sword falling at his back, Zarian looked like he was stuck between death and more death, at least from a different point of view.

From Zarian’s view, things were getting more interesting.

He hooked his thumbs into his leg pockets as a dark pillar rose in front of the flying barrier and a dark beam shot up at an angle from Zarian’s feet.

The dark pillar and the flying barrier collided with the force of a destructive bomb, obliterating the street section, knocking down the nearest walls, and sending Royal Guards and skeletons tumbling off their feet. The skeletons recovered the fastest even if they had to reassemble themselves.

The dark beam and flaming sword collided, and the sword remained mighty while cutting through the dark beam for a split second, but then the sword fell short of touching Zarian’s head. The dark beam became the victor of the struggle and sent the Purgehunt Rose flying off like a streaking comet once again.

He wouldn’t fall alone this time around as Zarian cast Void Step twice.

The first cast placed him in front of the shocked Purehome Rose. Zarian grabbed the strongest guardian of the Eternal Garden Kingdom by the neck with a grip so intense the thin barrier close to the man’s neck crackled under Zarian’s grasp.

The second cast of Void Step took Zarian and the Purehome Rose on a ride through the void, where the emptiness and eternal darkness ravaged the body and sanity of the Purehome Rose until they both reentered regular reality.

Just as Zarian had predicted, a power that was far beyond their mortal limits kept him from leaving the Purehome Rose in the void, forcing them both to exit together.

That had to be the Star System enforcing certain limits.

Zarian didn’t mind, because he had other plans for the Purehome Rose. One of them was to disconnect him from his goddess’s influence for a split second. Then, with the second cast of Void Step, they caught up to the Purgehunt Rose.

Zarian grinned wolfishly in the deep shade under his wide-brimmed wizard hat. He shot Straight Darkness from the soles of his boots. His Parasite Cloak wavered like a huge tattered flag as he choke-slammed the Purehome Rose into the Purgehunt Rose while they were still midair.

The moment they made contact, Zarian condensed his aura with his Dark Affinity and entrapped them in a heavy sphere of darkness that sent them all careening down into the poorer and emptier district for a meteoric double body slam.

The entire area trembled from the force, and nearby abandoned factories and warehouses crumbled or made groaning noises as part of their supports and walls collapsed.

Zarian cast Void Step a third time to exit the crater he’d hammered both White Roses through. Para formed a throne of flesh, spines, and jagged teeth.

He sat down and crossed his ankle over his knee while he propped his elbow on the armrest, chin on palm. His grimoires hovered around him, each book of spells exuding palpable power that foretold of their capabilities.

Zarian laughed as he boasted aloud.

“Don’t worry! I’ll let you recover and call on your gods again if you can. It’ll be a shame to end this early when I just finished warming up.”




86:  Overkill

“You know how bad this would’ve gotten if you attacked at night,” Zarian said, while waiting for the White Roses of Purgehunt and Purehome to recover and prepare for the next round.

Zarian yammered away with little to no concern: “It’s morning. I’m bathed in sunlight. I have to burn aura to conjure darkness when I don’t have enough nearby. This is your best opportunity to kill me up here on the surface.”

A few minutes had gone by while he sat on his throne and let the enemy White Roses figure things out with themselves and their gods. The distant fighting between his party and the Royal Guards had wound down.

News flash.

His party had won.

The duel between Arnold of Ambrose and the White Rose of Kingsblood was finishing up with a dramatic last stand and crossing of blades. A part of Zarian’s Fractured Mind watched through his spectral spiders as Arnold sliced off the head of his rival and claimed victory as a representative of Serveserf.

Zarian chuckled as Naomi’s Aura Ignition petered out, leaving her to fall down face first. She was covered in a wide array of injuries from broken hands, bruises, cuts, and more that were mostly self-inflicted.

Gilbert’s Healing Force +1 was working on patching her up. Though the healing process wasn’t without some pain.

That didn’t seem to bother Naomi much. She rolled over with a big smile beaming from her face and heart-throbbing thrill glinting from her eyes.

Leaning back into his throne, Zarian shook his head at the sight of his murderhobo of a Rumble Psion. Granted, he shouldn’t be the one to judge.

He was literally giving two of the most dangerous men in the kingdom time to set themselves straight and game plan.

“I’m getting cocky again, aren’t I, Para?” Zarian asked.

“No!” said the parasite throne, with a voice that sounded like a flesh-chewing monster.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes!”

“Why are you sure?”

“Play with food. Play is fun. Fun is tasty. Food is more tasty!” explained Para, her fiendish words holding a kernel of truth.

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right. Playing with your food would lead to relishing the experience more. Well, in this case, it’s really your food.”

“Yes!”

Chuckling, Zarian noted how far Para had advanced in conversations. Part of that was a consequence of higher Willpower. Another part of Para’s advancement was that the Parasite Cloak +1 was up to Level 21 while staying as a permanent fixture in his alpha section.

The next skill upgrade happened at Level 25.

Hm. What would Para get next?

“The hardest thing to do would be to use you for this fight, Para. That might bump you up a few skill levels, but you don’t really scale with my Mysticism. So against these guys, you’re at a disadvantage. But you know what? Maybe we can try to make it happen if we’re creative enough.”

“Yes!” responded Para.

It was time to get the ball rolling again anyway.

Zarian had been spying through his spectral spiders the whole time to keep track of the White Roses. They were finishing up their own planning in the darkness of the storm drains.

Hell, if he focused a little more, he could feel them in the darkness down there. Instead of acting on that, he waited for the eventual ‘surprise attack’ from under him.

Let’s go.

Zarian and Para rolled out of the way of a thirty-foot crescent slash of white heat rising from the underground.

As the Madness Wizard skidded across the floor and entered a shaded spot under a crooked wall and broken ceiling, his cloak transformed. Para became four wicked insectoid bone scythes that arced around from his back.

As a bonus, Zarian gave each scythe a blade insert of darkness. It was like sticking a sharpened razor blade to a shaving handle, but many times bigger.

Once Para fixed each dark blade along the bottom edge and beyond the tip of her scythes, the parasite ran the scythes together and made intimidating sharpening sounds.

“Fun!” roared Para.

“Alright, Darius, Rickard, I really want to see you try.” Zarian grinned as both men catapulted out of the crater and slammed down on leveled ground across from him.

Darius, the White Rose of Purgehunt, stumbled in surprise that the Madness Wizard knew his name. Zarian also knew his class was a Level 71 Burning Guardian, and that Darius’s best alpha skill was the White Flame Weapon.

Rickard, the White Rose of Purehome, held his bearing better. Rickard was a Level 78 Barrier Guardian, and his best alpha skill was Barrier Force.

“How did he use Identify without us knowing?!” shouted Darius.

“It’s possible to scan us without our notice while we’re under duress,” answered Rickard. “Keep your wits about you, Darius. He’s a terrible fiend. But he’s a foolhardy one. We’ll outmatch him soon.”

Darius growled as he gripped his flaming weapon tightly, transforming it from a sword to a long spear. His muscular form was still rippling with grand might and toughness, like a true warrior made for upfront conflict in the middle of a blaze. He had the military look, too, with buzz cut gray hair, steely eyes, and a permanent scowl.

Darius reminded Zarian of senior leadership from the Marines. The ones he didn’t like. The same could be said for the other man.

Rickard acted with a cooler head compared to his companion, and he looked better off, too, if only a little scuffed up while having some bruising around his neck. He wore a mixture of plate armor and robes. He held no weapon because his barriers were the only weapons he truly needed, at least before facing Zarian.

Rickard also had grayish hair and was probably somewhere between Darius and Arnold’s ages, older than the former and younger than the latter. As of now, Rickard was the older and wiser man between the pair as the White Roses faced Zarian and Para.

“Answer me this,” Zarian said. “Why sacrifice your own young men to the gnolls? That’s not good.”

“We don’t answer to you!” Darius shouted.

“You think you alone can fight the gnolls? Or control them?” Rickard asked. “They have countless numbers in their horde. They could overrun a kingdom filled with innocents and there wouldn’t be enough guards, soldiers, or White Roses to stop them. And their elders are some of the strongest creatures in this region of the Walled Continent. You should know this, evil one, so what game are you playing?”

“Didn’t you get the report?” Zarian tilted his head to the side. “My party stopped the gnolls. They won’t attack. I’m literally a Hero of the Eternal Garden Kingdom, and my friend is a princess with good +3. Here, I’ll give you this chance to stand down if you’ve got some sense.”

Darius growled.

Rickard’s face grew darker. “And there lies the problem. Whatever manner of deal you struck with the gnolls serves you and not our kingdom and gods. It matters not if you’re a hero, if you have a princess, and if she’s good +3. You are a disruption to order and the ruling powers, and we cannot allow evil to reign supreme in such a way.”

Zarian sighed.

Technically, he’s got a smidgen of a point. I’m a gnoll elder now. And I did bargain that I’ll make their rising gnolls stronger and help them become more fortified and scarier so they could dominate the region further. So … he’s not entirely wrong.

Of course, Zarian wasn’t going to admit that, nor would he admit that he would work out the gnoll situation further down the road. Instead, he shrugged at the White Roses.

“It’s always a shame that these fights are born from such prejudiced notions instead of being learning opportunities that can lead to diverse friendships.” Zarian sighed miserably. Then he fixed his face with a sharp smile. “Oh well, I guess I’ll have my fun killing you. And if your corpses survive, I’ll feed them to Para.”

“Feed me!” roared the scythes that arced from around Zarian’s back. All four stretched forward in anticipation of slicing, dicing, and feasting.

The fight was on, and the White Roses struck hard.

Rickard flung a marble-sized barrier at supersonic speeds toward Zarian’s front. If it wasn’t for his enhanced vision provided by the updated monocle, Zarian would’ve missed the compressed white flame trapped inside the mini-barrier ball.

Even without the monocle, he’d spied on them and knew what was coming.

A dark pillar rose in front of the marble, and a destructive explosion of white flames blasted the pillar to smithereens.

Zarian and Para suffered no damage by backing away. Their backside smashed through a wall without slowing them down.

Through the furious white explosion, Darius lunged with his long spear thrust forward. The white flames from the explosion circled around his thrust and shot ahead as an intense, super heated beam.

Para dug a scythe into the ground and redirected her host in a new direction, dodging the white hot beam by a few feet. Darius’s attack sliced through multiple walls and buildings behind them. Walls of roaring white flames rose in the aftermath of unrestrained annihilation and fury.

Before the wizard and his parasite moved far, a large barrier appeared half completed in front of them. Then multiple marbles containing more compact white flames flew in at the flanks of the wizard and parasite.

Zarian cast Void Step to slip away from the explosive trap and enter the secure darkness of the storm drain. The surface above rocked and bucked from the immense explosions that would’ve left some harsh damage on him if he hadn’t fled.

He waited as both Darius and Rickard turned about quickly to look for him, not finding him anywhere on the surface. Zarian continued to wait another few seconds to raise the tension and disrupt the rhythm of the fight before using Void Step again.

The air wrinkled as Zarian appeared to stride into a gap between Darius and Rickard, both men pivoting as they sensed the magic at work. Darius moved faster with his divine flaming spear extending as it swung around.

Zarian vaulted himself over the swing with a short jettison of darkness from his heels. He landed in front of Darius before the Burning Guardian readjusted.

Zarian smiled wolfishly in the darkness under his wide-brimmed hat, and Para went to town, scything, stabbing, cutting, going absolutely savage. She ravaged the chest, gut, arms, legs, and even the head of the White Rose of Purgehunt in a rapid blender of bloody attacks.

If that wasn’t bad enough already, Zarian had the Bloody Lifesteal spell activated. Each drop of Darius’s blood touching Para’s scythes fed life energy straight into Zarian, which was one hell of a high. It was also a nice way to shore up Zarian’s raggedy life energy after what Sinfeast had done to him.

Too bad Zarian couldn’t stay there for long. He had to cast Void Step again to avoid the volley of explosive marbles thrown by Rickard from behind. Again, Zarian stepped down into the storm drain as the upper level rocked with multiple eruptions.

Darius remained alive even after getting hacked up badly by Para and damaged by friendly-explosions. The flaming man was one of the toughest enemies Zarian had ever fought. Still, the Burning Guardian wasn’t looking too hot.

Zarian waited in the dark to let Rickard turn and search for him. The Barrier Guardian would see the Madness Wizard was nowhere to be found, while having to expect an attack from any angle.

The man had lost his cool. His only partner was screwed up and barely hanging in the fight. The power of their gods wasn’t enough to stop the Madness Wizard and his Parasite Cloak.

Zarian’s domination of them was growing, and because of that, he could unleash the effects of his epic Lore Eater trait. He cast Void Step once more and appeared to Rickard’s right. Then Zarian used Lore Eater to its full extent.

He chomped away at Rickard’s surface memories and observations as things happened. Zarian’s trick wouldn’t pass muster for long, but it lasted long enough. Rickard was completely unaware of the Madness Wizard standing next to him.

Rickard was also unaware of the fence of pillars Zarian raised around him before the Madness Wizard released a supercharged dark bolt from the void. The bolt squeezed through a gap in the fence before Zarian closed that up and ducked away.

The resulting eruption from the sheer impact obliterated the pillars and the ground underneath, with Rickard at the center. The entire area rocked as more nearby walls and foundational supports crumbled, sending buildings crashing down.

Zarian didn’t get away unscathed. His own explosive impact had sent him tumbling across the broken warehouse grounds.

Para stuck her scythes into the ground to help her host get up onto his feet and stabilize him.

After thanking Para, Zarian looked ahead and saw a massive crater where the Barrier Guardian had stood.

Impressively, Rickard wasn’t dead yet. More importantly, Darius was making a bloody charge straight at Zarian once again.

It looked more suicidal this time based on how there were tongues of white flames shooting out from every wound and opening in Darius’s body. His veins shone with blazing white flames. More white flames roared out from his mouth, his nostrils, his ears, and even his eyes as they burst apart with boiling blood, smoke, and fire.

“WITNESS ME, PURGEHUNT!” Darius roared before his voice box turned to cinders.

Darius gained a sudden boost of speed and power, increasing the heat and potency of his flames. His intention was known, but a force that was far above them interjected itself.

Zarian felt like he was getting drawn into a climactic murder-suicide that had his name on it. It was by far the most blatant abuse of divine powers Zarian had seen yet. Nobody should be able to survive something like this, not when the gods were really trying to push their weight, even from a cosmic distance.

Instead of resisting, Zarian braced himself and charged forward. He cast Void Step prematurely with no intention of escaping, blinking in and out mid stride. He had a new weapon that was perfect for the occasion.

A void-made nodachi.

He hacked the seven-foot sword down with all of his Strength and Agility, taking full advantage of numerous abilities he’d gained and stolen.

The void nodachi entered Darius by the crown of his skull, sliced through the middle of his angry face, continued its journey through his neck, down through his chest, while treating the sternum like it was made from a loaf of bread, then carrying on down through the midsection, groin, and out between the legs.

Because of Darius’s momentum, both halves of his body passed Zarian with a horrendously hot white conflagration spraying out from the sliced sides. Zarian and Para came out burnt up as Darius’s two halves flew beyond them and struck the wall of an old warehouse.

Then, with little to no preamble, Darius’s remains exploded. The explosions had so much terrific force, Zarian was forced to stumble forward.

Para used all four scythes on the ground to keep them from getting flung around as their backside was scorched up. Zarian’s Wolf Dragon Hunter suit would need some repairs later.

Thankfully, he didn’t look back, since it would be improper to look back at an explosion. All the classic action movies from the old world had taught him that.

He also had a nice notification popping up in gold waiting for him.

<You’ve defeated a Boon Avatar of Purgehunt, Human, Level 71 Burning Guardian!>

<You’ve leveled up from 60 to 62! Stat points dispensed!>

Zarian held off on distributing stats. He turned to where Rickard sat cross-legged while looking worse off than ever.

Rickard placed himself in a barrier with his eyes closed. He didn’t seem phased at all by the death of his companion. Instead, Rickard had something else in mind that required some sort of meditative maneuver.

Zarian was wondering what Rickard was doing when he felt a weird shift in the aura near his face.

He jerked his head back and saw a near-translucent barrier appear where half his head had been. He felt the same strange phenomenon near his left shoulder and jerked out of the way.

Another barrier appeared, which would’ve cut into his shoulder if he hadn’t moved a split second prior.

Eyes widening, Zarian realized what Rickard was doing. The tricky Barrier Guardian was forcing Zarian to pay close attention to his aura and dodge away from barrier conjurations before they fully formed and hacked into his flesh.

If it wasn’t for Basic Aura Manipulation and the high amounts of points invested in Mysticism, Zarian might’ve gotten caught outright. Granted, he was probably a little luckier and more perceptive than most wizards, since he had a solid chunk of points invested in Wonder, too.

For now, he juked and dodged and ran around as barriers kept forming where his body had been a split-second ago. They kept aiming to cut into his legs, torso, and head especially.

Clearly, Rickard had his own heightened sensory abilities that allowed him to track Zarian without looking. He’d shored up his mind so Zarian’s Lore Eater trait couldn’t scoop away information and memories as easily now.

To test Rickard’s main barrier, Zarian threw a decently strong dark bolt and saw another problem come up. Multiple barriers formed in the way of the main barrier protecting Rickard. The dark bolt couldn’t break past.

Up next, Zarian reshaped his void nodachi into a void javelin and threw that instead. He found better success, but Rickard survived it with more barriers wrapped over each other and in front of him.

The defense was nearly impenetrable, and the man clearly had the help of Good Goddess Purehome. Worse yet, Purehome sounded like the type who would be a defensive expert, so Rickard was at his greatest as he concentrated on defense while trying to form barriers inside Zarian’s body.

“Okay, let’s try this!” Zarian cast all three spells he’d learned from his Grimoire of the Dread Mire Hell Gator.

First came a body-slurping bog that was covered in noxious hell flames. Second came the jaws of the invisible predator that lurked in the bog, snapping viciously over Rickard and his bubble of safety. Third was the Dread Mire Bellow, which resounded like a bomb and had the effect of traumatizing victims.

Zarian smiled viciously as Rickard waited in his barrier and endured the destructive combo of ancient folktale magic. In the aftermath, Zarian lost his smile.

Rickard survived. The Barrier Guardian had to stop harassing Zarian and concentrate all of his magic on defense, which nearly broke down after the Dread Mire Bellow. Still, Rickard and his faith in Good Goddess Purehome saw him through to the end.

Another notable detail was his alignment being good +2, the second highest in the entire kingdom. After Zarian’s latest failed move, Rickard squeezed out every bit of cheat juice from his goodness and raised the effectiveness of his barriers, which put him at a growing advantage.

His defense was becoming impregnable the longer he withstood Zarian’s attacks.

Seeing that, Zarian slowed to a stop and thought about how he’d wanted to end this. Para sharpened her scythes, but Zarian didn’t see her attacks as the solution.

He had to run around again even faster when more barriers tried to form inside his body. They appeared with greater swiftness and subtlety now, trying to cut into his brain, heart, limbs, and even his groin.

Zarian kept running until an idea came to his Fractured Mind, which was something he’d wanted to try out not so long ago. Zarian cast Void Step before Rickard ripped him apart with flesh-seeking barriers.

This time around, Zarian went farther out and exited the void next to his party.

“Hola, did you win already?” Bianca asked.

“The White Rose of Purehome is playing turtle, and he actually has a good shell. Want to team up with me?” Zarian asked.

“Sure! Are we going to do our combo thing?”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking.”

“What combo thing?” Gilbert asked while he was rubbing around the neck and face of his eight-legged horse. “Oh, and do you want some healing? You look like you made love to a flame thrower, chief.”

“Yeah, sure, I won’t turn down free healing. And the combo thing is something Bianca and I can do as light and dark.” Zarian nodded at the Light Princess.

Bianca performed a funny dance in her excitement. A dozen spectral spiders appeared around her feet and danced with her.

Hannah perked up while sitting on an expanded Roller, the evolving dungeon core in her lap. All ten skeletons were gathered around her, with Glowy and Darko paying the most attention.

Naomi was sitting in a cross-legged position when she opened an eye, interrupting her Earth-Sky Meditation. She was still in the middle of healing and resting from the strain of Aura Ignition/First Stage.

“You don’t need help,” Naomi said.

“Maybe you’re right, but it’s always good to practice with friends when you have the chance.”

Naomi nodded and went back to her meditation.

As Gilbert healed up Zarian, Bianca strode upward on steps made of hard light. She waved her hands in the air above Zarian dramatically. Then she used her Refraction skill to split the light and create absolute darkness in a tower over the Madness Wizard.

There were many ways to capture darkness. One way was how Bianca’s control of light, ironically, allowed her to create zones of darkness. And these zones were pure as the void, since Bianca was specifically moving all light out of a specific space.

It was an interesting effect, which made Zarian realize the old Sunflower Helper skill would’ve been a redundant choice. They both were better off having chosen what they wanted. That was nice to know, as Zarian yanked all the darkness Bianca created into his hand as a condensed javelin.

Bianca created another zone of peerless darkness for Zarian, and once again, he condensed it into his javelin, which grew heavier and denser with each addition. After the tenth time, Zarian gestured for Bianca to stop with his free hand.

The javelin was heavy. Oh, so heavy.

He took his time to aim using his monocle’s scope-like features while triangulating the exact coordinates with his spectral spiders. Then he lit the super dark javelin with Black Fire.

“Wait,” Hannah said.

Zarian froze.

The Runic Engineer pointed her palm and cast multiple advanced enchantments on the super dark javelin. Thus, the conjured weapon became the enchanted super dark javelin in Zarian’s hand.

Hell, the black and gray flames coating its immensely dense form seemed to snap with more ferocity, hungering for vitality. This thing was a weapon of mass destruction.

And if that wasn’t scary enough, it technically had the blessing of Princess Bianca, whose alignment was good +3, the highest in the kingdom.

“You’re good to go,” Hannah said.

“Send it!” Bianca chirped.

“I can’t help but think this is overkill and it might backfire somehow,” Gilbert said, his trusty steed snorting in agreement.

“Oh, yeah.” Bianca frowned. “Maybe send it softly?”

“I would say screw it all, but I didn’t contribute,” Naomi muttered, breaking her meditation again. 

She sounded upset, since she lacked utility with her battle-focused profile, or she would’ve thrown her hat in on making the enchanted super dark javelin. Zarian didn’t blame her. But he couldn’t truly pity her.

She had Aura Ignition.

More importantly, he was well aware of the immense danger of this conjured and heavily layered weapon. I better keep in mind the potential collateral damage.

This was the reason he held the big fight in the old stomping grounds of the destroyed Bramblevale Bandits. Most, if not all, the beggars had moved out or come over last night to the charity event. The poorer district was perfect for destructive maneuvers and big anime fights.

The moment Zarian launched the enchanted super dark javelin forward, he cast Void Step. He walked out of the void further beyond Rickard’s location and at the end of the poorer and emptier district.

A notification popped up, but he couldn’t look at it as he hunkered down and raised his hand like a catcher. He watched multiple buildings explode, their walls, innards, and ruins tumbling in the wake of utter destruction created by the zooming javelin.

Zarian growled as he intercepted the javelin’s flight path with pure magical will and sent it curving upward. He could’ve attempted to catch it, but that thing was so powerful he would’ve torn himself apart.

He was left to endure all the tumbling and flying debris trailing after the javelin. Thankfully, his Mystic Toughness and his other defensive abilities helped him out.

Para helped, too, by dropping her scythes and transforming into a wall of impenetrable bone.

While he couldn’t see directly because of the cascade of flying debris and Para’s protection, he used a distant spectral spider to watch the javelin skim past a tower and fly over rooftops. Then the javelin took out some portion of the ramparts on top of the big wall.

Afterward, the javelin winked away in the far distant sky, never to be seen again.

Maybe it would dissolve after some time or destroy an entire hill upon landing. Zarian didn’t know, and he didn’t bother to take any further action or responsibility.

Instead, he came to a sudden conclusion.

“Let’s get the hell out of here. We’ve overstayed our welcome.”

“Food!” Para roared.

“Okay, okay, we’ll check to see if there’s anything left of the White Rose and grab up Royal Guards on the way out. Then let’s get the hell out of here!” Zarian declared as he checked his latest notifications.

He paused when he realized he came away with a hell of a haul, which was part of the reason he held off from killing the White Roses automatically. Because of the extended battle, all of his skills that weren’t Level 0 went up.

One of them advanced.

<You’ve defeated a Boon Avatar of Purehome, Human, Level 79 Barrier Guardian!>

<You’ve leveled up from 62 to 64! Stat points dispensed!>

<Your skill, Parasite Cloak +1, leveled up from 21 to 23!>

<Your skill, Spectral Spider Network +1, leveled up from 15 to 17!>

<Your skill, Straight Darkness +2, leveled up from 30 to 33!>

<Your skill, Summon Wizard Hat +1, leveled up from 16 to 20!>

<Your skill, Grimoire of Black Magic 102, leveled up from 17 to 20!>

<Your skill, Grimoire of the Dread Mire Hell Gator, leveled up from 12 to 14!>

<Your skill, Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Prince, leveled up from 9 to 14!>

<Your skill has advanced! From Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Prince to Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Exile!>

<Grimoire of the Mad Voldling Exile (Level 14): Through the ruinous text left behind by the exiled prince of mad voidlings, you can evoke the maddening magic of the void. The grimoire must be summoned as a medium. You can promise the safety of friends and push your void abilities harder and further. You currently have 1 learned spell: Void Step.>




87: Farewell

Zarian made sure Para had a taste of the scraps Rickard had left behind. There wasn’t much, yet the Parasite Cloak enjoyed every bite. Then Para ate her fill of the Royal Guards while Zarian said farewell to everyone who wanted to see them off, which were mainly the beggars.

Everyone other than Zarian’s party acted queasy and disturbed from the loud flesh-tearing, bone-cracking sounds of Para feasting, but Zarian didn’t let that dampen the occasion.

He understood the weakness of normies. They couldn’t be blamed for not appreciating the splendor of a parasite munching on the bodies of his enemies.

Besides, everyone had survived on his side. His party had grown stronger with new personal levels and skill levels. They all looked more experienced, more capable, and more understanding of each other’s new abilities and new tricks.

When Para finished eating, Zarian stored away as many decent corpses as he could get in the cloak’s pocket dimension. It was a good idea to stock up now, just in case. He took some time for himself and sat in a wagon before feeding his own voracious appetite after a big battle.

Naomi was napping in one of two comfort wagons reserved for Zarian’s party. Hannah held onto the dungeon core as it continued to evolve. She slipped into the crafting wagon organized for her.

Bianca was bouncing and frolicking around the caravan with a bunch of spectral spiders riding on the hem of her dress. Gilbert rode on his eight-legged steed while working with Roland and Lora to get their people moving out of Central Bramblevale and into the wilds.

Zarian relaxed with a big meaty leg of poultry in one hand while waving at the people saying goodbye.

He saw the little boot girl and her friends waving the hardest from the front. He caught sight of the Infernal Witch glaring in the shadow of an alley before she nodded at him and turned to stalk away.

Zarian nodded in return before looking back up the road leading to the mansions. He watched the Lovewar Barrier fade away, its purpose completed.

When the caravan turned a corner, they left behind friendly faces and entered a more barren street where guards and soldiers watched with hostile intent. Of course, they kept their mouths shut and their weapons and magic to themselves.

Zarian watched them in return with a cheeky grin, since he knew they couldn’t do a god-damn thing.

He’d defeated their strongest guardians.

He’d broken the power held here by their lord and their gods.

He had powerful agents, such as the Hemlock Family, who were going to carry out the favor he owed Lovewar.

It all looked great for him. However, this would all come as a sacrifice to his official status. He wouldn’t get to be a true High Rose Noble of the Eternal Garden Kingdom, and the nobility status of everyone in the caravan wouldn’t stick either.

They were without nobles, and they were pariahs of the kingdom.

Zarian didn’t care. He had the noble status papers signed by Lord Cassian. And Zarian could make for a convincing liar if needed where they were going.

As they neared the main gate, Zarian saw Arnold quickly catch up to the side of his wagon. They weren’t moving that fast, but the White Rose of Serveserf would’ve easily run them down regardless.

“Level 74, huh?” Zarian said from over the side of the wagon. “Congrats.”

Arnold chuckled. “I didn’t even feel you using any means to scan me.”

“I’ve gotten better at being subtle.”

Arnold took a gander toward the demolished district where Zarian had fought Rickard, Darius, and the former Bramblevale Bandits. While Arnold made a solid point without saying a word, Zarian acted oblivious and above it all.

Zarian was a Madness Wizard. How could he live up to his legendary class without some unsubtle destruction?

“While your means can be questionable, you certainly live up to having a character that is powerful and good at heart,” Arnold said. “The perfect example of using evil for the greater good.”

“Nah, I wouldn’t say I use ‘evil for the greater good.’ While that’s a politically correct saying, I’m more of a person who chooses to do good with the great power of evil.”

Arnold laughed. “I suppose that holds some measure of truth. You’ve left yourself irreproachable in your philosophies, to be fair. You’ve won a battle against the kingdom’s greatest powers and ensured there were no casualties regarding the innocent. You’ve even delivered upon me a gift that could’ve earned you a fortune. Each of those levels was highly valued and worth an incredible amount. Are you certain about what you’ve given me?”

Zarian finished his meal and let Para lick around his fingers and face with little tongue-like tendrils. She left not a crumb or spot of grease.

Then he lounged further back in his corner of the wagon, which was made of strong wood and some enchantments that smoothened the ride whenever a wheel struck a bump in the road despite the lack of proper suspension systems.

Each wagon had a resilient tarp for an overhead covering and some arched wooden frames bent over the top. Zarian’s wagon had no tarp above, leaving it open to the sunny day.

The tarp was folded into a seat under him.

The suns didn’t bother him much anymore as long as he kept a thin layer of darkness between him and the light. Thus, he could have a comfortable ride and lounge about and act all slothfully.

He took his time to reply to Arnold’s question about the certainty of his actions regarding the levels that could’ve netted Zarian a fortune or sped up his own growth. The answer was simple.

“I do what I want.”

Arnold stumbled from hearing that. Then the old man broke into a howl of laughter before bending over and suffering a bad coughing fit.

Seeing him suffer some bad coughs reminded Zarian of Arnold’s old age and dwindling life energy. The man wasn’t far off from ascension if he could make it to Level 100, which Zarian knew as the level for the second class advancement as well.

“You should grind your way up to Level 100,” Zarian said.

Arnold waved him off. “I’ve let go of such smoldering ambitions a long time ago. You and your friends are better off getting there than me. Instead, I’d like to spend more time helping those in need.”

Arnold straightened up, his hands behind the small of his back. They were getting closer to the gate. Arnold spoke softly, but clearly.

“This kingdom always had its problems. But those problems have grown more despicable and selfish these past recent years. I knew things would come to a head a while ago. Especially when they outlawed adventurers. The kingdom was cannibalizing itself to maintain control while fighting multiple battles on different fronts.”

“Mm,” Zarian hummed.

He had a vague idea of the other fights and wars the Eternal Garden Kingdom had in various locations. The gnolls weren’t their only concern. Which was why the deaths of three White Roses in Central Bramblevale were going to spell doom for the current regime.

