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        Corruption Wielder [Book 1 Stubbing June 14th]

    
    
    
    
                
Pre-order book 1 on Kindle and Audible now!

April 3rd, 3:46 AM. Planet Earth merges with the magical world of Arcadia, and a system gives humanity a choice: 40 years of indentured servitude, or entering a tutorial as a user to fight against the chaos incursion.

Will doesn't hesitate—but the system thanks him for stepping into the fight by throwing him into an impossible tutorial. With little chance of survival, Will has a simple response: “Fuck it. Might as well fight fire with fire."





Warning: [Corruption] has been chosen as primary attribute.




LitRPG Apocalypse

- Lots of powers, strong MC

- Wields corruption, death, and space magic

            

    
        Chapter 1: New Beginnings

    
    
    
    
                The original owner of this work is Aaron Shih, whose Amazon author page is https://www.amazon.com/stores/Aaron-Shih/author/B0BZD955WP.

The world ended sometime after 3:46 AM, Eastern Standard Time. Will knew this because that was what he’d seen the last time he’d checked the time on the cracked screen of his six-year-old laptop.

He continued typing up the final report for his internship. Allie, one of his fellow research assistants, had been supposed to finish up the part about her admittedly impressive findings, but she was irresponsible as she was intelligent, so she’d gone out drinking and he’d gotten one more assignment on top of everything else due in the morning.

“Another night on four hours of sleep,” he muttered into his battery-acid-tasting energy drink. “Only two more to go. Then I can do this at an office instead. Yay.”

Coming into university, he’d been told that he’d been meant for greatness. Solid GPA, almost a perfect SAT—the result of literal months of non-stop studying—and so much time invested in his projects that he’d alienated all of his friends.

The result of all the hard work he’d needed to achieve that? More expectations. Graduate college at the top of the class, get a high-paying job, always keep working. He struggled to pass his classes now, and he needed to burn the candle at both ends to make ends meet.

If this was what “greatness” was supposed to be, Will didn’t want any part in it. Endless nights barely sleeping, working his ass off to debug and write code that would earn someone else more money—what kind of life was that? He had no free time, his only friends were the ones who were equally as lost in the grind, and no hopes for anything more.

Will was looking at years or decades more of this. And, of course a premature grave when the wombo combo of long nights, sedentary lifestyle, and energy drinks caught up to him.

But his family needed him. A few years back, his dad had hurt his back so bad that he was incapable of working any of the jobs he’d had, and his mom’s treatments weren’t going to pay for themselves.

So he worked. If he didn’t, he would have nothing to go back to except the shitty retail job he’d quit a month into because the customers were mad.

His phone buzzed.

Lev: srry I couldn’t make it today, massive headache

Lev: can u cover my bit its almost done

Damn it. Will buried his face in his hands. Lev was a good friend, but this was absolutely not the time.

Will: seriously?

Will: you owe me big time for this

Lev: u know it man

He’d hit the gym early tomorrow, Will decided. He could squeeze out a couple hours between classes. Rock climbing, lifting, and beating the shit out of a training dummy always soothed him for a bit.

That would come after a night of awful sleep that he knew would be interrupted by the wastes of oxygen that spent their entire night partying, but that was an issue for later. For now, he had not one but two people’s reports to finish.

Planet Sol-3 “Earth” has crossed chaos threshold.

Multiversal defensive system initiating.

Prepare for impact.

“Great,” he told himself. “Hallucinations are a new one.”

Impact in [3] seconds.

Will blinked, rubbing his eyes.

[2].

“That’s a little too coherent to be made up.” He moved his head, and the number moved with it.

[1].

[0].

Impact confirmed at local coordinates [1.35 N, 103.82 E]. System activating.

The words hung there in the air, and Will realized that his music had stopped. He took his earbuds out and tossed them aside.

Was the ground underneath him rumbling, or was that just his imagination?

Please stand by for tutorial zone placement. Those within enclosed spaces are advised to exit at all costs.

Will stood up, suddenly awake.

“Am I dreaming?” he asked aloud. “Or—ow.”

He had stubbed his toe on the desk.

“Nope. Ow. No way I’d be that cruel to myself in my own head.”

With his toe and pride slightly wounded, Will shut his laptop lid and waited.

Definitely rumbling.

Shit. This part of the country didn’t get earthquakes often, but he’d grown up in California and he knew that you weren’t supposed to stay in high places. Something was up.

He grabbed his laptop and bag and left.

Halfway down the stairwell, Will saw the horizon shatter through a window.

It was a cloudless night. The stars shone coldly millions of light-years away, providing Will with just enough light to see the cloud of what looked like dust kicking up far off in the distance. The bursts of debris shot up so high that they soon occluded the sky.

In times of crisis, people tended to fly, fight, or freeze. As adrenaline pumped through his veins, bringing his sleepy mind into hot, sharp focus, Will clenched his fists.

As it turned out, he was the second. That shouldn’t have come as a surprise. When another kid had intentionally dumped his water bottle on Will’s head in high school, he’d socked him in the face so hard the other guy broke his nose.

He was a born fighter stuck in the wrong occupation.

But how was he supposed to fight this?

Do not panic. The tutorial zone selection abnormality is within bounds.

“Do not panic,” Will muttered. “Has telling someone that ever worked?”

The noise of the rumbling earth finally reached Will’s ears. It resembled what he imagined a tsunami would sound like mixed with a healthy helping of nails-on-chalkboard.

The building around him shook. The lights died as the wave got closer, and then the only way he could tell what was happening was by how quickly the stars in the night sky seemed to blink out. The sound permeated his entire body, shaking him so hard he thought his bones might liquefy.

A spike of dread ran through him—then, oddly enough, calm.

For some reason, the last coherent thought he had was, thank god I don’t have to show up for work tomorrow.

Then he was spinning. Pain coursed through his body, though not as much as there should have been given that he must have just been hit by a force that had been chewing through an entire city.

His heart leapt into his throat, which was odd. Wasn’t he supposed to be dying? Panic surged through him once more, but it slowly faded into confusion and dizziness before that too dissipated.

The panic that had dominated him fell away entirely, replaced with a whole-body sense of awe.

“Whoa. What the hell…”

Will was in space.

He could see the entirety of Earth beneath him—and, he realized, around him.

Whatever “impact” the strange words had been talking about had in fact been real. Two massive plumes of rock, ash, and assorted other used-to-be-Earth material marked the entry and exit points of whatever had just hit the planet, and huge chunks of the planet had simply broken off and were now flying in space around him.

Welcome to the multiverse, [William Li-Brown].

The world as you know it has just expanded. Your planet has fallen under the jurisdiction of the multiverse defense system. 

8,792 years ago, your planet joined the Chaos Defense Contract. Due to your failure to produce a sufficient defense system of your own prior to crossing the chaos threshold, the alternative option as described in Provision III has been enacted.

Chaos threatens the integrity of all of our worlds. You may choose to fight against it by entering the tutorial with survival odds of [ERROR] percent or instead be teleported to a safe zone and serve [40 years] of labor, after which you will be released to a peaceful life.

Entering the tutorial will awaken your personal system, enabling you to wield magical powers and to increase your level and rank. Entering the safe zone will awaken your personal system after your term is complete.

You will no longer be required to serve when your universe has been secured.

The system is not cruel, but the world is. Choose.

Enter the tutorial?

[YES / NO]

The messages flickered across his vision, disappearing after he finished reading them. All except the last two.

Enter the tutorial?

[YES / NO]

“Well, I’m stranded in space, very confused, and talking to myself,” Will said. “I probably have severe brain damage, but this is definitely real.”

His night had been off to an awful start already. This was something else entirely.

Yet as he settled into his breathing cycle, he felt… surprisingly good. His night had begun with vanishingly few options remaining to him, and now?

He looked down at Earth. The old world was dead, and a new one had marched in to replace it.

Will had been looking down the barrel at a dead-end life full of monotony. Now, no matter how crazy this situation was, he saw opportunity.

Work. Commute. Sleep. Just minutes ago, his life had been set for him—a drone in a corporate world who would be forgotten within two generations.

Fuck. That.

He wasn’t going to repeat his mistake.

Will reached out and selected [YES].

Initializing tutorial…

ERROR: User [William Li-Brown] is not in a recognized tutorial zone.

Recalibrating…

Deviations in tutorial detected. Repositioning subject to nearest viable tutorial zone.

Will felt a sense of unease rise as his surroundings suddenly shifted, but it was quickly overpowered by excitement.

He was going to make the most of this. Or he was going to die trying. Either way, he wasn’t going to end up a wage slave.

Suddenly, he stood upon a chunk of land about the size of a football field. Strangely enough, he still seemed to be far off from the Earth, judging by the fact that he could still see the ruined planet dominating the sky when he looked up.

He could breathe here, which was odd enough. Even stranger than that was the relatively intact decor here. Will stood amongst living trees overlooking a grassy field dotted with rocks and facing what looked to be a cave with a quaint red wooden door opposite from him.

Text scrolled across his vision, and this time, a mechanized androgynous voice accompanied it.

Tutorial Zone - Corrupted Fragment

Difficulty: Extreme

This tutorial zone was originally part of Planet XZ-771, more commonly known as “Arcadia.” Arcadia was a land of swords, sorcery, and space travel, but as with 98% of planets, they failed to protect themselves. As one of many planets that failed to defend against chaos, Arcadia was able to save itself by choosing to be repurposed into part of the system’s initiation package.

Fragments of this planet have now been fused with yours. If you look up, you may notice that the occupied surface area of Earth has expanded by roughly 250 percent. Pieces of this planet and its people are now part of your world.

This fragment is tutorial-viable, but only barely. As it has been exposed to a significant amount of chaos, this segment of Arcadia has been corrupted. Each successive level of the dungeon beneath the cave possesses increasing levels of chaos and corrupted items.

Due to the location of this tutorial, you may select any point on your home planet to return to upon completion.

WARNING: Extended exposure to a high corruption zone is lethal.

Before he could ask what any of that meant or how he was supposed to survive in a place meant to kill him, another pop-up appeared in front of his eyes.

Spawn protection disabled.

“That’s not ominous at all.”

The ground rumbled in an uncomfortably familiar way under his feet. Will took a defensive stance instinctively, flashes of the unstoppable wave of destruction flashing through his mind.

“It’s not exactly the same,” he told himself. “For one, I’m in space on a magic rock.”

For another, the rumbling seemed directed, snaking its way from left to right and steadily approaching him. This wasn’t an earth-shattering impact.

Will crouched, prepared for the field to split beneath his feet.

He evaded the fissure that formed under him, but though he’d been ready for that, he wasn’t for what popped out of it.

Given the experiences he’d had today, he’d thought it reasonable to assume it’d just be another earthquake-adjacent thing.

Instead, a glistening arachnid the size of his torso leapt out from the fresh hole it had burrowed in the ground, jumping toward his face.

The original owner of this work is Aaron Shih, whose Amazon author page is https://www.amazon.com/stores/Aaron-Shih/author/B0BZD955WP.

New quest: Begin the tutorial

Your new life has begun. Accept it or face life in a factory.

- Enter the tutorial cave within the next 15 minutes. [0/1]

- Failing this quest automatically ends the tutorial.

Reward: 10 bronze credits. Gain the tutorial helper. Gain the ability to earn achievements.


Will flinched at the sight of two things, one real and one hologram-like, popping into view at the same time. He stumbled backwards, narrowly avoiding it. He’d taken enough martial arts courses throughout his childhood to know how to turn his fall into a roll that ended with him in a crouch.

The… thing, whatever it was, gave him the shivers, and he was pretty sure that wasn’t just because it was more than a little creepy. It looked like a cross between a spider and a scorpion, and its carapace glistened with some smoky black substance that looked wrong, as if it was a texture in a game that hadn’t been fully rendered. The creature flickered as it moved, pieces of it distorting in his vision.

“Oh, hell no,” Will spat, stumbling backwards. “Spiders? Seriously?”

At least it didn’t look too much like a spider. It still had way too many legs, but with the scorpion-like tail, it was recognizably something else. Spiders creeped the shit out of him.

He continued moving backwards, looking for something he could crush it with. There were plenty of rocks here, weren’t there?

The not-spider thing skittered towards him faster than he could run backwards. Seeing this, Will stopped looking for a rock he could carry and let his focus narrow to just him and the arachnid.

As he focused on it, time seemed to slow, and a red tooltip appeared over the creature’s head.

Cave Scorpider. Level: Unformed 1.

Originally from Arcadia, these creatures are the result of a genetic experiment that evolved a unique way to reproduce. A favorite snack of cave goblins, these poor abominations have no armor on their undersides.

WARNING: This entity has been corrupted. Extended exposure to this entity may inflict the [Corruption] condition and may be lethal.

“Alright, asshole,” Will said, ignoring the parts of the text he couldn’t do anything about. “Come at me.”

He remembered how the scorpider had leaped at him the first time, and he waited. The thing’s body was super close to the ground, protecting its weak body.

Its legs tensed, and Will readied himself.

As it leapt for his face once again, adrenaline coursed through his body and he hit the ground on his knees, throwing his hands up above him like he was an outfielder trying to slide into a catch. He’d never been great at baseball, but the scorpider was a lot bigger than a ball.

He grabbed onto two slimy legs, forcing himself to ignore just how gross the creature was, and he swung it over his head.

The scorpider was surprisingly light—about the weight of the bowling balls at the dinky alley in the local shopping mall.

That mall probably didn’t exist anymore, did it?

He pushed the thought away. No time for distractions.

Will arced the corrupted monster into the ground. The impact of it briefly stunned the creature. Its legs flailed, exposing a discolored portion of its body that Will immediately identified as the vulnerable underside.

He didn’t think twice. Will stomped as hard as he could on the soft flesh, his blood running hot with excitement.

The creature’s abdomen popped like a water balloon filled with ink, splattering monster blood over Will’s sneakers with a satisfying squelch.

You have defeated a Cave Scorpider.

“Gross. Your corpse smells about as nice as you looked.”

The dark blood of the scorpider sizzled as it hit the grass, which reminded him that he had, in fact, stepped straight into the center of the thing’s abdomen.

“Damn it,” he sighed, withdrawing his foot. “I bought these shoes last week.”

He wiped his hands and feet off as well as he could on the grass, then gave up when he decided he wasn’t going to be able to get any more of the gunk off.

The odd smoke-like component to it was still there, he noted. The black distortion was slowly expanding, crawling across his skin and shoes even though he’d already wiped it off.

“That can’t be good.”

You have been afflicted with one level of [Corruption].

Will winced in pain as a burning sensation tore through his entire body.

“The hell is that?”

Condition: [Corruption]

Brought on by extended exposure to chaos. May also be inflicted by those wielding the Chaos or Corruption elements.

- All incoming damage is drastically increased.

- Continually applies chaos damage, which increases proportionally to the time the target has been corrupted.

- All attributes are reduced.

- Target cannot be magically healed. 

The ground hadn’t stopped rumbling. Now that Will knew what that meant, he wasn’t keen on staying here. Especially since the supposed tutorial zone had dropped him right in what appeared to be the magical equivalent of Chernobyl.

He took one more look at the corpse—

Would you like to loot Cave Scorpider (Unformed)?

“Huh. Yes, please.”

Will watched in fascination as the creature’s flesh seemed to dissolve into the air, producing a thicker cloud of the corrupted smoke it had already been admitting. He took a few steps away to avoid breathing it in.

5 credits have been added to your inventory.

Scorpider Tail (Corrupted) has been added to your inventory.

Scorpider Fang (Corrupted) has been added to your inventory.

Before he could further interrogate what that meant, the earth cracked in another place. Then another.

Will took another step forward, then hissed in pain as the [Corruption] effect wracked him with a full-body shock. A silhouette diagram of the human body popped up in the top right of his vision, glowing a light greenish-yellow.

He couldn’t afford to deal with the rest of them now. Judging from context, that diagram represented his health, and in only a few seconds, the yellow-tinged green had darkened into stoplight yellow.

Will looked at the new scorpiders, then the door.

He made a run for it.

When he was really, properly sprinting, the arachnids couldn’t keep up with him, but they were in his way.

He leapt over one, cursing as a gash of pain sprouted in his leg, and he didn’t stop.

Further pain shot through his body as he ran, nearly making him double over, but he made it to the door without crumpling. Every part of his body diagram was glowing an angry reddish-orange.

Will opened the door. Whatever was on the other side was too dark for him to see, but he knew instinctively that this was the entrance into the tutorial cave.

He stepped in.


Quest complete: Begin the tutorial

Congratulations. You have now demonstrated mental and physical competence on or above the level of the average sapient 5-year-old.

Reward: You have earned 10 bronze credits. You have gained a tutorial helper.


Achievement earned: User

Whether you decided immediately or agonized for hours, you have entered the tutorial and have awakened your system. Fight, survive, and advance.

Reward: You have earned the Omnilingual universal ability. You have earned the System User universal ability. You have earned 100 credits. You have been granted 1 random elemental gem.


Achievement earned: Trailblazer.

You were one of the first 10,000 Users to select [YES] on the Tutorial. Congratulations on your decisiveness.

Reward: You have earned 100 bronze credits.


…


Achievement earned: Out of Bounds.

Your tutorial is occurring under abnormal circumstances. Please accept this formal apology from the Administrator. This adaption will prevent you from perishing due to a Tutorial Zone that is inherently lethal to your race.

Reward: Your random elemental gem has been changed to a superior elemental gem of [Corruption]. Would you like to bind the gem immediately? [YES / NO]

Magic. I’m getting magic.

Hell yes.

Congratulations, [William Li-Brown]. You may die today, but it will not be due to corruption.


Element: Corruption has been bound to the [Affinity] attribute.

You have earned the [Corruption Resistance] skill at bronze rank.


Initiating tutorial…

            

    
        Chapter 2: Phase 2

    
    
    
    
                Achievement earned: Forerunner

You were one of the first 100 Users on this planet to kill another living being. You’re either in a very unforgiving Tutorial Zone or you’re a bloodthirsty maniac. One way or another, you made an early move, but this is only the beginning.

Reward: You have earned the [First Blood] title.


Title: [First Blood]

Legendary

Doubles the power of the first blow you deal against any creature. Increases the chance of getting a critical hit if you strike a creature before it strikes you.


Achievement earned: Reckless Beginnings

You reached orange or worse damage status across your entire body and had a near-death experience before entering the Tutorial. How?

Reward: You have earned a bronze Potion of Superior Healing.


The notifications came to an end as Will stepped into a dark, damp room.

He was sore from head to toe like he’d just finished a six-hour-long workout and then been repeatedly jabbed with needles, but the pain wasn’t actively getting worse like it had been.

The silhouette indicating his health was still an angry orange all over, but it wasn’t actively getting worse, at least. Right next to it, a line of text that had read [Corruption] now had a line crossed through it.

“Indicating it’s still active, but nullified?” Will theorized out loud.

He winced. The act of talking hurt his throat. And his mouth. And his head. And—yeah, everything.

Where the hell was he?

Corrupted Fragment - Safe Room

This area is safe from corruption. Take your time to rest and recover here. Your tutorial helper will familiarize you with basic system functions.

NOTE: As this Tutorial Zone’s difficulty is ranked Extreme, your tutorial helper has been upgraded accordingly.


New quest: Continue the tutorial

New Users must be able to use the system to at least a semi-proficient level.

- Complete the following tasks within 60 minutes [0/X]:

> Open your inventory [0/1]

> Extract an item from your inventory [0/1]

> Place an item into your inventory [0/1]

> Open your status page and examine it [0/1]

> Bind your elemental gem [1/1]

- Failing this quest automatically ends the tutorial.

Reward: 100 credits and continuation of the tutorial.

“Tutorials are supposed to be the easy part of a game. Did you base your system around Dark Souls? Because it definitely feels that way.”

To access your inventory, select the [Inventory] icon with your eyes, hands, or a mental command.

This line of text came in a bright red, contrasting the light, inoffensive bluish text that the rest of the messages had been in.

“Jeez. Is that the ‘upgraded’ tutorial helper? You really think I couldn’t figure that out myself?”

This is standard procedure for all tutorial helpers. The upgrades will be displayed later.

“Hold on, you can talk? You can hear me?” The voice that accompanied this text was more feminine than the standard system text. Was that his helper?

A new pop-up opened, startlingly fast.

FAQ: How can the tutorial helper hear me?

Tutorial helpers are managed by administrative non-Users serving their labor sentences from a remote location. Should you perish in the tutorial, your tutorial helper will be reassigned to another User.

“I don’t plan on dying.”

Then you should open your inventory, biped freak.

“Yeah? You jealous because you picked wrong? And what’s wrong with being a biped? Humans normally are, in case you didn’t notice.”

Implying that my helper isn’t, Will thought.

The text and accompanying digitized voice did not respond. Will counted that as a victory.

The system must have been monitoring him somehow. He made sure to flip off the air as he tried to open his inventory for the first time.

“Come to think of it,” he muttered, “if the system can do all of this, why use people for this part?”

FAQ: Why is the system not handling the tutorial?

After [REDACTED] system cycles of A/B testing, the multiverse defense system has found that Users with sapient helper assisted tutorials have a 3-5% higher 1-year survival rate than those with system-only tutorials.

“I’d be impressed if I didn’t come out here with a worse survival rate,” Will said, glaring at the inky darkness beyond the small square of light in the room.

25%.

“Excuse me?”

My tutorials give you a 25% better chance on average. Now hurry up before you die.

If that was true… it was probably better to work with the helper.

Will’s skin twinged, reminding him of his current predicament.

Alright, he thought. Inventory.


Inventory [3/10]

- Potion of Superior Healing (Bronze)

- Scorpider Tail (Corrupted)

- Scorpider Fang (Corrupted)


A quest update popped up, notifying him that he’d completed the first part.

To access an item in your inventory, mentally designate it and focus or use your hands to extract it.

The inventory was pretty standard—basically exactly what he remembered inventories from his RPGs being like. There were ten slots, with three of them occupied by small icon representing each of the items he had placed there.

“Health potion. Yes, please. Oh, and thanks, by the way.”

He and the faceless stranger managing his tutorial hadn’t gotten off to a great start, but he didn’t want this dude—this lady, rather, based on the voice—to screw him over. That would be an awesome start to a revenge story, but he was more focused on surviving the next few minutes.

The potion was contained in a corked glass bottle about the size of two shotglasses. It was filled with a thick, metallic liquid, which sloshed around with a dubiously sludgy consistency.

“Is this drinkable?”

To consume a health potion, you may drink it or mentally select and use it. Drinking a potion manually will slightly increase the effects of the potion.

That was actually useful information, but Will noticed that she had not actually told him whether or not it was drinkable.

The helper remained suspiciously quiet.

“Eh, screw it.”

He uncorked the bottle and tipped it back. 

It tasted like applesauce—the good kind, the sort where it was clear someone had put time and effort into making it. Will had a soft spot for the snack, but the prepackaged preservative-laden garbage that the school’s convenience store sold just wasn’t the same.

A warm, tingly feeling suffused his body, intensifying to the point of full-body stinging pain before fading entirely.

Will experimentally flexed an arm. No pain. His health diagram was back to green.

You have consumed a potion above your rank. You will not be able to benefit from healing potions for the next [5 minutes].

That one came in the same blue text as before. Definitely not from the helper.

“So bronze is above me? What am I, then?”

You may identify your rank by opening your status page.

“Or you could tell me.”

Or you could open your status page and get it over with.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever you say, boss.”

Before he proceeded with opening his stats, he placed the empty potion back into his inventory slot. It worked as intuitively as taking something out did. Just placing it into the slot worked.

With that done, there was only one more task to go.

Do not open your status page yet.

“Hmm? You just told me otherwise. What’s wrong?”

You just completed the last inventory task, leaving only opening your status. As you already have an elemental gem bound, opening your stat page will complete this segment, and you will automatically be sent to the next stage of the tutorial, which is combat-focused.

“I see. Thanks. Could’ve told me that earlier, but thanks.”

Believe it or not, I prefer not to see new initiates dying constantly.

“I’ll try not to disappoint. Do you have a name, by the way? I keep on thinking of you as ‘it’ and ‘the helper.’ Also, your messages keep on clogging up my feed. Could you turn your font size down?”

The User interface’s visual appearance is decided by you, not me. “Helper” is an appropriate address. You may tag my messages as such.

It took him a bit to familiarize himself with the elements of the system, but there was in fact something equivalent to a settings screen.

“How long do I have in here? The last time I updated my settings, it took me like three hours of testing.”

Helper: You will automatically fail in 54 minutes.

“Nice! It works!”

He gave himself half an hour to fiddle with his settings, though he managed to finish in less than half of that time. Will had always been a power-gamer, and he knew better than most how important minor settings could be. There were a lot of elements of the UI that were still greyed out—he assumed that he would gain access to things like the minimap later in the tutorial—but he could see what they would eventually look like, so he placed and sized them until he had a non-intrusive, functional system.

Will could guess what Helper wanted him to do. The room he was in was entirely devoid of matter aside from him, the tiled platform he stood on, and the darkness beyond. That left him with no resources but what he’d already gathered.

He extracted the scorpider tail and fang from his inventory. Strangely enough, they appeared to have been cleaned and extracted from the corpse’s body. The fang, which was as long as his entire forearm and tapered to a point, was dry, when it most certainly hadn’t been when he’d messily slaughtered the creature, and the tail’s venom sac was clearly visible and similarly cleaned of all gore.

If the looting system could do that for him automatically, he wasn’t going to complain. Sure, it was a bit odd, but this was much better than having to manually dissect a spider. The last time he’d done anything like that had been when he’d had to dissect a shark in Ms. Lark’s 4th grade class, and he hadn’t particularly enjoyed that.

“What am I supposed to do with these?”

The scorpiders had displayed tooltips when he’d focused on them. Maybe the same would hold true for the items.

To his delight, they did.


Item: Scorpider Fang (Corrupted)

Common, unformed

Don’t let their pleasant demeanor fool you. Scorpiders utilize these retractable fangs to latch onto their prey. Though the edges are rounded, the point is deadly sharp.

WARNING: This item has been corrupted. At your current level, you can use this item for [60 seconds] before gaining a level of [Corruption]. Has a moderate chance to inflict one level of [Corruption] upon targets hit by this attack.


Item: Scorpider Tail (Corrupted)

Common, unformed

Fun fact: scorpider tails are vestigial. The laboratory experiment that created them was a resounding failure. They were meant to use their tails as a combination assassination and mobility tool, and they ended up being used for neither. Instead, they store one of the three sacs of venom that the scorpider injects with its fangs. When carefully handled, these tails are a delicacy amongst cave goblins.

This item can be used as a crafting ingredient for potions of the Poison or Corruption elements. This item can be combined with a Scorpider Fang.

WARNING: This item has been corrupted.


Sure enough, after a bit of time, the [Corruption] effect showed up next to his health diagram, though it was once again crossed and greyed out.

“That resistance skill looks like it’s coming in handy.”

Helper: I would advise combining the fang and tail. It will not be an optimal weapon, but anything is better than starting off an extreme-difficulty tutorial with nothing.

“I was on my way to doing that,” Will said. “And now that you’ve told me to do it, I don’t want to.”

Helper: Don’t be a child.

He snorted. “Cut me a break. The world just ended with everyone on it. I have literally never been this alone.”

Helper: Your profile states otherwise. You appear to have been quite alone for some time.

“Not. Helping.”

Helper: If it helps, approximately 2.5 billion Earth humans have chosen to become Users. This is a record high percentage. Your race may have potential.

“I’m not sure if that’s more or less than I expected. Wait. Earth humans?”

Helper: Did you think you were alone in the universe? The impact should have freed you of that delusion.

Will took a moment to think about that, then another moment to reflect on the fact that he definitely didn’t want to think about it.

“I’ll figure it out later,” he declared, changing his focus to the task of putting tail and fang together.

A red outline highlighted the venom sac, and another one did the same for the base of the fang.

Helper: Some items will have crafting guides, but once you leave the tutorial, the majority will not.

“Ten-four,” Will said, carefully twisting the sac off from the tail and placing it into the apparently hollow part of the fang.

Helper: Ten-four? I took some time to examine Earth’s culture prior to arrival, but you have quite a diverse range of media. I am unfamiliar with this expression.

“It’s a police thing. I got it from Rush Hour. Or was it Brooklyn Nine-Nine?”

Getting the sac to insert into the fang was easier than Will expected. It slid together as if by magic, venom gland easily slotting into the makeshift weapon.

“Maybe it is magic helping it along,” Will theorized.

You have crafted Poisoned Scorpider Fang!


Poisoned Scorpider Fang (Corrupted)

Common, unformed

If you weren’t using it as a weapon before, you definitely are now. Has a high chance to inflict stacking levels of [Poisoned] alongside the possibility of inflicting a level of [Corruption].

Don’t stab yourself.


“Hmm. That wording makes it seem like I can only do one level of the corruption debuff.” Will thought back to how much pain he’d undergone with that single level. “I guess that should be enough for now.”

He made to put his new weapon into his inventory.

Helper: I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Taking items out of inventory is free right now, but as an unformed with no combat skills, you will have seconds of delay during a battle. Three seconds could be the difference between life and death.

“Noted.” Will did not put the weapon away. “You talk like you’ve seen battle before. Have you been through this place already? Done the same shit?”

Helper: I am not at liberty to disclose that.

“Also noted.” He frowned. “That’s more than a little suspicious.”

No response. That was more damning than anything Helper could have said.

Oh well. He added it to the mental checklist of important shit I need to get to later, which was expanding a lot faster than he’d hoped for.

With that done, Will returned the de-venomed tail to his inventory, double-checked to see if there was anything else he needed to do (which there wasn’t), and opened his status page for the first time.


Name: William Li-Brown

Level: Unformed 0

Race: Human

Class: None

Titles: [First Blood]


Attributes:

[Power]: Unformed 6

[Speed]: Unformed 7

[Affinity]: Unformed 5 (Bronze 2)

[Soul]: Unformed 2

[Resistance]: Unformed 5

[Perception]: Unformed 7


Universal Abilities

- Identify

- Omnilingual

- System User


Skills

[Power]: Unbound

- 

[Speed]: Unbound

- 

[Affinity]: Corruption

- Corruption Resistance (Bronze)

-

-

[Soul]: Unbound

- 

[Resistance]: Unbound

- 

[Perception]: Unbound

- 


That was… a lot of information. Okay. Name, level, race, and class—this was starting to look more and more like the RPG games Will liked to play on occasion. The “Unformed” tag had been brought up a few times before, but it was slightly more apparent what it was now.

“I’m the lowest rank,” he said. “Makes sense. But one of my stats has been boosted to bronze? Is that because of the Corruption thing that bound itself to me?”

Helper: Yes. [Corruption] bound to [Affinity] is very strong.

“Sick.”

Helper: You have the [First Blood] title. That’ll be helpful. Get ready. I will not be able to speak to you as freely in the next area.


Quest complete: Continue the tutorial

You completed the system preparation phase in 24 minutes and 37 seconds, which puts you at the 60th percentile of system speed. Note: the majority of Users who survive longer than 1 year are in the 80th or higher percentile.

Reward: You have earned 100 credits. The tutorial will now continue.


The floor disappeared.

#

Will barely had time to register that he was falling before his stained sneakers touched ground again.

Unlike the smooth tile of the weird space he’d been in during the system prep phase, this was obviously a cave. Will had been an Eagle Scout during high school, and he’d done his fair share of light caving—the type where you could just walk into a well-mapped area, explore for a bit, and come out.

This cave was not like those. This was the type of cave that would get him put into a YouTube video essay years later detailing the tragedy of him getting trapped there.

Ominous, sickly green light emerged from narrow nooks and crannies barely wide enough to maybe squeeze through if he chopped off his arms. Iridescent crystal growths spiraled out from the cave walls like vegetation, giving the entire area an eerie, otherworldly feel. Unseen creatures skittered, crawled, and walked through the tunnels, casting twisted shadows on the walls and doing nothing to help Will’s sense of unease. The scent of smoke mingled with the sweet

There was corruption present here, too. It was more obvious in some places than others—many of the gems had the same smoky, half-rendered distortion effect that had plagued the scorpider.

Corrupted Fragment - Arcadian Caves

The first phase of the tutorial familiarized you with the mechanics of the system. The second phase will introduce you to what you must do to survive.

The Arcadian cave system holds one of the greatest subterranean empires throughout the multiverse. This fragment only contains a fraction of its smallest outskirts, but it holds a wealth of treasure from times long past. Weapons, credits, and equipment are plentiful here.

But make no mistake: it is not safe. These caves have long since been overrun by monsters, and they are very, very hungry.

Your current location is: floor 1 of 3.


New quest: Phase 2

Prepare yourself as much as you can while you’re alone. You’ll thank yourself for it in the next phase.

- Reach Bronze 0 [0/1]

OR

- Reach Unformed 20 [0/1]

- Kill 100 monsters [0/100]

OR

- Reach the exit on floor 3 [0/1]

Reward: 1000 credits. 1 random elemental gem.


Achievement earned: The Deep End

You are in a region that is ranked at least one full rank above you. The average survival rate of unformed Users in bronze rank areas is: [0.07%]. 

Good luck. You’ll need it.

Reward: You have gained 3 bronze Potions of Superior Healing, 3 bronze Potions of Strength, and 100 bronze credits.


Helper: This is not a good starting location. Prioritize fighting weak monsters. Make heavy use of your Identify. Pick your fights well. One mistake, and you’re dead. There are no retries. May the gods be with you.


Your minimap has been enabled.


As the deluge of messages swarmed in, Will tightened his grip on his makeshift knife.

He knew about the existence of the minimap. It had been one of the many UI elements that had been greyed out in the previous phase, and he’d moved it into a non-intrusive area in the bottom left of his vision.

It populated, revealing a mind-bogglingly warped map that Will could have spent hours decoding it if he was poring over it in the school library.

He did not, in fact, have hours to read it.

Red dots appeared on the map. A couple of them at first, and then dozens, hundreds of them in the area, scattered throughout the massive cave system.

The closest of them, if he was reading it right, was in the narrow crack right in front of him.

Not wanting to be taken off guard again, Will crouched up close to the crack, which looked barely wide enough to put an arm through.

The red enemy dot crept closer towards the blue icon that he assumed represented himself. Will as much as confirmed this when he heard the sound of something hard scraping against the stone—bone or armor or something similar.

Without any sort of prepared that he could create traps with, Will had to improvise. There were rocks lying around everywhere, and he saw that every time he was capable of fully lifting one off the ground, he received a prompt to place it into his inventory.

“This would be a great time for some extra strength points,” he groaned, heaving a rock the size of his head into his arms. “Good thing I kept going to the gym.”

By the time the eerie light that had been coming from the crack started to fade, blocked by the creature coming through the vent, his inventory was nearly full.


Inventory [9/10]

- De-venomed Scorpider Tail (Corrupted)

- Empty Potion Bottle

- Potion of Superior Healing (Bronze) [x3]

- Potion of Stamina Restoration (Bronze) [x3]

- Medium Rock

- Medium Rock

- Medium Rock

- Medium Rock

- Large Rock


Interestingly, the potions stacked but not the rocks. Maybe it was because they weren’t identical? He made a note to look into it later.

For now, he had a monster to kill.

Helper had told him that using the inventory during an actual battle was a death sentence for someone like him, but he wasn’t in battle. Yet.

Will had no idea if this was going to work, but there was surely no better time to experiment than during the tutorial.

Mental commands worked as well as his hands did for moving things in and out of his inventory. If he could do it all at once...

As the red dot emerged from the tunnel on his minimap, he drew out the four watermelon-sized rocks and the child-sized boulder that had pushed him to his limit to lift.

To his delight, the rocks tumbled down with a satisfying crunch, smashing whatever enemy was crawling through it.

And then, all of a sudden, the dot disappeared. No accompanying notification told him that he’d defeated, it though, and his hackles raised. Will gripped his blade tighter.

A moment later, that dot reappeared—behind him. A moment after that, hot pain flared in his calf.

“Shit!”

He operated on pure instinct, pushing through the pain in his leg and taking a step back, putting his weight behind a devastating blow with the fang.

The makeshift dagger glanced off something hard, then sank into flesh. Will twisted, yanking it out and slashing once more, eliciting a pained, reptilian hiss from the creature. A foot came up and kicked him in the chest, sending him stumbling back, but he managed to stick it one more time with the poisoned scorpider fang as he recovered.

Across from him, a four-foot-tall gremlin straight out of a haunted house hissed, a bow in its hands. It was bleeding freely from an arm, and its head looked like it had been half caved in. Will could see where he’d scratched its shiny metallic armor with the blade, though the parts that he’d deformed with his makeshift landslide made it hard to tell if that was just a trick of the light.

“Comic-Con was six months ago,” he told it. “It’s a little late to be playing dress-up.”

Remembering his helper’s advice, he looked at it closer.


Arcadian Cave Goblin. Level: Bronze 2.

Goblins live for three reasons: eating, stealing, and killing, oftentimes all involving the same poor victim. Arcadian Cave Goblins do the same, but with their own unique twist. With their racial ability to teleport through the strange portal-like vents of their cave system and their surprising resilience against ambient corruption, they are an utter menace to unprepared Users.

This monster is suffering from two levels of the [Poisoned] effect.

This monster is suffering from one level of the [Corruption] effect.

WARNING: This monster’s rank is 1 higher than yours!


“A rank higher, huh? You don’t look a rank higher.”

Its skin was grey, but there was a greenish-black pallor suffusing it. That definitely wasn’t a racial trait, judging by the way it seemed like it could barely move. Whether that was because of the broken bones, the cut, the poison, or the corruption, Will couldn’t tell.

He remembered how much just one level of that corruption had hurt. For a moment, he wanted to wince in sympathy.

But then its arms moved, weakly raising its bow to shoot him again, and the reality of the new world sank in.

It was kill or be killed.

And Will was not going to sit around and die.

He took advantage of its weakness, feinting forward. The creature flinched backwards, screeching, and it disappeared again.

There!

Will struck at the nearest active vent of light immediately.

His lips split into a feral grin.

“You’re predictable when you’re hurt, monster,” he said, sinking the fang into its eye.

You have defeated an Arcadian Cave Goblin.

A living being, dead at his hands. This one wasn’t just an insect. It had been humanoid, intelligent, and ready to kill him.

Will had never felt so alive.

Level up!

            

    
        Chapter 3: Ambush!

    
    
    
    
                Your level has increased to [Unformed 1].

2 Attribute points earned.

Inventory maximum capacity increased by 1.

Will’s vision flashed with bright light, and soothing warmth filled him for a brief instant. As it faded, he realized that the throbbing pain in his leg had dissipated, too. He glanced down, and to his complete surprise, the flesh had healed over. His blood was gone.

“So this is a level up?” he wondered. “That’s better than a healing potion. A lot better.”

…the arrow, however, was still stuck inside his leg.

“Shit. This is going to hurt.”

He took a healing potion from his inventory with one hand and gripped the shaft of the arrow with the other.

“Three, two, one, OW,” he grunted, slamming down the potion as he tore flesh and muscle with the arrow.

The tingling sensation of magical healing coursed through him again.

You have consumed a potion above your rank. You will not be able to benefit from healing potions for the next [5 minutes].

Hopefully, the next fight would go better. Will really didn’t want to enter combat with an arrow still stuck in his leg, but that came with the tradeoff of losing one of his valuable healing potions.

Helper: Congratulations on your first tutorial kill and your first level.

“I was wondering where you were. I was getting a little too used to the peace and quiet.”

Helper: Ha ha. Goblins make for terrible company. Trust me. They’re like humans except extremely neurotic, murderous, and tribal.

“So like humans.”

Helper: …basically.

“Why not help me while I was actually fighting the thing?”

Helper: During the tutorial, helpers are only permitted to engage when Users are not currently in combat and are not within a certain distance of a hostile.

“Oh, so it’s like not being able to sleep when monsters are nearby.”

Helper: Minecraft! I do know that one. Horribly addicting game. I lost half a year of preparation to that one.

“Tell me about it.”

Helper: Back on topic: Will, you are going to need every single possible level to survive here.

“That was made clear to me, yes. Is it really going to be that bad, though?”

Helper: Yes. Good thinking with the rocks and stacking debuffs, but you’re not going to be able to consistently accomplish that every time. These are bronze enemies, and you’re unformed. You must have noticed how many hits it took you to kill one.

“It didn’t seem that bad.”

Helper: It didn’t seem that bad because you got the jump on it and got lucky with inflicting [Corruption] within your first three hits. That’s a very strong status effect.

“I was under that impression. It felt like my skin was melting when I had it. What does it actually do?”

Helper: I am not at liberty to disclose that information.

“Great. Tell your bosses they suck.”

Helper: I wish I could.

“So do I, Helper. So do I.”

Helper: On your minimap, you’ll see red dots. You know by now that those are enemies. If you haven’t noticed, there’s a lot of them.

“No shit.” As a matter of fact, Will had been keeping an eye on his minimap for a while now. There were enemies in literally every possible direction he could go, but other than the one he’d just jumped, it didn’t look like many of the dots were actively pursuing him.

Helper: Anyway, the enemies here will be more durable, stronger, and have more options than you. It’s a good thing that you have Corruption Resistance. You would already be dead without it, and it gives you more options. Rather, I should it say that it gives you options in general. The majority of useful magical items and loot here will be corrupted due to the nature of this zone.

“The system was talking about chaos. Is corruption the same thing?”

Helper: Corruption is the result of chaos. This shouldn’t even be a tutorial zone. Where even were you when you ended up here?

“Low Earth orbit, I think.”

Helper: Okay, that might do it.

“So I’m noticing that you haven’t actually given me any advice so far.”

Helper: Here’s your advice. You get those two points at every level. Unformed 5 is considered to be the starting point of an average sapient being. Right now, the only attribute that you have an element bound to is [Affinity], which is bound to corruption. The good news is that corruption is a very rare and very powerful element. If you examine your [Affinity] stat, you’ll see that it’s being artificially boosted a rank to bronze. Place both of your points in [Affinity] and focus it until it reaches the peak of unformed. If you can somehow survive that long, I believe that will give you your best odds for survival.

Will put his two free points into his Affinity attribute as instructed, raising it to a functional level of Bronze 3.

“Okay. Done. What does that actually do?”

Helper: I’m running out of time. You can find it in your own system if you look.

On the minimap, red dots were beginning to make their way towards Will’s position. Whether that was just because of random chance or because they’d realized that one of their goblin friends here were dead.

Helper: Monsters are approaching. There are areas highlighted in green are tutorial safe zones. Increase your [Affinity], loot EVERY body you can find and make it to one. I look forward to talking to you again. Try not to die.

Further text fizzled out into nothing as half-formed letters began to appear on his interface.

The dots weren’t approaching from the same direction this time. From the looks of it, they were trying to pinch him, cutting him off in a short patch of tunnel without any forking paths.

With what Will had on him at the moment, it was unlikely that he’d be able to do anything significant against what was looking to be four enemies, which were possibly the nasty teleporting goblins or the scorpiders or possibly something else entirely. Helper wasn’t wrong about that. Even taking one had taken a trap, poison, and taking an arrow to the knee.

Well, not actually the knee, but close enough that he’d count it.

Thankfully, he had slightly more than that.

Would you like to loot Arcadian Cave Goblin (Bronze)?

“Of course.” Will was pretty sure that verbal confirmation was unnecessary, but it felt more natural to speak anyway.

Just as before, the creature started to dissipate away into formless smoke as the notifications stacked up.

3 bronze credits have been added to your inventory.

Cave Goblin Bow (Corrupted) has been added to your inventory.

9 Cave Goblin Arrows (Corrupted) have been added to your inventory.

Iron Dagger of the Sunken World has been added to your inventory.

Awakening Shard of the Delver has been added to your inventory.

Will raised an eyebrow. Three of the five of those sounded simple enough, but the last two piqued his interest. They weren’t corrupted, for one, and they sounded magical.

He didn’t have time to do a thorough examination of everything he had. Will wasn’t entirely sure how real-world distances compared to the minimap, but he ballparked the approaching dots to be around thirty feet away.

A quick check revealed that there were, in fact, a scattering of zones highlighted in green throughout the cave system. Will picked the direction that looked closer to one of those zones.

He was going to have to do this carefully. During his time participating in combat sports, Will’s instructors had drilled the idea of numerical superiority into his head. In a fight, most people not named Mike Tyson would struggle against even two or three people.

When his enemies were likely stronger than him, he definitely couldn’t afford to pick a fight against a ton of them.

As he started creeping towards them, he examined his options. The inventory rockslide was potentially an option to give him an upper hand, but there was no guarantee they would stay still long enough for him to manage it. Will picked up a couple of large-ish rocks as he moved, but he was really interested in his new items.


Item: Iron Dagger of the Sunken World

Uncommon, bronze

Daggers of the Sunken World are given to cave goblins for one of two reasons. First, jade versions are sometimes custom-made for great warriors of a tribe after a conquest to indicate their status.

More often, they’re given to children. These iron knives supplement their racial abilities, enabling them to use their underdeveloped signature feature.

Grants access to the [Eerie Step] skill at bronze rank.

WARNING: This item is above your [Affinity] rank! Using it may lead to permanent soul damage.

Note: [Affinity] bound to [Corruption] allows you to use this item without penalty.


“What does Eerie Step do?”


Skill: [Eerie Step]

- Spell (movement).

- Cost: Low to moderate mana.

- Cooldown: 1 minute.

Bronze

A favorite spell of Arcadian cave goblins. By the time they reach maturity, this skill will become part of them. Lucky for you, this dead goblin was still but a child.

Effect: When in eerie light, you briefly shroud yourself in mist and teleport to another area shrouded in eerie light within 60 feet of you with your equipment and up to 1 willing creature.


“So that’s how that dude got the jump on me,” Will mused, pointedly ignoring the part where the system was trying to make him feel bad.

Child or not, the goblin had been trying to kill him. He wasn’t going to lose any sleep over that.

An ambush was exactly what he needed. Will palmed the weapon from his inventory. A tingling rush of energy surged through him. When he experimentally passed a hand into one of the many vent-like cracks in the wall, that tingle clarified into a sure sense of the area around him. Twinkling dots flared to life in his mind’s eye like stars in the night sky.

“That’s a lot of destinations.”

The nearest safe zone was way more than sixty feet away, judging by a combination of the minimap and the locations his new skill was telling him were valid locations to teleport to.

Teleportation. The scientific part of his brain told him that it was impossible, but the louder, more realistic part told him that he’d seen far crazier shit by now and just to accept it.

And the third part, which was by far the dominant one, said teleportation is sick as shit.

Judging by the density of the dots and the speed at which they were moving, he had the option to break into a dead sprint. The safe zone was, at an estimate, a quarter mile away. If he just ran for his life, there was a pretty solid chance he could just take damage and make it.

But that was what he would have thought before. Risk mitigation, finding the path of least resistance—that was how he’d been going through life.

He wasn’t living that life anymore. Nobody was.

There was a vent of eerie light right behind the pair in front of him. They didn’t know he had the knife, and they hadn’t seen him yet.

“Here goes nothing.”

Using the skill was surprisingly easy, as if it was a limb he just hadn’t bothered to use in a while.

Eerie Step.

His vision flashed a luminous green, and his stomach dropped like it had the first time he’d hit the drop on the biggest rollercoaster at Six Flags.

Will’s entire body lurched, and then it faded. Exhaustion permeated his bones, but it was less a just-ran-a-mile tiredness and more a six-AM-on-a-Monday. In the top right corner of his vision, a blue bar had been halfway depleted.

The description said it cost low mana, he thought. Then again, I guess the magic attribute might be [Soul], and that’s my lowest stat.

His feet landed on soft, mulchy dirt.

Though he knew he was still in the same cave system, the tight tunnel he dropped in felt like a different world entirely. There were fewer crystalline growths here, which made him wonder if he should have spent some time looting them, and there were more vents here, casting an alien light across the narrow tunnel.

The passageway was just wide enough for him to draw both of his sharp weapons as he crept up on the two dots from behind.

They traveled in single file. Even if the goblins were smaller than humans, they weren’t small enough that they wanted to walk side by side.

Will moved as quietly as he could, thankful for the way the mulch absorbed his footsteps. Soon enough, the armored back of another goblin came into view.


Arcadian Cave Goblin Warrior. Level: Bronze 4.

Most goblins that reach maturity choose one of a select few classes. Warrior is the foremost amongst them. Grey and prone to disobey orders, these creatures are notorious for their inability to let an issue go. If you fight a Warrior, be sure to put it all the way down, or it will never stop chasing you until one of you dies.


Wasn’t planning on letting it go, Will thought.

He approached with bated breath. The goblins thought they were sneaking up on him, so they were also taking it quietly, but they were too focused on the tunnel ahead that they ignored him approaching.

Ambushing the ambushers. There was a delicious irony in that.

Will had always been good at being silent. For most of his life, it had been a skill used to get around his family’s restrictive rules. It had never been a point of pride for him, but his years of sneaking through a strict life that had been perfectly planned for him had inadverdently prepared for this.

One step, then two, and he was behind the goblin. Unlike the last one, this one had a helmet on, but there was a strip of exposed flesh where the pieces of armor didn’t sit perfectly together.

Will raised his hands high above his head.

He’d gotten on a self-improvement kick a few years back when he’d gained a few too many pounds after a depressive episode, and the work he’d put in at the gym had paid off. Hopefully, that skill translated over.

No, not hopefully. It would.

This—this, right now, would work. It had to. A violent ecstasy surged through his veins as he brought his blades with all the force he could muster.

Will drew first blood.

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack.

Critical hit!

Power coursed through his muscles, and the knife cut into flesh like hot butter. The fang slid in cleanly, skittered off a bone, and buried itself deep in the goblin’s throat.

You have defeated an Arcadian Cave Goblin Warrior.

It was dead before it hit the floor.

Its companion whirled around, hissing with surprise, but Will was already executing part two of his makeshift plan.

Step one was killing the first guy. Step two took a second, but that moment of surprise he’d just bought himself was enough for that.

He dropped both of the big rocks in his inventory right on top of each other. They didn’t perfectly block the passageway, but they formed something of a shield right in front of the corpse he’d just created.

Metal crashed against stone, creating an ear-ringing scratch that Will cringed at, but he didn’t let that stop him.

12 bronze credits have been added to your inventory.

Cave Goblin Mace (Corrupted) has been added to your inventory.

Awakening Shard of the Delver has been added to your inventory.

Bronze Potion of Lesser Healing has been added to your inventory.

That, charitably, could be called step three.

And now for the coup de grace.

Will high-tailed it. Judging from the sound, he was pretty sure the other goblin was using a sword of some kind, which likely meant that it wasn’t going to have a ranged weapon.

Not that he was going to take the chance that it did. As soon as the cooldown on his Eerie Step skill ended, he found the nearest available vent and prepared to use it—just as the other cave goblin materialized next to him.

Will reacted on instinct, slashing at its face with the fang in his dominant left hand. It staggered as the tip drew blood, but it recovered with staggering speed.

At five foot flat, this goblin stood taller than the other ones, and judging by the straight-up evil glint in its eyes, it wasn’t any nicer for it.

Arcadian Cave Goblin Chieftain. Level: Bronze 6.

This is a solo boss.

Goblin chieftains are more than willing to get down and dirty with the rest of them. In fact, they often work their way to the top by defeating the former chieftain in a chaotic, messy brawl to the death. They are not to be trifled with.

Especially at your level.


Achievement earned: Bit Off More Than You Could Chew

You encountered your first boss alone. Foolhardiness or unfortunate circumstances? They’ll wonder about that at your funeral. Assuming someone cares enough to have one, that is. And finds your body, which doesn’t seem very likely here.

Reward: You have earned 10 silver credits. Not that you’ll be able to spend them.


The notifications flashed at the same time the chieftain’s axe caught the glint of the light. Will raised his arms to defend, but the goblin moved faster than him, twisting the blade and burying it in his side.

Hot pain flared just underneath his ribs, and Will decided he’d overstayed his welcome.

Eerie Step.

The angry growl of the goblin chieftain accompanied the flash of green light as Will teleported as far as the skill would let him go.

He reappeared in a small clearing resplendent with the glowing gems from before. There were vents aplenty here as well, and most importantly, no monsters. The nearest safe zone—assuming Helper hadn’t been lying to him and the green marks on his maps were actually safe zones—was to his right, just down a short footpath.

The blue bar—his mana, he guessed—was near empty. His energy drained from him. Will wasn’t sure whether mana depletion would exhaust him, but the blood he was losing certainly wasn’t helping.

A heavy weight dragged his right side down, and he realized belatedly that he’d taken the axe with him.

“Huh,” he said, dazed. “That helps matters. It’s not touching the ground, so maybe I’m carrying it? Let’s see…”

It went into its inventory, which was a delightful surprise, and his side started gushing blood, which was not.

“Shit.” Will started limping towards the green zone, and he checked his inventory for his healing potions. “Wait. Has it been five minutes?”

He tapped on it, and a small hourglass indicator appeared in the center of his vision. It read 3 minutes, 12 seconds.

“Double shit.”

Will put the teleport dagger back into his inventory, then continued forward. There weren’t too many obstructions, which was good. His head was rapidly getting woozy from the blood loss, and it was hard to tell which way was which. The minimap guided him along.

“One foot in front of the other. It’s not hard.”

Behind him, a goblin screeched in confused fury. Judging by the cadence, that was the chieftain.

“Confused about your axe, are you? You should think twice about where you leave your gear.”

Will picked up the pace as well as he could as he heard footsteps and saw a red dot approaching him from behind. Wait, no, not a red dot—three.

He rounded the last corner and came face to face with a wildly anachronistic modern door that could have come straight out of his college coinciding directly with where the green zone was.

Will didn’t think twice. The chieftain and its two goons were gaining on him, and he didn’t want to fight like this.

The door handle swung open, revealing what Will absurdly thought was a Pokémon center.

Achievement earned: Safe at last… for now

You have found your first tutorial safe zone. Rest easy, traveler. Until you’re forced to leave, your ills will be tended to.

Reward: You have access to a safe zone.

He stumbled into a chair, vision fraying at the edges. An arrow came whistling through the air behind him and bounced off thin air at the boundary to the door.

Will’s eyes went to the entrance, where three very angry cave goblins were trying and failing to scrabble through the empty barrier, then to the floor, where an awful lot of blood had tracked across the floor.

“Is that mine?” he muttered woozily.

Will passed out.

#

When he woke up, there was enough dried blood on him and the floor that he thought someone had died. Will then realized that it was his own blood, followed subsequently by the realization that his wound had closed entirely.

…Unfortunately, the number of goblins outside had gone from three to… thirteen, fourteen, fifteen. Not good.

Helper: Congratulations! You made it to a safe zone. That’s better than I was expecting. I should point out that unless otherwise specified, all safe zones have exactly one exit.

“Has this one otherwise specified?”

Helper: Guess.

“Damn it.”

Helper: You’ll be forced out 24 hours after you enter. It’s been 3. There are some useful features in here you might like, and we need to talk about your new items. Let’s get you out of here alive.

“You’re not so bad, Helper. Let’s get this done.”

            

    
        Chapter 4: Abusing Safety

    
    
    
    
                Will got the rundown of the place as the number of goblins outside steadily increased. He really wished he had more to work with, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Not that he planned to beg, but there were quite a few goblins out there preventing him from going anywhere.

At least the safe zone had enough stuff in it to make the child in Will practically jump with joy. He’d passed out (and bled all over) a couch in the lounge, but there were signs in the back of the room with hotel-style iconography that made him think there were better places to rest here.

He’d compared it to a Pokémon center when he’d come in, and now that he was fully awake and lucid, he saw that it wasn’t perfectly apt.

Helper: Safe zones exist in both the tutorial and on planet, but there are key differences. First—on-planet safe zones kick you out after 8 hours, not 24. Second—you will automatically heal in a tutorial safe zone, but not on an on-planet one. The rules of ALL safe zones are as follows:

- Neither monsters nor their attacks can enter.

- Users cannot intentionally inflict damage upon other Users within the confines of a safe zone. Doing so will cause you to be forcibly ejected.

“Fantastic. Can I attack out of a safe zone?”

Helper: Good question. No. What qualifies as an “attack” varies by circumstance and safe zone.

“Okay. That makes getting out of this a lot harder.”

Helper: Not necessarily. In extreme difficulty tutorials, only about 10 to 15 percent of Users make it to the first safe zone, but over half of those continue to survive to the second. There are a number of tools and services available to you here.

The most important part of the safe zone apart from the healing and the, well, safe part, was the shop.

It didn’t look like a traditional shop. This safe zone was entirely devoid of people besides Will. There wasn’t even a robot shopkeeper to peddle wares.

Instead, the “shop” was a wall that looked like it had been converted to a floor-to-ceiling plasma TV screen. It displayed a variety of items in the same format as his inventory, though the framing was different and every item had a name, description, and price under it.

“So all I do is select something from the shop and confirm that I want to buy it?”

Helper: Correct. Not all shops will be in safe zones, but every safe zone will have a shop of some kind, and all shops will carry the same set of basic items. Many will also carry additional wares reflecting the area you find them in.

“Gotcha. Let me see if there’s anything I want…”

There was a lot of stuff for sale. It was split into multiple segments, and he found that he could scroll through them to look for more stuff.


Corrupted Fragment Safe Zone 1C - Store


Weapons

- Bronze Weapon Box (Melee) - 100 bronze credits

- Bronze Weapon Box (Ranged) - 100 bronze credits

- Bronze Bladed Weapon - 75 bronze credits

- Bronze Ranged Weapon - 75 bronze credits


There was a similar set of purchases available for each rank. There were a lot of ranks.

“Holy hell,” Will said. “How long does it take to get up there?”

Helper: A long time. 50% of Users never make it past the metal tier—Bronze, Silver, Gold, though almost everyone is able to select their class by achieving bronze. Of the remaining, 75% stop progressing or die at the gem tiers—Platinum, Emerald, Diamond.

“Platinum is a metal, not a gem.”

Helper: I get that a lot. I didn’t choose to name the ranks. After the gem tiers are the sovereigns—Lord, Prince, King, or Lady, Princess, Queen. The final tier—Emperor/Empress, Ascendant, and Transcendent—are considered inaccessible to all but a sacred few.

“Well, shit. And I’m all the way down at bronze, huh?”

Helper: Unformed, actually. The reason you can access the bronze store is because of your abilities. Examine your [Affinity] attribute, will you?

“Right. My stat sheet does say unformed. That’s the lowest?”

Will opened his stats and examined his Affinity closely, trying to focus the same way he had when he’d seen monsters.


[Affinity] 

- A measure of your capability to wield external magic and ease of attunement. Using items of a higher ranks than your [Affinity] is nearly impossible, and a higher tier is simply out of the question. Using items of a higher level will cause permanent damage to your soul without attunement.

- Bound to [Corruption]: You may use items of up to 1 rank higher than your [Affinity] stat without penalty, functionally increasing your [Affinity] stat by 1 rank. You may use items without attuning to them first. You may use corrupted items.


“Ah, I see. The system told me that because I was loading into a corrupted tutorial, it was going to give me some protection.”

Helper: The corruption element is possessed by less than 0.00001% of Users. It’s not unique, but it’s very rare. Treasure it.

“I’ll treasure it if I’m alive to do so. Hold on, isn’t corruption bad? Like the whole defending against chaos thing. Why does the system give out an ability that uses it?”

Helper: A handful of corruption-element Users help alleviate the pressure. It’s like venting a high-pressure pipe. Letting a bit of chaos through prevents the bulk of it from annihilating the multiverse. Not that most of the Users there care, but the system does.

“Makes no sense to me, but if it’s keeping me alive, sure. I’ll question it after I ‘m sure I won’t die in the next few hours. Anyway, I assume the weapon boxes are random drops? Loot box kinda deal?”

Helper: You assume correctly.

“Hmmm. Assuming those weapons have the same level of power as the teleport dagger, I don’t think they’ll be enough to get out of this. How much money do I have, by the way?”

Helper: Scroll down on your inventory.

“Oh.”

Credits

Base: 305

Bronze: 225

Silver: 10

Everything past that was 0.

Helper: It’s a 10 to 1 conversion for every rank.

“Oh, so my base credits are worth jack and shit, then.”

Helper: Not necessarily. Up until the gem tiers, an unformed weapon can still be a threat. Even at the gem tiers, you’re not necessarily safe. For instance, one of your Earth’s “AK-47s” is considered unformed but possesses enough firepower to threaten a weak platinum-rank. Especially when combined with the class you will awaken at bronze, any weapon can be a threat.

“Huh. Okay. I’m going to look for some more stuff, then.”

The Items and Miscellaneous tabs were much, much longer than the weapons. Items included healing, armor, food and water supplies, and a lot more. Will wasn’t sure why they were there and not under Miscellaneous, but that became clear when he scrolled to the third segment.

Damn near everything under the sun was there. Rocks, beer bottles both empty and full, potted plants, crates, barrels of oil—you name it, they had it.

Well, electronics seemed to be at a premium. There were a few, but nothing complex or computer-like. Will wondered what that meant. His phone was dead, but it wasn’t broken—just out of battery. That ruled out EMPs, but…

Eh. That was a problem for later.

Going back to Items, armor looked like a good investment, given the fact that literally every monster here seemed to have weapons that could cut through his skin like hot butter, but—

- Bronze Armor Box (Heavy) - 2500 bronze credits

- Bronze Armor Box (Medium) - 2000 bronze credits

- Bronze Armor Box (Light) - 1000 bronze credits

Yeah. No way could he afford that.

For now, he used 300 of his base credits to buy 10 basic health potions and a week’s worth of “rations,” which turned out to be a crate of dull grey bars that looked more like lithium-ion batteries than food and several liters of water.

He experimentally tasted one, and his eyes flew wide in surprise. It tasted exactly like steak and potatoes. It had the consistency of chalk dust, but the resemblance to a real meal otherwise was near perfect.

“Not ideal, but I guess it’ll work.”

The entire crate fit into his inventory, taking up only one slot, which gave him an idea. The crate of supplies was full, but an empty wooden crate cost only 5 credits. He put his empty potion bottle, the de-venomed scorpider tail, the goblin bow (which he didn’t know how to use and was too small for him besides), and the arrows in it before placing the full crate back into his inventory.

Helper: Good call. Your only element binding works well with items, so you should save on inventory space as much as you can.

“Obvious enough, but thanks.”

Will examined the final set of items.


Additional Items

- Corrupted Bronze Weapon Box - 90 bronze credits

- Corrupted Bronze Bladed Weapon - 65 bronze credits

- Corrupted Bronze Ranged Weapon - 65 bronze credits


Helper: You should purchase a corrupted bronze weapon box. The boxes give magical items, while the weapons alone don’t. Corrupted items tend to be stronger than regular items and have a chance to inflict your enemies with corruption. Since the downside is negated by your bound element, it’s ideal for you. Also, it’s cheaper.

“Are you sure about that?” Will asked. “Actually, why should I trust you? I realize this is a bit late to be asking, and I also realize you’re not the least biased option to ask, but I also don’t want to fully go along with what a voice in my head has been saying.”

Helper: 25% boost, remember? Look, biped, you’re not the only User here. I spent 75 years down there. You might not trust me, but if you ignore me, you will die.

“And now you’re a non-User? How did that happen?”

Helper: I am not at liberty to disclose that information.

“Is it the same deal with your name, then?”

Helper: I am not at liberty to disclose that information.

“So it is.” Will sucked in a breath. “Seventy-five years is a long time.”

Helper: You live longer at higher ranks.

“What rank were you?”

Helper: I am not at liberty to disclose that information.

“Christ, alright. I’ll buy the damn box. I have plenty of credits anyway.”

You have purchased a [Corrupted Bronze Weapon Box]!

This came in the form of a suspiciously small black crate marked, even more suspiciously, with DO NOT OPEN.

Helper: Open it. All corrupted items have that warning.

Will mentally focused on the box and selected Open.

The lid clicked open with an ominous hiss, white mist flowing off of it in waves.

It fizzled away like the monsters did, revealing a rubber-packed… gun.

“The hell?”

Will had been in the Boy Scouts for long enough to handle guns a fair few times, but this didn’t look like anything functional. His new prize was a revolver straight out of an old spaghetti western, rust and all.

He drew it from the case. The grip was startlingly comfortable in his hands, and the weight—not bad, not at all. Will would need to do some test firing.


Item: Seven-Shot Six-Shooter (Corrupted)

Rare, bronze

Torn from the desolated wastes of the Crystal Desert, this type of weapon is a favorite of gamblers, backstabbers, and scoundrels for its unpredictability, power, and most importantly, the surprise of having one extra shot.

Carries seven bullets, which are randomly selected from the following list. The bullets can be reloaded by hand, but will automatically reload once every hour. Once loaded, the order that the bullets are shot in is random.

You may also fire a mundane bullet.

Possible shots:

- Piercing Shot: The bullet does not slow down when it hits a living target.

- Explosive Shot: On impact, the bullet detonates with the force of 1 kg of dynamite.

- Gaseous Shot: Activates the effect of the [Fog Cloud] spell at bronze rank.

- Rebounding Shot: When the bullet hits a surface, its momentum is instantaneously reversed at 50% the value of its impact speed.

- Machine Gun: Shoots 7 bullets at once.

- High Caliber: After being fired, bullet size increases by 100%. Bullet speed increases by 100%.

- Incendiary: Activates the effect of the [Create Oil], [Thicken Oil], and [Produce Fire] spells at unformed rank.

- Instant Death: Has a 1 in 1,000 chance to be loaded. Bullet velocity is quadrupled. Ignores magical resistances up to gold rank. Destroys magical protection of up to gold rank. Always crits. Don’t miss.

WARNING: This weapon is corrupted. Each bullet has a small chance to inflict one level of the [Corruption] condition.


…or not. That was definitely not safe to test inside.

“Is there even a firing range in here?”

Helper: Not in this one. Many do.

“Alright. This is handy, but…”

Will looked to the door,, which he hadn’t bothered closing. Outside of the safe zone, there were now a solid sixteen or seventeen cave goblins staking out the area. They weren’t just gathered in the center, either. The footpath had cover on either side of it and in alcoves above, and goblins had taken up residence everywhere.

Archers lay waiting up high in the vents, warriors surrounded the exit, and what Will could only assume were wizards were chanting something in a circle around a burning circle.

A single bullet wasn’t going to take all of them out.

Helper: Check all your options. You need to be adaptable to survive as a User.

She wasn’t going to give him the answer right away. That was fair. Given the title “tutorial helper,” Will assumed Helper was going to be gone after all this was done.

The options here lay entirely in the shop. Would another weapon do it? Maybe, but he didn’t want to immediately commit to that. Unless he rolled insanely well, he doubted a single weapon would be enough to clear out this entire encampment.

“Hey, Helper. You said that I can’t attack from the inside out. Can I attack immediately when I exit? Will any aftereffects of my attacks be stopped from entering? Can I push non-attack items out while I’m inside?”

Helper: Yes to all three.

An evil idea took root in Will’s mind. He grinned.

You have purchased 15 [Large Casks of Oil]!

“I learned this one from one of my favorite games,” he said, moving to the Miscellaneous tab of the store. “They call this “barrelmancy.”

#

All told, it only cost him 300 credits, which translated to 30 of his bronze currency. He still had enough to get another weapon if necessary, though he hoped the other items he had were sufficient.

Will checked his inventory. It seemed like 10 was the maximum he could fit of any one item into a slot—there was one stack of 10 and one of 5. Good to know.

He stored the scorpider fang and teleport dagger into his inventory and drew the seven-shot revolver.

The constant clamor of the goblins setting up for their ambush faded as he walked closer.

“You know,” he said, “part of an ambush is making sure your target doesn’t know it’s coming.”

The tallest of the goblins—the same chieftain whose axe he’d inadvertently stolen—rose to its (his?) feet.

“You will die knowing that death comes for you,” he—definitely a he—growled. His voice sounded like someone had dragged his throat over a quicksand belt. “You will die in pain, and there is nothing you can do about it.”

“So you do speak English.”

Helper: You’re hopeless. You have the Omnilingual skill, dumbass. I’m writing in your native language because I’ve prepared for this. The goblins are speaking cave Arcadian.

“Oh. Right.”

“Come out now or when the lights refresh in the morning,” the chieftain said, pointing a short spear straight at Will’s throat. “I promise you that you will die a terrible death.”

“Your axe looked nicer than whatever that baby sensory toy is,” Will taunted.

In the chieftain’s moment of incoherent rage, Will acted.

He dumped all fifteen oil barrels out of his inventory. They were almost the same size of him, and they were near the limit of what he could carry. The first couple stacked on top of each other, but then there was no room and the barrels clattered to the ground, rolling towards the goblins.

A reptilian wave of panic swept over the grey creatures as they refocused towards the barrels moving towards them. Will used the distraction to step out.

He had only fired a revolver once or twice, but he’d watched enough movies and understood enough about the theory of shooting guns to know how to fan the hammer. By holding the trigger down with one hand and rapidly cocking the gun with the other, he could shoot each one of the seven bullets in rapid succession.

In history, fanning the hammer was nearly useless. Its accuracy was garbage, it wasn’t great for shooting from cover, and it spent all your bullets really, really fast.

But Will only needed one bullet to hit, and he had a lot of targets.

Incendiary, instant death, explosive, and high caliber would all theoretically do the trick.Those were four out of the eight possibilities. The chances of not rolling one of them in any of the bullets was near zero.

He fanned the hammer, and pandemonium erupted. The crack of the shot firing was deafening without ear protection, and the ping-ping-ping and fleshy thwacks of his bullets making contact didn’t help with the sudden ringing in his ears.

Then, he heard a massive whump like the crash of a massive wave and his vision flared white.

The explosion sent Will flying backwards into the safe zone. He smacked straight into a table, and white-hot pain ignited throughout his whole body before he slammed down an unformed rank healing potion. In combination with the safe zone’s passive healing effect, the pain subsided quickly.

Helper: Good one. You might survive this after all.

His vision took a while to return, but the system was active even while his eyes were too blinded by light to see.


You have defeated a large number of enemies! Please standby…


Achievement earned: Actually, You Could Chew It Just Fine

You have killed your first solo-level boss while actually solo. The average survival rate of day 1 battles against solo-level bosses is [26%].

Reward: Check the boss’ body for its Vault Key.


Achievement earned: MULTIKILL

You have killed more than 10 sapient beings in less than one minute. You’re blowing up!

Reward: You have gained a Tablet of Slaughter.


You have leveled up 6 times!

            

    
        Chapter 5: There's Always a Bigger Fish

    
    
    
    
                Ecstatic energy surged through Will’s system as his sight returned to normal. Coming down from the high of the first level-up had been a trip. Six was what he imagined taking MDMA might be like.

Apparently, exiting the safe zone for less than an hour meant that the timer didn’t reset, so he was at nineteen hours and counting until this one kicked him out. Plenty of time to sort himself out.

Will hadn’t realized how tired he was up until this moment. Now that his life was no longer immediately in danger, the built-up exhaustion of everything leading up till this point piled upon him. As it turned out, passing out was not an appropriate substitute for sleep, which meant that in terms of real rest, he’d gone something like thirty hours without.

He wanted to crash, but the flames were dying down outside and the scorched bodies of the goblins he’d slain lay burning amidst the blackened dirt and stone, illuminated by the alien light even in death.

If they were all like the goblins he’d personaly killed, then each and every one of those bodies had loot on them. Will wasn’t sure about the sociopolitical state of the corrupted fragment of the Arcadian cave system, but he doubted that the other mobs in this area were going to politely leave the corpses alone.

There definitely wasn’t enough space in his inventory to fit everything in, even after he’d just gained six new slots from his level-ups, but thanks to the shop, he had a way to circumvent that.

Armed with ten large wooden crates and a fully functional fire extinguisher—both purchased from the Miscellaneous section of the store—alongside the teleport dagger, he ventured back out into the flaming outdoors.

The extinguisher wasn’t enough to put out all of the flames. One of the random bullets he’d fired must have been the incendiary option, which he was pretty sure just created napalm. The gun had been a high risk, high reward weapon, and he was glad to see it had paid off.

It made looting the bodies a pain, though. Some of them were so thoroughly destroyed that when he looted them, all he got was a handful of credits.

Will kept a careful eye on his minimap as he cleared the bodies out, looting each of them for everything they were worth and dropping the spoils of battle in a crate.

“If you can call dropping a fuel-air bomb on a bunch of prehistoric goblins a battle, anyway.”

He wasn’t going to be able to replicate that stunt easily. Will marked it as a strong option if he had access to a safe zone and a high density of enemies, but he doubted he was going to manage it a second time under different circumstances.

Will was definitely still going to buy more barrels.

Thankfully, it seemed that any lingering monsters in the area had been scared off by the sound of roughly six hundred gallons of oil exploding. With some fire extinguisher action, he was able to access every body. The ones in the vents were trickier to get to, but the teleport dagger was still functional.

By the time he was done, Will had fully packed four crates and gotten halfway through another. He stuffed everything back into his inventory, exhausted but satisfied, and headed back into the safe zone.

Once inside, he found his way to a comfortable-looking couch and promptly fell asleep.

#

Will woke up feeling more rested than he had in years.

Helper: Good morning, William. It has been 9 hours. You have 10 hours remaining in the safe zone before you are automatically ejected.

“Great. Is there a shower anywhere? I have goblin ash all over my clothes. And in my hair. And in my mouth.”

Helper: Yes. Find it yourself. Are you sure you’re a sapient?

“Very funny.”

There was, in fact, a bathroom. The shower was spartan, but the pressure was good and the water was hot, which was a lot more than Will could say for the ones at his overpriced apartment. When he was done, he discarded the clothes he’d been wearing since he’d woken up ready for a day of work yesterday. At this point, they were fit for burning.

A simple shirt and pants only set him back 20 credits. He’d gotten over a thousand base credits and just under two hundred bronze from the goblin clan, so the price was negligible.

It was a strange sensation, having disposable income. Will had sent the majority of his paycheck back home and spent the bulk of what remained on rent, so his personal spending money had always been tight.

He hoped Mom and Dad were doing alright—either going through easy tutorials or, more likely, choosing the safer life as a non-User.

Will put that out of mind. He could worry about them all he wanted, but none of that would matter if he didn’t make it out of his own tutorial alive.

The loot and the levels could help him with that.

With the six new levels, he had 12 unused points.

“I’m not putting all of these into Affinity,” he said, thinking out loud. “I can use the bronze rank items already, and I’d really like to be able to not instantly run out of mana.”

Helper: Your [Soul] attribute is indeed quite low for a sapient. You must not have been in touch with your inner self before this. Loser.

“Wow, screw you.” It wasn’t like she was wrong, to be fair, but still…

Will decided to put 3 points into his Soul stat to bring it up to par with his second-lowest stat, then put the other 9 in Affinity, raising it from 7 to 16. The functional level it was at jumped from Bronze 3 to 8, confirming Will’s suspicion that it was equal to half the unformed level rounded down.

He asked Helper about it.

Helper: Unformed is the only rank that goes from levels 0 to 20. Every rank onwards is 0 to 10. Before you ask, I am not at liberty to disclose that information.

“Interesting,” Will said, resisting the urge to ask why anyways.

Putting points into stats didn’t have as noticeable an effect as leveling up, but Will still felt a refreshing wave pass through him. When he held the seven-shot six-shooter, his grip on it felt more natural. A pressure that he hadn’t even realized was there had been lifted.

Helper: As your [Affinity] increases, you will find it easier to use items of the rank it is at. You will also find yourself capable of using more items.

“Noted.”

The loot in the crates wasn’t anything terribly special. The chieftain’s spear was just a normal (albeit corrupted) spear, though the axe that still gleamed with Will’s blood when he took it out of his inventory was a different story.


Item: Chieftain’s Axe of Despair (Corrupted)

Rare, bronze

Passed from father to son to the guy who murdered the son, then the guy who murdered him, then… you get the idea. They say the axe forgets and the tree remembers, but this axe definitely has not forgotten.

Has a moderate chance of inflicting stacking levels of [Altrien’s Despair]. Has a high chance of inflicting stacking levels of [Bleed].

WARNING: This item is corrupted.


“That’s an Earth saying. How does it know Earth sayings?”

Helper: The system adjusts how it presents itself to all individuals. Mine was written in my native language. I am at liberty to disclose how: I have no idea.

Altrien’s Despair, as it turned out, was an effect that temporarily reduced the Soul attribute and worsened all injuries. Bleed dealt ongoing damage, reduced the Power attribute, and made the target more susceptible to further slashing attacks.

“This thing’s kind of nasty.”

Will tested it. With his increased Affinity attribute, it felt as natural as the practice swords he’d used in kung fu. It looked like a greataxe, but it was meant for goblins. He could manage using it in one hand.

Aside from that, the bulk of the loot was on the same level as the stuff he’d looted from the first one. They didn’t possess any particularly unique characteristics beyond being corrupted.

None of the other weapons were up to par with what Will already had, but the more esoteric items were interesting.

There were a few items labeled as grimoires that he couldn’t read. Apparently, his Soul attribute had to be higher to try to learn from them. That was a concern for when he had more levels.

More presciently, he now had 15 Awakening Shards of the Delver, and he hadn’t forgotten the Tablet of the Slaughter that he’d gotten earlier.

“What are these?”

Helper: Awakening Shards are pieces of tablets. Depending on the tablet, it can take anywhere from 3 to 100 shards to assemble. The Delver is a fairly common one, so I have data on it. You should be able to create three tablets with 15 shards.

“And what do tablets do?” Will had a suspicion, but if he had access to a living Wikipedia, he wasn’t going to try to make his decisions without information.

Helper: They are the primary method for obtaining skills. Each tablet has a certain subset of skills that it will tend to give. When you activate one, you may choose any attribute that has open skill slots and awaken a skill for that attribute at the functional rank as the attribute, though you cannot unlock skills that are more than 1 rank above you. For you, that means the highest-rank skill you can unlock will be bronze.

Unbound attributes have two skill slots. Bound ones have three. When you gain a class, you will be able to select secondary attributes, which have four slots, and a primary attribute, which has six.

If your attribute is unbound, the skill you receive is likely to be more general. Your only bound attribute is Affinity, which is bound to Corruption. Therefore, if you awaken an Affinity skill, it will relate to Corruption as well as whatever the tablet is.

Will examined the Tablet of Slaughter. It was listed as rare.

“Are higher rarities better?”

Helper: Not necessarily. They have a higher floor, and are better for achieving certain defined results—for instance, the Tablet of Slaughter will almost certainly give you a strong offensive skill—but skills from common tablets sometimes prove to be the most useful. 3/4 of my skills were from common tablets when I was a User.

“Huh. Okay.”

Helper: You have a vault key in your possession somewhere. Take it.

Oh, right. The boss had dropped one of those. Will fished around in the crates and found it.

As he did, a new point flashed yellow on his minimap.

“That’s the vault, I take it. Is there good treasure there?”

Helper: Vaults always have solid loot. In the tutorial, you may also find elemental gems in them, which is critical for creating a more defined skillset and a stronger class. Every class is based on a minimum of three elements, and the initial options that present themselves to you will be based on what elements you have bound.

“Got it. So I get more options if I bind everything. Sounds like there’s a catch.”

Helper: The catch is in surviving long enough to get to the gems. You should use the Tablet of Slaughter on Affinity because you need an offensive skill, but I would advise saving the shards until you enter the vault.

“Makes sense. The vault doesn’t look too far on my minimap, either. That’s a lot of monsters, though.”

Will wasn’t afraid of fighting more goblins now. Compared to how unequipped he’d been coming into the tutorial, he was practically a walking arsenal now. If he’d managed to deal with monsters with only the fang of an unformed rank spider, he could manage with all of this.

Just one more task remained for him before he could set off.

Helper: You may want to be sitting down for this.

#

The Tablet of the Slaughter was about the size of an iPad, though the back was inscribed with a pattern so complex that Will’s head swam looking at it. It glowed faintly with blue and black light, which he was pretty sure wasn’t supposed to be possible.

“Magic is bullshit,” he murmured fondly, then did his best to focus on it.

Would you like to use [Tablet of the Slaughter]?

“Yes.”

Select an Attribute.

Will picked Affinity, and the glow intensified. Mist rose from the tablet, rising up over him and sinking into his skin.

Helper: Do not panic.

“What is it with you system freaks and saying not to panic? You know that doesn’t work, right?”

The mist covered his whole body, sinking into his flesh and becoming one with him, and—

#

Three planets orbited each other. Their revolutions were constantly changing, no path ever tread twice, but the three never collided. It was, in the purest form, controlled chaos.

Until the fourth. It appeared seemingly out of nowhere, but once it existed, it had always been there. It folded in on itself, shifting in space like no matter should have been able to, and it spread.

The unleashed chaos was hungry, and it consumed.

#

You have awakened an [Affinity] skill at bronze rank!


Skill: [Chaos Transfer]

- Spell (enchantment).

- Cost: high mana.

- Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Bronze

Let others suffer as you have.

Cleanses you of all levels of the [Corruption] affliction and transfers it to a designated weapon. The next target the weapon strikes will gain all levels of [Corruption] that you cleansed.


“What the hell was that?” Will said, breathing hard. The vision burned itself into his brain, refusing to leave.

Helper: Everyone’s vision differs. They’re believed to be glimpses of the system’s past, but no consensus has been reached. Ignore it for now. It won’t help you.

Right. He went through a breathing exercise, counting to fifty as he did. By the time he reached thirty, he was back to the state of excited calm he’d been in.

“Back to the important stuff! I have a new skill!”

Helper: It has powerful synergy with your resistance skill. Vanishingly few creatures are immune to the [Corruption] affliction. Many monsters here will be immune to the passive chaos in the air, but they will still suffer from this affliction if struck with it. 

“Awesome,” Will said. Even as he spoke, he could see that there was a level of corruption on his status diagram that was greyed out thanks to his resistance.

He used the skill, focusing it on the axe of despair. The signifier that he was suffering from corruption disappeared, and the rune-engraved axe, already corrupted thanks to its time here, redoubled in its eerie smoky quality.

“Sick. Let’s see what this vault business is all about.”

#

With his Soul attribute up to Unformed 5, Will no longer struggled to use the teleport dagger multiple times. He moved stealthily, killing and looting a handful of the goblins, scorpiders, and assorted creepy-crawlies that lined the twisting tunnels of the cave system.

The axe of despair proved to be very handy for this. In combination with the fang, he had a high chance to inflict one crippling debuff or another on his target, which lowered its stats enough that he could take it down.

He didn’t take every fight he could, since it was still a bit of a struggle to kill the monsters with his lower stats, but teleporting and ambushing creatures proved to be a very viable tactic.

By the time he reached the periphery of the vault, he’d reached Unformed 8. He put the 2 new points in Affinity, bringing him up to a functional Bronze 9.

The vault was in an open area of the caves. Several tunnels fed into a cavernous clearing with a ceiling high enough that Will could toss a knife up and not it the top. There had clearly been an encampment here, judging from the collapsed tents, still-burning embers, and spilled food. Judging from the fact that the goblin chieftain had given him the key, he thought there were decent odds that it was where the teleporting cave goblins had come from.

At the other end of the clearing, maybe a hundred feet from Will, there was a single metal door with DO NOT ENTER scribbled over it in messy handwriting. It corresponded exactly with the location of the vault on his minimap.

Unfortunately, that was the end of the good news.

The goblins had left this place to go raiding, and in the meantime, something else had taken up space.

A chill ran up Will’s entire body as he looked up. And up. The thing had to be fifteen or twenty feet tall. How did it even fit in the tunnels?

“Oh, hell no,” he muttered. “Fuck spiders.”


Giant Cave Spider. Level: Bronze 8.

This is a solo boss.

Behold! The giant enemy spider. One of the natural predators of cave goblins, these spiders are capable of shrinking their bodies down to innocuous sizes before growing to a devastating size and feasting on their prey. Once trapped by their webs, cave goblins often find it impossible to even attempt teleporting away.

Don’t get caught.

WARNING: This boss is more than 1 full rank above you!


“Mind if I go around you?”

The spider twitched, and a spout of thick fluid shot forth from its abdomen. Will dove to the side instinctively, looking up just in time to see the massive web that exploded out onto the ground right under him.

“Guess that’s a no.”

            

    
        Chapter 6: 1v1, Goblin Cave, Many Items

    
    
    
    
                Will was unbelievably glad that he’d decided to save his use of the Chaos Transfer skill. The corruption condition was incredibly powerful—it caused immense pain, lowered every stat with time, worsened injuries, and could lead to death if unresisted. If he’d wasted it on the goblins only to realize there was a massive spider here, the boss wouldn’t have had to beat him—he would’ve done it to himself.

He hated spiders. When he’d been thirteen or so, he’d gone on a camping trip and inadvertently set his tent up right next to a spider nest. Sometime during the weeklong excursion, a number of the creepy crawlies had hatched, leaving a very unpleasant surprise for him inside his tent.

His hatred for the little buggers had grown alongside him. Spiders were necessary for a healthy ecosystem, he knew, but holy hell did they send shivers up his spine.

This giant one was no exception.

“You know, they didn’t let me torch the nest when I was a kid. Nobody’s stopping me now.”

He doubted the spider could actually understand him, but he kept talking anyway. Will had been talking out loud to nobody for long enough now that doing it was becoming habbit.

Besides, trash talk helped the mind.

The spider, unfortunately, did not seem to appreciate the finer points of the English language. It rubbed two of its massive front legs together, producing a sound that Will definitely did not expect from a spider.

Was it… purring? Will had always figured that if spiders got big enough to make audible sounds, they would hiss. That was the sound they made in most games, after all—but no, this spider sounded like the world’s worst kitten.

“Allie would’ve loved you,” he said, then thought on it more. “Maybe. A pet tarantula and a giant spider aren’t really the same.”

His hackles raised as he finished the sentence, and Will dove away from the web that the spider had already established on the ground next to him. He wasn’t sure how effective a web fresh from the thing’s abdomen was going to be, but he had no intentions of finding out.

Will’s instincts saved him. Another fat wisp of string whistled by his body, splatting right on the ground where it’d been.

Even though he’d predicted the attack, he wasn’t able to roll all the way away. His Speed attribute had started off at a pretty decent value—a fair bit higher than what was supposed to be average for a human, even. He hadn’t leveled it since, though, and it was far behind his Affinity.

More importantly, every single one of his stats was lower than the boss’, and the string shot was fast and wide-ranged. As Will tried to rise to his feet, he realized that his foot was stuck.

After a brief stint in high school robotics, he’d learned to fear the power of even a few drops of superglue. This was like taking a paint can full of the stuff and putting his sneakers straight into it.

The spider sauntered over, apparently happy to take its time now that its prey was caught.

“Oh no you don’t!”

Will realized quickly enough that he wasn’t going to be able to free his shoe with sheer force, so he just yanked his leg out of his sneakers.

“First you ruin my shoes, then you make me leave them behind,” he complained. “Those weren’t free, you know?”

The spider did not react to his words, which he assumed was because it had no knowledge of the English language nor cared for his complaints.

Will needed to take this fight carefully. His Chaos Transfer skill let him guarantee a level of corruption on the spider, but he needed to land an attack first. He hadn’t had the opportunity to test it much, which wasn’t helped by the fact that a) it had a high mana cost, b) it had a relatively long cooldown, and c) he had not properly fought a boss yet.

The goblin chieftain technically counted, but he had won that battle with judicious use of explosives. Doing so here, while he was in the same room? Less desirable.

The last thing Will wanted to do was to land a hit on the snake’s leg and find out that the level of corruption only applied to a leg because the creature was so big. There were ways to test that, though.

Will needed to inflict a status and wear the boss down. He couldn’t think of this as a fight where he could get in a single, decisive blow and win. This was a battle of attrition where the spider could probably one-shot him at any time.

It swiped a leg down at him as he drew the chieftain’s axe of despair, narrowly missing his side. Will was getting pretty good at dodge-rolling, but he was no Dark Souls character. He knew he wasn’t going to be able to keep this up forever.

The spider’s legs were powerful. Will managed to get hismelf clear of the descending limb, but the ground underneath it cracked. This close up, he could see that its leg wasn’t smooth—in fact, it was covered with hundreds of jagged porcupine-like quills.

Careful not to impale his hands on one of the myriad biological weapons the spider had, Will swung the axe.

It hit what he swore was metal. The impact rang solidly through the axe, sending vibrations reverberating through his body. His arms went numb and he fumbled the wooden grip of the axe, though he managed to recover it before it could entirely roll out of his hands.

Adrenaline shot through his veins, and he grinned despite himself.

“Not going to go down that easily, huh?”

That must have been the Resistance stat in action. He’d checked what the stats did during his time in the safe room. Resistance was responsible for a number of things—health and stamina recovery, primarily, but also durability. This boss was Bronze 8. That almost certainly meant its durability was way higher than his.

He needed a skill or an item that could tell him that. It was also entirely possible that it was using a skill of some sort to protect itself.

The spider very rudely interrupted Will’s thoughts by rubbing two of its legs together again. This time, Will was prepared for what was coming. His heart pounded in his chest as he watched its abdomen for signs of movement.

At the last movement, he broke out into a dead sprint, easily clearing the web.

“You mind if we pause? Take a breather?” No intelligible response, of course, but Will imagined that its strange purring sound was a no. “Speaking of which, why doesn’t Omnilingual work on you? Is spider not a recognized language? That feels vaguely… racist? Specist?”

If he couldn’t even land a hit on this thing with brute force, he was going to have to break its armor first.

His power alone wouldn’t be enough for that, but the seven-shot six-shooter could put a lot more force behind a blow than he could with his arms.

“Spider, meet the great equalizer. Ol’ Amendment Two herself.” Will hadn’t been the biggest fan of guns pre-apocalypse, to put it lightly, but the rules had changed. The world had changed. He would adapt.

Will stowed his teleport dagger in his inventory and materialized the revolver. He cocked the hammer back, dearly hoping he didn’t get a result that would screw him over, and fired at the closest leg.

At this range, he wouldn’t miss.

Steaming purple blood spurted from the armored leg. Will’s instincts worked faster than his mind, and he took a rapid leap backwards. The viscous liquid sizzled as it hit the ground.

A small tooltip appeared over the smoking gun, displaying the words [Piercing Shot selected.]

Will hadn’t seen anything like that show up earlier, but in his defense, he had just blinded himself with several hundred gallons of gasoline explosion.

In the dim light of the glowing vents, Will could just barely make out the hole he’d punched in the creature’s leg. It looked large enough to put a couple fingers through.

The spider stomped its leg, making that weird purring noise again at a higher octave, and he lost sight of the wound.

Okay. There was confirmation that he could hurt it, at least. If he could make a bullet hole and dig his axe of despair into it, he could try to inflict it with a few conditions.

Logic told him that this was a stupid, awful idea. He’d be aiming for a tiny target against a boss with way more attack options than him and much higher stats across the board.

But logic was for the old world. Logic was for the safe lifepath, for grinding it out in computer science until his soul had been worn down to a nub.

The world had changed, and there was no undoing that. The logic Will had grown so used to applying had been turned on its head.

Survival in the new world came with an entirely different set of rules, and Will had no intention of failing to understand them.

He needed to survive the tutorial so he could return to Earth. In order to do that, he needed to be strong, and in order to accomplish that, he needed more elements and more skills.

The spider was an obstacle. If he chose to turn here, he would lose an opportunity that he might never get again.

Will sprinted straight at the spider as it prepared itself for another round of webbing. The goblin encampment hadn’t been fully destroyed, but he didn’t bother watching his footing as he stomped out dying fires, finished collapsing half-fallen tents, and threw caution to the winds.

The amount of open space in this clearing was rapidly decreasing. The webs expanded fast, and they stuck to everything worse than Will’s clingiest ex. The longer he waited, the worse it was going to get.

Unlike the legs, which were covered with obvious armor and spikes, the abdomen didn’t seem as protected. Will remembered the system description of the scorpiders. Their undersides had been more vulnerable. Maybe this would be the same?

From the way that it started stomping around with increased intensity, intent on spearing him before he could make it under its body, it didn’t want him going there. That as good as confirmed his suspicions.

The boss reshaped the room as Will ran and dodged its legs, smashing the ground in with every step. Cracks spiderwebbed out alongside the actual spiderwebs, which did not help Will’s attempts to move at all.

“You’re making me think you actually don’t want me to kill you,” Will said. “You know, we could totally call a truce. Work it out like… adults? I assume you’re an adult.”

The spider stabbed a leg forward in response and Will hit the ground.

“Or we can keep doing this. Sure.”

Even if it understood him, Will figured that it wasn’t particularly interested in peace. It was winning, after all. His stamina was running out faster than the spider’s, and it only gained more battlefield control as time went on.

With one shoe lost to the webs, running away was also rather annoying. He kept on gashing his foot against sharp rocks on the ground, which the spider not only was unaffected by but also worsened.

He’d gotten one or two shots in, but every wound he created closed up by the next time he was able to land a blow. Will had stopped firing for fear of running out of bullets before he could do any real damage.

It was looking increasingly hopeless, but that didn’t mean he was going to give up or run. Will assessed the cave as well as he could in between dodging webs and avoiding death by a hair.

[Perception] advanced to Unformed 8!

The notification startled him enough that he nearly tripped face-first into a web, which would have been the end of him.

“Good to know I can level up my stats, I guess,” he muttered in between heavy breaths. “Would love a Resistance boost.”

He needed to find a way to end this fight or at least tilt it in his favor. As the spider’s onslaught continued, an idea faintly resembling a plan formed in his head.

“Oh, this is going to go so poorly.”

What was that saying, again? Fortes fortuna iuvat—“fortune favors the brave.”

Pliny the Elder had died in a volcanic eruption shortly after saying that, but that was besides the point.

Will put the axe of despair back into his inventory and drew the teleport dagger instead. This knife had a pretty low chance of inflicting any status, but he had a tool for that.

“Suffer as I have,” Will quoted, activating his Chaos Transfer skill. The strange sensation of twisted energy leaving his body lasted only a moment, and then his dagger was distorted with corruption.

The spider purred again. By now, the boss’ attack patterns were familiar enough for him to know what was coming next.

Will’s legs were rapidly tiring, though, so instead of dodging, he enacted his plan.

There were vents everywhere in this clearing, and the constant barrage of earth-shattering blasts had only opened up more.

His first thought had been to use the teleport dagger to get under the spider, but he wasn’t sure he’d be able to land an attack on its underside from the ground.

So instead, he teleported to a vent above the spider. High above.

The world flashed green, and Will’s stomach lurched. It didn’t stop when he reappeared; he started falling immediately.

Fifty feet below him, the spider shot its webs at thin air.

This was going to hurt.

Will had chosen a vent directly above the spider. A moment of confusion was all he needed.

He fired the revolver twice as he fell, hoping one would get the effect he needed.

[Gaseous Shot selected.]

A burst of white fog exploded out from the spider’s back, obscuring his target in mist.

[Explosive Shot selected.]

Will couldn’t see the results of the second shot thanks to the mist, but he heard a deafening crack followed by a wet squelch, so he assumed it worked. Hoped, maybe.

He entered the fog cloud and hit hard, sticky surface a moment later. Will grunted in pain as a second, much smaller crack told him he’d broken several bones—according to the parts of his status diagram now flashing orange, his left arm and both legs—and he slammed a bronze healing potion down.

The moment his arm felt functional enough to use again, he started blindly stabbing downwards.

Will was met with much less resistance than he’d thought he would. His first stab dug deep into a squishy wet substance that must have been exposed by the explosive shot. His second did the same.

[Iron Dagger of the Sunken World] inflicted a level of [Corruption]!

Condition: [Corruption]

Brought on by extended exposure to chaos. May also be inflicted by those wielding the Chaos or Corruption elements.

- All incoming damage is drastically increased.

- Continually applies chaos damage, which increases proportionally to the time the target has been corrupted.

- All attributes are reduced.

- Target cannot be magically healed.

The spider bucked, trying to shake him off, but he held onto whatever organ he’d pierced with the knife.

Will inventoried his gun and brought out the axe as the giant cave spider did its best imitation of a carnival bull. It had a much firmer grip on it than the knife did, and burying it in the flesh gave him a much better anchor.

This boss is immune to the [Bleed] condition.

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Altrien’s Despair]!

Condition: [Altrien’s Despair]

- Reduces the Soul attribute by 1 rank.

- Wounds drain health at a greatly increased rate. 

Immune to bleeding? Isn’t it literally bleeding? Like, right now?

It was, in fact, currently bleeding, as Will found when his arms started to burn. The hot, acidic blood stung his skin, but it didn’t look immediately lethal, so he held on.

The spider started stumbling around, but Will had firmly established his grip on it. Once it slowed down its shaking, he knew he’d won.

Once he was sure he wasn’t about to be flung off, he inventoried the teleport dagger and took the revolver out again.

[Machine Gun selected.]

Seven bullets to whatever internal organs a magical alien cave spider possessed sent it twitching, and it collapsed with Will still on it.


You have defeated a solo boss. Examine its body for a Vault Key.


Achievement earned: Underdog

You defeated a solo boss more than a full rank above you in single combat. You may have cheated, but here, cheaters prosper.

Reward: You have earned an elemental gem of any basic element.


Helper: You’re still alive? Er, I mean, congratulations.


The fog cloud dissipated, leaving Will alone atop the corpse of a massive spider, covered in its burning blood.

He was exhausted. His bones were still in the process of knitting themselves together, and his skin was actively melting thanks to the weak acid of the spider’s blood.

But he didn’t care. Will had won. He’d gone for a batshit crazy plan and it had worked out.

“That,” he declared, a wild grin on his face, “was fucking awesome.”

You have leveled up 3 times!

            

    
        Chapter 7: Vault, Open

    
    
    
    
                Will had to wonder why a massive spider would have a key on it, but when he looted its body, he understood.

100 bronze credits have been added to your inventory.

Vault Key has been added to your inventory.

10 Vials of Cave Spider Venom (Corrupted) have been added to your inventory.

7 Cave Spider Eyes have been added to your inventory.

Cave Spider Carapace has been added to your inventory.

The vault keys stacked, and they had descriptions of said keys.

From the goblin chieftain, he had received an actual key that looked straight out of the suspicious, run-down antiques barn that Will passed on his way to Santa Cruz. The giant cave spider, however, had a completely different key. Seven of its eyes went into his inventory, but the eighth apparently possessed some magical quality that qualified it as a vault key.

A new vault opened up on his minimap. It wasn’t on the same floor as him, it seemed. The minimap didn’t show the details of the tunnels that far down, but the boss he’d just killed looked to have come from the second floor. Will assumed that life was only going to get harder for him down there, so he wasn’t terribly keen on heading there immediately.

Maybe the vault here would help.

The level increases healed his skin, thankfully, and once he had the acid off his body, he was basically back to the height of health.

“You see that, Helper?” he asked. “Were you watching?”

Helper: Your chain of reasoning was sound. You may truly have a chance at surviving this—and potentially even what lays beyond.

”What—wait, no, I know the answer to that one. Don’t say the line.”

Helper: I won’t.

Will took a moment to examine his new items before he headed into the vault. There were no red dots on his minimap, which made him a little more comfortable in doing so.

Then again, the spider hadn’t shown up on the minimap either, but it had been here nonetheless. Maybe it had a stealth skill of some kind? He would have to stay on the lookout.


Item: Vial of Cave Spider Venom (Corrupted)

Reliable venom. Small doses of this are great as seasoning. Large doses are great as paralytics.

This item can be used as a crafting ingredient for potions of the Poison or Corruption elements.

WARNING: This item has been corrupted.


Item: Cave Spider Eye

The eye of a fallen cave spider. This item primarily possesses the Darkness, Poison, and Sight elements.

This item can be used a crafting ingredient.


“If I ever get a crafting table, this would be nice.”


Helper: You’ll gain access to one eventually. This tutorial may not have them, but these potion ingredients will be valuable one day. The eyes, at least. Corrupted ingredients… less so.


“Sick. Can I make anything out of the last bit?”


Item: Cave Spider Carapace

At a certain stage in their maturity, Giant Cave Spiders shed their old skin and create this. Their armor is crude but effective against the goblins that plague their caves. This shell is said to be as effective at resisting nonmagical blows as plate armor.

This item can be shaped into armor.


“That actually sounds useful. How can I do that?”

Helper: Certain safe zones will sell skill books that allow you to learn non-system skills. If you can find a crafting one, you may be able to obtain armor.

Will definitely wouldn’t mind that. He had scraped by so far with stealth and judicious use of health potions, but he had already taken a few more stabbings than he was comfortable with. Something to protect his vulnerable flesh would be ideal.

Helper: You should upgrade your attributes while you’re at it.

“Good point.”

The three levels he’d just gained provided him with six points. He put the first two into Affinity, bringing it up to Unformed 20 and effectively boosting it to Bronze 10.

Achievement earned: First Barrier

You have reached the maximum unformed level in an attribute.

Reward: You have earned a Tablet of the User!

“I’m full up on Affinity now. What’s this tablet?”