Lovewar was probably laughing and dancing up there in god land, because her investment in Zarian was going to pay off big. Well, big was relative in a Lesser World.

For someone like Lovewar who dominated as one of the fourteen major gods of Infinita, the strongest and most influential beings of the Star System, Zarian imagined what happened here was small in the grand scheme of things.

Granted, in a game of adventure and ascension, every investment in the smaller worlds can make huge returns in the larger worlds, and those huge returns can benefit or hurt the gods depending on how they roll the dice.

Evil God Sinfeast, for example, rolled badly on Zarian. Even Killall didn’t have it as bad compared to Sinfeast, at least in Zarian’s view. But that tale of promised vengeance was not something Zarian was going to ruminate on while talking to a friend.

“Would the kingdom get overtaken by another?” Zarian asked.

Arnold sighed. “I pray not. I hope the people ready for a change will rise to the occasion from within our borders.”

“Such a loyalist,” Zarian teased.

“Go easy on this old man, for it is hard to change. However, I will do my best. I can’t consider myself as a White Rose anymore. But I’m still the Silver Guardian, and I need not be a guardian of the royal family of Golden Roses to be a guardian of the people.”

“The Silver Guardian of Serveserf, huh?” Zarian nodded. “Has a nice ring to it. I guess I can’t convince you with my evil ways to be a bit more selfish, can I?”

Arnold looked up and down the caravan with a glimmer in the corner of his eye.

There was Zarian’s party, which comprised five Floridians. There were the ten runic skeletons who were on guard around the caravan.

There were one hundred and thirty-three disenfranchised young men. Then there were one hundred and fifty-six acolytes of Lovewar, whose numbers had blown up recently when acolytes from all around Central Bramblevale came out of hiding and joined the caravan.

All the young women rode in the wagons with the food and supplies. All the young men walked and tried to act dignified and ready for the road while under more female attention than they’d received all their life.

Almost all of them were in their teens. Many were between the ages of twelve and sixteen. Hell, Roland was the only one who was twenty, while Lora was seventeen.

They were practically a gathering of two hundred and eighty-nine puppies and kittens. Bright eyed. Bushy tailed. Uncertain of the future. Completely at the mercy of Zarian’s party and the elements that waited beyond.

The young men and women hadn’t even realized how ostracized and unattached they were from the mechanisms of the kingdom. Not yet, at least.

Zarian had eavesdropped through his spectral spiders in plenty of conversations about how most of them didn’t have good reasons to return to families. Most of them were orphans. Roland had a family, but they sounded toxic.

“You say you wish to convince me to be more selfish, aye?” Arnold chuckled as he took another gander up and down the caravan. “But how can I follow such sound advice when you aren’t following it?”

“Don’t you know it’s in my nature to be contradicting and unpredictable?” Zarian chuckled. “Besides, I’m not one to abandon children in need when I’ve put enough time to care for them, or when they’ve put enough time to care for me. We’ll train them up a bit and find them a new home to settle into at North Crown Peak.”

“After you clear out the wolf dragon infestation I imagine.”

“Yes, after clearing that out.”

Arnold nodded. “North Crown Peak is quite separated from the politics of Central Bramblevale and the other town regions surrounding the capital. It should be its own town, really.”

“But politics.”

“Yes, politics.”

“What are the people like up there?”

“Thorny. Brusque. If you have a short temper, they’ll make it shorter. But people of the North Crown Peak fortress and communities are honest and direct folks. They have to be since that region has seen constant threat from gnolls and other monstrosities. It’s also the last stop within human territory for any who seek the pilgrimage to more … exotic locations.”

“Carrowmore and the Coldboot Castle Mountains?” Zarian mentioned.

“Ah, yes, Carrowmore. That’s quite a far journey to reach across the Walled Continent. A perilous journey, even.” Arnold sounded subdued. “Despite that, it’s still a wonder that the driders and their city filled with savage races haven’t come down to take over.”

“Maybe the driders and folks of Carrowmore see nothing of value here.”

Arnold winced at hearing that. Zarian didn’t apologize, though he did feel a little regretful at how blunt that sounded.

Thankfully, Arnold took it well enough on the chin. “I think Carrowmore is particular about keeping interests to itself and conducting trade deals that favor Carrowmore. The Eternal Garden Kingdom is many things, but it won’t endorse public trades and commerce with an evil territory. Of course, that’s on the surface.”

“Of course.”

“Politics aside, I’ve heard grand legends and fantastical things born from such a bed of evil, many of which sounded too miraculous to me. I’ve heard that they play music at odd hours and dance in fantastical enchanted wardrobes. I’ve heard their greatest leaders, the Carrowmore Barons, are all dancers and that the greatest assassins of the entire world come from that cavernous city. I’ve even heard they hold a tournament every thousand years.”

Zarian jerked up in his seat. “Did you say tournament?”

“Yes, the Carrowmore Millennium Tournament.” Arnold hummed. “Hm, if I’m not mistaken, we might draw close to that time once again. The fables of old once said the last tournament happened in the 500s of the Dark Era, and it’s currently Year 1532 of the Dark Era. If the fables are true, then the tournament can happen at any time this century. Perhaps even in this decade.”

Zarian was trying to contain the crazed laughter that wanted to come out. There was no way that he might realize one of his biggest dreams. He couldn’t believe it. But Arnold kept on talking about the tournament.

“It’s supposedly an interesting event where the greatest fighters across all of Corma would arrive in Carrowmore for the tournament. Imagine creatures who’ve never touched this continent in over a thousand years only appearing just to partake in a battle like no other, perhaps the most pivotal battles across all the lesser worlds.”

Arnold sighed wistfully. Then he spoke in a darker tone.

“Such a thing, if it is to exist, could bring about attention from the heavens. The type of attention that would … well … spell disaster.”

Ah, yes.

World Events. World Bosses. Divine Beings. Regressors. The Star System could throw down something so horrifically powerful it could wipe out cities and laugh off the countless attacks of low-level mortals.

Zarian doubted the Star System would stack so many pivotal events all at once. The tournament, by itself, sounded major enough, especially when it happened only every thousand years.

“Perhaps others like you, foreigners or … Outsiders … would appear at the tournament,” Arnold said with a smirk.

Zarian caught the old man’s gaze. Clearly, Arnold knew something was off with the Floridians.

From what Zarian and Hannah had gathered so far, Outsiders were exceptional beings favored by the Star System. That was the main reason they’d all started with abilities at Level 1, while others didn’t when they were born in Infinita.

The biggest Outsider example was Shadowfell herself, which could also explain why corrupted tears wouldn’t affect Zarian and other Outsiders.

Without acknowledging Arnold’s point, Zarian wondered what would happen if he met other Outsiders from the old world at Carrowmore. If the thousand-year tournament was such a big deal that it could draw fighters from around the world, from other Lesser Worlds, and have more Outsiders congregate, then there was only one thing Zarian had to do about that.

“Yeah, I’m signing up for that tournament.”

There were no ifs.

No buts.

Zarian wanted to fight in the tournament. He couldn’t live his new life in the Infinita Star System and not take part in the infamous tournament trope. It was practically dangling right in front of him.

And we have an invitation to Carrowmore already.

Feeling thrilled, Zarian had to settle down his own racing heart and realize there were things that needed doing before the trip to Carrowmore.

Making sure his young puppies and kittens were toughened up and settled down was close to the top of his priorities now. Slaying the wolf dragons and their horde was up there, too.

By that point, his party should be ready to do one of two things, attack Castle Grimrock and save Foodie, or go explore the Forgotten Kingdom Dungeon, and then go to Castle Grimrock and save Foodie.

I’m starting to think taking out the Grimrock Warlock and saving Foodie is going to take priority over the dungeon. It would also be nice to have a mythical cook like Foodie on their adventures going forward, keeping them fed with delicious food while increasing stat growth.

“You seem to have many plans in mind, milord,” Arnold said as the caravan started passing through the main gate.

“Yes, many plans.” Zarian sighed. “We shall be busy. But that’s the nature of our lives. Or at least that’s the nature of the life I like to live. Eat wonderful food. Make new friends. Drink and celebrate at whimsical taverns. Train, fight, and level up to our heart’s desires. And … spread a little kindness here and there.”

Arnold chuckled. “Why didn’t you choose the good alignment?”

“Because evil suits me better.” Zarian smiled wolfishly. “After all … evil is merely a tool. It isn’t in control of me. I’m in control of it.”

Arnold nodded. “Wiser words have never been said by someone so young. I hope those wise words continue to hold true for years and years to come.”

The Silver Guardian of Serveserf smiled up at the sky. Then he turned that welcoming smile to Zarian. “I’ll wish you and your companions safe travels. I hope to hear of your many exploits. And I hope the next time you come down this direction, you’ll see the lasting impacts of a brave new kingdom who cares for the people.”

Before Zarian could say anything, Arnold held up a hand. He had more to say.

“I must also give you my apologies for not spending more time training your people, but I’ve left many tips and manuals with them. Sword training manuals for Princess Bianca and the scraps of knowledge that are known of Aura Ignition for Lady Naomi. Plus some more. I hope it all serves you and your party well, Lord Zarian Darkrun.”

Zarian was stuck on what to say. He felt a hitch in his throat and a twinge in his chest. He almost wanted to convince the old man to come along with them and join his merry band.

Zarian didn’t, of course, because he had immense respect for a man who was resolute about serving others.

Zarian put aside his feelings and smiled. “That’ll do, Arnold of Ambrose. That’ll certainly do.”

Zarian reached over and clasped forearms with the Silver Guardian of Serveserf. It was a firm and warm shake of friendship and farewells.

Then they broke away and Arnold of Ambrose stopped at the gate while Zarian and the rest of the caravan rolled across the drawbridge over the wide moat.

The caravan hit the dirty cobblestone road that curved between tall fields of grass, colorful flowers, and rolling hills under a big blue sky filled with blocky clouds.

Zarian leaned over the sides of his wagon and spotted Arnold as a distant and small figure at the gate. Then the Silver Guardian of Serveserf turned away and went back to conduct his business as the best example of local good.




88: Whoops 1

Tournament arc! Tournament arc! Tournament arc!

Zarian’s thoughts ran rampant with the same thing on repeat. His Fractured Mind was no help when every segment was overrun. He wanted to join the tournament. He wanted to do it within the next year or two. If not, he might ascend from Corma and miss out.

Unless he waited for it.

“Gah! There’s nothing I can do about that right now.” Zarian laid back.

He had the wagon’s tarp cover folded under him. Para folded up behind his back and head as an extra cushion that was a little spongy and bumpy in some places, but still comfortable.

Obviously, he could use Tranquil Mind to settle down his thoughts. But he didn’t want to do that. He wasn’t even using Adrenaline Jolt right now. He was just naturally hyped up.

Who could blame him? He just had the best fight of his life so far.

The walls of Central Bramblevale were fading into the distance behind the caravan. Above his head, the morning suns crossed closer to the peak of the sky where blocky clouds drifted lazily.

There was a nice autumn breeze blowing in from the east, from Bramble Wolf Forest and the Grimrock Castle Mountains, the latter being home to his goblin friend, Foodie. Thinking of her enslaved situation and the fragility behind her indomitable act cooled Zarian’s excitement, but the embers still smoldered in his chest.

I’ve done a lot, honestly.

Zarian glanced down at his damaged suit and remembered he needed to hand this over to Hannah. He didn’t get to it right away as he recollected all that had happened so far. And a lot had happened.

Zarian and nine others had fallen into the subterranean floors of Castle Grimrock, fought off corrupted koi fish, fought off corrupted goblins, and had some deaths because of disagreements and the pressure of their dangerous new environment.

After getting sent off by Foodie with loads of new information, they’d crawled the White Spider Dungeon multiple times, took Reiki and her core, reached the surface of Corma, the World of Castles and Caverns, found a golem, received a major side quest for the Forgotten Kingdom, met up with Roland’s young and misguided sacrificial company of soldiers, ran into gnolls, and entered Bramblevale where they ran multiple operations within a short time.

They’d slaughtered gangsters and bandits. They’d dominated the local guards and soldiers while earning the trust and aid of a good friend, Arnold of Ambrose.

They’d taken the crooked Bramblevale Lord down a few pegs, Zarian had become a gnoll elder, and then they dominated the Hemlock Family and turned them into vassals after conquering their Devouring Library Dungeon.

Now they were on their way to North Crown Peak after Zarian and his friends took out the best fighters of the kingdom. There were a lot of other little details in between all of that, but, for the most part, they’d achieved a lot.

Zarian let all of his feats in the past few months sink in. It was kind of hard to believe while watching the blocky clouds crawl by slowly.

He felt like he should take a minor break. Maybe he deserved a nap before he shifted gears. But then his heart rate picked up. His mind flashed through memories of the last couple of weeks.

“Did I really sing that song?” Zarian asked.

Maybe it was best he let that fade from memory.

“What was the song?” Bianca’s head popped over the wagon side.

For this once, she actually caught Zarian off guard. He’d let his awareness drop while thinking back on everything that happened. Plus, Bianca could be sneaky when she shifted the light to hide herself.

Zarian didn’t let himself react much. He merely shifted a little and turned his head to her. “A song in your imagination.”

“Hm. I think you sang a song and I want to hear it.”

“You’re in a chipper mood. I figured you’d lose steam after killing other good aligned folks.”

“I didn’t like their way of doing good or keeping order. They were going to kill our new friends from last night, like Gilbert’s girl.”

Zarian straightened up. “Gilbert’s girl?”

Bianca giggled mischievously, with a manicured hand held in front of her smile. “I’m still pumped after the fight, so how about we do some sparring to help with that? Then maybe I can tell you about Gilbert slipping away last night with a mysterious woman.”

Zarian squinted at the Light Princess. He should be above this nonsense.

Gilbert’s business was his business. Even though it was well known that the guy had desperately wanted some action for a while.

Thinking back to last night, he remembered seeing Bianca and Gilbert hanging out while wandering off the compound. But after that, he’d lost track of them. He hadn’t made a big deal of it since he knew they were alive and well, and they returned just fine this morning.

“You helped him,” Zarian accused.

“Dale! Let’s spar,” Bianca demanded.

Jumping over the side, Zarian hit the ground with a quiet thump. The Parasite Cloak flapped behind him dramatically while shifting forms from bony quills, jagged teeth, veiny hands, lashing tongues, reaching scythes, and many more.

Nearby soldiers and acolytes cowered or watched in frightened awe as the Madness Wizard and the Light Princess walked off the road and entered the field nearby. They moved in the same direction and at the same pace as the caravan.

“Can I use my Field Stride enchantment? I love that one the most with the dress,” Bianca asked.

“Sure. Let’s go semi hard. Maybe a little less than that until we find a good range. Dull edges for close quarters combat and soft blasts for range.”

“Are you going to use spells?”

“Mm. No. Para might jump in, however. Light versus dark, okay?”

“Okay!”

Bianca raised her hands and formed two sabers made from hard light. She conjured them faster and with a more crisp design than before.

Interestingly enough, one saber was much shorter than the other. She noticed Zarian’s attention to the quirky design.

“Two swords of the same length get in the way of each other,” Bianca explained. “I read that in the training manuals given to us by Señor Ambrose. I didn’t take it seriously until I had some issues with the Royal Guards.”

“You seemed mostly fine to me.” Zarian reached down into the shadow under him.

He darkened the shadow with a flex of his mystical will. The straight handle of a sword rose from the darkness and into his grip.

Zarian pulled up a nodachi with an upward rise and flick forward since it was a ridiculously long weapon.

Bianca smirked. “You do know seven feet is too long for a sword. It’s too long for me, and I’m taller than you.”

Zarian looked around at the idyllic location and blocky clouds in the blue sky. He spotted two of the daytime moons passing over while the two suns continued their arc toward the western horizon.

“I’m in a fantasy land, Bianca. Shut up and spar with me.” Zarian paused and rethought that last statement. “Actually, spar and give me the deets.”

“We’ll see!”

Bianca took one step to the side and zipped across the field. She took another step and zipped toward Zarian’s side fast enough to blur her outline.

Her longer sword swung up for a cut at his shoulder. She missed by a hairbreadth as Zarian dodged away, propelled by mini jets of darkness shooting across the ground from his feet. He scooted hard in the other direction and created enough space to spiral around his overly long nodachi toward Bianca’s waist.

The attack didn’t stick, which Zarian knew would happen before Bianca burst into a frenzy of lights. The lights recombined into her on the other side of Zarian’s sword. She slashed her shorter blade at  his ribcage.

Instead of scoring a hit, she found resistance, Para flicking out a dull scythe from over Zarian’s shoulder. The scythe hacked at Bianca’s head at the cost of Zarian taking a blow to the ribs, which would’ve been a good trade.

Unfortunately, Bianca canceled her own attack. She used her longer saber to defend against Para’s scythe. Then Bianca held her ground, not backing off very much even as Zarian swung around his nodachi with a powerful windmill strike.

Beaming a smile, Bianca performed a slick micro shift back and to the side with her dress’s Field Stride enchantment. The nodachi missed. Zarian and Para couldn’t adjust in time, and Zarian took a solid hit on the shoulder.

Because of their supernatural vitality, a round wouldn’t end until the victor landed several severe strikes or a critical one that would normally kill them in a real fight.

The high caliber prowess at display wouldn’t have been possible if it wasn’t for the Star System. Regardless of their lack of experience and short time in Infinita, having stats and abilities was a huge game changer.

In fact, it would’ve normally taken years of training to master sword fighting. But having enough points and abilities that boost Agility or Wonder could effectively cut that down.

Bianca was obviously making good use of her stat points in Agility and Wonder. She also had a talent for moving gracefully and striking with swords.

She should get a sword fighting trait eventually. Maybe she would get a very special version with enough time and practice. As of now, Bianca was a great sword-fighting partner.

Zarian hunkered down and ignored the shoulder hit, since he was technically a tough-as-hell wizard. He rushed Bianca with a shoulder check. Para unleashed a quick flurry of scythe attacks.

Bianca danced her way out and around quickly, her bare feet sliding fast around the grass as she sought a different opening. That was something Zarian was hoping for as he pivoted and swung his nodachi with deceptive speed and technique.

He definitely wasn’t Bianca’s equal in sword fighting, but he could lean on his evil alignment to out-think her. In this exchange, he had her if she tried to back off.

Bianca did the opposite and leaned into the powerful swing, using her longer blade to intercept Zarian’s power cut while thrusting her shorter sword into Zarian’s face.

The time it took for Zarian’s sword to smash into her sword was equal to how long it took for Bianca to put her blade into the side of Zarian’s head before Para stopped her.

The blow wasn’t actually lethal. Their blades were dull. But that would count as Bianca’s victory, although it wouldn’t look like it from an outsider’s perspective.

Zarian still had momentum in his swing. He smashed Bianca off her feet and sent her tumbling back. That drew gasps and shouts of shock from the crowd as they watched a princess get forced to the ground.

That didn’t phase Bianca much as she popped back to her feet with renewed grace and tried to walk it off. She rotated her hand, the same one she’d used to block Zarian’s heavy attack with her sword.

“I think we make for a good show,” Zarian said, nodding toward the wide-eyed audience.

The nearest soldiers were watching with amazement. The acolytes cheered or talked loudly in excitement from the spar.

They’d missed out on the nitty-gritty details of the White Rose fight because of the mist and chaos. But now that Zarian and Bianca were safely sparring, it was easier to display their prowess.

Zarian also imagined that he and Bianca must’ve looked incredibly fast and powerful to the audience, especially to the low level acolytes.

Bianca smiled and waved. Many of the acolytes waved back. One swooned at the Light Princess’s attention. The soldiers had their eyes on Zarian, but they were still hesitant to show their favor to the evil Madness Wizard.

“So, last night, Gilbert was very drunk. And he wanted my help.” Bianca prepared for the next round.

Zarian raised his sword while Para arched one dull scythe threateningly. “Go on.”

“He was in need. But the acolytes are too young. And he couldn’t see himself with any of the women at the party since they were too weak. He asked me to do my thing and help him slip away into the city because he thought it would be embarrassing if you watched the whole time.”

Zarian chuckled as the both of them crossed blades. Dark versus light. Good versus evil. They clashed and moved at speeds that were superhuman.

Bianca maneuvered with the utmost grace as her glimmering, colorful dress fluttered in the wake of her enchanted bare-foot strides. Zarian held his ground with a confident sturdiness until he released explosive bursts of darkness that jetted him across the field.

Zarian swung his sword with heavy and wide movements while Para’s scythe slashed around to cover his backside. Bianca used her sabers to cover different distances while targeting small openings, throwing in the occasional Light Step to mix up her movements.

From an outsider’s perspective, the spar between dark and light, between a wizard and a princess, was the stuff of legends, rising beyond the imaginations of the audience. The soldiers and acolytes cheered, while Zarian and Bianca gossipped, which led to a conclusion that was both horrific and hilarious.

“I know who that woman is,” Zarian blurted out between sword exchanges.

“She’s so evil, but Gilbert kept flirting anyway. And she kept taking it and flirting back. I was just there to make sure nothing bad happened. She mentioned how you spared her life. Then one thing led to another, and I just waited outside and then Gilbert came out happier…”

“Gilbert slept with the Infernal Witch,” Zarian said, almost in disbelief. “Gilbert slept with a witch.”

“Si, he slept with a witch.”

“Oh. My. Christian God.”

Several rounds had passed at this point with Bianca winning most of them. Zarian managed to improve his techniques against a fast and natural swordswoman like Bianca.

“Thanks for this most wonderful gift, Bianca,” Zarian said, with a hint of evil in his voice.

“I had to tell somebody. Hannah and Naomi don’t know, so I figured it’ll be you. If you want to return the favor, you can tell me if you did anything more interesting than talking last night.” Bianca grinned widely.

“Okay, you’ve won most of the close quarter spars. Time to switch to long range sparring.”

“Oh, yeah, that.” Bianca lost her smile.

Zarian stopped losing and went back to dominating. While Bianca was a sharp shooter with her lasers. She couldn’t outdo Zarian’s overwhelming volleys of dark bolts, dark javelins, dark beams, and dark bullets.

Her best bet was to keep maneuvering around and picking her shots when she had an opening. But she wouldn’t get much of an easy opportunity to set up accurate shots when Zarian kept the pressure on her.

Still, it was a good practice session for her, making her better prepared against overwhelming projectiles. She didn’t even bother using her Searing Flash Array as an actual flash, which meant she wanted the challenge.

As for Zarian’s growth in close quarters, he figured he had plenty of tricks to combine with his sword play, so it wasn’t necessary for him to be good at it.

Still, he enjoyed practicing with Bianca just to take advantage of how quickly they could learn because of their growing stats and abilities.

Once they finished sparring and gossiping, Zarian took Bianca to the side for a more serious conversation. He kept his voice down as he passed along a warning.

“Do not do too much good anymore, Bianca.”

“Zarian, you know I like doing good things.”

Zarian shook his head. “You have to hold off until Level 100. Lovewar told me the other Good Gods are conspiring except for Serveserf. If you do too much good, they might push you over the edge.”

“I’ll control myself. I won’t let it take over me. But please understand if bad things happen in front of me, I’m going to respond.”

Zarian looked at her for a long while. Was that the good +3 talking? Or was that Bianca talking? Was there a difference now? Bianca had to be in control if she could tolerate Gilbert sleeping with an evil witch last night.

Maybe she can overcome whatever the Good Gods try to do.

“Alright, well, you have my warning.” Zarian turned away. “But if you fail, don’t worry. I’ll think of something.”

“I won’t fail you,” Bianca said resolutely.

Perhaps you won’t. But I’m evil, and I need to plan for the worst-case scenarios just in case.
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Leaving Bianca to consider his warning, Zarian went over to the crafting wagon. He found Hannah sitting on a bench and diligently journaling as she looked intently into Reiki’s dungeon core.

Instead of inquiring about Hannah’s new hobbies, he realized he hadn’t fully informed everyone of the situation at Castle Grimrock. Thinking over that, he made use of his Spectral Spider Network and sent everyone a ping. Once they all responded, he pulled them into his head except for Hannah and talked aloud.

“I got some major news. I haven’t mentioned this yet, but I figured now is the right time. During my meeting with the Evil Gods, I’ve settled disputes through negotiations or the tried-and-true method, violence. Evil Gods Sinfeast and Killall are definitely our enemies. Hisscreep might be an ally and seems to have a close connection to Reiki of the White Silk Dancers. Beyond that, I had a pleasant chat with Shadowfell through her altar.”

Zarian was keeping aware of everyone through his other spectral spiders.

He watched Gilbert jerk in surprise while sitting on his steed. Naomi pushed up from her napping position to a seat in the wagon. Bianca skipped around all excited, her mood rising again. Hannah shifted to the edge of her seat as she placed the dungeon core aside.

He really had their attention now.

“Shadowfell, apparently, is the biggest and most tragic goth goddess girl ever. I like her, though. And she likes me. So we’re friends now. Also, if you had Shadowfell as Ariana on your raffle ticket, you were wrong.”

Bianca let out a string of Spanish that detailed her disappointment. Zarian barely caught half of it without using Identify to translate. He carried on.

“Ariana remains a mystery, but I think Shadowfell is connected with her somehow. She won’t say, but I’m sure of it. Anyway, Shadowfell is pretty nice, if really slothful and messy.”

Gilbert snorted.

Zarian continued. “After we became friends, I received a new achievement and divine item for that. It’s a crystal ball that could connect to any reflective surface with the help of a god. We can also call Shadowfell through it.”

Zarian soaked in the stunned and amazed expressions from his party before pushing forward. “I used it to call Foodie through her mirror while she was getting ready for the morning. She’s not doing so hot. Apparently, her slave mark is stricter now. She’s part of a plot to kill me. And she’s getting forced by her mother to help my biggest hater, Jack Masters.”

Zarian waited as everyone reacted in semi-predictable ways. Gilbert gripped the mane of his eight-legged horse and clenched his jaw. Hannah wore a blank face, withdrawing into herself. Bianca frowned. Naomi looked like she wanted to run all the way to Castle Grimrock and finish what they’d started.

Zarian didn’t hold back on explaining the rest, such as how Jack was learning to kill adventurers while growing his legendary class, the Star Crossed Hater, and he could end up being mythical along with Foodie, who was the Indomitable Cook.

They also couldn’t be sure of the Grimrock Warlock’s level and of the defenses the Castle Grimrock fortress contained other than knowing it was better to attack from over the top than through the subterranean floors. He also went over how Foodie wished to cook for all of them and she looked more fragile than when they last saw her.

“I suggest we push back the Forgotten Kingdom Dungeon for later,” Hannah said. “I know how to access it now. There are several locations that would lead us there. But the case of Foodie’s rescue and Jack’s destruction is more time sensitive.”

Zarian prodded at Gilbert’s connection and let the Knighted Healer speak through him: “I only care about saving Foodie. Jack … I don’t give a damn about that bastard.”

Naomi spoke through Zarian next. “I care. Thanks for the vote of confidence that I can beat Jack, sir. That’s a tall order, since he’ll be mythical and I’ll be stuck at epic quality.”

Bianca was next to use Zarian as a medium. “Do you think you can hold off Foodie without killing her, Zarian?”

Zarian spoke with his own mouth. “I can and will. Maybe this is premature, but let’s say we get the ideal conditions. I hold off Foodie. Naomi deals with Jack. Then Bianca, Hannah, and Gilbert go after the Grimrock Warlock. If nothing messes that up, that means we’ll need to be as strong as we can before hitting Castle Grimrock.”

“The wolf dragons,” Hannah said. “If there’s enough monsters to fight there, we can certainly raise our levels and our combat readiness.”

“Exactly,” Zarian said.

With nothing more to add, Zarian sent everybody back to their own heads. He kept the spiders active in their minds in case they wanted to look around or speak with one another using the Spectral Spider Network.

Meanwhile, Zarian stripped out of his Wolf Dragon Hunter suit and tossed on some casual clothing he had stored in Para’s pocket dimension. Hannah took the damaged suit to work on later.

The crafting wagon had an enchanted tanning rack, a work desk for magic sewing, chiseling, engraving, carpentry, and more. Hannah had found the time to learn multiple disciplines on top of exploring new facets of her Runic Engineer abilities.

Somehow, she still found the time to study the makeup of the evolving dungeon core. She was busy all the time, but at least she was enjoying herself.

“How’s Lore Eater been treating you?” Zarian asked.

“Everything I can ever dream of plus more,” Hannah said, sounding satisfied. “My learning speed skyrocketed. It’s astounding. I can also retain most of what I learned. And if I can’t quite remember something, I can almost dig into my memory and pull forth what I’ve gone over much easier.”

“I haven’t used it yet outside of combat. I’ve eaten surface observations and thoughts to make enemies blind to me. Works like a charm.”

“Oh, that’s a creative use of the trait. Impressive, Zarian. Well, I’m sure you’ll speed through most of your grimoires when you get to studying again. If I were you, I would get as many as I can out of the voidling one. Then finish up the gator one.”

“And then the gravity spell of the black magic grimoire. Yeah, that’s what I was thinking.”

Zarian didn’t want to admit that even with Lore Eater’s help, the gravity spell would still end up as an unwieldy and immense beast to learn. But at least the time it would take to learn it was drastically cut down because of the epic trait.

“Planning on making some cool magic gizmos?” Zarian looked over at a rack filled with various runic devices.

From what he knew, most runic devices came from certain magical stones and minerals that were conducive to different effects. There was one stone that was neutral that could conduct many elements, too.

The neutral stone wasn’t as effective as having a single stone that focused on one element, like having fire stone and fire minerals invested in a runic device for fire.

As of now, Hannah was working with neutral elemental materials. They came with weaker effects, but near endless possibilities for variety.

“I have too many ideas after all that I’ve researched,” Hannah said with a glimmer of excitement in her eyes. “You might have to drag me out for monster hunts if I get too caught up in this wagon. I can still level up here, but I imagine not as fast as I would if I’m crafting and fighting.”

“We’ll make sure you eat and sleep, too.”

“Please don’t send Bianca.”

Zarian was totally going to send Bianca to ensure Hannah took care of herself. There was nobody better for that than Bianca.

Before he left, he rubbed his hand over Reiki’s dungeon core, then he hopped out of the crafting wagon. He looked over at Gilbert who rode on his steed like a cowboy overlooking a herd.

Gilbert tipped his cowboy wizard hat in Zarian’s direction, and the Madness Wizard tipped his hat in return. He stopped short of blurting out anything to do with one-night stands and the Infernal Witch.

Truly, Gilbert had suffered enough. Or maybe he hadn’t. He wasn’t drinking much, and he seemed more relaxed.

In some way, my sparing of the Infernal Witch was like doing a solid for a bro, Zarian thought. I should take credit for that.

But not now.

He would hold on to this one for when it was most needed.

Zarian hopped into the wagon next to Naomi. She was back to laying down and resting. This wagon had the cover propped up, shading them from the suns, which made it easier for Zarian to relax.

He was going to take the night shift while the other party members rotated around on shifts depending on when they wanted to sleep and be awake. Since Zarian hadn’t rested last night, he figured he better get some sleep now.