Helper: They’re giving good rewards this cycle. Earth must have vastly overshot the chaos threshold. The Tablet of the User is one of the best early-stage tablets you can get. Save it until you have your elements unlocked. It picks from a limited set of skills that are optimized to work with the build you’re using. It looks like everyone is going to have one of these.

“Achievements aren’t universal?”

Helper: No. You’ve already seen that your system has custom text depending on the situation. What achievements are available vary by cycle, though they tend to be relatively consistent within that cycle.

“Cycle. I assume that Arcadia was in one of these ‘cycles,’ too?”

Helper: Yes. That was a rough cycle. Ostensibly low difficulty, but low loot to match. When the threats started increasing in intensity, the bodies started dropping.

“That’s encouraging, given the difficulty here.”

Helper: I wouldn’t make a definitive statement either way. What I would do in your position is enter the vault. You have one element. Even if it’s a strong one, and even if you’ve made good use of your items for a human, you can’t survive a tutorial with only one of those.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m on it. Chill.”

Helper: Sure. It’s not my life on the line.

The key was rusty and so worn that Will thought it would fall apart when he held it, but it slotted into the door perfectly.

“Vault” was a generous word for the place. Will should have figured that by the way a spider apparently owned one of them, but he’d still been imagining something like a bank vault, featuring cold steel, electric security measures, and maybe some stacks of cash lying around conveniently.

The last of those was somewhat true, at least. Set on a table were a few stacks of iron and bronze colored bars, which Will assumed were credits.

Apart from that, though, “vault” appeared to just be a catch-all designation for the treasure room of a boss. This one in particular was little more than a dingy shed with a bunch of goblin weapons—none of which seemed magical, but all of which were corrupted—and armor, which seemed nice in theory but became much less attractive when Will remembered that the largest goblin was still a solid foot and a half shorter than him.

He did loot all of it, though. Will had the room in the crates, after all. He had always been an item hoarder in the games he’d played.

“Potentially unlimited cosmic power came to Earth just to give me a personal closet. I’ll take it.”

All told, the stash amounted to five hundred base credits, a hundred bronze, and ten silver. Will didn’t yet have a solid frame of reference for the value of his money beyond the shop at the one safe zone he’d been to, but seeing the numbers tick up in the corner of his eye made his dopamine-addicted brain feel good.

Helper: This is a relatively low-rank vault. The Giant Cave Spider’s will likely have a larger haul for you.

“If it’s just all stuff that they’ve looted over the years, I don’t think I want to see what the spider has.” The thought of unwrapping a webbed-up treasure chest only to find an exasanguinated corpse… yikes.

Helper: You need its elemental gem. Speaking of which, you have yet to loot this one.

“I got a gem from an achievement, too. I can accept it anytime I want. Should I?”

Helper: No, for the same reason that you shouldn’t use the Tablet of the User yet. Having a free element to pick from when you’ve affixed your others will give you many more options than you do now.

“You seem confident that I’m going to survive.”

Helper: As do you. I would advise you start making plans for what happens next, because the tutorial is only the beginning.

“Just the beginning, huh?”

Will considered that for a moment. If he remembered what Helper had said before correctly, he was going to be able to select any point on Earth to return to afterwards.

At one point in time, he might have considered that a blessing. A vacation from the dreary Midwest to Japan or Hawaii or even his hometown? That had sounded like heaven.

Now, though, Will didn’t even know if those places existed. He didn’t even know if anyone from his old life was alive, let alone whether or not they had chosen to become Users like him.

He did want to get in touch with humanity again. It had only been a day or two, but only having a literal voice in his head to talk to was getting old fast. Though he wasn’t exactly a social butterfly, Will wanted to see how the world had adapted.

And he wanted to be ready for what came next—and he was sure that whatever that was, it wasn’t going to be pleasant.

He returned his attention to the room. “I need to get stronger.”

The vault was now largely empty thanks to Will’s thorough ransacking of everything of note within it, which made what little remained stand out more.

The gem was a sickly, radioactive green. Will had torn the torches from the walls to stick into his loot crate, which left this as the only light source. Its eerie light cast the room into distorted shadow.

“Same shade as the vents. They should get an interior designer or two in this place. It’d do wonders.”

The jewel could’ve come straight from the Queen of England’s crown (or was it King? Will only remembered Elizabeth kicking the bucket, and he hadn’t paid attention to who had taken the throne after) if not for the ominous glow.

Will picked it up delicately, then realized that he was probably about to perform the magical equivalent of eating this gem and stopped treating it like it was made of glass. The goblins hadn’t exactly seemed like they’d be the most careful with gems like these, and it had been sitting out in the open, so…

“If this gives me cancer, can I sue you?” he wondered aloud.

Helper: No. Even if it was outside the bounds of the system, my corporation has better lawyers than anyone on your tiny planets can manage.

“Your corporation?”

Helper: Forgive me. I forgot the limit of your knowledge. Continue.

The situation Helper was apparently in had steadily been growing more suspicious. She was working for a corporation that they couldn’t say the name of, had enough restrictions on her speech that Will kept on running into barriers, and used to be a User?

As soon as he had the ability to worry about anything other than his own life, he was one thousand percent going to look into this.

Step by step, he reminded himself. If he was setting goals, he also wanted to reach those final tiers Helper had been talking about, but he had to look at the foot he was putting in front before he tried to climb Mount Everest.

Will examined the gem.


Item: Elemental Gem of Space

Rare.

Space is a deceptively complex element. Most think of the outer wilds of deep space when referring to it, but everything in reality exists within real space. Manipulate, destroy, violate, or become one with a fundamental aspect of the universe.

Binds the Space element to one of your attributes.

Available attributes: [Power], [Speed], [Soul], [Resistance], and [Perception].


“Space, huh? I was expecting something more like blood or poison from these guys. It’d fit their MO of just jumping any poor soul lost int heir tunnels. Then again, I guess they did have that vent teleport skill going for them.”

Helper: Space isn’t a bad element, but as the description says, it’s quite complex. I would recommend binding it to [Speed] or [Perception].

“What do the different attributes change in regards to the power received? I have a skill literally named Corruption Resistance, but that’s an Affinity skill.”

Helper: That still relates to your [Affinity]. It enables you to use corrupted weapons, after all. There is crossover, but the most important thing to know is that the attribute bound to the element will influence what skills awaken under it. Furthermore, [Affinity] skills will scale on [Affinity], [Power] on [Power], and… you get the idea.

“Hmm. I see. So you’re saying it’s less a strict rule and more like a theme for what powers I’ll get.”

Helper: That is correct.

“What do the attributes theme around, then? Any thoughts on what to bind Space to?’

Helper: You can examine a more thorough breakdown in your system, but here’s a brief overview:

[Power]: This handles your physical attributes like strength and dexterity. If you plan on committing to a heavily martial class, finding a strongly synergistic element here is critical.

[Speed]: Agility and raw speed. It’s usually used for skirmishers, but I have found that mages underestimate the need to run away.

[Affinity]: You know this one.

[Soul]: The primary magic attribute. Offensive or defensive magic—if you’re planning on going full spellcaster, bind your primary element to this.

[Resistance]: This covers defenses both physical and magical. It also corresponds with stamina recovery. A high value in this attribute can help protect against corruption as well.

[Perception]: Mental speed and perception. Useful primarily for stealth-based builds on both martials and spellcasters. Classes that focus this tend to give up raw offensive power and versatility. Your bound attribute does not play nicely with stealth and it does do very well with a wide arsenal. I would not advise building heavily towards [Perception].

For your build, Corruption is most viable as your primary. The binding is unusually strong. As such, I would not recommend putting Space in [Soul] or [Power], both of which will likely make binding skills lean towards offensive spells.

“Thanks for the information,” Will said, mulling it over. “Why not Soul or Power?”

Helper: Space is uncommon, but it’s much less rare than Corruption. I had [Soul] bound to Space when I was a User. The spells are useful, but they’re extremely complicated. Based on your fighting style, I doubt that you will want to spend hours calculating the details of your spells before following an extraordinarily precise set of instructions.

“Yeah, not my type of thing. How do you even deal when things go wrong?”

Helper: That’s where other abilities come in. That, and I was part of a party once.

“Alright. Any thoughts on where I should bind it, then?”

His first instinct had been to bind it to the Power attribute, but Helper hadn’t been wrong so far, and her line of reasoning was correct. Will did not, in fact, want to use anything that relied on calculation. His modus operandi leading up to this point had been all about adapting, looting, and figuring shit out on the fly. It was, honestly speaking, quite fun.

More importantly, it was very effective in a world where he had no allies besides Helper—who disappeared whenever there were enemies nearby—and no idea what was going to come next. If he was in a structured party like Helper had suggested was a very real possibility, it might have been doable, but alone? No.

That left Resistance, Speed, and Perception. All three of those were pretty promising, but he was leaning towards Speed.

Resistance would help him against other threats, but using a Space element as resistance felt wrong. He was sure that it would have useful applications, but he doubted it synergized well with a purely defensive skill. More importantly, he was going to have it at unformed rank, which wasn’t going to hold up against monsters that were a rank higher.

His thoughts on binding it to Perception were much the same. For the time being, he was able to get by with his minimap and the items he’d found. Besides, any monster with a higher rank (so, all of them) was probably going to be able to hide from him.

Durability, speed, and power. That was where he’d lagged behind the spiders and the other goblins. Durability was out of the question because of the rank difference, and thanks to Helper’s advice, so was power.

That just left Speed. If he could mimick feats like the vent teleport into the revolver combo from the top ropes… that was badass.

“I’m affixing Speed,” he announced. “I need that more than any of the others, and Space sounds like it’d be good for moving fast.

Helper: A solid decision.

Will mentally selected the gem and activated it. The gem cracked, then dissolved into mist just like the tablets had.

Briefly, Will wondered if he should be sitting down for this. He decided it couldn’t hurt.

Then the mist sank into him, and he remembered.

#

The planet was dying. Magic, technology, and rituals as ancient as time itself had failed to put it back together. Chaos encroached, and it would not be stopped.

There was only one more possibility.

“Fly,” said the elder, and the child did.

Behind it, a world succumbed to corruption.

#

Element: Space has been bound to the [Speed] attribute!

#

Unlike the first time, no skill automatically affixed itself with the element binding. This had just been a normal gem, while the last one had been a superior gem granted by the system.

It did, however, give a passive just like Corruption had. That, at least, seemed to be a constant.

[Speed] 

- Bound to [Space]: You can use teleportation items at 50% the mana cost. Cooldowns on teleportation skills and items are reduced by 50%. Difficult terrain caused by spatial distortions does not impede your movement.

“Super nice.”

Helper: You have enough Awakening Shards of the Delver to create three tablets. I recommend using at least one now.

“Gotcha.”

Will was never going to get used to the strange tingly sense of having a new dimension of power, but he was always ready to play around with his loot.

The system gave him a prompt to combine five awakening shards to create a Delver Tablet. Will selected the option twice, saving the remaining shards in case they turned out to be useful crafting ingredients for something else.

Will affixed both of them to Speed.

#

The child flew, not knowing what lay behind it but knowing it had to escape. It discarded everything unnecessary. Armor, weapons, allies.

One day, it would find the system, and it would grow. It would fly like nobody had ever flown before.

#

You have awakened a [Speed] skill at unformed rank!


Skill: [Escape Artist]

- Passive (body).

- Cost: none.

- Cooldown: none.

Unformed

Never look back.

Your movement speed is increased at a rate inversely proportional to the amount of equipment you are wearing (maximum of 50% increase).


You have awakened a [Speed] skill at unformed rank!

Skill: [Weapons Free]

- Spell (movement, teleportation).

- Cost: high mana (moderate mana).

- Cooldown: 12 seconds (6 seconds).

Unformed

“What’s yours is mine. What’s mine is mine. What’s nobody’s is mine.” - Lacrymeus, famed pirate of the Great Arcadian Ocean.

Teleport any weapon within a 30 foot radius to your hands (if you can carry it) or your inventory (if you cannot). If a target is holding the weapon, they can attempt to prevent this spell from succeeding.


“Now things are getting interesting.”

Will put his remaining 4 points into Speed, then set off. He had a floor to explore and a vault key to use.

One thing was for sure.

By the time he was done with this tutorial zone, he was going to be absolutely loaded.

            

    
        Chapter 8: Would You Lose?

    
    
    
    
                Will’s new skills didn’t seem world-breaking to start, but a bit of experimentation revealed that they were very useful indeed.

The Escape Artist passive could eventually turn out to be a problem for him if he decided to wear a bunch of armor, but all he had right now was a piece that could eventually be crafted into a chestplate and goblin leathers that didn’t fit him. Armor was a question for later.

With just his clothes on, his speed increased by a substantial amount. Running came a lot more naturally than it had just moments ago, and every step inexplicably took him further. It didn’t feel like he was covering that much more distance, but he very clearly was.

“I’ll chalk that one up to the Space attribute being weird. A subtle kind of weird, but still weird.”

On the other hand, Weapons Free was much more obviously screwing with the fabric of the world. Will tested it on his own weapons, scattering them about the vault, and found that it had a hidden passive ability that he hoped would prove to be pretty useful.

In order to teleport weapons from the area, he had to know where they were. As soon as he selected the skill, he was bombarded with information just like he got when he used the teleport dagger on an eerie vents.

To his delight, when he found an isolated, confused goblin outside of the vault, the sword it carried also lit up in his mind. The goblin, which was only at Bronze 2, was clearly lost. Judging by the similarity of the clothes it wore and the dirty leathers Will had just shoved in his inventory, it might have been from the same clan he’d carpet bombed.

On a normal day, maybe Bronze 2 would have been enough to stop his unformed rank skill, but today had not been normal at all for Will and the goblin both.

“Come to papa,” Will said, smirking at his own joke.

Weapons Free activated. Will watched from his hiding spot as blue-green energy enveloped the goblin’s sword, wrapping it in a complex set of overlapping, interweaving lines until it was completely covered.

The goblin screeched as an odd, high-pitched whine like the charge of an energy weapon rang out.

Its sword traveled through folded space, tracing a blue line in the air towards Will until it reappeared in his hand.

The goblin immediately turned around to face him.

“So it’s not only visible to me, huh? That’s a pretty hefty downside.”

He stared at the goblin. The goblin stared back at him.

Will wondered what was going through his (it looked like a he, at least) head. If he had to guess, it was most likely oh, shit, I just lost my weapon followed by oh, shit, that guy has a sword.

The goblin ran. Will gave chase.

Cave goblins were nasty, sneaky little buggers, but their main form of mobility was using their vent teleport. This area didn’t have many of those, so all it had was its legs.

Despite the name, Escape Artist was useful for more than just escaping. Will caught up to the goblin in just under five seconds, pushing himself to his limit and hitting speeds that rivaled Olympic sprinters. As he passed by it, he gave the goblin a mighty swing with its own sword, putting the entirety of his weight and strength into the motion.

He might not have been the most proficient at swordplay, but combined with his speed, the sword sliced straight through flesh, muscle, and bone.

The two halves of the goblin toppled to the ground one after the other.

[Power] advanced to Unformed 7!

“Looks like it’s necessary to intentionally focus on training up the stats.” Will had used a bunch of spells, but his Soul attribute hadn’t leveled up yet. Maybe if he tried to direct himself to use the skills more effectively?

He took a look at the sword. Just as with the rest of the goblins he’d sliced and diced his way through, there wasn’t anything magical about the sword except for the fact that it was corrupted.

“Man. I know you all have the same lame gear, but I’d really like another solid weapon.” Disappointed, Will took out the crate he’d mentally named the “Goblin Weapons Crate” and tossed it in. “Other than the dagger of the sunken world. You have way too many of those. If I find a merchant willing to buy corrupted stuff, I’ll be a rich man.”

Helper: Unlikely. Rarity of corruption resistance aside, cave goblin gear tends to use the worst steel even within the goblin clans. They’re good for arming rebellions, children, and goblins, none of which I believe are immediately relevant to you.

“C’mon, let me have my moment.”

Helper: If it helps, you’re remarkably well-equipped for someone in a tutorial zone. I am not at liberty to disclose too many details of the tutorial situation worldwide, but less than a quarter of Earth Users have bronze rank items. Less than one percent have any skill at bronze.

“Gotcha. Is there a leaderboard of some kind? Something I can look at for reference?”

Helper: Yes, actually, but it will not activate until several stages are complete.

“Oh, seriously? What does it track? Rank? Power? Kills?”

Helper: To some extent, all of them. Divine interest, notably, is crucial to that board.

“Hold on, divine? Like, you mean gods. Capital G gods?”

Helper: Your culture would likely consider them lowercase G. This is a common response from non-theistic cultures as well as theistic cultures that do not acknowledge the presence of other deities. They exist, they are powerful, and they occasionally interface with the world. For the time being, I am not at liberty to disclose more.

“You don’t seem to be at liberty to disclose a lot of things.”

Helper: That’s the nature of the system, I’m afraid.

“Sure seems like it. I really need to pick your brain about this sometime.”

Helper: You have until the end of the tutorial. Aside from a few select circumstances, I will be sent into stasis or observation until the next cycle.

“Seriously? I guess you’re named the tutorial helper, but damn. That sounds lonely.”

Helper: It’s a lonely world.

“Jesus. That went a little further than I thought it would.”

Helper: Don’t worry about me. You still have four elements to bind.

“Point taken. Only need three more gems, though. I still have this one lying around.”

Helper: Get on it.

#

The first floor was a lot larger than Will had initially thought. The system didn’t seem to want him to one hundred percent clear the place, which was nice on some level but also made the completionist part of his brain uncomfortable. The first goblin encampment had only been a microcosm of the wider cave system, and it wasn’t the only one.

Will honestly wasn’t sure how the cave system was so big. The chunk of land he’d entered from definitely hadn’t seemed this large earlier.

He asked Helper about it.

Helper: Spatial distortion magic, portal magic, some branches of creation magic—there’s a lot of possibilities. I wasn’t assigned to you until you were already in the cave, so I have no idea.

“Thanks for trying.”

Helper: Anytime.

It wasn’t just goblins in this place, either. The glowing crystals, as it turned out, were a favorite location for the cave spiders. While the giant one had caused him a ton of trouble, the regular ones were much easier to kill by magic gun or sword. At just about torso-size, they were still big enough to send him into a panic, but he cleared them out easily all the same.

Will had resolved to find a second safe zone. Since there was no hard time limit on the tutorial and he’d at least figured out how to survive in this area, he was eager to focus on grinding the monsters here as much as he could.

Thankfully, the minimap had a zoom option. Though he couldn’t see all the enemies past a certain distance, safe zones were easy to locate anywhere. Apart from the one he’d left earlier, there was a second one about half a mile away.

Will made sure to pace himself as he traveled. In a short battle, he was sure he could manage decently well with his overleveled items. The problem lay in the fact that the teleport dagger used a chunk of his still-lacking mana, as did Weapons Free and Chaos Transfer; the gun, meanwhile, took an hour to reload after it fired seven shots. Only the axe didn’t require any real cost, but that wasn’t enough on its own.

Will had to pause after every other monster because of a lack of mana. It only took a few minutes to regenerate, so it wasn’t a problem yet, but he knew it would be.

He was only winning fights because he was isolating monsters and using up a bunch of his limited resources. After five or six run-ins with spiders and one with an isolated goblin in iron armor that the system had helpfully labeled as Cave Goblin Scout, Will’s Soul increased to 6 and his Power joined it in rising once more to 8, but that still wasn’t that much when compared to the bronze rankers he was up against.

The scout was definitely not from the same group of goblins that he’d wiped out. There was a simple red brand on its armor, which itself was more complex and effective at blocking blades than anything the first clan had. Will discovered this the hard way when the axe of despair didn’t do more than dent the chainmail. Thankfully the same couldn’t be said for the leather helmet the goblin wore.

He was glad he’d gotten the jump on it. It had started chanting some spell in between the first and second strikes. Whether that was to warn its friends or turn Will’s guts inside out, the goblin hadn’t managed to get it off.

Will examined his new loot as he settled into a safe-looking alcove as far from the eerie vents as he could.

“Damn, goblins have income disparity too. Guess not even the end of the world can change that.”

The brand kind of looked like if the Target logo had been shot with a long arrow straight down the center. Apart from that, the armor looked to be a normal goblin-sized set of chainmail, so Will tossed that into the almost full Goblin Armor Crate.

That wasn’t all he got from the scout, though. It had another Awakening Shard of the Delver, but more importantly, he received an item he hadn’t seen before.


Annotated Map of Elven Outpost AC-7

This bloodstained map of an elven outpost in the Arcadian cave system has fallen into the grasp of a goblin. That’s definitely bad news for someone. Possession of this map increases the amount of detail on your minimap while in Elven Outpost AC-7 and enables you to remotely use the Identify skill there.


As it turned out, Elven Outpost AC-7 was less than a mile from the next safe zone over. That wasn’t what Will’s eyes immediatley went to, though. The annotations caught them first.

15 lost. 27 elves killed, 3 captured.

Over 100 silver credits looted.

Solo outpost? Interrogate, consume, exterminate.

Glory to the Carrion Lord.

Scribbled under the last line was a much smaller sentence that might’ve read something like “wish I could see the games.”

“I smell a side quest,” Will said.

Helper: Arcadia doesn’t exist just for the purposes of the integration. This and all the worlds still exist as their own entities. This might seem like a game to you, but I assure you, there are very real lives on the line.

“I noticed that the last three times I almost died.”

Helper: Fair.

“You know something about Arcadia. Are the elves assholes?”

Helper: Everyone is an asshole in someone else’s story.

Will thought about that for a moment. “The goblins did just immediately try to jump me.”

Helper: They did.

“And I need to level up.”

Helper: You do.

“And I need loot.”

Helper: True.

“Screw it, I’m going.”

Helper: It’s your funeral.

“You have any better ideas?”

Helper: I would have suggested them if I did. Your path to power should be directed by you, not me. How you approach this type of situation will inform the type of class and magic you should use. If I made all your decisions, I would turn you into my type of mage. You clearly aren’t pursuing the same path, so I won’t.

“Huh. That’s surprisingly reasonable of you. Thanks.”

Helper: It should not be surprising. This is literally my job.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.”

The elven outpost was empty on the minimap. That tracked with what the messy handwriting on the scout’s map said.

“Their camp can’t be far if there was a scout here.”

Will crept along the path that the scout had been on, carefully keeping his eyes and ears peeled for anything that might be hiding from his minimap.

[Perception] has advanced to Unformed 9!

Up ahead, he saw a gathering of red dots come into view on the map. Will paused, checking his status. Health—all green. Mana—three-quarters full. Stamina—good. He waited for his mana to return to full, then started creeping forward. There was an overlook above the cluster of dots where Will assumed the scout had been patrolling. He took up the dead goblin’s position, looking down at the

This goblin camp was a lot more put together than the last. Rather than a tiny little clearing with a handful of shoddy tents and fires haphazardly scattered together, this one was set in a relatively wide, flat area the size of a football field. “Settlement” might have been a better term than “camp,” since there were actual stone huts, fire pits, and what looked like all the trappings of basic civilization.

The bulk of the goblins—forty or fifty, maybe—were scattered in a semi-circle in what Will thought was an arena lit by eerie vents.

The attraction of the day was a massive goblin clad in glowing armor, and for once, “massive” wasn’t just relative to the other goblins. He had to be seven feet tall, his powerful frame boasting an evil-looking war hammer that was even taller than him.

“This is some bullshit timing,” Will muttered. “This is happening right now?”

The scout’s letter had said something about “the games.” In front of the massive goblin were three bloody figures. All three had their hands bound together behind them.

Two of them had their heads and most of their torso missing. Judging from the amount of blood dripping off the massive goblin, Will could guess what had happened.

The last one remaining—an elf, Will assumed—was no less bloody than the rest, but her shock of silver hair was still attached to a body, and it didn’t look like she’d been hurt yet. She raised her chin defiantly at the goblin warrior.

“You salted our lands, elf,” the goblin rumbled, his voice clear even from nearly a hundred feet away. “You massacred us. You give nothing and take everything. This is more than you deserve, but the Hunger gives the same chance to us all. Redeem yourself in glorious combat or perish like your brethren.”

Oh, shit, Will thought. They were going to kill her. He flicked his eyes from the fragile, bound elf to the monstrosity of a goblin. This was supposed to be a fair fight?

Helper was silent. Of course it was. He was too close to enemy monsters.

Will had to make a choice, and he had to make it now.

There was an obvious one to be made. There were a lot of goblins down there, and he doubted that he was going to be able to beat all of them at once.

But he did have a backup. The teleport dagger’s cooldown had been sharply reduced by his new passive skill binding. If he used up all his mana, he could flee if things went south. If he had the time, he could potentially even take the elf with him.

And more importantly, he couldn’t stand by and let this happen. Whether or not the elves or goblins were in the right, he was pretty aware of the tendencies of the goblins. He wasn’t going to worry about which ideal was correct. There was one party here that he needed to attack, and it wasn’t the defenseless elf.

Besides, he had levels to gain.

There were a number of vents right above the makeshift arena. Will leaned down and felt for it, securing the location in his mind.

This is going to go so badly. He couldn’t use Identify from this range, but that goblin looked dangerous. If he decided to go, would he lose?

That wasn’t worth thinking about. If he ran from every fight he might lose before any of them began, he would never advance, and then he really would die.

Will teleported in.

A moment later, he hit the ground with a wet thud. He’d landed with one foot smacking through the back of one of the corpses.

Up close, the goblin warrior looked even taller, his armor even more menacing.

“A champion!” the goblin laughed, taking Will’s sudden appearance in stride. “One versed with the ways of the cave. Very well, then. Fight for this elf, champion, and die alongside her.”

“A human User,” the elf woman drawled. “Looks like it’s my lucky day.”

Will snapped his head to look towards her. Despite the situation she was in, she looked almost excited. She had an amulet around her neck that had somehow not been taken and stayed clean despite the rest of her rags being covered in someone else’s blood.

“The name’s Caiyeri,” she said. “Figure you should know who you’re dying for.”

“Will,” Will replied simply. He looked to the goblin, who hefted his war hammer and looked to the skies—or the cave ceiling that blocked them, at least.


The Carrion Lord. Level: Bronze 10.

This is a squad boss.

Once a simple Cave Goblin Cleric, the Carrion Lord has prayed and preyed his way to the top of the food chain. Blessed by the Hunger, a god of goblinkind, he is durable, a quick healer, and strikes with the force of an elephant. Cross him at your own risk.

Oh. You already did.


What did I just get myself into?

“For the Hunger,” the Carrion Lord said. “Let us do battle.”

“Good luck,” Caiyeri called. “You need it.”

            

    
        Chapter 9: Nah, I'd Live

    
    
    
    
                Squad boss?

Examining that brought up a tooltip that Will definitely really have used earlier.

Boss Tiers:

A boss’ tier is determined by the minimum projected size of the party required to defeat it with some degree of difficulty.

Solo. At your current expected level, it will be a challenge to defeat this boss, but if you draw heavily on your resources, you may be able to manage it.

Squad. At your current expected level, you alone stand next to no chance. Two is a bare minimum, but the expected count required to take one of these down from full health is four. At least twice that is recommended.

You have not yet encountered the following boss tiers: Clan. Militia. Battalion. Army. Nation. Planet.

That’s not good, Will thought. The Carrion Lord was a squad level boss, which was second in a worryingly long list of names.

Right now, the system appeared to be telling him that he was well and truly screwed.

Against the poorer goblin chieftain, Will had been able to use barrelmancy thanks to the poor planning of the ambush and the interaction of items and attacks with safe zones. The spider, on the other hand, had been a hard fight, but it wasn’t very intelligent and opened itself up to attacks outside its context for what was possible.

The Carrion Lord, however, was clearly intelligent. Will didn’t know how powerful the elves had been, but he’d clearly managed to subdue and/or kill a whole bunch of them.

He gave Caiyeri a side-eye, trying to gauge her.

Caiyeri Seven. Bronze 3 Gambler.

This User is currently using a stealth skill. Further details have been hidden.

Huh. That was a different style of stat exposition than he’d seen from the monsters. Was there a difference because she was using a skill? Or were the goblins just not Users?

“Don’t look at me,” Caiyeri said, jerking her chin towards the goblin boss. “He’s waiting for you.”

“A thank-you would be appreciated.”

“I’ll thank you if we live.”

“Fair point.”

Okay. Assuming all of the elves had been at her level or higher—which was a safe assumption to make given that most of the other creatures he’d seen on this level had been bronze—then the Carrion Lord had been able to wipe out a settlement without taking much damage. That armor looked nasty, and the war hammer even nastier.

Up close, Will could see that the Carrion Lord’s face—mostly his mouth—was covered in blood. Judging from the name, it wasn’t his own.

“Do you not have prion diseases?” he asked the goblin, rambling with one part of his mind while the rest scrambled for options. “Mad elf disease? Cannibalism has nutritionary downsides, you know.”

“It’s not cannibalism,” Caiyeri said, lolling her head around. “We’re different species.”

“Whose side are you on?” Will protested.

“Accuracy’s.”

“Load of good that’ll do when you’re dead.”

“I figured you’d have a plan to get us out of here. Do you not?”

“Working on it. Heavily considering leaving the annoying elf lady behind.”

“You might need the annoying elf lady, given your rank.”

Ah. There was no reason she couldn’t examine him if he was able to examine her, and if his profile revealed that he was still unformed… yeah.

“Are you quite finished?” The Carrion Lord observed the two of them bickering with some level of amusement.

At least, Will thought it was amusement. That could have just been him bearing his teeth.

“I did just get here, so if you’d allow me a moment?” Will tried.

To his surprise, the Carrion Lord shrugged, placing his hammer down on the ground with a solid thunk. Will heard what appeared to be derogatory screeching coming from the crowd behind him, but he ignored them. If he managed to defeat this boss, he wasn’t going to be able to ignore the horde, but Will was a solve-one-problem-at-a-time kind of guy.

“So long as you do not flee,” the squad boss said. “You may prepare as you’d like.”

That was odd. From fantasy media and the first encampment of goblins he’d seen, Will had gained the impression of goblins being barbaric little gremlins, but here they were, instead acting like a well-put together death cult.

Then again, the other chieftain had also been surprisingly articulate. Maybe there was something to that.

Options, options, options. Will had his oil barrels, but he was pretty certain he wasn’t going to be able to use those without killing himself and the elf. The objective of saving the latter was rapidly falling down his priorities list, but he still much preferred making it out alive.

Other than that, he had a ton of loot. How much of that could be relevant… well, Will wasn’t sure about that.

“Don’t mind me,” he said, prompting one of his crates to pop out from his inventory. “I’m not attacking. Yet.”

The Carrion Lord chuckled and gestured for him to continue.

Bit by bit, Will unloaded almost everything from his inventory. Based on the disapproving screams behind him, the other goblins didn’t particularly like this, but the Carrion Lord didn’t make a move to stop him.

He wasn’t sure what he was going to accomplish with this, but it wasn’t like he was going to be able to on-the-fly drop stuff from his inventory while he was fighting.

“Offerings will not protect you from the Hunger, friend,” the Carrion Lord said. “They are much appreciated, but He will not be satisfied until He has fed upon the flesh of war.”

“You seem to know a lot about the Hunger,” Will said. “Care to tell me some more?”

Caiyeri raised an eyebrow at him. He ignored her.

Will’s campus had been frequented by Jehovah’s Witnesses. Every time one of them engaged him on the sidewalk, it would take ages before they finally realized he wasn’t interested and left. One time, he’d bet a friend that if he tried to engage with them in good faith and speak on their terms, they might leave him alone faster.

He’d been dead wrong. An hour and a half after the first one started talking to him, he’d somehow acquired a small group of them, all of them discussing some obscure passage he’d never read.

The Carrion Lord was no Jehovah’s Witness, but the system had told Will that he was a cleric. Surely there had to be some similarities.

The goblin leader’s eyes lit up, and Will knew he had him.

“He is the one who awaits us at the end of time,” the Carrion Lord began. “The Hunger is He who will one day devour the world. His teachings grant us power; his blessings, strength. By consumption we grow, and by His will we rise.”

At this, the jeering and screeching of the crowd died down to a respectful silence.

Will tuned the goblin out and looked through the stuff he’d his inventory for options.

Helper wasn’t here, so all he had to rely on was himself, his loot, and a dubiously helpful restrained elf.

Great.

Will retracted the crates that he was sure were going to be useless back into his inventory.

The axe of despair, teleport dagger, and seven-shot six-shooter were likely to be his best bets for making progress here. The revolver was freshly reloaded, which helped.

That armor the Carrion Lord had on was definitely magical. Will didn’t know if he could breask through that, but he did have a potion that might be able to help.

You have consumed a potion above your rank. You will not be able to benefit from strength potions for the next [5 minutes].

A surge of power fluttered through his veins. His heart started pumping faster, more erratically. It reminded him of the sensation of drinking Panera Bread’s charged lemonade immediately after downing a Red Bull to stay awake through his second consecutive all-nighter a couple months back, except with less heart failure involved.

The system had granted him bronze rank strength potions alongside the health ones, which he hadn’t consumed up until now. As the potion took effect, the weight of his weapons seemed to decrease. They might as well have been made of styrofoam.

Will looked down. There had been no visual change, but he felt different. Stronger.

“I suppose that only makes sense. It is a strength potion.”

“Are you talking to yourself?” Caiyeri leaned her head back and sighed deeply. “I’m so dead.”

Will was suddenly extremely tempted to prove her right by using his newfound strength to leap to the vent on the ceiling and teleport away, but he held off.

“— — — ————.”

“What was that?” Will leaned in towards Caiyeri. Her whisper had been too quiet for him to hear.

“Go for the underarms,” she hissed. “The armor has a weak point there.”

Will nodded, thankful that she could at least contribute something.

Last check before he acted. He had two objectives here.

1) Free Caiyeri and get away alive, and—

2) Kill the boss.

There was technically nothing restricting him from just running away immediately, but as much as he found her annoying, Will wasn’t going to abandon Caiyeri to be eaten. He’d always wondered what type of person he’d be in a crisis. He wasn’t disappointed with the result.

“Are you ready now?” the Carrion Lord asked, hefting his hammer once more. “You don’t look ready.”

In lieu of an answer, Will raised the revolver and fired his first shot.

[Incendiary selected.]

Will was glad he hadn’t dumped the oil barrels out of his inventory. That would have made this extraordinarily awkward.

He heard a sharp ping as the bullet hit something that definitely wasn’t flesh. For an instant, pale blue light shimmered over the Carrion Lord’s face. The field faded, replaced by the roiling flames of the bullet.

The flaming oil stuck to the huge goblin’s armor, but it didn’t seem to affect him or the magical plate. He threw his head back and laughed.

“Devour my pain. The Hunger will be pleased to see one such as you!” he roared, gripping his now-flaming war hammer in both hands. It glowed a sickly green. “Let us begin.”

In the corner of his vision, Will could see Caiyeri trying to scoot away.

He readied the teleport dagger. There were vents behind the goblin boss. If he could get in a surprise attack from there—

The massive hammer glowed bright enough to be painful and the Carrion Lord disappeared. The goblins cheered.

“Above you!” Caiyeri shouted.

Will looked up just in time to see the massive form of the goblin descending from the vent above. From his perspective below, the still-flaming goblin was a falling meteor. Had the hammer grown in size?

He ran, trying to escape the impact point, but the Carrion Lord adjusted, which immediately registered in his mind as physics-defying bullshit. You weren’t supposed to be able to shift the direction of your fall; then again, the laws of physics had seemed more like loose suggestions for a couple of days now.

“Hunger, give me your brush,” the goblin roared, and he dove.

Will abandoned all thought of potentially hitting the goblin as he fell and just ran for his life. Escape Artist lived up to its name, enabling him to sprint faster than he’d ever dreamed of going before the fall, but it wasn’t fast enough.

A deafening crash coincided with sudden, crushing agony in Will’s left leg. He stumbled, and at the speed he was going, stumbling meant crashing.

While physics didn’t apply to the insane skills that everyone was throwing around, they still very much enforced themselves on him. Will got all the way through stop, drop, and roll before he managed to slow himself.

Okay, saying that he managed to slow himself might have been an exaggeration. He slammed into a wall and groaned, pain coursing through his body.

Everything hurt, but his leg especially so. The rest of his body didn’t feel much worse than the one time he flew off the swing when he was nine—a solid four of ten on the pain scale. His leg, though, was at an eight. He’d had surgery where the anesthesia had failed halfway through before. This wasn’t quite that bad, but it was close.

Will grit his teeth. I will not give this thing the pleasure of hearing me scream.

[Resistance] advanced to Unformed 6!

He slammed an unformed-rank health potion down. The pain went from a four to a two across most of his body, but his leg barely improved.

This was, he quickly realized, because his pants had caught on fire.

“Shit. Isn’t stop-drop-rolling supposed to put it out?”

A heavy set of footfalls reminded Will that the Carrion Lord was still here and had yet to take a real hit.

Squad boss indeed.

Will took what at the moment felt like the most logical course of action. He took his pants off.

He tossed the flaming fabric aside as the goblin boss completed its running start towards him and jumped high enough to make an NBA player jealous.

This time, the hammer glowed less brightly than it had before. Will hoped that meant the goblin wouldn’t have the homing dive he had last time.

He downed another unformed-rank healing potion. The cooldown was only six seconds since it was the same level, but it came with the tradeoff that just two were nowhere near enough to patch up all his wounds.

Thankfully, Escape Artist gave him enough speed to get out from under the second devastating hammer blow.

“You’re doing great,” Caiyeri called out.

“Go fuck yourself,” Will replied.

In his moment of reprieve, he fired the revolver again.

[Rebounding Shot selected.]

Once again, a pale blue forcefield of some kind protected the Carrion Lord. Unlike last time, the bullet did not explode into flames. Instead, the dull sound of impact immediately gave way to a terrifyingly close call with a blindingly fast projectile, followed by a wet noise behind him.

You have defeated a Cave Goblin Warrior.

“Oops.”

Level up!

“I’ll take it.”

            

    
        Chapter 10: Actually, Maybe I Should Just Run

    
    
    
    
                In Will’s admittedly limited experience, a level increase was a more effective form of healing than any of his potions could dream of being. He gasped as the pain in his leg sharpened for a brief moment, but then the tingle of magical healing replaced it and it vanished altogether.

Will put the two points into Speed. He needed it.

“You know, last I checked, you’re supposed to hit your opponent in a fight,” Caiyeri said.

“If you’re going to complain, could you at least help?”

Caiyeri jingled the chains binding her wrists. “Nope.”

Will bit back a curse and turned back towards the Carrion Lord. The goblin still hadn’t taken any damage, but thanks to the level, Will was back up to full health as well. The only difference now was that he was down two bullets and a pair of pants.

Thank god I got good boxers.

This wasn’t working. Even with two more points in Speed, he was still a full rank lower than the boss. His gear and the Corruption element had equalized the gap until now, but the Carrion Lord was a lot smarter and better at using his skills than the creatures he’d killed up to this point.

The goblin stepped forward.

“A moment, please?” Will tried.

To his surprise, the towering force of death did. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Never let it be said that chivalry is dead, Will thought. Out loud, he said, “Caiyeri, can you fight?”

The chains jingled again, as if to say duh, no.

“You seem to be a fan of having a fair fight,” Will said to the Carrion Lord. “Why chain up the elves?”

“They are unbound when we do battle,” he replied. “This one has not chosen to fight.”

“Wasn’t exactly my choice,” Caiyeri called.

Will sighed. “Can she be added?”

“The ritual has begun,” the goblin said easily, as if they were two chums meeting up for coffee after work. “The Hunger must be reached through the divinity of single combat.”

“That’s one messed-up god.”

“Is yours any less so?”

Will looked towards Caiyeri again, wondering if he could try to cut through the chains holding her. His hopes fell when he saw how thick they were.

Caiyeri’s bindings looked to be a repurposed chain whip, inch-think metal links wrapped tightly around her wrists and arms with blades on either end of it plunged deep into the ground. It shimmered with magic, and Will could guess that even with his temporarily boosted strength, he wasn’t going to be able to tear through it.

Wait. Chain whip?

“Are you ready?” the Carrion Lord asked, amused. “This moment has lasted quite a while.”

“Caiyeri,” Will hissed, hoping the goblin couldn’t hear him. “Your class. What can you do?”

“Me?” the elf asked, like a high schooler asking why she’d been picked to answer a question. “I’m good with odds.”

Good with odds. That was horrendously unspecific, but Will did have one weapon that relied on random choice.

He hated the idea of giving away one of his hard-earned items, but it was growing increasingly clear that he wasn’t going to be able to solo this boss. The disparity in power was simply too great.

“Get ready,” he said.

“For what?”

“Time’s up,” the Carrion Lord announced. His hammer started glowing again as he got into a fighting stance. The rune that ignited was different, this time. It shed angry red light on the cave.

That’s bad news.

The goblin bull-rushed forward.

Will activated Weapons Free.

Targeting the hammer would have been an idiotic idea. The skill could be resisted, and if anybody could resist it, it was going to be this guy.

Will nearly dropped the chains when they appeared in his hands. They were heavier than he expected.

With a mighty bout of exertion, he shoved the metal links forward.

Squad boss or not, the Carrion Lord still had reflexes, and when Will randomly threw a large, heavy object that had just materialized out of nowhere, he reacted. The goblin swung the hammer early, and Will leapt back just in time.

The flaming red hammer made contact with the chains instead of Will’s body. Metal shattered at the impact, pieces of chain whip flying everywhere. They shimmered cherry red with heat, and as Will watched, the scattered chunks of the weapon started to melt into the ground.

He congratulated himself on not getting hit, then turned to Caiyeri.

The elf woman was on her feet now, looking at her hands like she couldn’t believe they were there.

“Catch!” Will shouted. He tossed her the seven-shot six-shooter and ran, hoping she would get the memo.

Caiyeri plucked it out of the air and examined it. Her eyes went wide.

“Mother!” she yelped. It took Will a moment to realize that that was a curse of some kind, not a cry for her actual mom.

“You!” the Carrion Lord roared. “You have broken the divine ritual! Heretic!”

The goblins in the crowd chanted as one, repeating the boss’ words. They did not, however, charge.

The Carrion Lord still believed he would win.

His hammer glowed purple, and the tip of it morphed, fashioning a barrel of energy out of the tip.

“Get down!” Will shouted, taking his own advice.

A honest-to-god laser beam burst out of the hammer, slicing through the air where Will had just been. Caiyeri grunted in pain as she hit the ground too, then cried out a moment later.

Will whipped his head around as he rolled to his feet to see that the hammer had swapped firing modes. Rather than one continuous beam, the evil purple glow fired in small bursts, emanating what looked like giant nails made entirely of that same energy. One of them had grazed Caiyeri, it seemed, judging by the scorch mark on her side.

The tip of the barrel turned towards him. Will scrambled to dodge, but the bolts traveled as fast as his best baseball pitch. He managed to avoid a couple, but one of them smacked straight into his shoulder.

He hissed out a curse through gritted teeth. This hammer mode wasn’t as immediately lethal as the others, but the impact hurt. The scent of burnt barbeque made its way to his nose—he really didn’t want to think about that. Will’s hand came away bloody when he put pressure on it.

“You gave me a corrupted gun?” Caiyeri shouted, indignant.

“Just shoot him!” Will shouted back, wincing as the effort sent a fresh surge of pain flickering through his nervous system.

If his assumptions were right, he would only get one shot at this.

Will used Chaos Transfer, moving his corruption to the axe of despair. He downed another unformed rank healing potion right after. It couldn’t patch up all the damage that had been done to him, but it dulled the pain enough for him to reaffirm his grip on the axe.

Caiyeri groaned, but she got to her feet too.

The Carrion Lord’s hammer started to change color again.

“Now, Caiyeri,” Will urged.

The elf fired.

Will could see the text from his gun appear even when he wasn’t the one using it.

[Instant Death selected.]

Good with odds, she’d said. Instant death was a 1 in 1,000 chance on the gun.

The bullet traced a dark path through the air, creating a deep black line from the tip of the revolver to the goblin boss.

Caiyeri’s aim wasn’t very good. Her shot connected with his lower thigh.

More accurately, the shot connected with the forcefield protecting his entire body.

The instant death shot, despite the name, was not necessarily a death sentence. It was a shot from a bronze-rank item and ignored resistances, but it did not instantly pierce magical armor.

It did, however, destroy it.

And it was always effective.

Critical hit!

Pale blue forcefield cracked, then crumbled away. The Carrion Lord stumbled, the sheer force of the blow knocking even one as mighty as him a few steps back. He dropped to one knee and stabilized himself with the war hammer, letting his guard down.

In his peripheral vision, Will saw Caiyeri drop the revolver like it was on fire.

Will wasn’t going to waste this chance.

He used Weapons Free again, spending a third of his remaining mana. The revolver returned to his open hand.

Caiyeri had told him that the underarm of the armor was the weakest, but the goblin’s head was exposed. Will ran towards him anyway, axe in hand, and he fired once.

[Piercing Shot selected.]

The goblin’s armor glowed faintly. Will saw a blur of movement—nothing to do with the forcefield, which was completely down—and a wound opened on the Carrion Lord’s cheek, dripping blood. It was nowhere near the spot he’d aimed.

He still has a defense mechanism.

That was fine. Will inventoried the revolver as he returned back to Plan A.

Plan A was unrefined but simple—it roughly amounted to “beat him up.”

He strode straight up to the goblin boss and swung the axe upwards with both hands like he was trying to hit a massive drive.

Will was tempted to go for nuts or nothing, but he stuck to the plan.

The armor glowed, and the Carrion Lord’s form blurred. This must be the defense system he used to mitigate the bullet with.

But it didn’t cover the entirety of his armor. The increasingly familiar feeling of flesh giving way under the sharp edge of his weapon filled him with a strange, unsettling glee. He put the entirety of his enhanced strength into his blow, but even then, the axe didn’t penetrate far. Whoever the Hunger was, he had granted the Carrion Lord with massive durability.

Will got one knee under the axe and used it as a lever, forcing it deeper into the goblin’s underarm.

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Bleed]!

Condition: [Bleed]

- Lowers the [Power] attribute by 3 stages for each level of [Bleed]. This cannot lower it to another rank.

- Deals ongoing slashing damage. Increases vulnerability to slashing attacks.

- The effectiveness of magical healing is reduced for each level of [Bleed].

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Corruption]!

Condition: [Corruption]

Brought on by extended exposure to chaos. May also be inflicted by those wielding the Chaos or Corruption elements.

- All incoming damage is drastically increased.

- Continually applies chaos damage, which increases proportionally to the time the target has been corrupted.

- All attributes are reduced.

- Target cannot be magically healed.

He barely managed to stick his axe back in his inventory before the Carrion Lord’s fist blurred the same way his axe and armor had and Will’s vision went white. His jaw slammed into something so hard that he bit his tongue bloody. Will hit the ground once, twice, three times.

When he had his senses mostly in order again, he was a solid twenty feet from the goblin. A trail of blood marked the line between them. Distantly, Will wondered if that was his. His head was fuzzy.

He took another unformed-rank health potion. It didn’t clear him up much, but it got him lucid enough to get back to his feet.

“Ow,” he groaned. “Definitely something broken in my ribs. And probably face.”

Caiyeri looked at him in awe. “Mother’s grace, how are you still alive?”

“I won’t be if we spend any more time here.” For a heart-stopping moment, Will thought that the Carrion Lord had somehow split into two with another impossible skill, but no. That was just a concussion.

He popped the teleport dagger out of his inventory. Still seeing double.

“You know what this does?” he asked.

“Do you?” Caiyeri snatched the knife from him and extended a hand. “Let me do this.”

The ground shook as the Carrion Lord stormed towards them. Will looked up towards the vents. In his current state, he wasn’t sure if he could tell up from down, let alone accurately jump up and use a skill.

Will took Caiyeri’s hand.

“Mother protect us,” she prayed.

Will barely noticed the eerie light forming from the ground. All his attention was focused on the darkening air above him as the Carrion Lord descended upon the two of them, war hammer glowing a lethal red.

His vision flashed green. Then it flashed again. And again. And again.

After the fourth flash, they were out in an area Will hadn’t explored yet.

“I’m out of mana and out of luck,” Caiyeri said. “Any help?”

Will downed another healing potion. Were they getting less effective? It definitely felt like they were.

[Resistance] advanced to Unformed 7!

“Christ,” he muttered, trying to shake his head clear. It didn’t help. Will had to stabilize himself on a wall as a sudden wave of nausea overtook him. “There’s a safe zone nearby. You don’t see it?”

“Huh? No, there’s no—shit. I’ll explain later,” Caiyeri said, apparently deciding that Will wasn’t in a state to be exposited to at the moment.

The safe zone was a ways away, but the path there was mostly clear. Despite bleeding all over the ground and practically presenting themselves as targets on a silver platter, very few mobs came to attack them. Will assumed that the warmongering goblin clan that’d set up camp here had something to do with that.

Will opened the door to the safe zone—this time, it was an old circular wooden door with a metal handle set into a wall—and walked in.

Caiyeri stood just beyond the door, looking chagrined.

“What’s wrong?” Will asked woozily.

“Fuck,” Caiyeri said. “I thought it might be, but—this confirms it. They turned this place into a tutorial?”

“Looks like it.”

“This isn’t my tutorial,” she said. “I need permission to enter.”

[Caiyeri Seven] would like to join your party. Accept? [YES / NO]

“Please,” she said. “I helped you, right? I need to recover. I can help you—“

“Don’t bother justifying yourself,” Will said, finding a moment of clarity through the pained fog. “You deserve a chance.”

He selected [YES].

Caiyeri stepped in, beaming in relief.

Helper: You’ve really stepped in it now, haven’t you?

#

Axl, better known by his moniker as the Carrion Lord, was dying.

Cave goblins were naturally resistant to corruption. That was what had enabled them to stay in this part of the world even as chaos had slipped through the boundaries of the protective system.

But resistant didn’t mean immune, and the condition afflicted him all the same. He felt as if his skin was made of paper. Though he still wielded great power, every movement threatened to tear him apart.

The corruption was not strong, but it did not need to be to fell even the mightiest warriors. The boy had been unformed, but the corruption struck with the force of a bronze.

A normal goblin might survive another week; with great willpower, a month. Axl, grand cleric of the Hunger, had at least a year before he succumbed.

One way or another, though, his clock was ticking. It was not impossible to recover, but with his body shut down, the prospect of survival was vanishingly small.

It was the fault of the heretic. The human. Axl had chosen to grant him honor in death—he had even simplified his attacks to give him more of a chance. The human had taken this opportunity and committed the most foul of crimes. He had dishonored the sacred rites. By all rights, Axl should have crushed him like a bug. Yet he had used tricks. Foul magics—profane ones, ones that neither light nor dark deigned to use.

A rule-breaker. The human had wronged Him.

The Carrion Lord knew the Hunger better than most. He did not forgive. He did not forget.

And neither would Axl.

“Gather every one of our subordinate tribes,” he ordered his clan, commanding even in his weakness. “Until the human known as Will has been sacrificed to the Hunger, they are to know no rest.”

The Hunger was many things, but most importantly—it was relentless.

If Axl’s fate was death, then he would ensure that he was not alone.

            

    
        Chapter 11: Great, Now There Are Two of Them

    
    
    
    
                Thankfully, Will didn’t pass out this time. Maybe the repeated beatings had gotten to him, but even though his entire status diagram was flashing various shades of yellow and orange, he didn’t feel quite so bad as he had the last time he’d wandered into a safe zone, bleeding and broken.

Helper: I see you’ve picked up a party member. I was not expecting that.

“I’m not sure if I should be insulted or not,” Will said. “Is this good or bad?”

“Have you finally gone fully mad?” Caiyeri asked. “Who are you talking to?”

The elf woman was poking at the shop, clearly already used to the interface. She flipped a couple of credits in and withdrew a bronze health potion.

Helper: Would you like to share your tutorial helper with the party?

“Sure.”

“Oh, fantastic,” Caiyeri said. “My savior is a moron. Lucky me.”

Helper: Your savior has a tutorial helper, actually.

“The shit?” Caiyeri recoiled as if she’d just bit into something disgusting. “Is it already another cycle?”

Helper: That is correct. It has been 100 standard years since Arcadia’s integration.

“Seriously? Time gets weird down here. Sorry, got. Time got weird down here. If it’s a tutorial zone, I imagine this place isn’t sticking around much longer.”

Now that Will was no longer laser-focused on surviving the next few moments, he could actually take a proper look at the party member he’d picked up.

Caiyeri wasn’t far from what he’d come to expect from elves. She was tall, nearly as tall as him. Tapered ears poked out from silver gossamer hair that stretched down to the small of her back—at least, he assumed it was silver. It had been carefully braided at some point, but it was matted with blood and gore now, masking the true color.

She turned towards Will, tossing the potion bottle aside. It vanished before it hit the ground.

The elf was unfairly attractive. Apart from the blood that had splattered across most of her now unrecognizable clothes, she was entirely unmarred.

“How do you even do a skincare routine inside a cave? That’s just unreasonable.”

“These rags need to be burned, and I need a wash,” Caiyeri said. “If this is a safe zone, I’m assuming there’s a shower.”

Helper: That is correct.

“I’ll be back in a bit,” the elf said, nodding to acknowledge Helper. “Whatever you do, don’t leave. Your continued existence is nothing short of a miracle.”

Caiyeri left. Her gait was odd. At first, Will had assumed that she’d been injured, but after consuming the bronze-rank health potion, he doubted that was still the case.

She reminded him of a nature documentary, he realized. One of the National Geographic ones about the life of an ambush predator. A leopard, maybe. It set him on edge, like at any time she was going to snap and try to tear his throat out.

“What’s her problem?” Will muttered. He passively healed within the safe zone, but he purchased and drank a bronze-rank health potion anyway. “I wasn’t planning on leaving anyway.”

Helper: She’s an Arcadian native. Judging from her age, she’s never known a world without the system.

“You can tell her age?”

Helper: I can guess. Elves are longer-lived than humans, but they reach maturity at similar rates. Unless this one has been avoiding conflict for a century, it’s highly unlikely that she would both be an original User and only be at the beginning of bronze.

“Wait, so you’re saying she was born into this?”

Helper: Quite possibly. I would not trust her. The system claims not to be cruel, but—

“Hmm? You there? Shitty connection or something?”

Helper: Pardon me. As I was saying, the world that results after the fall is not a kind one. Those raised in these times are prone to violence as a first response, not a final one. Watch your back around her.

“Interesting. I’ll have to ask her about that. Hold on, can she see you speaking right now?”

Helper: She cannot. My capabilities as a helper are limited, but choosing who I speak to is amongst them.

“Understood. You don’t like her?”

Helper: No. Your decisions are yours to make. I will point out that while the safe zone allows prevents direct damage, your party members can still commit friendly fire.

“What benefits do I even get from a party, then?”

Helper: You gain part of the essence that your party members acquire from killing enemies. If your party members allow it, you can gain a closer insight into their profile. They will also show up on your minimap even if they’re far enough that details don’t render around them. There’s an entire list of benefits like item sharing and slight boosts to certain beneficial magical effects, but those aren’t as relevant right now.

“Those seem pretty relevant to me.”

Helper: Not unless you plan on baring everything you have to your new companion, who I’ll note has not yet opened her status sheet to you.

Another part of the HUD that had been greyed out was visible now, labeled [Party]. Will selected it.

Members:

1. William Li-Brown. Unformed 12. Human.

Underneath this was a full list of his stats.

2. Caiyeri Seven. Bronze 3 Gambler. This user is using a stealth skill.

Hers was greyed out and empty.

“Still?”

Helper: She’s a system native. They tend to be less trusting, and in turn, less trustworthy.

“I think you might be a little quick to judge.”

Helper: Suit yourself.

Will put off discussing the merits of partying up with a stranger he’d just saved for the time being. He was filthy with cave dirt and blood, so he bought a new set of clothes for a few credits and found the signs pointing him to a shower.

Helper: You know that you could’ve purchased armor, correct? You have enough credits to buy something bronze-rank.

“First of all, I’m showering.”

Helper: I can always see you during the tutorial.

“That is quite possibly the worst thing you could’ve said. Second, Escape Artist is putting in work for me, and I’d rather just not take hits than tank them better. I’m pretty sure that the Carrion Lord would’ve pasted me inside my armor if I had any on during that fight.”

Helper: A hit-and-run fighting style could work out well for you. I have less experience guiding this, but I have some familiarity with it.

“Great. Now let me finish showering in peace, will you?”

#

Caiyeri was blindingly beautiful after cleaning up, which Will found patently unfair. He considered himself fairly attractive, but even after showering and changing, nothing could change the fact that he’d been elbow deep in monster guts for so a couple of days now. The elf looked like she’d just walked onto the set of Twilight.

“You’re not going to try to bite me, are you?”

She gave him a strange look. “Are you hearing voices?”

“Yeah. Yours and that lady in the system’s.”

Helper: You’re not funny.

“Hey.”

“I hate to agree with the god in the machine, but I do,” Caiyeri said.

“Hey!”

Helper: I’m no god.

“Sure, sure.” She waved a dismissive hand. “Will, was it? I have no clue how you’ve survived this long, and even less of a clue on how you managed to not die against a Bronze 10. I thought I was lucky.”

“Being careful seems to help,” Will said. “I seem to recall you being tied up against that very same Bronze 10. Without weapons, I should add.”

“I had it under control,” Caiyeri said. She made a face, then extended a hand. “You did help me out of a sticky situation, though. I appreciate that.”

Will shook it, not quite sure what she wanted. Judging from her surprised expression, it hadn’t been that.

“Right,” she said. “Humans.”

“You say that it’s a miracle I’ve survived this long, but you’re pretty close to the bottom of bronze,” Will said. “We’re not that far from each other.”

“Of course you’d think that,” Caiyeri sighed. “The difference between an unformed and a bronze is as wide as… you’re human, yes? Arcadian?”

Helper: If there are any Arcadians left undergoing the tutorial for the first time, I am not aware of them.

“Earth, actually. You have humans on Arcadia?”

“Of course we do. Do you not have elves on your planet?”

“No. What kind of question is that?”

Helper: The generally agreed upon consensus amongst magical historians is that despite divergent evolutions, most sapient worlds carry similar species. This is, of course, not entirely the case for Earth.

“That is once again a statement with ridiculously large implications that I would much rather not think about right now.”

“As I was saying,” Caiyeri said, stressing every word, “In a fair fight, you will always lose against a bronze-rank. That isn’t meant to be an insult to your capabilities—those come later. There is simply a power gap. An unformed will damage a bronze less than another bronze performing the exact same attack thanks to the strength of their aura. The difference between an unformed and bronze is similar to that of one of your infants and you.”

“Guess I’m an infant with daddy’s gun, then,” Will said, removing his seven-shot six-shooter from his inventory.

Caiyeri recoiled. “I know you have a skill, but how can you handle that? It’s a bronze-rank weapon, and it’s corrupted. That would kill me. It nearly did.”

“I thought you were supposed to be resistant to corruption,” Will said, “The goblins are, aren’t they?”

“The cave goblins are mutants,” Caiyeri replied. She fingered the amulet on her neck. It was darker than it had been earlier, Will noticed—discolored with the distorted black of chaos. “Us elves, on the other hand, don’t have the luxury of several generations of cosmic radiation induced evolution.”

She wasn’t using her stealth skill on the amulet, at least. Will took a look.

Item: Elven Chaos Anchor

Rare, bronze.

Carefully engineered for over half a century, this anchor is standard equipment for elven clones sent to delve chaos-infested regions. One of these amulets can sustain up to a month of ambient corruption before it must be purged.

Status: 92% corrupted.

“Hold on, clones?”

“What did you think the Seven in my name meant?”

“A weird last name, maybe.”

“No. The important bit at the moment is that the moment this amulet hits a hundred percent, I’m dead. I was at fifteen before you gave me the gun.”

“The report said that there were thirty of you. There were just thirty Caiyeris running around? Were the two dead people with you also Caiyeris?”

“No. They captured me, Lystri, and Rowan. We’re all Sevens. After the others died, twenty-nine Sevens are dead. And in case I still haven’t gotten through that skull of yours, that number is about to be thirty.”

“And you want me to do something about it?” Will asked. “Why do you think I, an unformed-rank, am going to be able to do anything? Weren’t you just talking about how useless I am?”

“You were able to handle your weapons without any issues, and I can see how heavily corrupted they are,” Caiyeri said. “That aside, I can see the titles of the skills on your stat sheet.”

“Which, I’ll point out, you won’t show me.”

“I don’t know what your intentions are. It wouldn’t be the first time an ostensible savior tried to capture me.”

“Let’s assume that I’m actually trying to take you, for whatever reason—“

“Gambling, bait, sex, experimentation material,” Caiyeri said. “Those were the last four attempts, as far as I’m aware.”

“—Sure. Why would I help you when I can use this against you?”

“That sounds awfully like you’re about to use it against me.”

“No, I’m trying to figure out why you still seem completely calm about this even though, like you said, you don’t know what my intentions are.”

“You might have good gear, but your stats are shit,” Caiyeri said. “You could make up for that with a good fighting style, but you fight like a boy.”

“Like a boy?”

“If you fought like a woman, or even a man, or even maybe a girl, you could get by,” she said. “You fight with the form of someone who’s never been in a real battle before.”

Helper: He’s in the top 10,000 for this cycle in terms of hand to hand combat.

“This cycle’s standards must be awful, then.”

Helper: Adaptability matters more than form in the early days. You’d be surprised by how effective he is.

“You talk a lot of shit,” Will said. “Care to back it up?”

“Come outside,” Caiyeri said. “I’ll show you how a real woman fights.”

Helper: You are not assassinating my User directly outside a safe zone.

“Mother, you system types are all so damned annoying. If I wanted to kill him, I would’ve done it when he arrived. Or shot him with his own gun. Or stabbed him when he was concussed. I’m making a point.”

Helper: A point that could be made without exiting. There are mats with a degree of damage enabled.

“Very well, then,” Caiyeri said. “Shall we? No items. I’m not trying to get either of us killed here.”

“Sure,” Will said, considering the situation.

Caiyeri did not look like a fighter, but she was a rank higher and he didn’t know her stats. He wasn’t sure how it translated to combat skill. He hadn’t seen much of her during the fight against the Carrion Lord.

#

“You lose,” Caiyeri said, knocking Will to the ground for the third time.

He’d gotten the point after the first bout, but she’d insisted on doing more, and given the fact that even Helper didn’t seem to think that he was going to suffer permanent damage on the mat, he’d kept on going.

At least his Resistance stat increased a stage. Will made a silent resolution to look for a way to level that stat up without getting the living daylights beaten out of him.

Helper: This is not how it would have gone in an actual fight, and you know it.

“She’s not wrong,” Will said. “But neither are you, Caiyeri. I get the point you’re making. If I get into a straight up fight, I’m dead. If I can’t ambush someone, I’m dead. If we both run out of mana, I’m dead. Does that sound right?”

“You’re a quick learner,” Caiyeri said approvingly.

“You’re a harsh teacher. Well, teaching is a generous way to put it.”

Helper: This is still a situation you shouldn’t get yourself into.

Caiyeri rolled her eyes and looked up. She did that a lot when she was addressing Helper. It was interesting to see the differences in how they treated the system agent.

“Of course the helper talks about plans a breath after it talks about adaptability,” Caiyeri said. “The lack of self-awareness is astounding. Yes, Will’s adaptability is impressive. He did help rescue me, after all, and I saw what he did there. But the moment one of his items breaks or an enemy nullifies his Affinity, he’s dead.”

“That’s the closest you’ve gotten to a compliment,” Will said, nodding approvingly. “Good job.”

Helper: The elf is correct. If it weren’t for the imminent possibility of her killing you and looting your body the moment you fix her corruption issue, I would recommend you go along with whatever plan she has.

That must have only been addressed to Will, because Caiyeri didn’t react.

Helper: He goes with you, and he’s dead.

“Believe it or not, I have a vested interest in this man surviving if he can resist corruption. I don’t want to be here, and that goes double now that the strongest goblin clan this side of the Akkeline Breach is after us.”

“I’d like to get out of here too,” Will said. “Though I don’t exactly have tons of reasons to trust you right now.”

“The same goes for me,” Caiyeri said. “But I like my odds. I always do.”

“Trust is a two-way street,” Will said. “You might trust that I won’t be able to screw you over, but I don’t have the same from you, espceially since I know none of your magic. I don’t even know how you fired an instant death from the gun.”

Caiyeri considered this, then sighed. “Fine. You really are a newbie, huh?”

“Yeah. My whole world is. What about it?”

“Asking someone the details of their skills is like asking about the color of their underwear.”

Helper: This is only true for some system natives, including, evidently, the cloning program that created this one.

“You did show me yours, intentionally or not, so I’ll show you mine.”

Class: [Gambler]

Elements: [Luck] (primary), [Force], [HIDDEN]

“I’m noticing you’re still hiding information.”

“A girl’s gotta keep some secrets.”

Helper: You should not trust her.

“I don’t. But I’d much rather have a teammate than go at this alone. We didn’t kill the boss, and the system tells me that cave goblins hold grudges to the grave. I would much rather not deal with a Bronze 10 squad boss on my own.”

Helper: That is true. Ultimately, it’s your call to make.

Caiyeri flicked her eyes, and another set of system boxes floated over to Will.

Skill: [Rigged Dice]

- Passive (luck).

- Cost: varies.

- Cooldown: varies.

Bronze

You only need to win one hand to come out ahead. Rig events against yourself so you can guarantee a victory.

Guarantee a magical effect that has a chance of happening, such as a critical hit or an effect trigger. This skill’s cooldown and mana cost increases the less likely the effect is. After using this effect, you will automatically fail a number of luck-based events proportionate to the unlikeliness of the event triggered.


Skill: [Manaburst]

- Spell (projectile)

- Cost: low to moderate mana

- Cooldown: 6 seconds.

Bronze

The most basic form of projectile. Shoot a manifestation of pure mana. Unresisted unless a creature has a general magic resistance. Critical hits deal extra damage.

“Those are my two big ones,” she said. “One makes my class function, and the other’s a basic magic attack that I’d like to form into something more versatile later on.”

“And the fighting?”

Caiyeri allowed herself a rare smile. It was feral, like she’d never learned or even tried to smile before.

“That’s a skill, but it’s not a skill. It’s training, attributes, and time.”

Helper: Before she inevitably turns against you, the elf could be a useful resource. Training is vital to increasing your stats, and while you may not be able to advance to bronze yet, you need any boost you can get. A bronze ally could be a great help.

“If it’s something you can get with training,” Will said, “Can you teach me?”

“I can give you training,” she said. “Can’t do anything for your attributes, though, and if I remember the rules right…”

“We don’t have a lot of time,” Will said. “I have a single elemental gem I can use and enough awakening shards of the Delver to get myself another skill. Other than that, you’ve seen all I’ve got. I can get some more weapons, too, but… I don’t have many options.”

Helper: The good news is that the easiest rank to advance in by far is unformed.

“She isn’t wrong,” Caiyeri said. “Your stats are low, but I’m sure we can get three of them up to 15 by the time we’re forced out of here.”

“And how, exactly, do we do that?”

The feral grin got wider until it was just straight up evil. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Will had a bad feeling about this.

#

“There are traces of a youth’s dagger of the sunken world here,” the wizard said, prostrating himself before Axl. “We believe he may be in a shelter nearby.”

“You are heard,” the Carrion Lord rumbled. “Avoid the shelter at all costs. Do not commit the folly of the Peris clan. Establish a perimeter and prepare to pursue the heretic, but use only the most expendable as forward scouts.”

“Of course, my lord.”

The wizard left to carry forth Axl’s orders, leaving only two officers behind.

“Yes?” the Carrion Lord asked.

“You’re getting weak, Axl,” one of them said. Ren. “We can see it in your skin, and it’s starting to bleed into your words. Startin’ to think the clans might be better led by—“

Axl struck before the cretin could finish his sentence. His hammer sang with violent glee, glowing a pure white as it smashed Ren into a bloody paste on the ground.

He turned towards the other.

“Do I,” he whispered dangerously, “seem weak to you?”

“No, my lord. N-not at all.”

“Good. You will lead the forward team, then.”

“Y-yes, my lord.”

Axl rose.

The shelters here had housed one other, who was long dead now thanks to one of the subordinate clans. From their raid, Axl knew that the shelters lasted only twenty-four standard hours.

Once that time ran out, so too would the human’s life.

But Axl had not become leader of the overclan by being rash. Even if the human escaped somehow, using the accursed magic that had descended upon their world once more, he would chase him down with his scattered armies.

There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

Their fates were both sealed.

#

Level up!

Lev had finally hit level 6. Going with a group had been a good idea. They were coming up on the exit to their tutorial, and all of them had reached around the same power level. Some of them had even obtained an elemental gem.

Lev had been one of the lucky few. His Soul-bound Electricity element had saved them a number of times.

It hadn’t been enough to keep everyone safe. The group he’d joined had numbered ten at the start. There were eight of them now.

“I wonder how Will’s doing,” he muttered.

He looked back at their shared quest as they stepped through the glowing door at the exit.

Quest complete: Phase 2

You completed the normal difficulty Basic Dungeon tutorial.

- Reach Bronze 0 [0/1]

OR

- Reach Unformed 20 [0/1]

- Kill 100 monsters [16/100]

OR

- Reach the exit [1/1]

Reward: You have earned 1000 credits and 1 random elemental gem. Selected element: [Life].

He still wasn’t sure why there were any options other than “reach the exit.”

There’s no way anyone could reach levels that high, Lev thought. They’d have to be a madman.

            

    
        Chapter 12: Like Your Life Depends On It

    
    
    
    
                As it turned out, the fastest way to increase his stats was to fight. Repeatedly.

In Will’s current state, that meant getting the living shit beat out of him—again, repeatedly.

Caiyeri gave him almost no time between bouts. The store sold stamina potions at unranked for fifty credits. Will downed one of them every time he started flagging, leaning on the safe zone’s passive healing to patch up anything short of a broken bone. For the frequent injuries he took from the elf’s ministrations, he used a health potion.

“You’re not a terrible fighter,” Caiyeri eventually acknowledged. “Your fundamentals are sound, at least.”

“I did some training,” Will said in between gulps of ice-cold water from his inventory. “Back before the end, that is.”

Caiyeri shook her head. “I can’t imagine being born into a world without. Did you even have a purpose in life?”

“Yeah, I guess so… if you can call clocking into an office and typing up code and reports for ten hours a day a purpose.”

Helper: Can you?

“Not really, no. What’s your purpose, then? If this is all you’ve ever known?”

The elf sighed. “I can only guess as to what the original Caiyeri’s was. She is—or was, perhaps—supposed to be one of the best of us. My outpost, at least, was meant to discover ways to harness the effects of chaos and corruption using classes that aren’t very popular.”

“And how’d that go?”

“I’m here with you, aren’t I? I think that’s answer enough.”

“Ouch. That aside, if you were cloned for this, why aren’t you… stronger?”

Caiyeri arched an eyebrow. “That’s rich, coming from you.”

“I’ve had the system for like two days,” Will said. “You’ve had it for how long?”

“Less than a year,” Caiyeri replied. “My life until now has been spent training my body, mind, and spirit such that I am a perfect fit for my future skills.”

Helper: System natives don’t gain access until they’ve reached a certain level of maturity. Imagine giving a hormonal teenager nuclear bombs.

“So it takes about a year to reach Bronze 3?”

“Off of training alone,” Caiyeri said. “It’s much faster if you go around killing. Much messier, too.”

“I imagine there’s a lot more risk of death, too.”

“Correct. Don’t think that means I’m inexperienced, though. I’ve trained through more combats than you can believe.”

“Trust me, I believe,” Will said, gesturing to the bruises on his arms that were only now starting to fade thanks to the safe zone’s passive effect.

Caiyeri’s fighting style was like nothing Will had seen on Earth. His Brazilian jiujitsu classes had been some of the most effective self-defense he’d learned, but they were all about submission holds and leveraging an opponent’s weight.

On the other hand, the elf fought like she was trying to dance. Earth martial arts were intended to make maximum effect with minimum effort, but Will didn’t see how that applied here. All of her moves looked choreographed, but she moved faster than any human should have been able to and delivered every blow with devastating force.

It was a style borne out of knowing the system would enhance your traits to superhuman levels. Will had no idea how he was supposed to defend against it, so he did the best he could—mostly by backing out of range, but also quite frequently by taking a hard hit so that he could get in one of his own.

Interestingly enough, Resistance wasn’t the skill that went up while getting beat up and occasionally delivering a hard hit back.

[Power] advanced to Unformed 11!

[Speed] advanced to Unformed 14!

After a couple hours of nearly nonstop training, it was his Power stat that had advanced most. Speed had only gone up one stage, but it had started from a higher point.

“It seriously took a year of training like this?” Will asked during another one of their rare breaks. “I feel like you could get there in a week.”

“Like I said,” Caiyeri replied, drinking her first stamina potion of the day, “It’s about building the right profile. Proper, drawn-out training lets you do more with the same attributes, and it means you can control what skills you get more.”

“So we’re speedrunning and hoping I can unlock some good skills.”

“Essentially.” Caiyeri grinned. “How do you like your odds?”

Helper: Will, you’re progressing at an acceptable rate, but not fast enough for the difficulty of the tutorial. Your [Corruption] binding is helping patch up the gaps, which helps, but you should make as much of your choices as you can. Train like your life depends on it, because it does.

“Weren’t you just telling me how little you trust this lady?”

Caiyeri put a hand over her heart, mock affronted. “I’m hurt.”

Helper: I am a helper, not your party member. Your choices are yours to make, and now that you’ve committed, you should commit all the way.

“I hear you loud and clear,” Will said.

#

“The goblins aren’t going to wait for you to get back up before the next one comes at you,” Caiyeri said. “Don’t think I’m coming back for you if you get dogpiled by a bunch of them. Cave goblins are vicious.”

Will, who was currently struggling to breathe thanks to what felt like a collapsed lung, had to drink three basic health potions before he could reply. “Yeah, I’m getting that impression. And thanks for the backup. That really makes me trust you more.”

“I’d prefer to be known as a coward than a liar,” Caiyeri said.

“Is that an elf thing?”

“Is asking unnecessary questions a human thing?”

“Yes, actually.” Will got back to his feet once his breathing was entirely back to normal. “Again?”

Caiyeri shook her head. “What are your stats at now?”

“Power’s at 14, up from 8. Speed is at 15, up from 13.” Will had started to get better at defending and fighting against the elf once he’d realized that he didn’t need to optimally leverage the other person’s weight when he could just use his now-enhanced power to deliver harder blows, but he still hadn’t knocked her down yet.

“We’re reaching the limit of what we can do here, then.” Caiyeri strode off the mat. “How long has it been?”

Helper: 8 hours overall, comprised of roughly twenty minutes of downtime and the rest fighting. It’s impressive. I have not seen anyone this dedicated to improvement in the tutorial.

“Like you said,” Will said, allowing himself a lopsided grin, “I need to train like my life depends on it. That’s not going to happen if I don’t push myself to the limit.”

Will was well versed with working to his breaking point, but this was a world apart from the endless projects he’d done in university. His work had been nebulous, all of it leading towards the potential of even more of the soul-grinding slog later.

Now, though? This training had a purpose. Will knew his hard work was going to pay off, and even more importantly—it was his choice as to what he was going to do with it.

That should be enough of a motivator for damn near anyone, he thought.

Caiyeri, of course, seemed keen on testing this. As snarky and unhelpful as she’d initially seemed, Will had to admit that she was pretty good at pushing him.

“Your Resistance stat is too low,” she said. “Unless you advance to bronze or get a binding that artificially raises one of your stats to bronze, you’re not going to be able to tank a full-on hit.”

“I took some from the Carrion Lord,” Will pointed out. “Plus a few glancing blows from previous bosses.”

“Do you seriously think he was treating you like a threat?”

Will thought back to the fight. The Carrion Lord had given him time to recollect himself when he’d asked, and he had stepped up remarkably right after he’d freed Caiyeri.

“Fair point.”

“If he hit you head-on with that hammer, you’d be gone,” Caiyeri said confidently. “Even that glancing blow almost took you out, and even if you’re better at dodging now, he’s still faster than you.”

Helper: All of this is true. [Resistance] is the best attribute to increase in order to assuage this issue.

“You’re not too bad, system god.”

Helper: Again, I’m no god.

“Whatever you say. My Resistance is my second-highest stat. It’s easy to train up.”

Will frowned. “I’m sensing a but here.”

Uh oh. There was that feral catlike grin again. He didn’t like that. Not at all.

She opened a hand, showing him a vial with a suspiciously neon purple substance within.

Item: Midnight Flower Extract

Common, unformed

Midnight flowers grow in mana-rich and light-poor areas. The Arcadian cave system is rife with the species. When ground, midnight flower creates a fine powder that has multi-industrial use. When boiled, however, it produces a much less forgiving liquid. Midnight flower extract is a favorite of Arcadian poisoners thanks to its use in paralytics, hallucinogenics, and toxins.

This can be used as a crafting ingredient.

Will put two and two together. “Oh hell no.”

Helper: This is such a blatant attempt on my User’s life that I actually think you’re safe on this one.

“You’ve got health potions,” Caiyeri said. “Midnight flower extract is lethal on its own to regular unformed, but with some assistance, I’m sure you can manage it.”

“You’re trying to poke at my ego,” Will observed. “That’s, like, a textbook case of marketing. Oh, the normal people can’t handle this, but you aren’t normal, are you?”

“Is it working?”

Will snorted. “No, but you’re not wrong about me needing a Resistance boost. Helper? Any thoughts?”

Helper: I have witnessed quite a few attempt poison [Resistance] training. It’s surprisingly common throughout all system-affected worlds.

“Is it effective?”

Helper: Yes, though the occasional death does result.

“…Define ‘occasional’ for me, will you?”

Helper: Two in three, though I’ll note the majority of them both ignored my advice and did it outside a safe zone.

“That isn’t helping.”

Helper: Would you prefer that I start lying to you?

“Nope. Alright, let’s do this.”

“Just like that?” Caiyeri asked. “I expected I would need to convince you more.”

“Time’s wasting away, and there are one hundred percent going to be goblins waiting out there for us. I’d like to get myself as prepared as possible.”

Caiyeri nodded and tossed him the vial. “Here you go, then. This one dose should be safe.”

“Am I really doing this?” Will asked himself.

Then he shrugged and drank poison.

[Resistance] advanced to Unformed 9!

It hurt more than he’d ever hurt before.

#

Axl watched over the preparations with a cold eye. His Overlord spell, granted to him by the sigil that represented his domain over the clans, enabled him to track the hundreds of goblins he had called into action.

The corruption was plaguing him. His will combined with his superior attributes—the Resistance, Power, and Speed of a silver-ranker—had kept him going so far, but it was rapidly becoming clear that this was no accidental act.

Sometimes, wounds became corrupted. That was the price of living in the Arcadian caves, and Axl had accepted that it might happen one day.

This, however, was no simple leak of ambient corruption. It was an attack, vicious and unending.

The human… he had not seemed like one of the wanderers from the surface. His mana had a different scent to it, and his style of dress was unnatural.

Another world had encroached onto Axl’s. He did not remember the advent of the system onto Arcadia, but he remembered what the Hunger had told him when bestowing the sigil upon him a decade ago.

When chaos strikes again, know that I will be waiting. We wait in the space between the worlds. If corruption cannot be contained, it will be stamped out.

He ran a hand over the sigil, watching in distaste as his own limb smoked with black distortion.

No. Axl had no love for the people of Arcadia, but this was his world. He would not call the Hunger in until he knew it was too late.

The Carrion Lord’s network stretched miles around, above, and below. The human would not be able to leave, even with a teleport.

Axl would end this corruption himself, no matter the cost.

#

[Resistance] advanced to Unformed 15!

Will’s vision had darkened and blurred to the point where he could barely make out the shape that he assumed was his partner. Four vials of extract had brought him to this point. Drinking a health potion in between each go had lessened the pain, thought it was nowhere near patching all the mistakes up. Each time Will thought he had reached the physical limit of what pain meant, it somehow managed to get worse.

But he was still alive, wasn’t he? Will had been forced to drink the first vial in three separate sittings because he’d immediately vomited after drinking a sip, but the fourth had gone down almost entirely in one gulp and stayed down. He could feel his body adapting to it, and it wasn’t just the poison—he felt more resistant. Though Will had no basis for the assumption, his body felt strong enough that he could take a direct hit from the elf without falling.

“My aunt told me to detox once,” he muttered, deliriously drinking another potion down. “This is the total opposite of that, but somehow I feel like it’s better for me.”

Helper: Let’s stop it here.

“I agree with the helper,” a sharp yet lyrical voice said. Was that… Caiyeri, right, that was her name. “Health potions help, but they don’t fix all the poison.”

Stop? Why would they stop?

“I’m getting stronger,” Will said. “Give me another.”

“You—“

“I said give me another, Caiyeri,” he hissed, stumbling to his feet. “I’m weak, right? I need to be able to take a hit? Let’s finish it. Get us all the way up.”

“I mean—“

“Give me another.”

“Your funeral.”

Helper: This one’s a first. Nobody else has tried to keep on taking poison after they’re already dying from it.

The elf handed him a vial, and he drank.

#

Caiyeri hadn’t seen much of the world outside the outpost yet, but she’d been given enough research material about it to understand what lay beyond. This… had been covered in theory, but not in practice.

Her poison resistance routine had consisted of microdosing herself once a week for a month, then gradually increasing the dose of unformed midnight flower extract until she had been able to take a full vial every time. She’d never gone over a single vial in one go.

Will had made it to seven before his body had started twitching.

He was… no longer twitching. Caiyeri knelt down, checking for a heartbeat. Nothing.

“Oops,” she said out loud.

She considered him for a moment, then shrugged and turned to leave. Caiyeri had to admit that she was thoroughly impressed by his persistence, but he’d pushed it too far.

And then she remembered that her corruption amulet was at ninety-two percent.

Caiyeri pursed her lips. She had an item that might be able to help, but it was her only silver-rank potion. If she used it now and it didn’t help, that was one of her most valuable magical items tossed down the drain.

In the end, it wasn’t the self-preservation that drove her back. Caiyeri was sure she’d be able to loot one of her comrade’s bodies.

Will had saved her life, though, and she owed him. She didn’t want to admit that out loud—a personality fragment from the original Caiyeri, she was sure—but it was true.

The potion of greater restoration cleansed all negative conditions of silver rank or below, which this poison certainly was. She wasn’t sure if it would bring him back from this condition, but it was the only item in her possession that might help.

She knelt down next to Will, whose veins were visibly purple and who was bleeding from every orifice, unstoppered her tiny vial of potion and gently tipped it into his mouth.

The color in his veins disappeared almost immediately, but he did not move.

Did I wait for too long?

For a heart-stopping minute, she thought she’d just wasted a potion that was currently more valuable than her life.

Will gasped awake, his eyes fluttering open. Caiyeri poured some water over him, clearing the gunk he’d excreted thanks to the poison.

Helper: You died for a moment there.

Will lit up with excitement, ignoring the message.

“Did it work?” Caiyeri asked.

“Check this out!” he cried, highlighting one of his attributes.

[Resistance]: Bronze 0

Caiyeri hid her shock. “Impressive.”

Impressive was underselling it. A rank jump from the middle of unformed? She hadn’t seen that in anyone, ever.

She suddenly found any lingering regrets about healing him vanishing. If he could make that much use out of the poisons…

“We lost some time there,” Caiyeri said. “We’ll spend the rest of your time training your skills.”

“I’m up for that,” Will replied. “Anything in mind?”

“Well, first things first,” Caiyeri said, “I hope I don’t regret this.”

She drew a tablet from her inventory.

Item: Tablet of Midnight

Epic.

Awaken the power of the darkest night. This tablet grants a grand, dark power.

Affixes a [Soul], [Affinity], or [Perception] skill.

“I’m full up on those three attributes. This is for you.”

Will grinned, apparently unworried about the fact that he’d been dead five minutes ago.

“Fucking awesome.”

            

    
        Chapter 13: Pursuit

    
    
    
    
                By the end of their training, Will was feeling a lot better about his chances.

Name: William Li-Brown

Level: Unformed 12

Race: Human

Class: None

Titles: [First Blood]


Attributes:

[Power]: Unformed 14

[Speed]: Unformed 15

[Affinity]: Unformed 20 (Bronze 10)

[Soul]: Unformed 10

[Resistance]: Bronze 0

[Perception]: Unformed 10

Unused Points: 0

As it turned out, leveling up through training alone was unlikely, but training stats? That was definitely doable. Soul leveled up slower than the physical stats, but that owed itself largely to the fact that there weren’t good targets for him to train on. Anything too corruption-focused was likely to violate the integrity of the safe zone, plus it threatened to do irreparable damage to Caiyeri.

Spells were harder to train when your entire arsenal focused around extraordinarily nasty effects. Who knew?

On top of all of that, mana potions had longer cooldowns than health and stamina.

That said, Will was not at all dissatisfied with what he’d received. He examined his Soul attribute, wondering if he should’ve picked something different.

“Nah,” he told himself. “No point in second-guessing now.”

#

Earlier, he’d spoken with the voice in the head and the clone elf lady about their next steps to deal with the oncoming onslaught of the goblin clans, already numb to how insane that sentence would’ve sounded to him outside the context of D&D only a few days ago.

“This tablet looks incredible,” he’d said, “but of the attributes I’ve got, only Affinity has an element bound to it, and I’m not sure if I want to fill up on my corruption options just yet.”

Helper: Assuming you select [Corruption] as one of your primary or secondary elements for your class selection, you will gain 2-3 more slots.

“That’s assuming he survives that far,” Caiyeri said. “He has better odds than before, but that doesn’t mean they’re good.”

“Exactly,” Will agreed. “I have an elemental gem as a quest reward that I can bind. I know you said to save it for later, but I’m starting to think that if I don’t open up my options right now, I won’t be able to open them up at all.”

Helper: Do not. You will regret not saving your gem in the future.

“That won’t matter if I don’t end up having a future.”

Helper: You can ensure your survival without wasting a gem. Do not use it.

“You know I don’t have to listen to you, right? You might’ve helped a lot more, but this is just transparently stupid from you. I didn’t go from a predetermined life path to this just so I could listen to more people tell me what to do.”

“I’m with the human,” Caiyeri said.

Will opened his quest tab and accepted the reward.

Reward: You have earned 1 element gem.

Choose the type of your reward. You may choose from the basic elements, including the following:

[Fire], [Water], [Metal], [Electricity], [Earth], [Air], [Poison], [Light], [Darkness], [Life], and [Death].

Will took some time to poke through the options. They weren’t all clear about what exactly they did, but the names were relatively self-explanatory. There were a few areas of note, though they were largely not because of the parts detailing what the element did but the descriptive text before—which Will was pretty sure by now wasn’t just there for flavor.

Element: [Poison]

Poison is a coward’s tool. Be wary of those who carry this element. [Poison] element users seek to win the war after losing the battle. A favorite element of Dread Executors.


Element: [Darkness]

A signature element of many Dread Executors not for its use, but for its intimidation factor. Commonly evolves into the [Fear] element.


Element: [Death]

“Hate makes you stronger.” - Dread Executor Nicoli IV, cycle 171.

Commonly known as the element of hatred, the [Death] element is banned or restricted in the supermajority of system-bound principalities. Do not select this element unless you can accept being at odds with a society of Users.

“Dread Executors,” Will read. “You know anything about them?”

“I haven’t spent much time outside these caves,” Caiyeri said. “The information I was allowed to see about them is limited, but you can think of them as… demigods, of a sort?”

“For some reason, I don’t feel immediately keen on trusting a bunch of super powerful beings that go around calling themselves ‘Dread Executors.’”

He was, however, rather interested in using their powers. Judging from the fact that these were the “basic” elements, it was already clear that there were a lot more of them than he could see right now, but if they were good enough for demigods, they certainly were for him.

All of these elements looked great for binding to his Soul attribute, but Fire, Poison, and Death just seemed to fit the bill best. Nothing Will got was going to help his defensive capabilities against an army—and besides, he greatly preferred dealing damage to taking it.

Of those three, Poison and Death looked more attractive thanks to their affiliation with the Dread Executors, whoever they were. Will spent some time deliberating between the two of those, then recalled his own experience with poison.

It was a painful death, but it was slow—in essence, even as an attacking element, he had a suspicion that it was going to lean heavily on damage over time. While it would be good to stack that with corruption, Will was fairly certain that corruption did the job better.

Right now, what he wanted was something immediate. An element that could supplement his reliance on items.

He selected Death.

#

The Dread Executor approached the planet. For five years, the cycle had been allowed to continue unmolested. For five years, they had readied themselves for war.

Today, he would put their preparations to the test.

#

After he’d had the vision, Helper had experienced an apparent change of heart.

Helper: Congratulations on affixing your new element.

“You were way against it earlier. What changed?”

Helper: I noticed that you were quite often simply following my suggestions. Not only will you not always have me, you also need to be aware that system entities—and companions, for that measure—will often misguide you out of incompetence or malice.

“Not sure I needed that.”

Helper: You did.

#

Will shook himself back to the present. What was done was done. There was no point in second-guessing his decisions when he was going to have to put them into practice in a matter of minutes.

They’d trained his new skills as much as they could, but they were still unformed. Will could see a progress indicator on his skills; the Space ones were over two-thirds of the way to bronze by the time they had to rest, while his new Death-bound skills were slightly under half.

He’d formed another tablet out of his awakening shards; combined with Caiyeri’s gift, that meant two new skills. Training had familiarized with them to some extent, but there was only so much he could do while locked up in a safe zone.

The two of them had gotten in enough sleep to feel rested, which put them at just under ten minutes until the safe zone expired.

“Ready?” Caiyeri asked.

“No,” Will replied. “But I don’t think we have a choice. Let’s go.”

They’d done all the preparation they could. Will had nearly emptied his credits purchasing potions and items. He had two new weapons ready to be used, though they weren’t as promising as the seven-shot six-shooter.

Caiyeri, too, had purchased a couple of items, complaining about the cost. Apparently Will had been benefiting from a tutorial discount.

Cleansing her amulet proved to be simple. He just took it and applied more corruption to it until it hit capacity, at which point it ejected that corruption onto its user, resetting itself and poisoning the user with chaos. Will, of course, was immune.

“Couldn’t you just hit someone else with this?” he asked. “Force them to take the corruption?”

“It needs time to adjust to the soul,” Caiyeri replied. “The goblins know what these are for. Elves have tried in the past. It rarely ends up working out. Corruption is a terrible way to go.”

Somewhere between Caiyeri resurrecting the poisoned Will and him clearing the corruption from her, they’d formed a sort of uneasy trust that went beyond just “you don’t kill me and I won’t kill you.”

For some reason, it felt more genuine than a lot of platonic relationships he’d had and all of the romantic ones.

Before they left, Will used a few of his remaining basic credits to buy a few more barrels of oil, a lighter, and some rope. He didn’t want to rely on the gun’s randomness this time, nor did he want to accidentally knock himself out. Caiyeri could have theoretically rigged it, but her Rigged Dice skill was more valuable applied elsewhere.

The plan was simple. Detonate, run, kill, survive. Caiyeri knew of an elven outpost a floor below them that had a teleporter. Neither of them knew if Will was going to be able to use it, but Caiyeri knew for a fact that she should be able to group up with the elves there, who would be able to send her back to her… boss?

“There are transporters in the intact outposts,” Caiyeri explained. “The one nearby won’t have one because the goblins destroy anything they can’t loot, those wastes of oxygen. They’ll be able to send you to an exit on the third floor.”

He hadn’t paid much attention to their surroundings on the way in by virtue of trying to survive, so he took a look as the two of them rolled barrel after barrel of oil into the clearing beyond.

This area of the caves looked more spacious than the cramped tunnels he’d entered the cave system from. There was vegetation along with the ubiquitous eerie vents. If Will hadn’t known that he was in an expansive cave system, he could have mistaken this grove for a strangely dark tropical area.

At least, that was the impression he got of it before they blew it to high heaven.

The second impression he got of the place was that they could have used this on the set of Apocalypse Now. All of the vegetation was dead or dying—or at least, Will assumed it was dying by virtue of being on fire.

“Go, go, go!”

Will had wondered whether or not these goblins would be dumb enough to set up an ambush the same way the previous clan had.

At least some part of them had.

Level up!

[Soul] advanced to Unformed 11!

Will put the two points into Soul. Affinity was maxed out at unformed rank, so he couldn’t put any more points in it—besides, his magic stat was what he needed right now.

[Soul]

- Bound to [Death]: You regain mana and health after killing a sapient being. You advance this attribute faster when you use a spell to kill. Your magic will be amplified in certain mental states.

There had been a fair few goblins staking out the area, though their group hadn’t been nearly as concentrated or weak as the first clan Will had run into. About a dozen goblins lay prone, burning up in the still-unextinguished flames.

They weren’t all dead, he realized. Since they had better equipment and generally looked stronger, they had better armor and skills than the others.

Will went around to the ones who were still alive, activating his new skill on them for practice. Even though they were technically able to move, the explosions had done enough damage to render most of them crippled enough that he easily outpaced them. He had more than enough time to line up a hit with the axe of despair and decapitate them.

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Altrein’s Despair]!

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Bleed]!

Using the item more seemed to increase the rate at which it inflicted its conditions, as well as its ease of use in Will’s hands. Whether that was simply because he was growing used to it or because the item was actually progressing, he wasn’t entirely sure, but he didn’t particularly care. Even if it was placebo, he was definitely using it more effectively now.

One of the goblins was coherent enough to scrabble back and speak. Will was readying his axe to finish this one off too when he started blabbering.

“H-human, I have no quarrel with you! This is the Carrion Lord’s doing! I can—“

“Numbers, locations, and weaknesses,” Caiyeri said brusquely, striding past Will and stomping down on the goblin’s sizzling chest armor. She didn’t seem to care that he was still actively on fire. Her boots shimmered with a faint protective glow.

The goblin screamed hoarsely.

“That’s not an answer.”

“Do all elves interrogate people like this?” Will asked curiously. “I feel like I should be more worried about… whatever you’re doing here.”

His real question at the moment was whether this would work, and that concerned him more than the actual interrogation itself. Will’s reaction should have been more intense, right? This was… inhumane, to say the least, yet the adrenaline running through him was overpowering any white-knight morality he might’ve had.

He cleared his mind. If he started double-guessing and overthinking everything, he was going to die. Will refused to fall into the same endless death spiral that he had in university. He’d made his bed, and he was damn well going to lie in it.

“Protocol is just a fancy word for what works,” Caiyeri said. “This works.”

She pressed down harder on her boot, making the goblin’s cries increase in intensity.

“We’ve definitely alerted all of this guy’s friends,” Will said.

“Numbers. Locations. Weaknesses.” Caiyeri’s glare could have melted steel. Will was glad she wasn’t turning that on him. “Now.”

“I—I’ll talk!” the goblin screeched.

That grin of hers was never going to get less unsettling, was it?

“Good.”

#

The only surprising part of the interrogation came at the end of it. Once Caiyeri finished extracting the information she wanted, she conjured a pale purple dagger and slit his throat with it.

“That’s a war crime,” Will said, raising an eyebrow.

“Not where I come from.”

“I guess the Geneva Convention doesn’t really apply when everyone can get death magic.”

“Geneva?” Caiyeri shook her head, wiping her blade off on the goblin’s armor. It didn’t get any cleaner. “That aside, I have to say that picking death magic was ambitious, especially when you haven’t used it yet. You’re going to have to hide that from the other elves.”

“You’re alright with it?”

“My options are you or fighting an army alone. You could eat babies and I would be alright with it.”

“That doesn’t give me much confidence.”

“Look, I have no problems with it. We’ll go over how to cloak your elements later. For now, we should use anything we have to survive.”

That was good enough for the time being. “Alright. Where to next, then?”

“They’re spread out enough that they’re going to be closing in on us,” Caiyeri said. “They’re going to try to flush us out with explosives and fire and seal off our entrances. No matter which way we go from here, we’ll be walking into an ambush.”

“Will it really be an ambush if we know it’s coming?”

“No. No, it won’t.”

Maybe Will hadn’t recovered from hitting his head earlier, because when Caiyeri’s chilling, evil smile split her face, he found a grin splitting his cheeks too.

            

    
        Chapter 14: Ambush the Ambushers

    
    
    
    
                In order to descend the levels, Caiyeri and Will were going to have to find one of a limited set of staircases. They didn’t show up on the minimaps at long range, but the elf had an old map that guided them.

They headed south, which, thanks to the interrogated goblin’s loose lips under pressure, had a group of cave goblins with the Arcane Archer class ready to rain fire down upon a small ravine.

This would have been a major problem if not for the fact that there was a narrow passage located about thirty feet up that, after some crushingly tight twists and turns that made Will think he might be claustrophobic, led them to a thin ledge about a dozen feet above the wider path the goblins had teleported to.

Not for the first time, Will thanked himself for looting a bunch of the teleport daggers.

“Five of them,” Caiyeri whispered. “Do you think you can handle two? I can take three for sure if it’s an ambush.”

“Watch me,” he replied, activating the skill he’d awakened from the tablet of the delver.

Will mentally selected the closest goblin to him. They all looked the same, all five of them with their magical bows drawn aiming down at the entrance to the ravine they would have come through if they hadn’t been prepared through the wonders of torture, so he designated them with numbers.

His target was Two.

Unbeknownst to Two, it became surrounded by a dark red energy in Will’s eyes. The rest of the world dimmed as he took in sight of his prey.

Skill: [Mark for Death]

- Spell (affliction).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: 1 hour.

Unformed

“Today, you will learn the meaning of perfect hatred.” - Dread Executor Nicoli IV, cycle 1037.

Target any creature you can see or sense and mark them for death. During the next hour, the effectiveness of attacks and afflictions against the creature are increased, and you can track the creature through your minimap and through walls. This skill’s cooldown resets if the targeted creature dies.

They were spread out enough that a lucky explosive shot from the revolver was unlikely to kill more than one. Stealth was the name of the game here.

And fortunately, there was a vent right behind Two.

Will drank an unformed mana potion, replenishing what he’d just used. “Ready?”

Caeyeri nodded.

Will activated the iron dagger of the sunken world and silently lurched into the space right behind Two.

Teleportation wasn’t silent, and the goblins realized something was wrong almost immediately, but the split second of surprise was all he needed.

He plunged the dagger into its neck.

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

Critical hit!

The goblin’s head tumbled to the ground, blood spilling forth in spurts from the neck.

[Mark for Death]’s cooldown has been reset.

Caiyeri struck at the same time, though she stuck behind at the elevated ledge. Her attack method of choice was a thin white beam of mana. She fired twice in quick succession, both landing on the back of a goblin’s head. These ones wore helmets, so she had more to get through, but her magic proved its effectiveness.

The first beam was forceful enough to knock a goblin down, while the second—which Will assumed she rigged to be a critical hit—sliced straight through steel like it was butter, carving a hole straight through its head.

Will marked the fallen one for death, inventoried his dagger, and approached it with a wild, powerful swing from his axe.

The grueling hours of training he’d been putting in proved their worth. His abilities assisted, but his raw strength alone was enough to get the light axe to crumple armor in like a tin can.

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Bleed]!

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Corruption]!

Judging by the gurgled, harsh sound that came out of its throat, it was not a good way to die.

[Mark for Death]’s cooldown has reset.

In just moments, he and Caiyeri had killed three of their five would-be ambushers.

Will had an inkling that a morally concerned man should have reconsidered his actions, but that was strongly overpowered by the part that recognized reality.

After the advent of the system, the laws of man and morality were gone. For now, the only law that mattered was the one of the jungle.

The strong survive, and I’m going to be strong.

Both surviving goblins turned towards Will, though one stopped halfway as he realized that Caiyeri was waiting in the dim shadows above.

He marked the closer one as it loosed its arrow with startling speed.

Right. These guys are still faster than me. Good to keep in mind.

Will hit the deck hard, but arrows were fast. Searing hot pain above his shoulder followed by wet, warm blood spilling onto his neck informed him that no, his dodge wasn’t perfect.

Weapons Free gave him enough mobility to avoid being fully run through by the attack, thankfully.

You have been afflicted with one level of [Poisoned].

Condition: [Poisoned]

- Lowers the [Speed] and [Resistance] attributes by 2 stages for each level of [Poisoned]. This cannot lower them to another rank.

- Deals ongoing poison damage.

- Lowers the target’s ability to attack.

You have been afflicted with one level of [Bleed].

Condition: [Bleed]

- Lowers the [Power] attribute by 3 stages for each level of [Bleed]. This cannot lower it to another rank.

- Deals ongoing slashing damage. Increases vulnerability to slashing attacks.

- The effectiveness of magical healing is reduced for each level of [Bleed].

The second goblin fired a second later, apparently deciding that Will was the more immediate thought. Once again, Will managed to get away with a glancing blow.

You have been afflicted with two levels of [Poisoned].

You have been afflicted with two levels of [Bleed].

Will’s status diagram showed the affected parts of his body going from a healthy green to a piss yellow, then straight to red. He winced in pain, but he’d grown used to the sensation. Compared to the excruciating sensation of corruption and the poison training, this was manageable.

It wasn’t going to be manageable once the goblins figured out his stats had just been lowered far enough that he was unlikely to be able to finish them off with his axe, but that was fine.

Will hadn’t been wrong to prepare carefully. Even if these goblins didn’t physically present a threat, they were a rank higher than him. He could almost physically feel the sheer difference between their respective power levels.

The two archers both drew another arrow.

“I’m glad I had that mana potion.”

Will activated his second skill, the one he’d awoken with Caiyeri’s epic-rarity tablet.

Skill: [Ghostflame]

- Spell (enchantment).

- Cost: extreme mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Unformed.

“Death comes for you all. Your pitiful defenses cannot even conceive of stalling it.” - Dread Executor Nicoli IV, cycle 377.

Draws from your blood, afflictions, and lifeforce alongside your mana. Cleanses all afflictions from you and all creatures living or dead in a 10 foot radius. Wreathe your fists in ghostflame. Inflict true damage and necrotic damage upon any enemies you strike.

The world went monochrome except for the raging, hateful red marker outlining his quarry. Will felt every last drop of mana seep out of him, and he saw blood burst from his vessels and dissipate, consumed by the spell.

Sickening dark poison and Bleed-affected blood joined it, all of his mana and blood coagulating in a rough haze around his fists.

You have been cleansed of all afflictions.

The spell took hold, and Will’s hands burst into black flame. It consumed light rather than produce it, giving him an eerie presence.

It may have cost him a fragment of his life, but Ghostflame did not hamper his ability to kill.

Will took a running leap forward and socked the marked goblin in the face. Bone crunched under his fist, then burned black. The goblin didn’t even have time to scream.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

His vision lightened a touch as the mark faded, but the world still appeared dull and colorless to him. Will turned towards the last goblin. The mana boost he’d gained from the powers of his Death attribute was more than enough for him to mark it for death too.

It nocked the arrow with shaking hands, but a well-placed dagger from Caiyeri planted itself straight into the goblin’s wrist.

The last surviving goblin howled in pain and fear, and some primeval part of Will’s brain whispered, more.

His fist met steel and stopped. The ghostflame wreathing it did not.

True damage, he’d learned from Helper, meant damage that could overcome rank barriers, resistances, and protection. It was the single rarest damage type any skill could deal.

As the last goblin died, Will could see why.

He was powerful. Even at unformed rank, this spell gave him the strength to carve his own path. To break through anything in his way. This was the freedom he’d been looking for.

No—it was a step. He’d made it onto the path, but he still had a long way to go. He refused to let himself stagnate.

Will let the Ghostflame simmer away. Every moment he kept it up was more of his life force drained. As it was, his mana was entirely depleted, and his body felt drained, though not in a bad way. Instead, it was more like he’d just finished a long workout session and his muscles were sore. Will got the impression that it would get substantially worse if he overdrew.

Slowly, the world returned to its normal color.

“Not bad, human,” Caiyeri said. “Slightly terrifying, I’ll give you that.”

Helper: You may have noticed why the [Death] attribute is banned in 99.5% of system cycles.

Will let himself relish in the sensation for a few moments more before returning to Earth.

“I don’t suppose this cycle’s going to end up being one of the 0.5%?”

Helper: That depends on if you think your race can trust a group of people with powers unknown.

“Oh, so that’s a no.”

Helper: Also, [Corruption] is also a banned attribute. Always.

“The system gave it to me,” Will argued.

Helper: It is not the system that will forbid it, but your people.

Will looked suspiciously at Caiyeri.

She shrugged. “Helper’s right. Elves in our nation are persecuted because of our pursuit of chaos.”

“Your nation? Not your world?”

“Did you think our entire species was a single culture? Mother, I wish.”

Will kind of wanted to inquire into that, but understanding the geopolitical status of the world that had collided with his could come after he figured out how to make it back to said world. As far as he knew, he was somewhere in space right now, buried in the warped space of an asteroid-turned-cave-system-turned-tutorial.

“You were able to hide your elements from me,” he said. “How do I do that?”

Helper: Element restriction requires an understanding of the aura you exude, which is not possible until bronze rank. Right now, you’re in the sour spot. You have too much mana to avoid detection, but not enough to perceive it and manipulate it yourself.

“Aura? You’ve mentioned that once or twice, I think. What exactly is that?”

Helper: To make a long explanation short and imperfect, it is the manifestation of your mana upon the world.

“I’ll show you once we get to another safe zone or the elf shelter,” Caiyeri said. “How far are we from the next one, by the by?”

“About half a mile,” Will said. “It’s off the straightest path to the stairwell, though, and I bet you the goblins are staking out anything that even remotely looks like a safe zone.”

Helper: That’s a good point. You should assume that entering them is not possible at this time.

“Won’t they be guarding the stairwell?” Will asked. “Can’t they chase us down it?”

Helper: It’s a tutorial. You can treat the stairwells as safe zones. During the tutorial period only bosses can use them, and they can’t fight you inside.

“That’s convenient.”

Helper: Less convenient is the fact that they will in fact be guarding the stairwell. The majority of the goblins are almost certainly going to be there.

“Then we fight,” Caiyeri said. “As my sisters say, kill them all and rob them blind.”

“That doesn’t seem like a very elvish thing to say.”

“How many other elves do you know?”

“Fair point.”

In the end, Will had been responsible for the finishing blow on four of the five goblins, which Caiyeri was more than happy to grant to him.

“You’re smashing my expectations,” she said. “I honestly thought you would’ve died by now.”

“Thanks,” he said drily.

They split the loot the same way. Interestingly, it seemed that Caiyeri wasn’t able to loot the goblins in the same way that Will could.

Helper explained it for him.

Helper: System natives have many advantages, but they also lose out on some parts depending on the cycle. For Arcadia, it appears that looting is one of those.

“That’s a shame.”

These goblins were a cut above the first clan, so Will got out another crate for them. The armor was of no value to him, being too small for him to wear, but they were also not corrupted, which meant he actually had a shot at selling them.

Their weaponry was where they really stood out. Three of the bows were nothing more than mundane goblin longbows—which were basically human shortbows—but one was a bit better.

Item: Stealth Bow (Corrupted)

Uncommon, bronze

Goblins of all kinds are the bane of a human adventurer’s existence. Even gold-rankers have been known to fall to a swarm of goblins striking from the shadows and running. This bow is a favored weapon of raider-type goblin clans and nomads in the lands of the Silence.

Applies the [Quiet] buff to all arrows fired from this bow.

Alongside this came arrows of poison, arrows of bleeding, arrows of paralysis—all stuff Will would love to use.

There was, however, one hitch.

Helper: How are you at archery?

“Perfect,” Caiyeri said just as Will said, “Learning.”

They looked at each other.

“You have one too, right?” Will said. “These are stealth bows.”

“You picked up fighting quickly,” Caiyeri said. “Let’s find a group to practice on, shall we?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

#

Will wondered if the goblins would’ve been better off just bunching up all their troops instead of having them spread apart. Then again, there was certainly a psychological element to having so  many enemies visible on the minimap, not to mention all the stealth skills the goblins tended to possess.

The issue with that, of course, came with the fact that not all of these goblins were from the same clan. They all served the Carrion Lord, but that overarching group wasn’t the same as their individual clans. Under Caiyeri’s blade, they were all too willing to spill the beans about the others. Not that it saved any of them, but it was convenient for Will.

Will was a lot better at archery than he’d thought he was. He wasn’t sure if the system was granting him some hidden archery skill or if it was just because he’d increased his Power and Speed stats, but he was landing every shot. Even if they weren’t all kill shots, the stealth bow’s effect allowed him to carefully line up another one.

And, of course, using Chaos Transfer made basically any arrow a guaranteed kill.

Bit by bit, they carved their way through ambushes, avoided groups too large to handle, and in general fought the goblins with the same underhanded techniques that Caiyeri said they were fans of.

Will really wanted to use the “imitation is the sincerest form of flattery” line on one of them, but they were usually too busy screaming and dying to hear him.

[Power] advanced to Unformed 17!

[Speed] advanced to Unformed 19!

[Soul] advanced to Unformed 15!

[Perception] advanced to Unformed 14!

Over the course of hours, Will grew from Unformed 13 to 15. At these levels, he noticed, every level increase also came with an advancement of his skills towards bronze rank. Nothing was quite there yet, but Escape Artist and Weapons Free were getting close.

This was doable. Things were looking up.

#

Thirty-six. The human and the elf had killed thirty-six of Axl’s troops.

Good. Though he had initially planned to kill them quickly, things had changed when he realized the severity of his corruption.

Axl had realized that he did not want to die. Not yet. Not while there were still so many lands to be conquered.

His Overlord ability allowed him to feed upon the deaths of his underlings so long as they willfully served him and died in service of him. With thirty-six down, he could use the stored power to temporarily restore his body to a hale, uncorrupted state.

The corruption always came back, but there was one way. One desperate way.

To reach silver rank was to break through the second major barrier. The amount of power a bronze-ranker needed to do so was, to Axl, truly prodigious.

But his clans might be the lever he needed. He had been unwilling to sacrifice them at first, because though he had conquered them, they were his people.

Desperate times called for desperate measures.

The Carrion Lord had gained his name for a reason.

His people would serve him, and upon their loyal corpses he would feed.

Axl descended to the next level of the cave dungeon, knowing where the elf’s most likely target lay.

When he faced them next, he would not give them the chance to die honorably.

He was going to crush them, devour them, and bathe in their blood.

            

    
        Chapter 15: Turtled Up

    
    
    
    
                Not every ambush was as successful as the first few. For one thing, the goblins were still bronze rank. Will and Caiyeri weren’t always able to get the jump on them, and any time they had the ability to mount an actual defense, the two of them were forced to flee.

They were still able to land a few shots each time. Even if they had to leave confrontations when it turned out their information had understated the number of goblins by a solid dozen, Will was almost always able to pick off at least one or two, Caiyeri doubling that number. First Blood and Mark for Death proved to be fantastic for the hit-and-run engagements they often found themselves fighting. Combined with the stealth bow, Will was very happy with the makeshift assassination style he’d developed.

The goblins weren’t the only blockade in their way, though. Besides the inconsistency of the information they extracted from torture, there was also the fact that the goblins they interrogated only ever blabbed about other goblins.

They weren’t the only predators in the cave system.

Will soon discovered that the information the system had provided him about the scorpiders earlier was accurate. It had said that they were favorite foods of the goblins, and there were plenty of them scattered about the tunnels as they continued.

They were all unformed rank, though, and even if Will was technically at the same level, his training and items put him a step above. They were nimble little creatures, so they often got the first hit in, negating his First Blood title, but Mark for Death worked on them just fine, and combined with Escape Artist increasing his speed, none of them escaped him.

Killing the little guys barely netted him any experience towards the next rank. Will wondered if the same was true for Caiyeri. It would explain why she hadn’t made it to Bronze 4 in the same time that he’d leveled up twice.

It wasn’t the scorpiders he was worried about most, though. The flora and fauna of the cave system were a much bigger concern. The giant cave spider had taken nearly all the resources he’d had plus a healthy dose of luck to defeat.

While Caiyeri might be happy to rely on the latter, Will didn’t have a class yet, and he was much happier using power that wouldn’t randomly screw him over three out of seven times. He made a mental note to give her the revolver if he ever found a way to fully remove the corruption from it.

The next local megafauna they ran into turned out not to be another one of the giant spiders, but something with a lot more mass.

“How the hell does that fit through the tunnels?” Will asked in disbelief, staring at the shell of a massive, glowing turtle. It was a bit smaller than the giant spider he’d fought on his own, but it was denser, entirely covered by a shell that emitted the same eerie bluish-green light that the frequent vents did.

“The vents here are a path to a lot of spatial distortion powers for the larger creatures,” Caiyeri explained. “I don’t have the space element myself, but most monsters here do.”

The turtle didn’t seem to have noticed them yet. Will wasn’t even sure if it was awake.

Helper: You could just ignore it.

“Is this a boss?” he wondered, looking closer.

Elder Rune Turtle. Level: Bronze 5.

This is a solo boss.

Rune turtles are a common sight to see everywhere across Arcadia. Despite their slow speed, their shells drastically increase their survivability. For the most part, rune turtles are harmless. They gather power from ambient magic, and will enter a “burst” state when attacked, unleashing their pent-up mana.

As they age, however, they begin to ingrain magic effects into themselves passively. At a certain stage, they grow large and strong enough that they can crush small settlements just by walking through them.

“We’re killing it,” Caiyeri said, conjuring her daggers again. “If that gets to an outpost, the place is doomed.”

“If a whole group of elves can’t kill it, why do you think we can?” Will asked, readying his weapons. “I’m not opposed to it. I’d love to get more tablets or elemental gems. A boss vault sounds great right about now.”

“Do you have hearing damage? I said the place is doomed. That aside, the other outpost got here at least five years after us. Odds are good that no, they can’t handle it.”

“Alright,” Will said. “I’m down.”

A solo boss was supposed to still be a challenge to a group, but this one wasn’t fighting back yet. Will marked it for death, then used Chaos Transfer to give the axe of despair the extra buff.

The turtle still hadn’t noticed them, so he crept up further. As he got closer, he realized that the shell wasn’t one full carapace, but instead an interlocking weave of hexagons with different, equally unintelligible runes carved into them.

Will searched for a weak point, but each hex was so tightly woven into the next that it may as well have been welded together.

Helper: You’re not going to find a weak point.

“The hell? I thought you weren’t supposed to be able to talk to me when I was next to a monster.”

Helper: Next to hostile monsters. The elder rune turtle isn’t hostile yet, though it will be when it wakes up. I estimate you have a few minutes or one clean hit before it does so.

“Will the turtle have anything worth looting?”

Helper: Likely. In addition to vault keys, many bosses will have consumed enough mana that you can get enough awakening shards to craft a tablet from their bodies.

Will relayed this to Caiyeri, who, of course, already knew most of this.

“How do you think we got our gems and tablets?” she said. “You have your attacks ready?”

“Yeah,” Will said. “You?”

Rather than a pair of daggers, she conjured a massive hammer that looked to be made of the same pale purple energy that she’d been using earlier.

Over the course of their fights together, she had finally at least revealed what skill was giving her the energy weapons.

Skill: [Lucky Strike]

- Spell (enchantment, conjuration).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze.

Are you feeling lucky?

Imbue a weapon with a randomly selected pair of the following enchantments: Mighty Cleave, Lightweight, Silent, Armor Breaker, Elemental Blow, Returning Weapon, Corpse Slayer, Heal Blocker, Sharp Edge, Dancing Edge, Enhanced Critical.

[Armory Jackpot] (bronze) - Instead of imbuing a weapon, you may randomly conjure one of the following weapons with a random pair of the enchantments: twin daggers, sword, warhammer, greataxe, club, javelin, whip.

This was also how Will had learned that using a second tablet or even just ranking up a skill could open up a new world full of possibilities and skill modifications.

Caiyeri’s skill would have been nearly useless, but it was bound to her luck element, which came with Rigged Dice.

“I have armor breaker and enhanced critical,” Caiyeri informed him. “I’ll take the first hit, then you try and get one in. I can use Rigged Dice with a bit of an extra mana cost, so I can guarantee a crit.”

“Sure thing,” Will said, readying his axe alongside his dagger—just in case, of course. “Ready whenever you are.”

Caiyeri stepped up to the sleeping turtle’s shell, gripping her massive hammer construct in both hands, and took a massive swing at the line where two hexes met.

Critical hit!

[Enhanced Critical] doubled the power of the critical hit.

[Armor Breaker] increased the power of a strike against armor.

The shell shattered—and with it, so did the rune it held.

A massive wave of force exploded outwards, sending dirt, stones, vegetation, and Caiyeri flying at highway speeds. Will, who was standing to the side, didn’t get it as bad, but the wave still knocked him on his ass.

He didn’t even get the chance to shout out in surprise before Caiyeri hit a wall. A faint forcefield shone around her, and she tumbled to the ground with a grunt.

In the party menu, a new skill revealed itself on the elf’s stat sheet, probably because she was too busy recovering from the impact.

Skill: [Emergency Shield]

- Spell (conjuration).

- Cost: low mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Timing is everything.

Create a personal forcefield that absorbs damage at bronze rank. If you do not sustain heavy damage within 1 second of activating this shield, the cost of this skill increases to extreme mana. If the shield receives enough damage to break, your mana is fully restored.

This was a force-element spell, bound to her Resistance. Will noted it down, then took full use of the opening she’d made for him, sprinting in on the splintered shell and targeting a particularly fragile looking segment.

The rune turtle’s shell was so tough that the axe barely scratched it, but he found a gap in the armor and plunged his axe in as far as it would go—which wasn’t far, but it didn’t need to be.

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

Critical hit!

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Bleed]!

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Corruption]!

The rune flared again, though it was slower to start up this time. Will used the dagger to teleport out of the way before it could hit him, chugging a mana potion immediately after to replenish what he’d used.

Since the cooldown on the Eerie Step skill granted by the daggers was a minute, he cycled the dagger he was holding into his inventory and grabbed a separate one out, effectively resetting the cooldown.

By the time he was ready again, the turtle was wide awake and angry. The runes on its shell started flashing different colors, all of them awakening from their idle state of eerie green. It roared.

“That’s not good!” Caiyeri shouted.

“No shit!” Will replied. “Why the hell does it sound like it came out of Jurassic Park?”

“What?”

“Don’t worry about it!”

He didn’t know how fast turtles thrice his size were supposed to move, but he had a suspicion that it wasn’t going to be that fast. With corruption slowing it down, it would be even slower.

Will backed away, watching Caiyeri to see if she’d do the same. Between the two of them, she was the one with more experience fighting the cave fauna, after all.

She did the same, though it looked like she was more keen on avoiding the pulsing runes.

A wave of frost exploded from an ice-blue rune, freezing a line of earth all the way up to the cavern wall. Will was nowhere close, but Caiyeri had to dodge out of the way.

He drew the seven-shot six-shooter. The bow wasn’t going to get the job done on something this heavily armored.

[Rebounding Shot selected.]

Shit. Will hit the ground as the bullet fired, and thank god for that. He felt the heat and force of the bullet coming back at him before he heard the second crack. It came uncomfortably close.

Another rune lit up, this one an angry red. It was directly facing him, so Will used the teleport dagger to get behind it.

Not a moment too soon. As he reappeared, a cherry red laser scoured the spot where he’d been standing.

The distraction he’d provided gave Caiyeri another opportunity to smash the broken part of its shell in.

She caved the turtle’s shell in on its own body before leapfrogging off of it, backflipping and landing on her feet.

The boss keened in pain. It was a low, hair-raising sound, and it sent a chill down Will’s spine.

That was no longer the sound of anger. That was the last, desperate plea of a dying creature in pain.

The two of them left the room by mutual agreement before another rune could trigger.

Then they waited.

“The corruption should take care of it,” Will said. “What with all the damage and all.”

“Exactly my thinking,” Caiyeri replied, nodding. “Your magic is disgusting.”

“Disgustingly powerful, or…”

“I said what I said.”

You have defeated a solo boss. Examine its body for a Vault Key.

It took about five minutes of waiting before the turtle bit it.

Will wondered if the goblin boss he’d stuck with corruption was still suffering from it. He sure hoped he was.

When they returned to the boss room, Will’s confidence in their choice to GTFO doubled. A multitude of effects had wrecked the room, from a miniature lake with electric sparks still dancing over it to a section of vegetation that appeared to be in the middle of doing its best to replicate Santa Cruz during wildfire season.

The corpse was ripe for looting.

25 bronze credits have been added to your inventory.

Fire Rune, Shadow Rune, Radiance Rune, and Chaos Rune have been added to your inventory.

Vault Key has been added to your inventory.

Miraculous Wrist Bracer has been added to your inventory. 

7 Awakening Shards of Consumption have been added to your inventory.

Interestingly enough, none of the items were corrupted. Will wondered why.

The vault key pointed to a vault less than a quarter mile away, which was handy. Will wanted to get all his elements unlocked as soon as possible.

The other items were worth taking a second look at, though Will wasn’t sure where the bracer had come from.

Helper: The turtle probably ate someone with the item.

“I was wondering where our pets went,” Caiyeri said, examining the item.

Will looked at her in slight horror for a second before she chuckled. “Just a joke. We didn’t have pets, though we got to learn the concept of them. I wish I could’ve had one. A bird sounds nice.”

“You can get one when we get out of here,” Will said absent-mindedly, checking out his loot. “I’m sure they won’t have as many restrictions on you given that your entire research expedition’s dead.”

“We’ll see,” Caiyeri muttered darkly.

Item: Fire Rune

Uncommon, bronze

The essence of fire is burned into this rune.

You may use this as a crafting ingredient or as a weapon augment that provides the following:

[Fire Augment] - This weapon and its projectiles deal fire damage in addition to their base effects. This augment can be consumed to activate the [Firebolt] skill at bronze rank.

The other runes were similar, with each of them allowing consumption for a different spell—Darkness for the shadow rune, Radiant Flame for radiance, and Channel Chaos for the last.

Will decided to put one on the axe of despair as soon as possible. In combination with the poison from the giant cave spider, he could put a load of debuffs on the same weapon.

…Or maybe not. He didn’t want to put all his eggs in the same basket. The stealth bow could use the shadow buff, and poisoning the arrows would be useful too.

Item: Miraculous Wrist Bracer

Common, bronze

Perform a minor miracle. Warning: only really works when the person you’re performing a miracle to doesn’t know about magic. 

Once per day while this item is equipped, you can create one of the following magical effects within 50 feet of you:

- Create a sound that lasts 3 seconds or less.

- Cause a door or window to open.

- Increase a flame’s intensity or dim it.

Will slipped them on. They didn’t seem to impede Escape Artist much, which was convenient. The bracers were simple steel with a design he didn’t recognize, so he decided to keep them. Who knew when one of those effects could come in handy.

Last but most certainly not least were the awakening shards. Caiyeri was already done picking through her loot, it seemed, and she didn’t want any of the shards, so he made a tablet out of them. It took all seven to create the new item.

Will used it immediately.

#

The cycle continued. The first tournament had commenced, and the winner—the planet’s champion—proved to be satisfactory.

Those who failed, those who died, those who fell along the path; they were nothing more than fuel for victory.

#

Skill: [Destructive Synthesis]

- Spell (consumption).

- Cost: variable.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze

Take power from destruction.

Activate this skill to consume an item. Consuming an item grants mana restoration proportional to the power of the item.

Consuming an item grants a temporary skill reflecting and magnifying the item’s use for a variable time depending on the item’s rarity and power.


You have affixed skills to all available slots of [Affinity].

“Huh.”

“Good skill?” Caiyeri asked from behind him.

Will turned and realized that she’d caught him when he’d fallen during the vision and placed him onto something resembling a seat.

“Thanks. This looks really useful,” Will said. “I have a lot of experimenting to do.”

Due to unforeseen circumstances, Phase 3 has been accelerated. Those still in tutorials are encouraged to complete them as soon as possible.

Time until tutorial failure: 24 hours, 0 minutes, 0 seconds.

The sudden appearance of the message startled Will. The content startled him worse.

“Shit,” he said. “We have a problem.”

            

    
        Chapter 16: Tick, tock

    
    
    
    
                Time until tutorial failure: 23 hours, 58 minutes, 27 seconds.

“So you’re telling me that if I fail I’m dead,” Will said.

Helper: Not exactly dead, but if you fail, you’re not going to get any of the benefits of the tutorial. Depending on the cycle, you may lose access to many of the events that come with it.

“I’d become a system native, basically?”

Helper: Somewhat. This is, to be clear, not ideal. Even when you get to bronze rank, you’re going to be hard-pressed to survive underneath the Arcadian surface.

“Not ideal is putting it lightly,” Caiyeri said. “You know that.”

Helper: I’m trying not to scare him.

“Helper, two days ago, I got thrown into outer space. You’re going to need more than threats of death to scare me.”

Helper: Very well. Your odds of survival in the tutorial are still low. Judging from the threats you have seen, I estimate 20-30%. Outside the confines of the tutorial, your odds are so infinitisemally small that I would rather not give them. There’s too many zeroes to display conveniently.

“Oh, great. That’s just lovely. Why do you figure that? What even changes?”

Helper: You lose access to tutorial safe zones, your tutorial helper, the tutorial quest, and your system is impaired.

“You have to live like me,” Caiyeri said, tossing her hair back. “Except without the charm, skills, or luck.”

“You have charm?”

“You certainly don’t.”

Will sighed. “Okay. Alright. This just moves up our timetable.”

“It moves up your timetable,” Caiyeri corrected. “Not mine.”

Will eyed the elf. “Are you going to make that a problem?”

“Nope,” she said beatifically. “The faster we get there, the better. This just gives us a limit.”

“You’re a pain in the ass to figure out, you know?”

“The same to you.”

He had just under a day to complete the tutorial.

Phase 2

Prepare yourself as much as you can while you’re alone. You’ll thank yourself for it in the next phase.

- Reach Bronze 0 [0/1]

OR

- Reach Unformed 20 [0/1]

- Kill 100 monsters [57/100]

OR

- Reach the exit on floor 3 [0/1]

Reward: 1000 credits. 1 random Elemental Gem.

Right now, it was looking like the first or second parts of it were the most likely. They were still on the first floor, and if it only got harder on each floor, he was reasonably sure he wasn’t going to make it out.

At Unformed 15, Will was five levels away from hitting the level requirement for the second level. Killing the boss hadn’t granted him any levels, but he was very, very close to hitting Unformed 16 thanks to the experience it’d granted.

He’d gained less from this one than the previous bosses. Maybe that was because Caiyeri had been here?

Will asked about it.

Helper: The advancement gained from any boss will vary depending on the party, manner of defeat, difficulty of defeat, and the boss itself. The elder rune turtle was sleeping. You likely received less because of that.

“That makes sense. The Carrion Lord should still provide some levels when we kill him.”

Helper: If.

“When,” Caiyeri said confidently.

“Like I said,” Will continued, “when we kill him. Unless there’s some other way they can cleanse corruption? Could they have gotten ahold of one of your amulets?”

“They only absorb corruption from elves,” Caiyeri said proudly. “The amulets won’t work for anyone that’s not an elf.”

“So if I lost my resistance to corruption, I’d just die?”

“Yep!”

“You don’t need to sound so happy about it.”

Caiyeri gave him a suitably terrifying smile. “Test your skill out while we have the luxury to do so. We’re going to have to move a lot faster from here on out. That means we might start having to take direct fights or take down large groups. The big channels are almost all blocked up by big multi-clan parties.”

“Let’s burn that bridge when we get to it,” Will said, opening his inventory. “Alright. Let’s see what this thing can do.”

Destructive Synthesis stated in the skill description that it consumed the item entirely, so Will didn’t want to use any of the really good loot like the axe or the seven-shooter.

He did, however, have several crates in his inventory that were packed to the brim with loot from a whole bunch of dead goblins.

Will popped a corrupted goblin shortsword from a crate, then activated his new skill for the first time.

The sword distorted, flat smoke enveloping it like the corruption was spreading further. Once it was no longer visible, the weapon disintegrated in Will’s hands. The smoke sank into him, dissolving into his skin.

Mana restored.

You have gained the [Keen Edge] skill at bronze rank for [1 minute].

You have been inflicted with a level of [Corruption].

[Corruption Resistance] negates bronze-rank [Corruption].


Skill: [Keen Edge]

Bronze

- Spell (transmutation).

- Cost: low mana per second.

- Cooldown: none.

Apply a cutting edge to a blunt weapon. Your unarmed melee attacks gain a preternaturally sharp edge, and they now deal increased slashing damage.

The basic item didn’t restore his mana all the way, but the skill addition was just as advertised.

On the other hand, Destructive Synthesis hadn’t said anything about taking on the corruption, but he supposed that wasn’t much of a danger to him with the skills he had.

Keen Edge, on the other hand, was interesting. It didn’t seem very high-power, but that made sense given the fact that the swords were otherwise unenchanted. Even within the same rank, there were disparities—while the swords would affect a bronze-rank just fine, they were much worse at doing the job than, say, his axe of despair, with much fewer benefit.

He tried the temporary skill out, punching the fleshier parts of the dead turtle. Sure enough, every blow came with a moment where force penetrated the flesh deeper than it should have. Although he’d never tried brass knuckles before, he imagined the two were similar.

Soon enough, the skill duration ticked to zero. A small indicator flashed, telling him that he no longer had access to Keen Edge.

Even though he’d been using Keen Edge for the full minute, the amount of mana he’d spent was less than what he’d gotten for destroying the sword. That was a pretty good deal.

“I can definitely work with this,” he said out loud. “If this works with items in my inventory, I can ditch mana potions altogether.”

“That’s good news, given your pitiful capacity,” Caiyeri said.

“Oh, shut it.”

Will had enough spares to test out a number of other items.

Armor granted Iron Skin or some variant of it, which essentially gave the same benefit as armor except applied to his body, which synergized way too well with Escape Artist. He had a ton of goblin armor that didn’t fit him—if he could use it to protect himself, restore his mana, and keep Escape Artist at full capacity the whole time, that would be a game-changer.

Bows gave him a variety of effects, ranging from Sharpshooter, which was an aim assist, to Strong Pull, which just gave his arrows more speed. None of them let him shoot arrows without a second bow, unfortunately, but consuming one assisted him in shooting more effectively.

Gauntlets gave strength skills. Simple enough.

Clubs gave variants of Stunning Blow, giving him an increased chance to inflict a level of stun, bleed, or another condition on a successful unarmed hit. Will could already think of comboes with Keen Edge and Ghostflame—this was looking good.

He didn’t use up too much of his gear, of course, and soon enough it was time to get moving.

Time until tutorial failure: 23 hours, 8 minutes, 37 seconds.

They were still a solid few miles from the stairwell. They’d been making progress inches at a time. Even where there weren’t goblins to directly fight them, the unlikely pair kept on running into problems. The clans had laid traps everywhere, and the native fauna and flora weren’t exactly friendly.

They had originally been planning on hitting another safe zone, but with their accelerated time window, it made much more sense to just try blitzing it straight to the next level down.

The turtle’s vault was on the way, which was convenient. It also happened to be guarded by a dozen goblins, which wasn’t.

Unfortunately for them, they hadn’t anticipated Will and Caiyeri coming their way. They had more of a camp than an ambush set up, and from what little he could hear of their conversation, the goblins clearly didn’t think they were going to see any action.

“And I told him, yeah, you can see your sister,” one of them was saying to raucuous laughter. “So I showed him her head!”

The goblins, who were armored but not in guard positions, broke out into hooting and shouting.

Next to Will, Caiyeri’s expression tightened. The two of them had heard the goblin camp long before they’d seen it, and she had a stealth ability active, cloaking the sound of their footsteps as they approached from the side. The goblins hadn’t sighted them yet.

“Don’t just go running in,” Will said, taking a pair of oil barrels out from his inventory. “We play this smart.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” Caiyeri said, barely restrained anger clear in her eyes. “You have a plan?”

“Can you shoot one bullet?” Will asked, taking his seven-shooter out. “You’ll know the one.”

She eyed it with distaste. “My amulet is just about fresh. I should be able to handle it.”

“Alright. On three.”

Will opened a crate in his inventory, selecting a set of gauntlets inside and manifesting them into reality.

“One.”

Destructive Synthesis took hold of the gauntlets, obliterating them in instants.

Mana restored.

You have gained the [Mighty Strength] skill at bronze rank for [1 minute].

You have been inflicted with a level of [Corruption].

[Corruption Resistance] negates bronze-rank [Corruption].

Power pulsed through Will’s veins. I could totally break my PR right now, he thought.

“Two.”

Will tossed Caiyeri the gun. She caught it, the expression on her face making it look like he’d just handed her the Manhattan Project demon core.

“Three!”

With his temporary strength skill, Will lobbed both oil barrels through the narrow aperture that led to the camp.

Too late, he remembered that Caiyeri’s aim wasn’t perfect—but then he saw magic glitter over her, adjusting her position, and he relaxed.

She fired twice.

[Incendiary selected.]

[Explosive Shot selected.]

Immediately after the second shot made contact with the falling flaming barrels, she dropped the gun like it was hot.

“Fifty-six percent,” she said, looking at her amulet. “This gun corrupts fast.”

“The safe zone wasn’t kidding when it said these were corrupted items,” Will said, retrieving the gun from the dirt.

A moment later, the screaming started.

Level up!

“Want to put some goblins out of their misery?” Will asked, grabbing his axe of despair.

“Out?” Caiyeri asked, tilting her head. “No. I’d like to make sure the miserable bastards go out suffering.”

“Jeez. Alright.”

They descended upon the burning goblin camp like vultures. Will trained up Escape Artist, Weapons Free, and Destructive Synthesis, eliminating any potential resistance by teleporting the swords and shields they reached for before consuming the item and executing them with his axe.

After their initial wave of killing, Caiyeri got to the grim business of interrogation.

It… didn’t go well. As it turned out, when you tried to torture prisoners that were still on fire, they had a nasty habit of dying.

“I made it to Bronze 4,” Caiyeri crowed afterwards.

“Unformed 16,” Will reported. “And I’m up to sixty-three kills. If you don’t hurry, you’re going to lose me.”

“If you don’t hurry, you’re going to lose your life,” she countered. “Now let’s get you another element. We’re going to have to make it a straight shot from here.”

“Gotcha,” Will said. “I’ll load up as much as I can. Let me start with these bodies.”

#

The fragment of turtle shell that served as a vault key set a massive stone wall retracting into the ground, revealing a cave with what looked like a dragon hoard at the center.

“Do you have dragons here?” Will wondered aloud. “Does ‘dragon hoard’ translate?”

“We do,” Caiyeri said. “Even their children are in the gem ranks. I’ve never seen one myself, but their hoards tend to be more orderly than this. Many of them are bankers.”

“You have dragon bankers?”

“Yes. I’m not so sure what’s special about that.”

“You—okay, no. You’re trolling me on this one.”

“Trolls? We have trolls. Awfully nasty folks at first, but they’re not so bad once you get to know them. I think.”

Will stared at Caiyeri flatly. She stared back.

He broke first, snickering. The elf joined in a second later.

“Hurry up,” she said. “Or I’ll take all your loot instead of half of it, and you wouldn’t like that, would you?”

Will got to it.

127 bronze credits have been added to your inventory.

Elder Elemental Gem has been added to your inventory.

5 Space Runes, 5 Electricity Runes, and 5 Death Runes have been added to your inventory.

Tablet of the Dark Forest has been added to your inventory.

“More runes. Sick.” There was definitely a lot that could be done with those—in particular, Will wanted to see if he could get an extra effect out of them using Destructive Synthesis.

What really caught his attention, though, were the elemental gem and the tablet.

Item: Elder Elemental Gem

Epic.

Found only in elder monsters who have bathed in the storms of corruption for decades or centuries, this gem grants the power of the survivor; those who have not only braved the corruption but thrive in it. Though they do not wield the power of chaos, their strength lies in their overwhelming presence.

You may choose to affix one of the [Storm], [Demon], or [Chaos] elements to [Power] or [Resistance].

Affixes one skill of the chosen element.

He checked through each of the elements it could grant.

Element: [Chaos]

This magic comes from the wild forces of chaos that lay beneath the order of creation. May introduce corruption into the battlefield. As with chaos itself, effects are unpredictable with great peaks and valleys. Let yourself be carried by chance and chance alone.

Will discarded Chaos, since it seemed too similar to corruption—in fact, corruption looked to be outright superior as an element, though he supposed it was banned. While Caiyeri might have good luck, he didn’t want to bet on getting a good roll every time he used a skill.

Element: [Demon]

Demons are beings that survive within the deep chaos. Not quite gods, not quite mortal, their magic is esoteric and unusable by mortal beings. Affixing this guarantees insanity that cannot be resisted alongside a perfect chance of total personality rewrite, but it can grant power of that which lies beyond the realm of the system.

Before he affixed the gem, though, he checked the tablet. It was one of two, but Caiyeri had taken the other one. Apparently, even at bronze, she hadn’t awakened all of her skills.

Item: Tablet of the Dark Forest

Rare.

The dark forest hypothesis states that alien civilization exists throughout the universe, but they are both silent and hostile, maintaining their undetectability for fear of being destroyed by another hostile and undetected civilization. 

You know that the first part of this is true.

The latter is up to you.

This tablet grants the power of the dark forest. One day, you may find yourself as the progenitor and proof of this hypothesis.

Affixes a [Soul] skill at the highest rank you have access to: [Bronze].

“This turtle has ridiculously high rarity loot for a solo boss,” Will said.

“I told you, I like my odds,” Caiyeri said. “You don’t see an elder rune turtle every day. The last one we found was the one that gave me the Luck element, and that’s not a common one at all.”

“Let’s affix these, then,” Will said. “We need everything we can get to make it to the stairwell.”

“Right,” Caiyeri said, passing her hands over the tablet she’d acquired. “We’ll make sure they don’t stand a Mother-damned chance.”

#

The human and the elf were coming.

Axl did not know how they had progressed so much, so fast. As a boy, it had taken him years to merely reach the peak of the unformed rank. Yet the human had done so in mere days. Hours, even.

The boy was unformed. How was he slicing through Axl’s bronze-rank clans like they were mere children? Yes, some of the troops were children, but they were all at least bronze. They should have at least provided some resistance. The elf girl wasn’t strong enough to carry him through all of these. Already, dozens of his goblins were dead.

But even if his people couldn’t handle them, every death was an increase to his power. Overlord had boosted his attributes back to the peak of bronze, even through the corruption.

Silver was tantalizingly close. The next rank—a true reset. It would be able to annihilate the corruption from his system, purify his body. It would make him the perfect servant to the Hunger.

Yet it was still too far. Overlord could drive him to the brink, but to break through the barrier required action from him.

The elf and the human. They would serve as the course that could repair him.

In the case they did not, though, Axl could see the frightening potential of the corruption. Left unchecked, it could mean the end of the caves. It could mean the end of Arcadia. The end of everything.

As his name suggested, the Carrion Lord was not one to care about the world, but he had been entrusted with a duty.

He readied himself to descend the stairwell, and he drew on a power he had not had to use since he had reached his position clad in the blood of the lord before him.

The Hunger was a cruel god, but a just one.

The sigil activated.

#

Far away, deep in the void, a group of immortals gathered in a space that may or may not have existed.

Even amongst the gods, there was a hierarchy. The Administrator, originator of all, was silent as it had been for the last millennium, yet its empty throne had yet to be touched by a single of the others. Beneath it were the pure concepts—then beneath that, the secondary concepts. Beneath even those were the patron saints.

The Hunger was square in the middle of the hierarchy, but he had enough strength to be a feared name even amongst the other gods.

He sensed his sigil’s activation.

“The cycle deviates,” he said. “Corruption sings.”

“As much as I hate to agree with you, yes,” said the Elven Mother. “My people sense it too.”

“Champions will be chosen earlier,” a deep, masculine voice rumbled. Revenge always loved getting involved, so it wasn’t any surprise that he sounded excited. “The second impact will be sooner.”

“Not yet,” the Hunger said. “Your sigils have not been called. This ‘Earth’ may have time yet to survive. I will observe, and I will report to the Administrator.”

“As you say,” the soft, angelic voice of Peace said. “Don’t kill too many mortals down there.”

The Hunger looked to the goddess, her red eyes glowing bright with hatred. “You and I both know that between the two of us, it is your hands that are bloodied with the deaths of worlds.”

“As you say,” she repeated. “Go, Hunger. Prove that your ascension was not wasted.”

“Gorge yourself and die,” he cursed her. “I will.”

The world was too young, too new to the system to handle the full manifestation of a god, but a fragment? A piece of a god, meant to adjust and modify the Administrator’s world?

That, the Hunger could do.

He would not interfere, but he would watch.

“William,” he said, tasting the name. “Your life and death will be exquisite.”

            

    
        Chapter 17: Tutorial Zone, Stairwell%

    
    
    
    
                With their new skills, clearing the way through the goblins was substantially easier. Caiyeri’s new skill affixed to her fire element, which was bound to her Perception stat for some reason. It was a passive ability called Thermal Sight that did exactly what it advertised. Elves already had great nightvision, but at bronze rank, her magical sight extended slightly through walls.

It was certainly less flashy than the death-element skill that Will had awakened with the tablet of the dark forest, but it was damn useful. Rather than have to rely on torture, which was shaky information at the best of times, they used Caiyeri as a scout, checking corners and ledges throughout the tunnel system.

They still weren’t able to avoid every ambush, but anytime they got caught, they had the teleport daggers. By now, they’d learned that while the goblins excelled at quickly deploying themselves places, none of them were capable of tracking where others went after using the Eerie Step skill. They had to split up to try to follow Will and Caiyeri, and if a small enough group chased after them, the pair simply found a convenient corner to ambush their attackers in.

Otherwise, they ran. Will’s new skill was fantastic at that.

Skill: [Wind Walker]

- Spell (stealth, movement).

- Cost: very low mana and low stamina.

- Cooldown: none.

Unformed.

At the eye of any violent storm, there is silence. Draw upon the power of the winds to lighten your step and increase your speed.

Combined with his new element, it was perfect for repositioning stealthily.

[Power]

- Bound to [Storm]: Once a storm begins, it will not stop. Your stamina depletes at a greatly decreased rate while you are above a walking pace. Difficult terrain caused by water or wind does not impede your movement.

Will had asked Helper, and he’d learned that he had the potential to run on water with the skill he’d received—or even fly. That was enough to awaken the childish wonder in anyone.

Caiyeri, of course, didn’t see anything special about this.

“Anyone can fly once they reach diamond rank,” she said, crossing her arms and turning her head up.

“You’re bronze, and I’m unformed,” Will replied. “We’re about as far as we can get from diamond at the moment.”

“And? What about it? Do you not plan on making it there?”

“Of course I do. Doesn’t mean everyone will. How many people even make it to diamond?”

Helper: Approximately 5% of Users. The average User will never know the joys of flight.

Caiyeri dismissed the message with an errant flick of her wrist. “Don’t compare yourself to the average User, Will. I don’t know you well enough to know if you’re like me, but you’ve survived this long. If you’re not the exception, then you’re not trying hard enough.”

Oddly enough, the words resonated with him. He hadn’t come here to be a normal person again. By the looks of the tutorial, he wasn’t having anywhere near the average experience.

To the top it was, then. No matter what it took.

Before they could discuss it any further, Caiyeri called out that there were goblins rounding the corner and they had to get back to kiting them.

Despite being at unformed, Will was getting used to the bronze-rank goblins. Part of it was because of all his great weapons at bronze rank, but that wasn’t all—they were predictable. After getting hit once, they would usually try to teleport away, and they tended to prioritize themselves over their groups.

That meant that with a stealthy few shots to start things off, any clan would be thrown into chaos. Will’s stealth bow was a great help to that, especially once he applied a shadow rune to it. That combination had made the otherwise unassuming shortbow glimmer with an oily black darkness and gain a new ability:

[Shadow String]: All projectiles fired from this bow will create a small burst of [Shadow] upon impact.

Essentially, with good aim, he could blind them, cause them to start teleporting randomly, and give himself and Caiyeri plenty of opportunity to pick them off. She was able to easily keep up with him, using some Speed-bound skill to accelerate her teleports with the vents.

With their hit-and-run tactics, the two of them easily racked up the kills.

After hours upon hours of this, Will’s Power and Speed both made it to 16, and his level increased once again to 17. He put the unused points in Soul, bringing it up to Unformed 14. Perception, one of his two unbound attributes, was his current lowest at a measly Unformed 12 after a couple of stat increases gained from observing the patterns of the camp, but Caiyeri was doing enough spotting for the both of them.

Time until tutorial failure: 14 hours, 38 minutes, 25 seconds.

Will was up to eighty-one monster kills. The second part of his tutorial quest looked like it was going to be the most viable one for completing it.

They had a straight shot to the stairwell from where they were, but the area around the stairwell itself…

“You didn’t say that it was going to be like this,” Will muttered.

Though the rest of the tunnels so far had included a few clearings, this one was far larger than anything they’d seen prior. At least as large as the football-field-sized chunk of land he’d stood upon on the surface of this tutorial zone, the cavern stretched high with vents spaced around it at irregular points.

Will’s eyesight wasn’t good enough to see into all the nooks and crannies of the place, but at least at a closer range, he could see a pretty hefty collection of red dots. At least a dozen other tunnels all converged in this one place, and each of them had some signs of civilization set up around them.

The worst part was that there wasn’t even a town that they could sneak into. While there were settlements and camps at the exits, there was a solid five hundred foot stretch of just plain emptiness with nothing better than knee high rocks to take cover behind.

At first, Will almost mistook the stairwell for another cave, but when he made the shape of a door out, it popped up on his minimap.

He cursed quietly.

They were going to have to make a run for it.

“There aren’t any other stairwells?” he asked, making sure to keep his voice low.

“Not within a day’s travel, no,” Caiyeri said. “Unless you’d rather be stuck here?”

“I’m half-tempted to take my chances farming goblins until I’m free and away,” Will said.

“I wouldn’t blame you.” Caiyeri wasn’t entirely able to hide the quaver in her voice, but to his surprise, she sounded entirely genuine. “Everyone for themselves here, no?”

“No,” Will said. “I’m not taking the easy way out unless I damn well have to. If you can do it, then I can try.”

“I don’t know if I can do it,” Caiyeri said honestly. “The majority of my practical experience in battle has come from the last couple of days. I’ve never made it through a gauntlet like this.”

“Do you have any strategy for this?” Will asked. “Elven plans, maybe?”

“Our plan for dealing with this many goblins when our party size is this small is run,” Caiyeri said. “I can count at least fifty within range. I’m sure there’s more on the far side of the stairwell.”

“If we don’t have a plan, let’s make one,” Will said. “But I’m going to need you to be a little more open with the options we have.”

Caiyeri huffed out a breath. “Fine. We don’t have all day, after all.”

#

Time until tutorial failure: 10 hours, 37 minutes, 8 seconds.

They ended up retreating for a bit—and by a bit, Will meant four hours.

Though the goblins were communicating with each other, it took them a while to figure out where Will and Caiyeri traveled through, given their tendency to wipe the entire squad down to the last member. That gave them a little more room to test out various plans of attack.

He definitely had a few “are we the baddies” moments when they backtracked into areas where there were still-burning goblin corpses missing all of their gear, but he pushed it aside. Morality was a luxury afforded to those who weren’t fighting for their lives.

Well. He supposed he did have that luxury, given his choice to continue fighting towards the stairwell with Caiyeri, but he had given up on having a calm, reasoned discussion with the goblins a while ago. They wanted to kill the two of them, so he and Caiyeri killed goblins. Simple as.

After many, many attempts, they had a plan. He wasn’t sure how solid it was, but in theory…

Caiyeri revealed a shockingly good understanding of leatherworking. She used a conjured knife to work with a few pieces of leather goblin armor, fashioning a belt that fit Will suspiciously well.

“I have a natural eye for measurements,” she explained. “And, again, I’m lucky.”

By the time they returned to the entrance they had come from, Escape Artist barely had any effect on him. As it turned out, equipping weapons to a belt counted as equipment, and with enough weapons, that turned the skill way down. Wind Walker, inventorying the setup until the last second, and extreme caution made up for it.

His inventory two crates lighter, Will stepped towards the mouth of the cave entrance with three entire belts of daggers strapped to him. He had a bow slung around each shoulder, each of which had half a set of armor tied to it with string.

If they’d done their calculations right, this would work out just fine.

If.

“Ready?” he asked.

Caiyeri wrapped a hand around his wrist. He took hers in kind, securing them as much as he reasonably could.

“It’s not me that’ll be a sitting duck out there if this doesn’t work,” she said. “Are you ready?”

In lieu of an answer, Will grabbed a teleport dagger and activated Eerie Step.

#

There was almost half a mile between the tunnel exit and the stairwell entrance, and there wasn’t a straight line of vents between them. With a range limit of sixty feet, the teleport daggers weren’t going to be able to get them all the way in one leap.

After some careful, stealthy observation, the two of them had plotted out a map of the vents. In order to get there, he was going to have to follow an esoteric route that took maybe sixty usages of Eerie Step to travel twenty-five hundred feet.

Just stick to the plan, he reminded himself as they appeared sixty feet out into an uncovered cavern.

He’d hoped to go unnoticed for at least the first few teleports, but the cavern was empty as a gym two weeks after New Year’s. There was nothing stopping the goblins within from seeing the flash of light that accompanied their movements.

“Go, go, go!” Caiyeri encouraged.

The cooldown on Eerie Step as provided by the dagger of the sunken world was one minute. With his space element lowering his teleportation cooldowns by half, that was thirty seconds.

In a fight, thirty seconds was a long time. Here, it would be the difference between life and death.

But he’d learned that he could reset the cooldown by activating a second dagger, and they’d looted a lot of goblin corpses.

Will touched the second teleport dagger and triggered Eerie Step again.

The metallic screech of arrow tips hitting cave stone graced his ears as he and Caiyeri reappeared. A quick glance at his minimap revealed that a bunch of the dots were quickly getting closer.

Right. They weren’t the only ones who could use the vents.

Will moved to the third dagger and activated the teleportation skill once more.

Then the fourth.

Every teleport saw the pattern of goblins encroaching on them change, following in hot pursuit. Will did his best to ignore him. Caiyeri was the one who had to do the defending. His job was to get them both to the stairs.

Five.

Every narrow miss was hair-raising. All he’d seen of the goblins led him to believe that they were a simple race, optimized solely for war, but when they coordinated, they were damn good at it. Rather than shooting arrows directly at them, clans started pushing to attack at the vents that Will and Caiyeri could teleport to. More than once, the elf had to activate her Emergency Shield to protect them both.

Six.

As he activated the sixth, Will could feel the soul fatigue start to set in. He checked his mana bar and cursed—he’d used over four-fifths of all the magic he could bring to bear. The goblin onslaught had distracted him.

This was what his ridiculous setup was for.

When they arrived to their sixth vent, a goblin was waiting for them, club raised high. Will reacted on instinct, kicking it in the chest.

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack!

It stumbled back. A second later, Caiyeri’s conjured sword took its head off.

That second was enough of a pause for the other goblins to reorient. Caiyeri jolted, grunting in pain. Her fingernails dug painful white tracks into Will’s skin.

“Flesh wound,” she hissed. “Go!”

Will activated Destructive Synthesis, consuming a bow and all of the armor attached to it.

Mana restored.

You have gained the [Sharpshooter] skill at bronze rank for [1 minute].

You have gained the [Iron Skin] skill at bronze rank for [1 minute].

You have been inflicted with a level of [Corruption].

[Corruption Resistance] negates bronze-rank [Corruption].

Onto the next dagger.

All in all, he had fifteen teleport daggers. By the time he got to the last, the first one had reset.

Mana restored.

You have gained the [Keen Edge] skill at bronze rank for [1 minute].

You have gained the [Poison Wound] skill at bronze rank for [1 minute].

It wasn’t a perfect plan. Even with Caiyeri’s shield skill, they were still taking hits. Will was terribly glad for the Iron Skin buff the armor granted him. More than once, a sudden shock to his system told him that an arrow or sword had glanced off him. It hurt, but nowhere near as bad as it would’ve been if he got impaled by an arrow or had a leg chopped off.

Still, bit by bit, they got closer.

Twenty teleports. Thirty. Forty.

Mana restored.

You have gained the [Eerie Step] skill at bronze rank for [1 minute].

Fifty.

By the time they got the sixty-second teleport, both of them were bleeding from multiple injuries and every weapon sans six of the teleport daggers was gone, consumed for Destructive Synthesis.

The last stretch was empty of vents, so they had to sprint for it. At this point, the goblins had figured out their target, and a large group of them had started sprinting for the center.

Unlike their ridiculous plan, though, the goblins weren’t able to functionally negate the cooldown on their teleportation skill, so all they really had were arrows.

Caiyeri and Will broke contact and ran for their lives.

A burst of pain told him that arrows were pinging off his skin, but he’d consumed the second set of armor at the last second. He didn’t let the pain slow him down.

The welcoming void of the stairwell grew closer. Thirty feet. Twenty. Ten.

Will leapt into the entrance like he was trying to catch the game-winning touchdown at the Super Bowl and tumbled, grunting with pain as his body hit step after step before finally rolling to a stop.

He and Caiyeri got to their feet, both slurping down health potions, and dusted themselves off.

They… were alive. Their plan had worked.

“Mother’s grace!” Caiyeri shouted. “I can’t believe that worked!”

“Ow,” Will grimaced. “A little loud.”

“Oops.” Caiyeri said. “A relic of the woman I was based on, I’m afraid. I can’t believe that worked.”

Level up!

Achievement earned: Unintended Interaction

Some way or another, you have used over 10 times your mana capacity in the span of 127 seconds without using a single mana potion.

Reward: You have gained an Awakening Shard of the Beyond!

“Neither can I,” Will said, grinning. “And it looks like the system liked that.”

“We’re not that far from the end,” Caiyeri said, also beaming. “We should rest up and get going before the goblins can chase us.”

“Let’s.”

#

The Carrion Lord was ready when the stairwell activated, indicating that there were protected souls within. The very thought of it disgusted him. The world needed to be protected from corruption, not the other way around.

He was ready when they burst out from the exit on the floor below.

“Oh, come the fuck on,” the human said.

“This is bad,” the elf added helpfully.

“Welcome back,” the Carrion Lord said. “You’ll find I’m not so merciful this time.”

            

    
        Chapter 18: Round 2

    
    
    
    
                Time until tutorial failure: 9 hours, 48 minutes, 30 seconds.

The second floor did not at all look like the first—though maybe that was just the room the stairwell opened up into.

Will and Caiyeri found themselves in the ruins of a temple of no denomination that Will recognized.

The elf, however, did. She clicked her tongue, changing her conjured weapon from a pair of daggers to a long spear.

They stood on a cracked marble floor, surrounded by pillars arranged in a vaguely hexagonal shape that reminded Will of the pictures he’d seen of ancient Greek architecture, if the ancient Greeks had used square-shaped blocks instead of cylinders. There was no ceiling, only the cave.

A fallen statue, its features worn down by time and whatever elements came around this deep in the tunnels, blocked the way between them and the Carrion Lord. Even after however many decades of wear and tear, it was still recognizable as the form of a fair elf woman. A goddess, maybe, judging by the way Caiyeri reacted to it.

Will could see the lingering effects of his corruption on the goblin’s body, pouring off of him like smoke. The other effects that his axe of despair had applied were long gone, washed away by healing magic or potions or something similar, but the corruption remained.

Earlier, when they had been fleeing the Carrion Lord’s camp, Will had felt the corruption take hold. Though he wasn’t sure exactly how to explain it, there was a sense of power radiating off of everyone he’d met, but most especially the goblin boss. Shortly after the corruption had set in, that strange aura had diminished significantly.

Now, though, it was back and greater than ever. Corruption or not, this was not going to be an easy battle.

The Carrion Lord tilted his head, then disappeared.

“Behind!” Caiyeri shouted.

Will grabbed her by the shoulder, activating Destructive Synthesis followed by the temporary Eerie Step skill a moment later. He selected the furthest vent in front of them.

Both of them turned as they reappeared, just in time to hear a sickening crunch as the goblin lord’s warhammer smashed into the statue. Magically reinforced steel met marble and won out easily, kicking up the dust of shattered marble and obscuring his form.

Through the cloud of white dust, the only thing visible was the red glow of the hammer.

“You desecrate the Mother!” Caiyeri cried. Her heart didn’t seem all that into it, as if it was a compelled response, but Will decided reading into that while they were both trying to survive was a bad idea.

“What skills does this guy even have?” he asked, tapping his inventory for his weapons. “Everything we’ve seen has been from the hammer.”

Before Caiyeri could respond, another bone-shaking crash sounded from the middle of the smoke. This one was louder than the last, shaking the ground beneath Will’s feet. He looked down just in time to see the fresh fissure that the Carrion Lord’s attack had created—and just in time for the earth to break beneath him, knocking him onto his back.

Caiyeri rolled to her feet and groaned. “That’s probably one of them.”

Will tried to get back up, but his instincts screamed danger and he clutched a weapon instead.

The faint glow of the hammer’s runes changing color was all the warning Will had before the Carrion Lord came charging out of the dust. What was visible of his skin beneath the armor was glowing.

Still on the ground, Will fired the seven-shooter.

[Machine Gun selected.]

The gun only bounced with the recoil of one bullet, but the rapid-fire series of sonic boom cracks told him that all seven of the bullets fired in an instant, as if the single bullet had split apart the second it left the barrel.

The instant death shot had shattered the forcefield that the Carrion Lord’s armor provided, but it evidently hadn’t been enough to end it all.

Pale blue flickered, then flashed brighter until a point just in front of the goblin’s center of mass was a solid, deep azure.

The goblin didn’t let that stop him, though, and he continued rampaging forward.

Time seemed to slow down as Will slid through his skills, concentrating on the massive creature charging towards him.

Somewhere in the frozen moment, he focused hard enough to reactivate Identify.


Axl, the Carrion Lord. Level: Bronze 10*.

This is a squad boss.

This monster is on the verge of a rank breakthrough. Despite suffering from a level of [Corruption], its stats are higher than the last time you saw it.

Axl will not let you escape. With the power of the [Overlord] skill, he has gained strength and skills. You cannot run, for the Carrion Lord will follow.

Kill or be killed.


I wasn’t planning on running.

Will marked the goblin for death, then activated his new skill.

The tablet of the dark forest had implied it would give him an oppressive power. Bound to the death element, it had done exactly that.

Skill: [The Bell Tolls]

- Spell (esoteric).

- Cost: high mana.

- Cooldown: 1 hour.

Bronze.

“Run. Hide. Fight. Try every last desperate play you have. In the end, the bell still tolls.” - Dread Executor Illona III, cycle 950.

Cleanses all afflictions from you and targets a creature you can see. The creature cannot benefit from magical healing for the next minute. Inflicts necrotic damage scaling with the consumed afflictions and any injuries the target is suffering from.

[Withering Decay] (bronze) - Death approaches. Increases any affliction on the target by one level. Inflicts one level of [Wither].


Condition: [Wither]

- Deals slow necrotic damage over time.

- Weakens necrotic resistances. If the target does not have a resistance to necrotic damage, they gain a weakness to necrotic damage.

Dark energy slithered out from Will’s body, casting the already-dim ground around him into shadow. A midnight black tendril burst from his skin and into the Carrion Lord’s orifices—Axl’s body, according to the system.

The massive goblin stopped mid-stride, oily darkness tracing his veins, and he bellowed in pain and rage.

A menu appeared in Will’s mind, giving him the option to select from one of two conditions—corruption or rage.

Rage did not sound like something he wanted to enhance, so he picked corruption.

You have inflicted a second level of [Corruption].

Will used the opportunity to scramble to his feet and back up like Caiyeri had.

That one usage of his skill combo had taken over half his mana. Will used Destructive Synthesis on the spent teleport dagger, restoring his mana back all the way and temporarily giving himself Eerie Step.

“What the hell did you just hit him with?” Caiyeri asked. “That… looks terrible.”

“The tablet you tossed me,” Will said, grinning maniacally. “Hey, Axl! You’re supposed to be strong, aren’t you? But you still can’t even take down someone a full rank lower than you.”

He was met with an angry roar at twice the volume of the first.

“Are you trying to get us killed?” Caiyeri hissed.

“I’m trying to win,” Will said, carefully aiming the revolver. “When you get mad, you get sloppy.”

The Carrion Lord’s flesh started glowing a bright, demonic red, making the necrosis in its veins even more prominent, and he started to grow.

“Doesn’t matter if he can just stomp on us,” Caiyeri said.

“Then don’t get stomped,” Will said. He fired.

[Incendiary selected.]

Axl’s hands blurred. Will didn’t see or hear the bullet hit, but he saw the splash of oily fire ignite several feet to the right of his intended target. The hammer hadn’t even moved.

“Oh, he’s mad,” Will said.

“Astute observation,” Caiyeri said. “The Mother’s protection no longer extends here. Run.”

She took her own advice as Will shot another bullet.

[Gaseous Shot selected.]

Axl didn’t even block with his hands this time. The shield flashed once, stuttered, and faded under the explosion of white mist.

A very rapidly approaching explosion of white mist.

Will turned tail and ran.

Caiyeri was right. They weren’t equipped to fight Axl, whose stats still eclipsed those of a standard Bronze 10, especially not here. If they had more cover, it would be a different question, but here? They were practically whack-a-mole targets.

Even beyond the shattered temple, the second floor was very clearly different. There were fewer vents, for one, and the tunnels themselves were broader and higher, as if the entire cave system had been increased by one size.

He dropped a bow from his inventory as he ran, immediately activating Destructive Synthesis on it.

Mana restored.

You have gained the [Sharpshooter] skill at bronze rank for [1 minute].

You have been inflicted with a level of [Corruption].

[Corruption Resistance] negates bronze-rank [Corruption].

He was one with his aim. Will used his minimap to judge positioning, pointed his shooting arm back, and fired.

[Explosive Shot selected.]

Will didn’t stop to see the effects of the bullet, but he heard the firework-like sound of the detonation behind him.

After consuming nearly every single weapon he’d strapped to himself, Will’s Escape Artist ability was back to full, combining with his Wind Walker skill to accelerate him to inhuman speeds.

Caiyeri matched his pace, combining her new Thermal Sight with her bronze-rank Synced Steps skill, which gave her a boost to speed if she timed her steps perfectly to a set beat. She led the way, Will close on her heels. Behind them, the Carrion Lord screamed.

The sound of the hammer powering up triggered the fight-or-flight in Will’s instincts, and he turned on the spot, kicking off a wall to stabilize himself. Caiyeri was leading the two of them down a long, flat hallway that evoked the image of the Death Star’s innards in Will’s head. There was no cover, and judging from the glowing purple energy forming at the tip of the hammer, that was about to be a real problem.

“Caiyeri!” Will shouted. “We fight!”

To her credit, the elf didn’t abandon him. She turned, stolen bow appearing in her hands, and she loosed an arrow.

She’d gained her fair share of runes, too. Judging by the blinding white of her projectile, she’d enchanged either the arrow or the bow with a radiance run.

Caiyeri fired and dove to the side just as the hammer’s energy coalesced into a purple laser.

The laser split the arrow apart, turning it to glowing ash, but the impact clearly sent a magical consequence reverberating up through the laser. Axl’s beam jumped up in height, giving Will more room to roll under it.

There were no vents behind the Carrion Lord for him to teleport to, so he just had to close the distance.

Unlike last time, the beam didn’t stop. Instead, it intensified.

Standing nearly ten feet tall, Axl’s burgeoning power must have increased his mana flow to his item—but it was worsening his afflictions, too. His skin had grown sallow, and it looked paper-thin. The dark veins grew larger, looking as if they were going to burst through the weakened flesh. Every attack the goblin lord made pained him as much as it did its targets, if not more. Even through the haze of the skill-induced rage and enhancement, Will could see that.

Encouraged, he continued onwards, firing his revolver once more.

[Piercing Shot selected.]

The forcefield flickered, then cracked.

Axl reoriented his laser, slashing down horizontally towards Will. A day ago, that might have cut him apart, but with Wind Walker active and trained, his body felt more flexible than it ever had.

He leapt, twisting his legs up and over the deadly laser. Somehow, he was able to use Wind Walker to adjust his positioning, landing on his feet.

Allie’s a gymnast, he thought. I wonder if this is what she feels like.

Will cleared his mind. This was no time to be distracted.

In the moment, adrenaline pumping through his body, Will barely registered the danger. He and his enemy were all that mattered. Two living beings, hearts pumping, one of whom would no longer be breathing.

The laws of man were gone. There were no rules here.

All his life, other people had chosen for him.

Now, Will chose.

He dodged the laser, then noted the hammer shapechange again. It dawned on him that the Carrion Lord was channeling skills through the item—was it bonded somehow, perhaps?

Purple became orange, and energy blades split out of the side of the hammer as Will closed the distance between them.

He had an idea but couldn’t communicate it in a few words, so instead he just shouted, “Shoot!”

Caiyeri, bless her heart, launched another radiant arrow towards the goblin lord. He smashed it aside with his now-bladed hammer, impossibly swift.

That moment let Will close twenty feet to five.

Even with the forcefield mostly down, the armor was too tough for him to pierce through. Axl was a fearsome foe, no doubt. The weak point was an option, but all he could do was try to inflict another condition on him. Not ideal.

Will had a lot of mana to spare, though, so he made use of it.

Dark energy spouted from his body, and a deep, ominous bell tolled.

Corruption, he thought.

Axl screamed, his entire body wracked with pain, but he did not let go of his weapon.

Plan… C? D? I don’t even know which one we’re on at this point.

Though Axl hadn’t let go of it, he was in so much pain that Will had the opportunity to make contact with it.

He’d been using corrupted weapons all this time, and he’d racked up a lot of negated levels of corruption.

Will activated Chaos Transfer, overriding the bond between weapon and user.

With everything compounded together—three layers of corruption, one of wither, and a weapon that had just been twisted by the forces of chaos beyond the system—Axl tried a desperate blow.

A simple leap back was enough to dodge the hammer strike, and Axl’s body was failing him. With a mighty cry of equal parts anger and pain, he threw the hammer.

It sailed towards Caiyeri, and Will grinned in victory.

With the last of his mana, he activated Weapons Free.

Separated from its owner, the hammer no longer had someone else contesting its ownership.

The goblin’s warhammer appeared in his hands, knocking his gun aside.

#

Axl wasn’t done. This—a shock of pain unlike anything he had ever felt before interrupted his thoughts.

This would not be his end. He could not die here.

He had sacrificed too much. Fought too hard.

Hunger, he pleaded silently. Pathetic. A king did not plead; and yet, it was all he had left. Hunger, lend me your strength.

His sigil pulsed with power.

And his god listened.

#

[Axl, the Carrion Lord] is advancing to silver rank.

Even as Will watched, the necrotized flesh spilled from the boss’ flesh. The goblin’s skin hardened, cleansing the impurities Will had created in a wave of bloody gunk.

He was healing, and doing so in the worst possible manner. If Will let him get up all the way, the squad boss was going to reach silver and be completely untouchable.

His mana was totally empty after using so many high-impact spells. Caiyeri was still running to catch up, and a single arrow wouldn’t do the trick.

Will only had moments to act.

“Oh no you don’t,” he growled.

Spatial energy surrounded the hammer, and in a breath, it dismantled the weapon.

Mana restored.

You have gained the [Unstoppable Blow] skill at bronze rank for [1 hour].

You have gained the [Plasma Beam] skill at bronze rank for [1 hour].

You have gained the [Shatter] skill at bronze rank for [1 hour].

You have gained the [Conjure Energy Weapon] skill at bronze rank for [1 hour].

You have been inflicted with a level of [Corruption].

[Corruption Resistance] negates bronze-rank [Corruption].

Axl was almost done advancing, but his body was still weak. The healing process hadn’t completed.

The bronze skills weren’t going to do enough to someone advancing to silver, but Will had a single skill in his kit that could.

He spent all the mana he’d just regained to activate Ghostflame, slamming his fists into the evolving, morphing goblin. Unstoppable Blow and Shatter consumed the rest of his mana as the world turned monochrome before his eyes.

The only color he saw—the only color that mattered—was the blood and the flame. All of Will’s emotions refined themselves down to a sharp, cold certainty as he smashed blow after blow into Axl’s skull.

Without his weapon, vulnerable in his evolution, Axl was a sitting duck.

In his moment of crystal clarity, Will could feel the magic item the Carrion Lord—his enemy—had called upon.

He had called for help.

He hadn’t adapted.

Will had.

In truth, he might have been able to let the flame do the work after the first few punches, but he was so focused on his victory that he did not stop until Axl was nothing more than lifeless chunks of blood and meat that barely resembled a mortal being.

You have defeated a squad boss.


Achievement earned: Reckless Raider

You are one of the first 1,000 Users to defeat a squad boss.

Reward: You have earned an Awakening Shard.


Achievement earned: Silver Bullet

You are the first User from this planet to defeat a silver-rank monster.

Reward: You have earned the [Silver Forerunner] title.


Title: [Silver Forerunner]

Planetary.

Until you reach the peak of silver rank, the rate at which you gain experience towards levels and attributes is doubled. The rank barrier between you and any creature of silver rank or lower is lowered.


Achievement earned: Impossible Odds

You have defeated a squad boss more than 2 ranks above you.

Reward: You have gained levels. You have earned experience.


[Power] advanced to Unformed 20!

[Speed] advenced to Unformed 20!

[Soul] advanced to Unformed 20!

[Resistance] advanced to Bronze 2!


You have leveled up 4 times!

Would you like to loot Axl, the Carrion Lord?

Hell yes I do.

#

“Interesting,” the Hunger said, pushing more of his consciousness into the aspect he’d sent to this cycle. The one who had claimed his sigil was gone, but in the bloody ashes of his previous host was a human—the very same one who he’d been called to crush. “You will do nicely.”

            

    
        Chapter 19: New Culture, Same Shit

    
    
    
    
                You have gained 10 silver credits and 300 bronze credits.

Broken Forcemail Armor has been added to your inventory.

Gauntlets of Strength have been added to your inventory.

Sigil of the Hunger has been added to your inventory.

Will put all eight of his free points into Perception, bringing his final attribute up to Unformed 20.

Achievement earned: A Journey of Ten Thousand Miles

Begins with this step. You have reached or gone beyond the peak of the first rank. How far will you go from here?

Reward: Awakening Shard.

“Let’s get out of here,” Caiyeri said. “Beyond the stairwells, there are other paths down, and I don’t want to be in the middle of looting when the entire army of goblins arrives.”

“Good point,” Will said. “Do you know the way to the outpost?”

“Of course,” Caiyeri said, affronted. “I know my kind.”

As they traveled through the wider, artificial-looking tunnels of the second floor, Will examined his new gear.

Item: Broken Forcemail Armor

Bronze, rare

Forged in blood and tried in battle, this armor has finally broken against the onslaught of a very lucky (and, admittedly, resourceful) pair of Users.

While active, this shield automatically activates the [Forcefield] spell when an attack targets you. The amount of power that this drains scales with the power of the attack blocked. The armor slowly regenerates mana over time, but you may charge it by passing your own mana in.

Current capacity: 0%.

[Resizing Charm] - This armor resizes itself to fit the user.

This armor is currently nonfunctional.


Item: Gauntlets of Strength

Bronze, common

Though you can find these anywhere there is violence, these bracers are an effective at any metal rank.

Increases your strength slightly.

The last one was the strangest to him. It was a token just small enough to fit into his palm. The pattern carved upon it boggled Will’s mind—he couldn’t make heads or tails of what it was supposed to be, but he got the sense that it was malicious.

Item: Sigil of the Hunger

Ascendant, legendary

[This item’s description cannot be read with [Identify] at your current rank.]

Ascendant, if he remembered correctly, was the second highest rank in the entire system. From where he was standing, he needed to break through the metal tiers, the gem tiers, and the lord tiers before he could even think of getting there.

The item reflected that. Even in his inventory, he could feel the pull of the token. When he took it out, the world paused. Caiyeri turned to look at him, then looked away. She couldn’t sense it, but the sheer weight of the item had drawn her attention somehow.

To Will, it was like the token had a gravity of its own. The level that it was at was far beyond his comprehension.

“I am definitely not eating this,” he said aloud, placing it back into his inventory.

He wasn’t going to discard it, either. Until he figured out what exactly it did, he was not going to do anything at all with it. Will would be a fool to throw away an ascendant rank item at this point in his User life.

Aside from that, the forcemail armor and gauntlets were actually human-sized. Will was going to have to figure out how to wear the gauntlets and his new miraculous wrist bracer at the same time, since they overlapped in space a bit. If he had to choose, though, the gauntlets would come out on top. Though the bracers could provide utility, he needed immediate power over a distraction.

It was a shame the armor was broken, but there was no other way that they would have been able to get through to the Carrion Lord. Even with Ghostflame dealing true damage, it wouldn’t have been enough to break through the powerful forcefield.

Will resolved to find a crafter or mechanic of some kind and get it pieced back together after he finished the tutorial.

From here, it would be smooth sailing. Hopefully.

“Have you ever actually been to this floor?” Will asked. “You didn’t give me the impression of going out much.”

“Nope,” Caiyeri replied cheerfully. “But I know it better than the back of my hand.”

“Not much to do in the outpost other than learn what’s around you, huh?”

“That, and train. I’ll still put you on your ass if you get to my level. Attributes aren’t everything.”

“You saw how much I got?”

Caiyeri snorted, raising a hand for silence. She peered around a corner, the slight glow in her eyes the only indication that she was using Thermal Sight. Once she was reasonably sure the coast was clear, she started speaking again.

“I can see everything you’re getting through the party interface,” she said. “Try looking through it. You might find some of mine.”

Just as she said, once Will found the right spot in the party section of his system, he could see what Caiyeri had gotten. For once, she wasn’t hiding it.

She’d gone up a level, reaching Bronze 5. Killing that boss had been a big help for her. There were a number of achievements that she’d earned, too, but none of them were of the same kind that Will had gotten. He suspected that this was because he was a User from this cycle, and while Caiyeri was also a User, she was a system native.

He had no problem with his advantages. Silver Forerunner was going to be an exceptionally useful title for him. Will was already doing quite well for himself. If he could double the value of his training and grind twice as hard as everyone else? Well, that question barely needed answering.

Helper: It appears that our time together is drawing to an end.

Time until tutorial failure: 9 hours, 14 minutes, 20 seconds.

“Good riddance,” Caiyeri said, the lilt in her voice defusing the acerbic words. “I’d say I’ll miss you, god in the machine, but I try not to lie.”

Helper: That statement is incorrect in so many ways.

Caiyeri grinned. “You’re right. I do love lying.”

“Where are you going to go after this?” Will asked. “That goes for both of you, I guess.”

Helper: I am not at liberty to disclose that information.

“Of course you aren’t,” Caiyeri said with a sigh. “I’m not sure. My outpost’s mission failed, and it appears that my planet’s did as well. More likely than not, I’ll be put into a strike force. With the advent of a new cycle comes dungeons, yes?”

Helper: That I can disclose. Yes.

“I’ll help my people on the surface, I think,” Caiyeri continued. “Or I’ll strike out for myself.”

“And die like an idiot?” Will asked.

“You must be rubbing off on me,” she said.

As they continued on, Will noticed that there were far fewer native creatures prone to attacking them in these tunnels. There was a possibility that this was because the tunnels in this part of the cave system really had been man-made and thus scared off the creatures, but Will doubed that, given that this entire cave system was an extreme difficulty tutorial.

Helper ended up confirming his suspicions.

Helper: A god’s sigil is a dangerous thing to be carrying around. No wonder it’s been so silent.

“The Carrion Lord was carrying a sigil?” Caiyeri asked aloud. “That explains quite a bit.”

Helper: And now Will does.

“Is it going to kill me?” Will asked. “It’s not like I have to carry it, is it?”

Helper: No. It could put you in great peril, but sigil-wielders also see great rewards. As you saw.

“Then I’m keeping it.”

Helper: As you will.

They ended up making a detour about halfway through. The elf outpost was a solid few miles from the stairwell, but when every minor monster scurried away from them, it was pretty easy to make their way through. The bosses didn’t back down, as they learned when a giant cave spider tried and failed to intercept them, but there were no little guys slowing them down.

“Is there a way to cloak this?” Will asked. “I’d rather not make myself such a big target.”

Helper: At your current level, you will not be able to conceal all the effects of the sigil. No matter how much of it you suppress, you will add an element aura that indicates danger.

“I’m fine with people knowing that I’m dangerous,” Will said. He frowned. “I can’t suppress it at all, though. At this rate, I’m not going to be able to finish the tutorial. There aren’t enough monsters showing up.”

Helper: You should be able to complete the tutorial by advancing to bronze. You are already on the brink of it. You may not even need any more experience to achieve it.

“Really?”

Helper: Really. Since you have chosen to assist the system native, I’ll hold off on showing you how to manage it until you’re at a safe point to do so. Even with the sigil, I suspect that you’re not going to want to completely expose yourself to danger when advancing.

Will thought back to how he’d crushed the Carrion Lord’s skull in while the goblin had been advancing to silver. “Yeah, definitely not.”

Helper: I can, however, teach you the basics of aura control.

“Is that safe to do while we’re traveling?”

Helper: Yes.

“Aura control is like breathing or blinking,” Caiyeri contributed. “It doesn’t take much of your attention once you get used to it.”

“You can do it?”

“Can a fish swim?” Caiyeri winked, then gestured towards herself. “Watch. Or—don’t watch. Feel.”

Suddenly, pressure spilled out from her body, pressing down on Will like a panic attack. He continued walking forward, but a weight had added itself to his shoulders.

“Oh,” he said. “Why didn’t the others feel like that?”

Helper: Most monsters have poor aura control and can neither suppress nor enforce themsleves upon reality.

“I can,” Caiyeri said. “I was born this way.”

Helper: For you, Will, it’ll be different. All it comes down to is practice. At its core, aura control is about being aware of the mana infusing your body. Meditation is key.

“It’s not the easiest thing to meditate while we’re walking and watching for monsters.”

Helper: Figure it out. I don’t have that much time to impart this to you, so I’ll go over what I can.

She and Caiyeri seemed to have figured out some kind of balance between the two of them, and they took turns explaining to him elements of the control. Caiyeri focused more on the system side of things, though.

“You absolutely cannot show the elves at that outpost your corruption element,” she said. “Just pretend your Affinity’s unbound.”

“How do I do that?”

Cloaking, as it turned out, involved a process roughly equivalent to holding your breath, just magically. It was uncomfortable to start with, but Caiyeri assured him that it would get easier with time. For now, the important part was closing his affixed elements down to outside observation.

Helper walked him through a basic set of exercises as they made their way to a marked vault on his map.

The giant cave spider he’d killed on his own had given him a vault key in the form of its eye, and despite everything Will had been through, nothing had happened to make the key less effective.

They found the vault in a skin-crawlingly adorned region of the tunnels. Though they still looked artificially created with the ninety degree edges and sharp turns, the entire rocky tunnel was saturated with sticky, nearly invisible webs.

The cave spiders that had made this place their home were gone, scared off by the sigil. Will had decided that the strong aura of danger he was giving out was probably beneficial enough to not bother wasting time on suppressing at the moment, which gave them the freedom to clear the webs without being attacked.

Thick webs wrapped around exsanguinated corpses, coppery red blood seeping into the webs around them. At least, Will assumed they were corpses, at least, since Caiyeri used a fire rune on a conjured weapon to burn a bunch of the webs away, and she said she wasn’t gaining any experience from it.

Although the webbing-wrapped tunnels set off alarm bells in his mind, there were no spiders still present, so they were able to make it to the vault without running into a fight.

Of the areas he’d looted, Will definitely spent the least amount of time in the spider’s. Just like he’d thought, the web wasn’t much more appealing to him than the monsters themselves. All of the giant cave spider’s loot had been stored within a massive cocoon of spider silk. Amongst that loot, apparently, was a nest of eggs that set Will on edge just looking at them.

Caiyeri wasn’t much more fond of that, so they looted it as quickly as possible. She took a tablet, Will took the spider’s elemental gem of poison, and then, by mutual agreement, they tossed a few oil barrels in and burned the place down.

Helper suggested waiting on finding his last element before choosing poison to bind to Perception or Resistance.

Helper: It’ll be better to have all your elements bound when you advance to bronze for your first class selection, but even if you don’t have them fully affixed, you will gain the same flexibility by having the elemental gems.

“Yeah, makes sense,” Will said. “I’ll wait on my final element yet. With the sigil, there’s no real rush.”

Helper: There is a rush. You have eight hours.

That was also true.

By the time they made it to the elven outpost, the timer had ticked down to just over six hours. Will was still five monsters short of clearing the second set of requirements for finishing the tutorial quest, but with the basic exercises for perceiving the mana flowing through his body, he could sense the pool of power waiting within his grasp.

Once he got everything he needed, he was going to be able to advance to bronze.

Just like the stairwell, the elven outpost was located in the center of a large clearing. Unlike the stairwell room, this one was boldly civilized. There was still a lack of cover, but it looked deliberate. Watchtowers dotted the area, each of them reinforced with what looked like artificial hazards and traps beneath them. There was only one way in and out, it seemed, which was the tunnel that Will and Caiyeri took.

All of it led to a single fortified building that reminded Will of a prison. Or maybe a high school.  They were designed pretty similarly, so he supposed it didn’t make a difference. There were a few tinted windows set into hard concrete walls that revealed nothing within.

“Brutalist style,” Will said, looking around. “You live like this?”

“Yes. Why? What’s wrong with that?”

“Never mind. How the hell did a bunch of goblins swarm a place like this?” Will asked. “I can barely see any vents, and they all looked trapped.”

“The Carrion Lord,” Caiyeri said simply. “He shrugged off our offenses like they were nothing. I have you to thank for avenging my people.”

“Thank yourself,” Will said. “You put in a lot of work, too. Actually, scratch that—thank me as much as you want if it involves giving me loot.”

“Over your dead body,” Caiyeri replied.

Will snorted. “Okay. So that’s how the goblins got in. How do we do this?”

In lieu of a response, Caiyeri stepped forward, expanding her aura out once more.

“Outpost AC-15!” she shouted. “AC-7’s Caiyeri requests refuge and transport!”

A pause.

Then, a few seconds later, a response came from one of the watchtowers. The voice was magically amplified, though there was a distortion that made it sound charmingly like the front office in middle school.

“AC-7 Caiyeri, this is AC-15’s Anyssa. We were told AC-7 was wiped out.”

“Your information is old,” Caeyeri replied. “Everyone but me is dead.”

Another pause.

“You brought the host of Hunger to our gates,” Anyssa replied from the tower. “Our troops are mobilizing.”

“We killed the Carrion Lord,” Caiyeri said, exasperated. “Does the man next to me look like a goblin to you?”

“Hi!” Will announced, stepping in line with the elf woman.

Another pause, longer this time. Will hoped that meant she was calling the outpost’s troops off.

“AC-7 Caiyeri, this is AC-15 Lya confirming your arrival,” a second feminine voice—this one clearly older—announced. “Congratulations, and thank you. You will be suitably rewarded.”

“I have the human that actually killed him with me here,” Caiyeri said. “He saved my life. Multiple times.”

“You may bring him with you,” Lya replied. “Please make yourself at home. Do not let the guest overstay his welcome.”

#

“Are all elves like this?” Will whispered.

Helper: It depends. These are clones, though.

Caiyeri shrugged. “It depends. Ours had more interaction with the surface, and we all selected different classes. AC-15 is younger. I imagine they haven’t been properly exposed. The Caiyeri here won’t be like me.”

“Weird.”

“To a human, maybe.”

The inhuman beauty that Caiyeri sported didn’t seem to be exclusive to her. Some of the elves looked alien in a way that Will couldn’t properly appreciate, but they could all have easily made their way onto magazine covers.

“Human,” the oldest of them said. He identified himself as Rowan, which was a name Will vaguely remembered. “You are hiding your elements. What do you have to hide?”

“Sorry, I think I misheard you,” Will said. “That’s an odd way to say thank you.”

“He hasn’t seen my elements,” Caiyeri said, rolling her eyes as she lied through her teeth. “I won’t begrudge him the same.”

“If you say so, Caiyeri Seven,” Rowan said. “Please wait here. You must be tired.”

“Of course,” Caiyeri said.

Light pressure touched down on Will—not upon his body, but on a deeper level, as if someone was trying to see straight into his soul. It ran parallel to the feeling of Caiyeri’s aura, and he swatted it away as well as he could with the basic lessons.

Rowan clicked his tongue. “Humans shouldn’t be here. Has a new cycle begun?”

“It has,” Caiyeri said. “You seem unsurprised.”

“We were warned,” Rowan said. “If it truly has begun, then our world is far more damaged than we thought.”

With that, he left.

“Thanks for covering for me,” Will said. “I appreciate it.”

“You would’ve done the same for me,” Caiyeri said quietly. “You’ve honored your word, Will, and I’ve not given you any appreciation for it.”

“I’m just doing what anyone would do,” Will replied. He thought on that a little more. “What anyone should do.”

#

A number of elves came in and out afterwards, each of them bringing some food or drink or item for Caiyeri. None of them spoke to Will. He may as well not have existed to them.

After the initial affront, Will realized that he didn’t particularly care. Caiyeri had been right. Even when a mirrored copy of her came in to give her a gemstone for her efforts, the energy simply wasn’t there. Elven Outpost AC-15 was different enough from the one Caiyeri Seven had emerged from that Will didn’t particularly care to get to know any of them.

He spent the time practicing his meditation and reaching for the bronze rank. Will could comfortably wrap his hands around that well of power in his core, but he didn’t use it. Caiyeri promised him early on that she could get him an elemental gem, so he waited.

As the hours ticked on, though, he grew less sure of that. The elves reminded him of his local government in how much talking they did without actually saying anything—empty congratulations to Caiyeri, repeated questions on her purpose, and just general incompetence that almost made Will regret killing the Carrion Lord.

Will decided that as soon as his tutorial timer hit sixty minutes remaining, he was going to take hold of that power and rank up. If he didn’t, he was liable to take the second option for the quest and kill five of these elves instead.

With sixty-seven minutes left to go, however, an elf walked in and quietly knelt down before Caiyeri.

“As you were, ma’am,” the elf said, presenting her with a gilded box. “The transporter will be prepared for you in a moment.”

The second that elf left, Caiyeri handed the box over to Will. He opened it, raising an eyebrow at what laid within.

Item: Superior Elemental Gem of Time

Time is a difficult element to use. Many have speculated upon this element and the potential existence of time travel, but it has not and will not ever exist—in reality, nothing that has been done can be undone. Use this magic to manipulate the now. Think not of the past, of which there can only be one path, but the myriad branches that the future can take.

Binds the Time element to one of your attributes. Also awakens a skill at bronze rank.

Available attributes: [Resistance], and [Perception].

“Wow,” Will breathed. “Time magic? That is absolutely bonkers.”

Helper: It’s not perfect. It takes a skilled User to apply it effectively.

“Don’t rain on my parade,” Will said. “And besides, I’m a damn skilled user.”

Helper: Admittedly.

“Thanks for this, Caiyeri,” Will said. “I’m sure you could have used this well, too.

“It is the least I can do,” Caiyeri said. “I’m no fool. I may have made it out of my capture alive, but I could never have taken the Carrion Lord down alone, and my amulet would have run out eventually.”

“Well, then,” Will said. “This feels like a rather anticlimactic way to say goodbye, but…”

Time until tutorial failure: 1 hour, 4 minutes, 9 seconds.

“You’ll be able to communicate with me through the system,” Caiyeri said. “Once I escape this corrupted place, I’ll message you. You’ll know.”

Will looked at the greyed-out chat function. The tutorial had told him that it was a locked feature, so he hadn’t thought much of it, but he was about to be out of the tutorial. Out of this corruption.

“I’ll hold you to that,” he said. “It was good fighting with you.”

“The same. Now go, before you’re stuck with the rest of these idiots.”

Just as he had innumerable times over the past six hours, Will reached inwards and grasped the power.

This time, he didn’t let it slip.

Advancing to bronze rank…

Quest complete: Phase 2

You completed the extreme difficulty Corrupted Fragment tutorial.

- Reach Bronze 0 [1/1]

OR

- Reach Unformed 20 [1/1]

- Kill 100 monsters [95/100]

OR

- Reach the exit [0/1]

Reward: You already have enough gems to initiate class selection. Recalculating…

For a brief instant, Will was somewhere else. Visions of uncountable stars flooded his mind, showing him fragments of other worlds. Other universes throughout the cold, cruel multiverse. He remembered the awakening visions, and for that infinitisemal instant, he experienced them.

“You have promise, William.” The voice that spoke came from everywhere but was nowhere to be seen. Its words resonated with the very core of his being. “Show me what you have.”

And then the moment was over, and he was drifting in an empty space.

A white, tiled floor materialized, then walls. Text followed soon after.

Reward recalculated. You have earned an Awakening Shard of the Beyond.

You are in the process of advancing to bronze.

Please select your class.

A moment later, a different set of lines added themselves.

Helper: You’ve got what it takes, Will. Take it all the way.

Helper: This is the last part of the apocalypse that I’ll be able to help you with.

Helper: Let’s get you a damn good class.

            

    
        Chapter 20: Class Selection

    
    
    
    
                Class selection initiated.

Your elements are: [Storm], [Space], [Corruption], [Death], [Poison] (unaffixed), [Time] (unaffixed).

The empty room around Will expanded, giving him enough room to walk around and take a look at the options thrown up on the empty void around him.

Windows like the ones that displayed his status popped up all around him, overlapping and saturating the space around him. Each window expanded when he mentally selected it, giving him the option to explore what each class did.

There were so many more than he’d expected. Will had assumed that this would have been like Dungeons and Dragons or Final Fantasy—pick from a limited set of pre-determined classes like wizard, fighter, druid, and the like.

Admittedly, he should have realized that something was off when Caiyeri’s class had been listed as Gambler. That definitely didn’t fit into the traditional mold that he’d grown to expect.

Will couldn’t count all of them, but at a rough guess, there had to be hundreds of the windows.

A number of them were already greyed out. He brought a few of those to the forefront, expanding them in size. Every time he opened a window, it expanded the list of benefits that the class would give him, then displayed a life-size portrait of an example of the class.

The greyed-out ones looked to be race-specific classes, judging by the red text that told him why he couldn’t get them.

“Why does the system show me a class if humans don’t even get access to it?” Will asked.

Helper: Some Users are given the opportunity to change their race.

That option didn’t seem present to Will. He sifted through the screens for a while, eventually pulling up an interface that looked distinct from the others.

You are currently not eligible for a race change due to excess amounts of corruption.

“That’s fine,” Will said, slightly disappointed. “I like having two arms and two legs. Though it would’ve been nice to be an elf, I guess. They all looked like models.”

Helper: They were clones, remember?

“Yeah, but still. Those were some damn good genes. I don’t think you can even make a human look like that without eight hours in a makeup trailer.”

Helper: Appearance is an elven racial trait, but the effect of reaching bronze rank helps as well. A large portion of the impurities in your body will be expelled or converted into mana.

“That’s good to know. Any other hidden secrets that I should know about? Any more information that you care to divulge for me while I have access to you?”

Helper: None that I am at liberty to disclose at the moment.

“Your boss is real heavy-handed, hmm?”

Helper: Let’s not speak of that. Time is currently accelerated for you and I while you select your class, but you don’t have unlimited time to select your class. Though you’ve already passed the tutorial, a class will be automatically selected for you if you don’t finish by the time all tutorials end.

The tutorial failure timer no longer said “time until tutorial failure,” but it was still there, slowly counting down. Will estimated that he had about five seconds in here for every second that ticked down.

“Okay. So I have, like, five hours? Five or so hours to pick a class.”

Helper: Just about. Start looking.

#

You have advanced to Unformed 12!

Lev was completely and totally spent. He thanked himself for having the wherewithal to form and fight with a party.

Before the apocalypse, Lev had been a bit of a flake. He’d spent a little too much time clubbing and maybe too little time helping the people who needed him to pull through. Lev deeply hoped that Will was doing alright. If his last words to his friend were a pair of texts excusing his shitty behavior, Lev was never going to forgive himself.

After the advent of the system, though, he’d made an effort to improve. He had always been told that he was a born leader, and when he hadn’t been avoiding his responsibilities, Lev had proved that to be true.

Now, operating as the frontline support for the party of other students from his university that had ended up in the same region, Lev was proving it true again and again.

He refused to leave anyone else out to dry.

The system had messaged everyone in the four-person party shortly after they’d come out of their tutorial, informing them of what would come next. The dungeon they’d just completed was one small part of the biggest change to their world.

What had formerly been recognizable as a small town had been broken and replaced by a strange, uncanny desert environment. Though there were still buildings that Lev recognized, the town had nearly doubled in size, bringing with it beings that were humanoid but looked like they were straight out of one of those old fantasy movies Lev’s friends adored.

And the dungeons. He couldn’t forget about those.

“You good?” Allie asked, settling next to him and handing him a bottle of water from his inventory. With the Sword, Wind, and Radiance elements, she was their makeshift party’s other frontliner, bold and flashy with every strike of the magical sword she’d earned during their tutorial.

“I’m alright,” Lev said, gratefully chugging the water down. “Christ. I can’t believe we made it out of that in one piece.”

A large part of that had been thanks to the healing he could provide from his Life element, but even then, it had been a close thing.

“You can say that again,” Allie said, sighing deeply. “Seriously, that thing was an absolute beast.”

“That it was,” Lev agreed. “A bronze rank boss is insane.”

It had been a “solo boss,” but that fight had been anything but solo.

“It’s unbalanced as hell,” she said, then frowned. “Or maybe we’re just slow.”

Before either of them could interrogate that thought more, the walls of the dungeon started rumbling around them.

“Come on,” Allie said, helping Lev to his feet. A note of alarm tinged her words, though she tried to hide it. “Let’s loot this place and get out of here.”

#

Class: [Warrior]

Elements: [Any element bound to Power or Speed] (primary), [Any element bound to Perception or Resistance] (primary)

Common

A basic but reliable class, [Warrior] is the first step to a wide variety of class evolutions. Notably, it is one of the few classes that offer two primary elements.

Common first evolutions: [Paladin], [Battlemaster], [Spellblade], [Samurai].

Universal Ability: [Enhanced Attribute] - Grants a 10% increase to [Power] or [Speed] based on your affixation.

Universal Ability: [Enhanced Growth] - Accelerates growth of your [Resistance] or [Perception] based on your affixation.

Skill: Select up to four of the following skills depending on your affixation.

Will waved the rest of the class away. It was nice to get an idea of what the classes were like, but he had no interest in taking something common.

Helper seemed inclined to agree.

Helper: The rarity of a class doesn’t necessarily indicate how useful it is. The Spear Sovereign, one of a very few to not only survive a combat with a Dread Executor but win, began as a simple [Warrior]. However, given your unique set of elements, it is almost certainly better to find something that suits you more. I would ignore the common classes entirely.

“I assume you can’t tell me anything about the Dread Executors?”

Helper: Actually, I can. They are agents of chaos, and though their true purpose is unknown, many speculate that they are either employed by the system to strike down problematic elements of the cycle or are actively working against them.

“So you don’t know.”

Helper: Not exactly, though there are theories. The important part is that Dread Executors are strong. They are at the peak of the sovereign tiers at minimum, and many of them have reached the emperor rank; and even then, they are significantly more powerful than other Users at the same ostensible power level.

“That sounds like a track I’d like to follow. Do those passive universal abilities have anything to do with that?”

Helper: To some extent. The abilities aren’t shown in your stats directly, but if one User has [Enhanced Attribute] and battles against another User with the exact same profile but no enhancement, the former will almost certainly win.

“Then should I be looking for those passives?”

Helper: It all depends. Nearly every class is viable, but some are better than others. What makes them better varies.

“Guess I’ll get to looking, then.”

Will still went through the common classes even though Helper had told him to set them aside, skimming through them in case there was something broken that they’d both missed. Unfortunately, he didn’t appear to be living in a shitty isekai anime where there was an obvious exploit that the system administrator had overlooked.

The uncommon classes that were available to him were far fewer in number. Once he filtered out the common ones, he could actually see the individual windows without having to sort through overlapping class options.

Even amonst those, there weren’t many that were that interesting. There were a few highlights that he filed down for later, though. He wasn’t sure if they’d be that useful, but they were interesting enough that he wanted to give them a second chance.

Class: [Collector]

Elements: [Any element bound to Affinity] (primary), [Any element], [Any element]

Uncommon.

Requirements: Kill at least one creature with each of at least three separate items before class selection.

Collect items. Have them grow with you.

Common first evolutions: [Archiver], [Armorer], [Relic Hunter].

Universal Ability: [Increased Affinity] - Due to your [Corruption] binding, you already have this ability.

Skill: [Enhance Item] - A high-cooldown skill that allows you to permanently increase the power of an item.

Skill: [Destructive Synthesis] - You already have this skill. You will instead gain significant growth for this skill.

Skill: [Weapons Free] - You already have this skill. You will instead gain significant growth for this skill.

Rather than the generic armor-clad warrior portrait that had appeared for the other class, the image was of a man with a living armory surrounding him, from which he took a sword and shield.

Enhance Item was very attractive—the issue was that he already had three-quarters of what this class could provide. It wasn’t a great value proposition, but Enhance Item was really, really good.

He put it into his think about it more list.

Class: [Storm Sorcerer]

Elements: [Storm] (primary), [Any element bound to Soul], [Poison] or [Space]

Uncommon.

Foment the power of the gathering storm. Storm Sorcerers can bring down armies with the right setup, focusing primarily on large areas of effect.

Simple but effective, Storm Sorcerers are the epitome of powerful backline mages.

Common first evolutions: [Stormweaver], [Storm Sage], [Thunderlord].

Universal Ability: [Enhanced Attribute] - 10% boost to [Soul].

Skill: [Heart of the Storm] - You can breathe underwater and are not affected by intense weather conditions if the humidity is above 50%. Each time you cast an area-of-effect spell, you can add a lightning charge to it.

Skill: [Hand of the Storm] - Increases your strength and reflexes while in your own area-of-effect spells.

Skill: [Storm Surge] - Summon the storm. 

Storm Sorcerer showed an androgynous figure cloaked in blue, riding a cyclone as a thunderstorm raged around them.

Badass.

Will didn’t bother expanding the skills menu for every class, but he did read through the interesting sounding ones quickly to get an idea.

“These are some pretty stringent requirements on some of these classes,” he said aloud. “Are there that many classes that they can do that?”

Helper: Yes, but also, some of these classes are accessible through other means. For instance, [Storm Sorcerer] can be achieved with the Water, Wind, and Lightning elements, or a few other combinations. In that case, one of those elements might evolve into Storm, or you could get an entirely new element altogether. It’s the higher rarity classes that tend to be stringent on what you can apply to them.

Sure enough, by the time Will got to the rare classes, that was proven true.

Class: [Chronopoisoner]

Elements: [Time] (primary), [Death], [Poison]

Rare.

Requirements: Kill a creature using afflictions before class selection.

Poison is slow to kill. A Chronopoisoner addresses this by increasing the speed at which seconds pass. Those who make use of this class are devastating assassins and have a nasty track record of toppling empires.

These poisoners are widely sought after, and though they are weak against large groups of monsters, nobody wants to face a Chronopoisoner in single combat. Even if they fall on the battlefield, the other combatant tends to suffer a slow, painful death at home.

Common first evolutions: [Temporal Alchemist], [Plague Weaver], [Chronophage].

Skill: [Accelerate] - Drastically increases the rate by which afflictions affect the target. Increases their metabolism.

Skill: [Delayed Poison] - Create a poison that will not be activated until you will it to be.

Skill: [The Bell Tolls] - You already have this skill. You will instead gain significant growth for this skill.

It was accompanied by an image of a slight young woman who wouldn’t have seemed out of place as an NPC selling trading wares. The only sign that she was a User of some kind was the glowing marble of power in her hands, which she closed a fist around. In the background, a monster fell, suffering from the combined effects of what looked to be half a dozen poisons.

This one seemed interesting. Accelerate was the primary draw here. Will had no need for Delayed Poison, and he did already have The Bell Tolls, but being able to increase the rate at which corruption and bleed affected his enemies? He could imagine using that on the Carrion Lord. It would have trivialized the fight.

Plague Weaver and Chronophage also sounded like sick class evolutions, although the class menu didn’t let him see what they were.

Interestingly enough, the rare class wasn’t a straight up upgrade over the similar Chronomancer class available at uncommon. Just like Helper had said, they weren’t objectively superior to each other, just more specialized.

Will was fine with specializing. He had learned already that he could use items and loot to patch up his weaknesses, and he was nothing if not adaptable.

Helper: [Chronopoisoner] is one of the classes that can evolve into Dread Executor eventually, for what it’s worth.

“Oh, shit. Does the system mention that?”

Helper: For the most common ones, yes, but less so for the “mundane” ones like [Chronopoisoner]. The system is cagey about revealing details, but this bit of information is somewhat common after the two most famous ones of my cycle became Dread Executors less than a century later.

“Huh. That makes me want to pick it more, for some reason.”

Helper: Understandable.

To Will, that sounded like a sign of potential. He bumped Chronopoisoner up a few tiers in his estimation.

Class: [Void Knight]

Elements: [Space] (primary), [Poison], [Corruption] or [Chaos].

Epic.

Requirements: Survive in a corrupted space for at least 1 hour. Survive a spatial displacement of more than 1,000 miles.

Harness the powers of the vastness of the void and spatial distortions to disorient, trap, and annihilate. Void Knights are an esoteric bunch, able to take on nearly any role besides healer. Outside of combat, they often serve as ambassadors or executors of the will of empires; some are known to work directly for the system.