“I felt it,” Naomi said from her side of the wagon. She rolled over while readjusting some pillows and blankets.

“Felt what?”

“The disturbance in your mind.”

“Through your Psionic Affinity?”

“Yes.”

“Sinfeast did a number on me.”

Naomi took a deep breath in and out. “I want to destroy him for you.”

“You can’t.” Zarian chuckled darkly. “I’m Sinfeast’s number one hater.”

“Fine then. I’ll do this for now.” Naomi scooted over to Zarian’s spot where he lay. She slapped her hand on his forehead.

“Now what?” he asked.

“Wait for it.”

Zarian waited until he felt a sense of tranquility passing from Naomi to him. He felt it strongly through the network as well, but he also felt it through the connection of her hand on his forehead.

That was her Tranquil Mind at work with the addition of Psionic Affinity reaching out.

If he paid close attention with his aura manipulation, he could feel sparks of psionic activity through her aura as she worked on him. It differed from when he used his Level 0 Tranquil Mind.

When it came from the original skill, from Naomi, the tranquility was more potent and reassuring.

“This is nice,” Zarian said. “Thanks.”

He fell asleep. His dreams were shapeless and forgettable. There was one sharp moment when Ariana walked through his dreams. But she didn’t stay for long. She came and went, letting him rest.

It would’ve been a nice slumber if something jarring didn’t disturb him from his sleep.

Zarian snapped awake before rushing out of the wagon and hitting the cobblestone ground. He scanned the area and saw it was sunset.

There were more wild blocks in the fields flanking the road, which meant they were truly going through the wilds between Central Bramblevale and North Crown Peak.

Zarian checked through his spectral spiders, but none of them could see anything definite at a low elevation. They had to crawl around and find the nearest blocky hill or search from on top of the wagons to survey the landscape.

Then one spectral spider saw something strange on the western horizon and directed Zarian’s vision there.

He invited the others to see through the same spider as a large humanoid figure stood shaded in front of the setting suns. The creature roared with the voice of a giant and moved like one, too.

The soldiers and acolytes were panicking.

Zarian and his party united on the side of the caravan and faced the incoming giant. They had several skeletons positioned nearby, while others covered the caravan from all sides.

“So, we’re going to kill it?” Naomi asked.

“Most likely, yes, but that’s not one hundred percent,” Zarian said. “It’s yelling something.”

Indeed, the giant was roaring out words that were barely intelligible.

“Maybe it’s calling out for a challenge like everybody in this crazy place,” Gilbert said. “I’ll be around if any of you knuckleheads need healing.”

Did the Infernal Witch heal your desperation? Zarian thought to himself before refocusing on the incoming giant. It’s really hard not to mess with Gilbert right now. Bianca has more restraint than I’ve given her credit for.

Out loud, Zarian said, “Let me send over some spectral spiders. Now that they’re in the Level 40s, they can move pretty fast.”

He sent a scouting group. A few minutes later, the spiders drew close enough to hear the giant clearly and see more details. Zarian invited his party members to observe through the spider scouts before he realized the problem.

The monstrous giant yelled, “My home! Someone destroyed my home! Who destroyed my home? Who did it!”

Zarian looked through the eyes of a spectral spider standing on a tall pile of debris and saw a massive crater behind the giant. If there had been a home fit for a giant there, something obliterated it, and Zarian knew what it was.

The enchanted super dark javelin had landed there and destroyed the giant’s home.

“Whoops.”
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“Hey, there big guy, what happened here?” Zarian asked, flying into the scene with the wailing giant.

Bianca zipped in across the grassy field and around ancient stone columns beneath him, ready to provide Zarian back up. The extra precaution was necessary.

<Unable to Identify.>

The giant was one hundred feet tall with massive stony arms and thick legs that ended with wide and round feet. Two long and curved ivory tusks thrust out from the sides of his jaw, each as thick as tree trunks.

He had big floppy ears like an elephant. And he even had a prehensile tail that snapped about with a thunderous whip crack that could smash stone.

Most of his stony body was covered in moss, short shrubbery, and other plant growth. He was an immense and intimidating thing to face, but at the very least, he was of neutral alignment.

The giant turned his gaze to Zarian, who floated in front of his face. The eyes were gray and held a spark of intelligence.

Zarian wanted to assume that the giant was a male, but he could be wrong. Maybe giant anatomy worked differently at their immense sizes.

“I had a nice home!” The giant pointed at the massive crater behind him where Zarian’s enchanted super dark javelin had landed. “Then I woke up, and it was gone! Something destroyed my home!”

Zarian nodded along with a frown. He even gripped his chin with one hand and removed his hat with the other, placing it against his chest.

He let the sunset light touch his face even if it bothered him a smidge. He wanted the giant to see that he was taking this unfortunate situation seriously.

“I’m sorry that happened to you. Whoever did this must’ve been a horrible, horrible person! In fact, I hate that person! I hope we can teach that person a lesson!” Zarian claimed.

“Yeah!” roared the giant, whose voice was louder than jet engines. It was so loud that Zarian struggled to keep from wincing or covering his ears.

The giant kept yelling. “I want to meet the person who did this. I’ll turn their bones to dust. I’ll stomp on them again and again. I’ll make sure that horrible person pays!”

The stone giant heaved a heavy and stormy breath that nearly blew Zarian back. This creature was unfathomably powerful and even Zarian had his doubts of wanting to face the giant head on.

After all, the giant survived his home being obliterated by one of Zarian’s strongest attacks.

There’s always a bigger fish.

“You know, I think I have a solution,” Zarian said, glancing down at Bianca.

She was tipping her feathery wizard hat down and hiding her face. The way her body kept shuddering, with her shoulders pinched together, almost made it seem like she was laughing.

Worse yet, the others were tapping into various spiders or into Zarian’s head to observe things up close. He could sense them all having a laugh through the network.

Laugh now, but watch me work my evil magic.

“You have a soul potion? I don’t need a soul potion,” the giant said.

“No, no, not soul potion, a solution. I have a way to fix your problem.”

Zarian added more thrust to the dark jets shooting from his feet and rose above the giant’s head. The Parasite Cloak fanned out wide with spines along the edges, making Zarian look both scary and majestic as he faced the setting suns.

“How?” asked the giant.

“Well, I’m an adventurer. And so are my friends. How about we fix your home? And if you want to pay us back and get your revenge, you can come with us for a short while.”

“Adventurers? Fix home? Pay back with revenge? I’m confused. Explain more.”

“You know what adventurers are, yes?”

“Well, yes. Adventurers always want to kill me. So I squash them and sprinkle their bones across the earth to make the plants grow.”

“Oh. Erm.” Zarian paused to think before finding a brilliant response. “You’ve met the bad adventurers. We’re the good adventurers, which has nothing to do with alignments. We’re just plain better.”

Bianca turned away completely and crouched down. Her body continued to shudder like she was trying not to break out into howling laughter.

Somewhere in the distance, Gilbert was laughing like a loon.

“I hate bad adventurers!” roared the giant.

“Exactly, I do, too! So let me show you what good adventurers, regardless of alignments, can do for you. Then you can pay us back and get your revenge.”

“How do I pay you back and get my revenge?”

“It’s quite easy. The reason your home is destroyed … is because of the wolf dragons!”

“The wolf dragons?”

“Yes! The wolf dragons! They’re the ones to blame!”

“Grr!” The giant stomped his foot and rocked the earth. The impact was so heavy, Bianca was tossed off her feet. “I hate dragons! Now I hate the wolf dragons even more!”

“Exactly. We have a job to take care of the wolf dragons. But it doesn’t stop there.”

“It doesn’t?”

“No, my friend, no. The plot goes deeper. Don’t you know the Grimrock Warlock made an unfair rule. Such a rule that affects you, and is super unfair. Do you know what that rule is, my friend?”

The giant blinked slowly. “What did the Grimrock Warlock do?”

Zarian waited to add to the suspense before answering. “The Grimrock Warlock made a rule that giants can’t have nice homes! So the Grimrock Warlock sent the wolf dragons to destroy your home while you were asleep! It’s all their fault!”

“Grr!” The giant snarled and threw an overly large tantrum.

He stomped his heavy and wide feet, shaking up the earth beneath him. He waved his massive arms with so much power he conjured gale force winds.

Zarian could feel the Strength of the giant through his sheer movement. Zarian knew right away he wouldn’t want to get punched by this guy. At least not at his current level.

Then the giant calmed down and heaved a heavy breath. “Will you help me? Can you build me a new home? Take me to the wolf dragons? And then take me to see the Grimrock Warlock?”

“Wow, that’s asking for a lot.” Zarian sighed dramatically, playing as if the giant’s requests were a burden. “You really need a lot of help, huh?”

The giant smashed his hands together with so much force Zarian and Para had to course correct their hover. They kept their altitude above the giant’s head as the massive creature pleaded and shook his combined hands. 

“Oh, please help me! You’re the only good adventurer I got! I need a new home. And I need to teach the wolf dragons and the Grimrock Warlock a lesson! Giants deserve to have homes while we sleep!”

“You know what? I’m convinced! You’re right! Giants do deserve to have homes! Alright, pal, we’ll help you. My name’s Lord Zarian Darkrun. The girl at your feet is Princess Bianca Garcia. My friends are also lords and ladies, and one of them, Lady Hannah Townhouse, can fix you up with a new home in a jiffy.”

“Hooray! The good adventurers will help me!”

“Regardless of alignments,” Zarian added as the giant cheered and pumped his massive, stony fists into the air.

Moments later, Zarian and Bianca reunited with Naomi, Gilbert, Hannah, and Loner. The lead skeleton included himself in the huddle while the other skeletons kept watch around the caravan.

The caravan of humans were setting up camp for the night, with the soldiers sleeping on the ground and the acolytes sleeping in the wagons. It wouldn’t stay like that for long, especially once the new day arrived, but for tonight, Zarian let the acolytes have things easy.

More importantly, he had a big new friend to keep satisfied.

“So, Hannah,” Zarian said.

“You’re really pushing it,” Hannah replied with a small smirk.

“Is that the power of evil? Just hoodwinking a big poor fella? That’s just plain terrible, chief.” Gilbert shook his head while having another hearty chuckle. “I think I’m following the biggest trouble-making con man I’ve ever met.”

It was not yet time to throw the controversial witch sleepover at Gilbert, so Zarian smiled tightly and let Gilbert live unashamed for now. Instead, Zarian glanced over at Naomi.

She was eyeing the distant giant fiercely.

“His name’s Stony, by the way,” Zarian said.

“Is he strong?” Naomi asked.

“Strong enough that I don’t want to fight him as I am now,” Zarian admitted.

“Mm, okay.” She still kept squinting at Stony, sizing the giant up, before looking away with a huff.

“So, we’re the GOOD adventurers, guys,” Bianca said with squeaky cheer. “And as the GOOD adventurers, we’re going to help our new friend and take him along for some of our next adventures. Won’t it be great? It has to be, since we’re all the GOOD adventurers!”

Bianca turned her beaming smile to Zarian.

The Madness Wizard pretended not to see it as he watched Hannah pull out a journal. She used a stencil to scribble quickly on two blank pages. In a minute’s time, she finished her sketch and showed everyone her draft.

“Oh, I didn’t think we’re in the business of giving giants the five-star hotel special.” Gilbert shifted from side-to-side, his hands on his hips. “When are we getting the same special treatment?”

“There is no special treatment. It’s mainly a stone dwelling with no furnishing,” Hannah explained. “I just figured if I’m going to do some construction, I might as well go all the way. In fact, I’ve just received a side quest, a rare one, too. I’ll get some good levels out of this for myself and for my cube maker skill.”

“Do you need any major help?” Zarian asked.

“Bianca’s ability to create hard light would be nice, since we’ll be working in the dark. I’m sorry if that’ll be a drain on you, Bianca.”

“That’s okay. It’ll be good practice to make light with my aura,” Bianca said.

“Is Stony safe to be around?” Naomi asked.

“He’s cool. Be nice. If you guys want to hang out and do some constructing, go for it. I’ll stay in camp and keep watch while studying my grimoires,” Zarian said.

“You know what? I’m going to take you up on that offer. It’s about time we do something a little different from the usual murdersome affair.” Gilbert sounded excited about the project and looked over Hannah’s sketch again.

The others seemed just as enthusiastic.

“You think the giant will let me test my Strength on him?” Naomi asked.

“If you ask nicely. And do it safely,” Bianca said.

“I’m game.”

Zarian waved them off. “Go on, you reckless kids. Have fun building a castle for a giant in the dark. Oh, and don’t get crushed under step.”

They joked around for a little while longer before finally departing to build a castle for a giant. Hannah left the dungeon core in Para’s tendrils. Loner nodded before going back to patrol around the caravan and stand guard like the other skeletons.

Watching his party go, Zarian found it incredible that they had the right variation of classes to solve unique situations.

He could hardly believe he talked a giant into coming along on their adventure. They probably didn’t need Stony against the wolf dragons … but for the invasion of Castle Grimrock, who knew.

Thankfully, there was no stat for intellect. Only the Wonder stat provided some wisdom, but it was clear to Zarian that the giant focused mainly on Strength. Or maybe he didn’t have many options but to invest in Strength.

Could it be that as he grows the System would invest points into Stony’s Strength regardless of anything else?

That would make sense, which would mean certain creatures would have more or fewer points in various stats than others depending on their racial features. They would also have unique traits of their own, most likely. Hell, certain creatures might not even have free points.

“I should dig into a bestiary or something,” Zarian said. “But later. Tonight, I will study my grimoires while everyone else goofs off.”

Was Zarian a little sad that he couldn’t help make a giant home after he destroyed the first?

Yes.

There was a price to be paid for being a wizard. He needed some alone time to study while the others had fun doing something unique.

At the very least, he could pat himself on the back for diverting disaster and setting up a more positive outcome.

Zarian picked a grassy spot near a wagon holding the youngest of acolytes. Coincidently, a group of the youngest soldiers was camping around a fire next to that wagon.

Para shapeshifted into a throne of bone spines and jagged teeth. He slouched back with his chin propped by his fist, the elbow on the armrest, while placing the ankle of one leg on his knee.

The acolytes and soldiers fell silent in his presence. They watched him like curious kittens and pups, many of which were too scared or shy to say anything. Then one girl clambered out of her wagon and walked over daintily.

Zarian recognized her. “Hey, Amabel, may I use Identify?”

“Go ahead, milord.”

<Amabel Quincey, Human, Level 6.>

“Well, look at that. You’re three levels higher than the first time I’ve seen you.” Zarian chuckled.

“It’s been quite the occasion these past few weeks. I’ve even had a side quest like other acolytes where we must do our best to pack up and be in a hurry.”

“The Star System is pretty useful when it doles out its side quests.”

“It is a blessing. And so are you and the others of your party, milord. Your presence has brought a whirlwind of change for us, and now we may achieve our classes much earlier than expected.”

Amabel sounded happy, though with a little restraint. Zarian waited to see if she had more to say, and indeed she did.

“Though, I must wonder what will you have us do that’ll make us more … prepared for life outside of the wall.” Amabel looked around queasily. “It’s so dark here. And when it’s not quiet, it can get loud and scary. I can’t believe there’s an entire giant all the way over there, and you’ve talked to it!”

Amabel pointed in the direction where Stony and Zarian’s party were making a house fit for a giant. Amabel’s mouth opened and closed, as if she could hardly still believe what was happening. 

Then she found her wits about her and continued speaking her piece. “Milord, I don’t think I can ever be as incredible as you or Princess Bianca or Lady Naomi. I’m but a mere woman, no longer a flower to be picked, regardless of any paper saying I’m a noble. I don’t know if I’m fit for this.”

“You probably aren’t. But I’d like to help you achieve some personal power so you have a fighting chance. You’re too much of a child as you are now. And it’s the job of an adult to guide children.”

“But I’ve been told I’m of age the moment I bled.”

“That may be so before leaving the wall. Now you get to have a soft reset. You’ll see tomorrow morning. By the time this week ends, you’ll curse my name along with the others. Maybe Lady Naomi’s more so.”

Amabel stumbled back in shock. “I’ll never!”

“Go on to bed. You’ll need the rest.”

Amabel did as she was told and left Zarian on his throne. He waited to see if anybody else wanted to come up and talk. He had expected Roland would, but the young man was keeping to his own counsel.

Zarian checked the perimeter through his Spectral Spider Network before he devoted part of his attention to studying. In his hands, he held the Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Exile, its metallic pages turned to the second spell, which would’ve been a mind-melting read. 

The instructions and study material of the voidling grimoire weren’t based on grounded math and science. No, it wanted to bring Zarian deeper into non-euclidean dimensions and unwieldy theories of the void and what might exist and not exist at the same time.

Even with Lore Eater, the information Zarian had to ingest was almost off-putting, as it included the ramblings of a mad man who was once a prince before getting exiled and having to survive on his own until he found comrades. But in the void, the most important aspect wasn’t just being able to traverse, but being able to have dominion.

By the time a new morning arrived, Zarian achieved success in learning the next spell in the Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Exile. It wasn’t exactly something to get excited over, but at least it was a new step toward void wizardry.

<Void Authority (Epic): Cast this to override the authority of the void over another void caster or to reinforce your authority. Scales with Wonder.>
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“I would’ve preferred a cool void beam or something,” Zarian said after looking over the new spell in his profile. “Man, is it me or I don’t get anything direct from these wizard spells?”

Almost all of them were situational, even the gator one. Granted, it made the use of spells interesting when he had to think on his feet about how to best implement them.

It wasn’t like he was hurting to have a direct damage spell. What was a lightning spell going to do for him, really? How could that compete against what he could already do with Straight Darkness +2?

Shutting his grimoire, Zarian put aside his ruminations and smiled darkly as the show began.

“Get up! Get up! Get your asses up and into that field!” Naomi shouted, her voice booming with some bass to it.

Zarian chuckled as he continued sitting on his throne. He slouched back and closed his eyes before remembering his time in the Marines. He used his spectral spiders to keep watch.

Naomi was letting her inner drill instructor come out, which she would’ve done if she hadn’t become a recruiter. Honestly, she would’ve made for a terrifying drill instructor.

The soldiers adapted quickly. They were all properly scared of Naomi and had some idea of her monstrous Strength.

The acolytes, of course, were extremely slow and unprepared. They stumbled, tripped, and became tangled with each other as they rushed out of the wagons and formed up on the field.

There were plenty more acolytes than the soldiers, but after taking a while to organize, they did a decent job of creating a formation. The young girls, of course, were shaking with the right amount of fear.

“Is this supposed to be a slumber party?” Naomi grouched. “Change into your training uniform! Now!” She turned a glare toward the soldiers. “If I catch any of you peeping, I will pluck out your eyeballs and eat them near your ears.”

She let her High Intimidation trait loose as she threatened the soldiers. A few of them squawked out in surprise before turning away from the panicking acolytes.

The girls moved their fastest, which was relative to them, and changed out of their nightwear to wear more appropriate training attire. It took them a while, but Naomi exercised patience until more of the acolytes gathered in the formation.

Then Naomi ran around like a rabid dog on the loose, hounding some of the slowest girls to the point of making them cry. At the very least, they cried while standing in formation.

Once Naomi was satisfied, she took her position in front of the would-be trainees.

“Good morning ladies and gentlemen, I will be your instructor, Lady Instructor Washington. For the next week, until we arrive at North Crown Peak, your ass is mine. You will train. You will kill things we find out in the field. You will learn how to survive. You will grow your levels. You will not pick a class until you’ve had a discussion with me, Lora, and Roland.”

Naomi looked over at the other two who nodded in return from the front of the male and female formations. After receiving their acknowledgement, Naomi continued.

“You don’t necessarily need to get a battle class. But you will need to get the best class you can get, even if it might not be your immediate favorite.”

Naomi paced from one side of the formations then to the other. What was a slow stride for her must’ve looked fast for the trainees, especially the acolytes.

“Many of you have that decision coming up soon when you reach Level 10. The rest of you who are far off from Level 40 will have plenty of time to think about what you want. It’s unlikely you’ll get there before North Crown Peak, but you’ll be a different man or woman regardless. Am I clear?”

“Yes, milady!”

“No. You will address me as Lady Instructor Washington when we’re training.”

“Yes, Lady Instructor Washington!”

Naomi nodded in satisfaction. She reached down where a large boulder was mostly buried into the earth.

With an easy bear hug, she pulled it out of the dirt and flipped it over until it settled on her hands while held above her head. Zarian laughed while all the acolytes and soldiers gawked, eyes wide open.

Naomi continued. “Now, let’s get to it. Soldiers. Run. Fast. And don’t stop until I tell you. Acolytes. Follow my example. No, you won’t need a boulder this large. Get a decent block of stone that you can handle. There’s plenty everywhere. Don’t make me wait or I’ll get mad!”

Zarian watched Naomi’s fantasy boot camp go on for a little while. They’d discussed this some time ago in private. She even had different programs in mind to help the acolytes and the soldiers separately.

The acolytes simply needed to get over the hump and hit Level 10, but they also needed to get their hands dirty and to be made tougher. The soldiers needed to grow their stats with more difficult training than they’d ever gotten.

It was a lot of work to track the needs of over two hundred youngsters, but Naomi had the Willpower, Strength, and Agility for it. She ran everywhere while speaking aloud all the time, and she was never without a giant boulder held up above her head.

She’d even kept up the pressure as they broke down camp and prepped the wagons to continue the journey. Today, the acolytes would learn to march alongside the wagons until they became tired enough.

Zarian suspected when the acolytes woke up tomorrow morning, sore and tired, they would all get a nice dump in stats. They had plenty of food to go around for two weeks to help with that.

They wouldn’t grow as fast compared to someone eating the best of Foodie’s cooking, but at least it was a start in the right direction. By the time Zarian’s party left them, they should have enough of a base to defend themselves.

Zarian took to the sky. An autumn morning breeze blew past. There was more cloud cover today, so the morning light was dimmer.

Para still held onto the dungeon core as they flew closer to the giant’s new home. Flying about, Zarian marveled at the size and speed of its construction.

Hannah must’ve worked nonstop with her cube maker to absorb materials and place down blocks that worked using their own mystical rules. She created a castle-like home that was taller than the giant and featured more interior space.

When Zarian flew through a window, he saw the home went down into the earth with a sunken floor. Thankfully, Hannah had constructed the foundations to be water tight. She even built a chimney with a fireplace.

Zarian was impressed, and so was the giant.

“This home is better! Much better!” cheered the giant. He was sitting on the steps with his enormous hands clapping down on his knee.

Hannah, Gilbert, and Bianca were standing on a mini tower made of cubic blocks in front of the giant. Zarian dropped in behind them.

“Okay, you really are a genius. How’d you manage all of this so fast without extra aura from me?” he asked Hannah.

“I was almost tempted to ask,” Hannah admitted. “But I altered Roller to help me recharge faster and placed down multiple recharge stations. I’ve grown quite a bit from this. I’m now Level 54, and Summon Cube Maker is now Cube Maker Magic.”

“Really?”

Hannah raised a hand and formed a cube of stone in her palm. “Really, really. I’m the cube maker now, and it is amazing. I can do easy enchantments on them. Almost instantly.”

She lit the cube on fire. Zarian waited to see if it would burn out, but the Flame Coat enchantment held strong.

Using his aura manipulation, he realized there was a potent amount of aura inside of the cubes. He checked the cube tower below them and found lots more of the stuff.

“This isn’t your aura?” Zarian asked.

“I think the skill takes in materials and aura simultaneously, infusing the cubes with the aura for me. All without too much cost to myself other than the burden it takes to create immense works like these.” Hannah waved her arm at the massive giant’s home.

It was kind of barren under closer inspection, but Stony seemed happy.

Zarian was happy, too. He was happy to capitalize. “See, Stony! Anything is possible when you have the help of us good adventurers, regardless of alignments! Are you ready to get vengeance on the wolf dragons and the Grimrock Warlock who destroyed your first home!”

“Yeah, I’m ready!”

And off they went, continuing their journey to North Crown Peak.

Zarian spent most of his time sleeping during the day, reading at night, and doing some sparring with Bianca, Naomi, and some others.

He joined the training exercises when the acolytes needed live specimens to kill so they could get their hands bloody while working toward Level 10. Once they started hitting Level 10, he joined in as part of a council to advise the acolytes.

Battle Maiden Starter seemed to be a popular choice that kept coming up, all uncommon quality. There was also a class called Adaptable Physician Novice that sounded like a good pick for any acolyte who wanted to deal with medicine, which was another uncommon pick.

There were more such as Physical Therapist Beginner or Logistics Manager Assistant or even War Spy Trainee. The last one was a rare quality class that only a few acolytes found waiting for them.

Amabel and Lora were two of the few acolytes who had War Spy Trainee in their class selection. Their alpha skill gave them invisibility, and they had a unique range of traits that either heightened their senses, made them good at handling blades, or made them better actors.

Honestly, it was a lot of fun to see how the local humans could grow and change. They still got five free points like the Outsiders, but the biggest difference was the lack of a starting skill.

Zarian had the unique opportunity to watch the acolytes readjust to their changes. Even if all they picked was an uncommon class, that was above the normal population who had strictly common classes.

Hell, now that Zarian was so invested in the acolytes’ growth, he didn’t have many comparisons regarding those with common classes except for the soldiers.

Roland’s Garden Officer Cadet class was only uncommon, so it wouldn’t be long until the acolytes surpassed the soldiers unless the soldiers kept working hard, never slacking off, to eke out more stat points.

Of course, Naomi didn’t let off on the acolytes either. Much of their training surrounded spear fighting for simplicity’s sake, shooting bows and arrows, getting familiar with survival, using teamwork in battles, and then practicing their skills to help each other.

The soldiers, Zarian’s party, or the skeletons would watch over the acolytes especially closely while they learned to hunt and kill beasts. There were injuries, but Gilbert fixed those up.

Other than a few close calls of near death, everyone was carrying on alive and well with plenty of improvement to go around.

Stony was having a grand time watching all of this happen as he lumbered a few hundred feet off the road. He was a mighty creature, and a little slow, but the giant had splendid vision, apparently, so he liked to cheer everyone on from afar as they trained.

He only ate plant matter, especially hard and stony trees, so there were no concerns about him going hungry or digging into their food supply.

Sometimes, Zarian would plant his throne on Stony’s shoulder as they moved, letting the giant talk to him while he studied his grimoires.

“This is the first time humans are friends instead of attacking me,” Stony said.

“Not many humans are as good as me, regardless of alignments,” Zarian said with a chuckle.

“You’re the most good human ever, Lord Zarian!”

Ignoring his evil alignment, Zarian enjoyed the praise and kept chewing through the pages of his grimoires.

Lore Eater was a big help, but he was pushing himself hard to finish the gator grimoire, learn one more spell from the voidling grimoire, and then get back to working on the gravity spell before reaching North Crown Peak.

On the night before reaching the territory surrounding North Crown Peak, a spectral spider caught sight of a dangerous presence stalking through the dark and warned Zarian.

Recognizing what it was, he left his usual spot in the middle of the wagons and camps and went out to meet the figure.

“I’ve been expecting your rising gnolls, not a gnoll elder,” Zarian said.

The ten-foot tall gnoll elder stalked forward with a confident swagger. As always, she was filthy, smelly, and smiling like she was going to burst out into hyena-like laughter.

She drew close enough to tower over Zarian, blocking two of the moons shining from the starry sky. Then she stooped over and placed her muzzle filled with rotten fanged teeth close to Zarian’s face.

He held his ground as he looked up calmly.

“You must rid yourself of the chewy, soft meat,” Ezda said. “Our rising gnolls are still young. Fresh from the prairie pits and bloodletting. They will not know how to control themselves around such delicious prey. Perhaps it would be best for you to come to us so you can see for yourself, Elder Zarian.”

Zarian tilted his head. “Perhaps not. I can always teach them directly with the soft humans nearby. I don’t mind making them more disciplined.”

“Just like how you taught the kingdom of their weakness?” Ezda laughed softly. “You’ve removed three White Roses and left the garden crippled. Are these more examples of your teaching?”

“Killall told you?”

“No, strangely.” Ezda cocked her head aside. “We’ve received a message from … the other side.”

Zarian thought about it quickly. He went with the most wild guess. “Lovewar?”

Ezda growled deeply. “It is disturbing to have her presence involved with us. We don’t understand her aims, and it displeases Killall. But our great god will not act against her. In fact, our great god says you must be killed.”

Zarian wasn’t sure where this was going. He didn’t react and played the silent card, which placed the ball back in Ezda’s court to carry the conversation.

Ezda shifted uncomfortably, showing a hint of hesitation. “We are waiting to see what happens. Killall isn’t always knowledgeable about the way of things in a lesser world.”

You know your own god is an idiot, and yet you put up with it, Zarian thought. I don’t know if I should be wary of your own intelligence or think of you as weasels for using a god when it’s convenient and ignoring him when he’s inconvenient.

Then again, Zarian didn’t care for Killall, so if the murdersome god continued to persist as a tool, then so be it. Zarian also had to admit it was a little funny that Killall’s own worshipers knew the god could be a colossal idiot and had to temper certain expectations.

That left Zarian in an interesting position as he pieced a few things together.

“You’re being awfully helpful, Elder Ezda,” Zarian said.

“You are a curiosity, Elder Zarian,” Ezda replied. “You’ve left an impression on me. And that impression resonates louder and louder as you impact our world. It will be wise to watch further instead of antagonize. All of us are curious to see how you handle the wolf dragons.”

“I have a giant,” Zarian said.

“And the wolf dragons are dragons.” Ezda backed away, receding into the tall grass. “And you’ve arrived too late.”

“Too late?”

“Where there are dragons, there will be kobolds. And the kobolds are worse than the dragons. Worse than us, even.”

“How much worse?”

“Kobolds don’t negotiate. They have dragon blood in their veins. All that matters is conquest and dragon supremacy, as willed by the First Evil King, the First Destroyer.” Ezda let out a hyena-like laugh before fading away completely with some last words. “Have fun, Elder Zarian.”

Some time later, Zarian and the caravan reached the southern edges of North Crown Peak. They found a walled village.

Everyone that should’ve been inside was gone.

There were no signs of survivors.

All that remained was the blood that coated nearly every broken surface and chewed up body parts. A few spectral spiders found an effigy made of human parts and a strange text written in blood on a standing wall.

Zarian used Identify to translate the text.

<The wolf dragons reign supreme. The wolf kobolds will spread over the lands. Become our food! Become our toys! Become our slaves! This is the way of The Dragon!>

“Everyone,” Zarian said in a dark and somber voice. “I think we’ve arrived too late. North Crown Peak has fallen. And we’re all that stands against the wolf dragons.”
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Zarian adjusted the collar of his repaired Wolf Dragon Hunter suit. He looked around the destruction of the walled village, stepping over puddles of blood, separated limbs, claw marks, and more signs of the savage violence that had swept across a home for local humans.

When he looked further ahead, he saw a gaping hole in the northern wall. In front of that were piles of knocked over stone caked in blood.

The air was thick with buzzing carrion insects. Avian beasts circled around in the air, their wings beating like a low rumbling thunder.

Despite their low levels, the pests were bold enough to fly close to someone and peck at the remains on the ground, unless it was Zarian. The insects and the birds left him alone.