Void Knights are the only first-level class that can survive in deep space.

Common first evolutions: [Void Warden], [Void Reaver], [Astral Knight].

This class can evolve into Dread Executor.

Universal Ability: [Call of the Void] - You no longer need to breathe. You can survive in a vacuum.

Skill: [Null Zone] - Nullify magic at your level or lower within a certain radius.

Skill: [Warp Slash] - Extend the reach of your weapons through barriers and around corners.

Skill: [Cosmic Chains] - Warp space around an enemy, rendering them unable to escape with movement abilities and potentially immobilizing them.

This portrait was of another fully armored figure, their dark cloak rippling with stars. Magical rifts opened as they slashed with their sword, striking foes from impossible distances.

Void Knight was one of only three epic-rarity classes that Will had access to, and the other two seemed odd—what would a baker want with the death element? And why was it being offered to him?

The line that told him this class could evolved into Dread Executor caught his attention once more. This one didn’t work as well with his existing skills, and he was fairly sure that he wouldn’t actually have benefited from these skills aside from Warp Slash against the goblins, who were all higher rank than him, but if Will could get ahead of his enemies in terms of raw power, this would make him a force to be reckoned with.

“Still,” he mused, “seems kind of win-more.”

Helper: It is. [Void Knight] tends to be taken by the most arrogant. Those who can make use of it make great use of it, but those who can’t outrun everyone else, including those with centuries-long head starts tend to find an early grave.

Past epic rarity, there was, to his surprise, a single legendary class.

Will didn’t feel like he’d done anything to deserve a special class, but he supposed his tutorial experience had been harder than most—and the circumstances were pretty rough, too.

Class: [Reaper]

Elements: [Corruption] (primary), [Death], [Space]

Legendary.

Requirements: Carry the sigil of an Ascendant or higher being. Survive more than 24 hours in a corrupted space. Kill at least 50 creatures above your rank.

95% of Reapers die before they reach their first class evolution. Of the 5% that survive, almost every single one has become a Dread Executor. Selecting this class ensures that you will be a target for the rest of your life, but it carries great potential—perhaps the greatest.

A Reaper uses the tools of the great enemy to purge the world of its wrongs. It is not an enviable task, nor one that the purveyor of those wrongs are keen to let pass.

Common first evolutions: [You may not view the class evolutions at this time.]

Universal Ability: [Marked for Death] - No matter your alignment nor how much you suppress your aura, detection skills will always identify you as evil. Beings of a higher tier than you will know of your existence, and will know your location and identity if you are close enough to them. Killing another User grants increased experience.

Skill: [Attune Corrupted Item] - You may attune to and enhance corrupted items, taking their corruption on for yourself.

Skill: [Decaying Touch] - Inflict a level of [Corruption] on a target you make full contact with.

Skill: [Wraith Cloak] - Grants increased speed and limited invisibility in areas with little to no light.

There was no image.

These three skills were all strong—Enhance Item in particular—but they weren’t broken. Will was tempted to select it right off the bat, but the text on it, plus that universal ability… he held off.

“Why is this a corruption primary and not death? It sounds like death.”

Helper: I do not control what the system decides.

“Fair enough. Man, this is going to be hard to pick.”

Helper: Take your time deciding. You were thrown into an unfair situation. I would personally take [Chronopoisoner] or [Storm Sorcerer] of the classes you seem most focused on to maximize my chances of survival, but I am not you.

“No,” Will said. “You’re not.”

He sat down and thought.

#

This is not good, Lev thought. Shit.

The rumbling, as it turned out, had come from two primary sources. First was the dungeon beginning to collapse, which Allie guessed was because of the ambient mana overloading because they’d killed all the monsters in it or something—Lev wasn’t entirely sure, and in the moment, he didn’t care.

The second and certainly more pressing cause appeared when they made it out of the dungeon.

A giant rampaged after them, crushing small trees and leaving massive footprints as it chased them. Trevor, one of the other students they’d picked up, had a spell called Swift Escape active on all of them, and it was the only reason they were able to escape at all.

Even then, it was closing. Lev had caught a single look at the ugly fifteen-foot-tall creature, and its description terrified him.


Ung, Cave Ogre. Level: Bronze 3.

This is a squad boss.

Cave ogres are simple beings, but tough to deal with. Especially for those a rank lower. Be careful—they possess resistances to almost every form of mundane damage.


The town may have had more people in it, but the dungeon was nowhere near the center of the town. Help wasn’t coming.

All they could do was run.

#

Helper: Congratulations on making your choice.

“Thanks,” Will said. “Glad I got over my decision paralysis.”

57 seconds remaining.

Helper: It’s been a pleasure, biped.

“I’m going to miss having a Wikipedia to look up.”

Helper: One last choice to make before we go.

“Location, yeah?”

A globe appeared before Will’s eyes. He couldn’t recognize half the continents on it, and the familiar ones were… different. Entirely.

“I don’t think anywhere I select matters,” he said. “I kind of doubt things will be the same.”

Helper: Major landmarks will be the same. The system adores putting dungeons there.

“Hmm. Is there a way I can choose people?”

Helper: There is.

“Are my mother and father there?”

Helper: Let me check your ancestry.

Helper: No. They chose to become non-Users.

Will breathed a sigh of relief, then went down the list of people he knew and cared about. It didn’t take long to get a hit.

Helper: Levy “Lev” Anderson is in what was formerly Midwestern America and now appears to have been overrun by an elf faction. He is currently engaged in combat.

“Oh, fantastic. I’m sure he’s in need of help. Again.” Will said the words with exasperation, but he did like Lev. The fact that he’d chosen to become a User was proof enough that when it really came down to it, he could do the shit that others couldn’t.

Helper: Likely.

“Can I go to him, then?”

Helper: Yes. I will arrange this now.

“Thank you.”

The world around Will began to change, strange colors dancing through the air. It reminded him of the teleportation using the goblin daggers, though with an entire vibrant spectrum instead of just lime green.

“I’m going to miss you,” Will admitted.

Helper: I don’t plan on this being our last interaction.

“What?” That actually took him aback. “How so? I thought you were a non-User now. Aren’t you limited to this?”

The colors accelerated, dancing around him and coalescing into shapes. The text started to fade away.

Helper: Contact Caiyeri. Find Awakening Shards of the Beyond. You need to—[REMOVED] [REMOVED] [REMOVED].

Helper: Shit.

The text fritzed, and from the bits of her voice that made it through, Will got the impression that Helper was in pain.

Helper: I’m going to [REMOVED} [REMOVED] leave now. Fuck.

Helper: My name was Ayla.

[REMOVED]

You have lost access to your tutorial helper.

You have gained your class.

All skills advancing to bronze rank. All attributes advancing to bronze.

Initiating teleport…

#

A sudden gunshot-like crack turned everyone’s heads. Lev looked, then stopped running. Even the ogre turned to stare.

Hanging in the air, a dark blue rift opened just long enough to deposit a single human being. He was bloodied, dirtied, and looked as if he’d seen far more combat than any one of Lev’s party. Two belts were wrapped around his chests, one of them strapped full of daggers like a bandolier. He exuded a powerful presence, as if his very existence was telling Lev to kneel.

Deep in his bones, Lev knew that what he was seeing was a great evil.

But it couldn’t be. The new arrival—underneath all the grime, he was a familiar face.

“Bronze 3, huh?” the man said. “This is a squad boss? The hell?”

“W-Will?” Lev asked hesitantly.

Will turned and grinned. It faltered as his eyes crossed over Lev’s party, but it returned soon enough. “Let me handle this, and you can catch me up on what’s happened.”

The ogre moved.

“Behind you!” Allie shouted.

“Oh, I know,” Will said, turning. He ducked under the ogre’s massive club with ease.

Lev could only sit there and stare.

#

Will couldn’t believe his luck nor what had just happened, but one of these was a more pressing issue than the other.

Welcome back to Earth, he told himself, pushing thoughts of Helper—no, she had said her name Ayla—aside. It’s about time you show this planet what you can do.

            

    
        Chapter 21: Boy Meets World

    
    
    
    
                The monster that his system identified as an ogre was only Bronze 3. It was certainly more intimidating than the goblin children who’d been at the same rank. Will assumed it would be proportionally more difficult to slay, but it still wasn’t that high of a rank compared to literally everyone in the hell he’d just been through.

His ability to sense its power through its aura was nowhere near as refined as Caiyeri’s was, but the exercises Caiyeri and H—Ayla had put him through had given him a better sense of the danger level around him than any of his former classmates could manage.

In terms of output, the ogre’s aura was more intense than the average cave goblins, but it couldn’t hope to match up to even the chieftain of the destitute clan Will had encountered, let alone a giant cave spider or the Carrion Lord.

Long story short, poor Ung here was a perfect training dummy.

He grinned. “You’re not going to like this, dude.”

The ogre had paused just like the squad he’d landed ahead of—Allie, Lev, someone from his economics class, and one guy he’d never seen before. Everyone had reacted strongly to his appearance, which Will imagined was pretty normal when you saw someone appear out of thin air through what the system called a dimensional rift.

Now, though, he was starting to realize that there might be more to it. The Reaper class he’d ended up selecting in spite of all of his caution combined with his sigil had promised to exude dread, and it looked like that was in full effect here.

None of them besides the ogre seemed to want to kill him over it, though, so Will decided to make the most out of the moment.

Every single one of his skills had advanced to bronze rank. The ones that were already bronze had unfortunately not gone up to silver, but he knew they had the potential to go there unrestrictedly thanks to his Affinity binding.

During the transportation back to Earth, Will had gotten an influx of system notifications, but he’d pushed them all to the side. The teleportation had only taken an instant, and even he’d have a pretty rough go of it if his vision was completely blocked by text boxes.

Instead, as he started using his newly upgraded skills, intuitively grasping what they did, the boxes slid back into few for instants.

Will ran towards the ogre, Escape Artist enhancing his speed. As he approached, the monster tried to slam him into the ground, bringing its club down from up high.

In response, Will got even faster.

Skill: [Escape Artist]

- Passive (body).

- Cost: none.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze

Your movement speed is increased at a rate inversely proportional to the amount of equipment you are wearing (maximum of 50% increase).

Bronze-rank addition: Your movement speed is increased by up to an additional 50% if you are currently being attacked.

The increase in speed should have made him lose his balance, but it came to him naturally, as if he’d always been able to run this fast. It didn’t come with an increase in perception speed, though, so Will had to put all his focus into ensuring he didn’t accidentally run into a wall.

Despite the blinding speed of the ogre’s blow, its club made contact with nothing but dirt and grass. Will drew his pistol, marking the boss for death.

Skill: [Mark for Death]

- Spell (affliction).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: 1 hour.

Bronze

Target any creature you can see or sense and mark them for death. During the next hour, the effectiveness of attacks and afflictions against the creature are increased, and you can track the creature through your minimap and through walls. This skill’s cooldown resets if the targeted creature dies.

[Soul Link] (bronze) - A fraction of all damage dealt to the marked creature is converted to healing for you.

Will wasn’t entirely sure about the logic behind some skills only having a bronze rank addition and others gaining seemingly distinct effects, but he presumed that it might have something to do with choice. The next time he advanced a skill through a rank, he planned to be in a less precarious situation. There was every possibility that Soul Link wasn’t the only option he could gain.

It wasn’t very helpful in this fight, where he hadn’t been hit yet, but against a massive boss, this could be very useful indeed.

Will rolled to avoid another swing of the club, leaving a muddy gunk behind on the grass. He had no idea why he’d suddenly gotten so dirty upon arriving here—wait, no, he did. Ayla had told him something about clearing impurities from his body. Was that what this was?

It felt and smelled something awful, but Will had to admit that his body felt better than ever. Will had pretty regularly gone to the gym, but right now, he felt like he was reaping the rewards of an Olympic athlete’s training routine. He’d never been in better shape.

Will rolled to a stop on one knee, took aim, and fired.

[Rebounding Shot selected.]

He noticed the tooltip an instant before the hammer slammed into the bullet and quickly readjusted his aim, sending the bullet rebounding off the dirt below before smacking into the ogre’s flesh.

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack.

No crit, unfortunately. 

Unlike the Carrion Lord, there was no forcemail armor to stop the bullet from impacting, but the ogre was durable. It bled, but it didn’t even groan in pain.

“Alright,” Will muttered. “I should stop playing with my food.”

Escape Artist combined with Wind Walker to push him forward.

Skill: [Wind Walker]

- Spell (stealth, movement).

- Cost: very low mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze.

At the eye of any violent storm, there is silence. Draw upon the power of the winds to lighten your step and increase your speed.

[Zephyr’s Cloak] (bronze) - While this skill is active, you gain a slight blur effect, making you harder to see and target while moving.

He doubted the reduction to his target’s accuracy would be terribly effective here, but he didn’t need the stealth attribute. He just needed speed.

Will dodged another blow from the club and laid a hand on the ogre’s tough, leathery skin.

Skill: [Decaying Touch]

- Spell (affliction).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze.

Deals necrotic damage. Inflict one level of [Corruption] on a creature or item you touch. This skill cannot stack afflictions.

Distorted dark power gathered at Will’s fingertips, making his skin tingle.

It did a lot more to the ogre than just tingling. Will’s hand left a dark print as the ogre flinched back, and its skin began to take on the smoky quality of a corrupted being.

“This fight is over,” Will told it. “You just don’t know it yet.”

The Bell Tolls hadn’t advanced, but it served his purposes just fine.

Skill: [The Bell Tolls]

- Spell (esoteric).

- Cost: high mana.

- Cooldown: 1 hour.

Bronze.

Cleanses all afflictions from you and targets a creature you can see. The creature cannot benefit from magical healing for the next minute. Inflicts necrotic damage scaling with the consumed afflictions and any injuries the target is suffering from.

[Withering Decay] (bronze) - Increases any affliction on the target by one level. Inflicts one level of [Wither].

As the ogre stumbled, clutching its skin and moaning in pain as its corruption worsened, Will downed a mana potion. Now that he was bronze rank, he could consume the bronze rank mana potions on a much lower cooldown—but that came with the side effect of them not restoring as much comparatively.

He only had about a third of his mana left, but he didn’t need that much to finish this.

Will put distance between him and the ogre. With two layers of corruption and one of wither, the boss was pretty much screwed, but he didn’t want to sit around and wait.

Rather than risk another backfire on the revolver, he inventoried it and took out his shadow-enchanted stealth bow. Will had enchanted a quiver of arrows with one of his electricity runes and applied cave spider venom to the whole batch, so when he loosed the arrow, it had three effects applied to it.

It didn’t hit the ogre in the eye, where he’d been aiming, but it did stick it in the face, which was good enough.

Will was tempted to use another one of his high mana skills to finish it, but he wasn’t here to show off.

He turned towards the half-admiring, half-horrified visages of the squad he’d dropped in on.

Okay. He wasn’t only here to show off.

With a heartrending, earpiercing roar, the ogre collapsed to the ground.

You have defeated Ung, Cave Ogre.

You have defeated a squad boss. Examine its body for its Vault Key.

Achievement earned: Let Me Solo Him

You have defeated a squad boss on your own. It may have been a much weaker squad boss than the ones before, but a kill is a kill.

You are the 148th User to gain to gain this achievement this cycle.

Reward: 1 gold credit.

Now that he was back on Earth, Will was grateful for the money. He assumed that other currency had lost most of its value. It would be good to have more options, and he’d learned pretty well throughout his pre-apocalypse life that if there was one thing money was good at, it was giving him more of those.

Will already had the Space and Poison elemental gems on him, but he still went to loot the body anyway.

20 bronze credits have been added to your inventory.

Ung’s Club of Skull Shattering has been added to your inventory.

Vault Key has been added to your inventory.

“Who the hell are you?” an unfamiliar voice said.

“Don’t be rude, Dylan,” a much more familiar man replied. “Will. It’s, uh, good to see you again.”

“Lev! Good to see you too,” Will said, returning the greeting with a nod. He made to go pat his friend on the shoulder, then remembered he was still covered in muddy gunk. And also the blood of a dead boss. “Are there any showers around here?”

#

As it turned out, the group of four had already been on their way to a safe zone when Will had arrived. They were harder to spot outside of the tutorials, apparently, but Lev’s party had already identified and stayed in one. It was a brief walk away, during which Will stayed a fair distance from his party.

Apparently, the combination of monster stench and sigil of a goblin god wasn’t exactly a great way to get a conversation going.

One of the party members—the only one he didn’t recognize at all, who Lev had addressed as “Dylan”—kept on looking at Will. He had a bad feeling about that, but he ignored it for the time being.

After they got to the safe zone, which mercifully had excellent showers, they regrouped just outside of it.

“Introductions are probably in order,” Will said. “In case you haven’t noticed already, I’m William Li-Brown, but only the system calls me William.”

“Do you have a stealth spell?” Allie asked, speaking up for the first time. Will had been surprised by her relative silence earlier, but she seemed to be as peppy and energetic as ever. “I can’t get a read on your profile.”

That was good to know. Will wasn’t sure how much he wanted to reveal at this moment, but he figured that it was probably better not to show people a class that had stated in its own description that it invited death to the user. While he couldn’t obfuscate his class with another, false one, he could hide it altogether.

He was sure that anyone like Caiyeri who was genuinely competent and higher powered than him would be able to find his class just fine, but these people… definitely weren’t.

“You remember me,” Allie said. “I got caught up in it with nearly everyone from school. We kind of all split ways, though. I think some of my friends are dead.”

Allison “Allie” Lawson. Unformed 12.

[Power] (Sword): Unformed 14

- Steel Ward (Unformed)

- Precision Strike (Unformed)

- 

[Speed] (Wind): Unformed 16

- Tailwind Blessing (Unformed)

- Gale Step (Unformed)

- 

[Affinity]: Unformed 10

[Soul] (Radiance): Unformed 13

- Solar Lance (Unformed)

- Luminous Flare (Unformed)

- 

[Resistance]: Unformed 6

[Perception]: Unformed 11

- Darkvision (Unformed)

Will raised his eyebrows. Allie smiled uncertainly, unable to interpret his expression.

“We’ve been doing our best,” she said. “The system says we’re a little bit ahead of pace.”

It took everything in Will’s power not to laugh or drop his jaw. Unformed 12 was ahead of pace?

They didn’t have access to his stat sheet, so the group could only guess what he was thinking based on his reactions.

Will schooled his face. “Carry on.”

“Lev,” Lev said. “But you knew that already.”

Levy “Lev” Anderson. Unformed 12.

[Power]: Unformed 10

[Speed]: Unformed 11

[Affinity]: Unformed 8

[Soul] (Electricity): Unformed 18

- Circuit Breaker (Bronze)

- Ionize (Unformed)

- 

[Resistance] (Life): Unformed 14

- Vital Guard (Unformed)

- Regrowth Shield (Unformed)

- 

[Perception]: Unformed 9

He was similarly weak. Will was reasonably sure he could take both of them on with their eyes closed. Caiyeri would have laughed them out of the room if they’d asked to help her—then again, she’d almost done the same when Will had showed up, so he supposed he couldn’t judge that much.

“Trevor Garcia,” said the tall, otherwise ethnically ambiguous man who Will faintly recognized. “You were in the econometrics workshop with me, yeah?”

“I think so, yes,” Will confirmed. “Pleasure to meet you properly.”

Trevor chuckled. “As much as you can call this proper.”

Trevor Garcia. Unformed 11.

[Power] (Strength): Unformed 14

- Disarming Attack (Unformed)

- Overwhelm (Unformed)

- Improved Critical (Unformed)

[Speed]: Unformed 8

- Dash (Unformed)

[Affinity]: Unformed 7

[Soul]: Unformed 8

[Resistance]: Unformed 10

[Perception]: Unformed 11

His Affinity was shockingly low for a man who seemed to be using a magical longsword, and more to the point—he only had a single element bound. How had he survived the tutorial?

The last man was an inch or two shorter than Trevor, putting him at roughly Will’s height. He looked like he’d been in the midst of a frat party when the apocalypse had hit and never bothered to update his gear.

Will instantly disliked him, but he calmed himself. First impressions could be deceiving, and he knew by now that alliances could be powerful in the apocalypse.

“Dylan,” the stranger said, not offering a hand. He crossed his arms, sneaking a glance at Allie. “I’m basically the strongest guy here. You lift?”

Sure enough, Dylan’s muscled body did show proof of a man who had gone to the gym with more fervor than Will before the apocalypse. After fighting alongside and training with Caiyeri, though, even for only a few days, Will could see the flaws in his posture. Dylan must’ve thought himself to be tough shit, but he didn’t distribute his weight well. His center of gravity was too high, his movements too stilted. In a fight, he’d topple to a single well-placed blow.

And perhaps more importantly, he was already annoying.

“Used to,” Will said. “Though I don’t see how that matters, given that gyms aren’t really a thing anymore.”

Dylan snorted. “Of course you don’t know. I don’t like your vibe, beta. Get the fuck out of here.”

“Excuse me?” Will said. “Did you just seriously, unironically use the term ‘beta’?”

“Dylan,” Allie admonished. “Seriously?”

“Nah,” Dylan said, stepping forward to invade Will’s personal space, staring him down. “I figure there’s enough competition around here. I don’t want you here, you ching chong cuck.”

Will arched an eyebrow, whistling. “You’re going to go there? Tough talk from a guy who could be adopted into the Habsburgs.”

Lev snorted.

“The fuck is a Habsburg?” Dylan demanded.

“You’ve been putting up with this weirdo?” Will asked the rest of the party. “You know you don’t have to deal with people like this, right?”

The other three looked supremely uncomfortable.

“Well…” Allie trailed off.

“It’s because they need me,” Dylan said, pounding his chest. Does this guy think he’s an ape? “The chick knows she needs a real man to protect her, and the other two tagged along for the ride.”

“He’s the most durable one out of us,” Lev said, wincing. “He hasn’t been this… difficult… before. Mostly we ignore him. It hasn’t been that bad. He does what I tell him to do.”

“I do what I want,” Dylan announced. “You’ve got some good ideas sometimes, bro, but you gotta know when to make a decision.”

“You just watched me take down a squad boss,” Will said mildly. “Is it really a good idea to be antagonizing me now?”

“I did all the damage,” Dylan sneered. “You just came in and stole my kill.”

“No you didn’t,” Allie interjected.

“Sit down and shut up, bitch. I did.”

The simmering anger that had steadily, silently built in Will’s mind started to seep out of the top.

“If the spoiled child is done whining,” he said coldly, “can the rest of us get a move on?”

“Shit, I’m down,” Lev said. “I owe you a ton of favors, and I actually have the tools to deliver on them now. I dunno where you came from, but we can keep you safe while we clear out this phase.”

“Don’t you dare ignore me,” Dylan hissed, pounding his chest again. “I’m the alpha here.”

“You know that study was disproved by its own author, right?” Will said. “He spent the rest of his life trying to take it back. Turns out that when you really, really want a certain worldview to be true, you can use all the shitty, broken data you want to justify it.”

Dylan’s expression morphed from angry to confused to even more confused, then back to blissful ignorance—and anger, of course, because guys like him didn’t count anger as a feeling when they said that it was women who were too emotional.

“You wanna go?” he said, shoving Will.

The force barely registered. Will took a single step backwards to brace himself, then stopped to finally identify what the hell this guy was doing.

Dylan Dyson. Unformed 16.

[Power] (Fire): Unformed 17

- Ember Strike (Unformed)

- Cinder Ward (Unformed)

-

[Speed]: Unformed 10

[Affinity]: Unformed 6

[Soul]: Unformed 8

[Resistance] (Steel): Unformed 18

- Iron Skin (Unformed)

- Bastion Stance (Unformed)

-

[Perception]: Unformed 4

Will laughed out loud.

“You think something’s funny, asshole?” Dylan said, though his words were tinged with a bit of fear, now.”

“Yes, actually. It’s genuinely hilarious that you think you have a ghost of a chance at taking me on.” Will knew that unformed rank Users could take out those a rank above, since he’d done a ton of it himself, but with those skills? No way.

He stopped suppressing his aura.

Dylan’s eyes widened as Identify finally worked for him. Will made sure to continue covering his skills and class, but the numbers and ranks—that, he showed.

Allie audibly gasped.

“Holy shit,” Trevor said. “You’re… that’s got to be leaderboard numbers.”

Leaderboard? Will made a mental note to check the rest of the notifications he’d missed as soon as possible.

“I haven’t killed another human yet,” Will said. “But I’ve killed ninety-five creatures that were close enough. You don’t present a threat to me, and I don’t want our race to die out, but you are by far the least valuable member of this team.

“You might be wondering why, given the fact that your stats are better than everyone else’s. That’s simple. I don’t like you, and I matter more than you do right now.

“I’ll give you one chance. Leave us, and I won’t hurt you. Don’t, and you’ll regret it.”

Dylan looked to him, then to the others, finding resolve from god knew where. “No. Piss off.”

He had to know he was outclassed. Did he think that Trevor, Allie, and Lev, who were obviously only with him because he was their only choice, were going to side with him?

“Are you sure?” Will said, drawing his revolver.

He didn’t aim for a lethal point. Will hadn’t been lying—until he was forced to, he didn’t want to kill another human. Being an asshole made it really tempting, but that wasn’t a crime worth death, especially not when the number of humans remaining was dropping with every passing second.

The moment Dylan turned a hand on him, though, he would be ready. Will hadn’t practiced all that killing for nothing.

“You don’t have the balls,” Dylan said.

Will adjusted his aim and fired, selecting a mundane bullet for the first time since receiving the item. Blood spurted and Dylan screamed, hands flying to his crotch.

“No,” Will said. “You don’t have the balls.”

Trevor looked a little ill. Allie and Lev didn’t look that comfortable with it either, but they gave Will a grim nod.

Will gave Dylan the parting grace of the same swift shove that the frat boy had tried on him earlier. With his bronze rank Power and Dylan’s current state of pain, he was easily able to knock the other man over.

“He’ll be fine after a health potion or two,” Will said, “But he’ll need to pee sitting down for a while.”

“Are you just going to leave him here?” Trevor asked.

“He was about to do the same to me. Are you saying you want to stay with him? He’s got the safe zone to retreat to.”

“Hell no,” Trevor said vehemently, joining Will as the bronze rank started walking away.

Lev and Allie followed suit quietly.

“Now then,” Will said, inventorying his revolver, “I need an update. What the hell happened to our planet?”

            

    
        Chapter 22: What Happened to the Planet(s)

    
    
    
    
                The world around Ayla fell away as Will’s tutorial completed, her surroundings fading from the complicated, multi-faceted system board of a helper back to her drab reality.

She was never going to get used to that. Even though she couldn’t directly influence the world as a helper, access to the system—real access, not the paltry pieces the administrative organization granted her here—it reminded her of the old days. They hadn’t been the best, but they’d been much better than her life in this cell.

“Cell” might have been dramatizing it a bit, but it wasn’t like there was much else to go here. Her room was populated with spartan facilities with enough to survive on and a limited interface that allowed her to gain insight into the planets that were slated to be integrated, but not much else.

There were no windows, but Ayla had seen a glimpse of their positioning while she’d been transported from Earth’s surface to her new assignment. She was fairly certain that as of right now, she was located somewhere on the far side of Earth’s moon, a peculiar location that literally nobody on the planet had the capability to see right now.

She clicked her tongue nervously. Though she’d passed messages in a similar fashion a number of times already, Ayla never got any less anxious about whether or not this would be the time she was detected.

As a tutorial helper, she was already pushing it with the way she didn’t pretend to just be another facet of the system. She was technically within regulations, but if an administrator came to observe, she doubted she would get away with what she did.

She’d overseen and been through enough tutorials to understand the strengths and weaknesses of quite a few parts of the system. No matter what the mandated propaganda viewings told her, Ayla knew with her own sensory organs that the Administrator’s hand no longer played a role in tutorials—if the Creator of All was even still alive.

Tutorials were monitored by the system to report deviant activities from the non-Users who had given up everything to support those who chose to fight. For most non-Users, this wasn’t that big a deal, but for someone like Ayla? Indentured, captured, enslaved, a problem element but too useful to be executed? It was necessary.

In the last moments before a tutorial ended, though, the spatial distortion and collected energy expenditure of the system getting all its ducks in a row, as an Earthling might say, gave her a short window to speak without monitors.

The censors built into the suppressing, silencing chain that bound her throat still caught her, but they would not report her.

Will was promising. It had been… Ayla couldn’t remember how many cycles it had been since the last time she’d watched someone survive an extreme difficulty tutorial.

Whether or not he was the kind of person who would reach a hand out to her, she didn’t know, but her game was not one of desperate hope. Ayla had been a helper for a long, long time now, and seen hundreds, if not thousands, of scrappy Users to their new lives or to the grave. Hers was a game of numbers, not of character.

A new notification appeared on one of the system screens.

Ayla frowned.

There shouldn’t be new Users here, she thought. The tutorial period is over.

A second one appeared.

The notifications were as good as a call to order, so she raised her tired body back out of the bed she’d somehow fallen into and returned.

Her current form’s eyebrows raised at the first notification, dread tingling through her body.

NOTICE - Administrative Colony Sol-3E will have an unscheduled visit from Dread Executor [REMOVED] in [1 hour].

The second notification was worse. Far, far worse.

“Oceans below,” she said. How many years ahead of schedule was this? What planet was this?

NOTICE - Second impact for Sol-3 has been rescheduled to be significantly earlier. Please await your tutorial assignments.

Ayla collected herself, using the tiny bits of magic that were still allowed to her to reshape her body to create a form more suitable to the details of the next planet.

One day, very soon, she would have the pieces in place. She would be able to act.

Until then, she just had to keep her head down and keep working.

#

“It might be easier for you to just look at the system notifications for the grand scheme of things,” Lev said uneasily. “It’s been a lot.”

Will shrugged. “Sure thing. You have a direction you want to go towards?”

“There’s a town nearby that we’ve been taking jobs and dungeons from,” Allie provided. “The people there are kind of weird, but it’s not too bad.”

“Sounds a lot better than caves to me.” Will paused. “Wait. Hold on. I have a vault key. We should probably grab whatever loot we can from there.”

“Are you sure?” Trevor said. “You just fought a boss none of us could even touch.”

“I’m assuming Dylan was bullshitting about doing most of the damage?”

Allie snorted. “He didn’t even get close to the ogre. He spent all his time trying to, I dunno, guard me? I was faster than him by a lot, so he didn’t really succed at that either.”

“Sounds about right,” Will said. “You all are missing a whole bunch of elements, so let’s get to this vault and get you some. You do know what a vault is, right?”

“Yeah,” Lev said. “We’ve opened a few. Solo bosses, mostly.”

“I’ll add you to the party so we can share the map,” Trevor said, extending a hand. “Is that okay?”

“I don’t have a problem with that.” Will took it.

[Trevor Garcia] would like you to join him in his party. Accept? [YES / NO]

Interestingly enough, Will’s party tab split. He was now in two separate parties—one titled Lev’s Party and the other with his own name attached to it. The latter’s had Caiyeri, whose name was currently greyed out with an OUT OF RANGE indicator next to it, while the former showed the details of everyone he’d just joined—except Dylan. Someone had kicked him out already.

“This is kind of far,” Lev said.

“It’s a mile,” Will replied.

“A mile through monster-infested woods. I’m not saying we shouldn’t go for it, but we hsould be careful.”

“I’m always careful,” Will lied.

He kept one eye on his system and the other on the people and environment as they walked, very conscious of his surroundings. His Perception stat was by far the highest, given it was a rank above everyone else.

Will felt incredible. He’d needed glasses before the apocalypse, but somewhere between killing the chieftain with a barrel bomb and teleporting out of the goblin encampment alive, he’d lost them. At bronze rank, though, his eyesight was sharper than it had ever been, as if he’d reaped the benefits of laser eye surgery twice.

The woods that definitely hadn’t been here when Arcadia had crashed into Earth didn’t trigger any of his reflexes yet, so he went back to looking at the system messages, flicking through them in roughly chronological order.

You have completed the tutorial. Welcome back to Earth.

As a result of a mana-rich planet colliding with yours as well as the advent of the system, over 10,000,000 dungeons have opened up across your planet with difficulties ranging from unformed to diamond.

In the coming days, your planet will be given challenges. It will need champions.

From here, it is your choice as to what you will do. You may choose to find or found a faction or guild, or you may strike it alone. You may simply try to survive, or you can thrive amidst the chaos.

There are [972,199,274] Earth-origin Users alive. There are [12] other survivors of extreme difficulty tutorials out of [1,000,000] initiates.

In [60] days, the Trial of the Champion will begin.

Your fate is in your hands, traveler.

NOTICE: The leaderboard is now active.

Will didn’t think that was that much to explain, but maybe Lev thought he wouldn’t believe them if they gave him the information.

“You three have been here for a while, right?” Will said, closing one window before opening the next.

“A few days,” Trevor said. “Time gets weird when you’re fighting for your life all day.”

“So you’ve done a dungeon or two.”

“Six of them now,” Allie chirped. “The last one was our hardest so far, but that ogre boss was way more powerful than anything we’ve seen so far.”

“Hmm. Is there anything you can tell me about them?” Will no longer had Ayla riding along in his mind, nor did the system seem to particularly want to explain the ins and outs of dungeon diving to him.

“There’s a few types,” Lev said. “We’re not sure if there’s more, but we’ve seen three types. There’s ones that are just a kind of portal-like door that go to a completely different space, then there’s ones that are contained in buildings or underground but are much larger on the inside than the outside, and finally the ones that are just regular buildings or caves. I know it’s a little weird, but that’s what we’re dealing with.”

Will recalled the parts of the Arcadian cave system he’d been able to access from a mere football field sized asteroid. “Not too weird.”

He continued checking through his notifications. A bunch of them were skill evolutions, some of which he’d already seen by putting them into practice. Those, he discarded before he reread.

Skill: [Ghostflame]

- Spell (enchantment).

- Cost: extreme mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze.

Draws from your blood, afflictions, and lifeforce alongside your mana. Cleanses all afflictions from you and all creatures living or dead in a 10 foot radius. Wreathe your fists in ghostflame. Inflict true damage upon any enemies you strike.

[Phantom Pyre] - Increases the base damage of this skill for every affliction cleansed.

That was a nice addition. It was already a powerful skill, but against monsters with a rank difference, this could be huge.

Skill: [Weapons Free]

- Spell (movement, teleportation).

- Cost: high mana (moderate mana).

- Cooldown: 12 seconds (6 seconds).

Bronze

Teleport any weapon within a 60 foot radius to your hands (if you can carry it) or your inventory (if you cannot). If a target is holding the weapon, they can attempt to prevent this spell from succeeding.

Bronze-rank addition: Instead of teleporting the weapon to you, you can instead teleport to the weapon. Range increased from 30 to 60 feet.

Will whistled, which prompted the others to stop and ask him if anything was wrong.

“The opposite,” he said. “Carry on.”

That was a bona fide teleportation skill, and it was much more generally applicable than the Eerie Step he’d been borrowing from teleport daggers. It was still limited, but that limitation could definitely be worked around.

Aside from that, what else was there? That earlier message had mentioned a leaderboard, and that was one of the new windows that appeared, binding itself to another predetermined spot on Will’s menu.

World Leaderboard

1. Lu Jie. Bronze 8 Portal Mage. Current sponsors: none.

2. Natalie Blurr. Bronze 7 Chaos Summoner. Current sponsors: none.

3. Hua Fang. Bronze 7 Warrior. Current sponsors: none.

4. Haoyu Fang. Bronze 7 Warrior. Current sponsors: none.

5. Osiris Adebayo. Bronze 7 Nuclear Specialist. Current sponsors: The Princess of Pale Fire.

Your current position on the world leaderboard is number 1971 of 972,198,871.


Regional Leaderboard

1. Kenneth McCarthy. Bronze 4.

2. Lily Teneli. Bronze 4.

3. Andrew Andrews. Bronze 4.

Your current position on the regional leaderboard is 16 of 792,412.

Now that was interesting. The world leaderboard obviously provided more information on its Users, but both of them revealed names and ranks.


New quest: Like no one ever was

Become the very best.

- Reach the top position on your regional leaderboard. [0/1]

Reward: Random epic rarity magic item.

- Reach the top position on the global leaderboard. [0/1]

Reward: Random legendary rarity magic item.


Will was quite happy with his rankings—beating out over 972 million people was no small feat.

But even with that achievement, he could see that there was still a long way to go. He didn’t doubt that he’d made it past the chaff, but from here on out, advancing forward was almost certainly going to be harder.

At first, he was a bit confused as to how people who hadn’t gone through the extreme difficulty tutorial had higher ranks than him, but he realized eventually that while his skillset was perfectly designed to kill and survive, the others out here had had the days he’d been stuck in the tutorial to grind. He had potential, but he needed to use it.

“Do you know what the leaderboard is for?” he asked out loud.

“Yeah,” Lev said. “You get rewarded for being in certain percentiles or being near the top of either. It should say there if you look for the tooltips.”

“What does it rank?” Will asked.

“That’s also in the tooltips. It’s a weighted combination of doing what your class needs you to do, kills, boss battles, and rank, but mostly the latter.”

“Thanks.” Will bit back an exasperated sigh. He’d grown too used to relying on Ayla to provide him with information.

He continued scanning through the system messages, looking for anything that might clue him in to what those “sponsors” that the world leaderboard mentioned were.

NOTICE: Sponsorships are now open. Due to the completion of the tutorial by all parties across your planet, Users of the sovereign tier and above are now able to sponsor individual users. Sponsorship terms will vary between Users. A sponsored User may be required to attend events for a sponsor in exchange for goods that may be able to put them ahead of the competition. Sponsored users are, on average, 1,000% more likely to survive the first year of integration.

Now wasn’t that something. Will didn’t like the idea of a space corporation holding the reins to his existence, but he would have to wait and see. He didn’t want to make any major decisions right now, and it wasn’t like he had an offer on the table or anything.

For now, he had to get himself past the bottom of bronze. The first step of that was opening up this vault. The next would be clearing the dungeons here.

Will skimmed through the rest of the notifications to make sure he hadn’t missed any burning fires that needed to be extinguished.

They passed through the forest without incident, almost certainly thanks to the sigil. Will had gone back to suppressing his aura, making sure to control his breathing and mana flow like Caiyeri and Ayla had instructed, but even at bronze, he wasn’t strong enough to keep the sigil from sending the local wildlife scampering away.

The four of them made it to the vault without incident. Unlike the ones he’d seen in the cave system, this one actually seemed to be a vault of some kind, unlocked by a real key, albeit one that was a few sizes larger than a human had. Will assumed at first that Ung had stolen it, but given the size, it was possible he hadn’t.

Speaking of Ung, his club proved to be relatively unimpressive. Will took it out alongside the key, examining it. It gave a boost to the Power stat, which was good, but other than a crushing blow ability, that was about it.

Come to think of it, Will didn’t necessarily need it.

“Hey, Trevor,” he said, testing out the weight of the heavy wood-and-steel club in his hand, “Do you want this club?”

Trevor looked at it warily. “Are you sure? That’s a really powerful weapon.”

Will shrugged. “I have more.”

He handed the club over, the other student taking it into his hands reverently.

Trevor’s face lit up, then fell. “Shit. I can’t use this yet. Says I’m not a high enough rank.”

Oh. Right. The club was a bronze-rank weapon. Trevor did not have a corruption affinity to use it with.

“You can have it anyway,” Will said. “You all need to level up, or I’m going to leave you all behind.”

“There’s a bit of a problem there,” Lev said.

“A bit?”

“A bit,” Allie repeated. “A lot, actually. Some assholes banded together and decided to call what used to be the university their territory. As far as we can tell, that’s where all the easy dungeons are. We’ve been looking outside, but we did four of our dungeons in the university and have barely been able to find any at our rank outside.”

She spoke faster and faster with each word, as if she was going to fall over and die if she didn’t get everything she wanted to say out in ten seconds. Classic.


New quest: Liberate the university

Knowledge is power. Don’t let one group claim access to it all.

- Remove the [Iron Boys] party from ownership of [Everdale University]. [0/1]

Reward: Tablet of the Book. Awakening Shards. 100 bronze credits.


From the surprised expressions on everyone else’s faces, the quest had just popped up for them too.

Interesting. Why hadn’t it done so earlier?

“Well then,” Will said. “I reckon that with me on your side, what counts as ‘easy’ is going to change. Let’s get into this vault and count our options.”

He’d gone through a hell difficulty tutorial. Will wasn’t going to let a few dickheads stop him.

The rest of Lev’s party didn’t seem to share his confidence, but they didn’t need to. They just needed to stay out of the way.

Will opened the vault, and they followed him in.

            

    
        Chapter 23: Armory Raid

    
    
    
    
                Ung’s vault was startlingly well organized for an ogre.

“That’s another point towards it being stolen,” Will muttered to himself.

“What was that?” Lev asked.

“Nothing,” Will said. Thinking out loud was a bad habit born of having someone in his head who actually responded to him. “I call first pick, but you all need to get something.”

Axl hadn’t carried a vault key, which made Will wonder whether those only dropped on solo bosses, but Ung had one. This was his first time being in the vault of a squad boss, and he was pleasantly surprised to see that the loot was as much of a step up from a solo’s as Axl’s power level had been from the goblin chieftain’s.

There was more than one elemental gem present, for one. Will scanned the loot on the tables and walls, and he counted three—gems of Water, Balance, and Twilight.

Will still hadn’t affixed his last two attributes, so he was open to changing out what elements he selected. He was sure that he wanted to affix Time, since it was from a superior elemental gem, Caiyeri had chosen to gift it to him, and time magic just sounded really damn neat, but he’d gotten Poison from a spider nest. That, he was willing to negotiate on.

Water was a no-go. There was no way that was compatible with his class, and defensively, he doubted it would give him terribly powerful skills. While Helper—Ayla, he corrected himself yet again—had been adamant that there were no elements that were straight up bad, she had told him that some elements were a lot better when affixed to certain attributes. Water was a pretty great Speed or Soul affixation for a midrange fighter, but Will already had much more offensive elements there.

That left him picking between Poison, Balance and Twilight. Anything he didn’t use was going to go to the others, so he tried to keep them in mind to some extent as well.

To be fair, it had been him that had killed Ung, and he had called first pick. Will took a closer look at the element stones.

Water was as it sounded. It was a common rarity stone, and while that didn’t mean it was bad, it wasn’t what he was looking for.

Balance was a rare, while Twilight was epic. Both of those sounded like they could work for either Perception or Resistance, but when he read the descriptions of all the gems, it seemed like Time would be the best suited towards the former.

That left him with a choice between Balance, Twilight, and Poison for Resistance. Resistance skills tended to be protective ones, Will knew, though that wasn’t an exact science—his only Power skill was a movement one, for instance. Still, he needed to approach this with the assumption that whatever he was getting next was probably going to best be suited towards defense.

If he could get a poison effect off on someone who was attacking him, which he assumed was what Poison bound to Resistance would be able to do, there was the potential of synergizing with skills like The Bell Tolls, worsening their afflictions.

Will almost picked Poison instinctively because of that, but he ended up deciding against it.

He already had the wither and corruption afflictions. Will had personal experience being afflicted with one of those, but the withering effect didn’t look much nicer. He also had experience with poison, and one of those had been far worse than the other.

Compared to the damage-over-time he could already inflict, poison probably wasn’t going to be very strong, especially when considering the fact that it would be bound to Resistance.

It was between Balance and Twilight, then.

Item: Elemental Gem of Balance

Rare.

Your species has a culture with the concept of “yin and yang.” Balance applies beyond the body; it applies to the soul, and the world around it.

Binds the Balance element to one of your attributes.

Available attributes: [Resistance] and [Perception].

That wasn’t too cryptic, but it was horribly vague about what the element actually did. The assurance that he wouldn’t just get skills that made him really good at not tripping over his own two feet was nice, though.

Item: Elemental Gem of Twilight

Epic.

At the border of night and day is an odd state between light and dark; shadow and radiance merge together in an uneasy dance. The darkness is a comfort, but the light is also your friend.

Binds the Twilight element to one of your attributes.

Available attributes: [Resistance] and [Perception].

That read much more like an offensive powerset than a defensive one. Will could guess that it would provide an assortment of magic that manifested itself in more than one way. It didn’t seem to provide many Resistance oriented skills, while Balance did.

Without the system or helpers to provide him with further information, he could only make do with his assumptions.

Moping about it wasn’t going to change anything, though, so he committed to Balance.

“Twilight, Poison, and Water elements,” Will announced, trading the elemental gem in his inventory for the Balance one. “There’s three of you. Each one pick one. You’ll need them.”

“These all give us passive effects,” Lev said. “And get us skill slots. Right?”

“Wow,” Will said. “Your tutorial helper really didn’t tell you anything, did it?”

“There were helpers?” Allie frowned. “You mean the text that kept showing up to tell us how to do basic things?”

“Jesus,” Will said. “Alright. You should be trying to expand your elements because you need to select three of them to get a class once you rank up to bronze.”

“Makes sense,” Lev said. He took the Twilight element.

Allie gave Will a grateful nod as she took the Poison gem. “Thank you.”

Trevor took the Water gem hesitantly. “Are you sure this is okay? That’s a lot of loot to be giving up.”

“Oh, I’m still taking the rest of these,” he said. “But if you three want to come with me, you’re going to need to be more than dead weight.”

“Hey!” Allie said. She winced. “Never mind. You’re right.”

“Pick up some tablets and shard. I think this place has got some.”

There was a lot more loot here than there were in any of the solo vaults he’d looted before. There was more than a tablet or two, plus a bunch of shards of might, iron, clubs, and the like. None of the shards suited Will’s profile that well, and he had enough of his own that he was fine with just taking a couple tablets.

“We can make skill tablets with these,” Lev said. “There’s a lot of shards, holy hell.”

Will did take a tablet of the forge for himself. Split four ways, there wasn’t actually that much more loot than the solo vaults, but he supposed that was the point of the squad boss.

He could afford to be a bit pickier now. Ung was supposed to be as dangerous to people here as Axl had been in the tutorial, but he’d practically been a joke in comparison. Will wanted a build that would work for him, especially if he was locking in his skills for the long term.

For now, he could prioritize quality over quantity. If the choice was between five skills he could use at maximum effectiveness and twenty that he had no idea how to use, he’d pick the first every time. The ones he’d used during the tutorial were familiar enough to him that even the evolutions came naturally, but the rest of his kit was new. Two new skills—one from the tablet, one from the superior gem—would be enough for now.

Aside from those, there were enough items to give everyone at least one of, which Will happily added to his inventory. Nobody else could actually use theirs at full effectivity, but they’d grow into them, so he didn’t begrudge them the weapons or armor.

Item: Senzen’s Seven-Star Slayer Sword

Rare, bronze (growth).

Created by the elf engineer Senzen, this type of sword is presented to generals and elite forces of the life kingdom elves, growing alongside them. This particular one was taken off of a hapless, dying commando misplaced by the Arcadian impact.

This weapon can be attuned. While attuned, a portion of the experience gained by the User is split towards this item, increasing its rank alongside the User.

[Shimmering Edge] - This weapon requires a constant stream of mana while it is active. While it is active, the sword illuminates its surroundings and has a vastly improved cutting edge. Critical hits do more damage. You may increase the mana stream to enhance the edge.

[Radiant Burst] (bronze) - Successful strikes with the sword charge this ability. When the sword is fully charged, the next hit is a critical hit. On a critical hit, this sword expends all charges in a burst of radiant energy, dealing explosive damage to the target and blinding those in a small radius. The attuned User is immune to this effect.

Will’s eyes widened. In terms of potential, this sword was by far the best item he had. Even now, it had pretty strong effects. The fact that Ung hadn’t used it was practically criminal—this could easily be better than the regretfully consumed hammer that Axl had wielded.

He tested it out, sensing the slight draw of power it wanted from him.

The mana drain wasn’t too bad—it took about the same maintenance cost as Wind Walker. The slayer sword ignited with a purplish-pink light. While the skill stated that it was just the edge that lit up, the entire weapon glowed.

“Damn,” Lev said appreciatively. “You got a lightsaber up in this bitch?”

“Not quite,” Will said, transfixed by the sight. He inventoried it. “But it’s going to be useful for what comes next.”

“And what is that?”

“Well, if you’ll turn your attention to your quest interface, you’ll see.”

“With all due respect, Will,” Trevor said, “We’re not strong enough to fight the… ugh, the Iron Boys. I hate that name.”

“As do I,” Will said. “They have no taste.”

“I hate to admit it, but he’s right,” Lev added. “We’re doing alright for ourselves, but there’s a lot more of them and they’ve got much better equipment than us.”

“Let’s talk strategy for that later,” Will said. “For now, everyone get their elements affixed and their weapons understood.”

No visions accompanied the affixation of his two new elements. Was that because he’d left the tutorial? Was the corruption to blame for those uncertain dreams?

Will didn’t complain. The gap in his memory lasted only an instant, and he was able to affix his skills and elements without complaint.

He did, however, underline his mental WEIRD SHIT ABOUT THE SYSTEM list.

Then he checked on his new bindings, and excitement overpowered the concern.

[Resistance] 

- Bound to [Balance]: You recover from disorienting effects at a much faster pace. You always land on your feet.

As expected, his Resistance skills weren’t anything terribly flashy, but they were useful.

Skill: [Equilibrium Mantle]

- Passive (body).

- Cost: very low mana over time.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze.

Nullifies extreme environmental conditions in a small radius around the user’s body. Drastically reduces the effect of adverse conditions.

This would have been a banger skill in the tutorial, but Will could still think of a dozen ways this would be incredibly useful now.

“Rainy days are a thing of the past for me,” he crowed.

It was Time that provided the real gift, though.

[Perception]

- Bound to [Time]: You now have an innate sense of timing, intuitively understanding time in intervals of ten milliseconds or above.

A timing passive was useful, but it was the skill that drew him in.

Skill: [Time in a Bottle]

- Spell (chronomancy).

- Cost: high mana per second.

- Cooldown: scales based on how long the skill is used.

Accelerates your perception of time, enabling you to experience ten seconds for each second that passes outside. Warning: your body does not speed up to match your senses.

While it wasn’t superspeed, being able to stretch out his reactions at a moment’s notice to assess the situation and find the optimal path was huge.

“Now that that’s done,” Will said, stretching out his limbs, “we’re going to grind the only way I know how to.”

“And how is that?” Allie asked, white knuckles clutched around her elemental gem like someone was going to steal it.

“That should be obvious by now.” Will’s lips split into a feral grin, unsettling all three of his new compatriots. “Kill.”

#

Level up!

The other members of the party had claimed that the easier dungeons had all been claimed by the Iron Boys, but the ones in the forest that had sprouted around what had once been Everdale University were basically on baby mode compared to the tutorial.

Will put a point each into Power and Soul as he cleaned off his new sword on the corpse of one of the overgrown boars that this dungeon favored.

They still hadn’t made it to the boss room, but the combined effect of Will single-handedly taking down the squad boss earlier and slaughtering most of the thirty to fifty feral hogs that populated the dungeon.

Their attacks were hefty, but they were mostly unformed rank with a few exceptions. Will was just too fast for them, and even without his new skills, he didn’t break a sweat.

Attune Corrupted Item worked for regular items, thank god, so Will had been able to bind the slayer sword to himself without having to do whatever the normal process for attuning a weapon was. Given the fact that he had a whole skill for it, he suspected it was typically a lot harder.

Nobody else had leveled up. Instead, they were sitting behind at the entrance to the dungeon, watching in horror and awe as Will thoroughly dismantled the mobs here.

“Don’t just stand there!” Will shouted, using a gallon of water from his inventory to wash the worst of the blood matting his hair off of him.

Okay, this was definitely going to be harder than he’d thought.

As he encouraged them to wade through the field of bodies he’d sown, Will felt a brief pang of sympathy for Caiyeri.

A notification ping summoned his attention from the corner of his vision. The party interface.

Speak of the devil.

It was a message. Allie, Lev, and Trevor were all within shouting distance of him, so it couldn’t be from them.

Thankful that it had come after he’d removed all immediate threats to his life, Will opened the tab.

You have [1] new message from [Caiyeri Seven].

It took another mental tap to get into the appropriate window. I’m really going to have to find a way to streamline this UI.

Caiyeri: Finally back on planet. You’re still alive. I’m surprised.

Will: Thanks for the well wishes. I hope you’re doing alright.

#

Caiyeri’s first real encounter with her own people was a padded, magic-suppressing room where she was quizzed, interrogated, and examined inside and out until they were sure that yes, she was Caiyeri Seven, no, she had not been corrupted, no, there were no adverse mental or physical additions to her that could result in trouble for Abyss.

Time worked in funny ways when the mind was not allowed to rest. She knew that from extensive research from endless sleepless nights, a world of knowledge at her fingertips.

What the books hadn’t prepared her for was people. The first non-clone being she had held a conversation longer than two sentences with had been Axl, the Carrion Lord. The second had been Will. Technically, the god in the machine counted. That made these elves four.

Her opinion of the outside world was decidedly mixed at this point.

But Caiyeri had been born and raised to serve the Abyss Nation, and so she would.

Even if she sent a message to the only human she’d ever spoken to in real life while she was in the middle of a briefing.

“The mission specifications have changed,” Caiyeri Chanceheart, sometimes better known as Caiyeri Zero, told her clone. Despite the decades of difference in their ages, any onlookers saw only an elf woman talking to her mirror. “Two lost their Caiyeri. You will join them. Life has taken its roots on the planet. We cannot allow them to take new territory.”

Seven had a bevy of questions for the donor she’d come from. The Life Kingdom had been said to be a failing state in the texts she’d read. They shouldn’t have the manpower to take an area, let alone occupy it. They were supposed to be on the brink of dying out from sheer incompetence and naivete.

She asked none of those questions, for she was a clone and an elf, and both of those followed orders.

“Where?” Seven asked simply.

“Many locations,” the original replied. “We believe they are using a heretical connection to the system to do so.”

Again, more questions. Again, Seven remained silent.

“Your black squad will neutralize one threat and claim the region for the Abyss,” said the original. “There is a connection that you may be able to make use of.”

“A connection,” Seven said. Her job was not to assume. It was to confirm.

“Yes. A human. According to our intelligence, he is one of only ten that survived million-to-one odds. One of our embedded agents claims to have witnessed him eliminating a squad boss with brutal efficiency—alone. Your task, separate from the rest of the squad will be to infiltrate this User’s group and turn or eliminate him. You will be deployed in three standard days as this planet measures. Any questions?”

So many. “None, General.”

“Good." The original turned and left.

Caiyeri looked back to the message Will had sent her. The man who had apparently attracted the attention of the higher-ups in the Abyss.

The man she was now being tasked to kill.

I hope you’re doing alright.

The words sat there in her eyes like an accusation.

Caiyeri: I hope so too.

#

Groaning with pain, Dylan retraced the steps he’d taken. No monsters bothered him on his track. He didn’t know that this was because of Will’s persistent aura in the area, instead assuming that it was his obviously dominant presence that did it, no longer brought down by his teammates.

“If that asshole just gave me a fair fight, he’d be six feet under right now,” he growled.

Even after using the healing potions, he hadn’t healed all the way, and it looked as if he couldn’t.

Burning with fury that was impotent in more than one way, Dylan tracked his way all the back to Everdale, where he’d come from.

It had only been bad luck that he’d been saddled with incompetents. He’d told them what they’d needed to do, but that bitch—what was her name again? Annie? Allie?—and those dickwads hadn’t fallen in line with him like they should’ve.

Eventually, Everdale University came back into view.

It looked like a proper fortress now, reinforced with traps and monster skulls planted on spiked walls.

A real man’s place.

As Dylan made his way to the front gates, a figure clad in ostentatious Ferrari-red armor jumped down from a ceiling, landing in front of Dylan on both feet.

“This is Iron Boys territory,” the armored guy said. “You’ve been here once before. The fuck do you want?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Dylan hissed. “I know how to get you the rest of my dipshit group. I’m here to join up.”

A brief pause. The armored man looked Dylan up and down.

“You got balls, man.”

“Actually, I don’t right now.”

The stranger raised an eyebrow at that, then shrugged and extended a hand anyway. “Welcome aboard, bro. Tell us everything.”

            

    
        Chapter 24: Like Their Lives Depend On It

    
    
    
    
                “I’m going to be blunt with you,” Will said, drying himself off as well as he could with a shop-bought towel before tossing it back into one of his inventory crates. It was slightly worse than the one he’d been using in college, but it worked well enough.

“If blunt means we don’t end on the bad side of those skills, I think I can live with that,” Trevor said.

Trevor was the only one of them who didn’t really know Will from before, though he questioned if Allie and Lev really knew him anymore. He wasn’t the same person that he’d been before he’d been thrown into this. None of them were.

Still, it was only Trevor who actually flinched when Will looked at the rest of the party. Did he think that Will was going to attack them? Unless Trevor pulled off a move as dumb and self-alienating as Dylan, Will wasn’t going to do shit to him.

“Have you seen anyone from the Iron Boys?” Will asked. “Damn, what a stupid, edgy name.”

“Their leader was with them when we got forced out of grinding the university,” Lev supplied. “His name’s Bradley or something.”

“Do you remember what his rank was?”

“Bronze 1,” Allie said, “but that was a few days ago.”

“That’s the same rank that I’m at right now,” Will said. “I can beat that easily. I have a lot of tools in my kit that let me punch over my level.”

“But we don’t,” Allie said.

“Exactly. You don’t. That’s why you need to train,” Will stressed. “During my tutorial, I found a friend who was great at pushing me to my limits, but it’s pretty clear to me that you three have barely been pushed.”

“We’ve been doing dungeons,” Lev said defensively.

“Not enough, you haven’t. Y’all have minimaps too, right?”

“Yes, sir,” Trevor confirmed.

“Dear god. Don’t call me that, man.” Will shook his head. “It’s Will, unless you try to kill me, in which case you better not call me by any name.”

“Your point is that there’s only one room till the boss,” Lev said, gathering himself. “I assume you want us to fight it without your help.”

“Yeah,” Will said. “I’ll throw in an attack if you need it to make up for the fact that you’re missing a fighter, but I want to see what you can actually do. So far, I’ve just seen you three running from a boss.”

“That’s—“ Trevor started, but Lev cut him off.

“You’re right. This dungeon’s unformed rank, so it shouldn’t be too life-threatening. Allie, Trevor, I know it hasn’t been that long, but we have new stuff to practice.”

“Yeah, alright,” Allie said. “As long as I know that you’re going to back us up if things actually look terrible.”

“Of course,” Will lied.

#

True to his word, Will did nothing for the entirety of the boss fight. The boss itself was a solo boss—a massive boar at Unformed 20 that could knock over the mossy ruins that served as cover in the final room with the sheer force of its charge.

He wished he had Caiyeri’s insight into fighting styles to tell exactly what they were doing, but the knowledge she’d imparted on him was a big help, even if it had only been a day or two.

All things considered, they weren’t actually that bad at fighting. Allie’s Tailwind Blessing and Gale Step were both skills in the vein of Wind Walker, except they were more focused on bursts of speed than a passive increase. She treated the battle like she was a professional bullfighter, waiting for the boar to charge at her before kiting it with a movement ability and using one of her damage-dealing skills. Her new Poison element saw some usage too, if the bubbling green left by her radiance-infused strikes said anything.

Lev made a lot of use of his new Twilight skill, which Will saw was named Steps of Night. It let him teleport from one heavily darkened area to another, which he made judicious use of. Circuit Breaker was his most powerful attack, a short-range spell that struck like a bolt of lightning and slowed its target. Ionize was a buff, which helped increase his damage enough

Trevor was a different story. He seemed to be struggling to control his new Water element power, and he took the only heavy hit of the battle when he traded blows with the boar—him from his sword, which did admittedly leave a bleeding gash on the boss’ face, and the boar with its tusks. Fortunately, the sharp end narrowly missed impaling him, so he was instead thrown into a stone wall with a crack that made Will think he’d severed his spine.

One bronze-rank healing potion later, Trevor was back on his feet and wincing with pain.

“Don’t get hit again,” Will warned. “At least, not that bad. And you owe me.”

“Thanks, Will,” Trevor said.

When he got back to the fight, ignoring his new power, Will could see why Trevor hadn’t died yet. His actual strikes were powerful, and in combination with his skills, every hit he landed took massive chunks out of the boss’ body.

When the boar went to charge him again, a thin green forcefield appeared around him. This time, Trevor sidestepped, and when the tusks happened to catch him, the forcefield protected him from being run through.

In the end, it took about ten minutes for them to wear the boss down until a massive triple attack finished it off.

After its death, Will learned that dungeons could have vaults inside them, which were much more convenient to get to than having to traverse an entire floor of horrific monsters in order to even find the door. He let them have the loot—no unformed rank item was going to be useful to him now, and they’d been the ones to take down the boss.

“Well done,” he congratulated them afterwards, all three of the exhausted Users panting and drinking water or potions to regain their stamina. “You’re all decent individually, but wow are you bad at working together.”

“It’s only been a few days,” Lev said, though the defensiveness was gone now. He sighed. “You’re right. We’re working on it, but it’s hard to do when a single mistake could mean death for all of us.”

“Then don’t make mistakes,” Will said. “This dungeon wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“No, but they’re not all like this,” Lev replied.

“The one with the ogre as a final boss was also an unformed dungeon,” Trevor added. “We couldn’t tell what kind of boss it would be at the beginning.”

“Can you help cover us?” Allie said. “If we could train like this, we’ll be up in no time.”

This dungeon had been almost completely useless for Will. It had taken dozens of kills to finally advance him a level, and he’d already been on the edge of leveling up from solo-killing Ung.

He liked Lev and Allie, and Trevor had been nice so far (and also, he’d given Will a copy of his econ homework once when he was running late on an assignment), but they were too weak right now to make a noticeable difference. All three of them had leveled up once or twice fighting the final boss, and he could see the potential in them, but as they were right now?

Any dungeon that was suitable for them wasn’t going to help him level up at all. Any dungeon that could present Will an actual challenge would probably get all three of them killed in instants.

There was a very small amount of experience shared from them clearing the same dungeon as a party, but it was negligible enough that Will discarded it as a useful tool for leveling.

The parallels to their pre-apocalypse research group weren’t lost on him. Him doing the hard work, and the others benefiting.

“No,” he said. “Find your own dungeons. If you can’t handle the boss, then use the chat feature and call for help. I can’t babysit you guys in this world, too. If you don’t want to figure out how to keep up, then you should have picked the other option.”

Lev grimaced. “You’re right.”

“Are you really going to let that happen?” Trevor asked nervously. “We’re not bad, but Will… sorry, guys, but Will is just not on another level.”

“It’s not about him letting it happen or not,” Will said. “I’m going to do what I do. Because I like you guys, I’m letting you call on me in an emergency, and I mean an emergency. If you call me in this for something like this boss, I’m not coming the next time. It’s kill or be killed here, and you three can’t afford to have your hands held.”

Even with Caiyeri, Will had been putting in the work from the beginning. He couldn’t train them. Not like they were right now. When he’d been unformed, he’d still been able to pull his weight against the bronze enemies. Even the three of them put together couldn’t measurably help him in a fight.

“I’m sorry for leeching off of you,” Lev said quietly. “All those years together, and—“

Will put up a hand. “Doesn’t matter. Not anymore. What matters now is that you put in the work. We got a fresh start. Don’t waste it, okay?”

Lev inhaled deeply, closing his eyes. When he opened them again, sparks flew from lightning-infused irises. “Okay.”

#

The dungeon that they had done together had just been named “Feral Hog Dungeon,” a portal-type. When the last member of the party was gone from it, the portal closed behind them, which was a touch disappointing. Will could have used the cleared-out dungeon as a storage space.

They split up afterwards, and Will started exploring the dungeons in earnest.

The three types they’d described showed themselves in various forms around the area. A fair few of the dungeons were simply named “Forest Dungeon” and were fully present in reality, albeit some with warped spaces within. Though his sample size wasn’t that large, Will noted that slightly over half of the dungeons seemed to be portal-types, while the remainder were split between warped-space and fully-manifested, though they leaned hard towards the latter.

The fact that there were more of the portals wasn’t too surprising. The space they occupied was simply smaller than the structures required for the other two types of dungeons to. Portal-types often manifested as simple archways or doors, anywhere from a magical hole barely large enough for him to squeeze himself through headfirst through to a grand marble archway that looked like it had been purloined straight from the temple of the elven Mother.

Interestingly enough, the portal-types didn’t have any monsters roaming the areas around them, but the other two did. Will guessed that there was some kind of magic stopping the portals from letting the weaker monsters through. He wondered if there was potential for the harder bosses to force their way out of their own dungeons.

Will spent some time relaxing in the unformed rank dungeons, but he stopped doing that after clearing a couple on his own. They were horrendously, terribly underpowered, and though it was nice to revel in gratuitous violence and the superiority of his own power, they barely gave him any experience—and that was with his Silver Forerunner title pushing him forward at twice the rate a normal person at Bronze 1 would have.

Also, the loot from those dungeons just wasn’t good. Some of them had elemental gems, but those weren’t super useful to him now that he had a full set of elements, and they weren’t elements he thought he could actually integrate into any of his powersets later on—if that was even possible. He did take everything he found, but there was a disappointing lack of awakening shards and useful items.

Find the shards of the Beyond, Ayla had said. Will had two of them floating around in his inventory, but when he looked at the description, he could tell he was still far from getting the tablet.

Item: Awakening Shard of the Beyond

Legendary.

There is more to the worlds than what meets the eye.

Progress to tablet: 2/13.

You may use an unaffiliated awakening shard to form a tablet from this item, but there must be at least 7 Awakening Shards of the Beyond used in the creation.

It was a much vaguer description than anything else he had in his kit, and that worried him.

Ayla hadn’t seemed like she’d wanted to be in her position. At the end there, she’d straight-on panicked.

Will put them away. There weren’t even unaffiliated awakening shards in the unformed rank dungeons.

At least he got an achievement.

Achievement earned: Solo Leveling

You have cleared a dungeon completely solo. It may have been a rank lower than you, but make no mistake. Less than 5% of Users ever clear a dungeon alone in their lifetimes.

Reward: You have earned experience.

Level up!

Reaching Bronze 2 was a pleasant surprise that really came in clutch because Will was out of bronze-rank stamina and mana potions. The full heal that came with every level-up was terribly handy for restoring those two.

He really needed to buy more items. Apart from the safe zone where he’d deposited Dylan, he hadn’t stopped to properly rest and shop yet.

“Two more dungeons,” he told himself. “Then I’ll stop.”

For the next couple of dungeons, he ignored the sparse unformed rank dungeons in the area. The bronze-rank dungeons were easier to find, anyway. They were the most numerous here by far, and the non-portal ones were extraordinarily easy to find by virtue of the monsters they leaked.

Will made sure to stay away from Everdale, though. While he was confident in his own power, the impression the others had given him of the Iron Boys told him that they were a large group of malevolent, intelligent humans.

His reasoning for avoiding them was twofold. Will was best at sudden strike warfare against a single creature, and a group would be more difficult to deal with. More importantly, though, he wasn’t sure if he was ready to take a human life. He’d talked shit down to Dylan, but if it came down to it, he had still yet to kill another of his own species.

The worst part was that deep down, Will believed that he could do it. Somewhere deep within him, a primal part of his brain told him that he could do it without flinching.

Ignoring that part as well as the large area on the map marked as EVERDALE UNIVERSITY - currently controlled by [Iron Boys], Will traced a path of dead wildlife until he came across an an abnormally shaped meadow. The trees here were so thick that they completely obscured sight through them, but there were paths through them that were totally unobstructed.

Meadow Dungeon. Difficulty: bronze.

Native wildlife once roamed this area, but the life elf kingdom has set its tendrils into this region. Be wary. These are not the animals you know.

Will took a cautious step into the clearing, sensing an odd pressure settle on him. Compared to the effect of the sigil, it was nothing, but he could tell that he had just crossed the line into a dungeon.

The animals in question made themselves known soon after, once he’d entered into a maze of thick trees, dropping unformed-rank daggers from his inventory every so often.

A deer came prancing through the trees, leaping through thick foliage as if it wasn’t even there. By all respects, it looked and acted like a regular deer, tilting its head quizzically at Will’s presence.

Identify told him that it was just an animal, but Will could sense the bronze-rank pressure coming from within it.

He didn’t hesitate, striking out with his slayer sword.

The moment the sharpened edge made contact with the deer’s side, it let out an otherworldly screech and unhinged its jaw.

“I didn’t even know deer had jaws,” Will said, reflexively rolling back.

Black, oily tentacles spilled forth from the open maw, a volume greater than the deer’s body spilling out from within.

Will activated Weapons Free.

The teleportation that this skill offered was jerkier than what Eerie Step had given him, but it was more flexible and Will’s Space binding helped him resist the nausea that might have come.

He reappeared at one of the dropped daggers thirty feet back, watching as the tentacles slithered through the grass, smashing through the trees. Everywhere they touched, sickly black liquid stuck, and as he watched, that darkness sucked the life away from where it landed.

“Holy shit,” he said.

The tentacles slithered back into the deer’s unhinged maw almost as quickly as they had come. Soon enough, it looked just like another unintelligent animal set up to be roadkill.

Remembering that he wasn’t actually in this alone, he typed out a quick message. Information could prove invaluable here, especially when his Identify still wasn’t working properly on the obviously cloaked deer.

Will: Caiyeri. Do you know anything about the “life elves?”

The monster in a woodland cervid’s skin pranced towards him with the gleeful, uncaring joy of a serial killer approaching his target.

Will shot a bullet from the seven-shooter.

[Piercing Shot selected.]

And the deer dodged it, limbs bending in impossible directions at too many joints to let it hit the ground. The bullet whizzed straight over the damn thing.

Will inventoried his gun and put both hands on his sword.

A message pinged.

Caiyeri: Mother save me. Do not get anywhere near the life elves. For your own safety, avoid them and everything they touch at ALL COSTS.

The deer charged.

            

    
        Chapter 25: More than Meets the Eye

    
    
    
    
                “Great timing, Caiyeri,” Will hissed.

It wasn’t right to get mad at her. She didn’t control the nature of Will’s fights.

They’d exchanged a few messages after their initial exchange, which had been enough for him to surmise that while she was technically “on-planet,” that didn’t mean that she was actually in the region. She was waiting to be deployed with the rest of what he assumed were something like elf special forces.

Judging from her response, her elves and these elves weren’t the same species or at least not the same faction.

Before Will could tangle out the further implications of her message, the deer was on him.

Thanks to his Space affixation, Weapons Free’s cooldown was only six seconds, so he was able to teleport once more to his Hansel-and-Gretel trail of very sharp bread crumbs as the tentacles spilled forth from it once again.

This time, rather than retracting the tentacles, the deer sent them reaching further, dripping with their death energy. Will tactically retreated, Escape Artist and Wind Walker helping to speed him up and obscure him, but the deer was fast, and it ignored the terrain that he couldn’t, running through trees that barred Will’s attempts to get through them.

He chanced a look back. Seeing the tentacles within arm’s reach sent a spike of panic up Will’s spine, and he drew on his newest skill immediately.

Skill: [Time in a Bottle]

- Spell (chronomancy).

- Cost: high mana per second.

- Cooldown: scales based on how long the skill is used.

Accelerates your perception of time, enabling you to experience ten seconds for each second that passes outside. Warning: your body does not speed up to match your senses.

The entire world slowed. There was no transition, just an immediate shift to extreme slow-motion like Zack Snyder had been chosen to direct Will’s life.

Will opened his mouth to speak his thoughts aloud, which he’d grown comfortable with over the past week, but he found that the motion only parted his lips a little. His body wasn’t responsive right now—he had only his mind to accompany him.

Right.

The skill sucked away mana at a prodigious rate, but that was acceptable. If Will killed it, his Death affixation would enable him to steal a chunk of the mana the deer possessed in life.

All he needed was to win.

Assess the area around you, he thought. That was how he and Caiyeri had won against goblin parties many times their number and higher in rank. They’d positioned well, chosen their fights properly, and used their unique skills to shift lopsided battles in their favor.

It was late afternoon, and the shadows cast by the trees were long. Will had a knife stored in the shadows somewhere, right?

There. Right around a corner, he’d left a weapon that he could teleport to, just beyond the line of sight of the deer.

He hoped it couldn’t see through his skills. If it could, he would have to improvise more.

Will dropped Time in a Bottle and activated Weapons Free in the exact same instant, vanishing into dark shadow.

His mana was half depleted. He had more than enough to use a skill he’d only tried a couple of times.

Skill: [Wraith Cloak]

- Spell (invisibility, movement).

- Cost: low mana-per-second while not moving. Mana cost increases with speed.

- Cost: none.

Bronze

At the boundary of life and death, the laws of the universe collapse. Here, space itself will fold and bend light and shadow for you.

While in areas with low light or no light, you can have shadows surround you and render you invisible. This invisibility ceases to function if you move too quickly, use an attack, or cast a spell.

Also increases your speed while in shadow.

Oddly enough, this had affixed to his Space-bound attribute, Speed, rather than the Death-bound Soul, but it didn’t really change how it worked.

A chill settled into Will’s bones as he seemed to melt into the darkness. He raised a hand in front of his eyes slowly, but he could see no more than the shadow of the tree below.

Will almost gave the game away by laughing out loud. Invisibility. That was just incredible.

The deer, still with its tentacles out, turned the corner. It swept its dislocated head from side to side, apparently not seeing Will, but the tendrils infested the ground, bringing dangerous energy with them. He slowly crept through the shadows, hiding himself between two trees.

The tentacles nearly grazed him in his hiding spot, sliding along the tree’s leaves and turning the green to brown to grey instantly.

Eventually, the deer gave up, retracting its tentacles, and Will struck.

With his invisibility hiding him from sight and Wind Walker hiding the sounds of his steps, he crept up behind the deer and used Decaying Touch.

You have inflicted a level of [Corruption] on [Deer].

The corruption spread quicker than Will expected, smoky distortion coursing through the monster’s body in instants, but it didn’t kill it. Corruption killed painfully, and it was a powerful debuff, but it was still an affliction.

The deer twisted its head a hundred and eighty degrees vertically to look at Will, and its flesh split open.

Right. It could see him now because casting Decaying Touch had taken him out of the Wraith Cloak.

Before the tentacles could reach out again, Will used much of his remaining magic to use The Bell Tolls, inflicting it with the wither condition and worsening its corruption.

The deer screeched in pain, its entire body bucking. It collapsed into a mess of disjointed flesh and tentacles, writhing and thrashing, Will took the opportunity to get a couple hits in with his slayer sword. A small tooltip popped up with each glowing strike.

Senzen’s Seven-Star Slayer Sword

Charges: 3/7

Only heavy hits seemed to charge the sword, which was good to keep in mind for the future. Eventually, the creature started thrashing hard enough that Will backed up further, letting the afflictions do the rest of the work.

You have defeated Filament Deer Subject.

“I knew it,” Will crowed, looting the body. “That’s definitely not just a deer.”

1 bronze credit has been added to your inventory.

Bronze Monster Core has been added to your inventory.

“Monster core?”

Despite its size, the deer didn’t have a lot of loot to offer.

The sounds of hooves trotting on grass and through branches alerted Will to the fact that this deer was not alone. He no longer had access to The Bell Tolls until its cooldown ended, though he had received about two-thirds of his mana back from killling this one bronze-rank creature, an abnormal amount.

Will used Wraith Cloak to dip into the shadows again before drafting his next message to Caiyeri.

Will: I’m in a dungeon with what I think is a deer they modified. Filament Deer Subject, the system calls it. I can run, but the grinding is looking pretty good. Can you explain more?

#

Caiyeri knew that she should let the message die. Leaving the party, even, would be a better choice than responding.

The task that Zero had given her was to control or kill the man who’d saved her life and worked with her through the tutorial. The amount of information she could get from a chat pertaining to that mission was completely outweighed by the emotional impact that it would form.

Elves, especially abyssal ones, were not supposed to be emotional creatures, but despite her frigid appearance, the Caiyeri template had deviated enough from the norm to give the genetic markers for an increased ability to grow attached.

She needed to be able to kill without compunctions.

And yet, for some reason, she found herself drawn to keeping contact anyway.

It was stupid. In a way, it was human. But Caiyeri hadn’t been raised like a normal elf—she’d spent her years training with a limited set of other elves in a limited environment full of corruption. Group Two, who she was with now, had had a significantly different experience. Compared to them, she was practically a newborn, discovering other races for the first time and exploring her understanding of the world.

Cursing herself for doing it, she typed out a reply.

Caiyeri: Moron. What part of “run” did you not read?

Will: I read what you said. I chose to ignore it. Can you give me information or not?

Caiyeri: The life elves are a kingdom of intense magical and biological experimentation. My nation, Abyss, has warred with them since before our cycle even truly began. They’re largely a metal-tier kingdom, though they also have a small contingent of “heroes” in the emerald and diamond ranks. They’re making a coordinated push into a region currently marked as “Midwestern American Region 3.” I presume that that’s where you are.

Will’s response came seconds later.

Will: Uhh… I think I’m in Illinois? I’m not sure. Everything’s changed.

Caiyeri: Check your map, idiot.

Will: Ah, there it is. Yep. MAR 3.

Caiyeri: The life elves have been a long-time enemy of ours. They’re hostile to almost all intelligent races, and their renewed presence here can’t be a good sign.

Will: Who’s “ours?” The Abyss elves? I’d say I’m sorry for not instantly assuming you’re the good guys, but I’m really not. Who names themselves that?

Caiyeri: Keep an eye out for the life elves nonetheless. Good or evil doesn’t matter when they’re trying to kill you.

Will: Heard, loud and clear. Anything I should be aware of?

Caiyeri: Every life elf has a Life element affixed. They’re almost all weak to the Death affinity, which I believe you have. They’ll try to kill you for it, but your messages make me think the’re already trying to.

Will: Got it. Thanks. Stay safe.

Caiyeri: You should tell that to yourself first.

“Talking to someone?” another elf asked, sitting down next to her.

Caiyeri raised her head, meeting the other elf’s eyes. “Azure.”

Out of the thirty members of Special Abyss Group Two, twenty-five were from the original Two. The remainder had either died or been called out to other postings, leaving Caiyeri and four other clones from different groups to fill in the gaps.

Azure Nine was a blue-eyed male whose template had perished single-handedly killing a squad of emerald-rank heroes of the life kingdom decades ago. Caiyeri had never been on friendly terms with Azure Seven—too big an ego for his station. Four was a little more socially aware, but the underlying characteristics were still there.

In the spire that Abyss had erected in the ocean, cut off from the outside world except for the portals maintained by the reclusive imperial mages, though, anyone that was as much of an outsider was welcome company. Neither Caiyeri nor Azure fit into the established groups of elves here, and as such, he was some of the only company she had outside of Two, who by and large treated her like a tool to be ordered around, used, and eventually discarded.

“No,” Caiyeri lied. “Nobody important.”

“You’re a bad liar,” Azure said, eyes flashing with the trademark cocky pride of his namesake. “I can’t imagine it’s high command. You wouldn’t be hiding that from me.”

“We’re not supposed to have contact with Users outside Abyss,” Caiyeri pointed out.

“Rules are made to be broken,” Azure replied with a dismissive wave. “They got the rest of Nine killed.”

“You’re the last one from your group, too?”

“I am. Rules had us stuck in an outpost under attack from a platinum-ranker when nobody was above bronze.”

Caiyeri’s aura senses were the best of Seven’s, and despite the measures he’d taken to hide his own power, she could tell that Azure was a rank higher than her. A silver, though a new one and relatively weak for it.

“You’ve advanced.”

“And I still would have died if I had obeyed orders,” he said. “Just something to think about, when we go back down in the dirt.”

On that cryptic note, he patted her on the shoulder. “I have a report to make. I’ll talk to you later. Keep in touch with whoever’s on the other end. Don’t trust everything you hear. Obedience is earned, not given.”

Azure stood and walked away confidently, leaving Caiyeri with more questions than answers.

#

Caiyeri’s information about the life kingdom was helpful. Will’s main attacks with the Death element were huge mana hogs or had heavy cooldowns—Ghostflame took his very life energy to fuel itself, and The Bell Tolls needed an hour between uses—so he wasn’t able to use it as effectively as he might’ve liked, but he did have options.

For instance, for every fight after the first, he did what he should have done the first time and marked his enemies.

Skill: [Mark for Death]

- Spell (affliction).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: 1 hour.

Bronze

Target any creature you can see or sense and mark them for death. During the next hour, the effectiveness of attacks and afflictions against the creature are increased, and you can track the creature through your minimap and through walls. This skill’s cooldown resets if the targeted creature dies.

[Soul Link] (bronze) - A fraction of all damage dealt to the marked creature is converted to healing for you.

The monsters the life elves had packed into innocuous forms were vulnerable to the Death element, and while Mark for Death wasn’t directly offensive and therefore didn’t immediately take advantage of that, Will soon found that the amount by which it increased the effectiveness of his attacks was noticeably more than what the skill typically did. He assumed the same went for healing, but he was largely able to keep himself from taking damage.

After the first monster, Will developed a much better strategy for killing. Dropping cheap weapons still proved to have returns. He could buy dull knives for something like ten base credits, so he didn’t care if he ran out of unformed-rank items here.

Beyond that, though, he approached the situation much more stealthily. The fight against the deer had done well to remind him that even though he was far stronger than the majority of the people here, he still wasn’t top dog. There were monsters here that could easily mess him up, especially since he no longer had any party members to make up for his weaknesses.

Will stuck to the shadows, using Wraith Cloak whenever he saw an enemy appear on the minimap. Mark for Death took him out of it for a moment, but he was able to reestablish it quickly enough that the monsters often failed to notice him.

Afterwards, he went on the hunt. The skill let him track them through the maze of trees, so he waited, following the individual monsters as they ran. The mark wouldn’t fade for an hour, so he was able to wait and follow until he got in the perfect position to strike.

Then, once the conditions were perfect, he went for it.

Title: [First Blood]

Legendary

Doubles the power of the first blow you deal against any creature. Increases the chance of getting a critical hit if you strike a creature before it strikes you.

Mark for Death and First Blood combined with the slayer sword to devastating effect. The chances of critting with the sword increased with the number of charges it had—with the increased crit rate offered by First Blood, it was nearly a guarantee.

Critical hit!

The effect of the weapon was something to behold. As Will cleaved yet another deer in half—this one with antlers that started to grow from the rest of its body as well as its head—he witnessed the effect of the slayer sword expending its charges.

It glowed a bright, vivid pink, and waves of radiant energy exploded out of it, enveloping the target and the space around it. The increased of the strength was such that Will had no more trouble slicing through the monsters than he would through an apple. Radiant magic devoured the monsters from the inside out. The attack invariably left its victims smoking.

Will was glad he’d gotten the item. Even though it was still bronze, he could already see the effects of its growth attribute. After carving his way through a solid dozen bronze-rank abominations, a notification appeared attached to the sword’s item the next time he looked at it.

Senzen’s Seven-Star Slayer Sword has gained an eighth charge slot.

He didn’t know how far it would be until the weapon made it to silver, but he eagerly awaited whatever effect would come once he got there.

Bit by bit, kill by kill, Will made his way through the dungeon. All of the monsters only dropped a single bronze credit alongside a monster core, which he didn’t think he wanted to use.

Item: Bronze Monster Core

Common, bronze

Monster cores are a common feature of monsters that are either artificially generated or born from a mana surplus. Intelligent creatures tend not to have a monster core, though this is not always the case.

Can be consumed for experience. Warning: consuming monster cores greatly inhibits your ability to increase your own stats through training.

Can be used as a crafting material.

Will’s eyes had lit up at the possibility that he could advance faster, but once he saw that his progression would be slowed, he discarded the thought completely. This looked like a shortcut, but not an effective one.

The thought of chomping his way through monster cores and finding himself at a completely avoidable bottleneck that could no longer be bypassed was just plainly awful.

It did give him a better idea as to why a number of people were seemingly so far ahead of him on the leaderboards. If they were abusing monster cores to level up, it was possible that they were speeding ahead of him now but screwing themselves over in the long term.

Will cleared his way through the dungeon with increasing ease. His Death affixation let him keep going by refueling on every kill, and his strategies evolved quicker than the monsters could adapt to them.

By the time he was reasonably sure that he’d cleared out all of the monsters, he had twenty-three bronze monster cores and was three-quarters of the way to Bronze 3. Silver Forerunner was putting in a lot of work for advancing him, he had to admit.

Eventually, he found his way to the boss area, which proved harder than he initially assumeed it would be. The minimap showed him the general layout of the area, but the tree-infested meadow was harder to navigate than he originally thought. Certain areas didn’t look blocked on the map but were thick with impenetrable tree leaves that burned and scratched at his skin when he touched them.

When he finally made it to the center, he found himself in a pleasant grassy field about a hundred feet wide, perfectly circular with nothing but a single tree in the middle. This tree had no leaves on its branches, but it was larger than the others, towering over them in a way that made Will wonder how he hadn’t seen it coming in.

In front of that tree was a single person.

Sharp, tapered ears. Elegant, complex patterns inscribed on leather armor that seemed to move independently of its owner. Long, flowing hair. A soft green aura.

She was floating, head slightly bowed, feet tilted downwards. The elf painted an ominous picture, a hanged woman without a noose.

And she radiated power.


Thalia Brooksoul, Priestess of Life. Level: Silver 5.

This is a clan boss.

Thalia Brooksoul is one of the few priestesses entrusted with the protection of the life kingdom’s interests in this region. She will kill anyone who dares to even think about raiding her ward, but she has no interest in others.

The life kingdom reuses all the biological material they can get their hands on. Tread lightly, or there won’t even be bones left of you.


Will looked at her unmoving, hanging form, then at the aura emanating from her.

“Nope,” he said. “Nope, nope, nope, nope!”

He turned around and ran away.

            

    
        Chapter 26: Rising Storm

    
    
    
    
                True to the system’s promise, Thalia did not pursue Will once he left the dungeon. Frustratingly enough, it meant leaving the dungeon uncleared, but even though he knew that he had to push himself to his limits, he wasn’t stupid enough to try to 1v1 a clan boss.

The system was more than happy to notify him about his new discoveries afterwards.

Boss Tiers:

A boss’ tier is determined by the minimum projected size of the party required to defeat it with some degree of difficulty.

Clan. At the median level of surviving Users on your planet at this time, it would take a miracle for a standard party of four to defeat this boss. Recommended minimum: ten Users.

You have not yet encountered the following boss tiers: Militia. Battalion. Army. Nation. Planet.

Considering what had counted as a squad boss, Will was reasonably sure that at his level, it wouldn’t take ten or more Users to take Thalia down, but Silver 5?

He’d been able to take on Axl because he’d found a plethora of bronze-rank items in the area. Here, finding bronze-rank items was relatively challenging, but silver and gold? Thalia was the first anything he’d seen that was silver rank. Will knew that she wasn’t alone, but it looked like the university he’d returned to was situated in a relatively low-power area.

“I wonder if that’s the case for the entirety of Earth,” he mused. “The number doesn’t seem to be going down that fast, so I’m going to assume that the tutorials popped everyone out in bronze or unformed level areas.”

That said, even if this area was largely bronze or unformed, he’d just seen evidence that there were silver-rankers in this area. Judging from her title, Will assumed Thalia wasn’t even the top of the ranks for the life kingdom. Caiyeri had told him that they had members throughout the metal ranks, which peaked at gold.

Will didn’t want to imagine what fighting a gold-ranker would be like. If he had to, he would, but given literally any other choice, he preferred to get away with his life.

There was risk that he accepted in the process of leveling up, and then there was suicide. Engaging against someone that far above him without equally broken items was just asking for trouble.

He found the rest of the party still clearing an unformed-rank dungeon. Deciding to leave them to their devices, he went to find another solo bronze dungeon, making sure that he was both far away from Everdale and the life kingdom.

This one was measurably easier than the last. The monsters he saw were a mere Bronze 0, which meant they were the first bronze-ranks he was actually a higher level than.

It was challenging in some ways that the meadow dungeon hadn’t offered. This one was a portal-type, looking eerily similar to the Arcadian tunnel systems, and it was full of hollow suits of armor that moved via some otherworldly animating force. This was how Will discovered that his afflictions did not work on every being.

Animated Armor is immune to [Altrien’s Despair].

Animated Armor is immune to [Bleed].

Animated Armor is immune to [Poison].

Animated Armor is immune to [Wither].

Notably, corruption still affected them, corroding their joints and worsening the animating force within, and The Bell Tolls annihilated one of the animated armors with necrotic damage, rendering it a lifeless heap of rapidly-rusting scrap, but its condition did not take effect.

Will didn’t let that deter him. There weren’t too many of them, and they were slow. Their attacks were predictable and easy to dodge, though the hefty dents they left in the rock told Will that they were nothing to be trifled with.

The monsters did resist his weapons, though, which made killing them a bit of a pain.

But even that was fine. Will’s corruption skills ranged from less than a tenth of the way to silver to over two-thirds of the way, thanks to his consistent usage of them. Directed practice of skills, just like attributes, was the most effective way to raise them without screwing himself over.

He grinned, using Chaos Transfer to give his attuned slayer sword a level of corruption. That, too, could level up.

“Time to put some lessons into use.”

#

Dylan placed a hand over the small, dark sphere.

Absorb Lesser Bronze Monster Core? [YES / NO]

Warning: absorbing a monster core restricts your ability to level up or increase stats through means other than absorbing monster cores.

He selected yes, just like he had the last few.

Searing power scorched through his veins like a hit of cocaine, lighting his senses on fire. Dylan had done coke enough times to know the sensation. It was better. Maybe a little addictive, but Dylan was a real man. Addiction didn’t affect him.

Level up!

“That’s Unformed 20,” Dylan declared proudly. “Faster than any of those soy betas I was with.”

“Good,” Kyle said. His red armor was mostly on, though he hadn’t geared up for the helmet yet. “The next step up is bronze.”

“You gonna give me another one of those cores?” Dylan asked, his fingers drumming against the table as electricity coursed through him. “That’ll break me through.”

Kyle shook his head. “Not today.”

“The hell you mean, not today?” Dylan said indignantly. “Do you know who my dad is?”

“Your daddy’s dead or gone, mate,” Kyle said. “We’re all you’ve got now. We’re your bros.”

Dylan took a moment to process that, then crossed his arms. “Alright. Sure. Tomorrow, then.”

“If you can do one thing for us,” Kyle added almost as an afterthought. “We’ve got your back, but we need to know that you’ve got ours.”

“Sure,” Dylan said. “I know the drill.”

He’d been a new pledge before once. This was like that, except everyone had sick magical powers. Whatever it was, he could manage.

Kyle held two hands out. For a moment, Dylan thought that the armored guy was trying to hug him, and he recoiled in digust.

Thankfully, it was just to manifest a long, tactically painted rifle from his inventory.

Dylan whistled. “AR-15?”

“Good eye,” Kyle complimented him. “We had a bunch of these in our apartments before the end of the world. Can’t get them from the shop, but ammo? Hell yeah. Thirty round mag. Semi-auto, though I’ve got mine modded to full auto.”

“Sounds like you’re trying to sell me on it,” Dylan said. His fingers itched for the familiar feel of the rifle. “You’re taunting me.”

“Not at all,” Kyle said, grabbing another rifle out of thin air. He handed it to Dylan.

Taking the proffered weapon and holding its stock to his shoulder, checking the sights. They were custom too. Dot sights, nice and clear. Perfect.

“Sounds to me like you want me to do something with this,” Dylan said, a predatory smile crossing his face.

“I’ll introduce you to the rest of the boys. We’re going to do what we should’ve done before the end of the world,” Kyle said, matching Dylan’s grin with one of his own. “Hunt.”

#

[Power] advanced to Bronze 1!

[Speed] advanced to Bronze 1!

[Affinity] advanced to Bronze 1!

The bronze ranks went much slower than the unformed ones. Despite three or four dungeons of grinding and all of the animated armors slain, Will hadn’t even made it to Bronze 3. He was right on the edge of advancing a level, but he still hadn’t quite made it there yet. At least his attributes had all increased with extensive training.

The slayer sword was at nine charges now, which was also a pleasant surprise. It took longer to build up its auto-crit feature, but that didn’t matter as much when he had First Blood practically guaranteeing he’d spend all of the charges on a critical hit before it fully filled up.

When it did hit, it guaranteed a massive strike. The low bronze animated armors crumpled at a single hit when it made contact.

Will hadn’t only been using the slayer sword, though. He wanted to train everything. His Speed ones were the most intuitive to train, as was Mark for Death, but corruption was a little more annoying.

In order to increase those skills, he kept the axe of despair out in one hand and the seven-shot six-shooter clipped to his belt. Corruption Resistance was on the brink of reaching silver, head and shoulders above of his other skills thanks to its constant application while in the Arcadian cave system.

He used Chaos Transfer liberally, too. Normal striking attacks were less effective against the constructs by virtue of them being made out of steel, but a blow that automatically corrupted them? That was a different story.

Destructive Synthesis was a little harder to train. Will had a lot of junk from the goblins, but he didn’t want to use literally all of his loot before he got to clearing the ongoing quest.

There was the entire matter with the life kingdom, too. Based on his brief texts with Caiyeri, he assumed that her group of elves was coming to town. They would be reunited sooner than he thought.

That said, he had no idea how she’d react if they met again. She’d been surprisingly cordial over party chat, especially for a woman who’d showed so much disdain for him during their time together. Surviving a life-or-death scenario together would bring any two people closer, but Will would eat his metaphorical hat before assuming that her nation wasn’t going to be hostile towards him. He still remembered how he’d been received at the elven outpost despite eliminating some of the most prescient threats to their ongoing existence.

You have defeated a solo boss.

Will brought his attention back to the boss chamber.

This boss had been pretty unimaginative. It was just a larger animated armor, this one with a variety of weapons that could be used on the environment.

As it turned out, Wraith Cloak and Wind Walker combined obfuscated his presence enough in the darkness that the armor couldn’t find him. Will had experimented, using Weapons Free on every oversized weapon he could target.

Weapons Free’s restriction where the target could contest it, he soon realized, applied primarily to weapons the target was actually holding. The gargantuan animated armor, as it was described, only wielded one to two of them at a time.

Will had stolen a massive axe, then a spear, and finally a mace, barely managing to lift them long enough to put them into his inventory before striking it with an arrow that had Chaos Transfer applied to it and using The Bell Tolls right as the skill came off cooldown. At two layers of corruption, very little intelligence, and down two of its weapons, winning had been an inevitability.

There was a vault key, but there wasn’t much, just an elemental stone of Undeath—which looked like an interesting parallel to Will’s Death element, but which he couldn’t use—along with five awakening shards of the ghost.

Will examined his loot haul before leaving the dungeon, stretching to relieve the exhaustion he’d accumulated from non-stop fighting for so long. He was out of bronze-rank stamina potions. Will made a mental note to get more the next time he found a shop.

Item: Gargantuan Axe

Uncommon, bronze

A massive weapon for massive beings. Are you sure you want to use this?

[Gargantuan] - This weapon does greatly increased damage on a hit.

[Mighty Cleave] - With an infusion of mana, you can increase the force and sharpness of the gargantuan axe.

The other two items were pretty similar. Disappointingly, they weren’t great choices for his primary weapons, but Will was more than happy with the slayer sword.

There was one interesting piece of loot from the boss. Other than the monster core and the bronze credits, it had an abnormal coin.

It was lootable, so of course, Will took it.

Item: Hot or Cold

Rare, bronze

A wondrous item. Heads—hot. Tails—cold.

One side of the coin was painfully hot to the touch, the other bone-chillingly cold, just as promised. Will had no idea what it was actually for, and the description erred more on the “uselessly vague” part of the system’s scale of describing things, which ranged from “actively trying to kill me” to “literally saved my life during the fight.”

He inventoried it. At worst, it could be fuel for Destructive Synthesis.

Will wanted to make a tablet of the ghost, but he needed seven awakening shards to form the tablet. He could use the unaffiliated awakening shards for those, but he wanted to save those for the shards of the beyond, like Ayla had asked him to.

With the dungeon looted, Will did one last check for spare loot and left.

#

To Will’s surprise, nobody pulled the emergency card before the end of the day.

Over the party chat, they decided mutually to meet up at the same safe zone where they’d left Dylan early.

The asshole was nowhere to be seen. Will hoped he was somewhere very, very far away, reconsidering his life choices.

Allie and Lev had both reached Unformed 14, with Trevor lagging a level behind, which meant their grinding had granted them two levels. All three of them were coated in gore and small wounds that Lev’s skills were still working on healing, but they looked determined in a way they hadn’t before.

“Good first day?” Will asked.

“Great day,” Lev said. “Allie got a new skill. I’m almost to a new one, and so is Trevor. We all have a full set of elements, now.”

“Then we’re a step closer to taking the university,” Will said. “Rest up and get back to it tomorrow. We need to be combat ready as soon as possible. Every day we let pass is another day they entrench themselves.”

“Yeah,” Allie said. “Should we talk strategy?”

“Later,” Will said, holding his nose. “You three smell like an army died on you. Go take a shower.”

#

Their discussion revealed mostly that they didn’t know much about the university other than the fact that a party of between ten and twenty people had claimed it for themselves. They had ranged from high unformed to low bronze the last time they’d seen them, but that had been days ago. Will knew very personally how quickly things could change.

They decided that the three of them would keep on hitting the unformed rank dungeons and trying to dip a toe into the bronze-ranks while Will went to scout out the university. He was the one best equipped to fight or run, after all.

All four of them were tired as hell, so they went to sleep shortly after.

Will thought he could hear gunfire in the distance as his eyes closed, but he might have been imagining it.

He dreamt of hunger.

            

    
        Chapter 27: An Abnormal Amount of Calm

    
    
    
    
                Ayla closed her eyes, the passive magic of the suppressing chains preventing her from sleeping. It provided her with rest that equated a good night’s sleep, of course—the organization couldn’t have its workers losing productivity to poor rest.

But it didn’t let her dream. Dreams were dangerous.

She hadn’t been called as an upgraded tutorial helper. Despite the fact that her services were known to have a much higher rate of creating top tier Users, despite the fact that she’d been doing personal coaching under the watchful eye of the system and the organization for over a century, she’d been assigned to a dozen new Users, managing them and highlighting certain parts of the world for them.

There was something abnormal going on this cycle. She could feel it in her bones, the same way one of her danger sense skills had triggered a few of her bodies’ instinctive anxiety reflexes.

Ayla wasn’t supposed to care about that anymore. She was a servant, not a User. The administrative organization didn’t need her to worry. It didn’t need her to think.

It just needed her to serve, which Ayla did.

Decades of experience kept her going, though, reminding her of what was truly important. She hadn’t forgotten the promise she’d made to herself when she’d first been brought here.

There was very little she could actually do here besides learn and observe, but she made the most of the tools she had access to.

She opened her eyes again, the uncanny sensation of artificial sleep passing through her and washing away the weariness in her form.

The tutorial interface was barebones, moreso than usual. Ayla couldn’t even see who she was giving them to, only their stat sheets and their locations. No details about the world had been given to her, either.

All she knew was that they, too, had broken the chaos defense contract. As if they even had a choice. Ayla’s planet had been in prehistory when the contract had been given. Nobody had recorded it, let alone remembered it.

Fairness was a concept of the past, though. For now, all she could do was observe and try to give these people every chance they had to survive in the new world.

Tap.

A knock at her door. Ayla tensed up, remembering the notice that had told her a Dread Executor was visiting. She didn’t know for what reason, but she had never made the mistake of asking after seeing what had happened to the ones that did half a century ago.

No. This wouldn’t be one of them. Ayla had been personally visited by one of them twice in her lifetime, and the way their aura brushed up against her soul was unforgettable. If this one had wanted her dead, they could’ve just obliterated her from far beyond the outpost. Hells, they probably could have annihilated the entire moon.

Ayla answered the door after ensuring that none of her charges were in immediate danger of dying. She’d lost one already to unknown causes—given how little information she’d been given about the planet, she suspected it might be to corruption.

There was nobody at the door. That in itself was relatively unexceptional. While Ayla had had her abilities restricted down to nothing beyond basic resistances, there were others who were permitted a bit more freedom, and of course there were administrative steps.

What was abnormal, however, was the single piece of paper drifting down ever so slowly, propelled by an invisible breeze.

She snapped it out of the air. It felt odd to her senses. It took her a moment to place why.

It was completely nonmagical. The paper was real paper, the writing on it placed there by a real quill or pen or pencil. In a complex where quite literally everything was built magically, it was an outlier.

Ayla read over the letter, eyes widening as she did.

Void Dreamer. I know you, though you do not yet know me. I apologize for not reaching you sooner.

I offer you freedom from a cage in exchange for a life fleeing. This cycle has been disturbed. The gods are taking notice. The organization’s attention is occupied.

You will know where to find me.

- Dread Executor Ramiel

The moment she read the last word, the letter started to crumble, burning from one end. The flame that devoured it was also somehow also nonmagical.

Less than two minutes later, she heard the sirens.