The smell of rot and decay was heavy. Many of the acolytes lost some nerve or suffered nausea while a few soldiers looked about in horror. Zarian kept his features darkened, and his emotions in check, though he didn’t blame anyone for feeling unnerved or distraught.

After walking around for half an hour, Zarian had reasons to believe there were definitely no survivors. He returned to the effigy in the middle of the town’s square where a market place and park had once stood as the central meeting point of the village.

All that remained were ruins, desecration, and the signs of desperate fighting against a relentless and inevitable force.

“Zarian,” Bianca called sternly. She was standing in front of the effigy, her hard light sabers in hand. Little bulbs of light circled furiously around her in a cyclone.

“No wolf dragons or kobolds sighted in the nearby area,” Zarian said. “The spectral spiders are scrambling fast to the north, the north east, east, the north west, and west from this very location. This is the most southern village in North Crown Peak. If they haven’t found anything yet, then the enemy force hasn’t seen us yet.”

“What are we going to do?” Bianca asked.

“We need to leave.” Gilbert looked back at the horrified group of soldiers and acolytes who’d followed them in. Most of them waited outside of the wall with Stony and nine skeletons watching over them.

Loner was the only skeleton patrolling within the village walls.

Gilbert held his cowboy hat to his chest. “We came to help with a monster hunt. This is looking like an outright war barreling down on the kingdom. As horrible as this sounds, we have to leave and think of somewhere else to relocate these kids.”

“There’s no better place than here to toughen them up,” Naomi said, arms crossed.

She was looking into the side of a home that had its wall blasted down. There were bodies in there that were mutilated to the point of being unrecognizable. Something had eaten half of them and left what remained.

“You know what I’m thinking, sir.” Naomi tipped her witch hat back and looked over at Zarian. “We hunker down. Set up defenses. And we go hunting.”

“I agree with Naomi. We can’t leave this place. Not after seeing this.” Bianca’s grip tensed around the handles of her hard light sabers. The flurry of lights orbiting her spun faster. “This is horrible. This is the type of evil that must be cleansed.”

Her good +3 pulsated and made the surrounding air heavier. The nearest soldiers and acolytes wobbled, with a few backing away to rejoin the others outside of the walls. The ones who remained watched with wide-eyes and pale faces.

“Maybe we can fight, but this is way above their level,” Gilbert argued. “It isn’t just us we have to consider. Do we have enough food? Hell, can we even find water that hasn’t been turned putrid around here? All I smell is rot. We’re risking these children’s lives if we don’t settle them somewhere else.”

“We have forty wagons, fifty beasts, five Floridians, ten skeletons, one giant, one hundred and thirty-three soldiers, and one hundred and fifty-six acolytes,” Zarian said while looking up at the sky.

It was cloudy today, which would’ve normally improved his mood, but he felt nothing. There were too many squawking and flapping birds in the air and annoying insects buzzing about even if they kept out of his way.

He continued where he left off. “Overall, that’s three hundred and fifty-five living creatures to care for. We have enough food for another week, maybe two, if we stretch it. We only have enough water for one more day.”

“We can find water going back where we came,” Gilbert said.

“Hannah, can you make an enchantment for purifying water?” Zarian asked.

“Yes,” Hannah answered.

“Are you willing to sacrifice the lives of these children if we get overrun?” Gilbert asked, not backing down.

“I haven’t made my decision yet, but whether we stay or go, I need you all to know this. None of these children will get sacrificed. None of them will die,” Zarian said. “Not when I have kids under my watch and leadership. I won’t allow it.”

Gilbert hesitated to respond to that.

Naomi took over. “We need to get stronger for Castle Grimrock. This is our best chance.”

“We can’t go back.” The flurry of lights and Bianca’s swords shone brighter.

“What does the Star System say?” Hannah asked.

She’d kept mostly to herself with her Roller Golem at her side. In her hand, she tossed up and down a cube of stone the size of her palm. In the crook of her other arm, she held the evolving core against her side.

“Funny, I was thinking the same thing,” Zarian said. “What do you have for us, Star System?”

There was no response.

Zarian wasn’t convinced by that. He formed a pillar of darkness beneath him and rose slowly into the air.

From behind him, the Parasite Cloak shifted and snapped, clawed and cawed, sniped and raked, and reformed and transformed over and over and over again. The cloak stretched out far behind him and waved like a giant, monstrous flag of many predatory forms.

Para was hungry, but she knew not to eat from the dead here. She would save her appetite for the living who were more deserving of her teeth, needles, hacksaws, scythes, and more.

“Let me repeat myself,” Zarian said smoothly. “What do you have for us, Star System? If you have nothing, then I’m going to take Gilbert’s side and move the kids elsewhere. We’ll come back and finish the job ourselves.”

“Please, let me win this one,” Gilbert muttered.

A moment later, a notification appeared over the entire village. Gilbert didn’t win this one, not when the System offered something too irresistible to turn down, even despite the trouble.

<You’ve arrived too late to help the people of North Crown Peak. The damage, the horror, the loss of life resonates in the wake of the wolf dragons and wolf kobolds attack. This is an event that goes beyond a mere side quest. This is an event that can decide the fate of a kingdom.>

<Regional Event (Mythical): Defeat the Wolf Dragon Invasion in Three Parts>

<Wolf Dragon Invasion Part 1 (Level 40): Create a fortress at this village and prepare for siege warfare. Ensure that everyone in your ‘guild’ aids in the defensive effort against an unknown amount of enemy waves to come. The better your ‘guild’ does as a group, the better the rewards for the leaders (the Floridians).>

<All members will have increased experience gains and high value levels rewarded for participation. Part 2 will commence once you’ve turned back the attacking forces sufficiently. Retreating or loss of position will result in failure of the Regional Event and possible destruction of the Eternal Garden Kingdom. You have until tomorrow morning to prepare.>

“This is not what I expected,” Zarian said. “But it’s a pretty decent offer.”

“Well, there you have it. Even more of a reason to make ourselves at home,” Naomi said. “What better way to ensure the kiddos can survive on their own than to make them grow fast and hard here?”

“We can’t be serious, right?” Gilbert pointed up at Zarian. “You’re no puppet of the System, chief. We don’t have to follow through with this.”

“Puppet, no?” Zarian responded. “But I don’t mind the Star System when it lays out incentives like these. Besides, we have friends like Arnold and some others who live in the Eternal Garden Kingdom. I suppose we can do them a favor and protect them while they deal with their civil war.”

Zarian turned about on his pillar of darkness and looked down at everyone. “I suppose we have a guild now, as temporary as that is. What shall we call it?”

“Ride-or-Die,” Naomi said.

“I like it,” Zarian admitted. “We’re the Ride-Or-Die Guild now, even if it’s temporary.”

“Fuck it. I give up. I guess we’re just going to do this thing,” Gilbert grumbled.

“While your concern for the children is admirable, Gilbert, I’m more concerned about the gamified nature of this regional event,” Hannah said. “I may be wrong here, but for an event like this to be structured into certified parts, that would mean our enemies are going to be made aware of this event if they haven’t been made aware already. In other words, wouldn’t this mean the Star System is playing both sides of the field?”

“Huh, that’s actually a good point.” Zarian checked through the Spectral Spider Network. 

The spiders have traveled for miles now in all directions, even south just to keep a watch of their backside. They hadn’t found the wolf dragons and wolf kobolds yet.

Instead, the spiders found many signs of the enemy’s passing in the form of demolished fields, ruined villages, and water sources that had been made undrinkable. There were few corpses that remained whole. The rest had been gruesomely torn apart in gory displays.

“I’m not finding them. They must’ve pulled back far. Or they could’ve holed up in the main fortress further north,” Zarian explained. “Nonetheless, it’s best we play this as if they’re aware of our position here. This works in our favor, in a sense. If we’re going to set up a proper siege warfare for the System, they’re going to play by the rules of the game as well.”

“How do you know that?” Gilbert asked.

“The wolf dragons are actual monsters,” Hannah explained. “And monsters aren’t as natural compared to beasts and sapient creatures such as humans or even the gnolls. The Star System has more influence on the monsters, and if the monsters hold their position to play along with the game, the wolf kobolds will probably do the same. I believe I’ve read somewhere that kobolds idolize dragons while worshiping the First Evil King. So they’ll hold back as long as the monsters themselves would.”

“Also, I imagine kobolds would want mythical rewards from the Star System if they play along,” Zarian said.

“That’s a lot of guesswork without much proof to me,” Gilbert said. “But this is the damn Star System we’re talking about, and I imagine ain’t nobody out here trying to go against it all willy-nilly. And you all probably know more than me. Still a shit situation.”

“Thank you,” Zarian said.

Gilbert cocked his head to the side. “For what?”

“For not rolling over and staying silent,” Zarian said. “I appreciate it.”

“Yeah, well, I wouldn’t be me if I agreed to everything. Someone has to ground us crazy-ass Floridians.” Gilbert shook his head before muttering. “But it ain’t like I’m going anywhere. So let’s have ourselves a god damn medieval Alamo.”

The dark pillar under Zarian lowered into the ground. Everyone was turned toward him except for Bianca. She was still glaring at the effigy.

Zarian waited for her as she finally threw her flurry of lights forward and burned the effigy to ash. Then she marched over to join the leaders of the temporary Ride-or-Die Guild.

Zarian looked past his fellow Outsiders and found Roland and Lora standing hesitantly ahead of the soldiers and acolytes.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Zarian asked. “Come on over here. We have a siege to plan for.”

***

The set up for the main defenses hinged on Stony and Hannah. Stony was a Level 105 Wall Crusher Master, which was appropriately suited for knocking down the current walls around the village and leaving the rubble for Hannah to vacuum up with her cube maker skill.

That wasn’t enough for Hannah, though, so she rode on Stony’s shoulder as the giant escorted her to neighboring villages and knocked down their walls and structures for Hannah to vacuum up. By the time they returned and got to work on walling their fort, the suns were setting.

Hannah was going to have to work fast and hard throughout the night. But she was getting paid back with extra experience and high value levels.

Zarian wanted to have a private chuckle when he remembered the time Hannah felt insecure about her support-based class. Look how important she ended up being.

While Stony and Hannah worked on the defenses, Naomi, Roland, and Lora led the soldiers and acolytes in cleaning up the village and finding all usable food items and containers with drinkable liquids.

Not everything was completely ruined, and the acolytes were good at scavenging from various homes, shops, and vendor stalls. The soldiers carried out the remaining body parts and buried them far enough south where they wouldn’t be a problem.

Zarian let them drink their fill of water and eat as much food as necessary as they worked and cleaned up the village.

Gilbert took some soldiers to establish a stable to keep their beasts. The ox-like beasts and large ground drakes might serve as extra meat for when times were lean, but Zarian had plans to deal with the food and water issues.

That depended on if he wanted to spend the best resources they had now or wait for later.

He wasn’t sure just yet and kept pondering as he walked around and supervised the fortification effort. He was also paying attention to the spectral spiders who scouted out the way north. They found the kobolds.

Zarian had guessed right that they would gather at the main fortress, but he hadn’t realized how heavy their numbers would be. There were too many of them to count. And from what he could observe through the spiders, the kobolds were indeed holding their position while making preparations for tomorrow’s battle.

“We can end this right away,” Bianca said, following Zarian around like a shadow. “You can do it, Zarian. Go straight to the heart of the wolf dragons and kill them all.”

“No,” Zarian said.

Bianca huffed in aggravation. “What happened here needs to be avenged.”

Zarian stopped and turned to the Light Princess, who kept radiating an intense glow to bleed off the anger inside. He’d never seen Bianca so aggressive before.

He wouldn’t have minded if it wasn’t for the machinations and plots the Good Gods were cooking up in the background. Zarian took his time to answer as Bianca glared down into his darkened face.

“They will be avenged. But we’re going to do so while building up the children,” Zarian explained softly. “We’ve started something by taking responsibility for these youngsters. It’s not enough for me to just fly off and protect them from all the horrors and evils of their world and the wider universe of Infinita.”

Zarian looked to the side as soldiers and acolytes ran about, working together, moving frantically while trying to keep the obvious fear they felt in control.

“When we do a job, I want it done the best way we can do it. And the best way we can do the job is to see the game to completion. The Star System is giving us what we want from the ashes of ruin, so there’s no reason to turn this down and go against the game. Not yet, at least.”

Zarian turned away to watch the suns set.

In the distance, he saw Stony scooping up huge ditches further out of the perimeter. Hannah was already moving fast and placing down cubic blocks of stone for the new walls.

The unified sounds of tons of dirt being shoveled up while Hannah popped into place cubes that followed their own magical rules was an interesting background noise.

“Is that your evil alignment talking?” Bianca accused, eyes flashing.

Zarian frowned and held his tongue, choosing not to respond.

After enough time, Bianca realized her mistake. Her light dimmed, and so did her self-righteous attitude.

She looked down at her bare feet. They were dirty and covered in flakes of blood. She grimaced at the mess before letting out a sigh.

“Lo siento. I’m sorry. Maybe I should be the one accusing myself of letting my good alignment talk ahead of my mind.” She looked up and met Zarian’s gaze.

“You did let your good alignment talk ahead of your mind,” Zarian said firmly, then with a softer touch, he added, “You don’t really know what my evil alignment is telling me.”

“Should I ask?”

“It says to dangle the kids as bait, and when the wolf dragons and kobolds are distracted gobbling them up, I’ll hit them all with my most impactful magic,” Zarian said. “There are various versions of that idea along with something similar to what you are saying. So do keep in mind I’m dealing with myself and dealing with you.”

Bianca shrank back a bit. Maybe his last words came out with a little too much bite, but he wanted Bianca to understand how serious it was to accuse him of his alignment taking over.

For the most part, Zarian wanted to believe he had a tight control over it. So if he was acting a little tense in response, then the accusation truly struck a nerve, and he was letting Bianca know it.

She nodded and apologized a couple of times more. She looked and sounded genuinely sorry. Zarian reached up and patted her shoulder.

“Don’t let your good alignment take over, Bianca. Try to resist,” Zarian said.

“It’s hard sometimes. It feels better to give in,” Bianca muttered.

“Try your best, okay?”

Bianca threw her arms around him and hugged him close. That was answer enough, so he hugged her back.

In the old world, something like this wouldn’t have ever happened. Zarian and Bianca came from two different walks of life and would’ve never concerned themselves over the other. But here in Infinita, after all they’d faced together, they were the closest of friends.

Even when they disagreed, they remained friends.

“I will help you no matter what,” Zarian said. “I won’t let them win if they try something with you.”

“Thank you,” Bianca said.

Slowly, they separated. Bianca looked calmer now and in more control of herself.

How long that would last, Zarian didn’t know, but at least she was trying.

Moving on, Zarian said, “I’m going to use three boons before morning arrives, two from Lovewar and one from Shadowfell.”

Bianca accepted the change of conversation gracefully. “What boons will you ask for? And are you sure you want to use those so early?”

Before Zarian could explain, he felt an emergency ping from Hannah through the Spectral Spider Network. Immediately, he wrapped his arm around Bianca’s waist and cast Void Step to reach Hannah’s location.

Because of the recent advancement to the Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Exile, it was safe to take friends through the void for a quick trip.

When Zarian and Bianca stepped out from the wrinkle in the air, they found Stony looming hugely above, with Hannah holding Reiki’s dungeon core out to them.

“It happened,” Hannah said breathlessly.

“What happened?” Bianca asked.

Zarian answered. “The dungeon core finished evolving. We can plant her now.”




93: Dungeon Master

Zarian walked to the center of the Ride-or-Die Fort, where a market place had once existed for the local humans before the kobolds attacked. Now all the broken vendor stalls were gone.

The soldiers had carried away the dead remains and debris while acolytes helped with mopping up, so it was a more sanitary and neat place, just about perfect for placing down a dungeon core.

Para formed a scoop to dig up a deep enough hole before Zarian placed the core down. Then Para pushed the loose dirt and stone fragments over the core and covered it.

Looking up, Zarian saw nightfall had arrived.

Stony the giant was still busy digging up ditches further out around the fort. Hannah was zooming, working nonstop, as she built fortified walls based on plans she’d drafted and shared with Zarian. Watching her go was like watching a game of Minecraft from an outsider’s perspective.

Turning around, Zarian heard Naomi shouting for the soldiers and acolytes to set up lights. She called out to Loner and the skeletons to stay extra vigilant in case of dangerous beasts coming in to scavenge from the dead or the living.

The remains of the villagers weren’t much good for any uncontrolled necromancy, so it was safe for the soldiers to bury them deep into the ground further south.

As soldiers and acolytes put up torches to push away the encroaching dark under a cloudy night, Zarian felt a rumble under his boots. He backed away a few steps as stone and dirt sank down into a slope before forming a staircase.

The staircase widened and sank further into the earth before reaching a smooth stone floor. Reality shifted. A burst of aura blew out from the dungeon entrance. Two fluted columns formed, flanking the main doorway, before everything became still.

A few nearby soldiers and acolytes stopped what they were doing to gawk at the magical event. None of them had seen a dungeon before. None of them knew dungeons could move around and get planted wherever.

The soldiers and acolytes were further shocked when a public notification appeared in gold for Zarian and everyone else to see.

<You hold mastery over the Dancing Librarian Dungeon (Rare-Level 40)>

<Would you like to change the dungeon settings? You can select these three options: (1) Crawl, (2) Spread, (3) Base.>

Without having to ask, the Star System listed what each option meant. Zarian appreciated the disclosure, since there were many spots in the Star System that went unexplained.

<Crawl (Option 1): You enter the dungeon to challenge its monsters and traps and earn rewards. Your blood, sweat, and expense of aura are payment enough. Your death is a luxury for the dungeon to feast on.>

<Spread (Option 2): You let the dungeon go on expeditions to explore, raid, and combat outside forces. The dungeon can gather resources and grow stronger.>

<Base (Option 3): You turn the dungeon into a base or make it a part of your base. Thus, the dungeon will offer comforts, common supplies, and natural resources with no rewards above uncommon. The monsters of the dungeon can defend their immediate surroundings. You can feed the dungeon yourself.>

<Zarian Darkrun, as the Dungeon Master of the Dancing Librarian Dungeon, you can change the dungeon settings as long as there are no impediments.>

“Three. Two. One,” Zarian counted down before hearing another soft ‘ding’ inside his head. He couldn’t help but smile as the soldiers and acolytes gossiped and speculated behind him.

<Achievement rewarded! Rare Dungeon Master! (Unopened)!>

<Achievement opened!>

<Rare Dungeon Master (Rare): Your first dungeon as a Dungeon Master is a rare one! That’s a considerable achievement, which few have managed in the lesser worlds. Do your best to protect your dungeon and see it grow even bigger. You’ve earned +25 Free Points.>

Zarian dumped all of his points into Mysticism. He was going to need every bit of Mysticism he could get for what he had planned, so this achievement was close to the most perfect thing as of now. 

“I choose option three, please,” Zarian said.

There was a slight tremor that passed under everyone’s feet. Zarian noticed the local reality shift a little more. The surrounding aura near Zarian and possibly around the entire fort became denser, much denser. That would certainly increase aura recovery for everyone.

Another public notification appeared over everyone’s heads.

<The Dancing Librarian Dungeon is now a part of your fort and will support your efforts with its resources and abilities.>

“A dungeon that’s made a part of a fort?” a soldier questioned from behind Zarian. “Can we truly rely on monsters from a dungeon? What if these so-called resources are traps?”

“Can we even rely on ourselves?” an acolyte asked. “I’m only a Level 12 Logistics Manager Assistant. I’m barely much of a fighter. I’m barely keeping up.”

“Lord Zarian says he’ll ensure all of us will survive from this and grow stronger,” another acolyte said. “We just have to put our faith into him, for he is chosen by Lovewar.”

“I’ll do all I can. But I think it’s foolish to think all of us will survive this. The Floridians will, but the rest of us better make peace with our gods,” a different soldier grumbled.

Zarian chuckled as he slowly turned toward the peanut gallery. He addressed the last soldier who had spoken. 

“Are you calling me a liar?”

They all hushed up and stood straight like Naomi had taught when an authority figure addressed them. Then one soldier found his voice, even if it was a shaky and squeaky one.

“We aren’t as strong as you, milord!” the soldier squawked.

“Maybe you’re right. Maybe you’ll never be as strong as me. But that’s okay. I’m strong enough for all of us.” Zarian cackled. His Parasite Cloak fanned out into different horrifying forms that struck fear into everybody nearby. “We will have a grand siege, and nobody will die. And when you become old and gray with grandkids, you’ll tell them the story of Lord Zarian Darkrun and his impossible, Ride-or-Die promise.”

Silence had befallen the square. Zarian watched them. And the children watched him in return. He saw the quiver in their eyes, and that told him everything he needed to know.

They still doubted him.

He could tell.

But that didn’t matter much as he turned away and stepped down into the staircase. He entered the dungeon’s mouth, and he felt a deeper shift in reality through his aura, like stepping through heavy curtains on a stage to transition from one place to somewhere else far different.

He found lavish and fluffy carpeting under his boots. He looked up and saw soft illumination glowing from bluish-white sconces set high on the fluted columns. He saw a reception desk in front of rows and rows of giant bookcases holding an endless amount of books.

Spider-like creatures lurked and crawled around the bookcases, mostly out of direct vision, though they weren’t his primary interest. Zarian looked away from the empty reception desk and turned to a dining area that reminded Zarian of a proper cafe.

Then he heard a hiss followed by one of the most amazing smells Zarian could enjoy in life. He walked over to the cafe counter as a woman with six arms worked with a runic device that used ground-up beans and hot water to brew something dark and delicious.

The woman turned around and smiled with pretty lips before they parted and revealed a set of spider-like fangs. She held out a mug of the dark brew over the counter, and Zarian grasped it with both hands before taking a small sip.

Yup, this was the stuff.

“How?” Zarian asked.

Reiki waved her hands toward the library-like dungeon and its spider monster occupants. It didn’t take long for Zarian to figure out what her gesturing was saying.

The library had a book on coffee. The dungeon could replicate that as a common or uncommon item.

Before Zarian could say anything more, he noticed monstrous spiders drawing near with items in their hands.

They held crates filled with waterskins, all of them filled to capacity. They even held food items that were fresh to eat, such as meats, cheeses, and even fruits.

They held a variety of supplies, ranging from blankets to quivers filled with uncommon arrows, all of which were usable for the guild.

The spiders were bigger than when Zarian had last seen them, now the size of minivans with long reaching legs. They also had insectoid arms extending from their fronts, right under their faces filled with pale eyes and monstrous spider mouths.

They held out the offered items for him to see, and with a nod, Zarian gave them his approval. The spiders went out to deliver the much needed resources to the fort.

“I should go explain what’s going on before the kiddos have a heart attack,” Zarian said.

Reiki graced him with a nod and close-mouthed smile.

He took his mug of coffee, turned to leave, stopped, and came back. “Can you make four more mugs of these? Please and thank you.”

Reiki turned away and went back to brewing.

Zarian shook his head, chuckling. He couldn’t believe that the Hemlock Family had the knowledge and capabilities of replicating coffee, and they didn’t take advantage of it.

Oh well, what was their loss was Zarian’s gain.

He would have to find the time to introduce the splendors of coffee to this world, sooner or later. Maybe he would start with a test group, such as the soldiers and acolytes.

“Maybe coffee’s a bit too strong as a start. How about hot chocolate?” Zarian asked, as he climbed out of the dungeon entrance to the sound of screaming and shouting.

He made it up the stairs. Para used her tentacles to slap aside a few arrows shot at the helpful dungeon spiders.

“Cease fire! Cease fire! These helpful spiders are bringing you some supplies. Look and see!” Zarian pointed at the storage crates.

These weren’t enough to feed over three hundred mouths, but Zarian imagined there would be plenty more coming out, so their food and water supply wouldn’t be a major problem.

“Milord, you are never without surprises, are you?” a familiar acolyte asked. She wasn’t visible to the eye until she ended her Invisibility skill.

“Well, Amabel, I wouldn’t be able to deliver upon you miracle after miracle if I weren’t filled with surprises,” Zarian explained. “Now don’t do my spider friends a disservice and just stand around. Have the logistic acolytes come over and deal with these. It’ll be good for their levels.”

“Yes, milord!”

As Amabel and some other acolytes ran off, Zarian turned to see the spider monsters shimmying and jiggering about. They hesitated when they noticed his gaze, but then they went back to dancing for a few seconds longer.

When they were about to stop, over fifty spectral spiders appeared.

“Uh oh,” Zarian said.

“What’s the matter, milord?” a soldier asked. “Have the dungeon spiders disrespected the spectral ones in any way?”

“Disrespected? Not really. But they’re two gangs meeting for the first time. There’s only one way this could end.”

The spectral spiders broke out into impressive dance routines. While they were small, they were numerous, coordinated, and capable of pulling off agile tricks.

Of course, the prowess of the much smaller dancers did not put off the dungeon spiders.

The much bigger spiders showed off moves of their own that nobody, not even Zarian, had seen. While the spectral spiders were talented, the dungeon spiders must’ve had secret books and manuals detailing impressive dance moves.

The spectral spiders didn’t back off and worked fiercely to compete against the dungeon spiders.

Eventually, when the entire fort went into a standstill except for Hannah, all because everybody was coming over to watch the spider dance off, Zarian had to break it up so they could all get back to work.

Why do I feel like the dance war between the dungeon spiders and the spectral spiders is only beginning?

Zarian shook his head, amused, before he turned to a wide-eyed soldier and told him to make sure everyone knew not to attack the dungeon or her monsters.

After that, Zarian went off to tell his fellow Floridians about the dungeon-made cafe and the coffee it could brew. That lifted their spirits, Gilbert’s especially.

The main wall and fortifications were looking good as Hannah worked expediently. Stony kept digging massive ditches around the Ride-or-Die Fort.

Naomi was taking time to herself to get into the zone and prepare for the incoming war. Zarian watched her move and stretch and meditate, and she didn’t seem to mind his presence one bit.

Then Zarian ended up on top of a completed section of the wall that was facing north. He finished the remaining coffee in his mug as a chilly autumn breeze blew past and made his Parasite Cloak flutter a little.

The clouds were still a heavy presence above his head, and more importantly, he could smell the oncoming rain. There would be lots and lots of rain, from what he could tell.

“I wonder what’s the end goal of this event,” Zarian said. “What are you trying to make happen, System? This is the stuff of legends and myths. Heroes are made from events like these.”

There was no response.

“I just want you to know I appreciate the opportunity, but I’m not entirely dumb. I can be overpowered and dumb sometimes, but I have my moments of being careful and shrewd, too.”

The System didn’t respond.

Chuckling, he said, “You know I can go out there and completely wipe out the competition. But that’s not what I want to do. So, I find it suspicious that you’ll give me something I want exactly in a context that’s bigger and more epic than it should’ve been.”

Zarian shook his head. “Here I am, rambling nonsense. Acting all paranoid. Or maybe I’m not paranoid. Because either you want me to leave it all behind and grow too fast for anyone to catch up. Or you’re going to make Bianca have her big hero moment and lose herself to the good alignment.”

After a moment longer of silence, he shrugged. “That’s not how things are going to play out. You should know by now that I won’t make the same mistakes. I won’t let another Wally die. I won’t let another Jack happen. I will have my cake and eat it, too, and nothing will stop me. I’ll have it all.”

***

The morning came, and so did the rain. Zarian was enjoying his third mug of coffee with a bit of alcohol mixed in while he sat on the north-facing wall and read from the Grimoire of Black Magic 102.

He had nothing else to read since he’d maxed out the spells in the Grimoire of the Dread Mire Hell Gator and the Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Exile.

All that remained was the unwieldy, mind-boggling, and arbitrary study material that made up the gravity spell, which remained hard even with the help of his Tranquil Mind, Adrenaline Jolt, and Lore Eater traits.

Well, at least he was halfway through. He only had another fifty percent before he could call upon a spell that was most likely divine.

Zarian shut his grimoire, the spectral chains rattling between the covers and his soul. He rose from his throne as all of his grimoires hovered, orbited, or rattled along with his movements.

He looked up at the slow and heavy rainfall and smiled at the change of weather. The lack of sunlight deepened the depths of the shadows and darkened the darkest corners of the Ride-or-Die Fort.

Next to him, Roland shivered as he gripped a bow and arrow in his hands. He was already using a skill that entwined the arrow with grasping vines, having it prepared for the eventual conflict to come.

Zarian turned to watch him for a time, and slowly Roland turned to meet Zarian’s void-like eyes and the deep shroud covering his face under his wide-brimmed wizard hat.

“I never imagined this would be my life when I first drew my sword against you,” Roland admitted. “I came from a family that was just below nobility, scrambling to rise above the rabble, and I was already a bastard son with something to prove. But I was nothing more than a pawn, a fool, and here I am, being more of the same before I must face my doom at the hands of dragon-worshiping monstrosities.”

Zarian would’ve rolled his eyes at the melodrama if he had a little less respect for Roland. Despite everything, the man had stuck through with all of Zarian’s plans after saving the remaining young soldiers from being sacrificed to gnolls.

He couldn’t blame Roland for being scared. After all, Zarian had explained in detail what they were facing when the wolf kobolds and wolf dragons launched their attack.

Thousands and thousands of kobolds.

“It’s going to be alright,” Zarian said. “You’ll grow old and gray one day.”

Roland snorted. “If you say so, milord.”

“Believe in me, and I’ll find a way for us all.” Zarian turned north as the rain kept pounding down. “If not me, believe in the fact that we have a giant.”

Roland looked past the Madness Wizard and set his eyes on the massive giant who now had a mini-house away from home. Stony was the gatekeeper, and the gate had nothing in its way but Stony himself.

Anything that wanted to get past Stony only had to run down a walled-in lane that was two hundred feet long and fifty feet wide.

The walls themselves, which were impressively tough because of cube physics, stood seventy-five feet tall and circled around the entire fort. There were even cubic towers Hannah had built to look over the walls from each of the four corners while soldiers and acolytes set up on the ramparts, most of them staging in the direction facing north.

At some point last night, Zarian had to feed Hannah extra aura to keep her going. She’d needed so much aura that the natural aura boost from the supportive dungeon wasn’t enough.

The cost was well worth the benefits, since Hannah was now Level 57, and her Cube Maker Magic skill had advanced to Cube Maker Magic +1, which reduced the cost of the skill by a drastic amount.

Hannah was both a legendary Runic Engineer and a living fortress maker, which was becoming a big deal, honestly.

“I’m tired, Lord Zarian,” Stony said from his gate house. He even had a roof to keep him out of the rain, unlike everyone else. “Can I take a nap for a little while?”

“Yeah, sure, you’re not needed for now,” Zarian said.

Roland and the nearest soldiers and acolytes gawked at the Madness Wizard. None of them said a thing because there wasn’t any point in reasoning with a man they all deemed to be impossible to predict.

Instead, they listened to the rumbling snores of the Level 105 Wall Crusher Master, whose voice resounded for miles. If the kobolds hadn’t known they were here already, they would know for sure.

“Did you know we can become masters when we hit Level 100, depending on if you’re good enough?” Zarian asked Roland.

“Is that why Stony’s class has the ‘master’ included?”

“Yup. At the Level 100s is the master rank. At the Level 200s is the Champion rank. At the Level 300s is the Paragon Rank. At the Level 400s is the Heroes and Villains rank. And at the Level 500s and beyond is the God Rank. From there, it’s a competition to either take the throne of the Adventurer King or become one of the fourteen major gods.”

Roland nodded along. “This is all information from Lovewar?”

“Lady Hannah told me a bunch about it. Corma is mainly for anything below Level 100 with a few who are a little above Level 100. The next world above after ascension is for Level 100 to 300. The next world after that is Level 300 and above. Can you believe that after we ascend twice, I’ll get to punch a god in the face directly?”

“Milord, that’s blasphemous!” Roland shook his head. “At this point, I’m sure the gods will know of you and have plans to obliterate you directly the moment you arrive.”

“Yeah, I’m sure they’ll have plans. But I’m going to eat some hearty meals and go on some fun quests. And I won’t be alone. So the gods can plan all they want, but I’ll be on my way up there when I’m good and ready. Hell, even if I hit Level 100, I might not ascend just yet. There’s a tournament in Carrowmore, and I’m not missing it.”

The more Zarian talked, the more Roland shook his head. The young twenty-year-old local man was a simple guy who had wanted nothing more than to rise up the ranks of nobility and have a harem of women to fawn over him.

Now Roland was here, suffering the mad ramblings of Zarian Darkrun, standing wet in the rain with hundreds of other young men and women, as they waited for the dark forces of wolf kobolds and their idolized wolf dragons to make an appearance and attempt to massacre them all. This was Roland’s current destiny.

For a moment, Roland looked like he might’ve preferred dying on the day the gnolls had attacked his unprepared company of sacrificial young men.

It was too late now. Zarian had saved their lives, and now they were a part of his latest game, which was preparing to start as Zarian, Roland, and everyone else watched the endless tide of kobolds appear on the northern horizon.

“Oh, my Good Gods, there are so many,” Roland said.

“We’re dead, we’re absolutely dead,” another soldier said.

“I think I’m going to cry,” an acolyte said.

“It’s too late now. I’ve committed. If I die, I’ll be secured under Lovewar’s grace,” a different acolyte said.

Zarian shook his head and looked back as dungeon spiders crawled up the walls with crates filled with fresh food, waterskins, and hot chocolate.

The soldiers and acolytes have grown accustomed to the dungeon spiders quickly since they kept providing fresh and delicious food, with water always on hand.

The hot chocolate was a new sugary drink that none of the children had tasted before, so Zarian held his silence as he watched Roland and the others take a sip and perk up instantly.

“My goodness! What is this delicious delicacy?” Roland asked.

“That is hot chocolate, a lost knowledge that only the Dancing Librarian Dungeon knows, which is owned by me as the master.” Zarian leaned close against Roland, the Parasite Cloak wrapping around comfortably. “Do a good job, and you and all the boys and girls will get more hot chocolate, with maybe a little something extra that us Floridians enjoy drinking.”

“Yes, well, I do certainly feel a bit more invigorated now.” Roland pulled away and shouted aloud to the others. “Come now, my fellow lords and ladies! We are the bastard sons and daughters of our kingdom, and here we are, ready to make a stand and raise ourselves up to live a better tomorrow!”

“For the Floridians who’ve saved our lives!” cheered one soldier.

“For Lovewar, who has chosen the Floridians!” cheered an acolyte.

“For hot chocolate! My new love and pick! I’ll stay Ride-or-Die for that!” cheered another acolyte, and many of the soldiers and acolytes agreed with her.

“Cheers!” they all shouted.

“Screw the hot chocolate! When do I get my enchanted fishing rod and an actual day off?!” Gilbert roared from further down the wall. His steed neighed loudly along with him.

There was a pause. Then the soldiers and acolytes cheered again, just because.

The young men and women enjoyed their hot chocolate. They listened to the loud rumbling snores of their fellow giant and gatekeeper.

Then, half an hour later, they saw carrion birds flapping through the rain. They heard the screeches, roars, and caws from a menagerie of scaly creatures of the evil alignment.

They watched a dark tide sweep closer across the land north of them like an unstoppable wave that moved and shifted and broke at random spurts as parts of the loose enemy formation rushed ahead of the others.

Stretching from horizon to horizon, thousands of kobolds attacked with claws, chipped swords, warped spears with rusty spread heads, shields riddled with holes, and any other odd thing they had in hand.

They looked like rabid dogs fused with carnivorous reptiles, their humanoid bodies falling a little short of five feet for the smallest of them, but the way they moved with primal confidence made their short height seem like a negligible factor.

The good mood of the soldiers and acolytes dropped away like they’d fallen into an endless abyss. Zarian laughed, of course, because he couldn’t help but find it a little funny.

The soldiers and acolytes were scared of a bunch of Level 15 kobolds, some over, some under, but a majority of them around Level 15.

Granted, there were thousands of those Level 15s.

The acolytes were a few levels above Level 10. The soldiers were mainly around Level 20, or maybe a few levels above that.

They could easily get mobbed, beaten down, and overwhelmed by tens or hundreds of kobolds. So facing off against five thousand kobolds around Level 15 for the first round seemed preposterous.

Zarian hopped into the air with the Strength of his physicality alone. He landed over two hundred feet away from where he jumped and settled on the rooftop of Stony’s gatehouse.

Arms folded across his chest, Zarian waited as his Parasite Cloak stretched out and grew to its largest size, becoming a massive and monstrous flag that snipped, snarled, slashed, clawed, and chomped at the air behind him.

The rain kept pounding.

And the earth rumbled with ten thousand feet, all rushing at them like a dark tsunami wave.

“Bianca, do your thing,” Zarian ordered.

The Light Princess shot into the sky like fireworks. She entered a hover three hundred feet in the air. Then she let free her anger with a searing flash aimed down at the charging kobold army, catching them unaware.

The hardest part was directing all of that light through the rainfall. But Bianca was just angry enough to make a solid first impression, especially with her good +3 power.

The timing was perfect. The searing flash blinded many of the kobolds. They didn’t see the simple but deadly trap waiting for them.

Hundreds of kobolds fell to their doom as they ran straight into the ditches Stony had dug up yesterday. At the bottom of the ditches, wooden spikes and arcane webbing waited, all of which the spectral spiders had set up overnight.

The Wolf Dragon Siege of North Crown Peak, a Mythical Regional Event that could decide the fate of an entire kingdom, began.




94: First Wave 1

Zarian remembered times in the barracks when one Marine would set up nights for drinking and watching epic fantasy movies. There was a lot of booze, of course, and hours spent marathoning Lord of the Rings, Star Wars, the Chronicles of Narnia, and so on.

In those movies, he remembered how the heroes were cornered, their backs pressed against the wall, while the enemy forces seemed too big and scary and ruthless for anyone to fight.

He’d even felt dread for some of his favorite characters even though he knew the heroes usually made it out in the end, or he thought he knew. There were a few surprises here and there, which was why those big budgeted and chaotic battles were some of his favorites.

The suspense had always sucked him in deep. And even if he’d already watched the movie and seen the epic battle, he’d go back online to re-watch it just so he could catch anything he’d missed the first time.

The first battle of the Wolf Dragon Invasion, a Mythical Regional Event, was both exhilarating and anticlimactic at the same time. Most of the exhilaration came from Zarian living vicariously through the actions and reactions of the young soldiers and acolytes.

The young men and women were panicking, mumbling the first thoughts that came to mind, or praying aloud to their gods as they stood on the ramparts facing the horde of kobolds. Their hands shook wildly, making it a struggle to keep hold of the uncommon bows and arrows the dungeon had given them.

Each armament had their own minor enchantments for easier shooting and more penetration. That should give the acolytes some confidence in using bows and arrows even if they were still novices.

But their confidence, even after having tasted the hot chocolate, was washing away with the heavy rain as the kobolds drew ever closer. Since the kobolds weren’t in range just yet, the young soldiers and acolytes had to wait, and as they waited, the fear compounded. 

One acolyte nearly broke away from formation.

Naomi’s High Intimidation trait flared up, and the acolyte who was about to run stopped and turned back to her position. The girl cried as her friends barely held it together next to her.

Zarian observed all of this through his Spectral Spider Network.

He had hundreds of spiders spread around the fort, most of them along the north wall, but he also had spiders keeping a lookout on the flanks and the rear. It was through the spiders that Zarian had his vicarious enjoyments, enough so that he wanted to ask Reiki if she had a book on making popcorn.

He couldn’t move from his position on top of the gatehouse roof, unfortunately. Because not only did the soldiers and acolytes pray to their gods, they looked back to Zarian with furtive glances.

Some were angry, looking for an easy scapegoat to blame. That would be him.

Others looked to him for confidence and bravery, and they might find that with how he stood in the heavy rain with arms crossed, his Parasite Cloak stretched out far behind him like a huge, tattered, and monstrous flag.

Or they looked at him because they thought he was scarier than the kobolds, and they would be right to think so. It turned out the kobolds were so pathetic their charge broke apart far easier than Zarian had expected.

He had spectral spiders on the battlefield as well. They scrambled quickly to the wall while staying invisible in their ghost forms, keeping ahead of the kobold’s halting and sluggish advance.

Zarian had expected he would lose some of them by mere happenstance, but that wasn’t the case at all. Everything was perfectly fine, and Zarian’s disappointment in the kobolds, at least for the first wave, was growing immeasurable.

Five hundred fell to the ditches and died instantly on the spikes waiting at the bottom in the first minute. Zarian found that strange at first, even though he had ordered Bianca to blind them, but he figured they would tread with more care.

Instead, the kobolds kept barreling forward. They did slow down, but only because they kept falling for the ditches in front of them or because they tripped and bumped into each other.

Things would’ve been easier for the kobolds if they corrected themselves and got some semblance of order. They didn’t. They became more savage, more mad, and more chaotic.

The kobolds struck at each other with their old and trashy weapons in random spurts of self-destructive anger. They shoved forward, continuing their reckless assault and falling into giant ditches filled with webbing and spikes.

There was more webbing that waited on the muddy floor outside the ditches, too. Zarian’s spectral spiders had placed those down between the ditches to trip kobolds who were smart enough – or lucky enough – to avoid the spiked pitfall traps.

When the kobolds hit the surface-webbing trip-wires, they came crashing down in bunches. Enough of them piled up where the kobolds behind them broke like a river in front of a boulder and split off to the sides.

If the piles were big enough, then the kobolds streaming around slipped down the edges of the ditches and impaled themselves on the spikes below or became entangled with the webbing at the bottom. With the heavy rain, the threat of drowning in mud and water became a reality for the kobolds stuck on arcane webbing at the bottom of the ditches.

By the time the kobolds started getting closer to the desired arrow-shooting range, nearly a thousand of them fell dead in the ditches. Once the ditches filled up enough for kobolds to run over their own dying comrades, they barreled forward and … fell into more ditches!

Zarian shook his head while getting a live tally of deaths contributed to him. The System updated the number in a notification box in the corner of his vision.

<You’ve defeated 939 Kobold Wolf Dragon Idolizers, Levels 11 to 19!>

There was a reason Stony had the right to take a nap. The giant had dug a lot of deep and wide ditches around the fort, and all the ditches were staggered.

It was nearly impossible for the kobolds to keep a proper charge going without killing themselves in their haste.

That’s literally a fifth of the wave, and it hasn’t even been ten minutes yet. I haven’t even done anything but stand here and look cool.

Even with the experience-boost from the Mythical Regional Event, Zarian doubted he was getting much experience.

If the Star System had a parameter for doling out experience based on difficulty factors, and that parameter was on a sliding scale going up and down, then Zarian was getting the most bottom-of-the-barrel experience, if he was getting any experience at all.

Being Level 64 was nice-and-all, but he wouldn’t grow much by taking out thousands of severely weak enemies. Hence why he was living vicariously through the kiddos.

His disappointment in the kobolds couldn’t sour his mood too much, not when the soldiers and the acolytes had some interesting takes.

“My Good Gods, be with me on this hallowed day, for we face the endless horde of evil!” shouted a scared soldier.

“I think I just wet myself,” an acolyte said. “It’s hard to tell with all the rain. But if it’s warm, then that must be me. If I die on this day, will that be the way I’m remembered? For adding to the wetness of my gear?”

“Look at them. They’re a brutal lot,” a different soldier said, his grip shaking around his bow and arrow. “They just keep going no matter what. I can even smell them through the rain, and we’re all the way up here when they’re down there. The blood and flesh of their victims are still rotting on their weapons!”

“Is this my punishment for leaving the garden? I should’ve waited like a good flower to be picked! Why did I choose this barbaric life? What’s power compared to comfort?” an acolyte cried.

“Can I kiss you? I don’t want to die without ever feeling the kiss of a beautiful flower like you,” one soldier said to an acolyte next to him.

Before the acolyte could reply, Naomi’s High Intimidation flared up again. Zarian almost wanted to wince, but he understood why Naomi had to be a major cock blocker.

The romance could wait for later. The war needed fighting now.

The surviving kobolds finally wised up and moved in zig-zagging streams around the ditches. They also learned to slow down whenever an arcane trip-wire appeared.

The kobolds who had fallen to the trapped webbing became stepping stones for their brethren and were crushed to death for the sake of the siege attack.

They sped up a little, but not by much, since they had to move like they were in an old school game of snake – Stony had truly done a good job of digging the ditches staggered, so there were no straight lines toward the wall.

In a way, the defenses had forced the kobolds to become more organized, flowing in seven streams of fur, scales, and old armor.

Unfortunately, this level of organization would be their undoing, as the kobolds were finally well within the preferred shooting range.

“DRAW!” Naomi shouted.

Hundreds of bow strings were stretched taut, their arrows pulled back as the bows flexed against the tension.

“AIM!” Naomi shouted.

Despite their terror of the advancing kobolds, the soldiers and acolytes feared their Lady Instructor Washington more, especially the acolytes. Naomi had trained them a little harder, so most of them stopped with their shaking and complaining and firmed up their grip on their bow and arrow as they aimed.

Zarian held his breath in anticipation of their week-long build up to this moment.

“FIRE!” Naomi ordered.

Two hundred and eighty-nine arrows shot forth, slicing through the rain, all of them concentrated on the kobolds leading the seven lines streaming around the ditches. Zarian watched through various spectral spiders for a multiple point-of-view experience, and he wasn’t disappointed.

Even basic arrow-shooting was fun to watch as they sunk deep into the kobolds like pins through a pincushion. He watched kobolds have their heads punched through, their chests riddled, their limbs punctured and made useless.

Lots of blood splatter mixed with the rain. Then the pile-up began, blocking off the streams or slowing them down.

Naomi didn’t give the soldiers and acolytes time to think or react. She sped up the pace of her orders while staying on rhythm.

“DRAW! AIM! FIRE!”

The kiddos followed through and fired another volley. They struck down at the kobolds who were trying to clamber over the top of their pin-cushioned dead only to suffer the same fate.

Arrows planted themselves in their skulls, broke through fur and scales on their torso, and sent others scrambling back and crying out before they stumbled off to the sides and fell dramatically into the yawning ditches.

A few kobolds with bows and arrows staged themselves behind their piles of dead and tried to take pot shots at the shooters on the walls. It was the best counter-offensive move Zarian had seen from them, and would’ve been mildly threatening if it wasn’t for the boon he’d already asked from Lovewar.

An anti-air barrier flickered into existence, shimmering with gold and white divine power. The retaliatory arrows bounced off and fell uselessly to the ground outside the northern wall.

Naomi kept shouting, “DRAW! AIM! FIRE!”

The soldiers and the acolytes kept drawing, aiming, and firing arrows without thinking, only doing as commanded by their fearsome Lady Instructor Washington.

Things were working out so well a new problem appeared. They’d killed enough kobolds at the head of the streams that the many kobolds behind them couldn’t progress forward. The pace of the siege turned out even more sluggish.

Naomi didn’t let that slow the youngsters down. They had way too many measures to combat moments like these, some of which Naomi had already expected, showing the brilliance of her militant mind.

“Switch bows!” Naomi ordered.

They had two types of bows at their disposal as gifts from the dungeon. There was the medium long bow, which required some decent amount of Strength to draw and enough Agility to aim accurately.

Then there were the long-distance bows that required even more Strength to draw back. The soldiers had the Strength for the long-distance bows. Many of the acolytes had to struggle to shoot one arrow from the bigger bows in the time it took the soldiers to shoot two.

Naomi didn’t give a fuck.

She wanted everyone to shoot the more powerful bows. If the acolytes had to suffer stinging fingers and sore backs in the effort, then so be it.

At the very least, Gilbert rode his steed at a trotting pace behind the firing line. He gave out small but potent doses of Adrenaline Jolt to each of the acolytes, perking them up radically.

Zarian watched from multiple point-of-views as the long-range arrow fire rained down at a consistent pace.

Naomi kept shouting, “DRAW! AIM! FIRE!”

The soldiers and acolytes kept following through without having enough time to think or realize what they were doing.

And the kobolds died by the bucket loads at a steady rate. Now they were stuck with too many behind them to retreat, too many ditches around them to move laterally, and too many dead in front of them to keep up forward progress.

On the first day of the siege, the kobolds never made it to the wall.

Once more than half of their numbers died, they had the wise idea of retreating more aggressively, which went against what Elder Edza had told Zarian.

Regardless of their infamy, their alignment, and the gods they worshiped, every intelligent creature had a breaking point where they wanted to preserve their own lives.

Even the gnolls, despite their savage reputation, had breaking points. They wouldn’t want to cross the wrong enemy and risk annihilation.

The wolf kobolds were the same way, but they were still dumb and couldn’t retreat properly in a mess of ditches and dead bodies.

Naomi kept yelling, “DRAW! AIM! FIRE!”

The soldiers and acolytes kept making it rain long-range arrows on the panicking, stuck, and confused kobolds.

Zarian observed it all with a near-omniscient presence.

He listened to the twang of the bow strings when released. He heard the whistle of arrows cutting through the dull roar of the heavy rain.

He took in the sounds of kobolds dropping and struggling in the bloody mud amid corpses before the arrows struck with heavy, flesh-sinking, armor-penetrating thunks.

The kobolds screamed, cussed, and even fought among themselves, turning their rage on their nearest brethren before they fell to their doom under another shower of arrows.

Then, finally, the kobolds broke away properly once the ones at the back realized their first attempt at the siege was unsalvageable and they all needed to reverse course.

It took them a while before they faded from direct vision.

In the end, Zarian estimated close to four thousand kobolds had died. Around seventeen hundred had died in the ditches. The rest had died to the efforts of the soldiers and acolytes.

This would’ve been the time most warring armies would celebrate, but Naomi was ruthless.

“What are you waiting for?” She barked out. “Get down the stairs and out to the battlefield! You think all of this equipment and food comes from thin air? We have a dungeon to feed!”

She was being pragmatic. She had to move them all fast before the realization and emotions got to them, the acolytes especially.

Zarian waited, arms crossed, cloak extended behind him like a flag, as Naomi moved at a frenzied pace around the soldiers and acolytes to keep them on the move.

“Stony, shift over and let our people out past you,” Zarian said through a spectral spider in the giant’s ear.

“Hm? Oh. Okay.” The giant shifted, causing a small rumbling quake. Now the way out was clear.

Obviously, there were too many dead for them to take in at once or even on a couple of trips. Thus, most of the spectral spiders went to work ahead of the soldiers and acolytes.

Despite their small size, the spectral spiders were all Level 46 now based on Zarian’s overpowered Mysticism. They could all haul around a body or several behind them on strings of arcane webbing.

More importantly, Loner and the other runic skeletons went out to make sure the kobolds were really dead. There were some still writhing about in the mud.

Hell, there were so many still clinging to life that they had the Ride-or-Die Guild outnumbered. There was a lot to cover. Zarian decided to make things easier.

He uncrossed his arms.

The Parasite Cloak flapped with more force, sounding like a muffled thunderclap.

Taking in a deep breath, Zarian pushed his hands forward, fingers arched, palms rotating up toward the rainy sky.

The spectral chains rattled. The Grimoire of Black Magic 102 hovered to a spot above his hands, the pages already turned to the appropriate spell while shining with a ghastly black and green light.

Zarian flooded his brain with aura. He pushed and pushed his Fractured Mind to divide itself multiple times, over and over again.

With each fractured piece, he copied the knowledge of bone necromancy and saw many versions of the same symbols and text scrolling through his head.

It was one thing to cast multiple different spells, but it was another thing to cast the same spell in one vast array of wizardry might.

The grimoire emitted a far-reaching black and green flash that illuminated the bellies of the heavy rain clouds above. Zarian roared out the name of his spell as the finishing touch and linchpin to this mighty work:

“Raise Advancing Skeletons!”
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Five hundred skeletons rose from the muck just when the soldiers and the acolytes reached the end of the lane for the gate.

The young men and women all came to a bumbling stop and watched the skeletons shed their useless flesh, pluck out left-over organs from inside their rib cages, and strip themselves of lingering muscles and tendons until they were all bone white, the rain washing away the blood.

“Finish off the survivors among the kobolds and help get the corpses to the dungeon!” Zarian ordered.

The skeletons nodded at once and turned to do their grim task.

At this point, even Naomi couldn’t bring herself to push the young people any harder. They needed time to recover after seeing Zarian’s mightiest work of spellcraft yet.

That was fine because it gave Zarian’s new skeletons time to stab to death the remaining kobolds with their own weapons. The skeletons even dove upon the survivors and strangled their former brethren with their bony hands.

The empty eye sockets and rictus grins of the new skeletons gave no remorse to their former kin as they slaughtered them mercilessly.

When the skeletons finished, Zarian looked over at the total tally.

<You’ve defeated 2134 Kobold Wolf Dragon Idolizers, Levels 11 to 19!>

Still no level up. Zarian chuckled. He supposed that was fair or too many high-level monsters, intelligent or not, would run around and wipe out low-level civilizations just to grind up their levels easier.

With the enemy completely wiped out, everyone worked quickly to drag corpses through the gap in the entrance, right under the crook of Stony’s knee. There, the dungeon spiders took the corpses and passed them along a conveyor line with their insectoid hands.

While the dungeon could fully recover by absorbing ambient aura from the surrounding land outside of the fort, it was faster to throw in fresh material for it to feast on.

Zarian didn’t need to be a genius to figure that out, especially with how eagerly the dungeon spiders worked with the fresh bodies. He was sure Reiki would smile from the offering to her dungeon.

Zarian chuckled. “Nobody can’t say I’m a bad Dungeon Master.”

Finally, after some hours of bloody and gruesome logistics, they removed a majority of the corpses from the battlefield.

The Dancing Librarian Dungeon was well fed, now able to produce even more supplies for the Ride-or-Die Fort along with greater comforts, such as easy-to-build pavilions and spacious tents and magic lamp posts that lit up the fort while running on only a small amount of aura.

As for the extra skeletons, Zarian left them out on the battlefield as piles of bones buried in the mud.

“Good job, everyone,” Naomi said to the formation of soldiers and acolytes. They were standing at the center of the nicely lit and refurbished fort. “Take the night off and enjoy your gains. Make sure to place your Free Points where you need them most. Eat as much food as you want and sleep well.”

The acolytes and soldiers looked at her wide-eyed, unable to believe that Lady Instructor Washington was being nice to them.

Naomi knew well enough when to dial it up and when to dial it down. They had no idea that she was actually very proud of them, almost like a mother.

“And if you’re going to sneak around, try to be subtle about it,” Gilbert said with a chuckle. “Then again, just know Lord Zarian over here will be watching. There’s an invisible spider somewhere near all of us.”

The wide-eyed stares only grew wider.

Zarian didn’t say anything. He just stood coolly with his arms crossed. He did let the darkness under his wizard hat lighten so they could see his all-knowing smirk.

“We have another battle tomorrow, everyone. It’s going to be harder than today. But we’re doing great!” Bianca gave them all thumbs up and a bright smile, uplifting all of their spirits with her Shining Trust and her princess ways.

She was as peachy as anyone could be after seeing thousands of evil creatures die.

“If there are any issues you’ve found with the fortifications, let me know. I did make everything in a rush,” Hannah said, sounding well-rested. She had slept during most of the siege just like Stony.

Nobody had anything to say, so Hannah left it at that.

All attention fell on Zarian.

“Did anyone die?” he asked.

No response.

“Huh, funny that. Nobody’s dead. And it looks like everyone’s above Level 20 now and making way through the early Level 30s. I wonder how that happened.”

Still no response. But he caught a few soldiers and acolytes smiling or looking away in embarrassment. Zarian’s smirk grew into a grin.

“That’s what I thought. You’re dismissed. Let’s get back to it tomorrow.”

The soldiers and acolytes scrambled away as an excited rush of teens who were both tired and animated from today’s gruesome work.

There was no real trauma to be found, not when they had levels, stats, and Free Points to distribute. Not when they had thought themselves dead and were still alive to face another day.

Zarian scrolled through his notifications where a declaration waited.

<You’ve survived the first day of the siege. Another awaits in the morning as Part 1 of the Wolf Dragon Invasion continues.>

“Reiki and beer?” Zarian asked his fellow Floridians.

“I’m down,” Gilbert said.

“Same!” Bianca cheered.

“Actually, I want to go over some things with Naomi,” Hannah said. “Maybe we can join you afterward.”

“Sure thing,” Zarian said.

The Runic Engineer and Rumble Psion went off to talk about improvements for their fortifications. Zarian liked how they were already thinking ahead even though the kobolds hadn’t even touched the walls today.

Hells, they still had three boons waiting to be used, one more from Lovewar, and two more from Shadowfell. Zarian wasn’t sure if they were necessary when they had the ground and the air covered from most attacks, but the wolf kobolds and wolf dragons might have some surprises they’d kept hidden.

Zarian, Gilbert, and Bianca went down into the Dancing Librarian Dungeon and had drinks in Reiki’s cafe, which also worked as a bar. Their host was gracious and mysterious as always.

Zarian liked to watch her tip-toe around in her humanoid form. Sometimes she would perform a pose or playful gesture that was alluring and smooth, hinting at a past from long ago that was tied to Carrowmore.

“I think Reiki used to be a leader or someone important to Carrowmore,” Zarian said, while sitting at a round table with Gilbert and Bianca.

“I love the way she moves,” Bianca said dreamily.

“How’d she end up as a big ol’ boss of a dungeon?” Gilbert asked in between sips of his beer. “Hell, why was she placed near Castle Grimrock then?”

“Ekri the Tailor,” Bianca said. “He’ll have the answers, I bet.”

“Naomi’s spider friend, huh?” Gilbert nodded sagely. “Well, there’s no doubt that Carrowmore is in our future. But the more the anticipation builds, the more I expect it to wow my socks off.”

“Same,” Zarian said. “But let’s think less of that and more of the now. We have good dungeon-made beer and a Mythical Regional Event to win.”

Later on, Naomi and Hannah arrived.

“The kids aren’t fucking around as much as I thought they would,” Naomi said, taking a seat at the round table, Reiki sweeping around gracefully to place down mugs for Naomi and Hannah.

Soon enough, Reiki arrived with platters of hot food for them to feast on, especially Zarian.

“Most of them are all sleeping soundly,” Hannah said in between bites of food. “From what Naomi told me, the kobolds weren’t adequately prepared. It’s good to know we had better preparations, or maybe we’ve overprepared. However, I don’t trust today’s showing as an accurate depiction of the situation going forward.”

“It can’t be,” Zarian said. “The wolf dragons haven’t revealed themselves fully. Despite that, we have to admit we’re a hell of a strong party. And I think all our abilities leveraged in the right way made a big first impression.”

“We have freaking boons from the heavens,” Naomi said after a sip from her mug. “We have a giant who’s Level 105, Master Rank. We have a rare Level 40 dungeon that’s set to keep us supplied with gear, arms, and comforts. I don’t see us losing.”

“No, I don’t see it either.” Zarian hummed after filling his monstrous appetite. “Losing isn’t a factor. It’s how much we can gain from this that matters. We also have to consider the overall uplift of the guild for us to gain the most by the end.”

“It’s measured by the group instead of the individuals, yes,” Hannah said. “If we can push these children higher than anyone has ever pushed them before, that would be very favorable. But what will this event reward us that’s so pivotal?”

Zarian hummed thoughtfully. “Don’t know. We’re not in need of money after raiding Lovewar’s coffers. I don’t know if we need any cool gear. Hannah’s got us covered. Maybe more stats, but that would be a little lame for something like a Mythical Regional Event. I hope it’s not more levels, or I would be disappointed. We have plenty to do that’ll get us more levels naturally.”

Nobody could think of what the event would give them if they achieved high marks in their goals.

They didn’t let that drag down the mood as they drank, ate some sweet snacks Reiki offered as dessert, and watched random dungeon spiders move about among the immense bookcases.

When it became late enough, they went outside the dungeon to their own sleeping quarters to rest. Zarian did some more studying of the gravity spell before catching a few hours of shuteye.

Ariana came by for a quick dream visit. She left him with a cryptic message.

“I think something incredible is going to happen soon.”

She wouldn’t explain any further.

The next morning, the Ride-or-Die Guild prepared to face the wolf kobolds again. This time around, there was no rain or cloud cover.

The twin suns shone down on a bright autumn morning while today’s challenge was looking more impressive. They might need a little more help from their leading Floridians.

Eleven thousand kobolds moved like a living carpet of evil intent. The horde mainly comprised kobolds in the teens of level just like yesterday.

However, now there were taller and stronger kobolds in the Level 20s that acted like sergeants. There were more intelligent kobolds barking orders in the Level 30s. Those seemed like low-ranking officers.

Zarian noticed special kobolds with unique abilities in the Level 40s. Those might be the more specialized fighters in their horde and could kill dozens of soldiers and acolytes if given the chance to scale up the walls.

There were so many kobolds they couldn’t all rush down at the front of the fortress. Several thousand attacked from the sides as well, which was even more dangerous. The specialized kobolds could aim to infiltrate where there was the least resistance.

“Naomi, to the eastern wall,” Zarian ordered. “Bianca, to the western wall. I’ll keep watch on the southern wall, just in case. Kill them all.”

“ROLAND, take charge!” Naomi yelled.

“Yes, Lady Instructor Washington!”

Naomi nodded before she ran off to fight on the eastern wall. She wouldn’t be entirely alone, since Zarian directed a heavy presence of spectral spiders to stay close to her. While they weren’t fighters, the spectral spiders were great at tying up and slowing down enemy units.

They were suited for Naomi’s style, and with the help of her Earth-Sky Meditation skill, she could always stop and recover.

Granted, it was still risky to send her off like that, but it had to be done. At least she wouldn’t have to fight on the ground. They had other ways to wreck kobolds from a distance.

Bianca, on the other hand, would be perfectly fine. She beamed a bright and intense smile before she soared away in a flurry of sparkling lights. She had so much power packed into her as good +3, she could eradicate scores of kobolds without too many issues.

She had the high Wonder stat and abilities for it.

Zarian still sent half his skeletons as backup for her: Glowy, Hasty, Warper, Windy, and Flamer.