#

“You killed my champion,” an oily voice said.

Will was in an empty, dark room. He’d gotten here—somehow. He was here because—ah. That sensation, that familiar dread pressing on his soul? He knew this.

“Would you have preferred it if I had rolled over and let him kill me?” he asked archly. “A champion that couldn’t kill an unformed human with less than a week of experience to his name isn’t a great champion, is it?”

The Hunger laughed, the sound rebounding across the inside of his head somehow. “You speak boldly. Do you know who I am?”

“Oh, I know this one,” Will said. “Some snobby rich dude’s son? Someone with connections that’ll totally destroy my life if he tries? I know what you are, man. Why do you have to sound like a nepo baby trying to hype yourself up?”

“Admittedly, this form of introduction tends to work better on those with some respect for divinity,” the voice said. “You familiarized yourself with me through the system.”

“I did,” Will said. “It didn’t want to give up much about you, but it did tell me you’re a god of goblinkind. That said, I was expecting you to sound more… gobliny. Like Gollum, maybe. Why do you sound like a Wall Street analyst trying to sell me on a crypto scam?”

“The goblins took me as their god, but hunger is not only satiated with sustenance,” said the god. “Mortals hunger for power, wealth, relationships.”

“Four out of ten introduction,” Will said. “You haven’t even threatened me with death yet.”

“Would you like me to?” the voice asked.

“Shouldn’t you be able to tell me?”

“You’re approaching this situation with an abnormal amount of calm for a mortal, William.”

“If you wanted to kill or hurt me, you’d have done that already,” Will said. “The last thing I remember is going to sleep, so I’m betting this is just you talking through me to the dream. The fact that you even need a champion tells me that you probably can’t exact your influence over this place directly.”

Sardonic applause greeted him. “Close, but not quite. You are not quite here, but a part of you is, just as the wholeness of my existence is elsewhere.”

“Great,” Will said. “If you’re going to do this tomorrow, could I ask for some better lighting here? I can’t see shit.”

“Not every deity will be so accepting of insubordination, even from their sigil holders,” the Hunger said, an amused undercurrent running through his voice.

“Insubordination?” Will said. “Sorry, who has whose sigil again? The hell do you even want from me? I just wanted a good night’s rest.”

“Yet you still have the sigil,” the god said.

“It gives me a great class,” Will said. “And I have a pretty good reason to believe that it helps power people up. Axl wasn’t exactly someone who could be trifled with.”

“Except you did.”

“I did. Has anyone ever told you that you act surprisingly human?”

“I haven’t spoken to humans in eight hundred years. How you perceive what I’m saying depends on what you perceive to be normal.”

“So you could just be a brain in a jar somewhere projecting the image of this voice.”

“I could be.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” Will said, getting back on track. “You pulled me in here, so clearly you want something. What is it, and why is it ‘will you be my champion, oh great human?’”

“I would not phrase it like that.”

Will snorted. “I don’t think you’re as big of a deal as you want me to think you are with this whole setup.”

The darkness faded into blinding light that resolved into the figure of a single blurry man and the pressure on Will’s soul worsened. He tried to stand up to face the image of the Hunger, but he found himself unable to move. Crushing despair invaded every corner of his body, evoking every shitty memory of his past life that he had—and oh boy were there a lot of them.

His vision blurred, obscuring the Hunger’s form from anything beyond a dark, blurry silhouette of something vaguely human-shaped, albeit much, much larger.

“You are testing my patience, mortal.” The god’s voice reverberated through Will’s entire being, shaking him to his very core. Even knowing that he was in a dream or dreamlike setting right now, every fiber of his being told him YOU ARE GOING TO DIE. “There is no request involved. You will be my champion, and you will carry out my will upon this cycle.”

“Or what?”

The pressure on his soul increased, physical pain accompanying it. Will tried to scream, but he found that he had no voice to do it with.

“Or you will face this every time you close your eyes for the rest of your short, pitiful life until you die pathetically and a better host can be picked,” the Hunger thundered.

Will had thought he was done pushing his pain tolerance to the limits with the poison, but—

Burning. Crushing. Piercing. His insides became outsides. Every inch of his body tore itself apart and put itself together again. Will’s world shrank down to this vessel of a body. Time, space, death, life; none of that meant anything here. There was nothing but hurt.

The eternity that passed before it ended could have been an hour or ten years. Will’s mind wasn’t a reliable judge.

“I am always watching,” the Hunger said. “I am always listening. Submit or suffer.”

Will gathered himself, picking the shattered pieces of his existence up and hoping that the end product was the same.

“No.”

A crack appeared in the facade.

“You will be persuaded,” the Hunger said.

“I think not,” Will said hoarsely. He assumed that he didn’t have much time to speak before the Hunger sent him back to that painful hell, but he wanted to make this count. “See, I figure that if you’re willing to go this far but can’t actually kill me, you must really need a champion. If you don’t have one already, out of the almost a billion people on Earth? I doubt you’re a big shot. You need me more than I need you.”

Another crack.

“We will see how long that bravery lasts,” the god snarled.

The cracks spiderwebbed out, and then it was gone.

Will woke up with a start. It took him a moment to realize where he was, and then he smiled.

“Always listening, huh?” Will muttered under his breath. “Well fuck you, big man.”

New quest: Become the Hunger’s champion

A god’s sigil has fallen into your pocket. Make use of it.

- Re-establish the Seekers of Hunger. Acquire at least 10 followers. [0/10]

- Enter the Trial of the Champion with the Hunger’s sigil. [0/1]

Reward: You will become the champion of the Hunger, able to call on it in a time of need. Conversely, you will be compelled to carry out the god’s will and spread its influence.

“To be totally honest, having a god on butt dial doesn’t sound so bad,” Will said. “But I didn’t leave one life working for someone else to start this one the same way.”

The so-called god did not respond.

Will flipped the sky off and got out of bed.

He had a big day ahead. Some soul-crushing pain wasn’t going to stop him.

#

“You sleep alright?” Allie asked. “I swear I heard screaming at some point in the night.”

“Yeah, it was fine,” Will lied.

“You don’t sound fine,” Lev said.

Will shrugged. “Okay. It wasn’t fine, but I’m dealing with it. Don’t concern yourselves over it.”

“You’re kind of the most powerful guy on our side,” Trevor said. “If you’re out of commission, that’s a problem for us.”

“I’m nowhere near out of commission,” Will said. Whatever the Hunger had done to him, it didn’t affect him out in the real world. “I’m going to buy some potions, and then we’re going to get to training.”

Today, Will decided to stay closer to the rest of Lev’s party. It was a bit annoying to find bronze-rank dungeons close enough to the unranked ones that the others fought from, but he didn’t mind spending a bit of extra time to do so.

He had a bad feeling about this area. Between the life kingdom, Everdale University’s occupation, and his recent visit from the Hunger, it felt like everything was about to go tits up.

Will carved his way through his dungeon, which was a portal-type that went into a cavern that was filled with water that came up to his knees. It slowed his steps down, crippling his mobility and alerting every creature in the water that he was there.

And from the fins in the water, there were in fact many, many creatures.

Will got up close to a wall, bemoaning the lack of good hand and footholds for him to use. He could just barely get himself out of the water, but his system shop jeans were soaked, dragging him down. He inventoried them, resigning himself to less dignity for easier movement.

Looking at the water gave him an idea, though admittedly not a great one.

“I guess I don’t lose anything trying it.” Worst case, Will could just exit the same way he’d come. The dungeons didn’t disallow exiting right up until the boss room

He took a deep breath, glad that the animals in the water hadn’t decided to attack him yet, and launched himself off the wall.

As his boots touched water, Will overloaded his Wind Walker skill, pumping in more mana than it normally took.

Wind Walker used storm magic to lighten his steps, reducing the sound of each footfall and making him faster. Theoretically, if he could use enough of it…

Will’s first step splashed, and his second did too. Then his third.

He looked down as he sprinted across the water at expressway speeds, whooping with delight when he saw the brief imprint of green magic on the water that each step left.

“I can run on water!” he shouted, laughing. “Yes!”

There were a lot of other things he could do that were ostensibly more impressive, but it was little things like this that made him truly appreciate how much he had changed already.

It also meant that he was a lot more capable of fighting monsters that were much more capable of moving through the water than he was. Will used the slayer sword and the axe of despair both, practically skimming them over the water as he ran until he saw a target.

Over the course of a couple of hours, the knee-deep water, pristine when he’d arrived, clouded with the blood of several dozen unformed to low bronze fish, crabs, and esoteric buglike creatures that the system just identified as “Large Wetland Insect.”

And, more importantly, he got a skill up.

[Corruption Resistance] has completed the bronze rank.

[Corruption Resistance] advanced to silver!

It was his least impressive skill, though it had been instrumental in his survival early on. Now, all it really did was protect him from his own items and skills, though admittedly, that was useful.

Would you like to add a subskill to your skill? You currently have sufficient Awakening Shards to create a Tablet of the Ghost.

That was the first time Will had seen that pop-up, though admittedly it was also the first time he’d advanced a skill naturally rather than either receiving it at a higher rank or having it increase during the process of receiving his class.

Will declined. He didn’t want to use his precious unbound awakening shards right now, and even if he did end up using them to create the tablet of the ghost, he wanted to fill out his skill list before modifying his current ones.

It was nice to confirm his suspicion that he could change it, at least.

The boss of this dungeon was a squad boss at Bronze 4. Will decided not to go after it immediately when he saw what the boss room was, though—even from outside, he could tell that it was much deeper than the rest of the cavern. He’d already had some mishaps with his skill when he ran out of momentum after hitting a wall and sank back to his knees. Doing that while against a giant octopus boss in what was basically a huge fishtank?

At least it didn’t seem to want to leave its room. It couldn’t make it into the shallows of the rest of the dungeon.

Will was in the middle of figuring out a plan of action that wasn’t just “leave another boss unkilled and unlooted” when the chat feature went off.

Lev: Hey Will. Not an emergency call, but we just completed our dungeon and I think we hear gunshots.

Trevor: Those are definitely gunshots. I used to shoot with my old man on his farm. Sounds similar.

Lev: I don’t think it’s monsters.

Will got the implication.

Will: Everdale?

Allie: Probably.

Lev: Can’t say for sure. They’re far.

A glance at the watery boss room and his drenched body was enough for Will to decide that he wasn’t close enough to finishing up here to bother clearing the dungeon before clearing this.

If they were firing guns at monsters, that was one thing. Humans? Other Users? That was something else entirely.

Will: I’ll head on over.

“Another day,” he told the octopus.

He left the dungeon.

Finding the rest of the party was easy enough with them on his minimap. Lev, for some reason, handed him a cookie when he got there.

“What’s this?” Will asked.

“You know how I liked cooking?” Lev said.

“Is that what you were doing every time you called in sick at six?”

Lev winced. “Ah, shit. Sorry.”

Will waved it off, though he was really tempted to press further. “The past is dead. Sure.”

“Some of the mobs drop cooking ingredients,” Lev said. “This one’s peppermint. It has a bit of ice magic in it, I think. They’re safe to eat.”

Allie gave him a thumbs up, cheeks bulging with what was presumably Lev’s cookie.

“When did you have the time to do this?” Will asked.

He took a bite experimentally and raised his eyebrows. Maybe it was because he’d spent so much time eating the ration bars, but this was really good.

“Couldn’t sleep. There’s a kitchen in the safe zone.”

Will popped the rest of the cookie in his mouth. “Keep it up. Where am I heading?”

“I’ll mark it on the map,” Allie said. “Here.”

There’s a marking feature? Will didn’t ask, but sure enough, there was a yellow ping on his minimap with an indicator telling him it was Allie’s.

“That’s the general area, not a specific place,” she warned. “Don’t get yourself turned around.”

“I’ll try not to,” Will said. He turned to leave, then paused. “Could I take another one for the road?”

#

Midway through their latest excursion, Kyle abruptly paused.

“Someone new’s on our territory,” he said.

“Yeah?” Dylan said, his grip tightening on the gun. In combination with his new skills, boosted by the monster cores, he was basically unstoppable. “How can you tell?”

“He’s the big boss,” Andrew said. He and another couple of Iron Boys had tagged along for this hunt. “Means he can see people on territory we’ve got.”

“This guy’s going to see the first bodies soon,” Kyle said. “Says his name’s William. William Li-Brown. You know this guy?”

Dylan’s knuckles turned white. “Fuck yeah I know him.”

Andrew laughed. “Don’t like him much, eh?”

“He won’t fit in with us,” Kyle declared. “He’s bronze, though.”

“We’re bronze,” Andrew asserted.

“And we have guns,” Dylan growled. “He’s just got a crappy six-shooter.”

“If he’s not worth our time, then I don’t want to bother,” Kyle said. “Threaten or kill?”

“Kill,” Dylan said immediately.

“Kill,” Andrew agreed.

“Kill,” the Jones twins echoed.

“Kill it is, then,” Kyle said happily. “I’ll send out the notice. Let’s go give him the good news.”


            

    
        Chapter 28: The Good News

    
    
    
    
                There were bodies in the water. They were almost unrecognizable as human now, stripped of all their clothes and equipment.

He had heard gunshots last night. The blood on these bodies was no longer fresh. Whoever had killed him had done so a while ago.

Grimly, Will used Identify on them.

Mark Wong. Neil Patel. Two people, real, human people, who’d died at the hand of other humans.

The freedom of the apocalypse wasn’t just for him. Without the veneer of society to stop them, everyone had the option to do anything they wanted.

Apparently, shooting and looting other Users was what some had chosen to do with that.

It had to be humans who’d done this. There wasn’t a cause of death listed on Identify, but Will knew generally what kind of monsters roamed the area. None of the unintelligent ones would have looted the bodies but left the flesh alone, and the system had explicitly stated that the life elves took all the biological material they could get their hands on.

Combined with the sounds of gunshots…

Will remembered what the system had told him about guns. Users could develop innate defenses to the weapons of the ranks below them, but even at higher ranks, a fast enough bullet could kill.

At bronze, even the least magical gun could hurt him. Will’s only defensive skills were evasive. If he got hit by a bullet, he’d be in trouble.

It was an overcast day, light rain sprinkling down from the heavens onto a blood-soaked world. Equilibrium Mantle kept any of it from getting on him, but he could see the ripples of the falling droplets on the pond that the two bodies had been carelessly tossed into.

Yesterday, there had been 972 million people alive. Today, that number was closer to 900. Will wondered how much of that was because of the difficulty of the world and how much of that was thanks to the primal nature of other human beings.

He tossed the thought aside. Right now, he wanted to find who had done this and stop them before they could hurt more people. The obvious suspect was the clan that had taken over the Everdale University, but he couldn’t discount the potential for it to be an unknown third party that he hadn’t seen yet.

Suddenly very aware of his surroundings, Will thanked the weather for providing him with more dim areas to activate Wraith Cloak within. The invisibility flickered as he stalked his way through the forest, but with Wind Walker blurring his image, he could skulk around stealthily and quickly.

Everdale University had been a pretty large school at somewhere around fifteen hundred acres, but it was hard to tell exactly where it was. Even if the identifying landmarks had somehow survived the explosive integration of Arcadia, the change in landscape made it impossible to tell exactly where it was. While the others had come out of their tutorial straight back into the university, Will hadn’t been so lucky in his placement.

That meant that for the time being, all he could do was move. There was evidence of people being in the area—empty cans tossed carelessly on tree roots, blood trails and scorch marks where there’d been monster battles, dungeons that had already been cleared—so Will stuck around the edge of it, following the trail of crumbs back. He dropped more cheap or looted daggers as he moved, giving him a path to follow back if necessary.

When the forest started thinning out, Will knew he was on the right track towards the university. Loud voices arguing with each other confirmed it. He crept towards the edge of the woods, trying to get a better bead on the situation.

There were two men with guns in front of what looked to have been a campus fire department. Will hadn’t passed by this part of the university much for the past couple of years, but he remembered living closer to it in his freshman year. The trucks had been stripped down to the frames, the station defaced with grafitti proclaiming this as Iron Boys territory.

“What a stupid name,” he muttered to himself.

They were arguing, it seemed, over whether to abandon their post here.

“You heard the boss!” one of them shouted, gesticulating with his gun in a way that Will was pretty sure violated every single range safety law known to man. “There’s a guy here, and he wants us dead. We should get him before he gets us.”

“It’s fuckin’ raining,” the other grumbled. “I’m not going out there.”

Will put two and two together quickly.

Someone—their boss, presumably—had a power that had detected Will’s presence. Either that, or there was someone else here who wanted the Iron Boys dead, which was eminently possible, but he preferred erring on the side of pessimism.

Whatever power it was, it clearly didn’t notify them of his exact location, or these two would have noticed already.

Tyler Lewis. Bronze 0 Marksman. Affiliation: Iron Boys.

Josh Turner. Bronze 0 Hunter. Affiliation: Iron Boys.

Both relatively basic classes, though their rank was on par with Will’s.

Interestingly enough, they had an affiliation with them. None of Lev’s party had that. Maybe that was granted above a certain size? Or maybe they were just awful at cloaking their presences.

For being bronze rank, they were surprisingly reticent to move. Will guessed that they had used monster cores to level up rather than grinding. He didn’t know all of the negative effects of using monster cores for experience, but if they were scared of a little rain, there was no way they’d been going through actual dungeons again and again like he had.

That brought him to another question.

Was he willing to kill them?

Will had slaughtered over two hundred monsters by now. Some of them had been passingly intelligent, like the goblins, which had been capable of speech. But another human?

“I dunno, man,” the one his system had identified as Tyler said. “I’ve got a real bad feeling about this. I don’t think we should stay here.”

The sigil of the Hunger was going to give him away. Will was tempted to toss it away, but he utterly refused to do that until he either figured out what it did or spited the Hunger into telling him.

He drew the stealth bow and an arrow that he’d dipped in a vial of spider venom, applying a Chaos Transfer to it. It was overkill for a human being unless that human had great resistances.

They weren’t threatening him right now, but they might have hurt people already. Judging from his quests and what had already happened, they were going to keep hurting people.

“Shit!” Josh shouted, dashing behind a wall. “Someone’s aiming at us!”

Will raised an eyebrow. Was that a Perception skill?

“It’s him,” Tyler said, sweeping the gun across his line of sight. “Shoot him if you see him.”

Will couldn’t hear whatever Josh replied from his distance of nearly a hundred feet, but when the Iron Boy peeked back around a wall, the gun was pointed straight at where he was hiding.

Shit. He slowed time, burning mana to consider the situation.

Right. This wasn’t the world before the fall. Will had always considered himself as a man with strong moral fiber, but now, if he pissed someone off, they could simply choose to try to end his life. After all, who was going to stop them?

In fact, they had already ended lives. And they were going to end more.

In that instant that Time in a Bottle stretched out into half a minute, Will made a decision.

There were no laws to stop them, and Will could never claim to police the world.

But if it came down to it, he would put an end to the suffering they caused.

The moment Time in a Bottle ended, Will marked Josh for death and loosed his arrow.

His aim wasn’t perfect. Caiyeri had helped him train his usage with the bow, but even though he’d had the pressures of life and death pushing him, he’d only used it for a few days. As such, he couldn’t hit an instantly lethal shot.

He did, however, hit his target.

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

[Poisoned Arrow] inflicted a level of [Corruption].

[Poisoned Arrow] inflicted a level of [Poisoned].

[Poisoned Arrow] inflicted a level of [Bleed].

Practice didn’t make perfect, but it pushed him closer to it, and he’d practiced a lot.

An air-splitting crack told him that Josh fired the gun reflexively, but Will had been more decisive with his shot. The bullet came nowhere near him.

A second after the shot missed, the screaming started.

Tyler, predictably, panicked. He shouted something incoherent and started shooting towards Will, aiming in the same direction that his friend had.

Will stayed low to the ground as he got closer, sticking to the treeline as well as he could. The blind fire did a great job at knocking pieces of wood off of the trees behind him, but none of them came that close to him. Still, he didn’t want to poke his head up and eat lead. That would be a terrible end to his run so far.

“Run,” he snorted. “Like I’m speedrunning a game or something.”

You have defeated [Josh Turner].


Achievement earned: Murderer

You have killed another User. Congratulations. Your moral alignment is now one standard deviation more evil than the median User at this stage.

Reward: You have earned the [User Killer] title.


Title: [User Killer]

Common.

You can no longer enter areas protected by pacifist gods. You have gained access to evil-aligned hubs.


Level up!

The flurry of notifications sobered Will up.

Somehow, the system calling him a murderer made it seem less real. He’d taken a human life, and he felt… better than he should have. By doing this, he’d taken a small part of revenge for the two who’d been murdered and looted, and he’d stopped them from killing others—and himself.

“This is how the world works now,” he told himself. He was scarily convincing.

The moment the patter of gunfire stopped, Will placed his two level-up points into Speed and sprinted forward. Escape Artist and Wind Walker more than doubled his running speed, and though Wraith Cloak stopped applying out in the open, the passive blur that Wind Walker provided him was more than enough for him to be confident in moving quickly.

As he ran, Will inventoried his bow and took a knife, then threw it towards the building. The moment it reached the edge of his radius, he activated Weapons Free, bringing himself and all his momentum thirty feet forward. Will caught the spinning knife in the air and kept running, rounding the corner onto Tyler.

Josh’s body was a gory mess, green poison spilling out of corrupted veins. Tyler looked down at his friend in horror, having taken cover behind the wall.

He looked up towards Will, eyes flying wide. Josh brought the gun up and squeezed the trigger—and it clicked empty.

“Wait,” he said, stepping back. “Wait, we can talk about this.”

“Should’ve thought about that before you tried to shoot me,” Will said, drawing his slayer sword.

Josh turned to run.

Well, half of him turned. Then, the top half of his body slid off of the bottom where Will had cut it.

Critical hit!

Will’s second victim was dead before he hit the ground.

#

Will was nearly halfway from Bronze 3 to 4. Two human kills had given him more experience than several dozen monster kills had.

Universal Ability: [Marked for Death] - No matter your alignment nor how much you suppress your aura, detection skills will always identify you as evil. Beings of a higher tier than you will know of your existence, and will know your location and identity if you are close enough to them. Killing another User grants increased experience.

Selecting the Reaper class had granted him this. The first effects hadn’t triggered yet, but it seemed like the only beneficial part of the ability had made killing these two a veritable XP farm.

The thought crossed his mind that leaning into this ability too hard was a surefire way to make him a mass murderer, but Will didn’t see himself becoming a monster. Not yet, at least.

If he could dispense justice and level up along the way, that was all the better.

The class was Reaper, after all, and he would do as it stated.

He wished that Caiyeri had been here. With her, they could’ve done a nonlethal attack on Josh and extracted information from him. Will, however, had no stomach for torture and was also no good at ensuring the information was accurate, and he knew how inaccurate it was, especially with someone so inexperienced as him.

Also, all his attacks were lethal.

Will inventoried the empty guns, then looted what he could off the bodies. Unlike the monsters, there was no individual system prompt for him to loot the body. He had to manually inventory everything.

They hadn’t respected the dead they’d killed, but Will granted them the dignity of at least keeping their clothes on in death. He had no use for cut-open rags with intestine and corruption all over them, anyway.

These two must have been low in the organization. They didn’t have much loot on them besides a bunch of unformed rank coins and a handful of bronze ones. Will also grabbed both guns—the system just recognized them as “semi-automatic rifle,” though Will recognized them as AR-15s—alongside a couple clips of ammo.

He knew very well how magical armor could completely no-sell bullets, and he didn’t have any skills that could actually make the guns work more effectively, so he stuck to the weapons he knew for now. Without the ability to apply the devastating conditions that his other skills let him use, the rifles were probably best to either give to others in his party or consumed with Destructive Synthesis.

Hm. He wanted to explore the former option first.

Will: Hey all. Any of you know how to use a gun?

Lev: No.

Allie: I shot a pistol once.

Trevor: Yes. What type?

Will: AR-15, I think. It’s got some custom stuff on it.

Trevor: You have one?

Will: Yes. On an unrelated note, I think the Iron Boys may be unhappy with me.

Lev: Oh, shit. Did you fight them?

Will: Maybe. Again, unrelated, two Iron Boys are dead.

Allie: Jesus. Who?

Will: Tyler and Josh? Know either of them?

Trevor: Josh Turner?

Will: That’s the one.

Trevor: Oh. That guy’s called me every slur under the sun and told me to go back to where I came from after I caught him trying to steal my wallet. The sun shines upon me a little brighter knowing he’s gone.

Will: It’s raining.

Trevor: Not the point.

Lev: OK. Will, are you fighting right now? If not, then maybe head back.

Will: No. I saw two people that they killed and stripped down to the skin for their loot. I’m not going to stand by and let more people get hurt. You three stay safe and keep grinding. I’ll handle this.

Allie: Good luck. Sorry for not being able to help.

#

“Shit,” Kyle said. “Shit, shit, shit.”

Dylan looked at his party interface nervously. Two of the icons there had greyed out, with [DEAD] displaying next to their name.

“Where was that?” Andrew asked. He’d discarded his gun, preparing his magic instead.

“The fire department,” Kyle said.

“What are we going to do?” Dylan asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Kyle said darkly. “Surround him. Kill him. Make it hurt. Let’s go.”

They went.

            

    
        Chapter 29: Surrounded by Idiots

    
    
    
    
                Something was wrong. Will couldn’t tell if it was the sigil bothering him just for the sake of irritating him, which he wouldn’t put past the petty god that it had attached to him, but he had a nasty feeling about this.

Soon enough, he realized what it was.

Earlier, he’d heard the voices of the two men that he’d just killed, but that hadn’t been all. There had been other signs of life—birds chirping, the faint sound of twigs being crunched underfoot, the hum of ambient conversation. Now, all of that was gone.

These two weren’t the only ones in the Iron Boys. Will was one hundred percent sure of that. The people Lev, Allie, and Trevor had run into had been a higher rank than Bronze 0, which both of the guys who’d try to shoot him were.

No doubt they’d heard the shots or gotten a chat message from the dying two. Will was certain that the other Iron Boys were tracking him even now to exact revenge.

It was what he would have done, after all.

Will didn’t have perception skills that let him see anyone stealthy, but his Perception attribute itself was at a solid, flat Bronze 0. His vision was sharp enough to pick out individual leaves in the trees. If he found an intact doctor’s office to do an eye test at, he was sure he’d be able to read the very bottom row, the one that wasn’t properly visible even with his glasses on. Will’s hearing was similarly strong.

He had to assume his enemies were competent, though. Even if it very obviously hadn’t been the case against the first two, he preferred overestimating them to underestimating. Overestimating someone meant you maybe used too many resources to deal with them. Underestimating them, especially in this scenario?

That would mean death.

As soon as Will finished looting the two bodies, he ditched the place.

He found it hard to believe that he was doing this with such cavalier ease. They’d been fighting him, yes, but killing them had been… easy. Not just in the sense that their skills hadn’t been up to par with his, but in how quickly he’d been able to flip the switch to go to killing.

Was this who he was? Strip away everything that had made him who he was, everything that had bound him—was Will a killer?

He shook his head as he slunk back into the treelines, clearing it. This was absolutely not the time to be asking questions about morality. What mattered was surviving and winning.

Will continued his trail of daggers as he walked, though he found he was quickly running out of the truly cheap stuff that he’d looted from the goblins, so he spaced them out more, ensuring that each knife went under a layer of shrubbery or inside a hollow in a tree. He didn’t want his trail to backfire on him.

As it turned out, he needn’t have worried about finding them.

#

Zach and Sebastian Jones had been born together, grown together, killed their first man together, and dodged a conviction in court together.

While Zach didn’t always get along with his twin, he had a sense of attachment towards Seb that he knew would never be matched by any other. They were in this together for the long run.

Even after the end of the world, their skills reflected that. Seb’s Resonance element let him set up weak points in enemies, synergizing with Zach’s primary Disruption element to deal massive damage to anyone in their way.

With the Disruption, Sword, and Force elements, Zach’s Shieldbreaker class fit Seb’s Harmonist like a glove.

The two of them approached the fire department from the south. They’d wrapped around to get to it—nobody in the Iron Boys had any teleport powers, though that was fine, since none of them planned on ever running.

This was the new world, and they were ready to be the kings of it.

After pumping monster cores every single day, Zach and Seb were both Bronze 4 now, placing them at ninth and tenth on the regional leaderboard. The guy they were chasing was a lower rank than them and alone.

Zach smiled, baring his teeth. This prey was theirs for the taking.

As he got into position, he heard the sound of a man tripping and loudly cursing right inside the fire station.

Zach: He’s definitely in the fire department. Everyone in position?

He got a round of confirmations back, but Zach and Seb were already moving.

His brother cast a spell on his gun, an enchantment that they had both grown very familiar with.

Skill: [Embrittling Weapon]

- Spell (enchantment).

- Cost: low mana.

- Cooldown: 1 minute.

Bronze

Any attack made by the weapon gives a portion of the target a level of [Resonance].

[Resonance] - When an attack strikes this location, it deals drastically increased damage, consuming the levels of [Resonance]. This effect is doubled with force, harmony, and disruption type damage.

Not included in the skill description was the trail it gave bullets, outlining their passageway and declaring their presence. It was the weapon of a true conqueror.

Seb shot the wall with clinical efficiency, using one of his Perception-bound skills to find where the weakest points would be.

Zach lit it up, enchanting his own gun.

Skill: [Disruptive Weapon]

- Spell (enchantment).

- Cost: low mana.

- Cooldown: 1 minute.

Bronze

Attacks from this weapon deal increased disruption damage, rendering magical barriers ineffective. Attacks against rigid materials are drastically increased in power.

Though the rifles they fired were already powerful, the enchantments they added turned them from people-killers into building topplers. Zach aimed for the points that Seb had hit, indicated in his vision with bright blue targets, and the brick shattered as he dumped lead into it.

Neither of them stopped firing until they were both out of ammo.

As Zach reloaded, the building fell on itself, collapsing and burying everything beneath it.

Kyle: Did you get him?

Suddenly, out of the corner of his eye, Zach saw a blurry figure rise from the long-cast shadow of a tree.

It ran towards him. Fast.

“What the hell?” he shouted, adjusting his aim. “There’s a monster!”

He aimed and fired—and then the monster wasn’t there anymore.

William Li-Brown, his cloaking skill no longer active, reappeared with one hand on Zach’s gun.

Will pointed at the fallen building, a metal bracer on his arm gleaming. “You guys seriously suck at this.”

Item: Miraculous Wrist Bracer

Common, bronze

Once per day while this item is equipped, you can create one of the following magical effects within 50 feet of you:

- Create a sound that lasts 3 seconds or less.

- Cause a door or window to open.

- Increase a flame’s intensity or dim it.

We’ve been had.

Zach shouted something angrily, trying to kick the man holding his gun.

An inexorable, crushing sense of doom set over him, sapping his strength, and he stopped, staring at the man in front of him.

He’d been right to call Will a monster. This, the person standing in front of him—every single instinct he’d ever had was screaming at him to run. This was no man.

“Zach!” Seb yelled. “I can’t get a shot!”

“You won’t need one,” Will said.

Something flashed in his hands, and Seb hit the ground.

A moment later, hot wet blood spilled down Zach’s throat.

They’d done everything together. It figured they’d go to their graves the same way.

He raised an arm, intent on giving one last defiant attack against the prey that had become the predator, but Will was already gone.

#

Contrary to popular opinion, Kyle was not the strongest member of the Iron Boys—at least, not with his individual power.

He did, however, have the best loot. His armor set had been a legendary drop, which was apparently something like a one in ten thousand chance to get during the tutorial. Kyle knew he deserved it, of course. That was just who he was.

Item: The Armor of the Red Knight

Legendary, bronze (growth)

Grows with its user. For their sins against the chaos defense contract, the Order of the Red Knights was exterminated to the last man millennia ago. Their equipment, however, survives.

[Gauntlets of the Red Knight] - You gain the [Decaying Touch] skill at bronze rank.

[Cuirass of the Red Knight] - Enemies that strike at you have a moderate chance of being afflicted with a level of [Corruption].

[Boots of the Red Knight] - You gain the [Corrupted Speed] skill at bronze rank.

[Helmet of the Red Knight] - You are immune to afflictions of bronze rank or lower and resist afflictions above it.

Set bonus - you gain a boost to your [Power] and [Speed] attributes while wearing the full set of armor.

With these, he’d been able to establish himself against all challengers and kill the ones who didn’t fall into line. Fear was a powerful tool of control, and the way corruption made a man die was fearsome indeed.

Now, though, that same fear had been turned on him. He was down four followers now, two of which had been a genuinely powerful force.

He’d seen a burst of violence followed by the Jones twins dropping dead, but he’d lost track of the man who’d done it immediately after. Claiming ownership of this area through the system had given him the ability to observe who was in the domain, but it didn’t tell him where.

Fuck that Dylan guy, he thought.

The sniveling coward had said that he would know how to find a group that they could kill the men and take the woman from, but all he’d had to offer was powers. He was unobservant, weak, and totally reliant on the monster cores Kyle and Andrew had been finding.

Once Kyle killed this asshole, Dylan was next on the line. Humans offered a juicy amount of experience to make up for their lack of monster cores.

“Aw, man,” an unfamiliar voice said from behind him. “I thought I’d finally be able to get some good armor, but yours doesn’t do anything special.”

Kyle whipped around to find an unarmored man with a revolver pointed straight at him.

He didn’t flinch. Others had tried guns on him before. The armor blocked it all.

“Oh?” Will said, drawing one of the AR-15s before… inventorying it again? No, that couldn’t be it. It looked like he’d turned it to ash, not put it away. “Not scared, huh?”

It didn’t matter. Kyle took a step forward. He could shoot this dickhead to death here and now, but Will had caused him too much pain, cost him too many people. This was going to hurt.

Will took a step back, but Kyle’s set bonus meant he caught up quickly.

He laid a gauntleted hand on Will, activating the armor’s given skill.

Skill: [Decaying Touch]

- Spell (affliction).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze.

Deals necrotic damage. Inflict one level of [Corruption] on a creature or item you touch. This skill cannot stack afflictions.

Will jumped back in pain, the necrosis spreading through his veins. Kyle grinned savagely as his enemy’s aim shook, the beginnings of his inevitable, torturous death beginning to set in.

But then Will stilled, casually uncorking and drinking a health potion, and he yawned.

“Like I said. Nothing special.”

Will fanned the hammer.

At this range, he chose to use the six-shooter in its default, regular bullet mode for fear of accidentally blowing himself himself up, but even if the armor was mostly bulletproof, six shots to the face still hurt.

Kyle recoiled in pain as six hammer blows rang through his head, dazing him.

Will didn’t let up for a second, drawing his slayer sword and wailing on the helmet with its blunt end. Though he couldn’t immediately pierce it, he could dent it and concuss Kyle enough to lower his ability to resist his next skill.

Kyle didn’t even notice when his helmet disappeared, wrapped in spatial magic, but he did feel Will’s hand touch his cheek.

And then his skin was burning.

“Ooh, looks like someone doesn’t have the affliction immunity anymore,” Will said, gasping in mock sympathy. “Sucks to suck.”

The last coherent thing Kyle knew was the sound of a church bell ringing.

Then, there was nothing but pain.

#

Kyle was still screaming when Dylan saw Will again.

The last time he’d seen Will, the bronze-rank had been fresh from a tutorial, covered in gore, and an asshole who didn’t know his place.

Dylan fixed the gun sight on him, forcing himself to keep from trembling.

All Will had was a single gun—the same one he’d shot Dylan in the balls with before.

Dylan had been listening and watching carefully, and he knew what he’d heard.

“You fired six shots, chink,” he said. “Don’t think you can threaten me with that.”

Will kept on coming, apparently not using any skills to speed himself up.

Despite how much he wanted to pull the trigger, Dylan had never killed a man before. He’d contributed, but it had never been him dealing the final blow. He wavered for just a second.

That cost him.

Will shook his head, leveling the revolver at him. “You should really be reading what your opponents can do.”

Dylan made to fire, but strange magic distorted the air in front of him, encapsulating the gun.

“Still unformed,” Will said. “I really thought you would be more of a threat.”

He fired the seventh shot in the six-shooter.

#

Will frowned. His Sharpshooter skill from using Destructive Synthesis on one of the rifles had run out just before he’d fired his last shot. The revolver had still hit center of mass, but it hadn’t been immediately lethal.

Dylan, bleeding out on the ground, managed to wheeze out a word. “…Why?”

“Seriously? All this, and you still don’t get why?” Will sighed. “I should have never given you a second chance. There’s a lot of people who deserve them, but you? You, I should have figured better.”

Dylan gurgled out something unintelligible.

“Let me put you out of your misery,” Will said. “You’re not getting a third try.”

With a quick, decisive blow, the slayer sword took Dylan’s head off.

“Five down,” he told the corpse. “How many more to go?”

The quest still hadn’t completed, so there was at least one.

…oh. Was that guy running for his life that one?

#

Andrew knew he was outmatched when he saw it. According to the local leaderboard, at Bronze 6, he was ranked fourth in the entire state. That didn’t mean he was fourth best at fighting, though. He knew better than most that rank didn’t mean everything.

He didn’t want to be here. Not anymore. Not when the most elite forces the Iron Boys had had folded to their pursuer like white-belt karate girls had when he’d fought them with years of MMA.

Andrew ran for his goddamn life, ignoring the university. Ignoring everything. All he knew was that the man there was more than human, and he wasn’t going to be his next victim.

He didn’t even notice that he was entering the kingdom of the life elves.

#

Quest complete: Liberate the university

By virtue of total eradication of its leadership, you have freed the university from its occupation. It is your choice on whether you wish to pursue the rest.

Reward: You have gained a Tablet of the Book. You have gained 1 Awakening Shard and 2 Awakening Shards of the Ghost. You have earned 100 bronze credits.


Will: That was easier than expected.

Lev: Wow. What the hell? The quest just popped.

Will: Yeah. I’m not sure what happened. I didn’t kill all of them, but the last of the group that was chasing me routed. I mean, I’ll take it.

Allie: Awesome. The rewards are really good—we might be able to make it to bronze with these.

Trevor: I’m still not sold on the idea of not using monster cores.

Lev: Remember what the helper said during the tutorial? I’d rather not poison myself. We’re making it past gold. All of us.

Will: You got information about monster cores during your tutorial? I didn’t see any during mine.

Lev: Yeah. I can tell you a little more about it when we group back up. We’re still in the middle of a dungeon right now.

Will: Alright. You finish up, then. Let’s regroup at Everdale.

            

    
        Chapter 30: Boots on the Ground

    
    
    
    
                Clearing the school grounds was disappointingly uneventful. Will saw people running from him every now and then, but they were always far away enough that he wasn’t able to confirm whether or not they were in the Iron Boys or had been locked up in the university with them. He still found himself half tempted to shoot after them anyway, but he wasn’t ready to take that step yet. Will’s class was Reaper, but he wasn’t going to kill those undeserving of it.

As promised, the university had in fact been infested by dungeons. For the most part, they were portal-types. Interestingly enough, some of them seemed to have refreshed after being cleared. Will dearly wished he could ask Ayla what was up with that, but she was elsewhere now.

To the party, it was a gold mine. Having access to so many unformed rank dungeons was going to be a game changer for them. They’d already started leveling up and gaining skills quite nicely, though they were still nowhere near Unformed 15.

Lev had explained what they’d learned during their tutorial on the topic of monster cores to Will. He’d been surprised that Will hadn’t been using them, since the description alone didn’t lend themselves to a full explanation.

Will had seen the trade-off and instantly decided against using them, but it turned out that most of the other people in tutorials had been fighting against monsters that dropped cores then, allowing their helpers, who they’d thought were just tutorial tooltips, to give them the rundown on why they were bad.

“You seriously didn’t run into monsters with cores?” Allie asked. “Something like nine out of ten mobs here end up dropping them.”

“Nope,” Will said. “I wonder if it’s because the place I went to wasn’t supposed to be a tutorial zone.”

“Whatever the case,” Lev said, “Our helpers said you don’t want to take monster cores because you grow a hundred percent reliant on them by the time you hit the tier thresholds, which are, uh…”

“Gold, diamond, and queen,” Allie said. “King for the rest of you all.”

“Thanks, Allie. Yeah, basically, you need to start from zero within the tier and do it properly if you want to make it to the next tier up.”

“That would explain the way it cuts off your progression,” Will mused. “Why doesn’t the system just tell us that?”

“I believe that it may be intentionally goading some of us into making poor decisions,” Trevor said. “If it really wants to find the best of us to fulfill the chaos defense contract, then it wouldn’t want people that can’t assess risk properly, right?”

“Or,” Allie said, “maybe the people updating the thing just haven’t bothered to put the explanation in.”

“Also possible,” Trevor conceded. “I find it more useful to think of the forces behind the system as living, somewhat human-like beings. It helps make some of their decisions make more sense.”

“Just psych major things,” Allie joked.

“Wait, you majored in psychology?” Will asked. “You were in my advanced econometrics class.”

“I took that for fun.”

“For fun?”

“I thought it would be a good examination of human nature through the lens of our financial institutions.” Trevor shrugged. “Fat lot of good that’s doing me now.”

Will snorted. “Hey, if it helps you figure out why the system does what it does, that’s a win.”

“Speaking of the system,” Lev said, “Should we affix our new skills?”

“Let’s hit a safe zone before we do that,” Will said.

“Huh?” Allie asked. “Does affixing skills take you a lot of time?”

“It does leave us pretty weak immediately after,” Trevor reminded her. “There’s a reason we normally take turns.”

So the visions Will had been seeing weren’t normal, then. It couldn’t be because of the sigil—not only the sigil, at least. Maybe it was the presence of corruption that did it? Maybe his tutorial had been so abnormal that he’d been irreversibly altered. He hadn’t been able to select a different race because of that, after all.

“I don’t like the thought of being caught unawares by a rampaging monster while recovering from a skill affixation,” Will said. “We can’t enter the safe zone we’ve been using for a while yet, so let’s go north.”

“We haven’t been north yet,” Lev said. “It’s blank on the map. That’ll be interesting.”

“It’s elf territory,” Will replied. “Not the fun kinds, either.”

“Elves?” Allie cut in, voice tinged with wonder. “Like Lord of the Rings elves?”

Will thought of Caiyeri, with her sharp tongue and gleeful murderhobo streak, then of Thalia, the silver-rank guardian who none of them could even try holding a candle to. “Not exactly. I’ll tell you more as we walk.”

#

They were running out of time.

Caiyeri wasn’t the most well-informed elf, and she ranked low on the power scale of Group Two, which meant that the only information that was supposed to reach her ears was the absolute essentials for the upcoming assignment.

Even she’d heard the higher-ups behind closed doors, giving briefings about the life kingdom’s unexpected progress.

They were trying for a ritual of some kind, that much was clear. Anything beyond that would either come to her as she was deployed…

“Seven,” Azure said, clapping her on the shoulder.

…Or from a much less reliable source.

“Nine,” she replied in kind. “What are you here to bother me with today?”

A chat window popped open. Caiyeri raised an eyebrow.

Azure: Can I trust you?

Caiyeri: Why are you using the chat?

“I’m just excited that we’re going to see some action,” Azure said, massaging a sore spot on his side. “It’s been years since I was last in the field.”

Azure: The leadership is always listening. Turns out I may have crossed a line or three.

Caiyeri: You told me not to trust orders.

Azure: I’ve been warned not to do that again. It won’t turn out so pretty for me next time. I’m only still here because there isn’t another surviving Azure above unformed.

“I heard the life elves have an aspect on their side,” Caiyeri said. “Would you happen to know if there’s any truth to that?”

Caiyeri: You’re trying to skirt boundaries again. I could report you for this.

Azure: But you won’t. I see you, Caiyeri Seven. I know the rumors about you, and unlike most, I know which ones are true and which are deliberate misinformation. You are not a willing slave.

“No,” Azure said aloud. “I doubt they have one. At best, they may have a sigil holder, but those are few and far between. By the contract, aspects are not permitted to interface a world this early into its integration. Even Arcadia had only just begun to have them, though it appears we’ve been reset to zero.”

“That’s good,” Caiyeri said. “A sigil holder’s already a piece of work. Actual divinity? Mother, no.”

Caiyeri: Rumors?

Azure: You were with the human who became a sigil holder. We have records of what happens in our outposts, and I have access to more of it than they know. Our deployment is multi-pronged. I suspect that human has something to do with it.

Caiyeri: Yes. He has the sigil of the Hunger. I didn’t want anything to do with it.

Azure: The templates want that sigil. I guarantee that.

“We’re going to have boots on the ground very soon,” Azure said, looking Caiyeri in the eyes. “The life elves are making a play, and I don’t think we know what it is.”

Caiyeri: What do you actually want me to do?

Azure: Just don’t mix up what they want you to do with what you need to do.

Azure: That’s all.

Caiyeri’s response was interrupted by the rousing siren that she had come to learn meant that leadership was coming.

There is a new announcement in [Special Abyss Group Two].

Announcement: Make all final preparations. The timetable has shifted. We are deploying elves into the region effective immediately.

#

The Hunger, Will was growing to realize, was horrendously powerful in some ways but startlingly limited in others.

It didn’t surprise him very much when affixing his new tablet of the ghost sent him straight back into the god’s dream realm instead of one of the visions of the past that the other tablets had given him.

What did surprise him was the fact that the pain wasn’t any worse than it was before. In a sense, after the torture that had been last night, his soul had adapted. It still hurt like hell, that was for sure, but somehow, he could tolerate it more.

The human mind had a remarkable ability to adapt to its circumstances. During the course of his studies, Will had read a scientific article about how most winners of the lottery found themselves a lot less happy than they’d expected after six months, while many of those who lost their jobs ended up being happier than they thought they’d be after the same amount of time.

It had been much less than six months, but Will was already starting to adapt.

“You really don’t have power here, huh?” he said. The duration of the pain was also drastically shorter than it had been before—likely because the visions didn’t last very long, but still. “I thought you were supposed to be a god.”

“I AM A GOD,” the Hunger roared, his voice reverberating through the dream-space.

“A wise man once told me that anyone who has true power doesn’t have to tell people about it,” Will replied.

“You didn’t get that from a wise man, you insolent moron,” the god said, seething with anger. “You got that from a television show.”

“Huh,” Will said. “So you do know what TV is. Makes me wonder why you haven’t taken any good life lessons from them. Did you base your personality around that one guy from Game of Thrones? If you didn’t, his name’s Joffrey. I think you’d like that kind of guy. Real asshole, totally immature.”

“You’re trying to provoke me,” the god growled.

“And it’s working,” Will pointed out. “Seriously, you seemed like a nice guy at first. What’s your problem? Can’t deal with people who aren’t willing to bend the knee?”

“Your insolence will not go unpunished,” the god tried.

“I dunno,” Will said. “I think you tried to punish me and it hasn’t gone quite how you wanted it to. I think that you need me more than you’re letting on, and I know that having your sigil has the potential to give me power. You’re not going to get anything from me until you start giving things to me, my man.”

“You will grow to understand why this is a mistake.”

Will shrugged. “Or maybe you’ll lose your last opportunity to get a champion first. Let me know when you decide to give up on your dreams of having a thrall and tell me what you can actually do for me. Until then, I guess we’re doing this.”

He woke up before the Hunger’s scream of rage could end.

#

“Your champion doesn’t seem to be cooperating,” the Elven Mother tittered.

“Yours haven’t even seen combat yet,” the Hunger snapped back. “Yours were groomed from birth to be yours. Mine is a new User.”

“That you only have one is a great failing,” Mother said. “At this point in your ascendancy, you should have at least three across the realms.”

“Must I remind you why I have only one?” the Hunger said. “Or of our agreement? We are young gods yet, Sadareth. Those of Peace or War’s likes are not forced to stoop to our level. Without a champion in this final cycle, I am lost.”

The goddess sighed. “Allow me a jest, Kadael. They come rarely enough these days.”

“You need me. You know this.”

“I know this. Two offshoots of the race that worships me will make contact with your host soon. They will either force him into your hands or kill him and take the sigil.”

“My current host is a superb vessel,” he said. “I have not seen a beginner of his caliber in centuries. Not since I was amongst the mortals myself.”

“Then he should have no issue avoiding my elves,” Sadareth replied. “Should they manage to kill him, I should think that the one who lands the blow will be a suitable host.”

“Suitable, perhaps,” the Hunger allowed. “But not a host with the corruption that defies the system. Not a host who is a Reaper.”

“If you prefer your current host so much, why do you avoid giving him a single concession?”

The Hunger slammed his aura into the tea room around them, atomizing it. The Elven Mother rolled her eyes and waved a hand, reassembling the place.

“The planet this tea comes from was destroyed three hundred years ago,” she said. “Don’t waste it.”

“Kill him if you must,” the Hunger said, ignoring her placid statement. “I will find a thrall.”

#

Skill: [Thunder Wraith’s Grasp]

- Spell (augmentation, evocation)

- Cost: low mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze

A haunted storm gathers, and it grows mighty. Channels ghostly lightning into your fists or melee weapon, grasping an enemy to deliver successively greater amounts of lightning and necrotic damage.

Inflicts stacking levels of [Charged].

[Charged] - Target takes increased damage from lightning attacks. Target is easier to hit with lightning attacks. 

On a critical hit, all levels of [Charged] are expended, inflicting exponential amounts of lightning damage for each charge cleansed.

“None of my skill have been misses,” Will said with a grin. His fists sparked as he tried using the skill. They felt oddly cold when he used the skill, which he was pretty sure was a result of the necrotic damage.

The Hunger’s impact on him barely lasted a few minutes past waking up from the skill affixation. Will had to admit that a chill ran up his spine every time he thought about the dream space and the mind-crushing pain that he experienced, but for the time being, the shiny new skill was more than enough to distract him.

He’d affixed his newly-made tablet of the ghost to his Power attribute. It fit the Storm element well, and served to direct where this attribute was going to go. Each of his attributes were giving him more options for his fighting style.

Right now, he essentially operated as an assassin, using his nova abilities of Mark for Death and First Blood to deal massive damage right off the bat, but he also had his afflictions, which ramped up over the course of the battle and made him a deadly threat the longer the fight went on.

His Storm attribute, which had granted him one movement skill that was excellent for kiting and avoiding damage and now one that scaled with time. That placed it firmly in the latter group, which Will was grateful for. Being able to do a heavy strike to start off the fight was nice and all, but he knew from experience that it wouldn’t be enough to one-shot many bosses, and he didn’t want a lack of continued power to be the reason he died.

The others had gotten decent abilities from their tablets of the book, though they all seemed to be perception-oriented even if they had bound them to a non-Perception attribute. Will decided not to make the same mistake.

“Here we go again,” he muttered, activating the last of his rewards from the quest.

#

“You again.”

“Me again.”

The Hunger glared at Will. He stared back, arms crossed.

“I don’t suppose you’ve changed your mind?” Will asked.

“No.”

“Shame.”

At least Will was ready for the pain this time.

#

Atop the grove she’d been charged with keeping safe, Thalia Brooksoul opened her eyes.

She could sense a disturbance in the air. In the magic. The abyss traitors were coming.

War was at their doorstep.

“Finish the modification of the captures,” she whispered, her words transmitting to the workers beneath. “The storm is coming."

            

    
        Chapter 31: Not a People Person

    
    
    
    
                The Iron Boys hadn’t just been the dozen or so people who’d been in leadership. As they cleared their way through the university, the four members in Will’s party found evidence that there had been a number of others in here. There were signs of human presence everywhere, from dorm chairs that had been haphazardly tossed into a circle with couches from the retail dining locations around a fire pit to walls graffitied with a frankly childish logo on it.

They didn’t find the people themselves, though. While there were still controlled fires burning and food left half-eaten on countertops, the university had been almost totally vacated.

“Wow,” Will said. “Just goes to show that scummy shitheads like them have no backbone.”

“I think they were sheltering some people,” Allie said. “Or capturing. I don’t know what exactly their deal was.”

“If the racist group that was hunting people for sport was sheltering people, all the power to them,” Will said. “I don’t find myself particularly sympathetic to people who decided to hide behind them.”

The whole point of the apocalypse was for everyone to have individual power. What use was personal strength when you just bent the knee to the first group of dickwads you saw?

And what did it say about you that it was the Iron Boys who’d taken you in?

“I wonder if we’re going to see any of the people who fled in the near future,” Lev wondered aloud. “Somehow, I doubt that the type of people to take in Dylan as a soldier would be the nicest to deal with.”

“Oh, I’m sure we will.” Will knelt down next to a low table, peering at the labels on the bottles. Homemade. Someone had been distilling moonshine. “Didn’t you say there was a town nearby? Maybe they’re going to flee to that.”

“The town isn’t really for humans,” Allie said. “It’s not populated by people from school, at least. I didn’t get a chance to identify them, but since you’ve mentioned them, I think there’s a good chance that they’re elves.”

“Ah, shit,” Will said. “I don’t think those elves are on our side. Unless there’s another group that aren’t the life elves.”

Allie shrugged. “We didn’t get a great look at them, and most of them kept their stats stealthy like you do.”

“They’re northeast of here,” Trevor added. “I think some humans were there, but apart from a couple trades, there wasn’t safe accomodation there.”

“Which does kinda suck,” Lev sighed. “The safe zones are nice, but there’s limits to what they can do and how often you can use them. They’re way less plentiful out here in the real world compared to the tutorial, too.”

“Really?” Will asked. “There’s more of them here than in mine.”

Then again, they also came with the caveat of being able to be overwhelmed. Whereas the tutorial safe zones had been immune to attacks from beyond, it seemed as if a concentrated enough effort would overrun the safe zones here, at least if Will had interpreted the fine print on them correctly.

“That sounds awful,” Lev said. “I’m still shocked you made it through that.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“I didn’t mean it like that!” Lev protested. Allie snickered.

“Anyway,” Will said, getting back on track, “there’s no humans in the life elf city, right?”

“I didn’t say that,” Trevor said. “Unsafe accomodation is accomodation. There were offers to work in exchange for protection and housing. Some people took it. We didn’t.”

“Good,” Will said. “You demonstrated basic competence. God knows too many people aren’t able to do that. They weren’t hostile?”

Lev shook his head. “Not at all.”

“Point of order,” Trevor cut in. “I think that they would be very easily moved to violence. Just because they weren’t immediately attacking us doesn’t mean they weren’t hostile.”

“Fair point.”

“But they aren’t attacking,” Will said. He remembered Thalia. She had been in that sort of state. She’d been protecting something. Was the city the same way?

“Not yet,” Trevor replied. “They were selling loot, which is the only reason any of us really had magical weapons. The drops from our tutorial were awful.”

Will’s tutorial drops had been incredibly useful, but he didn’t mention that. He supposed that was thanks to the difference in difficulty alongside the fact that he’d been a lot more proactive in finding and fighting bosses than the others.

Still, he was always looking for more stuff, and he knew for a fact that the elves had silver ranks among them. Will didn’t think Thalia would be the only one of them, given that the system had implied she was one of several priestesses, and he doubted that she was the highest on the command chain here.

“Selling items,” Will said. “They had weapons on sale?”

“There’s a whole marketplace,” Allie confirmed. “We could only afford unformed rank items, and we can’t use anything higher yet, but I think there might’ve been items ranked as high as gold? My memory isn’t perfect, though, and I was mostly focused on surviving the night at the time.”

“An understandable thing to focus on,” Will said. “Let’s hit the market, then.”

“Yeah?” Lev said. “You’re taking charge again?”

It wasn’t meant to be a barb, but it sort of felt like one.

“If I have to, yes,” Will said. “All of you are getting stronger, but I don’t think you have a specific objective in mind other than survival right now.”

“And you do?” Trevor asked.

“I made a friend during the tutorial,” Will said. One who’s higher leveled than all of you, he didn’t add. “Two of them, actually. I plan on meeting up with both of them, which requires dealing with the life elves.”

“Dealing with,” Allie said. “You mean killing.”

“Do you have a problem with that?” Will asked.

“I think anyone would,” Trevor replied.

Will frowned. “You sure? I’m, like, at least six people in and probably somewhere around three hundred monsters. I’m fine.”

“I wouldn’t want to jump to conclusions, of course,” Trevor said, suddenly sounding a bit worried.

“Don’t worry,” Will sighed, “I’m not going to turn it on you. All I’m saying is that I have an objective and you three… don’t really. That was the case before, and it’s the case now.”

He didn’t only have goals for the short-term, either. Right now, he needed to deal with the life elves and level up. After that, he needed as many shards of the beyond as he could get so that he could bind the skill that Ayla had told him to.

While he didn’t quite know if he actually trusted her, he knew that whatever had happened during the final moments of his system selection hadn’t been normal. He hoped she was okay.

In the long run? Well, Will had been told that ascending was possible. The final tiers were reserved for demigods and divinity themselves, and he had divinity in his pocket. He’d reach the top of the local leaderboard, then the world one, and then he’d go further beyond. If he couldn’t make the Hunger look like a petty child by the time he was done with this all, he would be disappointed.

For all that to happen, though, he still needed to move now.

“We do have goals,” Lev said, breaking Will out of his reverie. “Maybe they’re not so grand, but we have goals. The world isn’t going to stop changing just because we do, and I refuse to be left behind. Just because we’re not able to move at your pace doesn’t mean that we’re not fighting.”

Will looked at his old friend, eyebrows raised. “Damn. When did you grow a spine?”

Lev chuckled, breaking the sudden tension in the air he’d made. “Sometime between running for my life from a spider the size of a large child and 1v1ing a troll, I imagine.”

“Oh, I totally get the spiders thing,” Will commiserated. “Fuck spiders.”

“Fuck spiders,” Lev agreed. “So. The elf city?”

“Yeah,” Will said. “I want silver rank gear.”

#

As they traveled, Will used the skill he’d earned from the tablet of the book. The tablet itself had promised an information, book-related power, so of course he’d bound it to Perception.

Skill: [Pages of the Past]

- Spell (divination).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: 6 seconds.

Bronze

Magical effects leave imprints on the world. When collated from the very faintest, most ancient traces of magic, you can read a book of the history of everything.

Allows you to detect magical effects that were used in your immediate surroundings in the last 24 hours. If the rank of the effect is at below the rank of this skill, you can also glean insight into what the effect is.

[Traces of the Past] (bronze) - Also allows you to detect footsteps and read conversations made in the area during the same time window. 

Although it wasn’t as strong for combat, this was undoubtedly his strongest scouting skill. It had multifaceted uses, enabling him to scope out an area for traps, find those who were fleeing from him, and even spy on people after they’d already left the area. Will was happy to have it, and he was sure that it would prove to be one of his strongest skills with time.

One major problem that came with it was the sheer amount of useless information he got from it. The system logged all the sounds and notable effects and footsteps for him, but the amount of information he got even from a relatively untraveled area was incredibly dense. Finding magical effects and tracking Users was already tough enough—finding individual conversations? Forget that.

Will did find that he was capable of using Time in a Bottle to give himself a little longer to sort through the information. In the heat of battle, that information could be critical. He was glad to know that the synergy existed.

After doing so, he encouraged the others to follow his example.

“We can’t rely on asspulls in the middle of a fight,” he said. “I’ve gotten lucky a few times before, and I’m sure that you three have too. Find synergies as soon as you can.”

“We have a few between each other,” Lev offered. “I’d show you in a practice range, but I’m pretty sure the only simulation chamber here is in the elf city.”

“Good thing we’re headed there, then,” Will said.

One thing the skill did confirm was that the surviving Iron Boys had indeed fled north. Some of them seemed to be on the same path that they now followed, through dense forest populated with entirely too many insectile monsters for Will to be comfortable with, but others had headed due north instead of to the east.

Will remembered that Thalia had been posted up there. He wondered if they’d met an unfortunate demise at her hands, or perhaps been slain by someone similar.

It wasn’t his problem right now. Will would save people from each other, and if the opportunity came, he would protect them from danger, but he wasn’t going to reach a hand out to pull them from their own stupidity.

For now, what mattered was getting in every bit of training he could as they walked towards the elf city, which seemed to be a solid two or three miles from the university. The breathing techniques for aura detection that Caiyeri and Ayla had walked him through could be practiced anywhere with enough competence at it, and he’d taken to them like a fish to water.

He’d tried to explain them to the others, but that hadn’t really worked out. Either Will sucked at being a teacher or they just weren’t able to grasp it as well.

Aside from that, he continually gave himself corruption by exposing himself to the axe of despair, which he’d combined with a vial of cave spider venom and a death rune.

Item: Chieftain’s Axe of Despair (Corrupted)

Rare, Bronze

Inflicts increased necrotic damage that increases the more damaged the target is. Has a high chance of inflicting stacking levels of [Poisoned]. Has a moderate chance of inflicting stacking levels of [Altrien’s Despair]. Has a high chance of inflicting stacking levels of [Bleed].

WARNING: This entity has been corrupted. Extended exposure to this entity may inflict the [Corruption] condition and may be lethal.

Despite all the upgrades, Will generally preferred using his slayer sword to attack. Still, the chieftain’s axe of despair had served him well, and it continued to give him the corruption affliction, which was fantastic for using Chaos Transfer.

That skill was damn near ranking up to silver, which was Will’s next big milestone. He power-leveled it by transferring corruption from his body to his slayer sword, then using it to kill one of the many insects they came across.

The giant fauna were mostly unformed rank and seemed to have come with the territory rather than being spawned inside the dungeons, which was evident by the fact that they didn’t drop monster cores. Sadly, they didn’t grant great rewards for killing them, but it did let Will get a lot of charges on his weapons.

Also unfortunate was the fact that he couldn’t try out his new Thunder Wraith’s Grasp skill. That one seemed to work really well in a fight where he needed to stack up a lot of damage, and the monsters he was up against for the most part were weak enough that the fight was over before he could even apply a second layer of the charged condition to them.

“Why do you guys keep running from me?” Will asked the rest of his party after the sixth or seventh time he solo killed a bug and they all abandoned him.

“Bro,” Allie said, “you have genuinely awful vibes when you have that axe out.”

“There’s already a kind of uneasiness just being around you,” Lev said. “I chalked that up to just being some magic weirdness, though.”

The sigil basically counted as magic weirdness. “Close enough.”

“When you have the axe out, though, and whenever you’re doing your weird smoke magic, every instinct in my body lights up to run,” Lev said. “I’m impressed with us for all still being here.”

“It’s really quite interesting,” Trevor said. “You’d make a fascinating case study if there were still psychologists practicing to see you.”

“Thanks,” Will said dryly.

“You know,” Allie said, “I just realized that we basically sided with an evil overlord.”

“I’m not an overlord,” Will said, annoyed. “Come on! I don’t even own any land.”

“Except for the university, which is under our control now,” Lev said. “Also, you didn’t deny the evil part.”

“Aw, shit, you got me.” Will grinned. “Time to enact my evil plan of terror, which is, uh…”

“Kill us, take our stuff?” Trevor asked. “That seems to be the running theme here.”

“Nah, that’s boring. If I commit to the villain bit, I’ve gotta do something that’ll keep children from sleeping a century from now.”

#

The elf city was breathtaking.

Now, compared to something like New York City or even Will’s hometown of San Francisco, it wasn’t anything terribly impressive, but it was everything he could’ve wanted out of a fantasy city. Rather than clearing out a massive copse of trees, the city had instead been interwoven into the woods, buildings growing out of vegetation and vice versa. A soft green light pervaded the entire place at all times, and unlike the eerie light of the caverns, it soothed the soul.

“This could’ve come straight out of a Legend of Zelda game,” Will commented.

“Right?” Lev agreed. “Don’t tell that to Nintendo. They’ll sue.”

“Ah, yes,” Will said. “The only evil that can transcend the end of life as we know it. Capitalism.”

“Uh, guys?” Allie said, a nervous tremor underlying her voice. “I don’t think they’re as welcoming as they were last time.”

She was right, presumably. Will didn’t know what one of these cities was supposed to look like , but there were an awful lot of similarly-armored elves in what looked like plate armor made entirely from interlacing pieces of dark wood marching around and shaking down anyone who wasn’t one of theirs—elves and the surprising amount of humans wandering around likewise.

In order to even get onto the soldier-patrolled streets, they had to first make it through a wall made of interweaving vines. There were gaps between the vines large enough to fit an entire person through, which was how Will could even see the city, but from the gold-rank aura radiating off the entire structure, he was sure there was a lot more to it than met the eye.

Their ingress point was a single archway manned by two guards. Will nearly questioned why there weren’t more before seeing that the flow of people in and out was less than he’d expected. It looked like very few people who entered the town saw much reason to leave, and he supposed there weren’t a ton of people who just decided to come here at the same time as his party.

Both of the armored elves at the gate—one man, one woman—were bronze-rankers, though they were much higher level than Will at Bronze 8 and 9, respectively. They eyed the party with suspicion.

“Stop right there,” the woman said brusquely. “We must ensure you do not pose a threat to the great city of Verdantwood.”

“This will be only a moment,” the man continued in a much kinder voice. A wave of magic passed over them all, ruffling their hair. “It’s just a basic… analytical spell…”

He trailed off, his eyes widening. Will used Pages from the Past to find what the spell had been.

Skill: [Detect Evil]

Will didn’t need look a single sentence past that.

Universal Ability: [Marked for Death] - No matter your alignment nor how much you suppress your aura, detection skills will always identify you as evil. Beings of a higher tier than you will know of your existence, and will know your location and identity if you are close enough to them. Killing another User grants increased experience.

“He is the one who defies the Mother!” the man shouted. “He—“

Seeing no other choice, Will attacked.

            

    
        Chapter 32: A Complete and Total Lack of Communication

    
    
    
    
                Timmel Skyspear. Bronze 8 Paladin.

Fenn Windchime. Bronze 9 Priestess.

Just like Caiyeri, both of the elves were hiding their skill lists. The system didn’t provide a description for either of them, which Will had surmised by now meant that they weren’t automatically hostile towards him and also didn’t warrant a boss description.

Idly, he wondered what qualified someone to be a boss. Against the likes of an unformed rank, he was sure that these two could serve as squad bosses, but they didn’t have a marker. How did the system decide who counted as a hostile? Why didn’t they gain a description from the system when they became enemies?

There were probably more important things to think about right now.

Will’s Time in a Bottle was active, which gave him more time to think, but time was mana with this skill and he couldn’t afford to waste any more than necessary.

Fenn, the woman, was already in the middle of casting a spell. Pages from the Past, still active in the slowed time, told him what it was.

Skill: [Life Reversal]

- Spell (evocation).

- Cost: high mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze.

Fires a beam that inflicts necrotic damage and the [Wither] condition on its target.

The spell resembled a greyed-out laser beam, cut off a few feet from Fenn’s hands.

They weren’t holding back. Will briefly considered the ethics of lethal force, then decided that that was a conversation best had later.

Better to ask himself for forgiveness than not be alive to give it.

As he let go of Time in a Bottle, Will let himself hit the floor. The withering bolt of grey force tumbled over his head.

“Shit!” Lev shouted, stumbling back. “Trevor!”

Timmel raised a wooden staff to the sky, the idol on its end gathering the soft green light from the air. He inhaled, readying an incantation.

“Whispered peace, quiet the world,” Trevor said, speeding through the incantation like a mumble rapper.

Skill: [Silence]

- Spell (suppression).

- Cost: high mana.

- Duration: 1 minute.

- Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Bronze

For the duration, no sound can be created within or pass through a 50-foot sphere centered on you. All Users within the sphere are deafened, including you. This nullifies all sound-based damage.

A bronze rank skill. Will’s estimation of Trevor moved up a notch. He hadn’t paid much attention to his teammate’s skills beyond a cursory glance to see if they would pose a massive threat to Will if turned upon him, so he hadn’t caught the rank. Trevor was still unformed, but he must have been training hard on his skills or gotten good luck with tablets.

The male elf’s lips moved as he shouted, but no words came out. The light gathering at the tip of his staff dimmed, then dispersed.

He turned towards Trevor in anger, pounding the butt of his staff on the ground twice. A deadly-looking blade scythed out of the tips.

Fenn cast Life Reversal again, once again aiming it at Will.

She doesn’t need verbal components either.

Will teleported out of the way, thankful that Allie had drawn her sword. She jumped back in surprise as he appeared next to her, but thankfully didn’t attack him.

Lev didn’t seem to be able to any longer-range spells either, and he ran forward to engage in melee with the paladin. Allie charged forward as well, prioritizing the same target. The closed gates behind the two elves meant they had nowhere to run. The two-pronged attack would have a much higher chance at succeeding against a single target, but there was no guarantee that Fenn wouldn’t just zap them with a skill that was sure to inflict massive damage.

As Will dipped into Time in a Bottle again, considering the situation, he noticed that Trevor was signing something with his hands.

What that was for quickly became apparent when Will returned to normal time, throwing a dagger towards Fenn as he did so.

Just as suddenly as the sound had disappeared, the light did too. Will’s world was cast into inky darkness just as he activated Weapons Free, sending him hurtling into this situation blind and deaf.

Pages, still active, told him what he needed to know.

Skill: [Darkness]

- Spell (suppression).

- Cost: high mana.

- Duration: 1 minute.

- Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Bronze

For the duration, a 50-foot sphere around you is cast into pure darkness.


Skill: [Unobstructed Casting]

- Passive (magic).

Bronze

Enables you to cast spells without meeting their verbal requirements. Your vision is not obstructed by any of the effects of your spells create.

He must have gotten all of these from the same dungeon. They meshed too well together to not be from a set. A quick check of the party’s stat sheets told him that Trevor had bound Soul to the Suppression element, which made a lot of sense given the bent of these skills.

That brought him to a more pressing issue, which stayed even as he tried to run out of the dark bubble.

Will: I can’t fucking see.

Trevor: Uh oh.

Trevor: Behind you!

Will ducked and rolled, trusting the comment to be correct. The hair on the back of his neck raised, the light rustle of a harsh wind over his hair all the notice he had that he’d narrowly avoided death.

Not having his senses available to him was brutal. He’d gotten so used to being in control of the battlefield with his perception and movement skills that being blind and deaf ruined that.

Will drew a dagger from his inventory, frantically moving in case someone had a bead on him as the three-second timer ticked down.

As soon as the knife appeared in his hand, he tossed it, pulling on Weapons Free.

In the instant before he teleported, he sensed the shape of the battlefield. Trevor had drawn a club as he dashed in Will’s direction. That wasn’t just any club, either, but the one that Ung the squad boss ogre had wielded, which told Will that his party member’s Affinity had finally reached bronze.

Behind him, he could only assume it was Fenn whose belt was lit up with stowed daggers. Lev and Allie were both engaged in close quarters combat, Lev with a pair of gauntlets and Allie with a sword. The paladin still had his staff out, but he’d separated it into two parts, each with a wicked scytheblade on them.

Will swapped the target of his teleportation at the last second, choosing Timmel’s scythe-staff.

He couldn’t tell exactly where he appeared, so he swung his arms out in a wide circle. He found purchase on a face a moment later. One with a bronze-rank aura.

Got you.

You have inflicted a level of [Corruption] on [Timmel Skyspear].

Will felt the elf convulse beneath his hands. Then, a moment later, Timmel’s scythe found purchase in his side.

Burning pain flared as hot blood spurted out of the wound, but compared to what the Hunger had been capable of inflicting, this was child’s play.

It would also be severely lethal if he let it get worse, so Will teleported again with the last of his mana, appearing back next to Trevor. He downed a mana potion instead of a health one. The way potions worked meant he wouldn’t be able to take a strong healing potion without screwing over his ability recover mana, and he wasn’t going to be able to contribute without any mana. His Death element’s passive meant that he would heal up if he killed one of them anyway, so he just had to avoid dying until he could wear Timmel down.

That might prove to be easier said than done. Even afflicted with a level of corruption, the elf had seemed to be keeping up just fine with Allie and Lev. The rank disparity between them was as bad as the difference between Axl and Will had been. Their Silence-Darkness combo was working to keep them alive, but Will couldn’t tell if it was still working.

He still couldn’t find his way through, but he assumed that the other three were operating fine. This looked to be one of the synergies that Lev had mentioned. Lev and Allie must have individually had ways to deal with being blind and deaf.

Will didn’t yet, which proved extra true when he had to duck and cover at another chat warning from Trevor.

Focus, Will. He had told himself he would adapt and advance. This was an awful, anti-synergistic combo for him, but he would handle it all the same. It didn’t seem like Trevor could turn the skills off, anyhow, so he was going to have to resolve this himself.

Inhaling deeply, Will concentrated on the auras. He’d been able to tell that he’d hit Timmel and not one of his teammates by the feel of the magic radiating off of him.

Normally, this was accompanied with actually seeing and hearing the person at hand, which made the association of aura with location much easier, but Will found that when trying to differentiate five different auras, all of which were overlapping with each other and intermixing, he couldn’t tell who was who quite well.

Not for the first time, he regretted having to separate from Ayla and Caiyeri so early. If they’d been able to train up his breathing techniques and aura control more, his senses might’ve been able to figure out what was happening.

You’ve always learned by doing, Will, he told himself. You can do this.

Inhale. Exhale. Nobody was attacking him, and for an absurd second, Will felt as if he was relaxing in a sensory deprivation chamber. For all he knew, he’d already died and this was the void beyond.

In that void, he thought he could make out the shape of the divinity he wanted to reach one day.

The moment passed, but the moment of clarity remained. Though his senses didn’t suddenly sharpen, he found himself able to sift through the noise, identifying where one aura began to mix into another.

Fenn’s was the easiest to find. She was standing alone, occasionally firing off spells at Trevor and Allie, who were the closest to her, so she mixed the least. Will couldn’t make out the details of her being, but he could at least get a general sense of where she was.

He took a running start forward—and she whipped towards him, firing another Life Reversal. The spell didn’t travel very quickly, so at this range, he had just enough time to dodge out of the way without using Time in a Bottle.

She was targeting movement. Her aura sense was weak, or she was relying on a skill.

Will couldn’t throw stones here. He could barely tell that there were three auras dueling over where Lev, Allie, and Timmel were, let alone which one was which.

He did, however, have a much more powerful projectile to throw.

Since Fenn had to guess where he was if he wasn’t moving, Will came to a complete stop and got down on the ground, making himself small to minimize the chance she accidentally hit him with a spell.

Carefully, Will popped one of his few remaining unenchanted goblin bows from his inventory and consumed it.

Mana restored.

You have gained the [Sharpshooter] skill at bronze rank for [1 minute].

You have been inflicted with a level of [Corruption].

[Corruption Resistance] negates bronze-rank [Corruption].

Sharpshooter increased his accuracy. Will wanted to use his stealth bow, but there wasn’t really a point in being stealthy when he was already encased in darkness. On the off chance that Fenn wasn’t only using her aura senses to detect him, he used Wraith Cloak to decrease his visibility even more.

Then, he drew his trusty old seven-shooter, still useful after everything that had happened so far.

[High Caliber selected.]

[Machine Gun selected.]

[Piercing Shot selected.]

Will squeezed the trigger three times in quick succession while aiming at the general direction of the aura, hoping one of his shots would land on or close to the elf.

Sure enough, though he couldn’t hear the effects of any of the shots beyond what reverberated through his bones through the recoil of the gun, he sensed the aura he’d focused in on flicker, then fail. Her magical defenses either weren’t active amidst the darkness, or she hadn’t been able to turn them towards him.

Will: I think I got the woman.

Trevor: I’d reword that if I were you.

The bleeding gash in Will’s side started to repair itself as Fenn died.

[Soul]

- Bound to [Death]: You regain mana and health after killing a sapient being. You advance this attribute faster when you use a spell to kill. Your magic will be amplified in certain mental states.

Did this qualify as a “certain” mental state? Will couldn’t tell if his magic was functioning any differently from usual.

As he approached the ongoing melee, he realized that Lev and Allie were not faring as well as he thought. Even with every advantage on their side, Timmel was just faster, stronger, and more durable than both of them combined.

He was flagging, though. Will could make out more details as he got closer, the lines of each person’s aura separating into distinct blobs in his mind. While Timmel was better off than both Allie and Lev, whose auras were flickering dangerously faintly, the corruption had taken a toll.

Will wanted to capitalize on that with a usage of Mark for Death or The Bell Tolls, but those skills both required him to see his target, which wasn’t possible right now.

This fight was on the verge of going very, very poorly. Both of the participants on Will’s side were hurt, and they weren’t attacking in sync. At the rate they were losing energy, Timmel was going to kill them both.

Will: Lev, Allie, disengage.

Allie: Don’t have to tell me twice.

Lev didn’t respond.

Will bit down a curse—it would have been silenced anyway—and stepped forward to meet Timmel.

For the first time since he’d ranked up, he used his ultimate Death-bound skill.

Skill: [Ghostflame]

- Spell (enchantment).

- Cost: extreme mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze.

Draws from your blood, afflictions, and lifeforce alongside your mana. Cleanses all afflictions from you and all creatures living or dead in a 10 foot radius. Wreathe your fists in ghostflame. Inflict true damage upon any enemies you strike.

[Phantom Pyre] - Increases the base damage of this skill for every affliction cleansed.

With only a layer of corruption, the base damage didn’t increase very far, but Ghostflame was a very, very strong skill.

Will didn’t see his world fade into monochrome. He didn’t see anything at all.

He did, however, sense the deep chill that settled into his entire body as his mana drained completely.

Timmel fought back with the force of a storm, parrying Will’s first punch and gouging his arm with a scythe, but Will wasn’t trying to fight like a trained swordsman. On the field, he was sure the paladin could outfight him. Even without his spells, he was a force to be reckoned with. In a straight combat, Will doubted he could land a single hit without taking a heavy blow in return.

Now, though, he didn’t quite care if he got hit. All that mattered was the target.

Lock in. Breathe. Focus.

Will concentrated on the bronze-rank aura, striking out at it. His blind fighting style was haphazard and sloppy, and he took more slashes to his skin than he cared to count, but that didn’t matter. Only knowing where his enemy was and attacking did.

He punched out with his Ghostflame again and again and again. Eventually, he met flesh.

Then, moments after that, bone.

Will did not stop punching even after he couldn’t sense a trace of the aura anymore.

#

Achievement earned: On the Edge

You killed a creature higher level than you while suffering from more than one affliction and while you were under 10% health.

Reward: You have earned a silver healing potion. You have earned 10 silver credits. You have earned a silver loot box.

Level up!

Lev was unconscious, but a bronze healing potion managed to stabilize both him and Allie. It had been a close thing, what with the Darkness spell keeping Will from seeing either of them, but they were both still alive, if bloodied and beat up.

The elves were both dead. Thanks to the Silence and Darkness combo, they hadn’t been able to raise the alarm.

Even after they healed up, all four of them were dead tired, Will especially. Ghostflame had taken a lot out of him when it was unformed, and that was doubly true now that he’d ranked up.

For a while, they just lay in the bloody grass, breathing hard and drinking water.

Eventually, Will found the stamina to speak again.

“You know, maybe you three should do my shopping for me.”

Lev barked out a tired laugh. “You think?”

            

    
        Chapter 33: Denied Entry

    
    
    
    
                “Can you tell me the next time you’re about to eliminate all my senses?” Will said.

Of the four of them, he was definitely the least exhausted. Trevor hadn’t gotten into an actual physical combat, but both Darkness and Silence were high cost skills and his Soul attribute was still low enough that using both of them had fully depleted his mana and then some. Will’s Death attribute was the only reason he wasn’t completely out of resources, and Trevor’s benefits didn’t have a similar mana-restoring effect.

To be honest, Will was quite impressed with how smoothly they’d managed themselves. Yes, none of them had come anywhere close to taking down their respective targets, but the combination attack they’d done had softened up Timmel quite a bit, and the suppression had turned Fenn’s senses and defenses off, allowing him to kill her with a gun. Given her rank, Will doubted that he would’ve been able to do the same without them.

It had been a rough moment for him, though. Will’s perception powers all focused on enhancing and speeding up the senses he already had. Without a way to cut through the magical mute-field, he’d been stranded.

Even now, he practiced his aura sense, reaching out to try to differentiate the three around him. Will had done that a bit passively before, but he knew now that he needed to hone those senses as much as he could. If it hadn’t been for those senses, he could have died. Had Fenn trained hers more, Will would be a twitching bloodbag on the ground.

“Sorry,” Trevor managed to get out between breaths. His brow was soaked in sweat, and just like the other two, he was on his back in the grass. “Didn’t, didn’t think that you couldn’t see.”

“And I’m assuming the three of you didn’t think that the elves could see,” Will said.

“He couldn’t see,” Allie said, flat on her back but more coherent than either of the other two. “I can see through the dark, but he couldn’t. He was fighting with instincts and reflexes.”

“How the hell do you manage that without sight or sound?” Will asked.

“I dunno,” Allie replied. “Why don’t you ask him?”

She rolled over onto her stomach and gestured at the body, which Will had mangled beyond recognition. The combination of corruption and Ghostflame had shredded the elf’s upper half into something that more resembled ground meat after someone had tossed it into an industrial strength blender.

“Sure,” Will said, activating Pages from the Past.

He’d leveled up shortly after killing Timmel, the effects of User Killer enhancing the increase in experience. That had been enough to recover his mana and restore his body back to full health, giving him the opportunity to use skills at will again. The others had leveled up mid-fight, but even then, they’d been worn down too fast. An unformed rank level up just didn’t provide as much value.

Skill: [Mother’s Love]

- Passive (body).

- Cost: none.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

You are blessed by the Elven Mother. Your faith grants you her grace.

You are immune to all basic afflictions. Your martial strikes have a drastically increased chance to inflict a critical hit while your faith is unbroken.

[Mother’s Finesse] (bronze) - You are not obstructed by difficult terrain. You can react to attacks made within 5 feet of you whether or not you can sense them.

[Mother’s Vengeance] (silver) - All attacks double in power on the last target to land a hit on you.

“Huh,” Will said aloud. “Looks like they worship the same Mother as the elves in my tutorial did.”

“Hold on,” Allie said, propping herself on her elbows. Her hair fell into her face, matted with blood and dirt, but that couldn’t stop the curiosity in her expression from showing through. “Are you actually talking to the dead?”

“Not exactly,” Will said. “I’m just observing a skill he was using.”

Timmel had been a tank build—exactly the kind of person that Will was most effective against.

It was scary how close the elf had been to simply winning. Mother’s Love was an awfully powerful skill, and Will realized now that the only reason he’d been able to get a Decaying Touch off without dying was because he hadn’t registered as attacking to the skill.

“We didn’t alert anyone, did we?” Allie asked, looking around. “I think Lev can’t get up.”

“Oh, shut up,” Lev said, having regained his breath. “You can’t either.”

“I don’t see anyone alerted,” Will said.

That was because of him, of course. The others hadn’t been able to muster up the energy to help hide the bodies, so Will had dragged them out of the sight from the gates, cleaning up the blood as best as he could by covering it with oil from an unused barrel. A bit unhappily, he continued, “But I realize that I probably can’t enter the city safely.”

“Somehow,” Trevor said, looking Will up and down, “I think you’ll be fine.”

“There’s silver and gold-rankers in there,” Will said, wiping his bloody hands off on his pants. “I struggled hard enough against people four levels above me. A full rank?”

He neglected to mention that he’d killed Axl while still unformed, but the point was made. Even if Will could take on a silver or, somehow, a gold, there was no way he’d be able to fight against an entire city of them. His kit was best suited to killing individuals, not armies.

“So what do you want to do?” Lev asked. “You were the one who wanted to come here.”

Will sighed. “What I want to do is go in the city and buy some loot. What I think I’m going to have to do is have you three do it for me.”

“We aren't as equipped as you to handle that,” Allie said.

“I’ll note that you three don’t have a constant ability that makes you appear unfathomably evil,” Will said drily.

“Fair point.”

“How did that happen, anyway?” Lev asked, a little nervous. “It’s, uh, I didn’t want to bring it up, but I always get the feeling that there’s something wrong with you.”

“Long story,” Will said, waving it off. He popped out all his bronze and silver credits. All told, they amounted to about a hundred silvers, which he hoped would be enough to buy something decent. “One of you inventory these and buy me a weapon, please.”

“A weapon? Not armor?” Trevor asked. “You got a hit a few times. I’m planning on buying myself some armor once I can.”

“I’ve got a skill that depends on it,” Will explained. “I’ll take armor or other clothing items if it doesn’t interfere, but I would really prefer a weapon of some sort.”

The gauntlets of strength and miraculous wrist bracers were already pushing it. They nerfed Escape Artist’s effectiveness by a couple percent. Will didn’t want to think about how bad full-body armor would be.

“Alright, then,” Lev relented. “I’ll chat you about what we can find. It looks like things have changed here anyway, so we’re going to need some time.”

“After I figure out how to walk again,” Trevor added.

“After we figure out how to walk again.”

#

Once they regained enough stamina to walk again, the other three members of the party entered the city through the gates, which opened even without an elf to do it for them. That struck Will as bad design—why put someone weak on guard duty and then let the gates open?

Then again, he supposed the closest he had to city-building experience was playing Civ V for so long he’d nearly failed out of high school calculus. He wasn’t going to go up to the city designers and tell them what to do.

“Besides,” he mused, “they’d probably just try to kill me.”

Speaking of trying—and failing—to kill him, he had two bodies to loot.

As he triggered the loot prompt on these two elves, who apparently counted as Users despite not being from Earth, Will wondered if he was perhaps being a touch hypocritical. He’d condemned the Iron Boys for going around killing and stealing, and here he was, doing the same.

“Nah,” he decided. “I wasn’t the aggressor here. I think.”

Technically, he’d used the first skill in the fight, but he was pretty sure Fenn’s Life Reversal had been the first attack thrown. Will wasn’t going to feel bad about taking what he could from the results of a necessary fight. So long as he didn’t set out to kill other people with the express purpose of leveling and stealing their shit, he was morally in the clear.

The elves did have some decent gear on them, though it was all bronze tier at max.

Timmel’s staff-scythe thing was neat, but its most useful effects were restricted to followers of the Elven Mother. Will already had one god taking up space in his inventory. He wasn’t keen on another one, though he did take it anyway. So long as the Mother didn’t start visiting him in his dreams alongside the Hunger, he’d be fine.

Fenn had a simple pendant shaped like the massive tree he’d seen Thalia guarding on a thread around her neck.

Item: [Evergreen Pendant]

Uncommon, bronze.

“She who takes must first understand that which she is taking; only then can she truly use her spoils.” - Commonly attributed to Verizel, a legendary life elf necromancer.

Increases the healing done through lifesteal. Attuning to this item also grants you the [Lesser Regeneration] skill.

[Lesser Regeneration] - Slowly recover while not in combat. Stabilizes you at the verge of death.

Will only had the slayer sword attuned so far. He didn’t know how many attunements he would be allowed to stack up, but it was definitely at least two.

Skill: [Attune Corrupted Item]

- Attunement.

- Cost: very high mana.

- Cooldown: 1 day.

Bronze.

Attunes an item of bronze rank or lower, purging the [Corruption] from it if applicable. All attuned items become growth items. If the attuned item was not already a growth item, it will become irreversibly corrupted.

The irreversibly corrupted part had kept Will from using it on any of his normal gear, alongside the mana cost that had indicated it would take basically everything he had to offer, but this pendant wouldn’t be too big a loss if its corruption turned out to be too much for him to be around other people.

Will attuned the pendant, sucking in a breath as every drop of mana he had poured into the skill, igniting the silver tree charm with distorted light.

[Evergreen Pendant] has gained the [Corruption] condition.

He put it on. The cool weight of it reminded him of the life he’d taken to get it, but he put that unnerving thought aside.

Nothing else either of them had looked to be useful for him. Armor was a detriment with Escape Artist, and the other weapons were unexceptional. Fenn’s daggers were essentially +1 daggers, friends of lazy game designers everywhere. They granted a very slight boost to Power when using them.

Rather than try to hide the evidence that he’d killed them through physical means, Will decided to try something new. He took a crate of goblin loot out of his inventory, now empty after a whole lot of Destructive Synthesis, and lifted the bodies into them. It was disgusting work, but they fit.

The box went into his inventory, corpses and all.

Good to know for the future. Will didn’t know what he could do with an elf corpse, but it had to be better than leaving them out here for their comrades to find.

“Maybe I can find a necromancer to pawn it off to. The system told me they existed, at least.”

With that settled, Will only had one more reward to look at.

“A loot box, huh?” he said, scrolling through his system notifications. “Let’s see what this is about.”

#

Lev had ended up being the one to take Will’s credits. When they were together, he always felt the need to defer to his friend. They’d spent the same amount of time in the apocalypse, but somehow, it felt like Will had experienced a year for every day that Lev, Allie, and Trevor had. There was just no competing with that.

In their group of three, Lev was their de facto leader. He hadn’t been doing half bad at it.

They’d been in the elf city once before, but Dylan had been annoying enough about being at the “bottom of the food chain” that they’d collectively decided to leave before he could get them in trouble.

That said, the grandeur of the place hadn’t been lost on him, and even after days of wading through dungeons, the luster hadn’t dimmed at all.

He did feel a bit of trepidation from being within the city right after he’d played a part in killing two of the city guards, but while the armored elves traipsing through the city bounds looked at him like he was mud to be scraped off a shoe, nobody questioned him about his purpose otherwise.

“They’re really gearing up for war, aren’t they?” Trevor whispered.

“Sure looks like it,” Allie replied, also whispering. They weren’t close enough to anyone who could potentially overhear them to warrant speaking at a lower volume, but the energy that infused the city made all three of them feel like they were better off unseen and unheard.

Half of the shops that they’d gone to last time were closed off, shuttered by thick vines and notices in a language that none of them could actually read but could use the Omnilingual skill to interpret as “CLOSED TO FOREIGNERS.”

“Well that’s a little rude,” Lev remarked.

“You get used to it,” Trevor sighed. “Figures. We finally have something like equality for every human by way of the world ending, and now we’ve got racist elves. Can’t have shit.”

Lev snorted. “There’s got to be a few places open. Let’s keep looking.”

The city had a massive open-air shopping mall placed smack dab in its center that sold all types of items in shops carved into tree trunks and covered by massive leaves suspended with magic. The last time they’d been here, all three of them—well, they had numbered four, then, but Dylan didn’t count—had been overwhelmed by the sheer scale of everything.

This time, they were much more mercenary about it. Wonder was nice and all, but when there was a very real chance that the inhabitants of the city could turn on them and kill them all at any moment, they couldn’t afford to be distracted.

Heads down, conversations quiet, they found three shops that were both selling to foreigners and offered silver-rank equipment.

“This is scary shit,” Allie murmured, running her hand over a display case of evil-looking daggers.

“No touching,” the elf at the counter said, looking over his glasses at Allie. “Unless you want to buy.”

“Sorry,” she said, taking her hands off the translucent case like it’d burned her.

“I mean, Will’s whole thing is scary shit,” Lev said. “I think that this goes with his kit pretty well.”

“Okay, I’m glad that’s not just me,” Trevor said. “You sense that too, right?”

“The awful vibe he gives off?” Allie replied. “Like the way every second I’m with him, my fight-or-flight response triggers seven ways to Friday?”

“Yeah,” Trevor. “I would’ve put it nicer, but yeah.”

“He’s our friend,” Lev reminded them. “I think we’ve seen that assuming everything is what it is at first glance is a bad play by now.”

Allie shuddered. “Don’t remind me. I never want to look at a treasure chest again.”

“You three,” the elf said, setting the book he’d been reading aside. “No loitering. If you’re here to make a purchase, make it and leave. Otherwise, get out before I make you.”

Lev took the rudeness in stride. “I’ve got a hundred silver credits here. What can we get with that?”

The shopkeeper snorted. “I’ve heard that one before. I can tell you’re broke, unranked boy.”

Rather than reply and offend them both, Lev simply opened his inventory and dropped nearly a thousand bronze credits and a few dozen in silver on the ground. He re-inventoried them as they dropped, trying not to smile too hard at the way the elf’s jaw hung open slightly.

Allie: Lev, don’t be a jackass. This isn’t even your money.

Lev: Nah, this guy was a dick first.

Allie: Fair point.

Will: I have no idea what’s going on, but go you guys.

“Fine then,” the elf said. “I think we can do business.”

#

“Six hours to teleport,” Rowan Two announced. “Ready up.”

Azure: I’m not going to break away, but I plan on leaving. Are you going to join me?

Caiyeri: I won’t stop you.

She brushed a thumb over her conjured daggers.

“I’m coming back, human,” she whispered to herself. “Are you ready?”

            

    
        Chapter 34: Bend Like a Willow, Break Like an Oak

    
    
    
    
                The second night was no easier than the first. Though Will had already begun to adapt to the pain that the Hunger could inflict upon his body, it wasn’t easy to withstand mind-shattering torture for a whole night.

At least the conversation breaks were getting longer. Caiyeri had warned him about the abyssal elves making a play for the life kingdom, and though the Hunger was not a god of elves, Will doubted he knew nothing about that.

“I can do this forever,” the Hunger said.

“So can I,” Will said.

“Incorrect,” the god replied. “You will die, whether it is at the hand of another fresh User or one of the natives. Another will pick up my sigil.”

“The elves seem to kinda sorta really hate you. You really think one of them is going to bend the knee before me?”

“Unlike you, the elves know their place in the world.”

Will snorted. “So your divine propaganda’s been more effective on them? You, what, scared them into submission? I told you before that I think you’re not really as impressive as you claim to be. I don’t think that anymore. I know it.”

Whenever the Hunger didn’t have a response for him, it just sent pain screaming through his veins. It was a different kind each time, but unlike real torture, it didn’t last. Will knew that when he woke up, it would be over. He wouldn’t even feel the effects when he got out of bed. It was quite literally all in his head, and knowing that made it bearable.

Knowing that the Hunger was as good as admitting that Will was right almost made it a pleasure.

“Something tells me that me not choosing to be your slave is a big problem for you,” he said the next time he stopped screaming long enough to be sure that the god wanted to talk again.

He had to admit, the fact that he could start speaking without any trouble told him everything he needed to know about the god’s power. None of this lasted. Impermanent pain would pass. He would not break here.

“You insolent child,” the Hunger hissed. “Do you even know what you seek to toy with?”

“No,” Will said. “And frankly, your insistence on trying to break my will isn’t helping with that. You realize there’s a reason people try the carrot and the stick, right?”

“You would be my champion,” the god said, as if that explained everything.

“Okay,” Will replied. “I would have no free will. I got a notification for the trial of the champion, which I assume accepting the role will get me into. That really doesn’t sell me on you.”

For the first time since their original interaction, the Hunger took physical form, emerging from the darkness. He looked different than Will had thought he would, a red silhouette with no human features beyond his outline. The god put a hand to his face.

“You would gain power, of course. You killed my champion. You witnessed how I elevated him to the silver rank at the end of his life. You saw how he was stronger than those of the same level.”

“Which is something I can already accomplish thanks to my skills and training,” Will countered. “Plus a bunch of ridiculously overtuned items that people keep on having a bad habit of dropping around me. And about that advancement thing—you do recall that Axl didn’t exactly survive the process, don’t you?”

“You are intolerable,” the Hunger said.

“And you’re an impatient shit,” Will replied just as easily. “You introduced yourself as a god, so I assume you’re mortal. It’s been, what, two days?”

“The trial approaches, and it is more important than ever,” the Hunger said, irritation clear in his voice. “Do you even know what has happened this cycle?”

“Obviously not,” Will said. “It feels like the system is intentionally feeding me huge amounts of detail about Arcadia and dodging the subject of what the hell is actually happening.”

He had some ideas, of course, but he didn’t speak his mind on that. Ayla’s reaction at the end of the tutorial had been all he needed to know that something was going wrong with this entire process and that the ostensibly benevolent system wasn’t all that it seemed.

“The worlds are falling apart,” the Hunger said. “Dread Executors swarm the planet like ants on a corpse, and us deities—“

The god stopped.

“Ooh, sounds like you’re in trouble,” Will said. “Well, come back to me again when you have an actual good reason for me to accept your offer. Or change the terms. Either is fine with me.”

Without a better response, the Hunger abandoned him to the pain once more.

#

“I fail to understand the mortal,” the Hunger complained. “I was headstrong once, like him, but even I knew to bend the knee to overwhelming power.”

Sadareth, the Elven Mother, giggled. “He has more insight than most. From your speeches of him, he must have realized that our avatars are not permitted to act further against him. If the situation had been different, I am certain he would react more favorably.”

“That is the part that puzzles me,” the Hunger—no, in the presence of his long-time friend, he was Kadael—admitted. “I do not think he would.”

“Oh? Why is that?” Sadareth asked, sipping lightly from her tea.

“He does not break under unimaginable pain,” Kadael said. “He remains defiant even in the threat of unending torture. I believe him a madman.”

“I think,” Sadareth said lightly, passing two beads of magic into the soil that surrounded them, “that is where you are incorrect. Drink some tea, Kadael.”

“Elaborate.”

“Drink. You are losing yourself.”

Reluctantly, Kadael took a cup of the steaming beverage from the goddess. It tasted heavenly, as it always did.

As they drank, Sadareth’s magic took hold, growing two trees, one on either side of their table.

“You think him a strong evergreen,” she said, indicating a broad trunk with one hand. After mere moments of growth, it stretched mightily into the sky, painting an imposing picture to any mortals that might happen upon this planet. “You believe that with enough pressure…”

The Mother gestured, summoning a storm from thin air and concentrating it into a point. The tree resisted the force, but hers was a storm of divinity, and the trunk caved inwards, crumpling the wood and toppling the tree.

“I, however, believe him a willow,” she said, gesturing towards the other tree. She applied the same force to it. “Rather than standing proud no matter the case, he chooses his battles, adapting to the flow of the world so he can withstand what comes his way. In some way, he knows our plight. He chooses to exploit it.”

Despite suffering from the same onslaught of blows as the evergreen, the willow remained, bending under the pressure but never falling.

“You forget one thing,” Kadael said, snapping his fingers. Both trees—the toppled evergreen and the tilted willow—cracked, then shattered, reduced to mere grains of wood. “With enough power, everyone breaks.”

“True enough,” Sadareth admitted. “We shall see.”

#

“Goddamn it, you’re an asshole,” Will muttered as he woke. “Seriously, can you give a man one good night’s rest?”

He figured the answer was going to be no until one of them bent the knee. It was growing increasingly clear that the Hunger’s true objective was to secure him as a champion for the trial that would apparently befall Earth and Arcadia in just under two months, and for some reason or another, the god wanted Will to be a willing slave for it.

“Give it time,” he told himself and any asshole deities who might just happen to be listening in on him. “We’ll see who runs out of time first.”

After yet another unpleasant night of sleep, Will was more than ready to kill something. His party had ended up deciding to stay in the one safe zone located within the university. They’d bumped into one other person there, though she’d left without so much as a word to them.

Will had caught the name, though. Lily Teneli. The name had been vaguely familiar, so he’d gone through his contacts and system messages to find her.

Finally, he’d realized where he recognized her from.

Regional Leaderboard

1. Kenneth McCarthy. Bronze 6.

2. Lily Teneli. Bronze 6.

3. Jackson Grove. Bronze 6.

Your current position on the regional leaderboard is 10 of 699,152.

Will had jumped up six spots on the regional leaderboard since the last time he’d checked it. He wondered what had happened to the Andrew Andrews guy that had been in third place before. Will assumed all of the leaderboard members were abusing monster cores, so maybe Andrew had just lost access to a consistent source of them.

Globally, Will had also improved.

World Leaderboard

1. Osiris Adebayo. Bronze 10 Nuclear Specialist. Current sponsors: The Princess of Pale Fire and the Uplift Federation.

2. Lu Jie. Bronze 10 Portal Mage. Current sponsors: The Lady of Loss.

3. Natalie Blurr. Bronze 10 Chaos Summoner. Current sponsors: The Lord of Loss.

4. Hua Fang. Bronze 10 Warrior. Current sponsors: The Order of the Striker.

5. Haoyu Fang. Bronze 9 Warrior. Current sponsors: The Order of the Striker.

Your current position on the world leaderboard is number 1048 of 901,294,011.

Interesting. Will was disappointed that he likely wouldn’t be the first to silver worldwide, but he wasn’t going to screw himself over with monster cores, so he didn’t mind.

That aside, it looked like the positions had changed. Everyone on the top five had a sponsor now.

He wasn’t doing too poorly himself, looking at his sheet.