Zarian would rather be safe than sorry, although he was more likely to lose the skeletons than the Light Princess if they weren’t careful.

That shouldn’t be a problem as long as they stayed on the wall. As long as Bianca stayed good +3.

“I still don’t like the odds,” Zarian muttered.

Two thousand to the east.

Two thousand to the west.

Seven thousand barreling down at their front.

And there were kobolds in the Level 40s with special classes lurking in the horde.

Yeah, no, this was problematic. Zarian had reasons to be concerned, but he didn’t let that show.

Just like yesterday, he had his arms folded across his chest while the Parasite Cloak flapped dramatically in its biggest and most monstrous form. He exuded nothing but confidence on the outside, and that worked too well on the soldiers and acolytes.

“There’s no stopping us now! They can throw a hundred thousand at us and our Floridian Lords and Ladies won’t bat an eye!” a soldier shouted.

I don’t think we can take on a hundred thousand, Zarian thought.

“Can you imagine how much we’ll grow today? Maybe we’ll all be in the Level 30s and on our way to Level 40! I never thought such a thing was possible, but anything is possible in the Ride-or-Die Guild!” an acolyte cheered.

Hold it now, my excitable girl. The leveling speed slows down drastically as you go up, Zarian thought.

“We’ll never lose! We’ll defeat thousands and thousands more! We’ll even defeat millions if we have to!” a different soldier shouted.

Millions?! Zarian was struggling to keep his thoughts to himself.

“Lord Zarian Darkrun says we’ll live to be gray and old after this! All we must do is believe in him!” an acolyte cheered.

“Lord Zarian! Lord Zarian! Lord Zarian!” the young men and women cried out.

“Woo, Ride-or-Die!” someone screamed.

The Madness Wizard wanted to groan from embarrassment. This was his fault. He’d given them a little too much confidence.

They didn’t even care how the kobolds were laying down wooden bridges over the ditches to keep funneling forward in numerous streams. The pace the kobolds pushed, despite the larger size of today’s battle, was much faster than yesterday.

The wolf dragons are still holding back, but all these kobolds might actually threaten my side of the game.

Zarian shook his head before he glanced up at the suns with some mild disinterest.

“I would’ve preferred the weather from yesterday,” he said, “but fine, I’ll play big bad dark magician even when it’s bright out.”
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On the eastern wall, Zarian used his Spectral Spider Network +1 to watch the Rumble Psion move to her mostly solo position. He could sense everything through the multiple spiders staged in the area or by observing through Naomi herself, granting him the ultimate vicarious view.

Notably, one of the changes to the fortifications from last night were platforms on the ramparts that hung past the wall’s edge.

That way, it was easier to attack enemies scrambling up the walls from the sides while others attacked from directly above.

The militant and dynamic black woman stood on one of those platforms. She overlooked two thousand kobolds sweeping around to outflank the Ride-or-Die Guild from the east.

Among the kobolds’ numbers, there was a disproportionate amount in the Level 40s with unique classes.

Just like the main force barreling down from the north, the eastern attackers used wooden bridges laid over the ditches to make their way across quickly. Seeing Naomi by herself, the leading kobolds pointed up and laughed at her.

“Is that a human woman?” snarled a kobold in the Level 30s. “It is! It is! Get up the wall and get her! We will make her scream!”

“Get her! Get her! Get her!” chanted the kobolds in the Level 20s.

“Make her scream! Make her scream!” chanted more of the lower kobolds.

Zarian felt sparks of Naomi’s disgust resonate through her and slightly into him. But only for a moment. Then all that remained was a cool and calculated rage, followed by a strong current of malicious intent.

Unfortunately for the kobolds, Naomi had the right armaments staged for her to respond with violence instead of words.

Melon-sized iron balls, uncommon quality.

Each one had a simple enchantment. They provide a bigger impact on landing. It wasn’t an insane boost, but the bigger the impact, the bigger the damage.

They didn’t have cannons to load the iron balls into, unfortunately. That was too complicated for Hannah to make on a short notice.

However, they did have someone who was suited to act like a cannon.

Naomi scooped up one of the iron balls from a large crate nearly as tall as her. She walked over to the platform’s edge and planted a foot on the crenellation block.

From every angle where a spectral spider lurked, as well as from Naomi’s view-point, Zarian observed how she juiced herself up with all of her abilities and cocked back the melon-sized iron ball.

Psionic Affinity, Physical Phenom, Juggernaut Hitter, Little Giant, Tranquil Mind, Overclock, Psychokinesis, Adrenaline Jolt, Willful Might, Wondrous Speed, Mystic Toughness, and even Summon Wizard Hat.

Her little witch hat rested crookedly on the back of her head.

She used almost every viable trait and skill while pushing her three best stats, Willpower, Strength, and Agility. Thus, her body flooded with psychic power, physical power, and the heightened and willful control of both.

Then she threw her first iron ball.

By the time it left her hand, the throw emitted a whooping shockwave that sounded like a howitzer cannon from a modern artillery battery.

The iron ball blurred out of sight before striking the nearest bridge that three dozen kobolds were crossing to get over a ditch. She struck so hard she hit the bottom of the ditch with an explosive thump and sent kobolds flying, their bodies crushed and mangled.

A geyser of mud, blood, and loosened spikes rose in the fallen bridge’s place before the debris and bodies rained down. The kobolds on the eastern front lost their humor.

The explosive attack slowed their rush forward.

They were so shocked they staggered about in confusion. With their hesitation, Naomi pushed her High Intimidation trait to the max.

Every kobold who looked up at her visage came away with greater fear. Better yet, Naomi didn’t even have to move from her position to collect another melon-sized iron ball.

The spectral spiders brought another to her.

Without looking away, she reached down and grabbed the ball from the spiders and hoisted it up over her shoulder. Then she cocked back and repeated the action again.

Another shockwave whooped aloud. Another bridge burst apart, flinging kobolds, alive or dead, as geysers of mud, spikes, and crushed bodies rose before raining down.

Naomi picked up the pace. Now she really sounded like a salvo of artillery cannons. She was the hammer, and the kobolds were the nails.

Opposite of Naomi’s artillery hammering of the eastern kobolds, Bianca radiated like she was the third sun of Corma. She had with her the goblin skeleton Glowy, a Level 43 Runic Showman.

Glowy was more helpful than Windy, Flamer, Hasty, and Warper. Glowy had the Enhance Light skill, making Bianca’s light abilities even stronger while she siphoned light from the suns and empowered herself with good +3.

Windy, Hasty, and Warper were rattling with uncontrolled fear while staying close. Flamer crossed his burnt arms in front of his rib cage to act like he wasn’t scared. They could feel the deadly immensity of Bianca’s power.

Glowy didn’t seem to care and was completely at the whims of the Light Princess. The skeleton was happy to lend more and more of his skill to make Bianca stronger despite the real threat of being close to a good +3 monster of a young woman.

Thankfully, Bianca accepted their aid and presence gracefully. She directed the excess light into a basketball-size miniature sun hovering above her head. Despite its size, it was so bright it shone upon most of the ramparts and the ground floor of their fort.

Zarian felt Bianca’s elation, glee, and hint of crusader madness. She was deep in the folds of good alignment, but at least she directed it everywhere else other than against Zarian.

The kobolds didn’t seem to understand Zarian and his skeleton’s wariness. One kobold in the Level 30s yelled out while jabbing a decently made spear toward the Light Princess.

“Don’t let her scare you! She’s nothing but all flash! If she makes us blind, then we go slow and still reach the wall!” the kobold leader said.

The kobolds in the Level 20s and below chanted. “All flash! All flash! Reach the wall! Reach the wall!”

Bianca deigned them with a smile.

Then she unleashed her charged-up attack like she was the gates of the shining heavens opening up and sending down a smiting beam.

A searing bright laser radiated instantly between the miniature sun above Bianca’s head and the moist ground below.

All the moisture close by steamed away and raised a wavering wall of haze. The same happened on the ground as the beam struck  close to the kobolds before readjusting in angle and direction.

The moment it touched the kobolds, they combusted into boiling flesh, flaming furs, and overcooked organs that exploded out of orifices.

Bianca’s beam of radiance and good +3 sliced around at a casual but consistent pace, hounding the panicking and screaming kobolds.

She set their bridges on fire while cutting straight through them and collapsing them into the ditches. She followed the largest group of runners who were trying to move in zigzagging patterns between the staggered ditches.

With a quick pass up and down their lines, she burnt them up, though she didn’t always kill them immediately because of how fast she moved her smiting beam around.

The survivors fell screaming and writhing in the dried mud, their muscles stiffening from being overcooked as they struggled to breathe through liquidated lungs.

While the beam was small and had a lot of ground to cover, Bianca could keep it going this way. She had the help of her Light Affinity, Lesser Smite, Aura Charge, Wondrous Princess Regality, Searing Flash Array, Refraction, Tranquil Mind, Adrenaline Jolt, Wondrous Speed, and Summon Wizard hat.

The last skill topped her head off with a feathery fedora as a bonus.

Additionally, her Wonder stat was the highest among everybody in the Ride-or-Die Guild, higher than even Zarian’s. Having the good +3 alignment and Glowy’s Enhance Light skill were overkill, but Bianca was clearly not someone who wanted to hold back while having a politically correct genocide.

Zarian felt her giddiness and joy as she went smite-happy on the kobolds who were trying to take the western part of the fortress.

Was it kind of messed up? Maybe. But who was Zarian to judge? The stronger or more OP his party members became, the happier he felt.

He only hoped things between him and Bianca could stay this way. And if they couldn’t, he would figure things out.

Granted, he already had some ideas of what he would do, but that was neither here nor there.

Zarian’s Fractured Mind could wander sometimes when he wasn’t too focused. He didn’t need much focus to cause mayhem and destruction against an inferior force, hence why he split his mind in four parts.

One part watched over Naomi. Another part watched over Bianca. The third part watched their rear. The last part orchestrated the destruction of the northern forces of seven thousand rushing down toward their defenses.

The real challenge was to break the main attack without overshadowing his young soldiers and acolytes too much.

First, Zarian uncrossed his arms.

By now, the soldiers and acolytes were busy drawing and firing the heavy bows. None of them noticed his small shifts until his Parasite Cloak flapped like a muffled thunderclap.

One teenager looked back and told their nearest comrades. Then more looked back in awe and thrill. To them, Zarian uncrossing his arms meant he was going to work more of his dark wizardry miracles.

While their adoration and praise were nice, they were getting too distracted. They needed to kill more.

“Roland,” Zarian grunted.

“Keep shooting, you lot! Don’t disappoint our lords and ladies!” Roland shouted.

The Garden Officer Cadet lacked Naomi’s High Intimidation, but at least he got his point across. The soldiers and acolytes refocused on shooting their arrows, getting kills, and grinding up their levels.

They also provided an adequate distraction for when Zarian cast a spell through his Grimoire of Black Magic 102.

A great flash of ghastly dark green light shone from over the gatehouse’s rooftop.

Two hundred and fifty skeletons rose from the mud where Zarian had left them last night.

He didn’t need more than that because each skeleton was Level 46 and many times stronger than most of the kobolds. They were still basic skeletons, but they attacked with a frenzy that crushed one kobold per blow.

They punched through skulls. They kicked rib bones into smithereens. They used discarded weapons against the kobolds.

More importantly, the skeletons recognized the bridges as problems and jumped at them.

With only a few strikes, the skeletons clobbered the bridges into splinters. They sent heaps of kobolds falling into the yawning ditches and the spike pits at the bottom.

The skeletons came out okay, able to separate themselves from the spikes with no problem. They maneuvered past the arcane webbing without getting entangled as kobolds bled out like slaughtered pigs while webbed down.

Still, that wasn’t enough to slow the advancing kobolds adequately. Zarian was tempted to make it rain down dark javelins, but that would cheese the game too much.

Holding back is honestly challenging. And kind of frustrating.

This was the reason he didn’t want to grow too fast or he would have to contend with his own power being too much. The spirit of the event was to raise his own guild, as temporary as it was.

But the damn wolf kobolds threw too many forces and wildcard factors at them. It was getting harder to battle within reasonable margins that were decently challenging without getting out of control.

It felt more like Zarian was waiting for the other shoe to drop while trying not to pull the trigger too heavily.

Then he got angry with himself when he realized he was being dumb. He was a wizard. He had a vast variety of spells that could help.

He only needed to get creative.

The evil alignment nagged at him like always. It wanted him to go all out, to use outright destruction, to crush the will of everyone, friend or foe, and subjugate them all. It wanted him to be the narcissistic asshole.

Zarian refused.

I’m in control. I’m more than my power. I’m more than the evil alignment. I’m a wizard!

Zarian launched into the air with a flap of his massive Parasite Cloak. With another flap, Para transformed into great leathery wings similar to a dragon.

Twin jets of darkness shot from Zarian’s feet for thrust. He drew a gigantic shadow over the north wall, over the soldiers and acolytes, catching their attention of admiration and thrill once again, making Roland’s job harder.

Then Zarian was past the safety of the anti-air barrier. The kobolds in the Level 40s unleashed their long-range attacks.

Flaming javelins punched up into the sky, followed by ice spears, acid bolts, sonic orbs, and even heavily thrown stones. More and more ranged attacks launched hard into the sky, most missing widely.

A few drew close to hitting until Para shifted her wings and maneuvered Zarian out of the way. She was in control of flight maneuvers while Zarian concentrated purely on spellcraft with his Fractured Mind.

The basic skeletons he had down on the battlefield were now engaged in melee fights with kobolds in the Level 40s. More kobolds drew close to the walled lane leading toward the gatehouse, which might get Stony involved if the kobolds reached him.

Zarian would rather not have the giant involved too much, not unless there was no choice, since that would make a low-level game like this too easy.

Zarian grunted as he put emotion and aura into the first folktale spell from the Grimoire of the Dread Mire Hell Gator. He turned the ground into a quicksand-like pit that reached farther out than any he conjured before.

Then he doubled it with another Quagmire Pit next to the first.

A thousand kobolds fell with a splash and a struggle in the conjoined pits, blocking their chance of reaching the lane. They cried out as they fought to free themselves from the swampy pitfall, but most who were far from the edges wouldn’t be able to escape.

The more they thrashed, the more the doubled Quagmire Pit slurped them down. The kobold advance slowed further, but that wasn’t enough for Zarian.

One more. I can do one more.

So far, Zarian had only shown he could use two spells simultaneously. Spells worked differently compared to skills. They seemed to rely more on the user to cast them with little help from the System, unlike alpha skills or even beta skills.

But with enough aura and a masochistic attitude, Zarian figured this was the perfect time to break his mortal limits even further.

Zarian circled a heavier amount of aura through his Fractured Mind. He maintained the Raise Advancing Skeletons spell. He maintained the doubled Quagmire Pit spell.

Then he pushed himself like never before to use a third spell simultaneously. Zarian felt his limits crush down on his own mind.

He hesitated for a scant moment. Then he smashed through head first with a mind-tearing roar!

Hands out-stretched, he lit them on fire. Black and gray flames blazed around his hands and up his arms.

As blood leaked down his nostrils, Zarian pushed against the boundaries of the System, his Fractured Mind feeling like it was on the verge of ripping. He maintained the other spells while intensifying his Black Fire spell.

Then he gathered the black and gray flames into a small bead between his shaky palms before unleashing a massive torrent that was as thick as a human man was tall. The massive gout darkened the sunny morning and doused the battlefield beneath him in Black Fire.

The black and gray flames didn’t cling to much of anything that was inanimate. It didn’t even care about aura.

The moment the black and gray flames touched a living creature with vitality, the flames latched on and wouldn’t let go, not without superior magical force to wash it away. None of the kobolds had the right stuff to fend off Zarian’s Black Fire.

The flaming gout rained down uncontested with a huge and mystical downpour, covering thousands upon thousands in black and gray flames. The shocking display of wizardry power stunned everyone bearing witness, as if they were watching the act of a dark god.

Before they could come to grips with Zarian’s actions fully, he cut off the Black Fire spell. He even cut off the double Quagmire Pits. As the ground returned to normal, the kobolds that were still alive rose to the surface, along with their dead.

Zarian and Para spiraled downward from the air before the Parasite Cloak folded her wings and returned to her usual form.

Zarian landed in a crouch in front of Stony’s seated form. He wiped away the blood from under his nose and let out a satisfied sigh.

“Three different spells at the same time,” Zarian said. “Nice.”

Who said I can’t still grow and challenge myself? He thought with a chuckle.

“Need any help, milord?” Stony asked.

The Level 105 Wall Crusher Master made for a convenient doorman and doorway. His gigantic body plugged up the obvious way in. Any other gaps past him were easily filled with stone cubes from Hannah’s cube maker skill.

Zarian thought about it, then shook his head. “You’re doing a great job as the door to the gatehouse, Stony. Keep it up.”

“Yes, milord!”

“Now, if you’ll excuse me. I’m going to go on a mini frenzy.” Zarian walked toward the kobolds who were making their way down the lane.




97: Dragon Slayer 2

The kobolds had reached the wall for the first time in this Mythical Regional Event. Now, the fighting would become a little more dangerous for the young soldiers and acolytes.

However, Zarian and his people weren’t without tricks.

The strange physics of the fortress walls resisted damage and healed from breaks on their own. Enough applied force would break through, but Hannah’s magical cubic fortifications were tougher than anything normally made by the kingdom without some source of higher quality stone.

Too bad Hannah hadn’t the time to lay her enchantments on every cube or they would’ve been even more impervious. Maybe next time.

As of now, the kobolds were struggling to get a proper hold of the magic cube-made walls. Claw marks faded away with time. Only their strongest could resist the cube’s self-repair and scramble up.

But their strongest were only in the Level 40s, and a gang of spectral spiders could make their attempts futile with arcane webbing and smartly dropped iron balls.

Loner and Mighty stood on the ramparts left of the gatehouse lane. Darko, Icicle, and Blender waited on the ramparts to the right of the lane.

They chipped in to deal with tenacious Level 40s by throwing down more iron balls or shooting shards of ice, at least in Icicle’s case. If that wasn’t enough, any Level 40 who drew uncomfortably close to the top had to face Hannah.

She aimed down her Runic Gauntlet and unleashed a quick destructive beam. The Level 40s stopped being a problem the moment a destructive beam touched them.

Gilbert gave Hannah a ride on his eight-legged horse to quicken the response to rising Level 40s. All of their efforts, along with the soldiers and acolytes shooting arrows nonstop, forced the kobolds to funnel toward the only reasonable entrance they could take.

Two hundred feet long.

Fifty feet wide.

With nobody else in their way but the Madness Wizard.

Well, there was a giant behind him. But Stony wasn’t the one who’d doused them in Black Fire.

Zarian smiled as the kobolds sluggishly funneled toward him. The black and gray flames were painless. They left no damage. The kobolds grew familiar with them without realizing the true danger of the flames.

Bit by bit, the Black Fire disappeared.

Once they ate away all the vitality they could get, the Black Fire didn’t have much of a purpose anymore and snuffed out. Stripped of their vitality, thousands of kobolds heaved labored breaths and moved with weary muscles.

They had no more vital energy for their stamina. They had no more vital energy for their health and recovery. They had to rely on their bodies and whatever points they put into Strength and Agility.

The face of the horde ran sloppily at the Madness Wizard.

In return, he walked forward as his Parasite Cloak scythed through them like a whirring blender, his Bloody Lifesteal spell activated.

Zarian enjoyed the greatest high ever as Para lashed out with bladed tentacles, curved bone swords, lengthy axes, dozens and dozens of scythes, hollowed needle-point tubes, countless lamprey mouths, numerous arms with extendable claws at the end of alien fingers, and new forms that looked like gaping wolf-mouths and predatory beaks.

In the middle of the chaos of blood, gore, and uncanny death, Zarian strode at a casual but unstoppable pace. Every splatter of blood glowed from the use of his Bloody Lifesteal spell, which shone so brightly it reddened the air within the walled lane.

And all Zarian had to do was step forward in a straight line down the middle.

Even when the kobolds threw magic at him, Para slapped aside their ranged attacks and kept up her attack of a hundred transformed limbs of death.

She even went as far as shooting out tough strings and hooks into kobolds, using their bodies as puppets to distract other kobolds. She kept them alive too, for more psychological damage.

Or just because she was having fun playing with living meat dolls.

Either way, things were looking good.

While Zarian was getting a majority of the kills – again – the enemy force was pacified once more. The soldiers and acolytes could attack without worry and rack up kills for themselves.

Because of how distracting the Bloody Lifesteal spell could be, he dropped it in favor of more focus. He kept a near-omniscient view of the entire event from multiple places, which was easier now that he was only strolling as Para committed to a bloodbath.

He slowed down a little to give the kobolds a chance to flee. The ones closest to him scrambled against more of their brethren who were pushing into the contested lane to the giant gatehouse.

The walls were painted with so much blood, everything was coated red as body parts floated in the rising crimson flood.

From their view, Zarian was the eye of ravenous death. He was more of a wolf than their wolf dragon idols. He was their doom.

And he was laughing.

Yeah, okay, I’m so stupid OP, I think this Mythical Regional Event is going to end up looking like a joke because of me.

Zarian let himself have a moment to gloat.

Then everything fell to shit when an actual wolf dragon appeared.

Not from the northern front.

Not from the east, where Naomi kept pitching artillery cannon balls. And not even from the unguarded south.

The wolf dragon barreled across the lands from the west at a speed that was so fast Zarian would’ve missed it if it wasn’t for its massive size.

He barely had time to even use Identify through his spectral spider as the sixty-foot tall and over two hundred-foot long serpentine creature lunged onto the rampart with its massive maw gaping wide open to take a bite of Bianca.

<Wolf Dragon, Monster, Level 72 Giant Devourer, Best Alpha Skill: Destructive Death Bite.>

“NO!”

Zarian exploded out of the walled lane with so much force he demolished the cubic floor and left a crater. He hit a high enough altitude and used Para’s help to redirect his body to point west. Then he shot more dark jets from his feet and rocketed toward Bianca’s wall.

He was too late.

Hasty and Glowy lost their torsos to the Destructive Death Bite and wouldn’t rise again.

Flamer and Windy couldn’t act fast enough to slow down the wolf dragon nor damage it much. The wolf dragon was already dashing away after taking a huge chunk of the rampart with its bite.

Warper tried to jump onto the wolf dragon and missed.

Zarian saw the creature circling around the walls with blurring speed, going from the west and to the north. He saw it turn its attention to a portion of the wall where Amabel and some other acolytes stood.

He stopped panicking. He went cold and zeroed his focus.

One shot.

One kill.

He prepared a javelin.

But someone landed their hit before he could.

A torrent of light shot out of the wolf dragon’s belly and stopped it mid-lunge before the monster snatched away Amabel and others.

The massive creature crashed against the wall, shaking soldiers and acolytes alike. Spectral spiders hopped to action to secure the young men and women with arcane webbing.

Zarian landed heavily on the edge of a platform overlooking the thrashing monster as the torrent of light became a giant blade.

The giant light blade hacked from low to high as steaming hot innards spilled out from the wound.

Zarian held back as he watched Bianca burst out from inside of the wolf dragon’s belly with a battle cry, her amber hair slick red with blood while her dress came out crimson-free and still as colorful and radiant as gemstones in a lush field.

The Light Princess somersaulted, kicked off the wall and returned to battle against the wolf dragon, whose wound was slowly but surely healing.

“Keep shooting arrows at the kobolds,” Zarian told the onlookers.

“Yes, milord,” Amabel said. The others did as told. But she hesitated before asking, “Aren’t you going to help her?”

“No,” Zarian said.

“Why?”

“Because I’m curious about a few things. Now shoo. Keep grinding up your levels.”

Amabel bobbed her head up and down. She went back to shooting arrows.

Meanwhile, the Light Princess dashed around the bloody field using her Field Stride enchantment. She raised zombies using her Corpse Bloom enchantment.

The flower zombies were mere distractions as the wolf dragon lunged and juked with extraordinary Agility that was beyond its incredible size.

Now that Zarian had a better look at it, he could see that its name matched its appearance, like someone fused a wolf with a great wingless serpent.

Its ferocious set of jaws and flicking fork tongue was the stuff of nightmares. Its body of bristling fur and silver metallic scales moved like one powerful muscle in sync with all of its limbs.

Its vitality must’ve been way high, because even with its innards dragging along the ground, the creature remained nimble and vicious.

Bianca, however, was just as vicious while more nimble.

She was unrelenting and inevitable.

She flashed searing light in the wolf dragon’s eyes. She dashed around at blitzing speeds and slashed at the tendons to the wolf dragon’s legs. She brought it crashing down and avoided its wild thrashes and Destructive Death Bite.

After some time, Zarian realized Bianca had escaped death by diving into the wolf dragon’s throat before its skill completely annihilated her.

Just as he realized that, Bianca proved his theory true when she used her Light Step skill and became a flurry of fast moving photon particles rushing down the wolf dragon’s throat.

She avoided annihilation once again while going for a more intimate solution to slaying a legendary monster.

Zarian kept track of her with the spectral spider in her mind this time around. He lived vicariously through Bianca as she carved her way through flesh, gristle, and bone.

She ripped and tore apart organs.

She reached the heart and went into a stabbing frenzy.

The wolf dragon howled and vomited blood. It entered a destructive fury that barreled over its own kobolds, crushing them under its tumbling body. It struck against the wall in its clumsy effort to rid itself of the pain from inside.

The spectral spiders on the ramparts ensured nobody on their side fell off as the wolf dragon kept suffering and rolling about. The Level 40 kobolds who were trying to climb up the wall got knocked off because of their own idol.

The only thing keeping it alive, which prolonged its torment, was its massive vitality. Clearly, as a high-quality monster, the wolf dragon wouldn’t suffer death easily.

It kept healing the damage to its heart, and Bianca kept slashing away at it savagely until she finally put away the swords.

Bianca charged up one big, bright attack. Then she made the wolf dragon’s chest glow like an x-ray illustration before it exploded with a bright eruption.

Bianca hit the ground with a little less grace than usual, having pushed herself to the limit. Behind her, the massive wolf dragon staggered left and right with a gaping, steaming cavity where its torso should be.

Even then, its vitality was trying to heal the wound. It was a race against time.

How much life energy did the wolf dragon have to withstand total death?

Could its vitality repair enough damage to secure its life?

Zarian prepared the appropriate spell.

Bianca turned to watch while in the shadow of the legendary wolf dragon. Then she came up with the bright idea not to leave things to chance.

She stretched her arms into the sky. She focused her aura and intent on forming a hard light construction above the wolf dragon.

It was immense and bright.

It looked like a guillotine blade with an oblique angle.

Bianca dropped her arms.

Down came the guillotine.

And down came the wolf dragon’s head.

Zarian doubted it had enough vital health energy to save it from that maneuver, and he was right to think so. The body of the wolf dragon, the first of the legendary monsters of this Mythical Regional Event, crashed down dead.

Bianca stood victorious in front of the gaping maw and lolled tongue of the beheaded face. More and more blood poured over the ravaged field from the neck of the wolf dragon’s body. Nearby kobolds screamed, cried, and called out for a full retreat.

They didn’t concern Zarian anymore.

He didn’t bother focusing on anywhere else.

Nearly all of his attention was on Bianca.

Her back was still to the wall and him.

He noticed her twitch a little.

“Ah, so it finally happened,” Zarian said.

“Isn’t Princess Bianca amazing, milord!” Amabel cheered. “Surely, you could’ve destroyed a wolf dragon or two yourself. But it looks to me that all of you Floridians are massively capable.”

Zarian reached over and placed his hand on Amabel’s head. She froze from the friendly gesture as Zarian gave her a couple of head pats.

“You’re a cute kid, Amabel. I hope you grow up to be a real fine lady.”

Amabel burst into nervous giggles. She leaned into the head pats. “Well, of course, milord. I’ll be even finer if I have a real fine man who I can pick. Or one who’ll pick me.”

She looked up at him with kitty cat eyes.

Zarian didn’t pay it much mind as he kept watching Bianca. She still didn’t turn toward the wall. She still wouldn’t look up at him.

“Well, Amabel, if today’s my last day among the living, I’m sorry for any broken promises,” Zarian said.

“What? Huh? I don’t understand what you mean, milord?”

Zarian didn’t explain himself further as he retracted his hand. He jumped over the edge to the surprise and confused shouts of the young men and women of his temporary guild.

The Parasite Cloak fluttered against the wind before fanning out wide and catching some air. Then the Madness Wizard touched the ground behind the Light Princess.

He used his Identify trait.

<Unable to Identify.>

He tried to look inside Bianca’s head only to find his access blocked and the spectral spider crawling out of her skull. The little guy fell to the ground dead.

Zarian slowly nodded. “Got anything special, aye, dragon-slaying princess?”

“First Corma Dragon Slayer in Many Years,” Bianca answered flatly. “It’s a legendary achievement and gave me +10 Wonder and a new epic trait, Overcomer.”

Zarian whistled impressively.

“Why didn’t you intervene?” she asked.

Zarian chuckled. “I wanted to see if you can do it. Look how far you’ve come. You were constantly crying when we first started against corrupted koi fish and goblins. Now you’re slaying dragons. I’m proud, Bianca.”

“You shouldn’t be.”

There was a lull in the conversation filled by the sounds of an immense battle. Then Zarian finally asked, “How high is it now?”

“High.” Bianca tilted her head slightly. She still faced away from him as she explained. “It was a vote that included all the Good Gods. Lovewar and Serveserf disapproved. Lawkeep, Hopeland, Kingsblood, Purehome, and Purgehunt approved.”

“Those five are definitely on my godly naughty list,” he said. “And I’m going to check it twice.”

Bianca shook her head. “This is not the time for jokes, Zarian. I’m good +5 now.”

“Jokes or no jokes … this … is going to be interesting.”

For a moment, he felt sad. He felt a thousand instances flash past him. A thousand hopes and dreams. Then he let go of the sadness and felt merry.

He spread his arms instead, as if he was welcoming Bianca for a hug. That was not the case.

Instead, he let his evil alignment unfurl as an oozing +2 entity. He let his darkness deepen around him. And he spoke in a terrifying voice.

“Come now. Let me have it. I won’t hate you for it. I’ll outlast everything you have to throw at me and give you a challenge like nobody else.”

Bianca shuddered. She was still faced away from him. “You shouldn’t say that. You’re not only evil, you’re the man who ruined the life I would’ve lived back in the old world.”

Zarian lowered his arms. “Oh, yeah?”

“Oh, yeah. You took that rum bottle from me with your evil magic and stole me away. I won’t get to talk to my cousins and grandparents and aunts and uncles ever again because I’m here. I won’t get to visit my parents’ grave again. You’ve taken all of that from me, and I ignored that because it was the easiest thing to do.”

Bianca raised a hand and curled it into a loose fist. “I don’t care about the elf husband. I’m no real princess outside of this game. I made myself all silly to hide the pain I felt every day. And I blame you for it all.”

Zarian slowly nodded. “Well, I apologize. And I’ll apologize again and again if I must. Because I’m your friend.”

Bianca shuddered once more. She didn’t respond. She didn’t say they weren’t friends, however, even if she hated him right now.

Zarian smirked. “But other than that, I can only care so much about what’s in the past. What matters more to me is the here and now. So, what’s it going to be, Bianca?”

She turned around, her eyes flashing while filled with tears. “You say what’s it going to be, papi? I say it’s going to be me killing you.”

Zarian grinned. “Dale, mami! Give me your all!”




98: Zarian Dies 1

The pre-fight talk with Bianca was both personal and necessary. Zarian used the time wisely to decide on his alpha skill loadout before the verbal exchange ended. Because of the genuine threat posed by Bianca with good +5, he figured it was best to use his greatest stuff up front.

That included the Parasite Cloak +1, Spectral Spider Network +1, Straight Darkness +2, Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Exile, and Summon Wizard Hat +1.

Having Straight Darkness +2 in the alpha skill section might seem like overkill. But he was facing the most powerful version of Bianca he’d seen yet. It would be the height of stupidity to underestimate her.

That didn’t mean he would leave out the skills in his beta section.

In fact, he had something special in store for Bianca with one of his beta skills in mind. Other than that, he needed his chosen five in the alpha section for their stellar utility.

He would be in a world of hurt without them in top tier shape.

Under the bright twin suns with the scent of blood and smoke in the air, Bianca hit him with the classic flash at the start of their battle. Zarian knew that would happen. But she timed it perfectly – right when he finished saying ‘Give me your all!’ – and before he could cast Void Step.

However, she was a split-second too slow to follow up with a more serious attack. He strode through the void and came out of wrinkled air ahead of the retreating kobolds and far from the fort.

He figured he might as well kill two birds with one stone.

“Look! Look! It’s the bad magic one!” yelled a kobold.

“He’s blocking our way! Kill him!” yelled another kobold.

Zarian chuckled at what he heard. He couldn’t see the kobolds directly. His main eyes were severely burnt.

Granted, he didn’t need them.

He had his spectral spiders that he was tossing around in the area. He also had Basic Aura Manipulation, which was a rare trait for a reason.

It didn’t naturally lend him vision. Instead, he had to move his aura around actively to touch the surrounding aura. There were auras in all things, especially in those who leveled up and accrued stats, which grew their aura.

Through aura manipulation, he pushed his sensory horizons to the limit and felt out everything close by. He kept pushing to feel out the rushing kobolds who were pointing their weapons at him or casting ranged attacks filled with unique elements infused with their aura.

Para swatted aside javelins, elemental bolts, and arrows while Zarian focused deeper.

He used part of his Fractured Mind for seeing through aura manipulation alone. Another part of his Fractured Mind used his spectral spiders to observe a flurry of rushing lights blitzing through the retreating kobolds.

It was a slaughter.

When one of those little lights passed through a kobold, it burned them up instantly, leaving a crispy and ravaged corpse. Bianca’s Light Step +1 with good +5 was scary, especially against the weaker kobolds.

She looked like a horrific and heavenly weapon cast down to scour the world of nonbelievers and anyone associated with evil. And she was gunning for Zarian because her Shining Mark skill was on him.

No matter where he went, she would find him. Worse yet, her Shining Mark dimmed the effectiveness of his own darkness.

It was sometimes surprising how little utility skills could end up being so detrimental.

He had to remember that Bianca didn’t come naturally into being a powerhouse, either. She’d started her journey in the Infinita Star System as mainly a support type of adventurer.

Zarian, despite his troubles, couldn’t help but smile at that. He loved how far they could push utility types. He loved how far Bianca was pushing him to get creative and unleash some unusual powers and tricks.

“There was once a Quagmire Pit that swallowed many a soul,” Zarian chanted, bringing to life the folktales of the Grimoire of the Dread Mire Hell Gator. The spells came to exist one by one, following a combo-based string. “In that Quagmire Pit were invisible jaws that snapped apart flesh and bone with a Dread Mire Bite. But the predator wanted more and more and gave all who could hear a warning with its Dread Mire Bellow.”

Two Quagmire Pits formed and merged into one. They weren’t as large as they would be if the gator grimoire was in the alpha section. Regardless of that, he pushed the spells as hard as he could.

The unified pits swallowed up hundreds of kobolds. The surface trembled and splashed with kobolds trying to escape, their attempts mostly futile, especially when an enormous pair of invisible jaws snapped up.

Blood and gore geysered up and rained down in a sluicing crimson fall. So many died from that one spell that the remaining kobolds tripped and fell back while under the huge red deluge.

Then the blood-coated jaws snapped open and released an eruptive bellow. A solidified sonic wave smashed the nearest kobolds into a messy tumble and had them screaming in traumatic terror.

Even Bianca’s flurry of lights couldn’t deny the power of the bellow.

The sonic wave forced her back into her human form. She tumbled along with the kobolds, landing in puddles of blood and gore as the sky finished raining down limbs and viscera.

The mental trauma from listening to the bellow wouldn’t stick to Bianca while she had her uber goodness buff. That was okay. Zarian just wanted her to stop while he finished his combo.

“Now it’s time to leave the pit and reveal yourself!” Zarian shouted with conviction and maddened glee. “With this folktale, I summon the great infernal predator, Dread Mire Hell Gator!”

<Dread Mire Hell Gator (Legendary): Summon a Dread Mire Hell Gator at the end of the multi-spell combo. The bigger and badder the sequence, the bigger and badder the gator. Scales with Wonder and Mysticism.>

This version of the Dread Mire Hell Gator would come out smaller because of the beta debuff. But nobody would deny it could make an impact when it arrived with a volcanic showing.

The hell gator burst out of the pit while covered in oily hell flames that were red and yellow. It had six eyes that glowed with intense and malevolent fury.

All its teeth in its massive jaws were huge, many times bigger than most men were tall. And it ran on six legs while over a thousand feet long from its snout to its tail.

Seeing such an immense and powerful creature had the remaining kobolds screaming, falling over each other, begging for mercy.

The hell gator showed them no mercy. The hell gator crashed down with a ground trembling quake, stomped over groups of kobolds like they were bugs, and charged forward with a rumbling sprint.

Its head twisted sideways while rushing down for an earth-scraping chomp on Bianca’s position. Its teeth slashed apart and punctured every kobold between the Dread Mire Hell Gator and the Light Princess.

Zarian held his breath as Bianca did the expected thing – she used her Light Step +1 again. She dove into the flaming hell gator’s throat to avoid its massive bite. 

Zarian sensed the hell gator facing some difficulty. Bianca was going on a rampage inside its body.

But unlike the wolf dragon, the hell gator was an infernal entity. Its body was filled with scorching flames and boiling blood. Bianca was going to have a hard time while inside of there.

Still, the hell gator thrashed about in pain, feet stomping, giant tail slamming, jaws snapping. The earth shuddered and rolled with impacts from the hell gator’s thrashing.

More kobolds died in the wake of the hell gator. Bianca kept tearing the thousand-foot long monstrosity from the inside while enduring the hellish heat roiling furiously around her.

“That should occupy her for some time, Para,” Zarian said. “And she doesn’t have too much aura left, even with her good +5. Once we wear her down enough, we can finish her.”

Para didn’t respond. She wasn’t eager to fight Bianca. The cloak flapped with less dramatic flair than usual.

Zarian chuckled while beams of deadly light punctured the hell gator from the inside out. Bianca was putting up an incredible fight.

Still, Zarian had enough time to fit in a conversation and some more preparations.

“Think of it like this, Para,” Zarian said. “If we’re really Bianca’s friends, we’ll fight back until she can’t fight anymore. Then … we’ll make a change somehow. We will not lose our friend.”

Para perked up a little more after hearing that. Bianca was the first person other than Zarian to acknowledge the Parasite Cloak as a person.

Maybe it was strange for a parasitic, flesh-eating entity to care, but it was also strange for that entity to learn Spanish and befriend others. Para cared about Bianca and would fight to save a friend.

With Para onboard, Zarian turned his focus to his own dark powers, Dark Affinity especially. He was in a race against time as the Dread Mire Hell Gator lost some of its aggressiveness and slowed down heavily.

The creature vomited out boiling blood from its massive jaws. Parts of its body turned to stone and cracked in many places, like heavy stone falling off a mountain side.

Then the monstrous and fierce entity, Zarian’s biggest summon to date, craned back and let out a painful bellow before a massive blast of light erupted from inside of its chest.

Bianca demolished the hell gator. She flew free from its body and left the dead hell gator in crumbled piles of brimstone and sulfur.

Bianca landed nearby with a stumble. Her body was burnt in many places, but she was no stranger to pain. Her elven dress was still holding together despite some severe damage.

The Light Princess looked up with a scowl, searing light beaming from her eyes. In both hands, she held twin sabers of bright light. Orbs of light swirled around her, each packed with great smiting power, all enhanced by good +5.

Zarian snapped his fingers and used his Raise Advancing Skeletons spell. A hundred skeletons rose from the mud and blood, from the flesh and gore. They raked their bare skeletal fingers toward Bianca’s body like a scene out of a horror movie.

The Light Princess didn’t respond until the last second. Then she became a blurring figure of sweeping light and searing lasers. She eradicated the skeletons as easily as one could breathe.

Even after suffering through the bowels of the hell gator, Bianca kept exuding exceptional combat prowess. She showed an immense power that scoured the battlefield of skeletons and the still-living kobolds caught in the wake between two mortal titans of light and dark.

Zarian observed her through his aura manipulation and the distant spectral spiders watching from various angles. He would soon have to rely more on the former than the latter, as Bianca drew closer and closer.

She cleared through most of his rushed summons, the basic skeletons barely slowing her down.

That was fine. Zarian had all he needed now. The real preparations were complete.

“Let’s go, Para.”

“Let’s go!” Para roared while reshaped into their latest fighting suit.

She had Zarian covered in bone-like armor, with threads of flesh fused between the gaps.

She turned the cloak behind his back into two big bestial arms that ended in thick fists with bone-plated knuckles. Zarian had similar knuckle-plates on the bone gauntlets made from Para’s body.

His wizard hat had shifted and fused with the carapace-like armor to further cover his head. He had the look of a big, heavy, juggernaut wizard now.

Of course, that wasn’t enough to stop this current version of Bianca. This was just the under armor to the deep and dense concentration of darkness Zarian had placed over each part of himself and Para.

This was how Dark Affinity and some creative use of Straight Darkness +2 came into play as he worked in and reinforced lines and plates of the armor with intensely dense darkness.

Then, as the finishing piece, Zarian cast the last spell he’d learned from the Grimoire of the Mad Voidling Exile, which was in his alpha skill section for this very reason: Void Layer.

<Void Layer (Legendary): For a high expense of aura, layer the starved emptiness and madness of the void over an elemental ability. Scales with Wonder.>

Void Layer combined with Dark Affinity, Straight Darkness +2, and the armored version of his Parasite Cloak +1 was a cheat power combination.

He had the best of many worlds like this. The density of his darkness held weight while the emptiness of the void made his darkness more absorbent against offensive elements.

The parasite armor and big knuckles were heavier and able to hold up under the power of the void and darkness.

Better yet, because of his Void Mysticism trait, he didn’t need a high amount of points in Wonder to scale with Void Layer. His Void Mysticism trait made it so his enormous points in Mysticism would grant partial scaling to all void-based abilities, intensifying this power even further.

Just like that, Zarian flipped his weakness against light-based powers into one where he held the greatest advantage. Now he and Para looked like a black hole shaped into an armored juggernaut with four arms.

All light. All reality. Everything swirled around the edges of this form.

As if the fundamental elements of the world were draining into his all-consuming, void-layered darkness, where there was no escape.

The Shining Mark skill stopped being a factor.

Zarian laughed.

Bianca hit him with a giant smiting beam of light and goodness. Zarian got to feel how stupidly busted the good alignment could be. Despite all of his preparations, Bianca’s power rose to a point of nearly matching him.

But it wasn’t enough to eradicate him or overcome his ultimate defense. Zarian and Para stood their ground and absorbed her massive attack while the surrounding landscape was vaporized.

The ground turned into melted slag. Fires blazed uncontrollably. Smoke stacked into the sky. The remaining kobolds who were nearby turned to ash. Then the attack ended, and Zarian remained standing and unharmed.

Zarian rushed forward with four arms raised. Bianca let out a wrathful scream and rushed forward as well.

With a step and twist, Zarian used a burst of darkness from under his feet to scoot to the side and move out of the way of a powerful sword swing Bianca struck down from overhead.

He landed heavily and pressed into Bianca’s flank. He took another sword swing to the chest and felt it challenge his control over the void-layered darkness.

The armor held out.

Bianca’s attack slid off and left no damage. All light and heat disappeared into the void armor.

Undaunted, Bianca entered a frenzy. She slashed at him with the utmost of speed and tenacity. Her light shone with an intensity that drowned out the light from the suns.

Zarian and Para remained as a spot of unyielding darkness in all the light. Nothing could break through. She couldn’t wipe them away with her all-destroying light.

The duo rushed at her, and for the first time since this started, they forced Bianca to truly back up. She retreated while she kept slashing at them with a flurry of attacks.

Nothing could cut through the void-layered darkness and reach the flesh underneath. But each slash kept challenging Zarian’s control and his aura supply.

The time was ticking.

Zarian and Para threw haymaker punches that swung through the air with heavy whomps. Bianca swerved around each of their four-armed attacks and returned more slashes in between the punches.

She even threw in short-range solar flares, mini sun bombs, and mini-lasers from different angles. She became more creative under the pressure, unwilling to buckle.

The most interesting trick Zarian observed was when she called in clones of herself that attacked with hard light swords. He hadn’t realized that was a possibility.

He stumbled a little when he felt Bianca’s illusions strike him with cuts and stabs that would’ve been deadly against anyone else.

Zarian adapted fast. He thrust his hands into each illusion and absorbed them into the void. As long as they weren’t real, his void-layered darkness was the ultimate end of Bianca’s illusions.

At some point, Zarian wondered how long this would last. Then, to his relief, Bianca really started to fade. He felt it through his aura manipulation.

Bianca had an enormous amount of power, and her supercharged good alignment might’ve fed into her aura supply somewhat, but she couldn’t escape from her fundamental weakness fully.

She had always been an aura guzzler. She burned out fast. Especially against Zarian’s unyielding defense.

To be fair, he was using every ounce of power he could put into his darkness and void spell. He’d already burnt through so much aura he was getting dangerously close to being empty himself.

However, Zarian would be damned if he lost a war of attrition against Bianca. Now it was time to remind her why she called him daddy.

The Madness Wizard hit Bianca with a heavy gut punch and broke a few ribs. Para grabbed Bianca by the leg and raised her up before slamming her down into the ground hard, forming a big crater.

Bianca turned into a flurry of lights to escape, but that was a sign of weakness to Zarian. In which case, he was the dominant figure.

That was plenty of grounds for using his Lore Eater trait liberally. He consumed some of Bianca’s surface memories and raced her to the spot where she would naturally reform.

She wouldn’t even know he was doing that. He used Lore Eater to consume her most recent observations to keep her blinded to his next move.

After she reformed, her eyes opened wide in surprise when she found Zarian already in front of her.

He struck her face with a backhanded slap that knocked her off her feet. Para’s giant mitt for a hand reached out and caught Bianca by the back of her head.

Bianca screamed in frustration and do-gooder defiance.

Para slammed Bianca’s face into the ground and shut her up. Then, before Bianca could recompose herself, Para raised her up and slammed her face down again and again until the Light Princess stopped resisting.

She fell unconscious.

Zarian was victorious.




99: Zarian Dies 2

Woo, fuck, that was a close one! Zarian thought, cutting off all his abilities, especially Void Layer.

That was a close one. He’d nearly bottomed out, and that would’ve been embarrassing. Nobody other than Para understood the panic Zarian felt toward the end while encased in void-layered dark armor.

He must’ve looked like an unstoppable fiend as he endured Bianca’s endless light show and heavenly wrath. He was actually cutting it close toward the end until Para knocked Bianca out with healthy doses of face-to-ground medicine.

Unfortunately, the gods couldn’t help but chime in.

<You’ve acquired all the evil attention (7/7)!>

“Ah, no. Don’t you dare! Don’t you freaking dare!” Zarian growled.

The gods carried on anyway.

<Evil God Sinfeast approves first!>

<Evil God Goldhound approves second!>

<Evil Goddess Sickspread approves!>

<Evil God Killall approves!>

<Evil Goddess Shadowfell disapproves!>

<Evil God Hisscreep disapproves!>

<Evil God The Dragon slumbers …>

…

<Your evil alignment grows: +3!>

Zarian growled as he felt his evil alignment rise. He nearly lost control. He nearly raised his boot and crushed Bianca’s head.

Para, thankfully, restrained him as Zarian fought for control against the brainwashing alignment.

The initial change was always the hardest. It seemed like having evil +3 or good +3 hit the limit where anyone could control themselves.

Now Zarian understood why Bianca was so eager to unleash her goodness. She really had it hard. Having +3 in good or evil while under Level 100 was a lot to endure. Any more would definitely lead to total brainwashing.

Zarian refused to lose to his evil alignment with it only +3.

“I’m not evil. I’m evil aligned. Evil is a tool. I’m not evil. I’m not evil. You won’t control me. You won’t change me. I will use you. You are a tool.”

Zarian stumbled back as he wrestled more control away from the evil alignment. He stuffed it down further and further into the depths of his profile.

After a few minutes, he found equilibrium, but he was far from pleased.

Yes, he was more intelligent. Absolutely cunning, even. Hell, he could connect the dots to a few mysteries that hadn’t seemed so obvious to him before compared to now. But the price was too high.

The gods meddled far too much.

“Well, I’ll dole out some thanks. Shadowfell, Hisscreep, The Dragon, I appreciate your disapproval or inattention,” Zarian said darkly. “Everyone else, you’ve goofed up.”

Sinfeast, Goldhound, Sickspread, and Killall were officially on Zarian’s godly naughty list. That included Purgehunt, Purehome, Lawkeep, Kingsblood, and Hopeland.

That was nine gods out of fourteen who were enemies for sure, with Sinfeast being at the top of the list. Evil God Sinfeast had the honor of Zarian as his number one hater, after all.

Zarian huffed angrily and shook his head. He looked around at the devastation made from the super fight of light versus dark, good versus evil.

It felt both ironic and proper that the biggest fight to this point came from Bianca. He wasn’t mad at that.

He was mad at the gods.

He took some time to recover his mentality and emotions. He had so much Mysticism he recovered plenty of his aura quickly, too. His wizard hat helped with that.

With Bianca scooped up in his arms, he cast Void Step. He found Gilbert on the northern wall, Hannah and Naomi beside him.

“Keep her tranquilized. Heal all the damage, please,” Zarian said, setting Bianca down gently.

“Yeah, I got her.” Gilbert knelt down next to their Light Princess.

He applied his Tranquilizer Touch +1. Meanwhile, Bianca’s wounds faded away quickly. She would look like her usual pretty and glamorous self soon.

Gilbert also extended his Healing Force +1 to heal Zarian’s eyes faster. The recovery sensation was itchy until they returned to normal.

He didn’t open them right away because Zarian was getting better at feeling out his environment and ‘seeing’ with aura manipulation alone. That might grow into being a useful technique the more he worked on it.

“So it really happened,” Naomi said gruffly, arms folded across her chest. “I’m glad you didn’t hold back too much.”

“I couldn’t really,” Zarian said.

“How bad was it?” Hannah asked. “We were watching from the wall. We didn’t want to intervene, but we were all worried.”

“She’s stupidly powerful despite some key weaknesses she needs to tidy up.” Zarian sighed as Para peeled back the armor and returned them to their usual appearance.

After he gathered his thoughts, he went on to explain his claim: “She’s reaching a point where she can nearly be as destructive as me. But her defense is terrible outside of evasion and outmaneuvers. She should’ve formed panels and walls to box me out. Maintaining my Void Layer spell while using Dark Affinity and Straight Darkness as unique armor was the biggest aura drain ever, and if Bianca had been more patient, she could’ve had me in a bad spot.”

Hannah hummed. “You know, Zarian, we can’t always multitask like you. I think Bianca pushed herself to the absolute limit just to challenge you with her best style.”

“You were freaking blinded and that couldn’t stop you,” Gilbert said.

Zarian shrugged. “I have spectral spiders looking out from a distance. And I used my aura manipulation to feel things out and ‘see’ by touch.”

“This freaking guy.” Gilbert shook his head.

Hannah sighed before saying under her breath, “Truly a demigod.”

“I was nearly out of aura, honestly,” Zarian said, trying to downplay himself.

“I would’ve jumped in if things turned for the worst,” Naomi said, looking out into the distance where the battle had happened.

The kobolds were massacred in the wake of two titanic adventurers of light and dark, of good and evil. There were wildfires spreading across the fields because of Bianca’s powers and the rampage of the hell gator.

The amount of damage Zarian and Bianca put out was incredible when looking at it from a distance. However, Zarian didn’t let that distract him from what Naomi had said.

He placed a hand on her shoulder. “I would’ve found another way.”

“I have her tranquilized, but how brainwashed is she?” Gilbert asked, still knelt.

“Pretty brainwashed. I’m evil +3 now and … it nearly took me over.” Zarian grouched and shook his head.

He felt his evil alignment try to break free. He shoved it back down its pit and fought with it.

“Are you going to be okay?” Naomi asked, the others looking concerned.

“I’ll be okay in a sec.” Once he was in control again, he said, “She’s good +5.”

“What?!” Roland screamed.

He, Lora, and some other soldiers and acolytes were standing nearby while trying not to look like they were eavesdropping. Now that the cat was out of the bag, Roland stepped forward brazenly.

He looked at the Floridians like they were insane. “How are you all acting so calmly about this? Good +5 is unheard of! It’s preposterous, even! That has to be the highest in the Walled Continent! Perhaps across the entire world! She’s a true demigoddess! Is this normal in the World of Swamps and Princesses?”

The other soldiers and acolytes reacted nearly the same as they looked down at Bianca with something close to worship. Not all of them did that, however.

Some soldiers and acolytes looked at Zarian with a weird mixture of adoration and fear. It was as if he lived up to be an unstoppable dark god.

Amabel was near. She watched Zarian like he couldn’t do anything wrong.

Zarian looked at his fellow Floridians. They all shrugged.

Then Zarian turned to Roland and said, “We saw it coming.”

He hadn’t discussed it aloud very much with the others.

But Naomi must’ve picked up on the possibility of Bianca getting pushed beyond good +3. Hannah was perceptive enough. And Gilbert wouldn’t remain clueless for long, not while next to Naomi and Hannah.

Everyone outside of Bianca would’ve realized something like this would happen eventually. But only Zarian was the most prepared for it.

“What do we do now?” Amabel asked.

Zarian flicked through some of his notifications. He nearly paused when he saw the Parasite Cloak had advanced to +2 along with some other stellar gains.

He moved on quickly, knowing he would come back to checking his earnings later. Or maybe not. At least for now, he focused on what the Mythical Regional Event had for them.

<You’ve survived the second day of the siege. Take the next four days to prepare for Part 2 of the Wolf Dragon Invasion.>

<Wolf Dragon Invasion Part 2 (Level 50): You’ve rocked the wolf dragons and wolf kobolds. Now they’re more hesitant to fight you at your fortress without overwhelming numbers on their side. It’s not yet time to spring an attack, but in the next four days, you can meet them at the main fortress of North Crown Peak.>

<This is still a group-based event. However, you need not lead everyone if they aren’t fully capable. Leave some at the fortress, then take a group of your choice to the main fortress and face the wolf dragons and wolf kobolds there.>

“Looks like we’re getting a few days off,” Zarian said. “I need some time to recover my aura. Let’s take a break. Then later, we’ll gather bodies and equipment from the battlefield and feed them to the dungeon.”

There were no further questions after that. The soldiers and acolytes were eager to have a break. Naomi didn’t have an issue with that command either, which was good, because he needed her for something dire.

“Gilbert, Hannah, stay with Bianca, please.” Zarian turned to his remaining skeletons. He frowned at the loss of Glowy and Hasty. “Guys, can you head out onto the battlefield and make sure no major kobolds are alive? Kill all the survivors if you can.”

The skeletons nodded along. They didn’t show any emotions upfront. 

However, Zarian noticed how they moved with less perkiness and rattle when they went off to fulfill the order. Goblin skeleton Darko moved with even more sluggishness than the others.

It felt heartless, but he might have to reconsider bumping up the numbers of advanced skeletons he had at his disposal. He doubted he would do more war games like these often, but facing something like a siege was teaching him the necessity of having extra Self-Sufficient skeletons ready for deployment.

That depended on if he would get a chance to make improvements.

“Naomi, with me,” Zarian said.

She perked up and followed.

They took the stairs down and headed for one of the cleaned up homes that was the largest in the fort. It was probably the home of the village leader before the slaughter of the villagers.

The place was barren after the soldiers and acolytes removed the debris, bodies, and blood.

Zarian stopped inside, where the village leader had a large living room that worked as a reception area for guests. He breathed in and out deeply, wrangling down his evil alignment.

He kept his eyes shut for a while until he felt more like himself.

Then he opened his eyes and looked at Naomi.

“What’s up?” Naomi shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

“Can you pull the medallion out of your soul for me?” Zarian asked.

“Sure.”

A heavy gold medallion phased out of Naomi’s chest and laid over her leather armor. Intricate engravings swirled around its surface where seven different colored gems lay embedded around the edges.

He used his Identify trait.

<Divine Revival Charm (Divine): The wearer of this charm can revive from death once a week. Death magic is weakened significantly when used against the wearer, which scales with Wonder. Upon your will, this charm can bind itself to a soul temporarily while its power remains in effect.>

“I still like this charm on you, even though the optimal thing to do is to give it to someone with more Wonder,” Zarian said. “Thankfully, you have the Earth-Sky Meditation.”

Naomi’s Earth-Sky Meditation raised her Wonder and Mysticism stats. It was a great skill, since Naomi had the lowest Wonder and Mysticism among the Floridians.

Zarian found it brazen of her to rely on Willpower, Strength, and Agility, being his complete opposite. Granted, she was the only one who could pull off Aura Ignition, making her special in her own way.

She’s come a long way too, hasn’t she? Zarian thought.

“Yeah, my meditation skill is pretty nice,” Naomi said. “I don’t think I want to go off and test this medallion thing against death magic myself, though. I would rather be the one doling out death.”

“I get that.” Zarian looked up as he rubbed the back of his neck.

Naomi shifted her stance again and looked at him suspiciously. She waited for him to speak further.

“Did I explain why I got that charm?” he asked.

“It’s because you’re the Honored Outsider, right?”

Zarian pulled up the old notification. He read his first achievement aloud for Naomi.

<Honored Outsider (Divine): This divine achievement is rewarded for the sole Honored Outsider, you, for your great connections. Your origins are so worrisome you must have this boon: Divine Revival Charm. Please keep this on you. Please don’t lose it. Please don’t die an unworthy death. Please.>

Naomi blinked. “That’s a lot of pleases from the System.”

“Yeah, well, I think it’s time to cash in on my worrisome origins,” Zarian said. “Star System, I think you know what I want. I don’t enjoy operating under the current alignment games. I want a change. Make it so that me and Bianca can still work together without being brainwashed by our alignments.”

“Are you sure the Star System will respond?” Naomi asked.

“It has to,” Zarian said.

The Star System, however, didn’t respond.

Zarian frowned as he looked into the air. Then he asked, “Are you ignoring me because you don’t want to respond or because you don’t have an answer to changing the alignments?”

The Star System didn’t respond.

Zarian sighed. He rubbed his eyes. He glanced over at Naomi who was looking more and more worried.

Something clicked behind her eyes.

She had him figured out, and he knew she would.

“No,” Naomi said.

Zarian smiled a little. “I think it’s time to call in those connections.”

“The cost is too big.” Naomi stepped forward. “We can find another way. Maybe Bianca has to go solo for a while.”

Naomi gulped. “Or maybe you need to leave us for a while. Then, after we hit Level 100, Bianca would get in control of herself.”

Zarian shook his head. “The gods are playing hard ball. More so now than for anyone in the Lesser Worlds, I bet. And it’s because of me. They won’t let things go normally for Bianca or me.”

Naomi looked down and balled her hands into shaky fists. She spoke through gritted teeth. “Leave us behind, Zarian.”

“No.”

“What you’re planning is so colossally stupid we might lose you forever. What makes you think your origins are enough to make a big sweeping change and … and … bring you back to us?” Naomi asked. “You’re proposing that solution, aren’t you? You’re going to off yourself!”

She clutched the medallion with one hand while breathing hard. Zarian had never seen Naomi panic like this.

He didn’t know why he wanted her here for this, either. It would’ve been easier if he were alone. But maybe he needed to see her reaction before making a decision that could change everything.

“It has to work,” Zarian said. “Either that or the Star System makes another change for me. It did it once. It can do it again.”

A blue alert appeared that both he and Naomi could see.

<What you are asking for cannot be done. The alignment subsystem is too integral to the Star System for change. It is the reason this system exists. Please consider other options.>

“See! The Star System can’t do what you want, Zarian!” Naomi shouted. “Please consider other options.”

She bit the edge of her lip before saying, “Sometimes, we can’t always get what we want. That’s … just how things are.”

Zarian looked at her like she wasn’t Naomi Washington anymore. He couldn’t believe the words coming out of her mouth. It disgusted him a little.

She must’ve picked up on that and backed away, more so out of shame. He hated to see that from her.

There was a long silence. So many things could be said, but they were left unsaid instead.

Zarian sighed and rubbed the back of his neck again. Then he let out a low chuckle that turned into a hearty laugh.

Naomi looked at him like the madman he was.

“Sorry, sorry, it just hit me that the martyr classes were actually fitting,” Zarian said. “I love my friends. Even when you’re not always the best of people, you’re the type I like to be around. I’m willing to sacrifice everything for those types of friends. I’m willing to make the ultimate sacrifice for Bianca, Gilbert, Hannah, and you.

“So … I can’t accept the idea ‘that’s just how things are’ when I know deep down I have something that can make a change. I just … have to trigger it. Maybe my real parents will finally show up or something.”

Naomi looked at him hard and long. Then she said with a croak, “What if you’re wrong?”

“What if I’m right?” he asked with a grin.

“This isn’t the evil alignment talking?” Naomi asked. Then she shook her head. “No, the evil alignment wouldn’t do something like this. But Zarian … you’re more likely to be wrong.”

“I’m Zarian Darkrun, and I like my chances.”

There was a hint of magic behind his name when he said it with more weight, intention, and meaning. It was enough for them both to feel it.

Naomi shivered. Goosebumps covered her exposed skin.

Ariana Darkrun appeared in the room’s corner behind Naomi. No dream this time. His ghostly little sister was here for a reason, as if what Zarian was about to do summoned her.

Ariana smiled silently. He kept her appearance in his peripherals, not drawing attention to her, while he focused on Naomi.

Naomi shook on the spot, ignorant of the ghost, before striding forward all the way. She grabbed him by the front of his leather armor and lifted him off his feet. She shook him a few times as she growled.

“I swear on all the gods, good, evil, I don’t give a damn, that if you screw this up, I will revive you and kick your ass!” Naomi threatened, with tears in her eyes. “Don’t you dare screw this up, okay? Whatever is on the other side, you get what you’re looking for and come back!”