Name: William Li-Brown

Level: Bronze 4

Race: Human

Class: Reaper

Titles: [First Blood], [Silver Forerunner], [User Killer]


Attributes:

[Power]: Bronze 1

[Speed]: Bronze 3

[Affinity]: Bronze 1 (Silver 1)

[Soul]: Bronze 2

[Resistance]: Bronze 2

[Perception]: Bronze 1

Unused Points: 0


Universal Abilities

- Omnilingual

- System User

- Identify

- Marked for Death


Skills

[Power]: Storm

- Wind Walker (Bronze)

- Thunder Wraith’s Grasp (Bronze)

- 

[Speed]: Space (secondary)

- Escape Artist (Bronze)

- Weapons Free (Bronze)

- Wraith Cloak (Bronze)

- 

[Affinity]: Corruption (primary)

- Corruption Resistance (Silver)

- Chaos Transfer (Bronze)

- Destructive Synthesis (Bronze)

- Attune Corrupted Item (Bronze)

- Decaying Touch (Bronze)

- 

[Soul]: Death (secondary)

- Mark for Death (Bronze)

- Ghostflame (Bronze)

- The Bell Tolls (Bronze)

- 

[Resistance]: Balance

- Equilibrium Mantle (Bronze)

-

-

[Perception]: Time

- Time in a Bottle (Bronze)

- Pages of the Past (Bronze)

-


Without any monster cores, he’d hurtled himself to almost the top one thousand of humans worldwide. He was a long shot past the point he’d been at just a week ago, alone and lost with nothing more than Corruption Resistance keeping him from slipping into death. If this continued, he could easily see how the potential of his class could take him further beyond.

The number of humans remaining had dwindled, though Will saw that it wasn’t falling at an unsustainable rate. He figured the people who’d gone through the easiest tutorials and hadn’t put any effort into leveling were biting the dust now. It was a shame, but it was what it was.

Will wondered how accurately the numbers of the leaderboard reflected power. With his party, he’d been able to take down the Bronze 8 and Bronze 9 elves with some effort, and he’d been able to kill a Bronze 10 in the process of advancing to silver with Caiyeri. Would his unique abilities and items let him close the gap between him and any of the top five in a fight?

Will hoped he wouldn’t be forced to find out.

Today was a new day, and a new day meant problems.

“I should get out of bed.”

#

Rather than risk drawing a ton of attention to himself by going to the life elf city again, Will elected to spend the day grinding dungeons, once again doing it alone. The others in his party were advancing at a quick pace, but none of them had even hit the bottom of bronze yet, though Allie and Trevor were both now at Unformed 20.

Once they were able to reach bronze, Will would consider working with them, but as it was, he was growing as fast as they were, if not faster. For the near future, it was unlikely that they’d be anything more than a hindrance in the dungeons he was clearing.

Going through dungeons alone was simpler. His stealth skills meant that he could hide in the plentiful shadows of the dungeons, making full use of his First Blood title to operate like an assassin. Conversely, the fighting style he adapted for cases where sudden overwhelming force wasn’t enough to take them all out worked great for bosses.

He accumulated charges with Thunder Wraith’s grasp, stuck them with corruption with one of Chaos Transfer or Decaying Touch, withered them away with The Bell Tolls, and performed the finishing touch with the slayer sword’s critical hit combined with Thunder Wraith Grasp’s charges exploding.

In this manner, he was able to successfully clear three dungeons without sustaining more than moderate injuries. It would have been more difficult with the group, ensuring everyone was alive and well, pushing people out of the way of powerful attacks, managing cooldowns, and being unable to use his own skills to their fullest.

Idly, Will wondered if it was even worth continuing on with the party. He’d joined them because out of the people who’d stayed for the apocalypse, Lev had been the highest up on his list of friends and family.

After saving their lives a number of times, Will was reaching the point where he was sure they’d be fine against the threats they chose to fight against. With the Silence-Darkness combo, they definitely would’ve been able to take down any individual one of the Iron Boys. Hell, if Will hadn’t figured out his aura senses, they might have been able to beat him.

That could wait until later, he decided. For now, they were still his friends, and there was nothing saying they couldn’t still provide any benefit to each other.

Sadly, none of the loot from the bronze-rank dungeons was particularly amazing. Today’s haul came largely in the form of awakening shards and armor. Will got an assortment of awakening shards, though not enough to make a full tablet of any kind, and the armor wasn’t good enough to justify the hit to Escape Artist, especially compared to the silver-rank item that Lev had ended up using Will’s credits for.

They’d been looking for weapons, but after an extensive, extraordinarily boring few hours where Lev had slowly informed Will of the details of the items, Will had realized that the slayer sword had more potential than basically anything a storeowner could sell them.

It made sense. The sword had been made for the life elves’ elite forces, while the gear they were willing to sell to humans, especially with whatever shady business they were involved with on the side and the incoming invasion from the abyssal elves, was made to turn a profit.

Defensive gear, on the other hand, was something that he was sorely missing, and though armor was a massive hindrance to his speed, the item they’d gotten to replace his gauntlets of strength wasn’t.

Item: Ring of Adaptive Shielding

Uncommon, silver

Commonly found in the hoards of silver rank dungeons, these rings are a favorite of large-scale militaries. Their distribution a century ago necessitated a shift in large-scale army tactics, but you don’t want to sit through the full history lesson.

You may activate this front-facing forcefield in one of two modes.

1) Active: Creates a barrier that decreases the effects of all incoming damage and eliminates all of one specific type of damage at silver rank or lower. Costs high mana per second.

2) Reactive: Creates a barrier that is immune to the type of damage you last took at silver rank or lower. Costs moderate mana per second.

The reactive mode will activate if you are attacked.

Against dungeons that were comprised of monsters that largely used the same kind of attacks, it was a godsend. Will could walk through them with impunity.

His loot box item was a fair bit stranger, just like the Hot and Cold coin he’d gotten a couple dungeons back.

Item: Mysterious Ticket

Epic, silver

A ticket that allows entrance into an unknown gate.

Unfortunately, despite being silver, it told him literally nothing about what it was meant to do. No information about the gate, no information about the background of the ticket, nothing.

“For a system that likes the sound of its own voice so much, it’s really suspicious that you don’t want to say shit about this.”

Will inventoried it anyway. All loot was good loot. Unless it was cursed loot, though he hadn’t come across anything like that yet.

Making sure to stay far away from the elf city, Will continued training.

He wasn’t alone in that. Pushing them to join him and fight together had driven home the realization that they needed to do everything they could to survive if they wanted to make it more than a few weeks in their cruel new reality. Despite their inabilities to commit to the task before, Lev, Allie, and Trevor worked pretty well together as a team.

The day passed, and to his surprise, no new emergencies came to his attention. Will was sure that there were people being as horrible as the Iron Boys everywhere, but he wasn’t Superman. He couldn’t be everywhere, nor could he stop everything. It discomforted him that he could potentially be saving lives when he was training, but he knew that without getting power first, he wasn’t going to be able to help anyone.

The Hunger was no less obnoxious that night than it was the one before, but Will thought he might have seen a fragment of resignation in the anger of the god.

Or maybe he was just imagining things. That was entirely possible.

A week passed in this fashion. Will grinded his way through the nearby bronze-rank dungeons, while the other three cleared out unformed dungeons with increasing ease. Will leveled up twice, htiting Bronze 6, but after the easy pickings of the initial days, he couldn’t find enough awakening shards to make the tablets he wanted most. Instead, he focused on training up his slayer sword and his other skills. Chaos Transfer was on the brink of ranking up, he was sure of it, but it didn’t seem to want to do it against the bronze-rank bosses he soloed.

Of the other three, Allie hit bronze first, claiming the uncommon class of Radiance Knight with her sword, radiance, and wind elements. Trevor hit it a day after, selecting an epic class named Zone Controller with suppression, twilight, and fire.

The day that Lev was due to advance, of course, everything went tits up.

#

Will and his party had avoided the elf city as much as they could, knowing that the people present there would want him dead on sight. He got the feeling that the other three were dancing around the question of “why does Detect Evil ping you as a bad guy,” but he was totally fine with them not bothering to ask. No hard questions meant no uncomfortable answers.

As it turned out, they should have at least checked in on it at some point, because eight days after killing two of the guards there, they heard a tremendous crack of thunder from the north.

After a brief, shared moment of confusion, Will elected to check out what it was. They all had movement abilities, after all, so they could skedaddle in the case of something going horrendously wrong.

Will’s suspicions about the source of the sound were confirmed when he stepped into life elf territory again.

The tree maze that led into Thalia’s territory had been burned to the ground, though not only by fire. They were singed and scorched in places, burned down to the stump, but other, more esoteric powers had eaten through the trees as well. Acid, lightning, darkness, death—Will recognized the flavors of the residual magic that had been here.

Elves.

At the center of the now-destroyed mage, the massive leafless tree stood strong and unmarred, the ground beneath it littered with the bodies of those who had tried their hand at it.

Thalia Brooksoul, priestess of life, hovered a dozen feet above the ground, crackling with energy. From the power of the aura she was exuding right now, Will could tell that it had been her who’d caused that—likely in the process of killing the other elves, if the freshness of the blood was anything to go by.

“We should run,” Lev advised.

Will remained transfixed by the sight, sliding into his chat window and accessing a message log that both sides had updated once a day to share information.

Will: Caiyeri, what the hell did your faction do?

Caiyeri: You’re a week late to the party, Will, but you’ve come just in time for the main event.

Caiyeri: Care to join?

            

    
        Chapter 35: Nobody's a Hero

    
    
    
    
                Critical hit!

Caiyeri let her conjured warhammer dissipate, grimacing at the mess she’d just made of the life elf construct. A result of decades of genetic and magical engineering, the fauna that roamed the state that the opposing elf kingdom were all threats to any living beings in their area. The myriad destructive spells that could be placed within literally any animal, no matter the size, meant that they had to slaughter every potential threat, slowing the speed at which they attacked.

Even a single city of the Life Kingdom’s was too large for Caiyeri’s nation to overwhelm in one night—especially if they weren’t deploying any of their heaviest hitters. Though communication between the pieces of the Abyss nation’s clone forces weren’t the best, Caiyeri had put two and two together to tell that there were two other teams deployed here for a total of ninety or so Abyss elves.

So far, Group Two had only lost a single man. Wynn Two, a Bronze 10 Assassin, had fallen for a life elf illusion, chasing a mimicry of the group’s voices deep into life territory. He’d greyed out on the party chat menu soon after.

The others, however, likely weren’t faring so well. Group Two was the second-oldest batch of the current generation of clones, the youngest of them half a decade older than Caiyeri. She was the lowest-ranked of the bunch at Bronze 8, and that was after leveling up twice thanks to a particularly resilient set of constructs that hadn’t been able to deal much damage. Though the rest of Group Two were giving her opportunities to solo grind monsters and level, they were clearly irritated by how far behind she was.

Most of them were at least mid-silver already, with Rowan, their leader, only a single level from gold. Aside from Caiyeri, there were only two other bronze-rankers, one of whom was already dead.

Caiyeri Two had been a healer, not an attacker, and certainly not one who relied primarily on luck. As her replacement, Caiyeri could feel the strain of expectations placed on her, but she just couldn’t live up to who they wanted her to be.

Even with her and, to a lesser extent, Azure Four, slowing them down, their group of thirty (well, twenty-nine now) tore through the life elf outposts with clinical efficiency, demolishing at least three a day. The life elves were tricky with their positioning. More than half of the bases they found were in underground locations, many of them having been converted from long-since cleared dungeons.

Caiyeri herself wasn’t completely sure what the mechanics were for migrating a kingdom from Arcadia to this new planet, but it wasn’t her job to be sure about it. Lystri Two, who was far more reserved than the Seven version of him Caiyeri had known, took point on that front, mapping out the location and comparing it to the region that they had had a general idea of before. That was made more complicated by the fact that this was clearly an expansion of force that hadn’t been fully realized before the impact with Earth, but again, not Caiyeri’s job.

What her job actually comprised of was largely just being there. She filled in the gaps—despite the diverging arcs each clone group had taken, they had all been trained by the same teachers. Although she couldn’t do everything her predecessor had, she could still fight.

For now, they were picking and choosing tactical fights. Bronze-rank ones, largely. Group Two was a much more careful group than Seven and even Fifteen, who’d been new to the cave system and therefore much more cautious. By only fighting bronze-rankers and immediately fleeing when even a single silver-ranker showed up, they ensured the absolute minimum loss of life, which made Caiyeri wonder how they’d lost her predecessor and Azure before.

Maybe they hadn’t. Her role here couldn’t only just be that. If it was, the higher-ups would have selected a Caiyeri more suited to it. Out of the dozens of clone groups out there, there was surely another one that could spare a silver-rank healer.

Caiyeri Zero had told her the secondary mission, which this clone was starting to suspect was in fact the primary. During the days where Caiyeri Seven had spoken with Will, the two of them had avoided sharing too much about the details of their ventures, command had started poking her progressively more to identify his location. He was near, they knew, but nobody had specific enough tracking skills to find him.

He had a sigil they wanted. Caiyeri hadn’t been alive to witness any sigil-holders before the Carrion Lord, but she suspected that whatever next step happened in the grander scheme of things, it was going to involve that.

“Wrap this up quickly,” Rowan Two ordered. “Then torch it. They’re growing wiser to our strategies. There wasn’t anything of value here.”

“The life elves are consolidating,” Azure murmured.

“We have reason to believe that the life elves are gathering their silvers,” Rowan continued. “Groups Ten and Eleven have sustained heavy losses. Our next task is to disrupt the locations they’ve attempted to break, allowing them to return, and obtaining our secondary objectives along the way.”

He looked meaningfully at Caiyeri, then Azure. “Wrap it up!”

Caiyeri: You’re still here. It’s been eight days.

Azure: I’m waiting for a window.

Caiyeri: What window? It’s chaos out here. You could just pretend to get lost like Wynn did.

Azure: No. They know how to find me. Nothing they’ve ordered me to do so far has been so bad that I’m willing to exit early.

Caiyeri: What secondary objective do you even have?

Azure: That’s a secret.

Caiyeri: Mother above, you’re annoying.

Azure: I get that a lot.

As the other elves started conjuring oil through skills or inventory to burn the bodies around them, Caiyeri turned to her other chat window.

Will: I think I’ve already joined. There’s about a dozen dead elves in what I’m pretty sure used to be called the Meadow Dungeon. My Identify is telling me now that it’s a [Tree of the South] now. There’s a silver-rank guarding it. Thalia Brooksoul, Priestess of Life.

Caiyeri: I’m assuming you haven’t fought her, seeing that you’re still here.

Will: You have too little faith in me.

Caiyeri: Too much, maybe. Instinct told me that you’d try to give it a shot.

Will: Well, you were right to think twice. I ran the hell away. I have two low bronzes and an unformed with me. No shot in hell we’re taking a clan boss down at this stage.

Will: Now can you tell me what’s happening? I get that you’re going for the life elves. I assume that’s the choice of your nation, though if you can give me any insight, that’d be lovely.

Caiyeri paused. He’d just divulged more information in a few messages than she had in over a week. Her job here was to find him and kill him, and as an elf, her duty was to serve.

But she was an elf of the abyss. Part of the philosophy of their nation was to work with everything they had. Orders from above were supposed to be absolute, but she’d run a bit too far afield to blindly accept that. Azure Four seemed to be the same.

Will had saved her life multiple times. The higher-ups in the nation had trained her well, but in her time of need, they had abandoned her and her outpost. She wasn’t going to be content continuing to serve as their weapon.

As she started typing out a response, she sent one to Azure as well.

Caiyeri: Your window’s coming. Be ready when you see it.

#

Will looked at his chat window, processing the message Caiyeri had just sent him. In it, she’d detailed the information of her task here. She was to bring a bunch of silver-rank elves to him, kill him, and take his stuff. She suspected that the sigil he was holding was the reason the abyss elves wanted him dead, though it was also entirely possible that it was just because he’d survived an extreme-difficulty tutorial.”

“Fantastic. The life elves want me for my body, and the abyss ones want me for you,” Will muttered, tapping the palm-sized sigil. “Can’t imagine why they’d want that.”

He imagined that the god was laughing on the other side of that connection.

Thalia hadn’t noticed them, thank all that was holy. Will was beginning to suspect that she might not be able to notice much at all. The area around her was still brimming with magic, and it was clear from the way magic trailed off from the tree to her body that she was utilizing it as some sort of power booster, but despite all that, she hadn’t even turned to look at them.

Will: I appreciate the clarity, but I would much rather you didn’t try to kill me.

Caiyeri: I owe you, and I’d prefer not to be used as a pawn by the superiors who got everyone I grew up with killed and fed to goblins, but I’m still a bronze. I can’t exactly stop them from finding you.

Will: I appreciate it anyway. You know that your utility on this mission is gone, right? If they brought you along, it was definitely so that you could exploit your existing connection with me so you could bait me into a false sense of safety and kill me.

Caiyeri: What’s to say I’m not doing that right now?

Will: That you’re aware of it at all, I guess. We were pretty good at not killing each other before. Let’s stick with that relationship now.

Caiyeri: There’s another person I might be able to swing into helping, but he’s only at the very bottom of silver. Azure Four. I don’t know his class.

Will: Don’t bother if he’s not bothering. The more moving parts are in a plan, the higher its chance of failing.

Caiyeri: Do you have a plan?

That was a good question.

For one, he was definitely going to have to strike it out alone.

“Lev,” Will said aloud, confident in speaking now that they were much further away from Thalia’s tree. “Allie. Trevor.”

“That’s an ominous tone of voice,” Allie said.

“I’m being followed,” Will said. “Not at this moment, not right now, but a group of silvers is trying to hunt me down and kill me.”

“Oh, shit.” All traces of levity were gone from Allie’s voice now. “You’re sure?”

“Dead sure,” Will said, showing her the sigil. “Try to identify this.”

She did. Her eyes went wide. “Holy shit. That’s, like, a god-tier item.”

“It is. They want this from me. And now that I’ve showed you it, maybe you want it from me too. The thing is, I know I can beat you. I don’t know if I can beat the people following me. I do know that I can’t do it while trying to protect you three.”

“We can help you,” Lev asserted.

“You might think you can,” Will said. “I might even be wrong, and you prove that you really can. But you’re going to have to do it from a distance. Keep yourself safe, guys. I chose this location to save you, and I don’t want to have to do it again at the cost of my own life. Don’t interfere, level up, and find your own path. I’ll keep in touch, but I’m going alone.”

Lev reached a hand out, as if that would keep him rooted in place. “Will, wait—“

But Will had already turned invisible, sticking to the shadows as he crept away.

They’d been holding him back, but they could push each other forward. He just wasn’t meant to be in their party.

Will: I’ve got a semblance of a plan. How strictly do you have to stick with the elves?

Caiyeri: If I’m doing a scouting mission, I can bring the numbers down to three. We always have at least that many.

Will: Okay. Won’t that involve taking a silver?

Caiyeri: Yes, which is why I haven’t suggested it yet.

Will: I hate to be the one adding more moving parts into the plan, but if you can swing that maybe-sympathizer onto your group, we can try to 3v1 the last elf.

Caiyeri: That’s a horrible plan. You’d be asking two of us to kill one of our own.

Will: Do you have anything better?

There was silence for a while after. Will started navigating his way around the area, looking for a good dungeon he could grind through. If he was being chased by silvers, he was going to need to level faster.

Caiyeri: I’ll try to get him in on it.

#

A mile under the earth, Nymlera Brooksoul opened her eyes.

Gold rank was a difficult rank to advance to. With the sigil of the Mother, it could have been a much easier task, but Nymlera saw life for what it was. Elves could live a long time. Their decisions now would compound into massive ramifications later down the line. She would not taint herself with monster cores, and she would not taint the Mother’s grace by requesting a desperate power-up while she was alive.

At Silver 10, she represented the peak of her rank, but there were yet impurities to purge. Had she been an impatient youngster like many of those beneath her, she could have long since been at gold, but where were those impudents now? Stuck midway through their rank, realizing that monsters could only take them so far.

With the power of the Mother by her side, she could defeat the sloppy golds. Rank disparity mattered less when her form was so perfect, her network spread so wide.

Her children raised their heads, the daughters of life protecting the entrances to her great kingdom beneath recognizing that their matriarch had awakened.

Nymlera’s meditation had been interrupted earlier than expected. The cycle had begun, she knew, but the fortune brought to her doorstep was a pleasant surprise.

She was not the only sigil-holder here, her children not the only ones blessed by the Mother. The abyss, of course, sought to steal from their betters, to break the natural order of the world, but life would always persist in the face of chaos. To live was to defy death, and Nymlera had lived for a very long time.

“Take the champion of the Hunger,” she said softly, her voice radiating through her network of roots. “Return him to the Mother. When the time is right, strike. Show the heretics what our lady truly wishes for us.”

She rose. Gold rank would have to be achieved in the fire of battle instead of the peace of the underground.

There was a war to be had.

#

Despite initial concerns that they would see through her gambit, the rest of Group Two was all too happy to let Azure and Caiyeri go. They’d made it more than clear enough that the two of them were outsiders, only here to fill in the numbers for them.

The third member of their scouting party was a Silver 1. Qwayne Two was a Champion of Chaos, his skillset overlapping with Caiyeri’s. Although he had no natural immunity to corruption like Will did, his attacks all had slight chances of inflicting the condition upon his enemies, making him a deadly force to work with for hunting down prey. Marking them once would mean that they wouldn’t be able to run.

Caiyeri dearly hoped that power wouldn’t be turned against her.

“I have the human’s trust,” she told the other two, lying as naturally as she breathed. “I can lead you straight to him.”

They navigated their way around the life elf kingdom, avoiding confrontation as much as they could. Qwayne’s skill, Pass Without Trace, allowed them to stealthily skulk through the shadows as a group, preventing them from being spotted so long as they didn’t make too much sound or fire off an attack.

It would be perfect for an ambush, but in the act of pretending to double-cross Will, she was actually crossing the elves. She passed along every detail to him, building a plan together.

For a moment, she wondered if she was going too far. She’d known Qwayne Seven, once. They had been close friends. Betraying a man with his face…

Caiyeri found that she couldn’t find it in herself to care. She’d been trained to be a heartless killer, just like the rest of them. While abyss clones were loyal, corruption and inaccessbility had kept command from exercising control over them beyond holding the possibility of their corruption over them like a leash. They might have reinforced it after she’d returned, but her loyalties were to herself first. No amount of indoctrination could override her experiences, and she suspected that something about the corruption she’d been constantly exposed to had changed her in a way that made her incompatible to the archaic methods that they still used.

Her choice was made.

“He’s in a dungeon right now,” she said. “A subspace-class. He’s alone in it, so it’s most certainly not at capacity. I’ll enter first and lower his guard. Follow me in immediately after.”

“Works for me,” Qwayne said, fiddling with his knife. “He’s a bronze, mm?”

“Mid-bronze, yeah,” Caiyeri said.

“Easy pickings. I could go in first, if you’re worried.”

Caiyeri shook her head. “You know what we do here.”

“Minimum risk,” Qwayne piped in.

She entered first, stepping through the inky mess of arcane magic.

It was dark in this dungeon, enough that she had to wait a few moments for her elven eyesight to adjust to the lack of light. There were signs that there had been monsters here, blood tracked over hard stone floor and corpses dissolving on walls, but no sign of a human.

Fear settled in the pit of her stomach. It was a bad idea to be in here. It was an even worse idea to betray the abyss elves. She would die in this dungeon if she went forward with this plan. She would die if she took a step forward.

Calm yourself. She recognized the crushing dread from a man who still couldn’t fully control his aura.

“Are you ready?” she asked aloud.

“Always,” Will whispered, right behind her. She shrieked, jumping forward and instinctively conjuring her sword.

“Count yourself lucky I’m a forgiving woman!” she shouted. “Mother knows I could’ve taken your head off there!”

Will snorted. “You should see the look on your face.”

Caiyeri sighed, crossing her arms. “You’re still alive.”

“And another elf soon won’t be. Let’s get this done.”

Will vanished from sight once more.

Caiyeri: All clear. Enter at will.

#

Qwayne entered the dungeon and immediately caught the stench of a foreign god.

Mother protect me, he prayed, a charm on his wrist protecting him from the fear aura that the sigil-holder exuded.

“I’m a friend of your friend,” he announced in as friendly a voice as he could. “You’re a new User yet, and you need resources, mm? Why don’t you come back with us? We can train someone as promising as you.”

“Likely story,” a voice said from behind him.

A hand laid itself upon his exposed chin, lightly brushing it from behind, and Qwayne’s entire existence suddenly felt wrong.

He roared in anger.

“Fight’s on,” Will said.

            

    
        Chapter 36: The Tyranny of Rank

    
    
    
    
                What a goddamn moron. Will found it hard to believe that these were supposedly trained special force elves. Why would he just blindly believe a subordinate without double-checking things?

Maybe Will was just abnormally distrusting, but he was pretty sure that this exact situation justified being a bit paranoid.

That said, he couldn’t discount the elf as a threat.

Qwayne Two, Champion of Chaos. Level: Silver 2.

This is a squad boss.

The original Qwayne is a biological engineer, one that still produces clones for the Abyss Nation today. His variants, as the name implies, vary. Qwayne Two is an early model, created as a disposable pawn that could test chaos magic for the Abyss. His expected lifespan was two months past viability.

That was about ten years ago. As you might be able to see, he is not currently dead. Trained in the isolation of an abyssal chamber, he has little experience beyond simulations but is more than willing to kill.

Be wary of his attacks. The power of chaos is a pathway to corruption, and though it is less actively harmful to the system, there is a reason it is typically banned.

This guy’s a boss? What’s the difference? Is it the intent to kill me from the start? Does he have a vault key on him?

That didn’t matter now. All that did was winning this combat.

Decaying Touch sent corruption slithering into Qwayne’s body, distorting his skin and armor—and then, just as abruptly, it faded.

A flurry of notifications scrolled through the corner of Will’s vision.

You have inflicted a level of [Corruption] on [Qwayne Two].

[Elven Chaos Anchor] negated bronze-rank [Corruption].

[Qwayne Two] has broken the effect of [Decaying Touch].

[Qwayne Two] has gained a level of [Blessed].

Will triggered Pages of the Past and Time in a Bottle off instinct, assessing what had happened. He’d known that unknown skills could and would come into play. As a silver-ranker, Qwayne was full of unknowns. The general bent of the elf’s power had been provided to Will via system message and traitorous Caiyeri, but the specific stuff was all under the hood.

Pages of the Past, though, revealed skills and items that might otherwise have remained hidden.

Item: [Elven Chaos Anchor]

Status: 14% corrupted.

Will wanted to curse, but in the slowed time, his mouth couldn’t move fast enough to swear. Of course he would have an anchor. Caiyeri had had one, and there was no reason for them to get rid of them now that they were back in reality. Especially since he was using the Chaos element, it made sense.

What else did he have?

Skill: [Effect Inversion]

- Passive (affliction, chaos).

- Cost: low stamina and mana.

- Cooldown: 3 seconds (cleanse)/1 minute (inversion).

Silver

When you gain an affliction at the rank of this skill or lower, you can allow the power of chaos through your veins, cleansing the affliction. If the affliction is a lower rank than this skill, you gain a random boon based on the inverse of the cleansed affliction.

That explained why the corruption hadn’t properly taken hold, as well as the blessed condition he’d received in return.

Condition: [Blessed]

A being of ultimate power has looked favorably upon you, imbuing you with the strength to continue on.

- All damage taken while this boon is active is nullified. This protection decreases with time and damage taken until this boon ends.

Okay, that was really bad. He’d been able to both clear the corruption with the anchor and turn any remnants of it into a condition that was as stupidly good as corruption was devastating. The only saving grace was that the inversion passive had a cooldown of a minute, which was longer than it seemed in a straight-up fight.

Anything else?

Nothing that he’d actually activated, it appeared. Either his skills were all attack based and quite powerful or he was an idiot. Will wanted to assume the latter, but he couldn’t rely on his opponent to make mistakes.

This was still workable. He was just going to have to change a few things.

Will already had his slayer sword out in one hand, but that hadn’t been all. Knowing that the actively hostile member of the scouting trio Caiyeri brought was silver had prompted him to make some different preparations.

This was one of his first fights so far where it wasn’t him that was completely taken off guard and forced to adapt to the situation. He’d had time to prepare himself and the battlefield.

Raw force alone was unlikely to close the gap between them. Will’s Power stat was still only Bronze 1, which was a far cry from whatever Qwayne’s was. As such, when striking at the elf, what he needed to build up was afflictions.

That was harder with the Effect Inversion skill, but Will was just going to have to cope with that.

Though he couldn’t move much during the slowed time, Will was more than capable of using his instant activation skills.

Skill: [Mark for Death]

- Spell (affliction).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: 1 hour.

Bronze

Target any creature you can see or sense and mark them for death. During the next hour, the effectiveness of attacks and afflictions against the creature are increased, and you can track the creature through your minimap and through walls. This skill’s cooldown resets if the targeted creature dies.

[Soul Link] (bronze) - A fraction of all damage dealt to the marked creature is converted to healing for you.

Marking Qwayne should have been his first step, but he hadn’t wanted to give himself away before applying the first layer of corruption. It hadn’t worked, so here was plan B.

Mark for Death would be crucial here if he wanted to stay alive. The elf was almost certainly much more durable than he was.

As time sped up, Will slashed upwards with both blades, applying his touch-range storm spell to both of them.

Skill: [Thunder Wraith’s Grasp]

- Spell (augmentation, evocation)

- Cost: low mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze

A haunted storm gathers, and it grows mighty. Channels ghostly lightning into your fists or melee weapon, grasping an enemy to deliver successively greater amounts of lightning and necrotic damage.

Inflicts stacking levels of [Charged].

[Charged] - Target takes increased damage from lightning attacks. Target is easier to hit with lightning attacks. 

Compared to the power he could put behind one single, intense blow, his strike was weak and sloppy, but Will didn’t need to inflict a devastating cut—in fact, with his bronze-rank Power behind the bronze-rank weapons, he was unlikely to be able to do that, period.

But with his weapons, all he needed to do was connect.

Notifications flooded his vision.

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Bleed].

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Altrien’s Despair].

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Poisoned].

[Chieftain’s Axe of Despair] inflicted a level of [Charged].

[Senzen’s Seven-Star Slayer Sword] inflicted a level of [Charged].


Senzen’s Seven-Star Slayer Sword

Charges: 1/9

The effects set in immediately, and Qwayne’s Effect Inversion started nullifying them almost as quickly. Bleed was the first to go, followed by poison—but notably, the charged condition didn’t seem to qualify as an affliction for the purposes of the skill.

Will teleported away the moment his twin slashes landed, avoiding the inevitable retributive strike.

Qwayne’s weapon of choice was a jagged obsidian-black greatsword that he swung around like it was nothing. From the radiating cracks of acid that exploded from its tip hitting the ground, though, Will assumed he didn’t want to get hit by that.

Will: Where’s the third?

Caiyeri: Left him outside. Can’t trust him fully, like you said.

“YOU,” Qwayne bellowed. He wiped his sword across his armor, noticeably standing straighter with every passing moment. “Corruption. Banned by universal Arcadian treaty.”

Will: Leave as soon as you can. The dungeon boss isn’t dead yet, so the gate is still open.

Caiyeri: Got it.

“Not banned on my planet yet,” Will said.

They were both buying time for different reasons. Once Qwayne’s inversion came back online again, he was going to be able to turn another powerful debuff into a boon that would easily tilt the fight even further in his favor.

Will, on the other hand, knew this battlefield. He’d set it up for a proper ambush, not any of the amateur hour shit the Iron Boys had tried. He needed Caiyeri out of here, though. It wouldn’t work if there was a friendly within.

“It will be,” Qwayne said, twirling his sword around like a cheerleader baton. “I have to thank you, human.”

Quietly, Caiyeri stepped through the portal. If Qwayne noticed it, he didn’t comment on it. He must have thought she was retreating, knowing he could handle it.

“Oh yeah?” Will asked. “Why’s that?”

”Because—“

Will took advantage of the break in the elf’s concentration to teleport again.

Before the fight, he’d gone around with a load of unformed-rank daggers and claws, burying them in the dirt around the cave. Since the boss was confined to a single room for the time being, he had plenty of time to work with the rest of the dungeon. The conditions were perfect now. He could teleport basically anywhere in the room, and it was dark enough that Wraith Cloak would turn him fully invisible.

The knives weren’t the only thing he’d hidden, either. The elves had enough darkvision to see his setup, but by taking the majority of his attention, Will prevented Qwayne from noticing the two dozen oil barrels he’d placed in every possible nook and cranny.

As he stepped out the portal, fully cloaked by his invisibility skill, Will activated the store-bought detonator.

He emerged in front of a concerned-looking Caiyeri and a very nervous elf he hadn’t met before. Azure Four, going off of Identify.

“I’m going back in as soon as I can,” he said, uncorking and downing a bronze-rank mana potion. Qwayne’s mark still showed on his minimap, so the gambit obviously hadn’t killed the man.

That made sense. Stacked oil barrels had been enough to kill weak bronze-rank goblins, but with the kind of defenses this special forces clone was packing, it was unlikely that even a full cave-in could knock him out.

“Does he know about me yet?” Caiyeri asked.

Will shrugged. “Why don’t you tell him yourself?”

He stepped back through the portal, activating Time in a Bottle as his body started to approach it. The process of entering a dungeon wasn’t an immediate one, and with the slowed time, Will got to experience the entire underwater sensation of traveling through the murky darkness.

Thank god I have the Space feature to keep myself from feeling this too hard.

When the not-so-dark shape of the dungeon began to come into view again, Will immediately teleported, avoiding the descending sword blow.

The dungeon was still on fire, though the oil was rapidly burning out.

Qwayne barely looked like he’d been hit at first, but a closer inspection revealed that his blessed condition was gone now, opening him up to damage once more. Bits of his chainmail armor looked burned, but that was negligible.

“Seven knew what you were doing, mm?” Qwayne said, brandishing his sword again. “I’ll have to address that when I’m back.”

Speak of the devil, Caiyeri burst through the portal half a second later.

“Great,” Will said. “That makes this a little easier.”

Will: He definitely knows. Give ‘em hell.

Caiyeri conjured a greataxe, giving it Armor Breaker and Heal Blocker.

“Everyone’s got their cards on the table now,” Will lied. “Should we get to it?”

#

For two bronze-ranks against a silver, Will had to say that he was pretty impressed with their performance.

Obviously, they hadn’t revealed the full list of their powers. Most of Qwayne’s seemed to enhance the sword he was using in some ways, and the chaotic nature of his powers made them extremely hard to defend against.

Will’s ring of adaptive shielding let him protect against some of the effects, but every time Qwayne brought his sword down, a new type of magic exploded forward from it. Will burnt far too much mana just teleporting around to avoid the attacks before realizing he could play it much more effectively by going into Time in a Bottle for a few seconds to analyze what kind of damage Qwayne was sending at him, then using the active variant of the adaptive shield to block it.

That wasn’t nearly enough to stop everything, though. Qwayne’s attributes were silver rank, and it showed. Though Will would say that the enemy elf’s swordfighting techniques weren’t anything better than what Caiyeri could offer, the sheer power and speed he could put into them meant that he and Caiyeri were always on the back foot. Whenever the sword made direct contact with Will’s shield, he found himself smashed to the ground, forced to teleport away or risk losing his head as well as the forcefield.

There was never a great opening for either of them, and they quickly found themselves being pushed back. The only reason Will didn’t get run through in the first two minutes was his pre-preparation of the battlefield, allowing him to teleport around the place in a lethal dance of blades.

Will didn’t need a perfect opportunity to get a clean hit in. Over the course of minutes, he got in glancing hits, increasing the charges on the slayer sword and the levels of the charged condition on Qwayne.

After the minute was up, he made sure not to give him any more conditions. It had taken nuking the entire cave (metaphorically, that is—Will was sure an actual nuclear weapon would have dusted the man, the dungeon, and the city around it) to break through one layer of bless. Will was definitely not going to do that a second time.

The problem was that even stacking the charged condition—which couldn’t be reversed—and building up to a crit with the slayer sword wasn’t going to be enough. Not while he was still bronze.

Will’s plans A and B had both hinged on using the combination of explosives and afflictions to get off an absolutely massive activation of The Bell Tolls, but that clearly wasn’t going to work. Even if it inflicted a fair amount of necrotic damage, the fact of the matter was just that Qwayne was more durable, stronger, and faster than both of them. It took everything they had just to survive, and Caiyeri was starting to take hits.

Plan C was… significantly less reliable, but at this point, it was looking like he was going to have to try every possibgility in his toolkit.

Will: Buy some time for me.

Caiyeri: Trying.

She started a burst of attacks, using not just her conjured weapons but a bunch of esoteric magic types, igniting the darkness with a rainbow of clashing sorcery. Qwayne responded in kind, colors pulsing through his sword. He pushed her back, forcing Caiyeri to flee even as she continued an onslaught that was rapidly turning into a desperation play. Will recognized the forcefield flashing in and out of existence.

Skill: [Emergency Shield]

- Spell (conjuration).

- Cost: low mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Timing is everything.

Create a personal forcefield that absorbs damage at bronze rank. If you do not sustain heavy damage within 1 second of activating this shield, the cost of this skill increases to extreme mana. If the shield receives enough damage to break, your mana is fully restored.

After the first couple of times it worked to restore Caiyeri’s mana, Qwayne started playing around it, redirecting his magic every time the magic showed up, preventing the shield from breaking

Caiyeri: Running out of mana.

Will’s slayer sword was fully charged now, all nine slots along the edge filled with shimmering energy. When it struck, it would deal a devastating critical hit, expending all nine charges at once.

That wasn’t going to be enough.

Will: You’re doing great.

Caiyeri: Fuck you. Hurry up.

Inhaling deeply, Will used the skill he’d been watching on the edge of silver for the last week.

Over the course of the battle, the axe of despair he’d strapped to his back had passed its corruption to him. The message [Corruption Resistance] has negated bronze-rank [Corruption] was such a familiar sight by now that he barely even registered it anymore.

Will didn’t know how many levels of corruption were on him, but he hoped it was a lot.

He activated Chaos Transfer.

Suddenly, Caiyeri yelped in shocked pain and vanished, reappearing ten feet behind Will.

Caiyeri: That’s my contingency. I’m out of mana. It’s up to you now.

She collapsed backwards through the portal.

“That’s the traitor,” Qwayne said jovially. “Now, onto the human. I’ll warn you now, since you’ve been fun: you’re not going to like this.”

As every level of corruption slid from his body onto his sword, Will felt the skill crystallize. A new part of his mind opened, observing and understanding every step of the process.

After countless battles, this would be the one to push it over the edge.

[Chaos Transfer] has advanced to silver rank.

Will grinned. “You’re not going to like this.”

            

    
        Chapter 37: He Didn't Like It

    
    
    
    
                The information flooded into Will’s mind’s eye as he brandished the fully-charged slayer sword at Qwayne.

Skill: [Chaos Transfer]

- Spell (enchantment).

- Cost: high mana.

- Cooldown: 10 minutes -> 1 minute.

Silver

Let others suffer as you have.

Cleanses you of all levels of the [Corruption] affliction and transfers it to a designated weapon. The next target the weapon strikes will gain all levels of [Corruption] that you cleansed.

Silver-rank addition: Cleanses you of all levels of all afflictions. Increases the strength of the transferred afflictions to silver rank. You may now transfer the affliction between weapons or back to yourself.

This could be the difference maker. At the very least, it wouldn’t give the elf that bless effect that had soaked up all the damage from a shit load of barrels exploding. If corruption at silver rank was as superior to itself at bronze as Qwayne’s devastating power was to Will and Caiyeri’s, it was a massive step up for Will to be able to use this.

Still, if he’d been reading the skill correctly, Qwayne could probably purge the enhanced afflictions with a single usage of Effect Inversion. Will was going to have to combo this with another attack, most likely the crit—but that couldn’t be all. Qwayne needed some time and space to use Effect Inversion, that had become clear, and so a relentless press of attacks could slow him down.

Will couldn’t do that alone without burning literally everything he had, so he called into the chat.

Will: How’s it going out there? I have a better plan for killing this guy now.

Caiyeri: Your “plan” before was just blow him up and shoot him. That’s not a high bar.

Will: You’re not answering the question.

Caiyeri: Drinking a mana potion takes time, jackass. Give me a few.

“You were called here to kill me,” Will said aloud, unhooking the corrupted axe from his back as he did. “Would that be for this?”

Qwayne watched, amused, as Will took the sigil out from his inventory. It was a bit annoying to finagle the axe, sigil, and sword at the same time, but he managed by holding the former two in the same hand.

“You’re stalling for time,” the elf said.

“It’s working,” Will replied, assessing the expression on his opponent’s face, protected by forcefields but still visible to anyone who cared. “You’re interested.”

“Perhaps I am,” Qwayne said. “What of it?”

Will put the sigil back in his inventory, then started scraping his arm with the edge of the axe.

You have been afflicted with one level of [Bleed].

You have been afflicted with one level of [Altrien’s Despair].

You have been afflicted with one level of [Poisoned].

You have been afflicted with one level of [Charged].

Chaos Transfer’s cooldown reset thanks to its rank-up, and it was much faster to come off now anyway, which made this a viable thing to do in addition to the rest of his makeshift plan. The effects of his own afflictions started stacking fast, wracking his body with pain. His vision dimmed, an effect of bleed or the despair, and he suddenly felt extraordinarily slow and sluggish.

He slashed himself again, sloppier this time.

You have been afflicted with two levels of [Bleed].

You have been afflicted with two levels of [Altrien’s Despair].

You have been afflicted with two levels of [Poisoned].

You have been afflicted with two levels of [Charged].

You have been afflicted with one level of [Corruption].

Only then did he use his skill, transferring a truly evil-looking array of sickly colors to his sword.

“Well,” Will said, as if he hadn’t just stabbed himself twice and given himself the equivalent of the black death, “I was wondering if we could come to a more amicable conclusion.”

Qwayne looked at him for a few moments in disbelief, then burst out in laughter. “You’d fit right in with Two, friend! But I’m afraid not.”

“Why?” Will asked, genuinely curious. “You want the sigil off me, right? If I just handed it over, why would you still go to the effort of killing me?”

“Sigil-holders are all corrupted, one way or another,” Qwayne said. “We know how to corrupt our own the right way. You’re dealing with a god in your mind. I know you’re not fully you in there, human. If I peel your skin apart, do you think it’ll be cells and flesh I find in there?”

“Jesus, man,” Will said. “That escalated quickly. I’m still me, I’m pretty sure.”

He was actually a bit offended by that. Will had been putting in a ton of effort to stave off the Hunger. The person in his brain now was one hundred percent him, though perhaps less well-rested than he would have been if he didn’t have a god torturing him every night.

“That is precisely what a divine being acting through its thrall would want that thrall to think,” Qwayne noted. “I will address you as a human, but I know your games. We’re all trained for it.”

This guy’s completely brainwashed, Will realized. Caiyeri had been sort of the same… but she’d been raised without contact with the outside world, hadn’t she? The system had told him that Qwayne had been raised basically in a lab.

That made things make a little more sense, actually.

“So you’re going to kill me, cut my body into tiny little pieces, and take my stuff?”

“That’s about the gist of it,” the elf agreed. “You know you’re not going to be able to run. Even if you make it out here, all of the rest of Group Two has the location of this dungeon.”

I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Will thought. They had the location Caiyeri had given them, but while they were within the dungeon, they wouldn’t show up on party minimaps.

Caiyeri’s location, as it so happened, was wrong.

Speaking of Caiyeri…

Will: How’s it looking?

Caiyeri: I’m about ready. What do you need me to do?

“I’ll burn that bridge when I get to it,” Will said aloud.

Will: Just shoot a gun. You know the one.

Caiyeri: Mother no. I’d like to stay alive, thanks.

Will: It won’t be corrupted. Trust me.

“Bold of you to assume you’ll get to it,” Qwayne said. “Shall we?”

“Honorable of you,” Will said. “You villain types have a habit of doing that. Screwing yourself over with honor.”

“Oh, don’t mistake this for honor,” the elf said. “We all have our hobbies.”

“Killing people in ritual combat is yours?”

Caiyeri: Trust has gotten a lot of people killed.

Qwayne shrugged. “So what?”

Will: He’s about to engage again. Come in NOW.

Not waiting for her response, he took the seven-shooter out. It was bronze-rank, but a one-in-a-thousand chance would amplify its power to the point where it could break even gold-rank defenses.

It was also still corrupted, but all that banter had been enough for Chaos Transfer to come off cooldown. Will used the silver-rank feature of the skill to uncorrupt the weapon.

Something like this had been in every plan, but the evolution made it much easier to handle.

Qwayne took a decisive step forward, and Will slowed time for just long enough to take in the situation.

A figure was coming through the portal.

She came.

He let go of Time in a Bottle and tossed the gun up. “Catch!”

Caiyeri did.

Qwayne closed the distance between them in a single second, but even his silver-rank speed couldn’t beat a finger on the trigger.

[Instant Death selected.]

The elf’s chainmail armor shattered, forcefields flickering off as he tumbled to the ground. His grip on his sword never failed, which was completely fine with Will.

He teleported to that jagged blade with Weapons Free, his own slayer sword raised high.

Before Qwayne could recover from the sudden, overwhelming force of the seven-shooter’s ultimate shot, Will stabbed down with the slayer sword.

It was a bronze-rank item with bronze strength behind it, but he had every buff imaginable applied to it. Even a nail could threaten an elephant if it hit in the right way.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

Critical hit!

Expending nine instances of [Radiance].

Expending twenty-one instances of [Charged].

[Senzen’s Seven-Star Slayer Sword] inflicted three levels of [Corruption], two levels of [Bleed], two levels of [Altrien’s Despair], and two levels of [Poisoned].

The blade barely penetrated, but from the detonation of radiant electricity, any onlooker would’ve assumed Will had run him straight through.

Will didn’t waste a second.

“The Bell Tolls, asshole,” he hissed.

Skill: [The Bell Tolls]

- Spell (esoteric).

- Cost: high mana.

- Cooldown: 1 hour.

Bronze.

Cleanses all afflictions from you and targets a creature you can see. The creature cannot benefit from magical healing for the next minute. Inflicts necrotic damage scaling with the consumed afflictions and any injuries the target is suffering from.

[Withering Decay] (bronze) - Death approaches. Increases any affliction on the target by one level. Inflicts one level of [Wither].

He increased corruption to a fifth level.

There were only instants before Effect Inversion could start negating the bevy of effects he’d just smashed down onto the unsuspecting elf, but in those instants, Qwayne was insensate, necrotic power spreading through his veins.

Not dead. Not yet.

“Don’t you dare think I’m going to let you get back up.”

Skill: [Ghostflame]

- Spell (enchantment).

- Cost: extreme mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze.

Draws from your blood, afflictions, and lifeforce alongside your mana. Cleanses all afflictions from you and all creatures living or dead in a 10 foot radius. Wreathe your fists in ghostflame. Inflict true damage and necrotic damage upon any enemies you strike.

[Phantom Pyre] - Increases the base damage of this skill for every affliction cleansed.

The bronze-level upgrade hadn’t been useful the last time he’d used it, but this time, it consumed five levels of the strongest affliction to exist, two of bleed, two of despair, two of poison, and a level of poison.

In short, the ghostflame was blindingly powerful. True damage ignored the rank disparity, and with this much power behind it, on a target already as ravaged as this one—

The elf’s chest caved in and burst like an overripe watermelon.

You have defeated [Qwayne Two].

Level up!

#

Caiyeri was completely out of gas. Will turned to her to see the elf woman collapsed on the ground, mana and stamina utterly depleted.

“You good there?” he asked.

“No thanks to you,” Caiyeri grouched. “Yes. I took a silver-rank potion, so I’m not going to be able to move for a bit.”

“The silver-rank potion you gave me didn’t seem to do that,” Will said.

“Potions are pretty much free when you’re close enough to dead,” Caiyeri replied. “I wasn’t close to dead, so I’m suffering the effects of overtaxing my system now. I overdosed on mana, then used too much too fast. My body’s confused.”

“Great thing to admit when you’ve got someone who could potentially kill and loot you.”

“If you were going to do that, you would’ve already done it. People can’t resist trying things around me.”

“Can’t imagine why. You have so much restraint.”

“Fuck off and give me a hand, will you?”

Will helped Caiyeri up, wrapping an arm around her waist.

“Shame,” Will said, looking at the body he’d produced. “I’d been hoping for something I could actually loot.”

The equipment that Qwayne had been carrying was largely unlootable. The combination of the freshly-uncorrupted instant death bullet and Will’s Ghostflame had shattered the chainmail so thoroughly that even trying to inventory it gave him nothing but scrap metal.

He did get some other loot from the dead elf’s storage space, though.

1,000 bronze credits have been added to your inventory.

200 silver credits have been added to your inventory.

1 platinum credit has been added to your inventory.

And, perhaps most importantly, the sword was still intact.

Item: [Chaos Blade]

Rare, bronze

Capable of channeling chaos magic at up to gold-rank without breaking, this blade was specifically designed in a way that allows its use in high-corruption areas.

When mana is passed through this weapon, it triggers one of a thousand random magical effects.

Channeling chaos magic at a higher rank through this weapon increases the rank of the triggered magical effects as well as the chaos blade’s strength to that rank (max. gold).

It… wasn’t actually that useful for Will. Random effects were not his wheelhouse, and though the seven-shooter had come in handy, the chaos blade doubled up on something he already had too much of—bladed offense. Between the slayer sword, which was just a fantastic all-around weapon, and the axe of despair, which was a consistent source of applying afflictions, Will already had most of his needs covered. His corruption affinity might help him use the chaos aspects of the sword more effectively, but…

“This doesn’t work with my build,” he said aloud. “I’m going to either burn this for a powerful Destructive Synthesis or give it to you.”

It did seem to work pretty well with Caiyeri’s build, though Will wasn’t sure on the details of how her Rigged Dice feature worked. Would she be able to pick a single one of the thousand effects, or would that have the same extreme mana drain and cooldown that force-picking instant death on the revolver did?

That wasn’t for him to figure out.

Caiyeri took the blade, leaning on him for support as she tested out the weight.

A second later, it disappeared into her inventory.

“Not bad at all,” she said. “It’ll do better than some of my conjurations, I think. I can’t believe they gave Two so much loot.”

“They didn’t all fall to goblins,” Will pointed out. “Also, you said they were mostly silver rank.”

“That’s true,” Caiyeri acknowledged. “Of the remaining ones, Qwayne was somewhere in the bottom third. I wouldn’t hope for a fight this easy now that they know we’re against them.”

“This was easy?” Will hadn’t struggled as much with this fight as he had with Axl, but that was only because he’d set up a total death trap in this dungeon. The difference between bronze and silver was even starker than the difference between unformed and bronze. “Actually, I guess it was.”

Despite all the effort they’d put in, neither of them had suffered anything beyond minor injuries. Caiyeri had taken one solid hit but had immediately run afterwards.

“Yeah,” Caiyeri said. “Azure might be able to help, but I don’t know how much I can trust him.”

“The two of you were really easy to convince,” Will said. “I won’t lie, that makes me more than a bit suspicious.”

“Yeah? That makes three of us. I don’t know why Azure’s so keen on leaving, but I can tell you why I’m gone. Leadership wasn’t exactly there for us in the tunnels. I can recognize when a behavior is implanted just fine.”

“You can?” Will asked. “That would’ve been a really nice skill for the world before the fall. We would have had a lot fewer problems.”

Caiyeri snorted. “And yet here we are, all of us in the same pot.”

“Here we are.”

She separated herself from Will, finding a convenient rock to sit on. “I’m going to tell Azure to come in. Don’t blow him up, thanks.”

“No promises.”

The other elf bore similarities to Caiyeri, though his hair was much shorter and his features slightly softer. His eyes were the sharpest part of him, darting around the room as he entered. They settled on Will.

Azure swore. “Mother above, get away from here. Caiyeri, he’s going to kill you!”

Will tilted his head at Caiyeri. “What?”

“The aura of general shittiness your sigil’s carrying got worse,” Caiyeri said drily. “It might’ve been you, too.”

“Oh, great,” Will said, trying to veil it the way she’d taught him to. “That help at all?”

“No.”

“Fantastic.” Will turned to Azure, his fingers itching for a weapon. “Did she not warn you about this?”

“She did.” Azure exhaled heavily. “Apologies. It was… more dramatic than I thought it would be.”

“I might be a bit of an anomaly,” Caiyeri volunteered. “In terms of reacting to this, at least.”

Azure ignored her, eyes drifting to Qwayne’s corpse. “You really did it.”

“What were you expecting?” Caiyeri asked.

“Exactly this,” Azure admitted. “I had hoped to avoid it, though.”

“You said that you had a plan,” Caiyeri said, steering the conversation back on track. “I don’t really trust your judgment on what counts as a plan, but I’d like to hear it.”

“Dungeons,” Will said simply. “The portal-types, to be specific. Leveling up is faster when we’re actually being challenged by something, right?”

“That’s how it works,” Azure said. “We’re trained to limit risk, though.”

“No wonder you’re stuck at silver after how many years?”

“I don’t see you at silver, human,” Azure said.

“I’m not there yet,” Will admitted, “but I’m growing fast. Besides it being better for leveling, you also can’t see us on a minimap when we’re in one of these.”

“Our tracking couldn’t find you in this dungeon,” Caiyeri said. “Qwayne’s, at least, though he is—was—supposedly our strongest tracker.”

“Exactly,” Will said. “My system tells me there’s fifty days or so until the trial of the champion.” He needed to be careful with his words here. Exposing too much about the Hunger or his corruption element carried the risk of triggering Azure again, and Will didn’t want to deal with another silver trying to kill him moments after dealing with one already. “Given what I’ve learned, I’m pretty sure literally everyone already established in the system has a vested interest in this.”

“I’ve heard about that,” Azure said.

“I haven’t,” Caiyeri said. “Care to elaborate?”

“It happens pretty early in the cycle,” Azure said. “I read some old records of it, so they might be wrong, but from what I can tell, it goes something like this. Anywhere from one month to three years after the apocalypse, there’s a competition between sigil-holders. The details of it aren’t very clear, but those who survive it almost always tend to make it to their global leaderboards.”

That sounded promising.

“I’ve got the sigil,” Will said, looking at Azure. “But you know that already, right?”

No adverse reaction from Azure. “Yes.”

“I’m going to assume you don’t want it from me.”

“Fuck no,” Caiyeri said. “Never the Hunger. Azure, if you so much as lay a finger on him trying to steal it, I will bring down every single elf force in the area directly to our location.”

“Understood,” Azure said. “I don’t have my eyes on the Hunger, anyway.”

“So basically, the plan is to grind dungeons, run from dungeon to dungeon, and get into the trial,” Will said. “There’s, uh, a lot of holes in it.”

“No shit,” Caiyeri said drily. “Is that all?”

“Yeah, basically. In my defense, if you were going to regret that, you probably shouldn’t have betrayed your entire race off of me vaguely saying I had a plan.”

“The time was coming,” Caiyeri said. “Our next stage was going to be looking for you, which was going to leverage me. You just rang the bell, so to speak.”

“Oh, fantastic,” Will said. “With that said, why don’t we make a party and update each other on what we can do? I have a suspicion that you two will be slightly better dungeon divers than my last party.”

#

Lily had been so damn close to finding it. A group of unformed Users had entered the same safe zone as she’d been camping out in while on the tail of eliminating the Iron Boys group. That had netted her a fair amount of experience, but someone else had stolen her fucking quest.

She’d gotten more quests in return, and that unformed group had come with a bronze-rank man that she thought she might’ve recognized from campus. Just being around him had made her skin crawl in a this-guy-would-wear-my-skin-like-a-suit sense, and it was only now, a group of dead elves at her feet and the information they’d carried in her hands, that she realized she’d barely missed what she was looking for.

Special quest: Leaderboard

Maintain your position on the local leaderboard. Eliminate threats to it.

- Stay within the top 3 of the regional leaderboard.

Reward: 1,000 bronze credits per day. Experience.

- Bonus: Kill others on the regional leaderboard. For the duration of this quest, you can see the leaderboard ranks of everyone you encounter.

Reward: ??


Quest: Sigil-holder

Qualify yourself for the Trial of the Champion.

- Obtain a sigil. The closest sigil to you is: [Sigil of the Hunger].

Reward: Become a god’s champion. Extreme experience.

“I’m coming for you, sigil,” she whispered.

She was going to get that thing no matter what it took. Any thoughts of human decency she’d had before the integration were gone. After all, the world had ended, anarchy reigned, and goddamn alien races had invaded earth.

What better purpose was there in life than to level the fuck up?

            

    
        Chapter 38: On the Way to Leveling Up

    
    
    
    
                Moving from dungeon to dungeon was easier said than done. All three of them had some form of stealth skill, but they knew they would be contending with silver tracking skills. Azure and Caiyeri had had the presence of mind to at least take themselves out of the party of their elf group, hoping that it would indicate that they were dead.

None of the three expected that to last long, but they needed to use every tiny advantage they had.

The life elves would kill Caiyeri and Azure on sight. Will had floated the thought of having them try to disguise themselves as the other group, but there were apparently some small differences in their magic and racial features that would instantly out them to any competent life elf.

“Also, I’ve spent the entirety of my life in a corrupted hellhole,” Caiyeri commented. “That changes things. Like you.”

She poked him.

Right. Will remembered class selection. That had implied that he could swap his race if he’d been in a normal situation, but even after just a week of fighting in the corrupted cave system, his body had been messed up enough that it had been stripped away from him.

“You’re not going to have options other than running away,” Azure had told him. “Anyone who recognizes the effect of a sigil will see you coming from half a mile away.”

As they located their next dungeon, Will kept that information in mind. The life elves seemed to be less actively confrontational than the abyss nation, which was actively hunting them, so he felt it was okay to get closer to their territory.

The issue with life elf territory, of course, was that they had gone ahead and populated the entire place with monsters. Most of them were bronze-rank or even unformed, but Will tried to avoid fighting them as much as he could. The unformed abominations gave him so little experience that it was barely worth his time to slaughter them, and the bronzes took him long enough to finish off that he didn’t want to leave himself open to tracking skills.

All three of them followed a scattered path, using teleportation, speed, and stealth skills to get from weak dungeon to weak dungeon. The quantity of active portal-types in the area was steadily decreasing just by sheer virtue of how many clears had been done, both by humans and elves. None of them went the same direction, though they stayed within a few minutes’ range of each other.

Traveling through what had once been a Midwestern state and was now a densely-populated hellhole of thick foliage and dangerous monsters could’ve been a lot worse if not for Will’s various skills. Wind Walker, Escape Artist, and Wraith Cloak all helped him skulk his way through the difficult terrain at speed. About half an hour into their frantic dungeon-hopping escape, the grey clouds above them darkened, pouring rain down upon them.

[Power]

- Bound to [Storm]: Once a storm begins, it will not stop. Your stamina depletes at a greatly decreased rate while you are above a walking pace. Difficult terrain caused by water or wind does not impede your movement.

Will’s storm attribute did a lot to keep him going. The rain didn’t impede him, and by continuing at his greatly enhanced pace, he was set to continue on for a while.

The game was definitely up with the abyssal elves. There was no way they hadn’t tried to page Caiyeri and Azure by now, which meant it was that group that the three of them in Will’s party needed to avoid them as much as they could.

Will: Hey, just a heads up—if you see wandeirng elves with black/silver/greyish armor, those are probably abyss elves. Don’t engage with them. Steer very clear. The weakest one of them is silver, and they’re out for blood. They shouldn’t pursue you if you run, but they’re looking for me.

Lev: Appreciate the heads-up. We’re trying to leave the area anyway. Thanks to you, we’re strong enough to make our own path, but we’d really like to get to a place where we won’t be torn apart for material.

Will: Understandable. Good luck.

At least the life elves were easy to avoid. Their tree mazes were easy to spot, some of them littered with blood from the combats that the abyss elves had engaged in there, and the settlements that stretched out from the city were easy to identify visually. They also didn’t chase Will when he got near them, though on the one occasion he had the misfortune of getting close enough to a life elf to tip him off to the existence of the sigil, he’d been forced to kill him and keep running.

Though it seemed stupid, entering life elf territory proved to be a massive boon for them. While they were keeping a very low profile, the same couldn’t be said for the abyssal elves, who moved in packs. After more than a week of precision strikes at their research bases, the life elves were ready for large groups of their enemies to come in and attack them.

Will, Caiyeri, and Azure ducked the issue by being apparently isolated Users, but the rest of the abyss elves didn’t. Though Will couldn’t see it, he could hear the sounds of sirens and clashing magic off in the distance behind him as they ran.

They ended up finding their way to the target they’d identified earlier in about an hour.

Twelve miles north and about a mile west of the life elf city of Verdantwood, there was a lake—Lake Monroe. Said lake had been one of a few notable spots highlighted on his map from even this distance. Will remembered making a trip to it with his friends back in his sophomore year. It was a dull, uninteresting body of water, but with the world successfully ended, Will doubted it would be as boring now.

What currently made it stand out was that it had been converted into a dungeon. A silver-rank dungeon, in fact, which was what made it visible even from miles beyond on the map.

Now, there was an argument to be made that a highly visible dungeon was a bad place to hide in, but Will had different ideas.

When discussing their next steps, he’d taken a look at their capabilities. Each of them was capable of soloing a bronze-rank dungeon, depending on the boss, and they’d just proven that Will and Caiyeri together could kill a competent silver. Dungeon monsters tended to be less sapient and much less able to use strategy than the other living beings Will had dealt with, so a silver rank one was the perfect opportunity for them to advance.

And importantly, nobody was going to look for bronzes in a silver dungeon. Using it as a hiding spot would practically be suicide.

Not that Will planned on simply hiding, of course. He knew that this was going to be an undertaking unlike the dungeons he’d gone through so far, but that was fine with him.

Lake Monroe. Difficulty: silver. Size: massive.

Formerly home to many freshwater fish, Lake Monroe has become a significantly more lethal location after the addition of approximately 0.4 Chernobyls of mana alongside colliding with ancient Arcadian ruins that were further damaged by not one but two separate world-ending events.

If you can’t prove your planet worthy, they might have to make it through a third.

This dungeon spans the entirety of the lake and the space immediately under it. Tracking effects of silver rank and lower from outside the dungeon will fail on those within the dungeon.

It wasn’t a portal-type, but the effect to hide them would serve the same purpose.

“That’s a big dungeon,” Caiyeri said. “You think you’ll survive more than a day in it?”

“Oh, shut it,” Will said. “You’re only a single level higher than me now.”

Caiyeri made a dismayed sound. In the week he’d been gone, Will had caught up quickly. Neither of them used monster cores, so their progression was naturally slower, but Will’s Marked for Death title had gave him a huge boost to his levels when he’d killed other Users.

Once again, Will could see himself bringing his Reaper class to fruition, scything down other Users like rotting wheat. It would be the most practical way to level up.

That was monstrous, though, and Will felt bad for even thinking it. He was fighting for himself, now, but he didn’t want to be a serial killer.

Also, he had an inkling that the Dread Executors and other similarly high-ranked beings wouldn’t take too kindly to a psycho murderer.

“There are entrances all over the lake,” Will said, checking his minimap. “They should be marked for you.”

“I see them,” Azure confirmed. “Shall we go, then?”

“You first,” Will said. “You’re the silver, after all.”

He gauged the elf for reactions, still unsure how to feel about him. Azure hadn’t sold them out to the abyssal elves and hadn’t tried to steal from either of them, but neither Will and Caiyeri knew much about the elf beyond what the basics of his Demolitions Specialist class.

Azure nodded. “Reasonable, though I’ll warn you that I’m not good in an all-out brawl.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Moderately suspicious elf leading the way, the trio made their way to one of the marked entrances.

Sure enough, the lake had been modified. With Will’s improving aura sense, he could feel the sheer force emanating off the water. If he squinted, he could see scintillating rainbows shimmering in the water and, for a brief instant, the dark figure of an animal definitely too large to naturally live in a lake brushing up high enough to catch the rays of the sun.

Their entrance was underwater, which presented a mild problem. Will’s Storm element let him walk through some water uninhibited, though he knew from experience that he would still experience some side effects like his wet clothing slowing him down.

The options were either enter the water or wait for the abyssal elves to track them and kill them, and between the two, their choice was obvious.

All three of them waded into the water cautiously. To Will’s surprise, nothing immediately went wrong. They trudged further in until the water was up to their chests.

“We’re on top of the mark,” Will said. “Where—“

The sand beneath their feet collapsed, and the whirlpool that formed in its wake sucked them in down beneath the water.

#

“Goddamn it,” Lily muttered. “How fast can one person run?”

Lily Teneli, currently ranked second on the regional leaderboard, had a bit of a conundrum.

Basically, the prey she’d been chasing was extraordinarily fast.

“It must have been a speed potion,” she theorized. “There’s no way anyone could run that fast otherwise.”

The corpse before her did not care to comment on that.

Fueled by the incredible amounts of overwhelming violence she’d inflicted upon monsters and humans alike, her Hunter class gave her the ability to find traces of any target.

Based on the sensation that she was pretty sure was associated with the sigil she was looking for, they’d been less than half a mile from her just a few hours ago. But now, after dodging her way through elf encampments and battles—shanking one or two here and there where she thought she could get away with it—she was somehow way further behind.

Skill: [Eye of the Hunt]

- Passive (body, perception).

- Cost: low stamina and mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze

You can see footsteps and other physical indicators that are up to 24 hours old. This effect grows stronger the more recent the effect being tracked is. While following a trail, your speed is amplified.

You can now also select a target based on their trail, showing you the direction to them at all times, unless they are hidden by an anti-tracking effect. This costs a high amount of mana to activate and low mana per second to maintain.

She’d been using that to follow her target, who she now knew was named William Li-Brown. That definitely was a name she ever so slightly remembered, but whatever. She didn’t care. So long as it wasn’t someone she actually cared about, he was basically a bag of XP for her.

The issue was that the trail kept getting colder. That wasn’t supposed to happen. Lily ran like the fucking wind when she had Eye of the Hunt going, and somehow her target was getting faster. Every now and again, he would even disappear from her compass briefly, which she assumed was from him entering dungeons.

He had a sigil she wanted, and he was a way easier target than anyone else who might have a sigil.

As she bobbed and weaved through the elf kingdom, though, she had to give the person some credit. Even alone, operating as quickly and stealthily as she could, it was a damn challenge for Lily to avoid all of the silver-rank elves. Even when she did stay away from them, there was a never-ending stream of animals that had the most fucked-up monsters within.

Not that Lily was going to turn down the chance to grind. Every monster death gave her a monster core, and some of the abominations that the elves had created dropped two. Consuming the bronze-rank ones were starting to give diminishing returns, but she was almost to Bronze 9 already. Sweeping her way through this rank was going to be a cinch.

As she made her way through the forest, Lily’s attention dropped from the task before her to the reward waiting for her at the end of it.

A sigil. Her tutorial had mentioned that at one point. People who got them could participate in the Trial of the Champion, though if they didn’t, they could find an alternate buy-in. A tournament like that sounded heavenly. An opportunity to rise through the ranks even faster than she already was? Golden.

Well, hopefully not just golden. She planned on riding this all the way to godhood and beyond.

Lily’s lack of attention came due when she stumbled into a clearing that she really should have checked for elves. Or monsters, for that matter.

There was a person there.

Check the minimap.

“Aw, shit,” she swore. She was way too close to life elf territory.

This guy also seemed familiar. Lily scrutinized her memory…

Oh! There it was. Andrew Andrews. He’d been third for a while, but had eventually been overtaken by Jackson Grove, who wasn’t part of the Iron Boys and was presumably somewhere else in the state.

“Hold on,” she said. “Aren’t you supposed to still be on the leaderboard? Waiiiiiit a second…”

There was no indicator next to him indicating his position anymore.

Andrew grimaced, holding his hands to his head. “Agh… you’re… hunting the sigil-holder.”

“So what if I am?” Lily asked. “Are you going to get in my way?”

“I… also look for him,” Andrew grunted.

Lily peered closer. He looked like a wreck, but there was magic pulsing through his skin. She could feel it.

“What is wrong with you?” she whispered excitedly.


Andrew Andrews. Level: Silver 0.

This is a squad boss.

There is a saying in the elven regions of Arcadia: you should not let the life ones find your corpse, but NEVER let yourself be taken alive.

This poor guy got taken alive.


New quest: Monster Hunter IV

You are a hunter of great prey, mighty monsters that defy what you should be able to handle.

Kill the one before you.

- Kill the life elf construct formerly known as Andrew Andrews. [0/1]

Reward: Tablet of the Abomination. Power gems.


“Ohoho, now there’s a reward,” Lily whistled. “But I don’t think I’ll claim it just yet.”

Her interests boiled down to “me, myself, and I,” but even she knew that using people could be beneficial. Especially if the person in question was apparently no longer human. With the potential rewards from this quest, she could have her cake and eat it too.

“We can work together,” she lied. “Join me? We’ve got a dude who’s in way over his head to kill.”

“Join… nnf,” Andrew hissed. He paused, started to scream, and cut himself off abruptly half a second into the motion. “Yes. I will… join.”

“Good. Great! C’mon, let’s get going.”

Lily frowned. Did this mean she was on the side of the life elves now?

#

Nymlera monitored her kingdom with dissatisfaction.

The constructs were working, but her people had grown stagnant in her absence. No other leader had been elevated in her place, no ambitious young one pushing themselves to a true and proper gold.

She sensed the presence of the Hunger marring her lands, and yet the elves themselves had not come after the holder. Only their creations.

“Send word,” she told the Brooksouls. “We have waited for far too long. The abyss has made their patterns clear. They seek the Hunger, and so we too shall find them and crush them both.”

“My Lady,” Thalia replied. That girl had always been a sweet one. “Should I abandon my post and give chase?”

“Yours is a well-defended location already,” Nymlera said. “It will do you some good to be separate from the Sacred Roots. Find your own path, Thalia.”

“My Lady,” came the reply. Acceptance, not questioning.

Nymlera closed her eyes, feeling.

There were many sigils in play this cycle. It had been a long time since her own mother had died in the Trial of the Champion, leaving a sigil for her daughter, but now… now, she could finally put paid to the century-long grudge with the Hunger.

Elves lived a long time, and they did not forget.

#

“He throws himself at silvers,” Kadael the Hunger said. “He will perish.”

“I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” Sadareth the Mother replied. “He has the hunger to improve that you desire, and in doing so may defy even Hunger itself.”

“Blasphemy.”

“Is it blasphemy when I am your peer?”

“If not blasphemy, then disrespect.”

Sadareth chuckled. “You know Peace is going to make a move on your divinity this cycle if you do not select a champion. If not her, then War, and neither is one you want at your door.”

“I know,” Kadael said. “But events are converging. Your elves seek him. Humans chase after him for power and my sigil. There is time yet.”

“Not only those,” Sadareth countered. “The Trial is earlier than ever. The Dread Executors… something is changing. The cycle is not what it should be. Tread lightly.”

“I will not submit to a human,” Kadael hissed, eyes blazing with immortal fury.

Sadareth took his cheeks in her hands. “Tell me you will make the decision to live if it is required of you.”

Kadael stared at her angrily for a moment longer, then sighed. “Yes. Only if he survives to the night before the tournament.”

Just like that, Sadareth knew the god had already lost.

#

Ayla blinked.

She was not on the moon anymore. She wasn’t back home, either, nor was she on the planet she’d been on when she’d been taken in.

She was… floating?

Far below her, she could see Earth.

Dread Executor Ramiel: This is the most I can manage. You are one of the ones with a link to the Beyond.

The system. She wasn’t supposed to have access to it here, not with the suppression engraved into her soul—and indeed, her skills hadn’t been returned.

Yet she could use the chat without a physical interface. She was suspended millions of miles from a planet, and she was alive.

Ayla Dreamer: Yes. Where am I? Why am I here?

Ramiel: You are here because you accepted. You are in a dead zone, hidden from the organization’s—

Ayla: I know what a dead zone is. I assume I can’t return at this stage.

Ramiel: Correct. What you can do is observe. One of your project is about to bear fruit or die on the vine.

Ayla: This is a test. You’re talking about the corruption-bound one.

Ramiel: Also correct. Should he fail to form his own link with the Beyond or perish, I will return you to your quarters and allow you to continue your trials. The tutorial structure was under orbital assault when I left. Your temporary absence will go unnoticed.

Ayla: He’ll win.

Ramiel: I have heard that many times before. I sincerely hope this works, Void Dreamer. I must take my leave. There are other planets and other worlds that require my attention.

Ayla: As you were, Dread Executor.

Then it was silent once more. There was nobody else to chat with, only a small window that displayed a very familiar man.

Will. Bronze-rank, well on his way to building the foundation for the ascent to silver.

Despite the lack of oxygen, Ayla wanted to laugh, delirium rising in her mind.

Almost a century of work, and my path relies on one man that barely survived his tutorial, she thought.

And somehow, she’d never been so certain that she’d chosen correctly.

            

    
        Chapter 39: Leveling Up (requires a lot of grinding, it turns out)

    
    
    
    
                Lake Monroe wasn’t just a lake, which Will had expected. He had yet to see an all-underwater dungeon, though there had been that one that had been mostly submerged. They’d prepared for the eventuality of there being impassable conditions—well, Caiyeri and Azure had come prepared.

Both of them had enough potions of water breathing to last them a full dungeon, and they’d split some with Will beforehand. They had a lot of potions, most of them cheap bronze-rank stuff, so they were also set if they went into a dungeon that was on fire, thick with acid, or had unbreathable air, they would be… not set, exactly, but reasonably prepared.

Still, it was nice to know they weren’t going to need it immediately.

The sand-suck portal had shoved them through layers of dark water to bring them into a cavern where the water went up to their waists.

This was one of at least two dozen entry points, though, which was an upside—the more obscured their location was, the better.

As they’d arrived, a new system message had informed Will that this dungeon would have purpose beyond just being a place to hide from the elves chasing them.

New quest: Strange Beings Lying in Ponds

Lake Monroe, formed over 20,000 years ago, has new residents. Nh’desk, religious capital of Mhodesia, has found pieces of itself falling into your Earthen lake. Built on the skeleton of a dead god, this city now holds the sigil of an ancient Arcadian who has long since become a god within the system.

To open the path to this god, you must first defeat the guardians of his kind.

- Eliminate the guardians of the temple. [0/3]

- Obtain the sigil. [0/1]

Reward: 3 platinum credits. Awakening Shard.

Will frowned. “The system knows about Monty Python?”

“I have no idea what that is,” Caiyeri said. “I assume you got a quest? The system knows the details of your culture, just as it does of mine.”

“That would make sense.” Will remembered it making a pop culture reference or two during the tutorial, too. This was more actively discomforting, though.

“Can’t see shit,” Caiyeri said. “Giving us a light.”

Will heard something that he could only liken to Pop Rocks being crushed in a package, and then he could see again.

Azure and Caiyeri both had equipment left over from being part of their elven special forces groups, temporary magical lanterns being one of them. The light they cast was bright but limited, and it was enough to illuminate the entryway.

They were waist deep in water. Will almost jumped into full combat mode when he felt something brush past his leg, but a closer inspection under the magical light revealed that it was just kelp. Non-magical kelp, given that Identify didn’t trigger off of it.

“Get me out of this,” Caiyeri grumbled. “There’s a dry-ish rock over there.”

There was enough just enough room on the rock for all three of them to lie down on. While the water was frigid, the air outside was refreshingly warm.

“We’re in the dungeon now,” Azure said. He sounded oddly disappointed. “I haven’t been in one of these in years.”

“Well, it’s here or try your luck out there with the rest of ‘em,” Will said. “If you didn’t want to lower yourself to a dungeon, then maybe you shouldn’t have betrayed your entire nation.”

Caiyeri shifted uncomfortably.

“It’s not the betrayal,” Azure huffed. “You wouldn’t understand.”

Will didn’t want to bother understanding a moody elf who was probably at least twice his age, so he just ignored the obvious conversation bait and moved on.

“We’ve been running, so I’ve definitely missed a few things,” Will said. “Now that we’re here, though…”

Carefully, he extracted the pieces of the Red Knight armor set from his inventory.

Item: The Armor of the Red Knight

Legendary, bronze (growth)

Grows with its user. For their sins against the chaos defense contract, the Order of the Red Knights was exterminated to the last man millennia ago. Their equipment, however, survives.

[Gauntlets of the Red Knight] - You gain the [Decaying Touch] skill at bronze rank.

[Cuirass of the Red Knight] - Enemies that strike at you have a moderate chance of being afflicted with a level of [Corruption].

[Boots of the Red Knight] - You gain the [Corrupted Speed] skill at bronze rank.

[Helmet of the Red Knight] - You are immune to afflictions of bronze rank or lower and resist afflictions above it.

Set bonus - you gain a boost to your [Power] and [Speed] attributes while wearing the full set of armor.

“Bronze-rank, but it’s legendary,” Will said. “Plus, it’s a growth set.”

“Mother above, you just have that?” Caiyeri asked. “I have a single legendary item, and it’s a one-time-use.”

“Well, I took it from a guy who was trying to kill me,” Will said. “Trying being the operative word, of course.”

“This armor is unclean,” Azure said, recoiling as he analyzed the item. “It’s of corrupted make.”

“Weren’t you the one telling me about how I shouldn’t care about the rules?” Caiyeri said. The two of them clearly had some history there that Will also didn’t particularly care for.

“They have rules about corruption for a reason, Seven.”

“And you’re breaking them for a reason too, Four.”

Azure sighed. “True enough. I suppose my distaste matters little. I cannot use it.”

Both Will and Azure had the Escape Artist skill, though Azure’s was at silver rank and had taken a slightly different path than Will’s had. Azure did have some equipment on, but just like Will, it was unobtrusive.

The elf’s Demolitions Specialist class was an unorthodox one, which Will was beginning to realize was something of a pattern with the abyssal elves. It emphasized setting traps and baiting enemies into them rather than active fighting, which left their makeshift trio of three without a proper brawler, someone who could tank the majority of damage and attention while the others stacked up their damage.

Caiyeri came the closest, with her Emergency Shield acting to make her a pseudo-tank in some occasions, but her armor was just standard issue clone gear. It was good chain, and though it was on the more common end of items, it was still a growth set. That growth was why Will had struggled to break through Qwayne’s armor of the same type.

These, though, would give her some more power.

“I can’t use these either,” Will said. “Caiyeri, you’re the only one who can. Wanna take them?”

“Seriously?” she said, hand hovering over it like she was worried someone would punish her for inventorying them. “People don’t just go around handing out legendary items.”

Will shrugged. “My other option is destroying them for mana and a temporary skill boost.”

Caiyeri sucked in a breath. “If you say so.”

She awkwardly got to her feet, putting the armor on piece by piece. It fit itself to her magically as she got each piece on, shaping itself into an absolutely badass mech-like set.

“It’s heavy,” Caiyeri said, testing her mobility with her fingers. She clicked her tongue. “I don’t like having the access to corruption spells.”

“You don’t need to use them,” Will said. “Just take the set bonus and the protection. Affliction immunity’s pretty great, too.”

“That’s true,” she said reluctantly. “We’ll see.”

“The quest,” Will said, changing the topic. “The temple here. It’s an Arcadian one, right?”

“It is,” Azure said. “Mhodesia. That rings a bell.”

“Any idea why there would be another sigil in here?” Will asked.

“Not every sigil has been claimed,” Azure replied. “Arcadia was a dangerous, largely unexplored planet before the system came to us. Gods know that it’s only gotten worse.”

“This temple sounds like a civilized place, though,” Will said. “You’re telling me nobody claimed the sigil before they shot your planet into mine?”

“Does it matter?” Caiyeri cut in. “It’s a fact that there’s a sigil here. If everyone gets a similar quest upon arriving here, they’ll froth at the mouth for it.”

Azure’s eyes glinted at that. Will mentally filed that away. Looks like we’ve spotted the first mouth-frother.

“That’s true,” the elf in question said. “This presents an opportunity for us. We can take a prize and deal a blow to both the life and abyss elves in one blow.”

“Whose side are you on?” Will asked. “I can’t tell. I sort of get Caiyeri, but I have no idea why you’re here.”

Azure neglected to answer. Caiyeri shook her head slightly when Will’s eyes flicked to her, so he decided to leave it at that, a degree more suspicious of the man than he’d been before.

Once they’d recovered enough energy, they decided to get moving.

Using the elves’ lights for illumination cast dark shadows over the lake cavern they were inside, allowing Will to use Wraith Cloak. The caverns weren’t just caverns, they quickly found out. After a few wrong turns that ended up in kelp-infested underwater pockets, they found a pathway that sloped upwards, sending them into shallower and shallower water until they were just walking on an incline.

It wasn’t just plant life in here. About ten minutes in, they stumbled into a dry corner littered with humanoid skeletons.

Though the alcove was dry, the bones weren’t. Glowing water clung to them, emitting enough mana for Will to detect. Caiyeri, whose senses were significantly better than his, recoiled.

“Azure,” she said. “Is this the work of a prayer?”

“It may be,” Azure said. “The Mhodesian priesthood seems to have a pattern of reaching too far. Our records on them are fuzzy after the arrival of the system.”

“A prayer?” Will asked. “These guys are dead. Not much praying happening.”

“I keep forgetting you’re dumb,” Caiyeri sighed.

“I’m ignorant. There’s a difference.”

“Sure, sure. Prayers are a type of monster that have plagued our planet for hundreds of years. They’re dangerous.”

“These don’t seem powerful,” Will said, poking at the water with his slayer sword. It parted easily.

“If you’re not careful, you’ll join them,” Caiyeri told Will.

He chuckled. “You sound like my mom telling me a story about how the mogwai would come and take me away if I didn’t eat my vegetables.”

She took affront to that, punching him in the shoulder.

“You knew your mother, hm?” Azure said. “Sometimes I wonder what that would be like.”

“I don’t worry about it too much,” Caiyeri said. “Then again, I guess you didn’t spend the entirety of your life in the corrupted cave system.”

Their bickering was interrupted by the eerily familiar sound of a monster crawling its way through a crack in the wall.

All three of them shut up, aiming their weapons towards the wall. Will activated his speed and stealth skills.

A deep croak came from within the crevice in question, and then it appeared.

In the dim light provided by the elves, Will could see the human-sized frog as it jumped out. Covered in beige spots, he nearly mistook it for the wall.

Mhodesian Death Frog. Level: Bronze 9.

After thousands of years dealing with the evolutionary pressure of living in a high-mana civilization, these frogs are savage predators. More information has been lost about these creatures than you can ever know about them, but after the arrival of the system, they have been relegated to ruins and dungeons. Beware of their withering tongue and keen senses.

Will, invisible thanks to Wraith Cloak, crept closer to the creature, slayer sword in hand.

Just as the system had promised, the frog’s senses were keen in ways other than sight. Its eyes flickered to where the invisible Will was trying to sneak closer to him, hearing his footsteps.

Instinctively, Will ducked as a dark tongue snapped out, Escape Artist boosting his speed, but the frog was even faster. It nicked his shoulder, and it stuck, pain ripping through his shoulder.

You have been afflicted with a level of [Wither].

That initial was shortly joined by a full-body sensation of shivering hurt, coursing through his veins. A sudden surge of hurt stopped Will’s retributive slash.

Shit. Wither didn’t deal that much damage on its own, but the condition was a bitch and a half to deal with.

Condition: [Wither]

- Deals slow necrotic damage over time.

- Weakens necrotic resistances. If the target does not have a resistance to necrotic damage, they gain a weakness to necrotic damage.

The barbed tongue dug into Will’s shoulder, inflicting necrotic damage upon his newfound necrotic weakness.

It started drawing itself closer, dark spots on its body igniting with deathly energy.

Will grit his teeth. You’ve handled worse. Get through this.

Before he could angle his sword arm into a clean hit, though, a bright red beam slammed into the tongue from the side, severing the inky black tongue halfway through.

“Critical hit!” Caiyeri called out.

“Thanks!” Will replied.

The mana gathering at frog’s spots was still increasing in intensity. Will didn’t want to stick around to get hit by that.

At silver rank, Chaos Transfer allowed him to cleanse himself of conditions other than corruption, so he cleared everything he was currently suffering from.

[Chaos Transfer] cleansed one level each of [Wither] and [Corruption].

He marked the frog for death. With the delay it would take to draw a weapon from his inventory, Will just sprinted in. Whatever attack it was charging up, he wasn’t going to let it.

Closing the distance took less than a second between all three of Will’s movement skills.

He cleaved it straight through the head.

[Marked for Death] increased the power of your attack.

[Slayer Sword] inflicted a level of [Wither].

[Slayer Sword] inflicted a level of [Corruption].

[Slayer Sword] inflicted a level of [Charged].

After the last fight, Will had figured out how to rename his items in the menu, so he didn’t have to keep on seeing that stupidly long name show up every time he used the sword.

His blade sank into the flesh and scraped against bone. There was magical resistance within the death frog. It wouldn’t fall in a single blow.

As Will withdrew his sword, the dark spots flared with purple-black light, emitting a dusty cloud of spores.

Not wanting to deal with that, Will immediately teleported back to Caiyeri—or, more accurately, the javelin she’d conjured.

Skill: [Lucky Strike]

- Spell (enchantment, conjuration).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze.

Imbue a weapon with a randomly selected pair of the following enchantments: Mighty Cleave, Lightweight, Silent, Armor Breaker, Elemental Blow, Returning Weapon, Corpse Slayer, Heal Blocker, Sharp Edge, Dancing Edge, Enhanced Critical.

[Armory Jackpot] (bronze) - Instead of imbuing a weapon, you may randomly conjure one of the following weapons with a random pair of the enchantments: twin daggers, sword, warhammer, greataxe, club, javelin, whip.

“Your turn,” Will said.

“Lazy waste of breath,” Caiyeri replied in a tone that made Will think it was meant as a compliment.

I am never going to understand this lady.

As she sprinted in, slower than Will had managed thanks to her armor’s weight, Will brought out his stealth bow and took a couple of potshots with the mixture of arrows he’d acquired.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attacks.

[Poisoned Arrow] inflicted a level of [Poisoned].

[Poison Immunity] negated the [Poisoned] effect.

[Fire Arrow] inflicted a level of [Burning].

With the Red Knight armor set, Caiyeri would be immune to any affliction that might spread through those spores. The distraction he provided was enough for her to get in close quarters, scoring critical hit after critical hit with her luck ability.

Skill: [Rigged Dice]

- Passive (luck).

- Cost: varies.

- Cooldown: varies.

Bronze

Guarantee a magical effect that has a chance of happening, such as a critical hit or an effect trigger. This skill’s cooldown and mana cost increases the less likely the effect is. After using this effect, you will automatically fail a number of luck-based events proportionate to the unlikeliness of the event triggered.

The spores had some kind of adverse effect that extended beyond afflictions, judging from the blood spilling from Caiyeri’s end, but it wasn’t bad enough for her to withdraw.

Under the combination of the two of them going to town on the thing, it quickly bled out. It awarded him a handful of credits as well as a bronze monster core, which nobody wanted so Will took. He could probably sell it somewhere.

Throughout it all, Azure hadn’t done anything. He kind of just stood there.

“So,” Will said, thankful that his Death attribute restored his mana after every kill. “You’re the silver. Are you planning on, I don’t know, doing anything?”

“I work better as part of a plan,” Azure said. “Or to take down fortifications. Monster fighting is not my forte.”

“Christ,” Will said. “If you elf types weren’t so scared of sharing information about your skills, maybe we’d have less of a problem.”

“Hiding skills is just good practice,” Caiyeri said. “You never know when an ally might turn on you.”

“That gives me a lot of hope, coming from you,” Will said.

“You didn’t need my help anyway,” Azure said. “If your needs are dire, I will involve myself.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Will said. “Let’s keep going. Looks like the base monsters in here are weak enough to kill without too much trouble.”

They continued their way through the ruins, keeping to the places that were at least mostly above water. The frogs weren’t the only inhabitants, it turned out—there were a number of other local animals, ranging from child-sized spiders that reminded Will of the giant ones from the tutorials to something called a “gloomfang,” which mostly looked like a bat until it unhinged its jaw wider than its entire wingspam and spat a magical poison at them, which Will learned the hard way inflicted a gloom condition that very closely mirrored the despair condition that his axe inflicted.

Experience definitely ticked up a lot slower now that Will was closer to the peak of bronze, but every kill steadily got him moving forward. It was mostly him and Caiyeri contributing to the kills as they traveled along, though every now and then Azure used a thrown explosive skill to clear a room of smaller monsters that could’ve overwhelmed the pair of them.

He was starting to realize that even at the peak of bronze, the monsters here just weren’t intelligent enough to handle two high-power bronzes working together. Caiyeri hit Bronze 9 pretty early on, putting her two levels above Will.

Though he still wasn’t getting through to Azure and had no idea what the male elf actually wanted, Will and Caiyeri had established a pretty decent fighting partnership back in the tutorial, and they actually comunicated. They developed standard plans of attack.

Against the small groups of death frogs, Caiyeri went ahead to tank the attacks, her newly gifted armor protecting her from the bronze-rank withers, while Will sniped at them from the back, Mark for Death and First Blood giving him the tools he needed to turn his bronze-rank arrows into devastating, lethal attacks. The wandering golems were immune to most afflictions, but Caiyeri found that the explosive shot option on the gun, which was much easier to force with Rigged Dice than instant death, was good at disrupting them long enough for Will to finish them off with a charged-up slayer sword. Gloomfangs were pretty easy to deal with thanks to Chaos Transfer, though they were hard to hit, but once Will and Caiyeri “convinced” Azure to start acting as bait for them, they were able to lure them in and take them out with a few well-aimed shots.

They couldn’t just farm bronze-rank monsters forever, though. This was still a dungeon, and they were getting diminishing returns on fighting the same type of beast again and again.

Caiyeri was the one to identify the boss chamber.

“There’s a pretty heavy aura coming from that building,” she said. “Silver. Since it’s not cloaking, I assume it’s a monster.”

The building in question was a ruined church or temple, tilted about twenty degrees on its side and partially submerged in water. Will remembered fighting Axl in a similar setting, though this was a much more intact specimen despite its tilt. It was a shame that they couldn’t explore it safely. Will had always had a fascination with ancient history, and this was another world’s ancient history.

Surviving came before exploration, he supposed.

“Should we go after it?” Will asked.

“It’s silver.” Caiyeri frowned. “Is this the prayer?”

“Possibly,” Azure said. “Prayers have been anywhere from the top end of bronze to the bottom of diamond. I have an analysis skill I can use to find it, but to cast it without expending mana will take a while.”

“We’ve got time to wait,” Caiyeri said. “I doubt there’s other monsters in the area.”

She took out a deck of cards.

“You can’t be serious,” Will said.

“Dead serious,” Caiyeri said. “I finally got my hands on a good deck of cards after leaving the caves, and I’ll be damned if I don’t make use of them. Have you ever played drops? I’ll teach you. One bronze buy-in.”

#

“For a game you know inside and out, you really suck at this,” Will said.

“Why do you think I play it?” Caiyeri asked, tossing in a hand that, if Will remembered the rules correctly, was quite literally the worst hand in the game—one, two, four, five, seven, all off-suit. “I have to lose some rolls to win the others.”

“Oh my god,” Will realized. “Your skills run off of gacha player logic.”

“Gacha? What’s that?”

Will eyed Caiyeri, taking in the obvious glee of her wasting two dozen bronze credits gambling in a meaningless game. “Probably better I don’t tell you.”

“Now I’m curious.”

“I’ll tell you what gacha games are if you tell me something about your world,” Will said.

“A businessman, hmm?”

“Nope, not a chance,” Will said. “I was going to be a software engineer when the world ended.”

Caiyeri frowned. “Software?”

“Oh, right. Imagine the system if it didn’t have any magic. That’s the kind of stuff I would be working on.”

“The system without magic would be a lifeless machine.”

“Yeah, that’s about it. Do you mind not throwing every hand? It gets kind of uninteresting.”

Caiyeri looked down at her cards, which she’d accidentally showed Will. Three, one, six, castle, four. Again, all off-suit.

She made a vaguely annoyed sound and put her hand down. “I prefer losing in cards to turning every shot against me into a critical hit.”

“Thought you said you liked your odds.”

Caiyeri shrugged. “Not that much. We’re getting off topic. You said you were an engineer. What purpose did you serve? Infiltration? Assault? Sapper?”

“None,” Will said. “Is that all engineers are to you?”

“All I’ve ever known is war and the system.” Caiyeri’s voice was even, but her gaze was hard, as if challenging him to disagree with her.

“All I’ve known until today was getting no sleep and showing up to the same classes and job all day, every day, not knowing what I’m doing with my life,” Will said. “I don’t know if I’d call this better, but I definitely have more freedom than I used to.”

“I can’t imagine that,” Caiyeri said.

“I can. It sucked.”

There was an awkward silence for a bit, which Caiyeri ended up breaking by moving past that topic. “So. About Arcadia. My knowledge may be incorrect for somewhat obvious reasons.”

“Because it’s probably propaganda from a horribly biased group that wants you to be under their control forever?”

“What? No. I mean, maybe, but our planet crashed into yours, dumbass. That shook things up a bit.”

“Oh. Right.”

“As I was saying. You know I’m an abyss elf. Believe it or not, we’re not only clones.”

“Could’ve surprised me. I haven’t seen any of the others.”

Caiyeri sighed. “The bulk of the population lives… elsewhere. Thanks to the nature of our—their, I suppose—inclinations—“

“You mean the ones where you stick a bunch of clones in a corrupted cave system and hope one of them produces the banned power that people will kill you for?”

“Yes, that,” Caiyeri said drily. “That tends to get people going.”

“You have a conflict with the life elves. I assume that means there’s more types?”

“A few dozen separate societies, though the life kingdom is the one we come into conflict with the most. Apart from us elves, Arcadia’s sapients are largely elementals, goblins, and chimeras. Almost everyone is somewhere between unformed and gold, though there are a few that made it to the gem tiers.”

No wonder their world had been deemed a failure. Will wasn’t exactly a system expert, but he could guess that the supermajority of the world being stuck in the lowest third of progression would hamper their ability to be useful against corruption.

“Chimeras are monsters in our mythology,” Will said. “What are they here?”

“To put a not-so-delicate point on it, half-breeds,” Caiyeri said. “Every sapient race has their own racial traits. Now come on and tell me what a gacha game is.”

Talking about her own world seemed to be a bit of a sore point. Caiyeri sounded a dozen times more excited to talk about Will’s most embarrassing past addiction than about power politics and magic.

Honestly, that was fair.

“Okay,” Will said. “I should probably start off with the premise of a video game…”

#

“This sounds fucking amazing,” Caiyeri said.

“No, no, no, that was the exact opposite of the point,” Will said. “I literally just told you about how their marketing is a predatory tool to get you to waste all your money and time.”

“I adore wasting money,” she said. “You should show me one some time.”

“You—“ Will sighed, shoulders slumping. “Fine. If the servers are somehow still up, which they probably aren’t, I’ll show you Genshin Impact.”

“Thank you,” Caiyeri said.

“How is this the first time you’ve actually smiled?” Will asked. “How?”

“You two, quiet,” Azure said. “The ritual’s done. There’s a water prayer in this temple.”

“Okay,” Caiyeri said, all business again. “That’s within expectations. Is that all? You took an awful long time to do that.”

“It wasn’t just identifying the monster,” Azure replied, somewhat offended. “I’ve confirmed that it’s one of the guardians described in the quest.”

“That’s helpful,” Will said. “That’s a big step towards finishing the quest here. What else? I can see a but there’s more waiting.”

“Of course,” Azure said. “We are not alone.”

“They found us already?” Caiyeri hissed. “Damn it.”

“Not just the abyss,” Azure continued grimly. “There’s a human with a life elf construct as well.”

“Well, that’s every race in the area represented,” Will said. “Let’s hurry up before they beat us at our own game, yeah?”

“I agree,” Azure said. “Taking the prayer down should be trivial. I have an unassailable plan.”

“Oh, come on,” Will groaned. “You don’t say that. That’s almost as bad as saying ‘what could go wrong?’”

“What could go wrong?” Caiyeri asked.

Will sighed, head in his hands. “Let’s just get going.”

            

    
        Chapter 40: Take Me to Church, I'll Worship Like an Unmanned Drone Does

    
    
    
    
                “Follow the instructions as quickly as you can,” Azure said for what felt like the five hundredth time. “My detection ritual tells me that there are at least two dozen other sapients delving the dungeon with us.”

“We heard you twice the first time,” Will said. “You’re doing most of the work here, anyway.”

Though it was tilted, the inside of the temple was surprisingly intact. Will had to admit that he wanted to spend some time admiring the complex diagrams and runic text that decorated the walls, but they were here for a very specific reason.

At the heart of the temple were a series of concentric limestone rings, growing progressively thicker and taller as they made it to the center. Azure, whose forte was in preparing locations and bombarding fortified positions, started setting up, casting a landmine-style detonation-type skill on the outermost wall.

Will and Caiyeri got themselves into position, leaping up to a ring and balancing on the edge before throwing themselves to the next. Caiyeri’s catlike agility outpaced Will’s, but at least he didn’t fall. The area between the walls was laden with deadly-looking spikes. Everything contained within the rings had some form of dryness enchantment cast on them, according to Azure, but that wouldn’t be too relevant to Will’s part.

He arrived on top of the innermost ring a few seconds behind Caiyeri. Each ring had been about five feet taller than the last, making each jump more treacherous, and the last was a good thirty feet high, looking down onto a circle that was at least twice as wide.

It was completely occupied by the monster.

Water Prayer. Level: Silver 4.

This is a squad boss.

Faith is a powerful tool when combined with mana. Once upon a time, a water prayer could be created when enough priests fervently wished for rain. Their wishes, however, were only powerful in the realms of man. The corruption that lays beyond infected their prayers.

Now, temples that produced rain across the once-proud kingdom of Mhodesia serve a more important purpose—containing the corrupted prayers within.

Formerly harbingers of life, these prayers were sealed and prohibited from making contact with their element. Touching water makes them more volatile, easier to damage but with extraordinary lethality. In its current state, the water prayer is inert, less capable of killing you but similarly impossible to budge by creatures of its power level or below.

Back in high school, Will had gone with his friends at the time to visit the Monterey Bay Aquarium. One of the exhibits there, “Into the Deep,” had included a display of plants and animals that survived in the most extreme of conditions. One of them had been something called a basket star, which looked like kind of like a bleached-out sea star with dead, branching anemone-like limbs that had more bony extrusions from them.

This looked sort of like that. A massive, dead starfish with tentacles. It sent an eerie chill up Will’s spine. On some level deep down, he knew he was looking at a being that should not exist in his world.

Then again, it was also a dead starfish with tentacles. Lots of sharp and bony tentacles.

“I think I’ve seen a video that started like this,” Will said.

“Like your games?” Caiyeri asked curiously. “Could you show me those, too?”

“Absolutely not.”

Will’s preparation for the oncoming bossfight was twofold. First, he had to check if his basic skills worked on it.

“One corrupted arrow, coming right up,” he muttered.

His Evergreen Pendant, an item that he often forgot about when it wasn’t actively healing him, was a constant source of corruption thanks to the corrupted attunement he’d given it. It worked out great with Chaos Transfer, giving him a constant source of self-inflicted afflictions to give his arrow.

Will fired the corrupted arrow down at the bone-white flesh. It bounced off like the skin was solid steel.

“Are you sure you cast the spell?” Caiyeri asked.

“Wanna poke yourself with the arrow and find out?”

“Absolutely not.”

Second phase: Decaying Touch. Will teleported down to his arrow with Weapons Free, laying a hand on the flesh of the prayer.

The skin was rough and hard to the touch. If Will didn’t know better, he would assume it was a rock.

[Decaying Touch] must be used on a living creature or an inanimate item in your possession.

So the skin wasn’t considered alive, then. They’d assumed that and planned around it, but that did make this harder.

Will teleported back up, using Caiyeri’s conjured sword as an anchor.

“Nothing?” she asked.

“I’d like to see you do any better.”

“I’m here to keep you safe, not to kill the monster,” Caiyeri said. “I’ll remind you I’m still Bronze 9.”

“And I’m seven,” Will pointed out. “I’m below you.”

“Point taken, but you’re a dirty cheater.”

“I—“ Will thought of his corruption binding, which, while not yet explicitly forbidden by humankind, had been a pretty big supervillain sign to his friends—and, more importantly, bumped up his affinity by a full stage. “Yeah, fair.”

“In position,” Azure called. “Ready?”

Will applied an additional Chaos Transfer to each of a full quiver of arrows, imbuing them with silver-rank corruption.

“Whenever you are.”

#

“This is annoying,” Lily muttered to herself. “Don’t you think this is annoying?”

The thing that had once been Andrew grunted in something that might have been affirmation.

Water blocked her best tracking skills, especially this water. There was something about this lake—heavy mana enrichment? That definitely hadn’t been there before the end of the world. She would know, this had been one of her favorite places to summer back then.

“I’m losing his trail,” Lily grumped.

It wasn’t all bad, though. Lily had used her Eye of the Hunt skill to follow Will into Lake Monroe, and thanks to another one of her skills, Hunter’s Intuition, she’d found out that there had been others following her.

She’d caught their scent in the dungeon. Even though the entrance she’d taken was evidently far enough from Will’s that the water had washed away most of his mana trace, she could tell that the elves following her were in here too.

And there was a new scent. The one associated with the quest.

Water prayers. A sigil.

“You know,” she said, looking at the reward of a sigil, “I think there might be more interesting prey than just humans. What say we go bag ourselves some monsters? Maybe an elf or two along the way?”