“Aye, ma’am,” Zarian replied, reaching down to pat her on the head.

She let him go and stumbled back. She looked twitchy. Like she wanted to run in again and stop him.

Her eyes were watery and puffy. She was all rage now, barely held back by her will.

She looked beautiful that way, which was a messed up thought, but Zarian was in a messed up mood. It didn’t help that he had to hold back his evil alignment.

It was no surprise that evil was self-serving and didn’t like major sacrifices of self. He had to fight it the whole time, and he was too stubborn to let it win.

Zarian gave Naomi a two-finger salute. Then he pointed the same fingers against the side of his head.

A gold notification appeared in the open this time.

<There are items that can suppress the negative effects of alignments! There is no need to make such a hasty decision!>

Ignoring the Star System, Zarian spoke to his literally closest companion, his cloak. “Sorry, Para, for what’s going to come. I hope you don’t mind sticking all the way through with me.”

“I’m ready,” Para said. “We will help our friend … and eat the gods!”

“Atta girl. You’re really the greatest cloak anyone can have.”

Another notification appeared. This time, it was a red alert.

<You know not what you are doing or what you may unleash!>

“I alone am the Honored Outsider,” Zarian said. “I do what I want.”

Naomi watched, her tears streaming. Ariana grinned widely and revealed her hidden fangs.

And Zarian pulled the trigger.




100: Darkness and Freedom

What was power?

Was it the whip of the master striking the slave’s back? Was it the heart of a rebellion? The flames of insurrection? The fight against the oppressor’s oppression?

Was power the freedom to choose what you want and do things however you want? Regardless of what others thought? Regardless of the damage that could be wrought?

What was power?

Was it the destruction of a foe? Was it to see a place and just go?

Was it the secret to increasing one’s life span so you could always have more? Was it the release from earthly burdens so you could be one with your lord?

What if power were all of these things plus more? What if there was power beyond being overpowered?

The answer to these questions was Zarian Darkrun and his worrisome origins.

The moment he shot himself in the head, he delivered so much critical damage he eliminated most of his vitality and life energy.

There was still a chance to save him.

He had leftover life energy he’d drained from fighting the kobolds.

The person who could save him, Gilbert McDonald, had Healing Force +1 as his best alpha skill for a reason. While the small-town North Floridian was no intellectual doctor, he was still the best keeper of lives in many miles on the Walled Continent.

He was the answer to saving Zarian from this death. And rightfully so, since Gilbert was quick to sense Zarian’s demolished vitality and dwindling life energy.

He rushed away from the unconscious Bianca Garcia and left her under Hannah Townhouse’s care. He sent his Healing Force +1 ahead to reach Zarian’s body.

Gilbert thought little about how this could be a chance to get rid of the man who’d doomed his fellow officers. Gilbert didn’t care about how troublesome Zarian could be at the best of times.

Zarian was a fellow member of the party, a fellow Floridian. He was someone Gilbert had grown comfortable around after months of adventuring in the Infinita Star System. He was going to save Zarian, even if that was the last thing he could do.

He needed to get closer for his skill to be effective against a death strike that was wiping away the last of the wizard’s life energy. Gilbert was already riding his eight-legged steed, whose name was still taking Gilbert some time to figure out.

The Knighted Healer was sure they would make it to Zarian in time. The wizard was one of the toughest around.

Something ghostly flickered into view. A little girl with dark skin. She wore a sparkly white dress and pearly dress shoes, like she was going to church. She scared the eight-legged steed, and nothing had scared the Sleipnir before.

Gilbert had to wrestle his own mount to keep from getting bucked off, breaking his concentration for a moment. That was all it took to lose Zarian.

The ghostly figure of a little black girl in a white dress disappeared.

Gilbert urged his steed forward until he reached the home of the old village leader. Naomi Washington was sitting on the patio while cradling a headless corpse.

She had big fat tears trailing down her cheeks. Gilbert had never thought Naomi could cry. It was nearly as shocking as Zarian’s death.

The headless corpse had a lifeless cloak that was all pale white now. Even the cloak looked like a corpse.

Para was dead.

Gilbert dropped from the back of his steed. He hit the ground and staggered to one knee.

He couldn’t believe it.

The person who was supposed to be their rock, their guide, was gone. The insufferable devil was gone.

Gilbert got back to his feet and tried to push his Healing Force +1 into the headless corpse. He even tried to push his healing into the dead cloak to see if he could revive Para.

He tried and tried, but a corpse wouldn’t take his healing magic.

He was not a necromancer.

And the mortal known as Zarian was dead in this instance.

Before Gilbert could utter a word, the skies darkened suddenly. He looked up and felt his heart drop into his cooling gut.

He fell back to his knees, his Willpower completely shattered, his hands clasped as he prayed to his god from his old world. He kept staring up at the sky, but he wasn’t completely ignorant of all that was happening around him.

Naomi was laughing now. She sounded like a witch straight out of hell. Gilbert glanced at her as she stood with the corpse and pointed at the sky.

The corpse didn’t last long.

Somehow, it became the stuff of darkness and drained away.

Gilbert felt sick to his stomach.

Naomi took it all in stride, completely out of her mind. She smiled, with tears still streaming down her face. She kept pointing up with glee.

They all looked up at the sky. Not just Naomi and Gilbert. Not just Hannah or Stony the Wall Crusher Master. Not just the soldiers and acolytes.

Everyone across the Walled Continent who had a clear view of the sky was looking up. They were seeing an event that had never happened before.

It was like nothing of the legends and myths of past eras, some of which were lost to the eons of history that went long before the Restart Era.

The Corma Star.

The Star Core.

The two suns were covered in darkness.

As if they were eclipsed. But the darkness was deeper than an eclipse. The darkness had weight. The darkness had gravity.

Together, the darkened suns looked like void-like eyes.

To Naomi, Gilbert, and Hannah, the blackened stars would look like Zarian’s eyes. Though they weren’t the only ones worldwide to recognize the act of cosmic darkness having Zarian’s likeness.

Even while at the eastern foot of the Grimrock Castle Mountains, where Jack Masters ambushed interloping adventurers to sharpen his man-killing techniques, and where Foodie of the Green Hop Explorers hunted monstrous beasts for their delicious flesh and to progress herself, Jack and Foodie both recognized the darkness set upon the suns.

Jack Masters became filled with incomprehensible rage. He sent wrath-filled bolts and starry crescents into the sky as if he could strike down the eyes of Zarian.

Foodie, however, took a seat on a mossy boulder with her legs crossed. She lay her best cleaver on her lap and watched the end of the Infinita Star System unfold.

She even smiled in acceptance. She welcomed the unstoppable power of the newbie she once fed.

Many others in the World of Castles and Caverns didn’t share in her positive outlook. Not Jack. Not the Grimrock Warlock.

Not the barons of Carrowmore, nor the many leaders on the Walled Continent and across all of Corma. The same could be said for the leaders of many neighboring worlds.

They didn’t like what was happening, especially when their own stars darkened.

If one was to view the entire Infinita Star System from the top down, they would see at the heart was the Star Core, which all planets could see regardless of their location.

Then there were the individual mini-stars connected to every habitable planet, along with the moons that could number from one to over dozens for each world.

All was bright except for the spreading darkness in the middle. Eventually, in every corner of this contained universe that held billions of habitable worlds and countless living creatures connected to the Star System, their stars blackened.

Infinita turned dark.

Then, when the darkness became whole and complete, Zarian came to life in his true form. He was not fully awake. Not in the sense that would be human and conscious of what was happening.

But he was alive as an entity that turned an entire universe dark.

And he was hungry.

Corma was the first world he consumed. Like a single piece of cereal between his shapeless jaws.

It went away with a quiet crunch.

Everyone and everything on Corma died.

Then the same happened to the neighboring worlds.

The darkness that was his formless body had no end to its appetite. Once he had a taste, he couldn’t help but have another. It was like eating the most delicious and nutritious candy anyone could ever have.

Another world disappeared with a muffled crunch, leaving nothing behind.

Another world vanished completely and became a part of the abyssal darkness. Another world followed the same fate. Then another and another and another.

He ran through them one by one at first.

Then he took them by the dozens.

By the hundreds.

By the thousands.

By the millions.

Then he took in whole galaxy clusters and super galaxies.

The hunger wouldn’t subside. The ease he felt when consuming worlds gave him no reason to stop.

It was more like breathing, really.

But tastier.

Each world or cluster of worlds had unique blends of seasoning on them when he paid close enough attention.

Things became more interesting when certain worlds became spicier. They popped and crackled. They had a presence to them that pushed and pinched at his darkness.

Finally, Zarian paid more attention to what was happening before he consumed another galaxy cluster. His awareness sharpened. His humanity, an abysmally small figment of his former limitations when he had a mortal shell, had a realization that filled him with shock. Then disgust. Then absolute horror.

He wasn’t helping anyone.

He was hurting everyone.

But nothing could stop him. Not even himself. His hunger refused to be denied.

He consumed the divine worlds and the gods with them, completely ignoring their pitiful defense at trying to stop him. None survived him.

Except for one.

His darkness couldn’t consume Luciana Shadowfell.

For whatever reason, she continued to persist in his darkness. She did nothing about it. She simply existed.

Where his attention went, she followed, like a shadow of darkness. Zarian had no idea how that was possible. Only Luciana would know. But she and Zarian weren’t the only impossibilities.

Because Zarian’s darkness had outgrown this tiny universe. He was still reeling from what was happening when he felt the futile attempts of the Star System itself trying to contain him.

Zarian felt the Star System as both ancient runic magic and sophisticated intelligence that was vastly old. He felt it as the last defiant embers of a dying universe that was trying to save all its neighbors from the horror that he wrought.

Zarian stopped existing as a passenger and tried to take control of the wheel. His metaphysical grip slipped away. The darkness was too vast, too unstoppable, too unbound by mortal whims to stop what was its destiny.

The darkness defied Zarian, and it defied the Star System. The darkness broke free and cracked an entire universe open like an egg.

The Infinita Star System died.

Dimensional integrity collapsed.

The darkness spread into multiple universes, multiple dimensions. Luciana rode along unbothered, remaining as a small but constant shadow who could go wherever the darkness went.

And they were joined by one more.

Another mass of darkness.

Another world eater, universe breaker, multidimensional threat. But it was smaller than Zarian’s darkness, and it had only appeared once the Infinita Star System was no more.

Zarian had no idea what the other dark entity could be at first. But when his darkness and the foreign darkness intermingled without hostility. He sensed a familiar vibe only he would know deep down.

Ariana Darkrun.

His little sister.

They were the same.

World eaters.

Universe breakers.

Multidimensional threats.

For whatever reason, she couldn’t achieve her true form until now. More importantly, she seemed more in control of herself. She was more disciplined compared to Zarian’s darkness.

While he ate and ate anything that was edible and caught in his darkness, she watched him.

Ariana, Zarian thought hazily with his mortal mind. Don’t do what I do. Stop me if you can. Please, please, stop me.

Ariana didn’t respond to him, the mortal mind of Zarian.

Instead, after watching his darkness for a while, she turned and spearheaded into a nearby universe. Then she started consuming it from the inside out with ravenous glee. In fact, she was a lot crueler.

She enjoyed playing with her food.

The mortal mind that was Zarian had never known such defeat. He’d never faced such horror as abstract, as limitless, as all-consuming as himself.

He didn’t want this.

He didn’t want worlds of intelligent life to fall to the hunger of his uncontrollable darkness. He didn’t want the impressionable darkness of his little sister to become so evil and cruel.

He didn’t want unique universes teeming with possibilities to become nothing more than a cosmic buffet for the Darkruns to dine on.

Was this the truth behind their names?

Were they the darkness who would run forevermore?

What about his friends? What about his mortal pursuits?

What was the purpose of all this power?

He didn’t want this.

He couldn’t handle this.

If this was the end, Zarian figured he might as well fade away. All he had to do was let go. Let the darkness win. And be what he was.

The darkness that would run forever more with or without his conscious input. Going fully dark would make it less of a torment.

Then he saw a familiar blue marble of a world.

A little place in a lame universe.

It was his home world.

It was the home world of his dead friends.

The darkness was going to eat it.

Zarian was a lot of things. He was a fuck up in many ways. He was a troubled individual hounded by an unfair life. He was once the container of a monstrous entity that he shouldn’t have unleashed with an unworthy death.

But more importantly, Zarian Darkrun wasn’t a bitch.

He fought and fought. He raged against the darkness, against the dying of the light.

The darkness ate the old world and took every living soul there. The darkness ate the old universe and spread into another dimension, weaving in and out of different places Ariana’s darkness played in and consumed.

The Darkruns sometimes shared the same universes to eat together. They sometimes ate their own separate universes. Zarian’s darkness ate the most, and Ariana took her time to play and eat.

And the mortal mind of Zarian kept fighting and fighting. He cussed. He hurled slanders. He raged and raged. He didn’t give up. He didn’t back down.

He slowed his own darkness a teensy bit.

It was an insignificant difference. Barely anyone would notice. But Zarian’s mind noticed. So he fought more.

He thought of how Ariana was impressionable and needed to be taught better. He thought of avenging his friends, his world, and even the Star System.

He refused to disappear. He kept fighting a futile battle against an entity that was both him and beyond him.

It was a battle against an entity that was beyond dimensions and universes. It was an entity that grew large enough to be a multiverse level threat.

Zarian’s darkness broke into a more united multiverse for the first time. The darkness met a larger backlash than any before.

Primordials who’ve existed for tens of billions of years to even hundreds of billions of years used magic and knowledge they’ve honed for all their lifetimes.

There were primordials who claimed they could kill anything. There were primordials who claimed they could survive anything. There were primordials who could create universes. There were primordials who could make their own system apocalypses. There were primordials who could reshape other multiverses. There were primordials who defied countless natural and supernatural laws. There were primordials who were the supreme rulers of primordial armies.

Cultivators. Living systems. God-wizards. Unbeatable warriors. Apex hunters.

There were many primordials. And they were all considerably overpowered. Many of them have never known true defeat.

Zarian’s darkness broke each primordial who tried to fight him.

He consumed them all.

The supreme rulers. The apex hunters. The grand defiers.

They all fell.

They all became food to his darkness.

Ariana’s darkness followed in his wake and ate the lesser primordials and gods. An entire multiverse system collapsed to the Darkruns, and Luciana followed along as a shadow of the siblings’ far-reaching apocalypse.

So, the question must be asked again.

What was power?

Was it Zarian’s rampaging darkness?

Was it Ariana’s happiness to follow her big bro?

Was it the mortal mind of Zarian who kept fighting a futile battle?

Was it Luciana Shadowfell who rode along unaffected as the ceaseless tragedy continued?

Or was it the person waiting for a convenient time to intervene based on his own schedule?

From across multiple multiverses, a voice spoke resoundingly:

“Geez! I look away for a little while and let things run its course and everything goes down a depressing loop! What is this? A bad anime that doesn’t understand the meaning of gradual power scaling?”

What? Zarian thought. Am I hallucinating? Who the heck was that speaking?

Zarian didn’t know how much time had passed. He had no idea how long he’d fought his own darkness and existed with a singular goal of slowing it down.

But he knew he hadn’t heard another person’s voice from the moment this entire mess began. Not even when his darkness was fighting and consuming multiple primordials did anyone’s words reach his conscious mind.

The speaker sounded male. He sounded jovial. He sounded like he could be from Florida, but a different part of Florida.

Central Florida?

He had a Caribbean accent for sure. Zarian could almost catch a hint of something Haitian in that accent. Who was this person?

Shouldn’t he be afraid?

The all-mighty voice spoke again: “I honestly should stick you back in a jar, kid, but the women keep hoping you’ll succeed and I like your moxie. You remind me a little of myself. You kept fighting even though it seemed all pointless. That’s worth something even if you’re a colossal fuck up. But who am I to judge? You can say I’m the O.G. of fuck ups. Now, let’s reverse this mess, shall we? Rewind!”

The darkness shuddered to a stop. The same happened to Ariana’s darkness. Then everything reversed. Everything moved in rewind, as announced by the all-mighty voice.

For the first time in a long time, Zarian’s mortal mind sat back and went along with the ride.

He watched as his darkness and his little sister’s darkness receded from the multiverses they had invaded. He watched the lights flicker on as stars returned to their shining glory.

He watched worlds reappear as if they had never consumed them. He watched the fabric of multiple realities mend wherever a Darkrun had pierced and invaded.

He saw primordials returning to life. He saw gods returning to their thrones. He saw mortals returning to their homes and embracing their families.

He saw entire systems of many natures come back online and return to their normal operation, no longer victims of the hungry darkness of the Darkruns.

He saw his darkness shrink back further and further, dropping from multiverse threat to multidimensional threat. Then it dropped to a small multidimensional threat.

He watched his homeworld return to its blue glory.

It had never looked so beautiful to him before.

He watched his own darkness recede back into the egg that it burst out of. He caught sight of Ariana’s darkness contracting and swirling away even faster.

She faded behind a hidden pocket in the Star System that blocked his own further observation. Wherever Ariana was kept, it was apparent that she was under seclusion.

He watched the worlds he’d eaten return with all of their inhabitants. He watched the stars become alight all across Infinita.

Luciana hopped off his darkness and returned to her shadowed world. She waved at Zarian’s darkness as if saying farewell for now.

He shrank and shrank and shrank until he was back down on Corma, back in his mortal body. His monstrous darkness shrank down into a small, nearly undetectable bead that was in the middle of his soul.

Zarian found himself far outside of the Ride-or-Die Fort while on his knees.

His entire body was shaking. His mind was filled with too much knowledge and too many witnessed horrors.

He could never be the same again. He was broken again. He looked down at the ground and remained on his knees, stuck somewhere between consciousness and unconsciousness, until he noticed there was the shadow of another person standing behind him and out of direct view.

Zarian didn’t look. He swallowed dryly before speaking with a croak. “Who are you?”

The cheery man with a hint of a Haitian accent chuckled. “I’m family. Far, far, far up the line. You can just call me your Funnest Granpapa.”

“Oh.” Zarian bobbed his head up and down. “Why did you leave me alone?”

“It’s part of the family tradition. Or curse. Every male must grow up from the bottom. Every female must navigate responsibility early. It’s a shit tradition, but it’s stuck in our core now.”

“It really is shit.”

“Yeah, you can blame that on your Biggest Granmama and me.”

Zarian licked his dry lips. “This isn’t a dream is it? Did all of that just happen?”

“It’s not a dream. It all actually happened. And everyone’s going to remember everything up to their death. You’re going to deal with the consequences of that.”

“Fuck.”

“Yeah, buddy. Fuck around. Find out.” The Funnest Granpapa chuckled. “Don’t think that’s just for people we don’t like. That’s something we have to learn for ourselves, too. Especially when you and your crazy little sister are some of the strongest of my lineage.”

The Funnest Granpapa snorted. Something swished through the air. Zarian caught the shadow of the moving thing.

Was that a tail?

He was tempted to look directly.

He didn’t look.

The Funnest Granpapa sighed. “There are more of us. There’s the Greatest Granpapa and the Strongest Granmama and more, but we agreed to take turns when dealing with our most troublesome grand kiddos, and I’m on watch for you, Zarian Darkrun.”

“What now?”

“Like I said. You’re going to have to deal with the consequences of your rash actions.”

Zarian noticed the shadow of his Funnest Granpapa moving away.

Zarian still didn’t look up. He could be polite and rambunctious in equal measure. But this was the one time where he was truly willing to bend the knees.

The power of his Funnest Granpapa was unfathomable. But his otherworldly control had Zarian seized by the heart.

Everything was back to normal. Everything was set perfectly where it had once been. The stars. The dirt. The individual strands and currents of aura. The people. The lives and souls.

From the grandest gods to the most insignificant microbe.

The Funnest Granpapa had set everything back perfectly and as smoothly as a maestro of ultimate control.

And the shocking part was that Zarian didn’t aspire to be like him. Not necessarily in the power department. He only wanted enough control where he could live his own life and enjoy the simple pleasures. Like learning spells, leading his party on dynamic quests, and competing in a thousand-year tournament.

Zarian chuckled.

The shadow of his Funnest Granpapa hesitated from leaving. The old man’s shadow turned back, and he asked, “What’s making you laugh, gason?” Boy?

“I don’t care to be you.”

Zarian scooped up some grass and dirt. He squeezed it in his palm. He took a deep sniff of the stuff. The scent of dirt and grass was wonderful.

Zarian nodded slowly before he continued. “I don’t care to have your power. I do want to have more control like you. But beyond that, I want to be here on the ground. I want to go on simple adventures and do fun quests. I want to punch a worldly god in the face. I want to convince my little sister that there are better ways to live than eating universes and primordials. I want the simple stuff.”

Zarian held up the clod of dirt and grass higher.

There was a long silence.

The weight of that silence was nearly unbearable.

Then his Funnest Granpapa burst into a roar of laughter. It almost sounded familiar, as if Zarian was hearing himself laugh, but much older, and with a thicker islander accent.

A rough hand clapped him loudly on the back. Zarian felt Para waver and move about cautiously, as if she could hardly believe she was alive again. Zarian nearly broke down and cried, but he held it in.

Para hadn’t been there while the darkness rampaged. He’d lost her. Now he had her again. He didn’t want to lose her again.

He took a part of her tattered fabric and hugged it to his chest. He was still holding onto the clod of dirt and grass. Para didn’t seem to mind getting dirty. She quivered with adoration from the hug.

“Good,” the old man said. “That’s why we’re giving you another chance. You and your little sister failed countless times before. You two end up as multiverse threats no matter how we spin the loop. The worst one was letting you be rich. Never again. That one was really, really bad.”

“Damn, I really can’t start rich?” Zarian asked.

“There are few exceptions. But generally, nope. Gotta work your butt off to get past that generational curse.” The Funnest Granpapa chuckled. “So maybe, just maybe, for this go around, you’ll actually stop being assholes and do things better. But that’s on you, Zarian. Either be the best that you can be or I guess we’ll stuff you away in a jar. I’m not joking. The jar is real, and it has your name on it. There’s a jar for your sister, too.”

“So this has happened before. Many times.” Zarian nodded slowly. “Any advice on how not to fuck up and get stuffed in a cosmic jar?”

“Take your time. Train hard and don’t cheat on your adventures too much. Practice, practice, practice control. And rely on some strong companions.” The old man chuckled again. “That’s actually the biggest difference on this go around. For once, you didn’t go solo.”

“I used to go solo a lot?”

“The rich version of you was the biggest asshole. That was a diehard solo guy. News flash. He became an outright dark villain and did things I don’t want to mention.”

“Sounds like I want to punch that guy.”

“Most people want to punch you now.”

“Point taken. So having strong companions is a good strategy?”

“Almost the most important strategy. Their success is your success. They’ll keep you grounded. So keep your companions close when you can and make sure they reach godhood, and the high quality kind of godhood. In fact, you’re doing better than me in that area when I was your age. Maybe that’ll help you conquer your darkness and teach your little sister to follow a better example of living.”

“Okay, cool. That’s a lot to take in along with everything else that happened. But I have to ask, is there anymore?”

“Hm, there’s always plenty. But this part is important. Make sure to take care of your tail. Chicks dig the tail. And when I mean chicks, I mean chicks for bachelors such as yourself. I don’t have any chicks. Don’t let your Biggest Granmama think that if she asks. You spend hundreds of trillions of years with a woman and she still can’t stop from being the jealous type.”

“Um … I don’t have a tail.” Zarian looked at the shadow tail of the old man. It moved around like it had a life of its own. He tried to feel for anything behind the small of his back. Nothing there. “Yeah, I don’t have a tail, old man.”

“You’ll see. You take after your Biggest Granmama in that regard.” The shadow of the Funnest Granpapa disappeared, gone with the old man’s exit.

Zarian sighed, already missing his family. The tradition for males to go through sucky lives growing up was lame, but knowing how much of an asshole the rich version of him had turned out tempered Zarian’s attitude toward the generational curse.

At least his family sounded cool. Or at least the old, old man did. They were certainly powerful.

Beyond the multiverse-level, for sure.

Who was the Greatest Granpapa? And the Strongest Granmama?

What did it mean he took after the Biggest Granmama?

And where was his tail? What tail would it be?

A dragon tail?

There was so much to consider and go over for Zarian. But he was also overwhelmed right now. He felt quite humbled, too. So he stayed on his knees under the autumn day and just let himself be.

Yes, he had responsibilities waiting for him. He had plenty of reasons to worry. However, as of right now, he was living in peace, accepting the world and reality around him as it was.

He wasn’t alone, after all. Para had him wrapped in the cloak, holding him lovingly while he held her back. This was nice. They stayed like that for a while as blocky white clouds crawled slowly in the blue autumn sky.

Eventually, someone else entered his peaceful sanctuary where he knelt in the dirt and grass.

“You killed me twice,” Naomi said from beside him.

Zarian turned his head slightly in her direction. “Sorry.”

She reached down and slapped him lightly on the head.

“Only one slap?” Zarian asked.

“That was for making me cry.”

Oh.

Fair enough.

She could’ve hit him way harder if she wanted. She was showing a lot of restraint, surprisingly.

She looked at him for a long while.

He remained on his knees, just vibing.

“You’ve been through something rough, huh?” Naomi said, breaking the silence.

“I’m the destroyer of worlds and realities. I went on a rampage that hollowed out the Star System first. Then I broke out like I was emerging from an egg and went into a frenzy. I ate and ate. Ariana followed my example even though she was a smaller darkness of endless consumption. Together, we grew large enough to eat primordials and multiverses like having a cosmic Thanksgiving dinner.”

Zarian nodded to himself before looking up.

“The Darkruns, my sister and I, are the ultimate evil. And I have a hidden tail somewhere.”

Naomi hummed. “Bianca was right.”

Zarian snorted and shook his head. “Yeah, Bianca was right. I’m evil to the core. And not in a morality sense. I’m an existential evil that I can’t control yet. If she were to kill me in battle, it’ll probably end the threat of my darkness unleashing.”

A red alert appeared.

<You’re wrong. Much has changed. Check your notifications.>

“Well, fuck, what now?” Naomi asked.

Zarian scrolled through his notifications. There was a good amount to look at, such as something called a Thematic Law. He brushed past that until he found the thing that called to him.

It knocked him out of his calming vibe.

“I don’t like the look on your face,” Naomi said.

Zarian shuddered before saying aloud what he was seeing.

<Your skill has advanced! From Straight Darkness +2 to Overwhelming Darkness!>

<Overwhelming Darkness (Level 1): Your original skill was straight darkness for a reason. It narrowed your power scope. Now this skill is overwhelming, on the verge of breaking free. If you don’t control it properly, or if you die, your darkness will rampage again. Scales with all of your stats plus more.>

“That’s … broken as hell,” Zarian said. “This is literally a skill that could kill me and release the darkness all on its own.”

Naomi let out a long and insufferable sigh. She kicked at a random rock and sent it flying far, far away. With a huff, she asked, “Can I hear some good news?”

Zarian scrolled through his notifications. He found the perfect thing. This one, at least, allowed him to smile again.

“How do you feel about spreading some freedom?” he asked.

Naomi perked up. “You’re joking?”

Zarian told her the good news.

<Congrats! You’ve been provided with a new alignment created by hands far, far above the Star System’s power. Hopefully, this will satisfy your savage hunger for worlds and keep you from destroying innocent universal systems only trying to follow their parameters.>

<Your alignment changed from evil +3 to free evil +3>

<You’re now one of seven available lead chair positions for the freedom alignment.>

<The freedom alignment comes with three sub-alignment choices:>

<Free Good: Now you have to muster up the goodness the usual way by digging deep for that extra burst of power. At least you’re free to do good your way.>

<Free Evil: No longer will you feel the incessant bloodlust and violent thoughts of evil. Unless you summon it from within. You’ll have to summon up the smarts, too.>

<Free For Real: You’re the most free person around. You’re so free that the gods and those with manipulative powers will have a hard time figuring you out.>

<As a leader of the freedom alignment, you can easily invite others into the freedom alignment and choose other leaders to fill the chair positions with you. Yes, this means you’re holding positions normally held by gods, but since you’ve eaten gods like potato chips, nobody’s going to hold this privilege against you. Well, they might still. But there are plenty more things to hold against you, really.>

“I don’t know if it’s me. Maybe it’s just me. But I think the Star System is mad at you,” Naomi said. “But cool. We got what we wanted. Freedom.”

“Honestly, how are you able to handle all of this in stride?” Zarian asked.

“Other than Tranquil Mind +2? My Earth-Sky Meditation advanced to +1 and can let me meditate on the move or even while fighting. And my two deaths went really quick.” Naomi shrugged. “I’m just glad you’re back and everything seems okay for now. Fair warning, I’m not saving you when Gilbert starts throwing punches. He’s getting raging drunk.”

Zarian nodded. He looked up at the twin suns. “Eh, I figured we were bound to have a fist fight eventually. I should really get him a day off to fish and stuff. How’s Hannah?”

“She would’ve shut down if it wasn’t for Bianca and the kids needing care. I’m here because I need to be here. For myself. And for you.”

“Thanks.”

“Yeah, yeah. So, what was it you said about a tail?”

“I’m supposed to have a tail sooner or later. It’s part of my lineage as the grandson of uber powerful super gods. Or primordial ultra gods. They’re like hundreds of trillions of years old and stuff. My Funnest Granpapa was the one who reversed everything and gave me another chance or I would’ve gotten stuck in a jar.”

“A jar?”

“Yup. A jar. It even has my name on it.”

“Hm. Okay. That’s interesting and all, but what type of tail? Is it a cat tail?” Naomi asked.

“I don’t know. But I’m hoping for a dragon tail.”

“Can I touch it first when it shows up? At least before Bianca.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Zarian was trying to speak in a joking manner. He noticed that Naomi was doing the same. It sounded decent to his ears while they went through the motions.

They were both trying to keep on keeping on. Like good Marines.

Despite how fucked up the situation was, they used humor to float above water. They could drown in the depths of existential dread later, with heavy amounts of magical alcohol.

In the background, however, a different part of Zarian’s Fractured Mind lit up with a rant:

My real family is insane. I come from insane people with insane power who can make jokes about the deaths and rebirths of countless lives and worlds like it is nothing to them. Like ultra rich elites who live way too far above the regular person to know what it’s like to be human anymore. The rules don’t apply to them. Reality is whatever they want it to be.

He didn’t know if he should be mad at them.

He was still relieved to know he had his own people.

He had a lineage. He might not want to be like them. But at least he knew he had a certain starting point.

Now he needed to learn to control his crazy power for good this time. Or his Overwhelming Darkness would break free and devastate the lives of mortals, gods, and systems once again.

He didn’t want to watch countless people and worlds meet their end as he ate like a bottomless pit, savoring the destruction and the taste of life perishing in his endless darkness. He didn’t want to be the ultimate evil, the death of everything and everyone, especially his friends.

Ariana still needed a proper big bro to guide her. She was definitely an evil little sister. But Zarian wanted to save her and redeem the Darkruns.

Okay. Alright. I need to clean up my act. I need to control myself. For my friends and my little sister. And for myself. I need to be better at this than ever before, Zarian thought. I just need to be a better person, a better Florida Man.

No sweat.
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