Ex-Andrew grunted. Lily chose to assume that meant “yes.”

#

The entrances to the dungeon had to have been randomized. Rowan Two had entered Lake Monroe with the majority of his team, and he was down to just three others with him now.

After reading and dismissing the quest notice, he sent an announcement through the guild chat. Since it was a party of more than ten, responses would be limited at best, but the important part was that his message got through.

Rowan: The traitors are likely looking for the sigil. Find the guardians and look for the sigil if you cannot find the former. Kill every unaffiliated sapient on sight.

“Lystri,” he said, wading through the knee-deep water. “Do you have eyes on the nearest guardian?”

“Yes,” the elf said, trying to kneel but realizing that the water didn’t quite allow for that. “It’s a water prayer. There are people nearby it.”

“Then make haste,” Rowan said. “We may be able to find them.”

“They killed Qwayne,” Lystri said, hesitation clear in his voice.

“They did,” Rowan said, anger shining through his. “We will make them pay for that. Go. Don’t make me ask again.”

#

The plan was simple.

While Caiyeri and Will were chatting, Azure clambered on and around the walls, setting explosive traps. The nearest of them was a bit closer to Will than he was comfortable with, but oh well.

Azure counted down from three, then began activating his detonations.

It wasn’t just raw explosive power he offered. In fact, the landmine traps he laid on the walls were relatively weak, only weakening them instead of knocking them down. Will almost lost his footing on the opposite side of the innermost ring from the explosion, but it wasn’t that bad.

These, Azure had called the bait charges.

The actual signal to begin the fight came a second later. Another one of Azure’s detonation spells triggered, this one swapping the positions of two chunks of matter within a certain range. Azure selected a portion of the lake water in the fallen part of the temple and a chunk of air above the prayer’s starfish-like head.

Dozens of gallons of water splashed onto the water prayer, and as Will watched, blue water spread over its skin like wildfire, color soaking into every part of the prayer.

As it did, Will put his part of the plan into motion.

Killing so many goblins in the tutorial had proved to be extraordinarily fruitful. With the stealth bow in hand and a couple of spare goblin bows providing him the Sharpshooter skill via Destructive Synthesis, Will’s shots flew straight and true towards the center of the prayer’s body as he marked it for death.

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

[Arrow] inflicted a level of [Corruption].

[Arrow] inflicted a level of [Charged].

Will immediately worsened the afflictions with a usage of The Bell Tolls, worsening corruption like he always did.

Smoky, charged distortion began to spread from the impact point—then, a quarter second later, the prayer acted out, flailing its limbs as it got its first taste of water in over a century.

Water prayers, Azure had stated, would go straight for the nearest body of water the moment they were awakened by their native element. With the walls around it preventing it from sensing the water in the lake, it would naturally aim for the water-filled humans.

Caiyeri tackled Will off the side of the wall as tentacled limbs slammed into it. Both of them went into free fall. Will felt his arm hit the wall, then his knees, then his nose, and then he fell into Caiyeri’s armored body, narrowly avoiding the spikes and quite possibly breaking his spine.

The elf’s skill, registering in Will’s mind as he instinctively used Pages of the Past, saved them both.

Skill: [Fortituous Dodge]

- Spell (luck, perception).

- Cost: high mana.

- Cooldown: 30 minutes.

Bronze

Gain exceptional understanding of your surroundings and a slight amount of telekinesis, allowing you to simulate the effects of extreme luck in a pinch.

That was the only reason he hadn’t been impaled in five places and was instead awkwardly wedged between Caiyeri’s armor, the blunt side of a spike, and a wall.

Ankle and arm are definitely both broken. A bronze-rank healing potion wouldn’t immediately fix that, but it didn’t need to.

Skill: [Mark for Death]

- Spell (affliction).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: 1 hour.

Bronze

Target any creature you can see or sense and mark them for death. During the next hour, the effectiveness of attacks and afflictions against the creature are increased, and you can track the creature through your minimap and through walls. This skill’s cooldown resets if the targeted creature dies.

[Soul Link] (bronze) - A fraction of all damage dealt to the marked creature is converted to healing for you.

Soul Link healed Will’s bones back to usability as he started clambering up the now much-shakier wall.

As he and Caiyeri got back atop the wall, they heard the rumbling crash of the remaining walls going down.

The point of the explosions Azure had created was not to kill anything but instead to weaken the walls enough for the water prayer to smash through them accidentally—without killing Will and Caiyeri in the process—and sense the lake that lay beyond.

It was dragging itself forward with alarming speed, but that alarm was within expectations.

Azure: Anyone want to add any more afflictions? It’s bleeding bad, but it’ll heal once it hits the water.

Will: No it won’t. We literally went over this like four times. Have you read [Corruption]?

Azure: You can read that?

“We can’t read afflictions we can’t use,” Caiyeri explained out loud.

Condition: [Corruption]

- All incoming damage is drastically increased.

- Continually applies chaos damage, which increases proportionally to the time the target has been corrupted.

- All attributes are reduced.

- Target cannot be magically healed.

Will had kind of been taking it for granted, but it really was a powerful condition.

A thunderous splash told them that the boss had made it to the water.

The next indication was the sudden glow above them. Will had been relying on the lights provided by the elves, and now—oh dear.

That was water. An entire temple full of mana-rich water about to crash on them.

“Do it!” Will shouted. “Just go!”

Azure yelled out an incantation from where he was hiding, pressed up against a wall that the prayer had neglected.

This was his ultimate skill, the equivalent to Will’s Ghostflame. It had been a show of good faith for him to reveal that he even had it.

Skill: [All or Nothing]

- Spell (detonation).

- Cost: extreme mana and stamina.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

If you’ve spent everything and haven’t yet won, you’ve already lost.

Drains you entirely of mana and stamina. Creates a devastating explosion centered on its user that you are immune to. The power and range of this explosion scales linearly with the amount of mana spent. The damage that a target takes is increased by the following factors:

- Number of current afflictions

- Severity of current afflictions

- Levels below you

- Damage taken

A target that would not die thanks to the effects of this explosion instead takes no damage.

According to Azure, the monster would rapidly scale up in power as it gained more water, but it would also open itself up to attacks. This, right now, was their ideal moment to strike.

Even hanging behind a wall, Will’s vision went white as a wave of force rippled outwards, obliterating everything in its path. With corruption, wither, and charged all contributing to the incredible base power of the silver-rank skill, combined with its inability to heal the stacking chaos damage, the explosion was enough.

Your party has defeated [Awakened Water Prayer].

Will’s vision cleared just in time to see the conjured water crash down on them all.

Caiyeri activated her Emergency Shield, blocking the force of the downpour from crushing her, but Will wasn’t close enough. His ring of adaptive shielding triggered, giving him a forward-facing shield that could repel damage of up to silver-rank, but this wave of force wasn’t coming from above him.

To his surprise, though, Will wasn’t immediately swept away. In fact, all he felt was a heavy pressure on his shoulders. It was annoying, but it was little worse than being caught outside in a thunderstorm.

Skill: [Equilibrium Mantle]

- Passive (body).

- Cost: very low mana over time.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze.

Nullifies extreme environmental conditions in a small radius around the user’s body. Drastically reduces the effect of adverse conditions.

Despite himself, Will grinned. I knew that was going to come in handy.

Caiyeri: Water breathing potions! Take them if you haven’t!

Azure: Already did.

Will only realized that he could still comfortably breathe underwater when the message came.

Will: Looks like I have a skill that means I don’t need to.

Caiyeri: Of course you do. Cheater.

Will: Somebody’s jealous LOL

Caiyeri: What did you just type?

Will: Oh, right, you don’t speak English.

Caiyeri: That just looks like three characters.

Will: Don’t worry about it.

Azure: Cut it out. The water hasn’t stopped.

What’s that supposed to mean?

Will looked up, then around at the now completely flooded temple. The completely flooded temple whose doors they’d opened wide. It wasn’t draining.

Will: Hm. This could be a bit annoying.

#

“Why aren’t we going in?” Lystri asked.

“You know why,” Rowan said. “Were you trained for underwater combat?”

“Mm. True.”

“Group Two was always meant as a life elf response force,” Rowan said. “Four or Nine would be better at handling themselves against a water prayer, but that isn’t our domain. We’ll wait for them to finish fighting the prayer, then surprise them when they leave, weakened.”

“That doesn’t strike me as very honorable,” Anyssa said.

“You and your misguided ideals,” Rowan sighed, shaking his head. “You know how it is. Say it with me.”

“There is no honor for the dead,” Anyssa said unhappily. “Fine.”

Rowan turned his attention to the doors, stretching his senses. It was Lystri who was their pathfinder, but Rowan’s magical perception had been heavily enhanced and trained with time. All of his senses had been.

The magic was nothing he didn’t expect. Two silver auras, one from a monster and one from a traitor. Two bronze auras, both from people who would be tortured until they were so dead not even a Lord could revive them.

It was through sound that he realized something was wrong. Faintly at first, he heard a sound that he thought was white noise. Roiling cosmic radiation or corruption, perhaps.

When the torrent of raging water burst out the gates of the temple, though, he realized how wrong he was.

The wave hit him like a battering ram, and it didn’t stop. He had the presence of mind to down a water breathing potion even as he was sent hurtling backwards into the cave tunnels.

Praise the Mother, Rowan thought, feeling true fear for the first time in years. This was a mistake.

#

The water around Lily’s feet hadn’t even gone up to her ankle, but it was starting to rise quickly.

“Huh,” she said. “This is a change of pace.”

She checked the quest.

- Eliminate the guardians of the temple. [1/3]

“Interesting,” she said. “Any thoughts, Andrew?”

“The abyss,” Andrew said, surprisingly coherent despite the groaning undertone. “Now is our time of opportunity. Now is the time of the hunt.”

Lily checked her minimap. There were red dots nearby.

Prey.

“A Hunter’s gotta do what a Hunter’s gotta do,” she said.

#

[Power] advanced to Bronze 3!

[Speed] advanced to Bronze 4!

[Affinity] advanced to Bronze 5!

[Soul] advanced to Bronze 7!

[Perception] advanced to Bronze 2!


300 silver credits have been added to your inventory.

Tablet of the Prayer has been added to your inventory.

Silver Monster Core has been added to your inventory.

Untranslated Texts have been added to your inventory.


Will: This prayer thing has great loot. Like, really good.

Azure: I have 47 minutes until I run out of air. Just because the torrent washed our ambushers away doesn’t mean we’re out of trouble.

Will: You can just take another potion, can’t you?

Azure: Not the point.

Caiyeri: No, he’s got a point. Although I will say I’d like to get somewhere drier. I can’t cast a spell if I can’t speak the incantation.

Will: Okay. Just give me a second. I’d like to affix this while it’s still safe.

Of his skills, there was only one category that had only one skill. The Tablet of the Prayer was a rare, though its description was vague.

Hopefully it would have some synergy with Balance or Perception.

Steeling himself, Will selected the option to affix the skill.

#

“You again,” the Hunger said.

“Me again,” Will said. He smirked. “Let’s have a conversation.”

“A conversation,” the Hunger said, disbelieving.

“Yeah,” Will replied. “Circumstances are changing, old man. I’ve got the upper hand now. Let me tell you why.”

            

    
        Chapter 41: Kill-Gotten Gains

    
    
    
    
                The unreal space of the Hunger’s domain was growing uncomfortably familiar. The crushing dread that had assailed Will’s mind the first time he’d been here had faded more and more upon each successive visit until now.

“I assume you have some idea of what’s going on outside,” Will said, “so I’m going to make this simple. Hopefully you have enough room in that tiny little brain of yours to make sense of this.”

That garnered an angry growl that had reality cracking like glass around him, but this was not a real space. The only harm that could come to hear was inside his mind.

“You either don’t know about my skills or aren’t worried about them,” Will surmised. “Or maybe you’re trying to keep me from realizing what they can do. You hear about a little skill I have called Destructive Synthesis?”

The god laughed, the sound tinged with no small amount of pure, bitter spite in it. “My sigil is an ascendant rank item. Trying to absorb it would flood your body with so much mana that you would ignite from the inside out.”

“Ascendant rank,” Will mused. “If I remember right, the final three ranks in the last tier are Emperor, Ascendant, and Transcendent. You’re not at the highest level if the items you craft aren’t there.”

There was no response to that but pain. It was laughable, really. Childish.

This time, though, he wasn’t just going to sit there and take it. Will’s attribute growth had largely stagnated, and even though he’d gotten a boost to most of them after killing the water prayer, he realized what the defining difference was.

He wasn’t training the attributes. If he wanted to level up, he needed to put his heart, mind, and soul into it.

This tested the last of the three. The Hunger’s presence overwhelmed Will’s on an incomprehensible scale, as far above him as humans were from single-celled organisms. Will tried to put up defenses, using the same type of technique he used to suppress his aura, but he may as well have been trying to assemble a sandcastle that could withstand a tsunami using only a spoon.

His soul was laid bare, hurting more than he had thought possible. Putting up the defenses had only opened him up to a harder fall.

Think, Will tried to tell himself, though somewhere between his dream-neurons firing and the thought making it to the part of his brain that made decisions, it turned into an incoherent scream.

Instinct guided him instead. If he couldn’t wall up against a being this powerful, he could let himself be caught in its flow and lessen the damage done to him.

He surrendered himself to it, sending his soul flowing in the same direction as the Hunger’s unstoppable current instead of against it.

The parable of the oak and the willow.

The thought that crossed his mind hadn’t been in his voice. Despite the soul-crushing pain, the feminine voice jarred him into something resembling coherent though—then, suddenly and completely, the pain ceased.

“You dare interfere, Sadareth?” the Hunger howled.

“Look at you go,” Will muttered. “Like a kid throwing a tantrum.”

There was no more trace of the voice that had spoken to him. Will would’ve assumed it was an innate defense mechanism, but the Hunger reacting to it solidified it as real.

That wasn’t his concern right now. The other being wasn’t actively trying to convert him.

“As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted,” Will said, his voice laced with genuine anger now, “You’ve already lost.”

“You cannot win,” the Hunger said, failing to conceal the anger in its unstoppable aura. It felt like a punch to the face, just hearing the words.

But Will had a haymaker of his own. “If you can see my skills, you can see my quests. There’s a sigil at the center of the dungeon I’m in right now.”

The god, ascendant-rank though he might be, could not or would not control its emotions here. Will wondered how a literal god could be this sloppy at aura control, but maybe the fact that he was at its mercy here was exactly why. To the god, Will appeared to be nothing more than an insect.

Will, however, could sense the nervous spike in the domain.

Emboldened by this, he continued, “I’ve had some time to talk about sigils with the other people who are a bit more experienced than me.”

“The elves?” the Hunger said, disbelieving. “They’re practically children. Do you think metal-tiers can even begin to fathom what goes into—“

“No,” Will said. “I gathered that. I also gathered experiences, though. You don’t have to be a sovereign-tier User to understand the basics of what’s happening to you.

“Thalia Brooksoul. Nymlera Brooksoul. Rowan Zero. All three of those are known sigil-holders.” Will silently thanked Caiyeri and Azure for being willing to fill in the gaps in his knowledge as they’d been running. “You know what they all have in common?”

“Do enlighten me,” the god said, radiating a flawless air of pure confidence. He’d started taking this seriously, it seemed, because for a moment, Will was genuinely convinced that the Hunger had nothing to worry about.

It was already too late, though. That initial spike of fear had been real, and Will knew weakness when he saw it. “They’re not fucking thralls. The Elven Mother has sigil-holders across every race, and they operate under their own volition. That got me thinking, you know. Why would you want so bad for me to work as your slave while other gods don’t have that? Well, the obvious answer is ego, but I don’t think that’s all of it.”

To Will’s surprise, he was not immediately tortured after that. He could sense the integrity of the place destabilizing, which he assumed was the reason why. He was going to wake up soon.

“You need me,” he said, grinning viciously. “The Trial of the Champion is coming soon, and oh boy am I surprised at how much divine influence is there. Need an entry in that, do we?”

From the silence, Will knew he’d hit pay dirt.

“I hold the power here,” Will hissed. “There’s another sigil here. I will find it, I will take it, and I will bury yours so deep in the goddamn ground that even if someone finds it, it’ll be far too late to be of use to you.

“Or you could cooperate. It’s up to you.”

As Will was forced once more to adopt the mindset of becoming a leaf on the wind, a speck of sand in the sea, he found it easy to push through the pain.

The god knew it was going to lose.

#

[Soul] advanced to Bronze 8!

[Resistance] advanced to Bronze 3!

“Christ,” Will said, blinking awake.

Or, at least, he tried to say that. Apparently, Equilibrium Mantle wasn’t so kind as to allow him to speak, though at least he didn’t inhale water.

Will: That sucked.

Caiyeri: The sigil again?

Will: The sigil again. Looks like we’re working towards a solution, though.

That the solution involved getting the next sigil was something he was going to keep quiet for the time being. Will trusted Caiyeri because they’d fought together, but not enough to tell her that he intended on getting the sigil. Splitting loot from a monster was one thing. A sigil? That was a few orders of magnitude more important.

And more importantly, he didn’t trust Azure at all. When they’d spoken about the reward for the quest, that man’s eyes had told Will everything he needed to know. Trust was a valuable commodity, one he intended to give only to those who earned it.

The three of them had neatly sidestepped the question of what they were going to do if they did find the sigil. Problems that presented themselves with more immediacy took priority.

To everyone’s surprise, the water prayer’s last laugh hadn’t only affected Will’s makeshift party. Azure had grown increasingly agitated as a contingent of the special forces group that he and Caiyeri had once been a part of closed in on them, but the torrent had washed them away, forcing them far back into the cave.

The water, as far as anyone could tell, was still rising. Whatever limitless plane of water the prayer had accessed with its skill, it was not stopping even long after the twisted creature was dead.

Loaded down with clopthes, armor, and weapons, none of their three floated in the mana-infused liquid. Instead, they experienced a microcosm of what Will thought the moon might be like, each step taking them higher and farther than it should have but their movements slowed by the resistance of water. Wind Walker and Escape Artist still functioned as necessary, and Caiyeri’s Corrupted Speed, granted by her armor set, gave her the boost she needed to keep up.

Will: Where to next?

Caiyeri: Good question. We’re not trained for the water. I don’t think I’ve ever seen this much water in one place.

Will: Seriously? You’ve never been to an ocean.

Caiyeri: As it turns out, being created and raised for a specific, experimental purpose doesn’t tend to give you broad life experiences.

Will: Wow. Okay.

Azure: I am more trained for this, but a water prayer’s water doesn’t act the same way you would expect it to. For the time being, I recommend we find a safe zone. Our power is drained, and though we may have advanced, none of us can handle another fight above our rank.

Will: There are safe zones within the dungeons?

Azure: Of a sort. They will be less protective, but they should weather the effects of the elements better.

#

“This part of the dungeon is filling up fast,” Lily said. “How are you planning on handling this, Andrew?”

The creature in there had given her a name at some point, but she’d forgotten it. It didn’t seem to mind being called “Andrew” that much, so she kept using what stuck in her mind.

“Amphibian,” it replied simply. “I can breathe.”

“Oh, neat!” Lily giggled. “Me too!”

The water was up to their necks in this part of the dungeon. It looked like the lower levels of the dungeon had fully flooded.

Hunter was a very versatile class, and one of her skills—affixed to her Resistance, which was bound with the Adapt element—allowed her to see in the dark, breathe underwater, and suntan in the snow, among other things.

Once again, the density of the mana in the water was messing up her ability to track her prey, but it was too late for the group she’d targeted already.

As it turned out, even if the trail was largely gone, if the target was close enough, she could find them.

#

Lya and Wilhelm Two had been separated from the rest of the group upon entry into the dungeon, and it had only gotten worse when the freshly-cleared solo boss room they’d found had rapidly started to flood.

Both of them had enough water breathing potions to last them over a week, but water was not their element. Lya was a Bladesinger, Wilhelm an Assassin, and both of them found their movements and attack speed deeply impeded by the water.

Using the system chat, they determined that the best plan of action was to retreat, withdraw to a drier area, and possibly abandon the dungeon altogether until they could return to the group.

What they didn’t see coming were the human and life elf construct, both of them hiding high above Lya and Wilhelm’s head.

By shedding most of their equipment, Lily and Andrew were light enough to propel themselves to the ceiling, and though the abyss elves were trained to check their surroundings, it never occurred to them that while underwater, it was very possible for enemies to be standing upside down on the ceiling.

A muffled scream was all the warning Lya got. She swivelled her head over to see her assassin companion assassinated, his body limply floating through the water in death. A halo of murky blood surrounded his neck, where Lily swam.

Lily had been a swimmer back before the fall. That came in handy now as she dolphined forward, slicing through the water far faster than Lya could retreat.

Panic surging through her body, Lya used her signature Bladesong skill, increasing her reflexes and speed. She deflected the shockingly fast blow from Lily, but the bronze ranker almost made it through Lya’s defenses.

Lily wasn’t slowed by the water in the same way that Lya was, so the latter made it her goal to retreat as quickly as possible. Once they got onto fairer ground, she would have the advantage.

Lya didn’t sense the silver-rank life elf construct until it was too late. A fleshy spike sliced through her chest, grown from Andrew’s arm, and her vision darkened.

A terrible pain ripped through her, followed by visions of another life. A human life.

Then, somehow, she was not dead. Yet she was not alive, not anymore.

The last conscious thought Lya had was, the life elf took me alive.

After that, she could think no more.

#

The safe zone Azure had found for them, as promised, had some of the functionality of a typical one. Its number one feature was that it was dry, enchantments on the door to it keeping the flood from entering it somehow. Inside, there were places to eat and sleep, alongside a system store that sold nothing more than the basics. Will stocked up on bronze-rank potions, using his kill-gotten gains to purchase a bunch.

He also got a change of clothes. The ones he had on were sopping wet, provided no magical benefit, and clashed with each other stylistically.

The new T-shirt and jeans he got weren’t much better in that last respect, though.

“I can’t believe the system decided to give a dungeon a logo and made it Comic Sans,” Will complained, holding it at arm’s length. “Why do we even have dungeon merch?”

“What does your new skill do?” Caiyeri asked, completely ignoring him.

She and Azure also changed their wardrobes, inventorying the armor on themselves before also inventorying all of their clothes and bringing out another set that they’d evidently already had.

“Is stripping nude in front of your party an elf thing?” Will asked uncertainly, trying not to let his eyes wander to either of them. He failed, but at least he tried.

“Clones aren’t supposed to be real people,” Caiyeri said off-handedly, popping on a new set of underwear followed by a loose tunic and pants. “Our relationship with our bodies is neutral at best.”

“Oh, so it’s a creepy clone elf thing. Much better.” For his part, Will at least brought out a towel to change his underclothes. He sighed in relief as he got dry clothes again. “Thank god. Wet socks should be banned by the Geneva Convention.”

“Geneva?” Azure asked.

“Don’t you have war crimes where you are?”

“We’ve had this conversation before,” Caiyeri said, rolling her eyes. “No. None that matter to us, at least. I asked you a question. Respond.”

“I’ll respond when I get an answer,” Will said. He’d been so busy keeping an eye out around them and killing off the fish-monsters that propagated through the water that he hadn’t fully examined his new skill yet.

Skill: [Favored Element]

- Ritual (resistance).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Casting Time: 10 minutes.

- Cooldown: 1 day.

Bronze.

A skill most typically found in those who seek to exterminate elementals. You are in the hallowed company of bounty hunters and insane, off-the-chain racists. Congratulations.

Allows you to pick one favored element and one hostile element. Until this ritual is no longer on cooldown, you gain extreme resistance to attacks using your favored element if they are of your rank or lower. If this resistance completely nullifies the damage you would have taken, you are instead healed proportionally to the power of the attack.

You take increased damage from the hostile element, but if an attack is made upon you using that element, your next attack against that enemy will be greatly increased in power.

Just like the other skills, the element bound to the attribute seemed to have a major effect on the direction it took. This was a prayer of sorts, if you could call a ritual prayer, and though it seemed just alright on a cursory glance, Will’s mind was already churning with all sorts of ways to abuse it.

“It’s a ritual,” he said. “It’ll help me take less damage.”

When it became clear that he wouldn’t say more, Caiyeri huffed, crossing her arms. “And?”

“You two haven’t been the most forthcoming with me,” Will countered. “Trust is a two-way street.”

“Fair point,” Caiyeri said, dropping the topic with surprising ease. “Well, while we’re here and recovering our mana, want to train?”

“By ‘train,’ do you mean ‘beat the shit out of me’ again?” Will asked.

“No. Maybe.” Caiyeri paused. “Yes, but not just that. Your aura control is very good for someone who had exactly one day of training, but it’s still amateurish. You need to learn how to meditate.”

“Meditating,” Will said flatly. “Like yoga meditating.”

“I don’t know what yoga is, so I’m going to assume that was an insult,” Caiyeri said. “Your race will learn the ways in time, but you lack a foundation. Meditation is key. Insight is key. Visualization is key.”

“Real bold talk from someone two levels higher than me,” Will said. “Given how many years of a head start, again?”

“Two levels higher than you and yet indisputably the better fighter. You yourself have taken on those higher rank than you off the virtue of your skills, but with the right technique, you can do so without even using a drop of mana.”

Caiyeri closed her eyes, and her aura, which Will had passively been sensing, pulsed out, brushing against his soul in an achingly familiar way. The Hunger had done the same thing, though on a much grander scale.

“Okay, you have my attention,” Will said. “Now you have my interest.”

Caiyeri frowned. “Usually, people react more intensely to that. Soul crushing is a uniquely painful experience.”

“I’m not usual people,” Will said.

Caiyeri rolled her eyes again. “Whatever you want to believe, Will. Now are you going to sit down and learn or not?”

Will checked the entrance, where a slight disturbance of the soil and a drawn rune told him that Azure had set a trap for anyone entering. They would be safe for the time being. There was time to train.

“Yes,” he said gravely, sitting down cross-legged. “Teach me the ways of the Jedi, oh great Master.”

Caiyeri made a face. “Can we go back to the arrogance? This is worse.”

“Much worse,” Azure agreed.

“Hey!”

#

The Elven Mother could not stop laughing.

“This is not funny, Sadareth!” the Hunger shouted. The force of his voice was enough to punch a crater into the surface of the moon they sat together on.

With a long-suffering sigh, the Mother put the moon back together, reassembling the house with it. “If it were I in your position, Kadael, you would agree that it is at least a bit funny. Ascendant-rank you outmaneuvered by a bronze. A corrupted bronze, at that. Ironic, in some ways.”

“Easy for you to say,” the Hunger said. “You’ve long since established your champions. I only had one, and he died.”

“You will not like hearing this,” the Mother said carefully, “but you may have to consider allowing him to w—“

Kadael’s scream of rage actually split the moon apart this time. Sadareth wished that the sigh was more effective, because she had a few decades of pent-up exasperation she dearly wanted to get out.

“You are a child yet,” she said. “Even if I am considered a novice in the eyes of the gods, I have been here for quite some time. Enough to know that sometimes, we must accept a defeat now to ensure a victory later.”

“A defeat against my own champion would make me a laughingstock.”

“Kadael…” Sadareth’s voice was gentle, soothing in a way that no mortal could possibly manage. “We already are.”

The Hunger’s shoulders slumped—another childish remnant of the mortal he’d once been. “At least give me the chance to win him over. There are still weeks until the tournament. If your followers can prevent him from getting the second sigil…”

“I will do what I can,” the Mother promised. “But they may find that this human is tougher to crack than they expect.”

#

Will sneezed.

“Focus,” Caiyeri urged.

“Right, sorry,” he said. “Just one moment.”

He opened up his chat window, thankful that he was still within range of Lev’s party.

Will: Is someone talking about me? I just sneezed real bad.

Allie: Weeb.

Lev: Fucking weeb.

Will: That’s not even an anime-only thing! I swear it’s a superstition in the West, too. Besides, Japan is as boned as we are. There’s no country I can even be a weeb for!

Trevor: Weeb.

Will: I hate you all.

            

    
        Chapter 42: The Calm Between the Storms

    
    
    
    
                “You’re not focusing,” Caiyeri said. “I thought it would be easier for you to empty your mind.”

“Contrary to popular expectation, I do actually have a functioning brain,” Will replied. “Meditation’s never really worked for me. There’s always too much to do, too much to worry about.”

“There is.” Caiyeri opened her eyes, her aura noticeably roiling just a bit before she calmed it again. “That’s just a symptom of life. I have always had much to be concerned about. Being unaffected is an art in its own, and it’s something that you’ll have to develop. Blank out the outside world. Let yourself become one with your magic. You don’t need to understand what’s within your inner world, but you do need to be able to feel it. Do you know any breathing exercises?”

“A couple,” Will said, inhaling deeply. He knew how to hold a breath and slowly exhale to center himself, but it wasn’t perfect. It could help still his thoughts, but it couldn’t get him into the state of total blankness that Caiyeri said he needed.

“Interesting,” Caiyeri said. “A basic one, but somewhat effective.”

“If this is basic,” Will said, letting out another breath, “why don’t you show me a technique that works for you?”

“The more advanced ones take years of training,” Caiyeri said. “They aren’t something that you can pick up right away.”

“Show me whatever you think works, then,” Will said.

“Picture your heart as a feather,” Caiyeri ordered. “As you breathe out, imagine that feather floating up, and as you inhale, imagine it dragging closer to you.

Will visualized the organ beat-beat-beating in his chest, translating the slow thumping of his heart to the cyclic motion of a floating golden feather from no earthly bird. He didn’t know why that was the image that he conjured in his mind, but it felt right.

“In. Out. Keep that image in your head. Do not let it slip.”

In accordance with Caiyeri’s instructions, Will laser-focused on the mental framework.

After half an hour of this, with Caiyeri making sure he didn’t slip up for even a moment, Will’s entire world was nothing more than darkness empty but for a feather, rising and falling.

“Now,” Caiyeri said, once she was sure that his meditation cycle had gotten that basic step down, “every time the feather falls, widen your senses. Feel the way it spreads through your body and soul.”

Will wanted to get her back with a jab, but she was being uncharacteristically serious right now, so he met her where she was, allowing himself to sink into the darkness and operate off his senses alone.

Deep within, he felt a flicker. For just a moment, his awareness expanded, the faintest trace of magic threading itself through his perception and spreading through his nervous system.

Then, all at once, it was lost.

“Good,” Caiyeri said, snapping him out of the trancelike state. “Now do it again.”

#

Penelope Two was alone.

She’d entered the dungeon with Scheiren, but when the great flood had hit them while they were trying to rejoin Rowan’s strike force, they’d been separated, thrown down different tunnels.

Penelope was not at home at all in the water. It was dark here, true, which ensured that a certain subset of her powers was online, but she was far more at home within an urban setting or dense jungle. She was a bird of prey, and no bird belonged underwater.

All she needed to do was make it to the surface. It was growing increasingly obvious that this was not a mission she was suited for. Better to retreat from the unwinnable fight today and live to see victory tomorrow than to overcommit and lose everything.

She notified Rowan directly, then started fleeing as gracefully as she could.

Penelope realized that she’d entered the vicinity of the prey they were hunting when the dread hit. The tell-tale aura of a sigil-holder radiated the sensation of a being of power, arrogance, and divinity.

Her senses were fine-tuned enough to give her a general direction of where the aura was coming from. It was accompanied by at least one bronze-rank aura and the hints of what Penelope knew would be two silver-ranks.

The bronze-rank human was separated from the traitors. Foolishness.

Even if this was not her element, she was still silver. The human would be experiencing the same slowdown. This was her opportunity to snatch victory from the jaws of retreat.

Determined to bring her clan the head of the weak sigil-holder, Penelope set course towards him.

Then, abruptly, his aura vanished.

Penelope recoiled in shock. He was still here—the sigil’s oppressive presence made that more than clear enough.

Humans aren’t supposed to have this level of control, she thought. Even if the traitors had been training him, he shouldn’t have been able to hide himself from her second sight so effectively. Not this quickly.

The aura reappeared for an instant, the human’s control over it slipping, and Penelope whirled around as fast as she could in the water.

Sound propagated much less effectively underwater than it did on land. She never heard the arrow release, especially given the quiet enchantment Will’s stealth bow gave it.

Of course, the arrow couldn’t hit lethal speeds either, but Penelope didn’t even know what was coming until a dark figure flashed into existence behind her.

He couldn’t hide the magic from his teleport, but her heart leapt in fear. Nobody should have been able to get so close to her. How had he hidden himself so well?

Training kicked in over instinct. She reinforced her body with the Iron Skin skill. At silver, it was effective enough that an attacker would be hard-pressed to even make her bleed with a guillotine.

But instead of a weapon, all that grazed her neck was a hand.

Penelope whirled as fast as she could, striking it away and pivoting into a thrust with a conjured dagger, but the human was already drifting away.

A familiar pain scorched her skin, ruining it wherever it touched. Corruption.

The Abyss had prepared her for this, though, and her amulet would—

From over a hundred meters away, a formerly Abyss-aligned elf carefully aimed a revolver and fired, rigging the dice to pick a fast, piercing bullet.

The amulet shattered, taking Penelope’s surety with it.

You have come into contact with [William Li-Brown].

You have received a message from [William Li-Brown].

Even in the oppressive quiet of the drowned dungeon, Penelope heard the bell ring. She felt her body freeze, necrosis splintering through her veins.

Dread crept through her. It wasn’t only the sigil indicating it—she had grown used to signs of the Hunger.

Now, though, there was an entirely different element to it. The human, a full rank lower than Penelope, looked at her with calm, cold eyes. The gaze of a predator, filled with the certainty that he was going to see her dead.

Will: Tag. You’re it.

He vanished.

#

Level up!

[Perception] advanced to Bronze 3!

“Finally,” Will said, squeezing out the water from his official Lake Monroe souvenir T-shirt. “I’ve been waiting on this level for ages. Now I can finally take Soul to peak bronze.”

“You realize that the average elf takes years to make it through bronze,” Caiyeri said.

“Sounds like the average elf is slow as shit,” Will replied. “If it takes you guys years to make it through this rank, no wonder your planet didn’t pass the threshold.”

“That—is honestly fair,” Caiyeri said. “Though our foundations are stronger than most.”

“Penelope’s foundations didn’t seem that strong,” Will said.

Caiyeri shrugged. “They were an earlier batch than us. The training methods werne’t up to par.”

The elf had reacted to him quickly and had managed to stab him once or twice, but it had been non-lethal and easily mendable through the Soul Link aspect of Mark for Death. Will had kited her around a bit using Weapons Free. It looked like Penelope had a similar build to him, an ambush fighter who wasn’t so great after the initial burst of damage was complete but could ramp up into a dangerous endgame fighter.

That is, when she was in the right environment. Her skills reminded Will of the ranger class from Dungeons and Dragons. Highly specialized, pretty strong in their favored terrain, and nearly useless without.

Underwater, she was a sitting duck. Taking inspiration from the cave goblins, Will had teleported between the positions of three arrows he’d shot into crevices in the tunnels, alternating the amount of aura control he used.

It had been a grim sight, watching Penelope start to panic as she realized that not only could she not target him, but his afflictions were of the most dangerous type. The stacking chaos and necrotic damage from corruption and wither, respectively, had proven to be too much. Now, Penelope was a decaying, necrotized chunk of lifeless flesh aimlessly drifting through the tunnels.

“If we can isolate more of these fights, we can probably take out the entire abyssal contingent,” Will commented. “Though I have to say, everyone using different gimmicks makes it really hard to use my skills to their full potential.”

Favored Element was the lowest of his skills now. While everything else had its progression around mid-bronze, that one was still at the bottom of it. He’d already cast it for the day, picking water as his favored element in case they happened upon another prayer, but it hadn’t come into play against Penelope.

“I would prefer not to hunt all of them,” Caiyeri said. “They’re not mine, but we are the same people.”

“Azure doesn’t seem to mind,” Will commented.

He was out of the safe zone for the time being, looking to loot the area around them, but he’d been the first to celebrate taking Penelope down.

“Just because one iteration of one of us is a sociopath doesn’t mean the rest are,” Caiyeri said.

“You sure? I wasn’t the one laughing while torturing innocent goblin children to death.”

“They weren’t innocent, and most of them weren’t children.”

“I notice that you’re not denying the laughing part.”

“Shut up.”

#

After the hectic chaos of the first few hours, the dungeon calmed noticeably. Well, that wasn’t the best way to describe it—in fact, activity from dungeon monsters actually increased after the first bit. The people within, however, started to settle.

Azure could only recast his detection ritual once per day, so they were going off old information, but the cards seemed to all be on the table now. The abyssal elf special forces group two, which Will still maintained was an awful, overly long name, had been thrown to the winds (or, more accurately, the currents), the life elf construct and human were an unknown factor out there somewhere, and Will’s trio was somewhere in between.

They trained both inside the semi-safe zones and out, carving their way through waves of lower-leveled monsters and meditating. Will had found that using Wraith Cloak, he could do a cheap imitation of suppressing his aura; in combination with actually trying to control it, it had worked well enough to deceive Penelope.

At what Will’s internal clock thought was night, they slept in shifts. Will wasn’t sure if he trusted the others enough to do so, but he didn’t really have another choice. They managed to make it through without anyone dead in the morning, at least.

As had been the case for the last while, the Hunger haunted his dreams. There was no conversation, not anymore. Will’s cards were on the table, and the Hunger’s hand couldn’t beat his. All it could do to try to force Will into submission was assail his spirit with raw divine strength.

It was an ordeal, but it was one that Will could use as an opportunity for training. Being a leaf on the wind was easier said than done when the wind was a Category 6 tornado, yet Will persisted, because what other choice did he have?

The knowledge that the Hunger had no other choice buoyed him forward, made his torturous nights worth it.

Days passed through the same routine. They chaanged their lcoations each day, challenging themselves on a variety of monsters and training together afterwards. Twice, they found other isolated members of the abyssal elves. With the same one-two combo of Caiyeri destroying their corruption amulets and Will inflicting them with a bevy of increasingly lethal afflictions, they took both of them down.

They also ran into a full squad once, though that was at a distance and they’d immediately fled afterwards.

As the days passed by, the situation developed further. The life elf construct was steadily growing in power, and though the numbers of the abyssal elves dropped, the rate of decline dropped sharply after the majority of them were able to group up.

After defeating the first water prayer, Azure was easily capable of locating the other two, but they held off on attacking them for the time being. For one, the water prayers now had access to their native element, courtesy of their dead brethren. For another, it was clear that killing or even fighting one created such a massive mana signature that it’d be as good as holding up a neon sign saying WIPE US OUT HERE.

Outside, things seemed to be going well. Will kept in touch with Lev, Allie, and Trevor. Lev gave him twice-daily updates on how things were going on their end. Will didn’t have much to say to them given how similar the structure of his wake-fight-train-repeat days were, but it was interesting knowing what was going on outside.

After reaching bronze, Lev had become de facto leader of the party. He had gone on to take his party to do at least a dungeon a day, which seemed to be a pretty punishing pace for most people, and they had gone on to group up with other low to mid-bronze and unformed parties in the area.

The safe zones were starting to lose their immunity functionality for reasons unbeknownst to any of them, with results alternating from people taking real damage during spars to being kicked out six hours ahead of the eight-hour time you were supposed to spend in there, so Lev had teamed up with a number of others to pave the beginnings of what was now a settlement of sorts.

It started small, just operating as a group of bronze-rankers watching each others backs, but over the course of the week, Lev’s updates mentioned more and more people. As of the latest one, it sounded like there were thirty or forty people in a group. They were eschewing the safe zones altogether at this point, relying instead on a handful of their unformed ranks who had magic that could prove to be very, very useful—just not for combat.

Will found himself worrying over whether Lev would have the power to defend it. There was strength in numbers, of course, but time had told him that superior numbers could fold in the face of superior strength and that even stregnth wasn’t a guarantee depending on the factors of the battle.

The elves seemed to be leaving their makeshift community alone for the time being, but there was no telling how long that would last. The life elves had taken humans who’d wandered into their territory already, and who knew how long it would be until they decided that they were running out of biomass and didn’t that little squad of humans look tasty.

That was a concern for after they got out of the dungeon, though. Will gave what advice he could, but even with Caiyeri and Azure giving tips, they were the blind leading the blind. None of them had been around long enough to gather the experience needed to run a budding township.

Will continued checking the leaderboards every now and then. Worldwide, it looked like the top five had stagnated at Bronze 10. There was something about the jump to silver that was stopping them, it seemed. Will hoped that whatever it was, it wouldn’t affect him too badly.

He hit Bronze 9 eight days into being in the dungeon, putting him at 5th on the local leaderboard and 530th worldwide. Will was surprised more people weren’t at his level or higher given the relative ease with which he’d reached it, to the point where he brought it up one day with Lev.

Lev: You can say that, but you realize nobody’s pushing as hard as you, right? The dungeons we clear are solo boss dungeons, and we do them with big squads. At best, we take a squad boss down from time to time. Since you left us, I’ve accumulated maybe… forty monster kills. How many do you have in that time?

Will: 576.

Lev: There you go.

The constant pressure from the Hunger continued to devastate Will at night, but pressure could create diamonds from coal. His Soul attribute was at Silver 2 now, the first of his attributes to break through the ranks, and his Resistance was all the way up to Bronze 7 as a result of continued endurance. His aura control was slowly but surely imiproving as well.

The abyssal elves continued to hunt them, but the water produced by the water prayers was so thick with mana that they could largely avoid detection. Azure’s once-daily ritual was strong enough to bypass that, and though the abyssal elves still had Lystri, who was their main pathfinder, just knowing where they were once a day was enough warning for all three of them to escape. The life elf construct was still growing in strength, which was disconcerting—it looked like it was now responsible for the deaths of four or five silver-rank abyss elves, growing each time.

Between the eighth and the ninth day, a system notifiation propagated throughout the dungeon.

- Eliminate the guardians of the temple. [2/3]

> Guardian #1 was eliminated by [William Li-Brown].

> Guardian #2 was eliminated by [Thalia Brooksoul].

The priestess of life. That was new.

She’d been a clan boss the last time Will had seen her, though that had been with the system using his then-weaker party as a baseline. Even now, he didn’t want to trifle with her.

Roused out of their sleep, the three members of Will’s party spent a frantic few minutes discussing what to do next before another notification appeared.

- Eliminate the guardians of the temple. [3/3]

> Guardian #3 was eliminated by [Lily Teneli] and [Devouring Gestalt].

- Access to the Arcadian sigil is now available.

On their minimaps, a bright yellow region displayed where the sigil was.

Azure, Caiyeri, and Will spent about three seconds looking at each other before legging it.

#

Azure had to hide his smile as he swam through the water. The sigil room was exactly where he’d predicted it would be—a strangely protected area where the water didn’t collapse in on the tunnel.

His frequent excursions were going to pay off. Azure was a planner, and every domino was falling just like he’d thought it would.

Everyone within the dungeon had been carefully sticking to themselves, with the abyss elves likely guarding the exits, waiting to ambush whoever tried to leave. Nobody wanted to try their hand at taking down a second water prayer, knowing that the result would be a beacon.

Enter the third party—still aligned with the life elves, but with none of the compunctions that anyone within the dungeon already had. As soon as the second prayer went down, the window of opportunity to kill the third without reprisal had opened, and now there was only one ppart left.

Demolitions Specialist was a trapper class. Knowing his location ahead of time? Having over a week to set up?

Will and Caiyeri were far enough ahead of him that he allowed himself to grin.

The sigil was as good as his.

            

    
        Chapter 43: Sigil

    
    
    
    
                The three members of Will’s current party all had some form of movement skill, but they hadn’t been getting by through sheer speed. Through a combination of clever movement tech, aura control, and good positioning via Azure’s detection ritual, they had found themselves in a pretty decent spot.

They were not, however, the first to get there. That much was clear by the time they swam close to the highlighted area on the map, and it became even more obvious given the extraordinarily obvious ambush two abyssal elves had set about a quarter mile out from the entrance they picked. As it turned out, Pages of the Past was pretty great for finding people using stealth skills, especially if they didn’t move far from their initial location.

Said ambush would have been too much for Will and Caiyeri to take on alone. They were still both bronze rank, and though they both had one or two ways to punch above their rank, it was much easier to distract them with an explosion from Azure and use a stealthily fired arrow to teleport their way in. Azure just told them that he’d figure something out.

Water sloughed off of both of them as they crossed the glowing threshold into the clearing at the center of the dungeon, effectively drying off their clothing and armor.

“Drying charm,” Caiyeri commented. “Cute.”

“Wasn’t like this the last time we were here.”

“I imagine the sigil challenge being completed triggered it.”

To Will’s surprise, they didn’t enter into an active battlefield. Instead, they found their way at the fourth point of an unmoving rectangle.

“I really have to stop getting into bigass caverns filled with enemies,” Will muttered.

“It’s a nasty habit,” Caiyeri agreed. “We should do this faster next time.”

“If there’s a next time, I’m bringing a bomb,” Will replied. “Several big bombs, maybe. My track record with those is pretty solid.”

There were four parties present, though he hesitated to call all of them “parties.”

Absurdly, Will wondered what it would be like if a wrestling announcer announced the entries. The corners weren’t colored, but they might as well have been given how visually distinct each group was.

Will, Caiyeri, and eventually the lagging Azure counted as one, the last to arrive and certainly the lowest rank.

The abyss elves, invariably cloaked in sleek dark armor or robes, were another group. They had evidently split up quite a bit in order to place ambush points outside the sigil cave, but there were still a solid dozen or so of them gathered at one side. The entire cavern glowed with harsh blue light, illuminating their forces and preventing them from completely hiding themselves away.

The life elf contingent, on the other hand, was two people.

“Actually, ‘people’ is a bad descriptor for them,” Will mused.

“You should stop talking to yourself out loud,” Caiyeri advised quietly, leaning over to whisper. “It would do you well to at least pretend to be sane.”

He stood by his statement. One of them, he recognized as Thalia Brooksoul. Just like the rest of the elves, there was an inhuman beauty to her, but that was far outclassed by the terror that the sheer amount of magic emanating from her body and her robes. Will was familiar enough with the Hunger by now to realize that the aura she emitted wasn’t just a powerful silver-rank one—it was also that of a sigil-holder.

The other couldn’t be called a person by any stretch of the term. It was an abomination, its most recognizably humanoid feature a human head. Apart from that, its ten-foot-long body resembled a fleshy centipede with arms made of human and elf flesh stretched strangely over protruding bones.

Its aura was silver. Will silently thanked Caiyeri and Azure for their training. He was now capable of identifying individual auras in a crowd of similarly powerful Users. Focusing on it let him tell what that thing was supposed to be.

Devouring Gestalt. Level: Silver 8.

This is a clan boss.

Behold: the reason why you should burn the corpses of anyone you find within reach of the life elves. Formerly Andrew Andrews, this being is now operated by a nascent abominant mind, rendered subservient to a life elf handler. Call this little guy Katamari Damacy, because with every kill, it grows in power and size.

This is what it looks like after killing a mere seven silvers. Unsolicited piece of advice: kill it fast or run, because you’re not going to like it when it eats more people, and oh man does it love to eat people.

Christ. That was disturbing. A quick examination of Thalia showed that she was no longer marked as a clan boss, just a squad. That was… improvement, at least.

The last party was even smaller than the life elf group. Directly across from them, a solid two hundred or so feet away, was a single User. She spotted Will and Caiyeri coming in and gave them a small smile and wave.

Will’s Identify confirmed it was her. Lily Teneli. Bronze 10. Currently ranked second on the local leaderboard.

Earlier, he’d run into her in one of the Everdale safe zones. He had no idea why she was here.

Given how exasperated she looked at the moment, she might not’ve either.

Thalia and one of the abyssal elves were speaking rapidly, their cadence sounding odd to Will’s ears.

“What’s happening?” Will asked Caiyeri. “They’re speaking really goddamn fast.”

“The tongue of the Mother,” Caiyeri said. “The language ability provided by the system is not as strong as the name implies it is.”

“I can still kind of understand them,” Will said. “I can pick out, like, ‘war,’ ‘unclean,’ ‘heretic’, ‘sigil,’ uh… wow, you guys are kinda violent.”

“If they were a higher rank, you would not be able to comprehend their speech. The Mother’s tongue is less an entirely different language and more a different way of comprehending our own.”

“Hold on,” Will said, pausing as the abyss elf launched into a screaming rant. Once he was done, he continued. “Your elf dialect is literally your mother tongue?”

“Yes. What’s so odd about that?”

“You—know what, I’ll just leave that alone.” Will sighed. “Can you translate, at least?”

“That I can do,” Caiyeri said. “Rowan Two of the Abyss is saying the eminent claim that the life elves have here is invalid under the Mother, that their worship is ontologically—“

“Just the major points, please,” Will said. “While I’ve got a friend who would love to hear an entire political treatise on the state of your nation, I kind of just care if we’re going to die or not.”

“The answer to that is always that there is a high likelihood of death,” Caiyeri said. “At our rank, with our positions, we will always be at risk.”

“Yeah,” Will said. “But what’s happening here?”

“The short version is that Rowan recognizes that Thalia and the construct here can incur a major amount of damage against the Abyss, but even his contingent here has enough in numbers and rank that they can overwhelm and kill her and her construct. Thalia, on the other hand, claims that she’s holding the construct back to prevent unnecessary further blood.”

“They’re not immediately attacking? That’s surprisingly civil of them.”

“The human is stopping them. Humans, I should say, now that they’ve noticed we’re here,” Caiyeri filled in. “Even if one of them can win, it’s obvious to anyone with eyes that they’re relatively evenly matched. If they start attacking each other, then the human hunter will be able to take the sigil.”

Said sigil was a simple medallion just like the one Will had. It laid on a simple raised dais at the center of the room, and it appeared to be the source of the cerulean light within the enchanted cavern.

“So we’re at an impasse then,” Will said. “Except that can’t be true, because there’s no way in hell that those are the only life and abyss elves in the area.”

“Two is not the only group here,” Caiyeri acknowledged. “Though the other strike forces have fallen in part or in whole already.”

“Then I bet both groups are calling in backup,” Will said. “You can do that through the chat window, right?”

“Within a certain range, yes. I agree. They know this as well. Nobody wants to make the first move, including the human.”

“Wasn’t she with the life elf construct at some point?”

“They were working together, yes. Evidently, the construct prioritizes its creator more.”

“Ouch. Well, I guess we’re stuck in the same situation, huh? If we go for the sigil, we’re going to get absolutely cooked.”

“You’re not wrong about that,” Caiyeri said.

Azure: Yes you are.

The chat message was immediately succeeded by the arrival of a bloodied Azure coming through the enchanted layer that separated the outside from the perfectly dry inside.

This entire time, Azure had carried himself in a cautious way like he’d been waiting for the other shoe to drop. Now, his entire manner had changed. He was the other shoe, and he’d dropped the facade.

“Attention, former employers and abomination experimenter!” Azure shouted, his voice magically intensified by a skill that Pages of the Past told Will was simply named Force Amplification. “And, I suppose, human.”

“Thanks!” Lily called out from the other end of the room. “I appreciate being included!”

“You,” the elf that Caiyeri had identified as Rowan said, pointing a conjured spear at Azure. “When this is done, you will be welcomed back with open arms.”

“And I won’t have arms,” Azure said disdainfully. “Or a functioning mind. Then you’ll reprogram me, send me back to the Zeroes, have them make me a perfect little soldier. Fuck. That.”

“Abyss elf,” Thalia said pleasantly. Her voice was soft and quiet but projected across the entire cavern like she was right next to Will’s ear. “You have a trick. You would not have spoken otherwise.”

“Of course I do,” Azure said, grinning ear to ear. His smile was a sadistic one that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a horror movie slasher.

“Man, why do none of your people smile normally?” Will asked. “Hold on, is that racist? I guess it is, but I’d like to know anyway.”

“I smile normally,” Caiyeri said.

“No you fuckin’ don’t.”

Will: You remember the plan, right?

The message was private, sent to Caiyeri only.

Caiyeri: My memory is better than any living human’s. Don’t be silly.

Several dozen silver-rank auras popped into existence across the cavern, saturating the entire place. A murmur of surprise emerged from every side as they realized that the auras were coming from beneath them.

“Rowan,” Azure said genially. “You know my class. I’m disappointed, really. If you were just a bit more creative, allowed to run free, you could’ve figured it out. But you’re so used to working as a pawn, hmm? You can barely think for yourself.”

“Don’t move,” Rowan growled, clearly restraining himself to keep from violating his own order. “The place is trapped. The entire fucking cave.”

Lily looked down with interest, as if she could see the explosives that Azure had planted if she looked hard enough. It was entirely possible that she could.

“Impressive,” Thalia said gracefully. “These would put a deep dent in even the gestalt.”

“They’ll kill it,” Azure replied, letting out a chuckle. “And you, and everyone here. Now listen carefully, because if you don’t, you’re going to find out whether or not that’s true. All of you are going to stay very, very still until I get the sigil. Then, you will remain like that until I am out of the dungeon, at which point you’ll feel those auras deactivate and you can do whatever you’d like.”

“Azure,” Rowan snarled. “I should’ve known you were going to be a problem.”

“Should’ve, could’ve, would’ve.” Azure dismissed Rowan’s sentence with a wave of his hand. “If you use a skill, you will die. If you attack, you will die. If you so much as take a step towards me, you will die. If you somehow manage to kill me before I react, you will die.”

“Is that true?” one of the other abyssal elves asked.

“He has a passive that allows him to trigger his detonations if he loses consciousness.” Rowan made a face as if he’d just eaten something bitter. “He outplayed us.”

“That goes for you two as well,” Azure said to Will and Caiyeri. “Sorry. Can’t be too careful. Best of luck to you, though! I’ll see you in the tournament if you’re still alive by then.”

“You’d best hurry it up,” Thalia said, her peaceful tone of voice still holding steady. “Others will be closing on our location soon.”

“You seem surprisingly calm,” Azure said, sauntering towards the sigil.

“My quarrel is with the Abyss, and you are not of them anymore,” Thalia said. “I have my sigil already. I will slay you when the time is right.”

“Perfect,” Azure said. “The same to—“

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack.

Critical hit!

[Quiet Arrow] inflicted a level of [Corruption].

[Quiet Arrow] inflicted a level of [Silenced].

Will’s stealthy shot wasn’t enough to take Azure down in one hit, though it struck true and the abyss elf turned back towards him, shocked.

He had all of a quarter second to admire the pure look of what the fuck on Azure’s face before the explosions began.

#

Azure felt the arrow pierce his heart, and he released his first wave of landmines instantly. He’d been prepared for an attack of some sort, so he started drinking his prepared health potion as soon as he could. His amulet drained the corruption from him, protecting him.

The world around him became fire, smoke, and a dozen esoteric types of magic as every type of explosion under the sun triggered. Most of them were in the outer circle, and they wouldn’t immediately kill all of the silvers; he still needed the remaining explosions to threaten them afterwards, after all, and there was no guarantee he’d be able to take them all out with one large blow.

Smoke covered the room, the screeching sound of the initial explosions temporarily deafening everyone.

That was more than enough to kill any bronze rank a dozen times over. There was no way they were still standing.

Then, out of the smoke, a sword sparking with distorted electricity slashed into Azure.

You have been afflicted with a level of [Corruption].

You have been afflicted with a level of [Charged].

From the black smoke, a figure emerged. No—two of them. Two bronze-rank auras controlled so tightly that one might think they were unformed rank at first glance.

William Li-Brown. Caiyeri Seven. Both duelists that Azure had no further abilities prepared for.

“How?” Azure whispered.

Will paused, sword pointed directly at Azure’s heart. He tilted his head.

“Do you think I’m a fucking idiot?”

#

For the first time, Will showed Azure his stat sheet. He had to admit that the fall from cocksure, arrogant young master to the fear that spread across the elf’s face when he read the words Class: Reaper was far more satisfying than it should have been.

Skill: [Pages of the Past]

- Spell (divination).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: 6 seconds.

Bronze

Allows you to detect magical effects that were used in your immediate surroundings in the last 24 hours. If the rank of the effect is at or below the rank of this skill, you can also glean significant insight into what the effect is.

[Traces of the Past] - Also allows you to detect footsteps and read conversations made in the area during the same time window. 

Over the last week, every time it was Azure’s turn to keep watch over them, he laid his landmines down, he had disappeared. Neither Will nor Caiyeri had noticed at first, but when he’d happened to activate Pages of the Past and one point, he’d realized that the trail Azure left was fresh.

He and Caiyeri had gone off to explore this, because there was no good reason for him to abandon his post. Through their exploration, they’d found this particular room, which hadn’t seemed like anything special at the time—except that every time Azure was asleep and they visited it, Pages of the Past gave Will evidence that Azure had planted another silver-rank landmine skill.

Rather than turn on Azure immediately, Will had figured he would wait to see what it would end up being used for and disarm that plan if it happened to be one that worked against him.

Pages of the Past had proven to be  worth its weight in gold, giving him enough details about the skills he saw to understand how to counter them.

As it turned out, Azure’s landmines had a fuse and explosive component, both of them magical and both counting as weapons for the purpose of Will’s Weapons Free. Importantly, even though he couldn’t replicate the effects of the skill or understand exactly what the magical circuits in the skill did, he could understand how to break it.

It wouldn’t have done to break every mine. That would have been too obvious.

But he’d destroyed enough of them to create gaps in the coverage. Enough for Will to teleport to in case they started going off.

And teleport to them he had. In combination with his silver-rank ring of adaptive shielding and Caiyeri’s Emergency Shield, they’d been more than capable of tanking the edge effects of the explosions that they definitely couldn’t have survived head-on.

Even then, these were silver-rank bombs. Caiyeri had armor to clear the rest, but Will? Escape Artist made the lack of armor a necessity.

Enter Favored Element. For the last three days, Will had gone through the motions of the ritual, ostensibly picking water. Although he wasn’t skilled enough to use the skill for a broader category like “explosions,” he had been able to render himself immune to force damage, which the bulk of the landmines inflicted.

Preparation had paid off. They had both survived without a scratch.

Azure was not a fighter. Both Will and Caiyeri knew this.

“To be honest,” Will said, “I thought you’d be smarter.”

The thought of escape wasn’t even in Azure’s mind right now. Will’s aura control had grown stronger, in part thanks to this traitor, and the sigil had an exponential effect on that power.

Though Will’s slayer sword was still bronze rank, it had entered the final stretch of the rank. Even as a bronze using a bronze weapon, Will had advantages beyond what the system showed.

Azure’s armor was meant to let him move quickly and stealthily, not to protect against weapons. Will’s blade slid through it like a knife through hot butter.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

[Slayer Sword] inflicted a level of [Corruption].

[Slayer Sword] inflicted a level of [Charged].

The sword held fourteen charges, which did make it more difficult to charge it all up, but the sword grew more effective with every hit, which generated another charge.

He slashed over and over, Azure’s silver-rank physical attributes protecting him from the worst of it.

But Azure couldn’t fight back.

“This is going to end you,” the elf huffed desperately, his leathers soaked through with blood. “The detonation will kill everyone here.”

Will tilted his head, spreading his aura senses out.

“I’m not the only one making a move, it seems,” he said. “Caiyeri.”

“On it,” Caiyeri said, training her seven-shooter on Azure.

Will teleported instead of sprinting, finding himself thirty feet closer to the center. Wind Walker and Escape Artist did the rest, moving him faster on his feet than anyone else could even at silver rank.

The sigil’s aura reminded him of the Hunger’s after it had fallen off Axl’s body, though it was less overbearing. Though the power was still clearly divine, it seemed less angry and more arrogant somehow, as if it knew its place was so high above Will’s that it wouldn’t even bother meeting him face to face.

Caiyeri: I broke his amulet. He’s going to die very soon. Those bombs are going to go off. We need to move.

Will took a deep breath, sensing the charging elves, human, and messed-up monstrosity through the smoke.

Here goes nothing.

He took the sigil, and magic started coursing through his veins like springwater. It was, all things considered, a much more pleasant experience than anything the Hunger had given him.

In an instant, a million images flashed before his eyes. A prompt appeared

Become a champion of [Elys, Lady of the Lake]? [YES / YES]

A timer started ticking down on the right. Fifteen seconds.

Shit.

Unlike the Hunger’s quest, this one didn’t give him any requirements, but it also wasn’t letting him select no. Will didn’t know if he liked that.

But like always, there was a more immediate concern.

Will sprinted, then teleported again.

Azure was fading out of consciousness. His face was bloodied, his eyes glazed over.

“Shit,” Will said.

“Shit indeed,” Caiyeri agreed, hefting Azure by one leg. “Help me.”

Will took the other leg. “Yeah, let’s get the hell out of here.”

Halfway to the exit, all hell broke loose.


You have defeated [Azure Four].

Level up!


Quest complete: Sigil-holder

You have become a god’s champion. You are the 1494th User to become a champion this cycle.

Reward: You’re about to find out.


You have become a champion of [Elys, the Lake].

[Sigil Skills] are now available.

[Sigil Skill] unlocked: [Clear Water].


Then, the explosions began.

            

    
        Chapter 44: Chaos Theory

    
    
    
    
                Will dove deep into his bottled time as the second group of detonations went off. Even partially defanged, he didn’t want to get hit by the more esoteric effects he’d seen.

Besides the analytical benefits, it gave him the time to examine the rewards he’d just gotten.

First, he put his two free points into Speed, bringing it up to Bronze 6.

Then, he took a look at his brand new skills.

There was an entirely new segment of his status page available now, this one marked. Unlike most of the other stuff he’d unlocked, this window hadn’t been available on the UI until now.

Will asked the system for a description.

[Sigil Skills]: You have been bound to a god; more accurately, a being of ascendant rank or higher has agreed to grant you the status of champion and its associated power with certain conditions.

You are currently bound to [Elys, the Lake].

Conditions: Elys’ sigil skills cannot be used to attack or destroy water prayers.

That was a relief to see. Unlike what the Hunger had promised, this god’s sigil came with a restriction that only affected the power it gave him. Maybe that was the condition for forcing him to accept it no matter what?

Whatever the case, Will was happy to still have free will, and a free skill was always welcome.

Skill: [Clear Water]

- Spell (sigil).

- Cost: none.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze

You cannot drown in fresh water. While in fresh water, you regenerate health, stamina, and mana at a greatly enhanced rate.

[Lady of the Lake] (bronze) -  You have full freedom of movement in fresh water. You can move yourself at will at significantly heightened speed. This effect is greatly increased in lakes. You can control water in a small radius around you. This ability can be used to transport others near you.

Okay, that was really goddamn useful. It was much less generally less applicable than his other skills in general situations, but conditionally, it was very, very powerful.

Will: Caiyeri, stay very close to me as soon as we get out.

She didn’t have the same heightened reflexes that Will had while in his frozen time, so he was just going to have to trust that she would understand what to do after he returned to normal speed.

Will let his Time in a Bottle fade out, mindful of his mana usage.

Caiyeri paused for a fraction of a moment as they both ran, and it almost cost them. She tripped, activating her Emergency Shield just in time to keep herself from taking damage from the edge of the landmine she triggered in the process.

She was more prepared for this than any of Will’s human contacts would have been, though, and the elf recovered immediately.

It was pandemonium in the cavern. At least one of the bombs had included a heavy visual obscuring effect, and at silver rank, it also came with the side effect of obscuring Will’s aura senses.

Combined with the deafening thunder of over a dozen silver-rank landmines tripping at once, it was nearly impossible to identify anything that was happening.

Caiyeri recognized this as well, using the chat window after she realized a shout went completely unheard over the din of the bombs.

Caiyeri: New skill? Where are we going?

Will: Out. Out of this place, out of the dungeon.

She had every reason to start distrusting Will now. Azure’s betrayal was a very loud elephant in the room, reminding both of them that death was only one or two poor decisions away.

But Caiyeri ran with Will, staying close to him.

The chaos actually helped them, Will realized. A massive amount of magic had been triggered behind them, and it wasn’t just the landmines going off. The moment Will had gotten the sigil, everyone in the cavern realized it was open season. If Will’s method of obtaining the Hunger’s sigil was any indication, they were not going to want to take him alive.

Something hit Will in the leg, sparking a burning sensation of pain, but no system message accompanied it to tell him that he was suffering from any insane afflictions,s o he ignored it and moved on.

He didn’t even see the water until he and Caiyeri both ran into it head-on. The lake had been frigid before, only tolerable thanks to Will’s Equilibrium Mantle skill, but now it was the most refreshing thing he had ever felt.

Will understood the water intuitively. He knew the layout of the temple—which, belatedly, he realized made sense. This ruin must have been dedicated to Elys, the goddess he now ostensibly served, and her knowledge flooded into his mind.

Within the domain of the Lady of the Lake, he could accelerate himself and the people immediately around him (so, basically, just Caiyeri) to ludicrous speeds. He’d been well over Olympic sprinter speed with his movement skills, but the control over water made those seem like  he was a kid on a Razer scooter.

That scooter was something more like a Formula One racecar now. The dungeon that they’d taken days to explore was now traversable in minutes, and traverse it he did.

While the powerup was welcome, Will was still pretty unsure of its efficacy in combat. The last thing he wanted was to get into an unwinnable fight now and waste his sigil. Yes, he was powerful, and every new skill was a massive boon, but he also valued being alive.

Against an individual abyss elf, Will was confident in his chances. With the power of ambushes and corruption, he could wear them down over time. Against twenty or so of them? Alongside the former clan boss life elf, a construct that was nearly a full rank higher than him, and the number two on the local leaderboard?

Will was rapidly catching up in the last respect, but he still didn’t want to fight literally all of them. With the sigil active, he would be priority target number one. This sigil was much easier to suppress than the Hunger’s, a result of it actually being bound to him, but even if he entirely removed its mana signature, they had all seen him take it.

So Will just took them outside the dungeon faster than anyone else could.

“You know you’re not always going to be able to avoid a fight,” Caiyeri said as they popped out of the dungeon.

After a quick slowed time and Pages of the Past combination to check for potential ambushes at the dungeon exits, Will turned back to Caiyeri. “I’m sure. That’s what we’re training for, right? But I’m not going to get into a fight I know I can’t win if I can avoid it.”

She gave him an assessing look. “Good. You pass.”

“Since when am I being tested?”

“You’re always being tested,” Caiyeri said. “You just haven’t totally failed yet.”

“Now that’s comforting,” Will muttered.

Once they were out of combat, Will’s pendant should have started regenerating the wound he’d taken, but he realized with a start that the cleansing water had already patched him up entirely. After just two minutes in the water, he was back to full mana and health. Will’s body had never felt better.

His mind, however, was racing.

“They called for backup earlier,” Will said. “Unless they were both bluffing, ti’s probably a good idea to assume that they’re coming.”

“Exit away from the life elves,” Caiyeri advised, dropping the snark. “All of our strike forces were embedded close to or under their territory. They’ll be coming from the same direction.”

“You have a better idea of where to go,” Will said. “Lead the way. I’m not as fast outside of the water.”

She did, using the Corrupted Speed skill to set a pace that Will could comfortably match. That skill increased her speed in the presence of a corrupted item, and Will supposed his pendant counted enough for it to give her a boost.

They took a winding path, avoiding the forest as well as they could and taking multiple detours around and over hills and large rocks. Will let the scenery blend into the background, pulling up a chat window.

Will: Hey Lev. You said the elves haven’t been bothering you guys, right?

Lev: Not at all. We haven’t even seen them in the area. They seem to be fine with leaving us alone as long as we do the same.

You probably don’t even register as a threat to them, Will thought. But that was unkind to say, especially when he was about to ask Lev for a favor that could change the settlement’s status.

Will: A friend and I are kind of on the run. Do you think we could pop by the settlement, lay low for a few days?

How many days did he need? Will checked the world announcement for the trial of the champion.

Will: To be exact, 49 days.

Lev: You can come here for as long as you want, man. You helped us when we needed it the most, and now we can help other people because of you.

Will: Fantastic. My friend here is pretty capable. She could probably help train y’all up some more.

Lev: She? I didn’t know you talked to women. Or had friends.

Will: Projection is a bad look on you, Lev.

Lev: Aw fuck.

Lev: Anyway, I’ll send you the location through party chat. I look forward to seeing you again.

Will: Same to you. See you in a bit.

The location came over a few moments later. It was quite far from where Will had last seen them, a solid fifteen miles east and almost as many south of the university. That made sense, if they were trying to avoid the worst of the elf conflict.

Fifteen miles was less than an hour for Will and Caiyeri, though that time increased quite a bit thanks to their stealthier approach. In order to avoid being tracked again—likely by Lily or one of the life elves, since none of the abyssal elves had tracking skills that worked at the ranges they would’ve had to in order to find them in the lake dungeon—they dipped into small bodies of water, erasing their trail and fully restoring Will’s stamina and mana.

There were unformed and low bronze rank monsters wandering the wilds, which Will supposed made sense. Indiana hadn’t been a terribly populated state before the end of the world, and once the population had been cut to pieces by the apocalypse, there were only… seven hundred thousand remaining people across a full state. There was bound to be a lot of rural land that was completely uncontested.

Fortunately, unformed and bronze rank monsters were extremely easy to deal with. After the hell of Lake Monroe, Will and Caiyeri could individually deal with silver-rankers if the circumstances were right. Bronze monsters could prevent a challenge, but for the most part, they scythed through them.

Will still didn’t have a low-cooldown skill that dealt immediate damage, unfortunately, so most of what he did was leave a Decaying Touch on some poor creature and reap the rewards of it about half a mile later when it finally keeled over of its corrupted injuries.

At length, they found the settlement.

Even after all their messages about it, Will had been expecting something like a Boy Scout camp. Maybe some wooden huts, if they could work that out.

This was much more complex than that, though. The construction of the buildings looked a bit rickety, but it could have easily passed for a quaint small town holding a ren faire. It was built at the top of a small hill, giving anyone from within the settlement a line of sight on approaching hostiles. A brick-and-stone wall protected it, with watchtowers set at various points atop it. The village itself had several very serviceable buildings, and there were people milling about within, going about their days and training.

“Sloppy,” Caiyeri muttered under her breath. “Our engineers could do better in their sleep.”

“Unless you suddenly developed short-term memory loss, you should know that our means this now,” Will said, gesturing at the town. “If you’d rather sleep outside, I’m sure they’d be willing to let you.”

“What a wonderful construction,” Caiyeri said drily. “Admittedly, for the power these people are supposed to have, it’s quite solidly built.”

Will smiled. “There we are.”

Part of the wall unfolded to reveal a gate, and Lev walked out.

“Hey!” he exclaimed, spotting Will and Caiyeri. “Oh, goddamn.”

“My eyes are higher,” Caiyeri said. If her voice had been dry before, it was the Sahara Desert now. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“When the hell did you meet him?” Lev asked her.

“Tutorial,” Will supplied.

“Tutorial,” Caiyeri confirmed.

“Well… oh, wow, Bronze 10.”

“You should check me out too,” Will said. “We’re both there.”

“You’re not on the leaderboard, though.”

“I’m…” Will paused. “Hold on.”

Regional Leaderboard

1. Kenneth McCarthy. Bronze 10.

2. Lily Teneli. Bronze 10.

3. Jackson Grove. Bronze 10.

Your current position on the regional leaderboard is 4 of 691,952.

People were dying even slower than before. That was nice to see.

“I’m fourth.”

“Egg on my face, I guess,” Lev said, flabbergasted. “Come on in. We’d love to have you. Like, I can’t emphasize enough how much this changes things.”

Will and Caiyeri shared a glance, then walked in.

#

“We have about a 30/70 split between people with combat classes and those without,” Lev explained, indicating a large building at the center of the settlement. “We haven’t had a need for a government yet, but all of our important stuff happens in that building. That’s where the architects plan out what we’re going to expand next, where the farmers use their skills, that kinda stuff.”

“You could get a farmer class?” Will asked. “How did they even survive the tutorial?”

“They had easier tutorials,” Lev said. “Besides, a non-combat class doesn’t mean they have zero combat skills.”

“Mmmm,” Caiyeri said intelligently.

“They’ve obsoleted me,” Lev said sadly. “Do you know how hard it is to be satisfied with your own cooking when you have someone with the Cook class making world-class meals with dire beaver guts?”

“I’d kill for a good meal right about now,” Will said. “The ration bars aren’t bad, but the texture is so weird.”

“It’s pretty late,” Lev observed. “The cooks are probably asleep, but there’s some leftover stuff we can get you. You should probably rest after that.”

“I already slept some,” Will said. The system notification had woken him up just before he was supposed to start his watch over Caiyeri and the now-dead Azure. “I’ll take some food, but I can stand guard.”

“We should have enough for the night,” Lev said. He winced. “Actually…”

“Dealing with problems?” Caiyeri asked.

“The local monsters keep attacking,” Lev said. “It wasn’t too bad at first, and it’s still not that big a problem, but every now and then there’s a big one. I’m worried one will hit when we don’t have enough strong people active on the walls and we’ll lose someone.”

“I can guard,” Caiyeri said. “Will, you should sleep.”

Caiyeri: You have a meeting with a god, don’t you?

Shit. That was a good point.

“Save something for me in the morning,” Will said. “I actually just realized I have a skill I need to recoup the costs on, and that means bed.”

Caiyeri: You sure thought that lie up quick.

Will: You try having an Asian mom. If you don’t figure out how to lie about your reasons, you’ll never get to do anything.

Caiyeri: What is “Asian”?

Will: Never mind.

Sleeping quarters were distributed throughout the settlement so as to ensure that one insane attack wouldn’t flatten the entirety of the sleeping population. It was a bit morbid, but Will gave Lev congratulations on thinking of the situation.

“The thanks should go to the people who actually make it possible,” Lev said sheepishly. “I’m a plans guy and a fighting guy. None of this would be possible without the community.”

“Give yourself some credit,” Will said, clapping his friend on the back. “You more than pulled your weight here. I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks, man. I’m really happy you’re here and unhurt.”

“Me too, Lev. Me too.”

Will selected one that was on the edge of the settlement. It was mostly unpopulated, mostly by virtue of being so close to the wall that any monster who made it in would see it immediately. It was a rustic inn-style building, cozier than any accomodation that Will had slept in since the tutorial began.

His stamina had been refilled to full. Even after they’d managed to make their daring escape, Will’s heart was still pounding with adrenaline and exertion. On top of all of that, he’d had half a night’s rest already.

“There’s no way I’m going to be able to sleep,” he muttered to himself.

The bed was warm and soft and felt like an angel’s embrace. Will fell asleep instantly.

#

The Hunger did not present a physical vessel in the dream space that it shared with the human User William Li-Brown, but if it did, it would have had its head in his hands.

Will was human enough to have a massive shit-eating grin on his face.

“Fuckin’ told you, didn’t I?”

The Hunger was silent. It didn’t even send him into the same soul-shattering pain that Will was steadily growing accustomed to.

“You did mention something of the sort,” the god said. It was the closest Will had seen it to admitting defeat.

“Right then,” Will said. “I’ve got my path into the trial of the champion with the sigil of a god that’s a lot nicer than you. I don’t need you for anything anymore. You still need me, though. So. How about a better deal, hmm?”

There was a long silence.

“…I will do what I must.”

And just like that, Will knew he had won.

#

Contract with [Kadael, the Hunger] established.

You have become a champion of [Kadael, the Hunger].


Achievement earned: Iconoclast

You have become the champion of more than one god. You are the 9th User to take on a second god.

Reward: You have received an Executor Token.


[Sigil Skill] unlocked: [Hunger Phantasm]

[Sigil Skill] unlocked: [Desperate Stand]

[Sigil Skill] unlocked: [Hunger Aura]


Will woke up smiling ear-to-ear.

“Something worth smiling about?” Caiyeri asked from his bedside. “It’s your turn to watch. I need sleep.”

“I just rinsed a god for everything he’s worth,” Will said. “This is very worth smiling about.”

            

    
        Chapter 45: Killing Time

    
    
    
    
                “What did I tell you?”

Sadareth hid a smile, but she could not hide that from Kadael. She had never been a deceiver of her own kind. As far as gods went, she was as straightforward as they came.

“If one more being informs me that they made me aware of my current plight already,” he seethed, “I will break the planet myself.”

“You would perish,” Sadareth said. “The planet’s mana is not yet dense enough for you to survive longer than fifteen minutes there.”

“Oh, but what a glorious fifteen minutes it would be,” Kadael said. “Time enough for me to ruin everyone who defied me.”

“Your contract with the human forbids that,” Sadareth pointed out. “I—“

“If the next words out of your mouth are ‘did warn you,’ I swear to the Administrator that I will descend upon Earth, consequences be damned.”

Sadareth quieted. “It is a rather thorough contract.”

Kadael was long past the point of needing to breath, but he found the motion of a deep inhale centering. He had pioneered a method of cultivation through breath when he had still been mortal, and it worked to calm him now.

“It is,” he admitted reluctantly. “The human—William—is much more cautious than I was at his stage.”

Amongst other provisions, the contract forbade Kadael from knowingly working against William Li-Brown or his associates directly or indirectly. He’d also milked out as many skills as his frail bronze-rank body could take, far more than the single ability he had granted Axl. Fortunately, divine intervention was absolutely not in the cards at the stage that this cycle was in, but the human had gotten scarily close to negotiating for it.

“Caution is a flaw and a virtue both,” the Elven Mother opined. “His leans far more towards the latter.”

“So he does,” the Hunger groused. “At this stage, I suppose I have to see it as a good thing. He represents me now. Once the trial begins, I’ll need him to go as far as he can. Assuming he survives that long, but something tells me that my hopes for him to die terribly will not be met.”

“We will see,” Sadareth said. “The cycle is abnormal. The trial is taking place much earlier than usual.”

“I know that. We discussed this before.”

“Even earlier than we thought,” Sadareth continued. “I have spoken with Peace—“

“With her?” the Hunger hissed, his earlier calm gone. “Why?”

“The winds are changing, Kadael, and they will not wait for the likes of us. Corruption encroaches. The cycle breaks. The impact is coming. Bend like a willow, friend, or you will break further than you already have.”

#

Fortunately for the settlement that Lev had founded, the elves didn’t pursue them. Will figured that they were too busy fighting each other to bother with a lowly human group.

He was worried that Lily would pursue him like she had earlier, but if she was following them, she’d clearly decided to bide her time. Even if they were mostly under Bronze 5, the settlement still had a ton of people in it, and their sheer numbers would be a problem against any User, especially one who didn’t want to kill innocents.

Not that Will knew whether or not Lily actually gave a single shit about collateral damage, but he sure hoped she did.

The food was, as promised, incredible. Will had his breakfast—raptor eggs over bread that had been made with looted ingredients—with Lev and Allie. Trevor was on watch, but apart from a near-death experience with a massive quantity of poison, he was also doing fine, which Will was happy to hear.

“You seem different,” Allie said. “Even moreso than last time, I mean.”

“Is the evil still there?” Will asked.

“Uh, yeah, a hundred percent,” Lev said. “It might be worse than before, actually. I wouldn’t be surprised if you started laughing maniacally and stroking a white cat as you power up a death laser.”

“No, it’s not Bond villain vibes,” Allie said. “I’d also disagree on it being worse than before. It’s more like… it seems more focused now? Like if I say the wrong thing in front of you, I’ll suddenly find myself missing a head.”

“I got some more skills,” Will said. “That could be it.”

Skill: [Hunger Aura]

- Aura (sigil).

- Cost: none.

- Cooldown: none.

Bronze

Your aura changes, gaining elements of Kadael, the Hunger.

[Insatiable] - Enemies within the aura passively lose stamina and mana. You and your allies restore stamina and mana proportional to the amount drained. This amount can be increased with application of mana.

With the aura skill, Will’s foundations with aura control had come into play. His new aura was a powerful one and much more difficult to control than before—essentially, the evil aura from the sigil that couldn’t be suppressed had been integrated into his own. The Insatiable benefit was ridiculously powerful for a bronze-rank ability, and Will looked forward to using it in combat.

“Yeah?” Lev said. “Well, lemme be the first to say that I’m glad you’re on our side.”

“You’re definitely not the first to say that,” Allie said.

“I’m happy to fight by your side,” Will said, taking another bite of his eggs. “Damn, these are really good. My compliments to the chef.”

“Turns out we can work with the freshest ingredients when there’re monsters dropping them,” Lev said. “It’s great.”

“Wish we had coffee, though,” Allie lamented. “There’s none of that going around anymore.”

Will frowned. “Don’t you have farmers in the settlement?”

“Yeah, but there aren’t any beans in the settlement,” Allie said. “When the world ended, nobody was thinking about preserving coffee. They were just trying to survive the next hour.”

“Fair point,” Will admitted. “Does this place have a name, by the way? Saying ‘the settlement’ every time gets clunky, and I guarantee it’ll be a problem if someone else also makes a place like this.”

“Lev,” Allie said, elbowing the man in question. “You made the name.”

He buried his face in his hands. “Okay, for the record, I just suggested it while we were trying to figure out what we were going to do to survive the night. It’s not my fault it stuck.”

“Now I’m curious,” Will said.

Lev sighed. “It’s Survivor Hill. Should’ve just gone with something else, but now everyone’s using it and I can’t change their minds.”

“That’s not bad,” Will said. “Too many syllables, though. Sur-vi-vor Hill, that’s four. In a conversation—“

Lev and Allie both flinched and stood from their seats in the same moment.

Will looked askance at them, then realized.

“Ah, shit. I’m not in your hilly group chat, am I?”

“I’ll add you,” Lev said distantly. “Monsters at the gates.”

“Show me,” Will demanded.

#

Caiyeri was still asleep, but after catching a glimpse of the monsters attacking, Will decided he would only wake her if it was absolutely necessary.

There were about two dozen creatures approaching them at speed, but the bulk of them were minion types, unformed-rank stone gargoyles that stood maybe three feet high and would only present a threat if Will stood still and let them attack him.

The actual threat came from rhinoceros-like creatures with massive maws and steel-armored backs, each of which were at the higher end of bronze. They kicked up the dirt as they came closer, making the stampeding horde look like it was greater in force than it actually was.

Interestingly enough, none of them had the marker that meant they counted as a boss to Will. Then again, he supposed he was higher leveled than all of them.

That wasn’t the case for the others guarding the wall, of course. There were four of them, and the highest leveled was Lev at Bronze 6.

“Handle the little guys,” Will said. “I’m going in.”

“Sure thing,” Lev said. “Are you sure you’re going to be alright?”

“As long as nobody drops a cloud of impenetrable darkness on me, sure,” Will said.

“Trevor said sorry for that.”

“I never said I accepted his apology.”

“Oh, you piece of shit. Get going, will you?”

“I could say the same to you.”

Smiling, Will leapt off the wall. With Wind Walker, he was able to reduce the rate by which he fell until he was almost gliding.

He marked the fastest of the rhinoceros-things for death, rushing towards it faster than it could run.

Snapping Armadillo Turtle. Level: Bronze 8.

These creatures have a nasty leap and a nastier bite. Legend says it takes seven years to be digested in their gullet. The truth isn’t as horrific, but rest assured: if you are swallowed, your death will be slow and painful.

“Wow, my guess wasn’t even close.”

Will saw the moment his aura took effect on the monster crowd. Though they had been hurtling towards the walls with reckless abandon, they all flinched as he got near them, shying away from him. Only the armadillo turtles retained their speed, charging head-on towards him, but they were just a bit slower, just a bit easier to predict.

That armor looked tough. Will suspected that his slayer sword wouldn’t be able to break through it in one hit, and peak of bronze or no, he did not want to experience what that thing could do in a head-on charge.

It was a perfect opportunity to test the next of his new sigil skills.

Skill: [Hunger Phantasm]

- Spell (sigil, conjuration).

- Cost: low mana.

- Cooldown: 1 hour.

Bronze

Conjures a dark phantasm with a volume of 5 cubic feet. You have fine control over this phantasm within a short range of your body. You can control parts of the phantasm at a range of up to 120 feet. Lasts until dispelled or destroyed. The phantasm slowly regenerates while outside of combat.

[Starvation] - The phantasm doubles the effect of all drain conditions. Every attack you successfully land on a target that is touching a phantasm drains their stamina and mana, restoring yours. This also restores your health if your stamina and mana are full.

[In the Flesh] - For a moderate mana cost, the phantasm can take physical form. For the purposes of touch-range spells, you can use the phantasm.

Dark shadows poured out from Will’s body, coalescing into an eerie cloak behind him. The phantasm itself wasn’t a living being; at least, if it was, it wasn’t talking to him now. It was surprisingly cool against Will’s skin, and even though it was his own magic, he fought back a shiver as his phantasm passed over him.

Slayer sword drawn, he sent the phantasm at the lead armadillo turtle. It charged straight into the dark mist, vanishing into the shadows. Will sensed its aura shift as it suffered the redoubled effect of his aura, heard its baying as it searched desperately for a physical target.

With a pulse of mana, he gave it a target all around its body, making contact with its hard outer shell.

You have inflicted a level of [Corruption].

He’d been dying to try this out. Decaying Touch worked through the phantasm, and even as the armadillo turtle smashed through a layer of hardened shadow, corruption set in, weakening its armor and readying it for a massive blow.

Will withdrew the shadow—and as he did, a gargoyle came flying through the now clear sky. A lightning bolt burst through the air with unerring accuracy, striking the stone monster in the face and knocking it out of the sky.

“Thanks, Lev!” Will shouted, leaping high with his movement skills.

He tried augmenting them with Hunger Phantasm, but he’d barely practiced with the skill. For now, all he managed to do was cast the monsters into shadow. It made a pretty badass image, admittedly, but it wasn’t functional.

That was fine. He would have plenty of time to practice before the trial started.

Will descended at speed, bringing the slayer sword down on the dazed, confused armadillo turtle. Since he’d abandoned the Lake Monroe dungeon with Caiyeri, he hadn’t used the full charge on his slayer sword.

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

Critical hit!

[Radiant Burst] has expended [14] charges.

As the User attuned to the item, Will was immune to the blinding effect of his own skill. The miniature supernova was so bright even while cloaked by shadow that he screwed his eyes shut anyway off reflex.

Weakened by the corruption and his strength-sapping aura, the armadillo turtle’s shell crumpled like a tin can. The slayer sword passed through flesh as if it wasn’t there at all, disintegrating the monster from the inside out.

Excess mana coursed into Will thanks to his Death attribute and the passive effects of the hunger aura, and he leveraged it to full effect. As soon as his Mark for Death reset its cooldown, he targeted the second turtle with it.

The slayer sword couldn’t make as quick a work of the second one without being fully charged, but a well-timed Chaos Transfer inflicted a level of silver-rank corruption onto the armadillo. The Bell Tolls sent the turtle into a panicked stupor, giving him the opportunity to add an additional level of bronze-rank corruption with Decaying Touch.

Around him, the gargoyles fell, stricken down by lightning bolts, arrows, and a magical gravity field that didn’t affect Will or the turtles.

The last turtle was only affected by the aura, though, and it still had its facilities. It opened its maw, stampeding forward with startling speed.

Will deftly leapt over the twitching, suffering body of the armadillo that had been corrupted beyond repair, then got caught on a metallic protrusion as he tried to turn his motion into a smooth gymnastics maneuver. He crumpled into a heap on the grass, then immediately teleported away to a gargoyle corpse with an arrow in it.

A moment later, the healthy rampaging monster slammed into its companion, splitting its corrupted flesh apart.

It was still blinded, Will realized. Though it could hear and guess where living beings were, it couldn’t tell that it hadn’t hit him, and it bit down on the corrupted flesh, messily devouring its companion. Distorted, oily black blood spilled out of the armadillo’s exposed body, meat tearing away from it in single motion. Will caught sight of what looked like a blackened, beating heart in the body before blood and smoke obscured it.

Mark for Death’s cooldown resetting told him that the friendly fire incident had successfully ended the life of his target. He marked the last armadillo turtle, then decided he wanted to experiment a bit more while he still had time.

Will had barely used the axe of despair after getting the slayer sword, but he couldn’t deny that it was useful. He just didn’t have enough hand space to use both. Hunger Phantasm addressed that issue. Though fine control wasn’t as much of an option further away from his body, he could easily swing an axe with a floating limb made of shadow-stuff.

It took him a couple of tries to get it right, but he soon got to the point where he had a lever-like arm nearly ten feet long smacking the side of the armadillo turtle with the axe of despair, inflicting afflictions as it did. On his fourth or fifth pass, Will landed a Decaying Touch.

The armadillo turtle was barely sapient. It didn’t recognize that Will was the one using the weapon, not the arm, so it kept on going after the phantasm. Will could reshape and shift the shadow quickly enough to get the monster to start chasing his axe around in a circle.

“Death by a thousand cuts,” Will said. He winced. “Jesus, I’m calling out my attacks to myself. Is that too over the top?”

Over the top or no, the strategy was effective. Within a couple of minutes, the last turtle was dead and Will was amongst the corpses, looting them for their credits.

After confirming that the coast was clear, Lev and a short Middle Eastern woman Will didn’t recognize joined him. The woman didn’t seem to want to get near him. She went around looting the gargoyles, but she looked at him like he was about to join the corpses in raiding the hill.

“Hey,” Will said, giving her a little wave. She flinched.

“That’s Nora,” Lev said. “She’s our treasurer.”

“You have a treasurer?” Will asked. “The world has ended, you’re running a Walking Dead type settlement—“

“Not Walking Dead,” Lev said. “That show is awful.”

“Come on. The first season was good.”

“You’re just saying that because you associate that with being a kid and watching it during easier times.”

“Lev,” Nora said sharply. “Wrap this up quickly. My danger sense is pinging like mad on these corpses. They’re infected.”

“We’ll be fine,” Lev said.

“My friend has an amulet that can cleanse you if you get hit,” Will said.

Nora gave him an odd glance. When he met her eyes, she looked away hurriedly.

“Anyway,” Will said. “Back to my point. You’re in the apocalypse, running a…. Fallout shelter?”

“Not them, man. If anything… Cloud Atlas?”

“Y’know, I’m not even gonna bother contesting that, but that’s just wrong. Anyway. All this, and you have a treasurer? What is this, student council?”

“Turns out that money still matters,” Lev said acerbically. “Nora’s class helps a bunch with budgeting. We get gear for everyone from the rotating shops in the area. It matters a lot for keeping us alive, y’know?”

“Huh. That’s actually pretty good. What shops are there in the area?”

“Nora?” Lev asked. “You’re usually the one doing the actual buying.”

She looked up at him reluctantly. “You’re sure this is okay?”

“I’m not evil,” Will said, chuckling.

“Oh, so when I point out that you seem evil, it gets a sigh, but when a cute girl says it…”

“Fuck off,” Will said. “This is an exasperated chuckle at best.”

Nora gave him an unreadable side-eye. “The dungeons all have shops, and the places that used to have safe zones sometimes have shops. Their gear varies day-to-day.”

“Damn, I’ve missed a lot,” Will said. “Mind if I come with you and take a look around? I just got some upgrades, and I’d love to have some more weapons to use them with.”

The expression on Nora’s face told her that yes, she very much minded.

“We can send Caiyeri and Allie with you,” Lev said, pinching the bridge of his nose.

Nora lit up at that. “Sure! That sounds great.”

Will gave Lev his best are you serious face.

“Hey, not my fault you picked the most evil possible class and skills you could think of.”

“There were worse. I swear.”

“No there weren’t.”

“Yeah. I don’t even know why I tried lying.”

#

Hundreds of millions of miles from the planet formerly known as Earth, two beings of immense power watched a cosmic body hurtle in a fashion it certainly wasn’t supposed to.

“This is Ramiel’s doing,” Dread Executor Nynn said.

“Accusing an Executor is a serious matter,” said the incarnation of Peace. “You know this.”

“I make no formal accusation. We can speak freely.”

“Whether it is Ramiel’s burden or not is immaterial,” Peace said, acknowledging the Executor with a wave of intent. “The cycle will have to be shifted. The Administrator, as always, is silent.”

“The Administrator is dead,” Nynn said, stone-faced.

“You may believe what you choose to believe,” the goddess said. “It is my duty to ensure a lasting peace. It is yours to execute. I ask of you everything. There is always a choice. Will you serve?”

“Always, my lady.”

Peace did not need to answer. Nynn sensed the content within her.

He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, the greatest gift he had ever received had gone silent.

You have sacrificed the [Dread Executor] class. You have initiated [Executor’s Intervention].

“A metal-tier planet,” Nynn murmured, his incredible mental fortitude protecting him from the sensation of his mana being sealed. “It has been centuries.”

“Go forth, child of Peace,” the goddess whispered. “Save them from themselves.”

[Executor’s Intervention] activated.

The world warped, and Nynn was no longer there.

In [48] days, the Trial of the Champion will begin.

A distortion. A sacrifice this great from a being this powerful, supported by a god so high up the tiers as Peace—who had never been mortal—this had consequences.

In [3] days, the Trial of the Champion will begin.

There are [1,501] valid competitors.

“Rise, champions,” Peace said. “Rise, or your world will fall.”

            

    
        Chapter 46: Change of Plans

    
    
    
    
                The reverberations of the accelerated timetable rippled throughout the surface of the planet. Every Arcadian civilization and the majority of the communities representing sigil-holders had planned around the best of their forces disappearing out of their lives for an unknown period of time starting nearly two months away. No amount of planning could have predicted the intervention from the outer world, and as such, chaos took hold.

Lu Jie, global number one, de facto leader of the dominant faction in what had formerly been the Sichuan Province, and champion of Distortion, commanded his elites to enforce his laws in his place. The infrastructure had been set by others; his position was not one of administration, but of raw authority. Lu Jie was a blade, not a politician. He had no qualms about leaving for competition of great power earlier. The ones with soft power, however, did not see it the same way as him; without him, their defenses against the power-hungry factions that encroached against their rule would crumble.

Natalie Blurr, formerly global number two and now fallen to number four, scaled back her efforts in breaking through the hyper-nationalist extremist groups that still believed in a pure, “clean” Britain. She immediately set on raising others of New London to the peak of bronze, dumping monster cores into her companions to protect them from retribution.

Fortress, king of the southernmost nation of fire elementals and scion of Fire, initiated his successor into his position prematurely. He still remembered the result of the trials that had come for Arcadia when he was a child. The resultant devastation inflicted upon his kind had been unprecedented.

The disparate leadership of the Abyss Nation held their meeting to decide which ones of them would be permitted to carry their scant few sigils to the Elven Mother. Seven bodies later, the choice fell to a number of the templates upon whom their clone strike forces had been built upon.

Nymlera Brooksoul, champion of the same god as her bitter enemies, knew there was little time left for the plan she had prepared to unfold over the course of weeks. She kept Thalia, her sigil-holder child, close. Already, they had witnessed the goblins lose a sigil to the abyss, who had then failed to maintain their grasp on it out of pure idiocy. The other Brooksouls, however, she sent on a mission—to identify every single living settlement near them, find their weaknesses, and prepare them for subsumption into the growing devouring gestalt.

William Li-Brown, champion of two gods, glanced at the system notification, said “huh, that’s weird,” and went back to telling Nora that no, he wasn’t going to infect her with his presence, and no, she should absolutely not explain sports betting to the elf with a gambling addiction.

#

That wasn’t to say that Will didn’t need to bother with it, though. He’d just found himself tied down to a settlement, and though he didn’t know most of the people within the place that well, they were still people. While they might look at him like he was the literal devil, he suspected that was more because of his class and his sigil than any other prejudice.

Nora had opened up to him more as she walked with him and Caiyeri towards the nearest currently active store. It helped that they had at least a couple shared interests, and also that Caiyeri didn’t flinch in Will’s presence.

“Why did you even do sports betting?” Will asked. “Just for fun?”

“I was pretty good at budgeting for my sorority,” she said. “When we had some extra unallocated funds, the girls and I got into betting on our teams.”

“Everdale?” Will asked. “If so, our football team sucked.”

“Where else? We’re in bumfuck nowhere. And yes. That’s why we started learning more about it. We more or less broke even in the end, and it was a pretty fun experience overall.”

Will snorted. “Fair enough. Oh, by the way—“

“The trial,” Caiyeri cut in. Her tone was serious, undercutting the light-hearted banter Will and Nora had gotten going. “A forty-five day shift? Azure would’ve known more about history, but that’s incredibly abnormal.”

“One hundred percent,” Will said. “I figure you can hold the fort down, though. As long as the elves leave the Hill alone, it’ll be fine.”

“The town has potential,” Caiyeri said. “With proper training, I won’t even be necessary.”

“You don’t want to stay there?”

“All due respect,” Caiyeri said, “but I would much rather be in none of these places. It’s been a long life of repeating the same day, the same training. I want to see what the world has to offer. Travel the lands. Fight monsters. See if I can find those ‘Genshin Impact servers’ you spoke of.”

Nora looked at Will in horror. “You told me not to explain sports betting, and you told her about gacha games?”

“Look, it was a high-intensity situation, we needed something to break the constant threats to our lives—okay, it’s not important.”

A system notification interrupted Will in the middle of his thought.

[Mysterious Ticket] has met its condition of activations. [Mysterious Ticket] has become [Champion’s Pass].

“Oh, shit,” Will said. “This might be important.”

“Huh?” Nora asked. “Oh. System stuff.”

Item: Champion’s Pass

Epic, silver

Always rewarded from the first silver-rank or higher loot box that a User receives before the Trial of the Champion. At higher ranks, this offers advantages in the trial itself. Unfortunately for you, no higher rank loot boxes were rewarded. From the bottom you start!

Grants one entry into the Trial of the Champion. No sigil is required.

Will swore. “Okay, this is really important.”

He showed Caiyeri and Nora the item.

Nora shrugged. “Doesn’t seem too useful to me. That Trial thing is basically certain death, right?”

“And certain power,” Caiyeri added. “If you want to be the strongest, you need to be in the Trial. The greatest of the Zeroes were forged in fire during theirs.”

“Who wants power?” Nora asked. “Can you eat it? Gamble it? Play with it? I’ll do what I have to if it means that I don’t die, but power for power’s sake is boring.”

“Seriously?” Will asked. “I mean, live and let live, I guess, but I can’t really wrap my head around that kind of thinking. There’s always going to be another crisis.”

“Then people like you can handle it,” Nora said. “I don’t mind!”

“I do,” Caiyeri said. Her posture was rigid, tense with the same predatory energy that she’d exuded during their entire time in the Arcadian caves. Will hadn’t realized she’d relaxed so much outside of it until now, seeing her pose again. “I need to be in the trial.”

“Can you get the Hill trained to survive against the monster surge in three days?” Will asked. “That’s how much time we have left if you join, and I’m not going to let my friends die while I’m gone.”

“Easily,” Caiyeri said. “You only took a day to get to something resembling functionality.”

“I didn’t stop for eight straight hours,” Will countered. “Not everyone can do that.”

“Yes, but they’ll be enough. I need this, Will. I’ll do whatever you want me to do in exchange. We’re not likely to enter the tournament together, with the numbers as large as they are this cycle, but if we meet, I will support you in any way possible.”

“Then sure,” Will said. “I don’t need this anyway.”

He handed the ticket over.

“You have my undying fealty,” Caiyeri said.

“That’s weird as shit,” Nora said.

“I have your fealty until you find someone more worth fighting besides, you mean. Words are words.”

“True,” Caiyeri said. “You requested that I train your people, yes?”

“They’re not exactly my people, but yeah. The residents of Survivor Hill.”

“Then there’s no time to waste. Will, you can cover Nora. I will return and begin immediately. Every minute counts.”

Caiyeri took off, locking the visor down on her helmet to give herself the speed boost she needed to return as fast as she could.

“Oh,” Nora said, watching her run. “Well then.”

“Sorry. Caiyeri’s a bit intense like that sometimes.”

“Don’t apologize for her! She’s so cool. I wanted to ask her about her skincare routine, too, but…”

“I don’t think you need to worry about that,” Will said, peering at her face. “Pretty sure ranking up to bronze gives you some benefits in that regard. Anyway, I was apologizing because you’re stuck with me now. I’ve been made to understand that my magic is not pleasant to be around.”

“You’ve been made to understand correctly,” Nora said. “You seem like a pretty decent guy, though. First impressions aren’t always right.”

Will sighed. “World ends and I still can’t make a good impression to save my life.”

“Hey, at least you’re saving lives. Now let’s get shopping before you get warped off to hell. I’ll calculate a spread for you!”

“Thanks,” Will said dryly.

#

Nora, not caring for progressing in the same way that Will, Caiyeri, or even Lev did, had taken monster cores until she was bronze. Now, she was at Bronze 4 with the class of Merchant.

It didn’t sound that exciting at first, but she had a passive that let her get favorable discounts on everything at every store as well as opening up additional options that Will couldn’t get.

After the tutorial had completed, the price of items in the shops had increased greatly, and the variety they’d gotten had also diminished heavily.

Nora spent most of the money she’d brought buying supplies for the Hill, including a few pieces of standard enchanted armor and a basic sword.

Will had given her his credits to spend on an item for him—a bronze-rank item box. They could only get one of those a day from the closest shop, which was installed inside a shallow cave, so Will made sure to thank her for giving it to him.

The item wasn’t amazing, but everything counted.

Item: [Jumping Ring]

Common, bronze

Grants the ability to use the [Jump] skill at bronze rank once per day.

[Jump} (bronze): Your jump distance is quintupled for the next minute or until you choose to end the effects of this skill.

Will put it on his already occupied ring finger, joining the silver-rank ring of adaptive shielding.

“Y’know,” he said. “I think I have a skill combo I can try with this.”

“Try it later,” Nora said. “I want to see whatever training Caiyeri’s going to put us through.”

#

Will had to admit that it was kind of funny watching a bunch of his friends and their new companions getting absolutely rinsed by a single elf woman. Even four on one, they couldn’t beat her in a straight hand-to-hand fight. As it turned out, basic rules of engagement no longer applied when the system came into play.

He trained on his own, using Caiyeri’s breathing exercises as well as basic physical conditioning with as many weights strapped to him as he could without failing. It was a strange feeling, doing push-ups and sprints with a hundred kilograms of weight tied to his arms. That would have been a flat-out impossibility only weeks before, but now it was just a fact of life.

[Power] advanced to Bronze 4!

[Power] advanced to Bronze 5!

[Speed] advanced to Bronze 7!

[Perception] advanced to Bronze 4!

[Perception] advanced to Bronze 5!

Will really wanted to figure out more applications of Hunger Phantasm. It was useful as it was, but it was basically one-dimensional. He experimented with using it to carry weapons like he had against the armadillo turtles, enhancing his ability to use Weapons Free. It turned out to be a very effective temporary armory, allowing him to have more of his weapons in play at once.

That was only the beginning of what he wanted, though. He gave it enough physical form to create a disk out of, then tried standing on it and transporting himself on it. That worked—but only for a bit. The phantasm’s physical form could only take so much weight, and moving it was a bit harder to do.

What he really wanted to do, however, was augmenting his body with it.

Will gave himself wings with the material, expanding from his shoulders past his arms, then leapt off the side of the roof of Survivor Hill’s tallest building, which happened to be a watchtower.

He promptly fell on his face, shattering the phantasm.

Undeterred, he drank a health potion and tried again, making the wings wider this time.

Again, he fell, but he could swear he’d moved more this time.

For several hours, Will leapt from the watchtower over and over, getting successively closer to a success but falling just short each time.

He started building up a crowd of viewers, though Caiyeri got them back to work after a few minutes of watching him fall.

What got him to finally figure it out was realizing he needed as broad a surface area as he could and initial speed. There was some physics involved, but everyone who was better than him at physics was in the process of getting beaten within an inch of their life in Caiyeri’s training, so he dealt with it himself.

With mock wings that looked more like a mixture of Batman’s cape and a hang glider than any bird’s, Will got back as far as he could on the watch tower’s roof, sprinted forward with every movement skill active, and leapt off at inhuman speed.

Instead of collapsing to the ground in a half-glide like he had before, Will flew. He whooped, manipulating his direction with the phantasm. The fine control near his body gave him enough power to tilt himself in either direction, adjusting his heading.

It wasn’t true flight, not yet—he had no extra magic to power his movement with, but as the wind whipped his face, he found that he didn’t give a damn.

Under his own power, he could take to the air. Will didn’t want to use it now, but he was certain that with the jumping ring, he would be able to have a moment of flight at will.

He kept himself aloft for over a minute before he had to touch down.

Lev: Man, I can see you smiling from all the way over here, and I can barely see straight after your elf friend finished with us. This is so unfair.

Will: You try getting tortured by a god sometime. I earned this shit.

Lev: …

Lev: I’m not even gonna ask.

#

Lysbeth Brooksoul was not the fighter or the priestess that her sister Thalia was, but she was still a Brooksoul. At Silver 4, none of the humans of this cycle would be able to touch her. That Nymlera had even suggested she take a contingent of other elves was an offense. These were inferior beings.

She was half-tempted to tell her mother that she didn’t even need to send a scout to the human settlement. Clearly, the gestalt would be able to roll through it at any time without problems.

That said, Lysbeth was not so hot-headed that she would defy a direct order from her mother and the leader of her clan.

At this moment, though, trudging out the last mile to the settlement, she dearly wished she had been a bit bolder about her questioning. What was the point?

Maybe she would take the head of the leader and bring it back. That would show Nymlera.

Yes, that sounded quite nice.

Lysbeth reinforced her aura, drawing on her Blessed skill. Her attacks would be imbued with power above silver-rank. These bronzes wouldn’t stand a chance.

The first indication that something was wrong came when the settlement came into view.

Lysbeth had to give them credit for being so brazen in their construction. Yes, their position gave them insight into their enemies, but it was horrendously exposed. Drop the gestalt on it and there would be nowhere to run.

But as she looked at the solitary watchtower, a sense of dread chilled her spine.

Nerves, she thought. That was an unfamiliar feeling and an unnecessary one, but try as she might, she couldn’t discard it.

The second sign came from the shadows.

Lysbeth had a basic stealth skill on, one that sent a pulse of obscuring magic around her. Anyone who was affected by it would see nothing where she stood—and yet, somehow, she got the impression that the burst of darkness that came from the tower was looking at her.

That must have been the human sigil-holder. What good fortune for her!

His presence made this interesting. Maybe this would actually be worth her time.

After firing off a quick message to Nymlera, Lysbeth advanced.

Then, the shadows moved, confirming her suspicion that they were aware of her. A massive, dark shape clouded the air, gliding towards her at intimidating speed. She readied herself for battle.

Instead of fighting her with honor, however, the shadow split into a hundred pieces, each of them spearing towards her.

Lysbeth surged forward, seeing the darkness-cloaked figure at the center of the power, no longer protected by his conjuration.

This was a bronze-rank familiar or phantasm. It wouldn’t be able to hurt her significantly.

That was her fatal mistake.

She had thought that she could just ignore and avoid the blades of shadow, focusing instead on the man controlling them, but her rush took a sudden stumble when she got close enough, her stamina siphoned away from her with horrifying speed.

Lysbeth needed to end this quickly—but she wasn’t able to avoid all of the shadows. Some of them were immaterial, she saw, and they chilled her to the bone. Lysbeth felt them leave some withering affliction within her, but she was a silver-rank life elf. These afflictions were too weak to beat her self-purification, and the shadows that did have enough substance to them to hit her did nothing except siphon her stamina more.

That is, until the levitating hands created from the hunger phantasm sliced her skin with unformed-rank daggers coated in William Li-Brown’s silver-rank corruption.

A bell tolled, and Lysbeth’s body failed. She froze, indescribable pain coursing through her.

No. This was a trick. A bronze-ranker couldn’t do this much damage. Lysbeth pushed through, reestablishing her dash.

Then, the dark figure leapt, fleeing from her like the coward he was. The shadows that had grazed her retreated, reforming the massive shadows around the sigil-holder.

Lysbeth fired a skill after him, but it was already too late.

She had lost before landing a single attack.

Even in flight, the dark figure cloaked by shadows of the Hunger sent paralyzing fear through her heart.

Lysbeth ran, incoherent thoughts jumbled through her mind. She had to make it to the water. Her class. The trees of life. This was corruption. She could cleanse herself in the water. The lake. One of them—she had to get to a body of water. A mile away. Lysbeth could do this. She could—

Will was already there.

The dread in Lysbeth’s system abated for a single, shining instant, replaced by hope, and then his mana signature changed.

He held up two fingers, and she understood.

As the fresh water around her abandoned her, refusing to be used for her ritual, as she choked on corruption in a now-dry portion of the lake, she sent a message.

Mother save me, she prayed, but the goddess was not listening. It had never listened to her. Thalia had been the favored child. Always had been.

Always will be.

But as much as she hated her sister, she could not let Nymlera throw away their years of planning against this one boy.

Lysbeth: I was wrong. This boy is a monster. Do not send the gestalt until he is gone.

Lysbeth: I’m sorry.

#

Will watched yet another silver-rank die. Experience surged within him, filling him with warmth. Not quite silver, not yet—there was a breakthrough beyond simple experience that he needed to get there.

But he was climbing.

Achievement earned: On the Board

You are now 3rd on your regional leaderboard.

Reward: 1,000 bronze credits.

“You feel that?” he whispered, knowing the Hunger could hear him. “That’s the feeling that says that, no matter how little a say you had in it, choosing me was correct.”

Will couldn’t tell if it was the god or his own body reveling in the sensation of a silver-rank’s experience flowing into him, but he thought he felt something like grudging acceptance.

            

    
        Chapter 47: Last Minute

    
    
    
    
                Lysbeth Brooksoul was not the last scout sent towards the settlement termed by Levy Anderson as Survivor Hill, but she was the first and only one of the Brooksouls to enter it. Nymlera did not want to risk another one of her daughters, especially not the sigil holder, but she was willing to spend the lives of her footsoldiers and constructs with reckless abandon.

Will and Caiyeri dealt with them. A fair chunk of the groups that came to map out the settlement weren’t even composed of silver-ranks, which was nice. They were both capable of fighting a single silver-ranker if the deck was stacked in their favor, but a group of them would be a problem.

The abyss elves never sent a sortie, which was also nice. Caiyeri guessed that they didn’t know where she was, and that they would much rather prepare for the oncoming trial than just chase a bunch of humans down.

Killing the elven Users stacked up experience for Will, though he was still behind Lily Teneli and Kenneth McCarthy. They were both core users, if he had to guess, and that meant that they functionally had a head start on him.

Neither of them were silver yet, though. Only two people on the planet were. Lu Jie and Natalie Blurr were the world’s first humans to break through to silver rank, achieving the feat with just under forty-eight hours left to the trial.

Will asked Caiyeri what the barrier to breaking through to silver was, but she didn’t have a good answer for him.

“I have inklings,” she said, “but the Abyss Nation believes that so long as we have strong foundations, figuring things out ourselves is the best path.”

“That’s stupid as shit,” Will said. “Literally everyone knows that the best way for a rich family to raise rich kids is to cheat and give their kids a shit ton of money.  Shouldn’t the same be here?”

“Why do you think I left?” she asked. “Do you think it was just for you?”

“I sure hope it wasn’t just for me,” Will said. “I mean, I’d say your taste in men is pretty good if it was, but chasing young love never ends well. Ask Juliet.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Caiyeri said. “I had hoped to find a manual or a mentor of some kind who could assist me through the ranks. Failing that, I was going to evolve myself. My knowledge will give me an excellent base for my powers as I rise through the ranks.”

“But you don’t know how to actually advance?” Will sighed. “Alright.”

He did have a way to advance—he’d extracted it out of the Hunger during his one-sided “negotiation” with him. It was the same type of power that had granted Axl one last boost during Will’s final fight against him.

Skill: [Desperate Stand]

- Blessing (sigil).

- Cost: none.

- Cooldown: One time use.

Diamond

Draws upon the power of the Hunger, infusing you with divine favor. Can be used to force a rank progression when at the highest level in any rank below diamond.

Will was the same level now that Axl had been back when he’d been an unformed, he realized. The rate at which he’d progressed didn’t quite feel real. In just weeks, he’d accomplished what had taken the Carrion Lord his entire life.

He wasn’t going to waste this blessing the same way Axl had, though. Silver was too low of a power level for him to use a diamond skill on reaching it.

Apart from the occasional scouts, though, Will just kept on training. The so-called monster surge would have been a good way to level up if he’d been a full rank lower, but as it was, the tutorial’s goblin gangs had been more of a threat.

Will could see why his tutorial had been considered extreme difficulty now, given that it compared to something that was still actively a threat to mid-bronzes while he’d still been unformed.

Still, it didn’t seem that difficult to handle the monsters, and sure enough, as Caiyeri’s brutal training tactics started to percolate through the settlement, the members of Survivor Hill started getting better at killing them.

The others didn’t take to her lessons as well as Will had, though, and it took him a while to figure out why.

There were a number of reasons. Firstly, there was a lot less desperation, which made sense given that they had a community of other bronze-ranks to fight alongside. Plus, the enemies weren’t a rank higher than him.

Other than that, though, it appeared that Will’s lack of time to fully commit to his martial arts background had helped. With a bit of experience and knowledge, he’d had the fundamentals of fighting philosophy down, giving him a good foundation. Others who were more proficient in that area, though, found themselves at odds with the unconventional way that Caiyeri utilized the system attributes to their fullest, which meant they had to be deprogrammed from their existent way of thinking before even attempting to learn the new techniques that the elf had to offer.

Will’s training primarily consisted of running down the strongest boss monsters in each wave and changing up his fighting style. Normally, he battled monsters from a distance, kiting them around and using quick teleports to do hit-and-runs.

That wasn’t great for training his Power or Perception, though, so Will took up melee fighting.

Against bronze-rank monsters, his bronze-rank Thunder Wraith’s Grasp was actually devastatingly effective. With a level of corruption on them, his fists gained a level of electric amplification that far outclassed anything he’d done before. Up close, without teleports, Will had to be a lot more conscious of what the enemy monsters would do.

Granted, his silver-rank ring of adaptive shielding gave him a lot more wiggle room to play with. Every time he messed up and misread an attack, he had the reactive aspect of that to deflect the damage. Will also had his Favored Element ritual set towards poison, which seemed to be the most common type of boss monster attack.

Still, learning attack patterns on the fly was great practice for his Perception stat, which rocketed up through bronze over the course of a mere few days. Pages of the Past gave him insight into what their attacks actually did, which helped, and Time in a Bottle gave him the extra breaks needed to break down what action corresponded to which attack.

The first night of uninterrupted sleep in over a week came as a surprise—though it shouldn’t have—and it was amazing. Will was so refreshed when he woke up that he wondered if the Hunger had somehow managed to lift a curse when he’d forced the god into a contract.

There was an air of tension about the settlement. Nobody else had a Champion’s Pass, nor did anybody want one. Lev had entertained the thought for a bit, but had then decided against it.

“I’m not you or this elf,” Lev had explained. “I can’t leave the village leaderless while chasing a tournament I know I can’t win.”

Will’s primary concern was that once they were gone, the life elves would make a move. Sure, Thalia would be gone alongside any other sigil-holders they had, but the main thing bugging him was the Devouring Gestalt. That freaky human-centipede-esque monster had been Silver 8 the last time he’d seen it, and it went without saying that it was going to get even stronger as it consumed more and more elves and humans.

He wasn’t a hundred percent sure why they hadn’t sent it after Survivor Hill, but he guessed that it might have come from the conspicuous disappearance of Lysbeth Brooksoul, eight bronze-rank, and two silver-rank life elf scouts.

That boded poorly, though. If there were scouts in the area, didn’t that indicate that they were going to make a push eventually? Will didn’t know whether he and Caiyeri would be able to fight the monster on even grounds, especially at their current rank, let alone the settlement without them.

His answer came on the final day.

#

Nymlera wanted to make use of the ultimate construct while she could.

They had been waiting for the beginning of this new cycle for a long, long time. She had known that the day of reckoning would eventually come, for Arcadia had failed to create any Users powerful enough to further the Contract.

There was no guarantee she would survive the Trial of the Champion, and while that was a risk she was willing to take, going to the grave without witnessing the perfection it could create would be regretful indeed.

With the quantity of bodies absorbed into the gestalt, it was going to be a fearsome force indeed. It could not exist without a pilot, and for a time, Nymlera had been that pilot.

Now, though, it would be the sacred duty of another. After her departure to the Trial of the Champion, even if she came back a victor, there would be another one of her people in control.

It wasn’t supposed to bother one as great and wise as her, but it did.

There would be an allowance for this. She could inflict one final act upon the humans before the gestalt was left to rampage under the control of another.

All of the sigil-holders would be transported to the Trial at the same time, she knew, but in the window of time immediately before, she would be able to hold control over the gestalt.

The corruption wielder was going to render his settlement defenseless. In those last seconds, Nymlera would revel in his fear as he realized that he would be able to do nothing to protect his people.

“You took my daughter from me,” she murmured. “An eye for an eye. Family for family.”

#

Even though it was a scant few days, Will got into the rhythm of working with the Survivor Hill group. For the most part, he operated alone, but he spearheaded group offensives once or twice and let others take the lead when they wanted to, spending the time practicing his jump-glide combo.

After the first time he used the Jump skill, he attuned the ring, turning it corrupted in the hope that making it a growth item would let him use it more than once a day. It did, but the cost to level up the ring was prohibitive.

Unlike the slayer sword, which seemed to have a mind of its own, the ring had a bar that he figured out he could fill up with credits. Pouring a full thousand credits into it only gave it a single extra charge, and he didn’t have that much money to spare.

That said, two charges a day wasn’t bad at all. If things got desperate, he had emergency funds to fall back on to give it some more.

Of course, everything went tits up right at the finish line.

#

[Power] advanced to Bronze 8!

[Speed] advanced to Bronze 9!

[Perception] advanced to Bronze 6!

[Resistance] advanced to Bronze 8!

[Affinity] advanced to Bronze 7!

Will had never been more glad for the effects of his Death attribute. The ability to stay in fights for way longer than he should’ve been able to meant that he was still a monster on the battlefield long after everyone else had to tap out to restore themselves with mana and stamina potions.

And it made it particularly useful in cases like this, where an additional monster tried to mop up the tired defenders after the initial wave was done.

Except this wasn’t any monster. It was the height of the hill giant he’d just solo killed with a hefty dose of corruption and a decisive usage of The Bell Tolls, though it was longer, fleshier, and… familiar.

Will’s aura sense was growing stronger at close range, but the creature was far away enough that all he could rely on was his sight.

That was all he needed, though. The centipedal form had changed, but he would recognize that monstrosity anywhere. It had gone from a hundred legs to six primary bony ones, scuttling its lizard-like body forward.

It was much larger than it had been the last time he’d seen it, and it was clearly heavy enough that it tore a trail through the grass it dragged its body through. Standing over thirty feet tall and twice that in length, the many-armed flesh abomination could have been straight out of a 1980s creature feature.

Shit.

He checked the amount of time remaining on the trials. It had swapped to hours, minutes, and seconds after they’d hit the one day mark, and he and Caiyeri had been doing the last bit of safe training they could get before jumping headfirst into the trials.

In [23] minutes and [58] seconds, the Trial of the Champion will begin.

There are [1,560] competitors holding a sigil.

“Shit,” he repeated, out loud this time. “That’s not nearly enough time.”

Will held a hand out and looted the hill giant, using the other to open his interface and tap into the group message he had with Lev, Allie, and Trevor.

Will: Trouble on the horizon. Notify the settlement.

Trevor: On it.

Allie: Need assistance?

Will paused before typing his next thoughts out.

Assistance? Well, it was true that he didn’t want to fight this beast on his own, but looking out at the monster approaching them…

Lev: Holy hell, that’s an honest-to-god kaiju.

Lev put it better than Will would have. Its power radiated off of it so much that even without his aura senses refined enough to detect it at such a distance, he could tell that there was a magical creature in that distance from the shree distortion it had on the air around it.

Will: No. Focus on getting everyone without a combat class ready to evacuate. I have 20 minutes or so remaining. I’ll hold it off, but everything after that is going to be up to you. You need to get the hell out of here.

The one benefit of the creature being so large was that it wasn’t terribly fast. It was conceivable that with enough movement skills, the people in Survivor Hill could continue to prove the former half of the name true, if not the latter.

Lev: Shit. Yeah. Trev, Allie, let’s get moving.

Trevor: On it.

Allie: Already am.

Will tabbed out of that chat window and went to message Caiyeri.

“Look at that,” the elf said from besides him. “To think they accuse the Abyss of profaning the Mother’s words.”

Will repressed the urge to jump. He hadn’t even noticed her.

“To be fair, all they’re doing is subjecting people to fates worse than death,” Will said. “Corruption is a different beast.”

Caiyeri looked at him pointedly.

“Point taken,” he said, dipping his head. “So. What are we going to do about that?”

“What we can,” she said, conjuring the rest of her armor set and taking off.

That was answer enough. Will was half a moment behind her, quickly catching up to her with judicious use of his movement skills. He didn’t break out the jump-glide, not yet—he’d already used that combo once during the previous fight, and he didn’t want to exhaust his second Jump usage before the fight even began.

As they got closer, even Caiyeri’s grim optimism flagged. The sheer power emanating from it was an order of magnitude more overwhelming than even Axl’s had been in comparison.

Once they got within a few hundred feet of it, Will was able to use Identify.

He almost wished he couldn’t have.

Devouring Gestalt. Level: Gold 0.

This is a clan boss.

Kill count: eleven silver-rank abyss elves. Twenty-one bronze-rank life elves. Sixteen bronze-rank humans. Forty-five unformed-rank humans.

You didn’t kill it fast.

Unsolicited piece of advice: run.

“If that’s what profaning a god’s words looks like, it’d be pretty damn nice to have some heresy on our side,” Will said.

“That’s your job, not mine,” Caiyeri said. “Who defied a god, again?”

Will wasn’t even sure if the monster noticed them getting closer until its body shifted, looking directly at them. Eight protrusions on the bony tumor that could charitably be called its face scythed open, revealing pitch-black orbs the size of Will’s torso staring at them.

Fuck.

“Those are intelligent eyes,” Caiyeri called. “It won’t be a dumb beast.”

Double fuck.

The gestalt did not charge so much as it morphed, flesh rearranging around its skeleton to create massive bone whips that it hurled towards the two of them.

“Down!”

Will heeded Caiyeri’s call, using the active form of his ring of adaptive shielding to negate the bludgeoning damage that the bone would smash him with.

A whip hit the shield like a wrecking ball, sending Will tumbling into the air. He caught himself with his Hunger Phantasm, smoothing out his fall into a tactical glide back onto his feet. Will landed over a hundred feet back from the position he’d been stricken from.

Caiyeri: Retreating to you.

Her Emergency Shield had fully shattered, and she didn’t seem to want to stay within reach of the whips, which blurred back and forth faster than even Will’s enhanced vision could track.

They had barely been within range of the whips before the monster had started using them, which was the only reason they were still alive right now.

“Christ,” Will said. “This thing’s insane.”

“Even if we’re at the peak of bronze, the gestalt is still two ranks above us,” Caiyeri said. “Those are two very hard to cross barriers.”

“I have the Ghostflame skill, which does true damage,” Will said. “That’ll ignore those barriers, right?”

“Yes, but I’ve seen that skill in action before. You need to be up close to use it. Even you can’t be arrogant enough to think you can survive that.”

“I wish.” In fact, just a few moments of seeing it had convinced Will that telling the others to prepare for evacuation was a good play. He was well versed with punching above his weight class already, but this was a beast on an entirely different level.

“They—careful!” Caiyeri interrupted herself in the middle of her own sentence, snapping down on an item that sent her jerking backwards as if pulled by a rope.

Following her warning, Will leapt back as well, using his adaptive shield to protect his front.

A moment later, a deadly sharp bone spear longer than his entire body buried itself in the boulder the two of them had just been hiding behind, splitting it in two.

Will: Keep it away from the settlement. I’ll try to get a level of corruption on it. That could be the difference maker.

Caiyeri: Got it.

One of the biggest points that Caiyeri had drilled into Will—and by extension, the entirety of Survivor Hill—had been adaptability. Unlike martial arts fighters, Users had to live with the reality that they could be facing something they’d never seen before on any given day. Magic was a field as broad and deep as the ocean, and any one person could only ever shovel out a few buckets of it for themself.

Thus, they were easily capable of adapting their gameplan despite having been so reliant on the same one for the majority of the time they’d been active together. Will and Caiyeri began engaging in a deadly game of keep-away, taunting the monster into coming towards them and avoiding the settlement while staying out of range of its deadly bone-whips.

Just like Caiyeri had said earlier, though, the gestalt was no dumb beast. When they tried to lead it entirely away from the town, it just ignored them and turned towards it, prompting a despearate reroute. Will used the remaining charge on his jumping ring to propel himself into the air, forming a wing glider with the phantasm as he did.

To regain its attention, he flew straight into the area that he’d determined was the kaiju’s range.

Will promptly ate a bone-whip to the torso for it, shattering his silver-rank shield and depleting his mana to critical levels. He tumbled to the ground, breaking his fall with a quick redistribution of the phantasm. Even with all that protecting him, he felt something in his leg break. Thankfully, the pain resistance he’d honed through repeated torture sessions with the Hunger kept him from losing his composure as he downed a health potion.

He was running out of mana already, and he still hadn’t landed a single hit. Will’s Mark for Death languished on the beast, unused. Will tried firing his bow every now and again, but its reactive defenses were too strong. The bone-whips were as powerful on defense as they were on offense, knocking corrupted arrows aside before they could even get close to hitting it.

Caiyeri: Get up, Will.

Will: Trying.

With the gestalt focused on them again, Will changed tactics. As he ran, easily outpacing it but wary for the ridiculously fast spears, he sent pieces of his phantasm towards it, keeping it immaterial.

In the Flesh worked even when the phantasm wasn’t physical, and he could use touch range spells through the immaterial shadows.

Will: Give me an opening.

Caiyeri: Make good use of it.

The elf turned around, shouted an obscenity that didn’t quite translate—unless she was, in fact, just saying you are the one who reproduces with pigs—and fired six shots from the seven shooter.

Every last one of them landed on Explosive Shot, Caiyeri’s skills rigging the dice to force the random selection.

A firework of light burst into existence behind Will. While he had no illusions about the bronze-rank bullets actually being able to deal lasting damage to the gold-rank beast, it provided enough of a distraction for him to shift a pebble-sized chunk of hunger phantasm over to the gestalt and activate Decaying Touch.

You have inflicted a level of bronze-rank [Corruption] on [Devouring Gestalt].

[Devouring Gestalt]’s [Corruption Resistance] (Bronze) negated the effects of [Decaying Touch] (Bronze).

“Oh, god fucking damn it.”

Will: No good. I’d have to get a solid [Chaos Transfer] in for this to work, and I don’t think I can get anywhere near it.

Caiyeri: Was a good try.

The timer ticked down further. Will was surprised to see how long they’d already been fighting. There were now less than fifteen minutes left.

That felt like both too long and too little. On the one hand, they were barely surviving as it was. Will was quickly approaching a critical point where he’d have to take a silver-rank mana potion just to keep going, and he’d already taken a bunch of damage. On the other, they needed to buy as much time as they could for the others to leave the settlement. Even then, it might not be enough. So long as the gestalt was in the real world and looking for targets, the survivors of Survivor Hill were going to have to keep on running.

Wait. As long as the gestalt was here, and not elsewhere.

Will: I have a potentially suicidal idea.

Caiyeri: You can just say “I have an idea.” With you, they usually mean the same thing.

Will: If you don’t want to do it, you could’ve just said no.

Caiyeri: I never said no. Tell me how we’re getting ourselves killed this time.

            

    
        Chapter 48: Into the Breach

    
    
    
    
                The plan was simple, but simple didn’t mean easy. Technically, getting to space was simple: you just had to break past the escape velocity of Earth. That feat had taken humanity some ten thousand years to manage.

Then again, Will had already been to space, so maybe he was being a bit too hasty on that front.

Caiyeri: You truly are a moron. This plan is awful.

Will: Thanks. Do you have any better ideas?

Caiyeri: No. We’re doing this.

They continued their game of cat and mouse, with Caiyeri taking the brunt of attention with colorful bursts of magic and occasional critical-hit Manabursts. Even if the kaiju’s bone-whips could deflect the magical missiles, the magic still counted as dealing damage, which restored much-needed power to Will through Soul Link.

Skill: [Mark for Death]

- Spell (affliction).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: 1 hour.

Bronze

Target any creature you can see or sense and mark them for death. During the next hour, the effectiveness of attacks and afflictions against the creature are increased, and you can track the creature through your minimap and through walls. This skill’s cooldown resets if the targeted creature dies.

[Soul Link] (bronze) - A fraction of all damage dealt to the marked creature is converted to healing for you.

The aspects of the Hunger infused into his aura were also a massive boon, giving him passive mana regeneration by stealing the gestalt’s stamina, but the sheer amount of power the kaiju had meant that the bronze-rank aura alone was not going to be enough to slow it down to a point where it would be significant as anything more than a source of mana regen.

For the time being, all they could do was preserve their skills as well as they could to run away from the kaiju.

It was adapting to their stratagem, though. Rather than just trying to run them down, it stayed in place for a bit, then fired a rain of bone spears that could tear through Will’s bronze and silver rank shielding like they were wet cardboard. The spears were horribly sharp and plentiful enough that simply running wasn’t going to let them escape.

Will activated Time in a Bottle as they fell, finding the perfect angle to squeeze himself into so that when time sped up again, one spear deflected off his adaptive shield, breaking it with its gold-rank power and costing him even more mana, while the others nearest him did nothing more than graze his back.

Before the bones were even done raining down upon the field, the kaiju moved. Any time it passed over its own spears, it simply absorbed them back into its body. Meanwhile, Will and Caiyeri were stuck navigating the labyrinth of spears sharpened on all sides with gold-rank strength, where one wrong move meant death.

Caiyeri had survived the initial barrage with good positioning and judicious usage of her Emergency Shield and Fortuitous Dodge skill, which Will was growing to realize were rather overpowered for their rank. The combination of the artificial luck and the shield that could guarantee tanking at least one hit meant that she would rarely be taken off guard.

The problem laid in the fact that the barrage hadn’t been meant to kill them, just delay and trap.

Will thought fast—extremely so. Time in a Bottle was growing riskier to use as his mana dipped into critical levels, but it was necessary here.

He identified positions quickly, then acted, letting time speed back up. As he did, he instructed the remaining intact parts of the Hunger Phantasm to move up ahead.

Weapons Free let him teleport to any weapon within the radius. Will wasn’t sure how the skill quantified that, but the spears definitely counted. He blinked over to Caiyeri, grabbing ahold of her arm.

“Hold on,” he warned, commanding pieces of the phantasm to coagulate into a dagger.

As soon as the skill came off cooldown, Will teleported again, landing them perilously close between two more spears. Then again. Then one more time, and they were free.

And Will was out of mana, which came with a debilitating headache. Even the amount he was restoring from the hunger aura wasn’t enough to make up for his overuse.

“Damn it,” he grunted, grabbing a silver-rank mana potion and downing it in a single sip.

Even at the peak of bronze, the silver-rank potion was high enough above him that it restored the entirety of his mana and then some in one go. It was an order of magnitude more effective than a bronze-rank potion would have been, which was critical when he needed all his skills available at any time.

He wasn’t going to be able to use any potions for quite a few minutes after this, but that was a price he was willing to pay.

There were ten minutes left on the clock.

Will and Caiyeri had gelled together from the start, no matter how little it seemed their personalities melded together. Though they were often snippy with each other, when it came to combat, they understood each other nearly perfectly. Quick communication and snap decisions kept them alive on a path orthogonal to the settlement.

Will: Lev, how’s it going?

Lev: Evacuation’s almost done. We’re leaving a skeleton crew behind, including me, but moving valuables is hard when not everything fits in an inventory.

Will: OK. Trying to get this son of a bitch out of here. You’ll know if it works.

Lev: Godspeed, friend.

Now that they had something resembling a plan, time couldn’t tick quickly enough. Every second seemed to stretch out into eternity, let alone the minutes. Will and Caiyeri couldn’t fall into an easy rhythm, either. The kaiju kept on adapting to their tactics, and they had to burn heavy mana every time it abruptly changed tacks.

And yet, they persisted. Ten minutes became nine, then eight, then six, then three, then one.

Tick. Tock.

They were within a couple hundred feet of the settlement now. When the kaiju rained bone spears down upon them, parts of Survivor Hill’s walls were included in the radius, and the stone crumpled under the barrage, as if it had been made of styrofoam.

With thirty seconds to go, Will messaged Caiyeri.

Will: We’ve made it this far. This ends now.

Caiyeri: One way or another.

They enacted their plan.

For the first time since they’d spotted the gold-rank kaiju on the horizon, they went on the offensive.

It was, as Will had thought, simple. Just a variation on a plan they’d done before, albeit a stupid one.

Will: On my go.

They were getting too close to the settlement. Will thought to the skeleton crew that Lev had said they’d left behind. Had anyone been hit by the bone spears? Would they be alive to see another day if they delayed another thirty seconds?

It didn’t matter. The kaiju had them where it wanted them. They just needed to prove that its understanding of their ability to get out of impossible situations was sorely lacking.

Twenty seconds. It was preparing for another rain of bones, and this one was going to land on the settlement for sure. They were way too close.

“Now!”

Caiyeri drew the seven-shooter. She’d fired six shots in an earlier distraction, but she had one big play left.

[Instant Death selected.]

The bullet was a streak of light connecting the tip of the revolver and the largest orb in the kaiju’s eye-system.

Critical hit!

The orb burst with a shower of black and red gore, and the monster roared, a guttural sound that chilled Will to the bone.

That wasn’t anywhere near close enough to take it down, he knew, but it was the best distraction he’d get.

Will took a certain object out of his inventory and fired a stealth arrow high in the sky.

Preoccupied with pain and the elf woman who had dealt it, the kaiju ignored Will teleporting upwards into the quieted arrow, making use of its momentum to get into an upwards glide. One of its tails absent-mindedly flicked at him, but it was such an afterthought that he was able to avoid it easily.

Will didn’t dare get close enough to touch the thing’s skin, but he was so near the kaiju’s head that he could see his reflection in the dark, orb-like eyes.

[7] seconds remaining.

He restructured the phantasm, giving him a temporary sinking platform to glide down on, and reared back as if to throw a baseball.

[5] seconds remaining.

Rather than the opening pitch at free ticket night at a college ball game, though, Will threw something decidedly less aerodynamic.

You are no longer a champion of [Elys, the Lake].

[Sigil Skill] removed: [Clear Water].

The disc-shaped token spun like the oversized coin it was. Even if it wasn’t designed to be hurled overhand, Will’s bronze-rank Power rivaled those of the best pitchers to ever take the plate.

It sank cleanly into the destroyed socket that had once held an eyeball.

[3] seconds remaining.

Blue energy coursed through the kaiju. Its other seven eyes shifted, and though there were no eyeballs, Will felt the crushing pressure as they all focused on him.

[2] seconds remaining.

“See you in the games, bitch.”

[1] second remaining.

Will let the phantasm drop.

The Trial of the Champion begins now.

And then he was somewhere else.

#

Entrants from [Midwestern American Region 3] by Sigil


[Kadael, the Hunger]:

William Li-Brown


[Sadareth, the Elven Mother]:

Nymlera Brooksoul

Thalia Brooksoul

Caiyeri Zero

Rowan Zero

Lystri Zero

Wilhelm Zero

Lya Zero


[Elys, Lady of the Lake]:

Unnamed Devouring Gestalt


[None, entering via Champion’s Pass]:

Caiyeri Seven

Varix Altaea

Lily Teneli

Gavin Griffin

Kenneth McCarthy


“This region,” said Dread Executor Azathoth, tenth of his name. “It is one to watch out for. An insignificant one, at first glance, but no region this small should be outputting so many entrants.”

“So it is,” mused Dread Executor Ramiel, first of his name. “It will be an interesting cycle indeed.”

“You created the boy,” Azathoth said. “The corruption wielder. He is unnatural.”

“He may be precisely what we need,” Ramiel suggested. “I had no hand in his creation, however. The Administrator decided that he was to live where he should have perished. Who am I to judge what our Lord demands?”

“He will not survive much longer,” Azathoth observed. “Not if he wants to get past gold rank, that is.”

“I suspect,” Ramiel said with a smile, “that the humans of this cycle may surprise you. They have done so before.”

#

“Ah,” Will said. “Here we are again, eh? Can’t seem to get away from you. I better not be missing out on the rules to the trials. I’ll be pissed if you fuck me over this late into the game.”

“We are on the same side,” the Hunger said begrudgingly. Unlike the last few times, he’d taken a physical form of Will’s side, though he still didn’t have any defining traits. “My advancement is tied to yours, now.”

“Fantastic. I notice you didn’t tell me I’m not missing anything.”

“You are not. This is a space of slowed time. I spent a considerable amount of my power to be allowed this conversation. You should be honored.”

“Consider me honored,” Will said in a tone so obviously sarcastic it surprised even him. Wow, I didn’t realize I could sound that done with life. “What did you want to tell me? Or are you here for one last bout of torture?”

“Nothing of the sort,” the Hunger said. “Lu Jie. Natalie Blurr. Osiris Adebayo. The Fangs. Many more I could name. All of them have sponsors in addition to passes or sigils. They will be higher rank than you. They will have better items than you.”

“If you came just to tell me that my odds are awful, then sorry, bud, you wasted your power. I don’t care what the odds are as long as they’re not zero. And maybe even not then, though I’d definitely think twice.”

That wasn’t entirely the truth, but it sounded right, and Will was in no mood to please the god who’d done his level best to torture him into insanity.

“You are frustrated with me,” the Hunger said. “That is understandable. Yet I am not here to beleaguer you but to assist you.”

“Heard that one before. What’s the catch?”

“The catch,” the Hunger said, no small amount of frustration slipping into his voice, “is that you have caught me already.”

Will gave the god his best shit-eating grin. “Oh. Right.”

“And,” the god said, sighing a very mortal-sounding sigh, “that means that you will receive my direct attentions. While other gods can delegate their responsibilites to their champions and trust that they will succeed, you are the only one I possess.”

“I don’t think you possess me,” Will said. “Sort of the other way around.”

He was genuinely impressed. He hadn’t thought the Hunger would have modeled teeth in his avatar, and yet here he was, grinding them against each other.

Will was enjoying this a little too much, but what was the point of life without a little fun?

“Let us skip over the rest of the information as well,” the Hunger hissed. “If you fail, I fail. Therefore, I wish for you not to fail. In doing so, there is a small boost I am permitted to give you. Not one that will raise you above all your competitors, but one that will put you on even ground.”

“Oh, now this I want to hear,” Will said, completely genuine. He still made it sound like he was trolling, of course.

“You will not need to hear. Experience.”

Abruptly, the room the Hunger had conjured faded away, replaced by another, sterile facility with white walls.

Power surged through Will, burning through his skin like the Hunger’s pain had, and he cursed the god for saddling him with yet another issue—and then it settled, and he realized that for once, the god had been speaking the truth.

He grinned.

“Hello world,” said William Li-Brown, sigil-holder of the Hunger, Reaper, and now freshly number 9 on the global leaderboard. “Let’s see what you’ve got for me.”

[Kadael, the Hunger], has blessed your arrival.

All attributes raised to a minimum of Bronze 10.

Advancing to silver rank…

Welcome to the Trial of the Champion.
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                Advancing to silver rank…

[Power] advanced from Bronze 8 to Silver 0.

[Speed] advanced from Bronze 9 to Silver 1.

[Affinity] advanced from Bronze 7 to Silver 0.

[Soul] advanced from Silver 2 to Silver 3.

[Resistance] advanced from Bronze 8 to Silver 1.

[Perception] advanced from Bronze 6 to Bronze 10.

All bronze-rank skills have increased to low silver.

Purging impurities. Initiating bodily conversion.

As system messages flashed past his vision, Will tried to get a grasp on his surroundings. He was traveling through some kind of spatial magic, he was pretty sure. The space around him was nonsensical and felt artificial in a similar way to the Hunger’s dream space. Will’s Space attribute kept him from losing track of his surroundings as he tumbled through space, though unfortunately he couldn’t glean much of value from the area around him.

The past couple of weeks had been an insane ride. From being just another nobody working on a computer science degree to being thrown into an extreme-difficulty tutorial as the world ended, coming out of it alive with an elf companion and dangerous, forbidden corruption powers, to outclassing people twice his level through a mixture of great skill usage and luck—not to mention the god whose torture he’d had to endure in order to keep his own mind driving his body.

It barely felt real even to him, and yet here he was, on his way to the trial of the champion. Details about the event had been sparse, but he knew what hung in the balance. While Will wouldn’t say he’d repaired his relationship with the Hunger, not exactly, the god was depending on him to do well and had given him a pretty sizable boost in terms of power.

This was going to be a challenge. Although Will was now in the top ten on the global leaderboard, it wasn’t only the human Users of his cycle that were coming to the tournament. He knew that there would be silver-rank elves here too, and most worryingly, the gold-rank devouring gestalt, the kaiju he’d forcibly entered into the tournament at the last second. Will didn’t regret that choice, knowing he’d saved the lives of everyone in Survivor Hill back on Earth, but it was going to make winning this that much harder.

This transportation was going a bit longer than he would’ve liked. He wondered if this was unique to him because of the conversation he’d had with the Hunger, but he put those worries away. There was no way his god was the only one who’d had a one-on-one conversations with its sigil-holder, and besides, it was pretty evident that he was being transported elsewhere for the purposes of the trials.

That said, it irked him that while the system could still give him notifications, he couldn’t open his stat menu up while he was stuck in this transportation.

Some amount of time passed. Will amused himself by imagining scenarios that would never happen—except it was entirely possible that they would, now that the system had arrived on Earth. That was a trip, wasn’t it? With his magic abilities, he was now capable of doing nearly anything.

Well. That was an exaggeration. With a lot of people using their magic together, brilliant things were possible. Alone, Will’s corruption/death/space based Reaper class was just very good at killing things.

He sighed. This wait was getting a bit boring. Including the conversation with the Hunger, how long had it been? Five minutes? Ten?

“I just want to see what I got for silver rank, man,” he sighed. His initial excitement had been tempered by irritation, but there was a lot of excitement to go around.

A deep, tearing crack resonated through the empty space, drawing Will’s attention immediately. It was the first sound that he’d heard this entire time, and it was deafening. The only point of reference Will could accurately compare it to was the Hunger. The sound tore through him, overwhelmed him—and then a part of the darkness cracked away into staticky nothingness.

Warning: An external entity has interfered with the transportation process. Please do not worry. There is nothing you can do to change the situation. An emergency patch has been deployed.

The world distorted, the system screens falling away, and then, abruptly, Will was falling.

#

For about three feet, that is. His Resistance attribute kept him from face-planting on what proved to be remarkably hot desert rock.

[Resistance] 

- Bound to [Balance]: You recover from disorienting effects at a much faster pace. You always land on your feet.

“What the hell was all that?” Will asked himself, taking stock of the situation around him. “Do tournaments always start with reality breaking?”

There were other forces at play here, ones greater than he could currently deal with—so Will decided to leave that concern to the system. It hadn’t been lying when it had said there was nothing he could do. While Will had been able to access his powers, he didn’t have any way to seal massive, gaping holes in reality.

Immediate concerns, as always—Will had just been dropped into an unfamiliar environment, plus his system was exploding with new messages. It was kind of sad that this wasn’t even in the top five worst introductions to a place he’d had by now.

It looked like he was in the Mojave Desert, but opening the map told Will that he wasn’t even on Earth anymore. The minimap told him his current location was just “The Trial of the Champion.” He wasn’t sure why he’d been expecting anything else.

Besides the map, the other major indicators that this wasn’t Earth—at least, not the one he knew—were the swirling portals in the sky.

With Will’s aura sense, he could tell that each of the enormous space magic apertures emanated magic that was far beyond his capability to use, even with his fresh silver rank ascension.

Speaking of which, his senses definitely felt sharper than they had before. Everything felt more vivid, as if he’d gone from a shitty 144p stream with dollar store earbuds to an 8K flatscreen with a five-figure surround sound setup. The area around him shone with colors, which he quickly wasn’t because of any inherent property of the desert he was in but instead the upgrades he’d gotten from silver rank. It couldn’t just be his Perception stat, either—the jump from unformed to bronze hadn’t been nearly this steep.

“Figure the powers out after you know the situation,” he chided himself. “Can’t get yourself killed looking at system notifications.”

Will then promptly looked at a system notification. In his defense, this one was immediately pertinent to his situation.


Welcome to the Trial of the Champion.

Though only successful cycles receive the benefit of having this tournament regularly, the Trial of the Champion is held at least once per cycle. Congratulations, User [William Li-Brown]. You are one of a mere [2,938] competitors amongst hundreds of millions to be granted the opportunity to do battle amongst the best.

The tournament is simple, though individual rounds may not be. You will be assigned a series of challenges ranging from treasure hunting to group battles to the most common, one versus one battles, each of which will include opportunities for progression and elimination.

If you fail two main challenges, you will be eliminated. If you die, you will be eliminated.

If you are eliminated in the first 50% of participants, you will lose your sigil. If you are eliminated in the first 75% of participants, your sigil will be damaged. From there onwards, you will receive increasingly valuable rewards based on your ranking.

Assuming you don’t die, of course. Death tends to have a nasty effect on your ability to collect on your prizes.


Main Challenge #0: Sentience Check

Due to some moderate complications, you have been dropped into a high-chaos zone. Ascend from your region to the portals above to enter the tournament proper.

Difficulty: High bronze

- Enter a portal within the next 12 hours. [0/1]

Reward: 100 bronze credits. Full refresh of health, mana, and stamina.

Penalty for Failure: Automatic elimination.


“Wow,” Will muttered. "First you say it’s a DQ after two failures, then you tell me that this quest is an automatic elim? Fucked up.”

That was within expectations, though. This didn’t look like it was even supposed to be a normal part of the challenge. Will suspected that the reality-destroying static he’d seen earlier had something to do with this, and what the system had provided was the best it could manage given the circumstances.

Okay. Next was looking at the environment.

“No immediate threats,” Will muttered. “Lots of people, though.”

There had to be at least a hundred people within a square mile of him. Not all of them had dropped as cleanly as he had. Even as he watched, some people were still picking themselves up from where they’d fallen. Will’s eyesight was sharp enough now that he could make out details of people even at distances where he should’ve struggled to tell that they were human. Some people had clearly been asleep when they’d been sent here, judging from the way they blearily looked around.

Will hoped for their sakes that they’d be able to pull their act together quickly.

While there weren’t immediate threats, Will could see what he was going to have to summit in order to get to the portals.

Thin, glimmering crystal trees with ethereal branches jutted out from the ground at regular intervals, each of them starting between twenty and a hundred feet at the base and tapering off to a point where the portals began, the lowest of which had to be half a mile up in the sky. The tallest ones were partially occluded by clouds, so Will couldn’t get a perfect estimation on their height, but he guessed they topped out at about twice that.

The branches looked sturdy enough to support people on them, but it wasn’t just people on them.

Will groaned. “Why is it always spiders?”

They were teeming with all sorts of flora and fauna, not just spiders, but Will’s sharp eyes picked out the crystalline spiders crawling all over the branches first.

He sighed. “Nothing to be done about it, I guess.”

There were a few monsters crawling on the ground, but none of them were really within range of him. Nothing that concerned him right now—at least, not more than his skill upgrades.

All around Will, people started to gain their bearings, and a few were starting to band together, drawing on preexisting alliances or forming new ones.

Will tried to access his chat feature only to find that Caiyeri was listed as out of range once again. She must have been in a different starting zone of this type. He hoped that was the case, at least. Though he’d barely known her for a few weeks, he wasn’t sure he could stomach the alternative.

“Okay,” he said, centering himself. “Find skills, then find new friends. Simple.”

Will opened his stat sheet. It had been a hot moment since he’d viewed the whole thing.


Name: William Li-Brown

Level: Silver 0

Race: Human

Class: Reaper

Titles: [First Blood], [Silver Forerunner] (expended), [User Killer]


Attributes:

[Power]: Silver 0

[Speed]: Silver 1

[Affinity]: Silver 0 (Gold 0)

[Soul]: Silver 3

[Resistance]: Silver 1

[Perception]: Bronze 10

Unused Points: 0


Universal Abilities

- Omnilingual

- System User

- Identify

- Marked for Death


Skills

[Power]: Storm

- Wind Walker (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- Thunder Wraith’s Grasp (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- 

[Speed]: Space (secondary)

- Escape Artist (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- Weapons Free (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- Wraith Cloak (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- 

[Affinity]: Corruption (primary)

- Corruption Resistance (Silver, middle)

- Chaos Transfer (Silver, low)

- Destructive Synthesis (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- Attune Corrupted Item (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- Decaying Touch (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- 

[Soul]: Death (secondary)

- Mark for Death (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- Ghostflame (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- The Bell Tolls (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- 

[Resistance]: Balance

- Equilibrium Mantle (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- Favored Element (Bronze) -> (Silver)

-

[Perception]: Time

- Time in a Bottle (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- Pages of the Past (Bronze) -> (Silver)

-


[Sigil]: The Hunger

- Hunger Aura (Bronze) -> (Silver)

- Hunger Phantasm (Bronze) -> (Silver)


“Holy shit, I leveled a lot of skills,” Will said.

He’d already been on the highest end of bronze, but he appreciated the push the Hunger had given him a lot more now. Training even one skill up to silver would take ages, and it was only after a ton of focused training that he’d managed to get Chaos Transfer over the barrier.

Interestingly enough, reaching silver seemed to have expanded the capabilities of his system as well as his own. The skills that had already reached silver had an additional tag explaining which stage of progression they were at, which, while not life-changing, was a pretty big help. Rather than have to intuit where in the development of the rank his skills were at, the system could guide him.

Will wanted to sit down and scroll through the exhaustive list of his skills to find every last change and optimization, but everyone around him was frantically trying to get set up for the crystal trees, and the level of commotion was aggravating the monsters above.

Everyone here was a sigil-holder or someone who’d been good enough at what they did to receive a silver-tier or higher lootbox, so there was at least some basic level of competence amongst the groups. The issue was that while the individual groups might have been able to effectively move stealthily and deal with the monsters effectively, the group of Users here as a whole weren’t coordinated at all.

Will looked up at the trees, clicking his tongue. The bottom feeders were starting to crawl down as two hundred boots on the ground kicked up desert sand and created enough noise to tell any hungry monster competing for space in the crystal trees that new prey was here.

The nearest tree was half a hundred feet from Will, and the first of the crystalline spiders were already starting to clamber down.

“Of fucking course it’s the spiders,” he complained. “Come on.”

A tall, built man clad in full black plate swiveled his head towards Will at the sound of his complaint. He’d been on the way to the same tree that Will was targeting right now.

“G’day!” the armored man shouted at him. “Name’s Liam. Want to smoke some monsters?”

Will assessed the man. Bronze 10. He was probably in the top 100 Users worldwide, which almost certainly meant he was a core user.

He hadn’t dealt with any core users yet—at least, none that were of comparable strength as him. Seeing what an actual competent one could do would help ground his understanding of what the other people on the leaderboard were like.

More importantly, Will had wanted to test his upgraded skills out.

“Got a party?” Will asked, jogging towards the man unhurriedly. The spiders were still finding their footing, and they were less charging towards the nearest living beings and more assessing what they could hunt.

“Lost to another zone, I’m afraid,” Liam said. “You seem like a nice fellow, mate. What do you say? These spiders are pretty up there in levels, but hey—reminds me of home.”

“Well, shit,” Will said with a shrug. He grinned. “Let’s go ruin a monster’s day.”

            

    
        Chapter 50: Stretching New Limbs

    
    
    
    
                There were four spiders creeping down the base of the crystal tree. Will had no idea how Liam fought, but he was itching to blood his new skills.

He leapt forward with silver-rank speed, marveling in how much smoother his movements were. His mind and body were in perfect sync, as if he was controlling an avatar rather than having to deal with clunky reality. Even with the improvements he’d made at bronze rank, Will had still felt the soreness and cricks that came with improperly resting after heavy physical activity.

Right now, he felt on top of the world. He took a bounding step forward, propelled by his upgraded Wind Walker.

Skill: [Wind Walker]

- Spell (stealth, movement).

- Cost: very low mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver.

Draw upon the power of the winds to lighten your step and increase your speed.

[Zephyr’s Cloak] (bronze) - While this skill is active, you gain a slight blur effect, making you harder to see and target while moving.

[Galeforce Dash] (silver) - While you are not touching the ground, you can spend mana to send yourself flying forward with wind-aided dashes. This also imbues you with storm power, increasing the amount of damage you deal to foes afflicted by [Charged].

Will whooped with glee. For the same low mana cost, each of his steps now covered the distance of a professional long jumper.

“Whoa there,” Liam called from behind him. “I’m a defender, but I don’t know if I can protect you at your speed!”

“You’re good!” Will shouted back. “I have a get out of jail free card!”

Not that he was going to use it right now.

Will looked upon the spiders. They didn’t trigger his arachnophobia as bad as the giant spiders had, thankfully, which was almost certainly because of the crystalline composition of their bodies. They resembled the kind of quartz statues he might’ve found in a hippie store down in Vegas more than actual spiders, though the shape was correct.

Will marked all four for death.

Skill: [Mark for Death]

- Spell (affliction).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: 1 hour.

Silver

Target any creature you can see or sense and mark them for death. During the next hour, the effectiveness of attacks and afflictions against the creature are increased, and you can track the creature through your minimap and through walls. This skill’s cooldown resets if the targeted creature dies.

[Soul Link] (bronze) - A fraction of all damage dealt to the marked creature is converted to healing for you.

Silver-rank addition: When using this skill, you can target any number of creatures that you can see. You must kill all of them to trigger this skill’s cooldown automatic reset.

The mass target effect of this was a welcome addition to his arsenal, and it meant that he was no longer going to have to carefully manage who he was targeting with the skill.

With his air dash, Will could launch himself a dozen feet straight up, giving him the space to use his Hunger Phantasm.

Skill: [Hunger Phantasm]

- Spell (sigil, conjuration).

- Cost: low mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

Conjures a dark phantasm with a volume of 20 cubic feet. You have fine control over this phantasm within a moderate range of your body. You can control parts of the phantasm at a range of up to 120 feet. Lasts until dispelled or destroyed.

[Starvation] - The phantasm counts as a weapon and doubles the effect of all drain conditions. Every attack you successfully land on a target that is touching a phantasm drains their stamina and mana, restoring yours. This also restores your health if your stamina and mana are full.

[In the Flesh] - For a moderate mana cost, the phantasm can take physical form. For the purposes of touch-range spells, you can use the phantasm. At silver-rank, the physical form increases in its ability to affect the material world.

[Echo of Despair] (silver) - When a target that the phantasm is touching reaches critical levels of stamina, mana, or health, the phantasm emits a pulse that applies the [Wither] condition on the target and any other enemies within a short distance.

The new aspects of the phantasm that he’d weaseled out of the Hunger were primarily offensive, but the increased fine control that it granted him as well as its new ability to further its effects on the world were greatly appreciated for making the half hang glider, half wing formation that he used to glide towards the spiders.

They recognized him as a threat, flinching away from his oppressive presence.

Skill: [Hunger Aura]

- Aura (sigil).

- Cost: none.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

Your aura changes, gaining elements of Kadael, the Hunger.

[Insatiable] - Enemies within the aura passively lose stamina and mana. You and your allies restore stamina and mana proportional to the amount drained. This amount can be increased with application of mana. Excess stamina and mana is discarded.

[Devouring Embrace] (silver) - Enemies within the aura also passively lose health. You and your allies within the aura gain health proportional to the amount drained. Excess health is discarded.

Will’s aura control had grown nicely through a combination of his unlikely elf friend’s training and his weeks of dreaming battles against the Hunger’s divine strength, and it made it all the more effective when he deployed it against spiders whose innate aura control was mediocre at best.

They were unable to resist him, the air around him darkening despite a lack of any actual shadow or visible power. Hunger tore through them, and they chittered in confused pain. The sound set Will’s spine on edge.

“God, I hate spiders,” he muttered.

“Same here, mate!” Liam called from under and behind him.

Will rolled upside down in his glide, adjusting the phantasm to keep him going. Liam was a solid thirty feet behind him, and he hadn’t said that very loudly.

“Enhanced senses?” Will asked.

“You betcha. Hey, watch—“

Before Liam could finish his sentence, the spiders struck, shooting long webs that glimmered with the same crystal-like material that their bodies and the trees they came from were made of.

One of them hit Will in the back, knocking the wind out of him as it pierced through his shirt and into his flesh.

While a direct hit from the spider-silk that was apparently as sharp as it was sticky might have been a genuine threat to him just an hour ago, Will was silver rank now—at the bottom of it, yes, but still silver. He himself had experienced how hard it was to deal with someone a rank above, and he had a type of magic that tended to spit in the face of rank disparities.

He spiraled in the air, using another air-dash with Wind Walker combined with drawing his slayer sword and severing the bronze-rank thread.

Will’s slayer sword was disappointingly still at bronze rank, but that couldn’t be helped. The Hunger had given him a boost, not all his associated items, which meant that for the first time in a while, his weapons were actually going to be punching under his weight class until he got better ones or put enough into their growth to increase their power.

Liam caught up as Will returned to his glide, slayer sword glowing with fresh power.

Interested in what the other man had to offer, Will held off on flooding the area with corruption immediately, instead hovering over the battlefield like a vulture. He covered himself with immaterial phantasm, using one of his skill combos that would make him harder to hit.

Skill: [Wraith Cloak]

- Spell (invisibility, movement).

- Cost: low mana-per-second while not moving. Mana cost increases with speed.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

While in areas with low light or no light, you can have shadows surround you and render you invisible. This invisibility ceases to function if you move too quickly, use an attack, or cast a spell.

Also increases your speed while in shadow.

Silver-rank addition: You can move more effectively without breaking the cloak. While you are cloaked, you can see perfectly in the dark.

[Ethereal] - For a high mana cost, you can pass through very thin barriers while invisible.

While in the air, the new movement feature wasn’t terribly useful, but becoming invisible amongst his shadows certainly gave the spiders a harder time trying to snipe him.

Will was barely bleeding from the first hit, a bronze-rank potion just about doing the trick to patch him up, but he didn’t want to take too many more. He had just bought this shirt, after all. Too many holes in it too quick and that’d just be a waste of money.

Using his newfound darkvision, Will peered down at the ongoing fight.

With a battlecry that sounded suspiciously like product placement, Liam charged. Red magic swirled around him, coalescing into a sort of massive, glowing exoskeleton. A portion of it glowed brighter as he tensed his legs, and then he leaped.

The spiders were too busy with the cloud of hungry darkness above them to counter Liam’s sudden charge and subsequent jump. He rose half as high as Will, but rather than glide, he fell straight back down, slamming into a spider’s abdomen.

Liam acted as a human wrecking ball. With Mark for Death worsening the damage and their stamina and mana being sucked away by Will’s aura, the spiders lacked the ability to defend themselves past whatever innate abilities they had.

The one that the Aussie (at least, Will assumed Liam had been Australia before the concept of “Australia” had ceased to exist) landed atop shattered like a knocked-over china bowl, its legs flying and its main body crumpling into the desert ground.

In the moment of impact, Will sensed the difference between himself and a core user.

While the skill had been deftly used and clearly trained, there was a level of sloppiness to it that wasn’t present there in Will, Lev, Allie, or any of the others he’d faced who didn’t use monster cores as a cheat code to leveling up. Perhaps because Liam hadn’t trained his body to use his skills at maximum effectiveness, relying on the monster cores instead, he’d misaligned himself with exactly what his powers did.

There was a disconnect there, and Will imagined it was the difference between pressing a button to activate an ability in Final Fantasy 14 and the natural, flowing way he and Caiyeri used their skills. It wasn’t lethal now, but Will could easily see how these little imperfections would stack together and add up over time, ultimately leading to a path that would deviate from his own and restrict Liam.

That said, it clearly wasn’t an issue for him right now. Liam practically bounced off the corpse of the first spider he killed, soaring up high for a second.

The crystal spiders were starting to take notice of Liam instead of Will, and while Will wasn’t sure if their sharp sillk would be able to break their way through Liam’s armor, he didn’t want to chance it.

He let his wings drop, descending lightly thanks to Wind Walker. Instead of using the phantasm to support him through the air, he let the darkness descend on the spiders beneath him, granting him the usage of his favorite touch-range skill.

Skill: [Decaying Touch]

- Spell (affliction).

- Cost: high mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver.

Deals necrotic damage. Inflict one level of silver-rank [Corruption] on a creature or item you touch. This skill cannot stack afflictions.

Of all the skill evolutions he’d stacked up, this one was the least involved but quite possibly one of the most powerful. Simply increasing the level of corruption that he inflicted was insanely strong, and now?

Now, rather than trying to give corruption to higher-rank monsters and hoping it would slow them down, he was the one who benefited from the tyranny of rank.

The only sticker was that the cost of Decaying Touch was high, but his aura made up for it, greedily siphoning away mana from the spiders as they struggled to shoot at either of them.

Will settled on using two instances of Decaying Touch, targeting the monsters that Liam didn’t. Even that took over half his mana, but his regeneration kicked in quickly. With this many sources, he didn’t need to worry about mana depletion unless he used Ghostflame.

The silver-rank corruption set in scarily quickly, burning through the spiders like wildfire. In instants, the darkness of Will’s hunger phantasm was joined by the distorted smoke driving through the hard, crystal bodies.

They screeched, but the darkness of the phantasm muffled them. As they got low on health, their condition worsened with the phantasm’s new Echo of Despair ability, afflicting them all with a level of wither as well.

To seal the deal, Will spread his hands to the sound of a bell tolling.

Skill: [The Bell Tolls]

- Spell (esoteric).

- Cost: high mana.

- Cooldown: 1 hour.

Silver.

Cleanses all afflictions from you and targets a creature you can see. The creature cannot benefit from magical healing for the next minute. Inflicts necrotic damage scaling with the consumed afflictions and any injuries the target is suffering from.

[Withering Decay] (bronze) - Death approaches. Increases any affliction on the target by one level. Inflicts one level of [Wither].

[Escape is Futile] (silver) - Cooldown resets if the target dies.

One of the crystal-spiders reached an earpiercing pitch before simply bursting to pieces, necrotic damage coursing through its veins.

A moment later, a second bell tolled, annihilating the second. The mana from Mark for Death’s Soul Link flowed into Will, restoring him back to full capacity.

Liam’s wrecking ball gambit hadn’t worked as well on the second spider, and so the Aussie was hammering away at it with a weapon that looked to be infused with the same energy. It reminded Will of Axl’s war hammer, though this one seemed more directed in terms of its feature.

Will stole the skill with the slayer sword, air-dashing toward the spider and slicing through it.

He looked behind him, getting an eyeful of the gory corpse he’d just made. The crystal spiders leaked blueish-green blood instead of red, but that didn’t really make it any better.

“Aw, man,” he said. “I wanted to do that anime thing where they don’t realize they’ve been cut until I get a cool shot.”

“Oh, mate, you should meet Sabrina,” Liam said, putting his hammer on his back. “She’s got something like that.”

“Teammate of yours?” Will asked, looting his two kills. A handful of awakening shards, a few bronze credits, some crafting materials that were probably going to go the way of Destructive Synthesis—nothing super mind-blowing.

“Yep,” Liam said. “She’s got that whole supervillain thing going on too.”

“Oh, come on,” Will sighed. “I’m not a supervillain.”

“Hey, no hate to the aesthetic,” Liam said. “We’ve all done a morally dubious war crime or three after the end. It is what it is. Just try to be excellent, yeah?”

“There are so many things wrong with that sentence that I don’t even know where to start.”

“Look, mate,” Liam said. “I don’t have my party, you don’t have yours—what say we team up for a bit?”

“I don’t mind,” Will said. “Though I question the wisdom of being with someone who self-admittedly commits war crimes.”

Then again, Will had done a bit of the same, especially during the tutorial. Oopsies.

“Look around you,” Liam said. “Do you think any of them want to be with you?”

Will did as instructed, using his enhanced perception. At first glance, nothing seemed off, but then he realized that almost every human who’d dropped in the same area as him had since gone away, occasionally casting wary glances his way.

The only exception was Liam.

“Ah,” Will said unhappily. “Looks like my reputation precedes me.”

“Or your aura,” Liam said. “Don’t go getting too big of a head yet.”

“I think I might like you, Liam,” Will said. “Wanna bet on who can top the tree first?”

Liam chuckled. “You’re quick and dangerous. An assassin. I’m a tank. Do you think there’s a contest?”

“Are you saying you think you can’t do it?” Will challenged.

“Of course not,” Liam replied, holding out a disc of alien metal that Will recognized as a sigil—though not one to any god he knew about already. “Last to the top is a rotten spider.”

            

    
        Chapter 51: Sapience Check

    
    
    
    
                Will dashed from branch to branch, incapacitating spiders and other similar crystal beasts with his hunger aura and phantasm before dropping multi-target Mark for Deaths. Will played with his movement abilities, reveling in the massive increase to his mobility. With the airdash and the hunger phantasm, he added an entire new axis of movement to his arsenal, enabling him to operate in three dimensions instead of two.

With all three movement skills active at once time, Will was reaching speeds that he couldn’t have dreamed of before.

Skill: [Escape Artist]

- Passive (body).

- Cost: none.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

Never look back.

Your movement speed is increased at a rate inversely proportional to the amount of equipment you are wearing (maximum of 50% increase).

Your movement speed is increased by up to an additional 50% if you are currently being attacked.

Silver-rank addition: If you are being attacked, you gain greatly increased control of your aerial mobility.

Will did his best to attact the attention of any many of the monsters as he could to keep Escape Artist triggered. The crystal beasts had less variance than he’d initially assumed they would. Most of them had one each of a melee attack, ranged attack, and a movement ability, though the latter tended to be relatively weak.

Keeping their aggro on him and not the slower-moving, armored Liam was pretty easy, given the massive, threatening target he presented while his phantasm was fully extended.

Escape Artist worked wonders in the air. Physics didn’t allow for humans to control their falls very easily while in the air, and even with the phantasm, Will had been at the mercy of the forces of the winds and gravity.

Now, though, he could twist in midair freely, stepping off of platforms he made with his phantasm and kicking off temporary walls—and he could even redirect his glide with his body alone, making his movemements horribly unpredictable.

That wasn’t to say that he had a perfect evasive pattern, though. Will was still new to his silver-rank powers and body, and though he’d trained pretty well with Caiyeri, that didn’t make him instantly amazing at this. Predicting enemy attacks was difficult when there were over a dozen of them at any one time firing at him, and combined with skills that moved much further than he was used to, he took a ranged attack every now and then.

Thankfully, his new rank kept him from taking a mortal hit, though some of them did penetrate further than the flesh.

Will was equal parts disturbed and excited that when a bronze-rank spear shot from a crystal hedgehog stuck a couple inches into him, he didn’t feel his body immediately start to shut down like it had when he’d taken near-lethal hits before.

“I’m pretty sure there’s supposed to be a kidney there,” he said, ignoring his sword in favor of ripping the quill out with his bare hands. “Am I protected on the inside now, too?”

Even the bleeding stopped quickly thanks to the afflictions that he’d laid down on the monsters providing him with healing through Soul Link.

“Silver rank is fucking awesome.”

Down below, Liam was taking full advantage of the space that Will had created for him, clambering from branch to branch. His movement abilities weren’t up to snuff, still being at bronze-rank. That leap skill he’d used to smash those two spiders must have been high-risk or high-cost, because he wasn’t using it now.

“Keep up!” Will shouted downwards, spiraling to one side to avoid a barrage of crystallized venom.

“If you say so!” Liam shouted back.

A second later, Will had to spiral even further away as a massive red bullet surged past him, breaking the branches apart as they did. They weren’t thin branches, either—these offshoots were thick enough to be tree trunks of their own, and there were entire crystallized ecosystems on them, and yet Liam’s ability tore them apart, a red wave of force ripping the branches from the trunk and smashing pieces off of the core crystal itself.

Even as an ally, Will had to shield himself to keep from being blown away by the passing of the skill, air-dashing upwards at max power so he could ride the wave of force like a massive updraft, increasing the surface area of his phantasm and reinforcing it with silver-rank mana to keep it from breaking against the skill.

“What the hell is that?” Will tried to say, but the screaming wind stole his words away. Instead of trying to shout again, he went for a skill analysis.

Skill: [Pages of the Past]

- Spell (divination).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: 6 seconds.

Silver

Allows you to detect magical effects that were used in your immediate surroundings in the last 24 hours. If the rank of the effect is at below the rank of this skill, you can also glean insight into what the effect is.

[Traces of the Past] - Also allows you to detect footsteps and read conversations made in the area during the same time window. 

[Lingering Resonance] - You gain insight into the ambient magic of the area. Strong auras that were present in the last 24 hours as well as any active magical wards or traps will also be visible to you.

Will didn’t need the skill to tell that Liam’s aura had abruptly increased in strength. That much had been apparent when the supposed bronze-rank had rocketed up over a hundred feet in a single second.

Still, it was eye-opening to see what the skill had done. It was, somewhat predictably, a sigil skill. It aligned with Liam’s aura much better than the other skills he’d used up until this point, that was for sure.

The name and specifics of the skill were inaccessible, which came as a surprise. Will supposed that the gods wanted to keep their sigil skills secret? That made sense if they were competing against all the other gods.

Clearly, the Hunger needed him to succeed, so it was likely going to be the same for him.

As Liam slowed to a stop some five hundred feet above his original position, Will airdashed back into position, getting back in the general vicinity of the tree. He was under Liam now, but some judicious use of his airdashes got him back ahead.

Liam might have still been bronze, but he had no issue dealing with the bronze monsters here.

Will let him have his fun, using the opportunity to use a few more of his upgraded skills.

Skill: [Thunder Wraith’s Grasp]

- Spell (augmentation, evocation)

- Cost: low mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

A haunted storm gathers, and it grows mighty. Channels ghostly lightning into your fists or melee weapon, grasping an enemy to deliver successively greater amounts of lightning and necrotic damage.

Inflicts stacking levels of [Charged].

[Charged] - Target takes increased damage from lightning attacks. Target is easier to hit with lightning attacks. 

On a critical hit, all levels of [Charged] are expended, inflicting exponential amounts of lightning damage for each charge cleansed.

Silver-rank addition: [Charged] now causes a spark of lightning that chains to nearby enemies upon landing a strike on the target.

Will tapped each of the monsters he passed by with the slayer sword, applying his Thunder’s Wraith Grasp with every strike.

The result was as beautifully violent as he’d hoped for. Blue lightning sparked through monsters, chaining through closely-packed groups of them and frying them to bits, the electricity proving too much for their their bronze-rank crystal.

Grinning with glee, Will left a storm of electricity and death behind him. Corruption was still more effective for killing single targets, but his big complaint at bronze rank had been that he had no individual skills that could do heavy area-of-effect damage, so he’d had to rely on external explosives. With the lightning from this skill, he now had a way to deal with swarms of lesser monsters.

Around him, Will could see that other parties were not faring as well. Most of them were climbing, but he and Liam were by far the highest. Some people had given up on the challenge already, though those were a scant minority—anyone who had made it into the trial of the champion was going to be someone driven enough to get a silver-rank reward or a sigil.

Still, they couldn’t match up to him at all.

Will was tempted to write them all off, but he knew he couldn’t. Liam had seemed relatively harmless at first, but his sigil skill had been blindingly powerful. There was every chance that the others were the same.

This tournament was going to be a challenge, and he was damn right to treat it like one.

Not that he was going to let that stop him from having his fun.

He bounded up, tagging monsters with marks, corruption, and lightning charges. Liam finished off the ones that Will’s skills couldn’t eliminate, increasing in speed as he did.

Will could detect the skill that Liam was using that boosted his Speed and Power attributes for each kill he got within a short span of time.

“Seems more thematically fit for my class, but okay,” he muttered.

Despite his aerial mobility, Will struggled to stay ahead of Liam. He could easily see how the other man would become a monster if left unchecked, even at bronze rank.

That said, his silver-rank attributes ultimately won out, driving him higher and further than Liam could manage.

“Sorry, Liam,” Will said, flipping upside down with a trademark shit-eating grin. “Looks like I’m not gonna be the spider here. See you on the other side.”

Fifty feet under him, Liam shrugged. Even from this distance, Will could see the good humor in the man’s expression.

“See you on the other side, mate.”

Will used one more air-dash and popped into the swirling mass of magic above him.

Main Challenge 0 (Sapience Check) has been completed.

You have gained 100 bronze credits. Your health, mana, and stamina has been refreshed.

You are the 27th User to complete this challenge.

The prize was practically irrelevant to him at this point, but he’d gotten himself out.

This portal didn’t come with the same problems that the transportation into the trial itself had. An instant passed in the other-space of the teleportation, and then he was somewhere else.

Will landed on carpeted floor in what could have been the reception for an upscale hotel. There were a few people in here already, their auras radiating with silver and high bronze auras. He detected more silvers in this room than there had been right when he’d broken the barrier, he noticed. Either other gods had taken the opportunity to give their sigil-holders the boost to silver or they’d broken the barrier themselves during the initial challenge zone.

He detected a couple of familiar names from the leaderboard. Natalie Blurr was a tall, lithe British woman wearing dark leather armor standing alone in one corner, while Lu Jie, an average-height Chinese man decked out from head to toe in silver-rank armor, was speaking with a couple of others dressed similarly.

Everyone in the room glanced at him as he arrived, took note of his aura, which he’d held close to his body to limit the amount of information people could get from him, then looked away. Will felt the weight of their gazes in that brief moment, assessing him and determining that he wasn’t enough of a player to bother with.

You have sloppy aura control, Will thought. If any of them had trained their ability to sense auras, they would have been able to tell that he was a silver suppressing himself to appear like a bronze. His own control wasn’t neat enough to go undetected by competent people of his own rank, but the majority of people here were core users and hadn’t trained the basics at all.

Liam appeared less than thirty seconds after Will showed up about a dozen feet from where he’d arrived.

“Oh hey, Liam,” Will said, sliding over with a single usage of Wind Walker. “You were number 28?”

“Sure was,” the Aussie replied, clapping him on the shoulder. “Any idea where we are?”

“Looks like a glorified waiting room,” Will said. “Main Challenge 1 hasn’t showed up yet, so I’m guessing that we’re going to be stuck waiting here for a while.”

“Pretty spacy place for thirty of us,” Liam said. “If there’s a few thousand, though, I’m not sure if I’d say the same.”

“I assume they’ll be funneled somewhere else,” Will said. “I hope they’ll be funneled somewhere else.”

“So, now that we’re on more even ground,” Liam said, “care to tell me more about yourself?”

“Sure,” Will said. “Where to start…”

With Caiyeri not present in the same area as him, he figured it was a good idea to find some more allies. Expanding his sphere of influence couldn’t hurt, especially if everyone was going to return to the same places they came from when they got eliminated or won. Will had lamented the lack of real worldwide communication and infrastructure, and this seemed like a perfect time to get in on that.

Will explained the progress he’d made so far, though he neglected to mention the nasty parts with the Hunger and skimmed over parts of the tutorial.

“Hold on,” Liam said, pausing Will in the middle of a sentence. “You expect me to believe that you took on an entire six-man squad alone and didn’t even take a hit?”

“You said it yourself,” Will said. “I’m quick and sneaky.”

“Nah, there’s no way,” Liam said. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Will shrugged. “If you can find me a convenient group of evil people to knock down a peg or ten, sure.”

“Plenty of those, but none you’d want to throw down with in a room like this,” Liam noted. “Lots of silvers. Trust me, you don’t want to fight them.”

Will had to choke back a laugh at that. “Yeah. Sure. I’ll keep that in mind. Anyway, that’s the gist of my story. What’s yours?”

“Oh, boy,” Liam said. “This is going to be a long story.”

Will judged it to be a medium-length story as Liam told it. He’d been in his last week of boot camp when the system had descended upon Earth. Less than half of the people he’d been with had chosen to participate, but the ones that had had banded together. Liam had gained the Death element almost right off the pat, just like Will, and with his evil-seeming class, he’d been alienated from some less accepting members of the squad he’d entered the tutorial with.

Apparently, parts of Australia—or at the very least, the part that Liam was from—still had a functional government, which Will was surprised to hear. They’d kept themselves running through the apocalypse, though there had been some rather abrupt exchanges in the chain of command.

Liam had become something of a special forces man, joining up with a handful of other people with ostracized elements and operating as a shadowy force that their government could deploy to deal with particularly problematic monsters and rebel elements.

“And then, when we started killing some of the big ones, we realized we could steal their power,” he said. “Sigils. They sounded too good to be true, just like monster cores—but without the drawback.”

“So you know that cores are going to hold you back,” Will said. “You’re still using them?”

“We know enough about the world to tell that nobody’s above gold-rank, mate,” Liam said. “Cores are enough to handle what’s coming for us, and I owe it to my friends and family to do what I can to protect them while I can.”

Huh. That was surprisingly noble of him. Will’s estimation of the stranger kept rising with every word he spoke.

“I commend that,” Will said with a nod.

“You say that like you don’t use them.”

“I don’t.” Immediately after he said it, Will realized that that information was potentially something he could hide to bring out in a critical moment, but he dismissed the concern. Liam didn’t seem like the type to cause him trouble, and even if he did, well.

I can take him.

“Wow, and you’re bronze?” Liam said, genuinely impressed. “Your sigil must have been super powerful, then. Did it help you a lot?”

Will’s rank cloaking was working all too well on the core users. That was nice to know for later, at least.

“My sigil…” Will trailed off, thinking of all the pain he’d undergone at the Hunger’s hands. “Not really. It’s just a lot of hard work and a lot of opportunities. That’s all.”

“Well fuck me sideways,” Liam said. “Tell you what. Ever find yourself in Melbourne, you give me a call, yeah? You seem like the kind of guy we could use.”

“I appreciate that,” Will said. “I’ll keep you in mind.”

As they chatted, more people populated the room. For the most part, Will didn’t recognize them. After an initial burst of people, the rate of new entries slowed to a trickle, and fewer and fewer silver ranks appeared.

Will counted the people in the room as more of them teleported in. He’d been number 27, but that number had now ballooned into the eighties.

Caiyeri was the eighty-ninth person to enter the room. The left side of her body was drenched in blood, and Will detected her aura radiating off of her with a force that overpowered even the silvers. She looked pissed.

Her aura felt different in more than one way. It was a subtlety that only Will, who’d spent a massive amount of his off-time with Caiyeri meditating and refining his aura senses, had a chance of detecting.

Caiyeri had a sigil. She was hiding it well, but she’d gotten one.

The anger in her expression abated slightly when she saw Will. She waved, inventorying her bloody armor as she made her way to him and Liam.

The Aussie conjured his hammer, his skill snapping into existence around his armor once again.

Warning: Competitor-on-competitor violence is not permitted within the waiting area. Refrain until you are in an active challenge or you will be immediately disqualified.

Caiyeri paused as she approached, cocking her head.

“New friend of yours?” she asked Will.

“She’s an elf,” Liam hissed. “You didn’t tell me you befriended one. A murderer, too.”

“Self-defense isn’t murder,” Caiyeri said neutrally.

“You have bad experiences with them?” Will asked. “Don’t worry. Us too. As it turns out, elves as a race aren’t all the same. I vouch for this one.”

“I don’t need your approval,” Caiyeri told Will. “Or his, for that matter.”

“Be nice, Caiyeri,” Will said. “This is Liam. Liam, Caiyeri. She’s gotten me out of a few sticky spots and also happened to betray her nation.”

Liam didn’t un-tense, but he did put away his hammer. “If you say so, mate.”

“I’m surprised you were the first one to come through,” Will said. “There are other abyss elves, aren’t there? Plus that massive gold-rank kaiju thing.”

“Gold-rank? You never said anything about that,” Liam said.

“I was getting there.”

“They’re plotting something,” Caiyeri said. “I don’t know what. It’s always a plot with them. I doubt they’re going to let themselves be seen by humans. They know the bent of the trial already, so they can and will exploit it.”

Sure enough, after the top 100 entrants, nobody else arrived. That seemed to be the capacity limit of one room—presumably, the others had been sent to other, less nice entry points. Other than Caiyeri, no other non-human entrants made it in.

Will typed in his chat as he waited for the next challenge to appear.

Will: Congratulations on silver rank, by the way. And the sigil. What happened?

Caiyeri: The same to you on the silver. Four humans tried to enslave me. One of them was a sigil-holder. None of them survived.

Will: Jesus. Glad you’re alright.

Caiyeri: Be glad I didn’t kill more. Now look alive. I’ve burned my bridges already. You have connections to make.

            

    
        Chapter 52: Socialization

    
    
    
    
                With it becoming increasingly clear that they were going to be waiting for a while for the second challenge to appear, Will took some time to explore the waiting area, keeping an eye on Caiyeri and Liam. The elf didn’t seem to care much for Will’s new… friend? Friend worked, but “temporary ally” was probably better given the circumstances.

He was worried that Liam could turn out to be another Azure-like situation, but the other man seemed to be less likely to draw on Caiyeri for the time being. The peace they’d reached was uneasy, but Caiyeri didn’t seem to hate him. She was naturally snarky, though, and “neutral” for her easily came off as dislike.

That said, it looked like their tenuous alliance could hold for the time being. Importantly, Caiyeri didn’t give a damn that Liam had the Death element, which put her in a very rare set of people.

Liam couldn’t hide his Death element thanks to his lacking ability in aura control, though Will could. Meanwhile, although Caiyeri could mask her abilities and elements easily, her physical characteristics were more obviously non-human, and not all of the blood had gone away with her armor. Some of the people who’d already made it in had laid witness to her killing a group of humans without context, and he doubted that they would care for an explanation from her.

That left Will, who had yet to piss off anyone here and had sufficient aura control to hide what he could do.

He sighed. Dealing with people had never been his strongest suit, but it had come down to him again and again.

“Shouldn’t the world ending change that?” he muttered under his breath.

Will walked around, taking a look at the facilities and the people that had populated it.

Now that there were no longer new people coming in, the tension in the room had broken somewhat. Users were milling about, having conversations, and looking for amenities. The lavish waiting room for the top 100 had similar furnishings as a safe zone, including a shop that offered basic magical weapons, potions, and… monster cores? Will wasn’t quite sure what to make of that.

To his surprise, he found that he wasn’t the only one with decent aura control in the area. Nobody else even came close to his level of control, but there were a handful that were at least making an attempt at holding their auras closer to themselves.

Will was one of the scant few that actually had an aura power, though he noted that those who did possess one tended to be more effective at understanding that the auras even existed. It wasn’t enough to hide their power from him—quite the opposite. They drew his attention instead.

Liam was not one of them, unfortunately. Will noted that the people he recognized from the leaderboards tended to have a better grasp of their auras on average.

Caiyeri: Your cycle has pathetic aura control.

Will: So you noticed, too. In our defense, our planet had no magic before the cycle started.

Caiyeri: Truly? That sounds incorrect. I’m sure it existed, and you simply failed to recognize it.

Will: I’d believe that when I see it, and maybe not even then.

Caiyeri: Go on and get speaking to people. You should at least have a passing understanding of what the strongest of your crop can do. Even if you cannot make an ally of them, you should either avoid making enemies or learn how to defeat them.

Will: I’m pretty sure I could kill anyone here. I doubt most people have a counter to corruption.

Caiyeri: Pride before the fall, human. Now go.

Will sighed. That was a fair point. Though he had access to the strongest affliction known to him, it was very possible for him to lose a fight before he managed to land a level. Even if he managed to corrupt someone, it was very possible that he would die before they did, and whether or not his target lived after that didn’t matter to him very much.

So, allies. At first, Will had entertained the thought that all humans still on Earth should be working together, and that most people would think the same, but it had taken all of five minutes back from the tutorial to understand that even with the world so changed, human nature remained the same. He was going to have to treat this with care, knowing that every interaction could potentially lead to someone as petty as Dylan trying to kill him during the trial.

The first person he tried to approach was Lu Jie, the global number one. That man had been number one since the first time Will had seen the leaderboard after stepping out of the tutorial, and he wasn’t trying to hide it at all. His aura control wasn’t sloppy, but the Chinese man was making no effort to hide the fact that he was silver.

“Holy shit, the core usage on this guy,” Will muttered.

From a cursory glance, he could already tell that the Portal Mage was already Silver 2. Will could already feel that advancing through silver was going to be much more of a pain than bronze and unformed, and yet Lu Jie had gotten a head start after only one day of being silver. He wondered if the top-ranker had an organization feeding him monster cores or something given how quick he was advancing.

The entourage around Lu Jie certainly suggested that. There were four or five others with him, speaking quietly with each other. Though their armor was disparate, they all had the same icon emblazoned on their outerwear somewhere.

They were speaking Chinese, Will realized. He’d taken lessons for several years as a child, and he still spoke it at home—or, well, he had, right up until the world ended. Home didn’t exist anymore.

The result of that practice was that Omnilingual didn’t actually translate everything the Chinese group was saying, so Will heard them as an odd English-Mandarin pidgin that wouldn’t have been out of place when his parents were calling their friends in New York.

“Hello,” Will tried.

“Leave,” an entourage member clad entirely in silver-rank plate said in Mandarin. “Lu Jie is not open to solicitations. Especially not from a bronze like you.”

Will stared flatly at the guy who’d spoken and replied in English, not able to find the words in what was supposedly his native language. “You are literally bronze, my man. You can wear all the silver gear you’d like, but you can’t hide that.”

“You dare?” the entourage member replied. “You offend the lord with your presence, you insolent—“

“Silence, brother,” Lu Jie said. His voice was surprisingly gravelly. His armor hid his face; the other man’s body looked young, but he sounded as if he was in the waning years of his life. “Newcomer. You are stronger than you appear.”

“You think so?” Will challenged. He didn’t know how good Lu Jie’s aura senses were, but the top-ranker was a core user, and Will couldn’t sense Lu Jie’s aura trying to feel out his. “What skill makes you say that?”

“You think I need a skill to tell a man’s confidence?” The entourage moved aside as Lu Jie stepped forward, amusement clear in his voice. “You could kill every one of these good men and women without breaking a sweat. At least, so you believe, or you would not be standing here, not a trace of fear in you.”

Will wasn’t so overconfident as to say he could stomp every person here, but only one of them was silver—the rest were using a ton of gear that was above their rank, but they were all just at the upper end of bronze. None of it would be capable of stopping silver-rank corruption, so in a pinch… yeah, he could handle them.

“Look at you,” Lu Jie chuckled, shaking his head. “Any sane man would back down when faced with that threat, yet you are considering it nonetheless.”

Is that phrasing correct? How 1 to 1 is Omnilingual’s translate? Will pushed that thought aside, acknowledging the elder with a shrug. “You should keep better company.”

Lu Jie laughed, full-throated, silencing his companions before they could speak. “You are an interesting man, Mister…”

Will was hiding his skills, class, and rank, but his name must have still been on his character sheet somewhere.

Whatever. If this was some respect play, he genuinely could not give less of a shit. “Will is fine. You’re an interesting man yourself, Jie. Number one since the tutorial, hmm?”

The top-ranker waved it aside as if being the world’s most powerful person was about as important as having half-off coupons to the local supermarket. “Numbers. So deceiving.”

“That they are,” Will agreed. “I suppose we’ll see how deceiving they are when we’re actually up against each other.”

“So we will,” Jie agreed amicably. “Should you survive past the initial culling, I may have an offer for you.”

“I look forward to hearing it,” Will said, hiding the fact that he had no idea where that non sequitur had come from.

He could recognize a dismissal as such, though, and counted this as a social victory, if not a major one. The top-ranker must have been turning people away, judging by the way half the room seemed to try to sneak a glance at him before he wandered off towards his next target.

Natalie Blurr was still alone. If Will remembered correctly, she was a Chaos Summoner. Right now, she sat at a healthy number four on the rankings. She was Silver 1, and her aura control was better than damn near everyone else’s. Unlike Lu Jie, she was alone, fiddling with a knife and looking at the floor.

“I’m going to tell you the same thing I said to the last set of pricks who wanted to team up with me,” she said in a harsh London accent, not bothering to look at Will. “Fuck off. If you’re here to scope out what you can use against me, double fuck off.”

“Charmer, aren’t you?” Will said. “You’d like my friend Caiyeri. Or you’d kill each other. Either way, I think it’d be really funny to put the two of you in a room and see what happens.”

“Are you mocking me?” she asked like she was asking about the weather, raising her head to look at him. Her expression sent a chill down Will’s spine. If looks could kill…

“No,” Will said sincerely. “Just looking for good people.”

Natalie snorted. “In here? You’d have better luck looking for a needle in a stack of haystacks. If you can find someone here who’s not a murderer, I will gift you a hundred quid.”

“Pound’s not worth much now,” Will noted.

“Silver, then. I can afford that.”

“I assume you’re not going to count yourself amongst the good people in that list?”

“Of course not. I have so much blood on my hands that I’m not sure it’ll ever wash off. What are you trying to rope me into?”

”Not trying to rope anyone into anything,” Will said. “I’m not trying to find weaknesses, either. Everyone is weak to me, Blurr.”

She looked at him, raising an eyebrow. “Wow. You actually believe that.”

“Of course I do,” Will said. “I’ve got enough blood on my hands to know I don’t want to add more if I can avoid it, and a side effect of that is knowing exactly what I’m capable of. I want to get an idea of who’s here with me. Win or lose, I’d like to know what the people who’ll run our world are like.”

At that, the tall, gangly woman shifted uncomfortably, inventorying her knife.  “You don’t want people like us running the world, William.”

“Will is fine,” Will said. “And as much as I agree with you, do you think the others at our level will?”

“Our, you say, but you’re not on the leaderboard, are you?”

“Nope. You don’t need to believe me, Blurr, but I do want to help keep this world from devolving into total chaos.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” she said. “You’ve got some balls on you, William, but I told you what I want you to do already, and I’m not fond of repeating myself.”

“Sure thing,” Will said, backing off. “See you in the next challenge.”

Caiyeri: She seems nice.

Will: I would bet she’ll get in our way less than Lu Jie.

Caiyeri: The Portal Mage? Your conversation with him seemed to go well.

Will: Yeah, which worries me. Blurr was honest. If the old man is willing to entertain a random “bronze” coming up to him and talking shit to his friends, I bet he’s got an agenda going.

Caiyeri: Point.

The last of the leaderboard present were the Fang siblings, Haoyu and Hua. They were third and fifth on the global leaderboard, respectively, both sitting at a respectable Silver 1. Their classes were still labeled as Warrior on the leaderboard.

Unlike the others, they were amicable from the get-go. They’d been chatting with various people as they came and went. Will found them lightly bickering with each other at the store. Both of them were Chinese as well, which Will supposed made some degree of sense. That had been one of the most populous countries before the fall, so it was statistically likely that there’d be a bunch of strong ones from the nation.

“G’day!” Haoyu said in perfect, Australian-accented English, brushing his shoulder-length hair back. “Looking to talk? I’m Haoyu. This is my little sister, Hua.”

“We immigrated when we were three,” Hua said with the same accent, pre-empting Will’s question. “We get the question a lot.”

“You two seem pretty energetic,” Will said. Young, too. Haoyu was barely his age, if that, and Hua could have been in high school. “You’ve got a lot of power.”

“You do too,” Hua said, peering at him curiously. “Weird. Are you doing something with your aura?”

“You know about auras?” Will asked, surprised.

“We know a lot about a lot of things,” Haoyu said. “Who’s asking?”

“Nobody,” Will said. “Just haven’t seen many people talk about it. What are you here to buy?”

“Monster cores,” Hua chirped. “You can’t get silver ones easily outside, and these are super cheap.”

“You’re using them to advance?” Will asked.

“Partially,” Haoyu said. “Cores cap you out when you get to gold, did you know that?”

Will nodded.

“We’re building a strong foundation to re-establish gold the pure training way as soon as possible once we hit the max we can get,” Haoyu explained. “But in the meantime, we need to get strong fast. The monster surges aren’t gonna wait for us to level up slowly.”

“Plus, they’re great for items, and our sponsor gives us lots to use it on!” Hua added. She frowned. “Not as much recently, though maybe that’s because they want us to just grab some loot of our own.”

“How does that work, by the way?” Will asked. “Do you have a sigil and a sponsor both? What’s up with that?”

“Yeah,” Haoyu said. “The sigil gives us direct power, but our sponsor gives us rewards just for existing or for meeting certain objectives. I think they’re invested in us because people are watching us since we’re on the leaderboard? Also, if we make it off this planet—and man isn’t that a crazy sentence to say—they’ll leverage us.”

“Huh,” Will said. “That was simpler than I thought it would be.”

“A lot of things are, once you get past all the intentional obfuscation and bullshit.” Haoyu shrugged. “A bunch of people here seem to like the whole mystery, not sharing thing. We had our fair share of that before the end, and we’re not going to repeat that now.”

“Fair enough.” As one of the people not sharing all the details about his powers, Will was pretty sure he agreed with Haoyu in concept, but in practice, maybe a little less so. “Hold on, you said you use monster cores on your loot?”

“Of course,” Hua divulged. “Growth items can take monster cores, didn’t you know?”

“No,” Will said. “No, I didn’t.”

“Oooh boy,” Hua said. “Sounds like someone has some loot he can upgrade.”

“You bet your ass I do,” Will said, grinning.

He had so many monster cores. Though he’d handed off more than half of the ones in his inventory to the members of Survivor Hill that were choosing just to upgrade themselves with their cores, Will had simply slaughtered so many monsters that he had several stacks of them taking up space in his inventory.

“Oh, this is going to be fun.”

            

    
        Chapter 53: Temptation

    
    
    
    
                The problem with monster cores, as Will understood it, was that they would corrupt his progression over time and force him to stall out at gold. Presumably, the same issues would apply to his items, but the nice thing about those was that Will could always get more. His growth items were all rare or lower, and he doubted that those were going to be the peak of what he could get.

After some quick mental calculus, Will decided that the opportunity costs of keeping his entire external kit at bronze was lower than using his spare cores to raise them up now and having to re-gear when he hit the peak of gold.

Maybe he was getting a bit ahead of himself with assuming that he would hit gold in the first place, but he figured it was better to think of what he would do in the future now than regret it later.

The long and the short of it was that he had no qualms emptying out every last bronze monster core in his inventory and drawing his slayer sword.

“Ooh, nice sword!” Hua said. “Where’d you get it?”

“Elf group,” Will said.

“You have friendly elves where you’re at?” Haoyu asked. “Ours were in the middle of an active war with a bunch of poison elementals. Those elementals weren’t much nicer.”

“I don’t know if I’d call them friendly,” Will said. “One or two of them—er, sorry, exactly one of them decided to ally with me. I got the sword off a body.”

“Oooooh,” Hua repeated, running a hand along the edge of the blade. She didn’t seem like she wanted to steal it, and Will was pretty sure she’d regret trying more than him, so he let her. Excitable high schoolers had little enough to be happy about now. “So you’re not one of those lame wankers who says not to kill the people trying to kill you, yeah?”

“There are people like that?” Will asked. “Here? There’s no way.”

“Number 93 to get here,” Haoyu recited. “Adam Riser. Bronze 10. He had a whole spiel about how we should be trying to work together and focus on reaching a peaceful solution.”

“Hey, I’m not opposed to working together,” Hua said. “When someone’s cornering you in a dark alley and trying to enslave you, though…”

Haoyu’s expression darkened. “My only regrets over the people I’ve killed are that I did it too quickly.”

“And here I thought I’d gone full edgelord,” Will said, defusing the acerbic joke with a smile. “How do you apply the cores? I’ve never used one before.”

“Really?” Hua said. “That’s odd. Your power seems really concentrated. High bronze, at least.”

Will tried not to let his composure slip. Nobody had been able to tell that he was silver so far, and he was going to hold that card for as long as he could, even if these two were nice.

“I’ve been in some pretty intense situations,” he explained. “I’m still a bit behind, but I’ve been able to keep up.”

That was, as any good lie was, not entirely false. He had been fighting for his life basically every day since he’d entered the tutorial, but that hadn’t been all. Will’s Marked For Death attribute made him advance much faster than average when he killed other Users, and Silver Forerunner had granted him even more speed in leveling up, though the title no longer applied now that he was actually at silver rank. Will hoped he’d be able to keep pace without it.

Oh, and of course, he wasn’t behind at all. If anything, given how much more refined his attributes were than the core users who forced them up, he was ahead of everyone. Not that he was going to reveal that.

“The process is pretty simple,” Haoyu said. “For yourself, just think about absorbing it real hard and a prompt will pull up. For your items, there’s a basic ritual.”

It was basic indeed, because the Fang siblings were able to help him learn it in minutes.

Would you like to add a bronze-rank monster core to [Slayer Sword]? [YES / NO]

Sure thing.

The growth item had been pushing the edge of bronze already, and though one core didn’t push it over, Will had a lot more than one core.

This wasn’t going to be viable as a mid-fight surprise to rank an item up, sadly. Though the ritual was quick, it still required drawing out a circle of some kind with chalk or a pencil or similar implement and infusing it with mana.

That said, it was startlingly effective. Will had known that he could increase the rank of his gear with credits at a prohibitive cost, but the monster cores were more efficient by far. It only took about a dozen bronze-rank ones to finish leveling the sword up.

[Slayer Sword] advanced to silver rank!

“You have a lot of cores,” Hua said, not quite able to hide the greed in her voice.

“Hmm? Yeah, I do,” Will said. “You two have been a pretty great help, and I think we can work together in the future. If I give you some of my spare cores, will you mind not killing me on sight the next time we meet?”

“If we’re not in a straight one-on-one, mate, we’d be happy to help you,” Haoyu said. “You’re the first person today who hasn’t either tried to bully us into submission or treated us like fucking royalty.”

“Language,” Hua said.

“Shouldn’t I be the one telling you that?”

Will checked the item he’d upgraded, happy that he’d at least formed one solid alliance so far.

Item: Slayer Sword (attuned)

Rare, silver (growth).

Current maximum charges: 17.

[Shimmering Edge] - This weapon requires a constant stream of mana while it is active. While it is active, the sword illuminates its surroundings and has a vastly improved cutting edge. Critical hits do more damage. You may increase the mana stream to enhance the edge.

[Radiant Burst] (bronze) - Successful strikes with the sword charge this ability. When the sword has more than 7 charges, the next hit is a critical hit. On a critical hit, you can have this sword expend all charges in a burst of radiant energy, dealing explosive damage to the target and blinding those in a small radius. The attuned User is immune to this effect.

At silver rank, you can voluntarily use [Radiant Burst] with any number of charges. You can also not choose to use it on a critical hit.

[Unstoppable] (silver) - This weapon does increased damage with each charge. This effect is enhanced if the charges were all obtained against the same type of enemy, and it is enhanced even further if all charges were obtained against the same enemy.

“Wow,” Will said. “I can see where this could come in handy.”

He could even see the dangerous appeal that it had for the Users themselves. If leveling items was this easy, why not apply it to yourself?

But Will didn’t plan on having to restart when he hit gold. He was in this to the end.

“That’s a great perk,” Haoyu said, peering at Will’s weapon. “I have a glaive with the same property. It scales so well against big bosses.”

“Sick,” Will said, testing the weight of the new weapon. He could feel the way its aura had been slightly unbalanced with the cores, and decided that if he got a truly amazing item, he wasn’t going to give it the same treatment.

Unstoppable was a great perk for fighting bosses, but Will already had ways to deal with them with corruption and his other afflictions. He’d been hoping for more properties that could help his AoE damage, but oh well. The name slayer sword didn’t exactly conjure the idea of a weapon meant to take out armies.

He used more bronze cores and a handful of silver cores to raise his jumping ring as well. That leveled quicker than his slayer sword had, a result of it being common and less complex.

The jumping ring had requested 1,500 bronze credits to give a third charge of the Jump skill, which the cores seemed to fulfill before elevating it to silver.

Item: [Jumping Ring] (corrupted) (attuned)

Common, silver (growth)

Grants the ability to use the [Jump] skill at silver rank up to four times per day.

That was a pretty simple upgrade, which was about what Will had expected. Silver-rank Jump had a massive increase in power, though, which he was super happy to see. His Wind Walker skill had been on the verge of rendering this item redundant, but now he could leap dozens of feet in the air to start off his aerial fights.

A small crowd had gathered, with a bunch of people trying very hard to not look like they were spying on Will’s item progression. Annoyed, Haoyu went out to go shoo them away as Will applied silver-rank monster cores to his last bronze-rank item. This one had barely been advanced and was more complex than the jumping ring, so his bronze-rank cores wouldn’t level it up enough.

Item: Evergreen Pendant (corrupted) (attuned)

Uncommon, silver.

Greatly increases the healing done through lifesteal. Attuning to this item also grants you the [Greater Regeneration] skill.

[Greater Regeneration] (silver) - Quickly recover while not in combat. Stabilizes you at the verge of death.

Again, not a huge buff, but it would be a great quality of life booster. Not relying on health potions after coming out of combats as much would make it easier on his credit balance to survive, giving him more money to purchase weapons and gear as needed.

Even with cores, advancing items was costly. Will was left with only a dozen or so silver cores and twice that in bronze. Spending more of them on the now silver-rank items revealed that the effect that they had on advancing them had greatly decreased, so he decided to hold to his promise instead, indicating to the Fang siblings that they could have them.

“Thanks, uh,” Hua said, clearly having forgotten that Will had never said his name, “uh, hold one…”

“Will,” he said with a smile, extending his hand. “Keep up the good work. Thanks for telling me about this. For your information, I’d like to extend a bit of my own. There’s a gold-rank monster in the trial with us. Be careful. It gets stronger with every kill. I’d advise running if you see it.”

“Got it,” Haoyu said, dark eyes working to process that information. “I appreciate the gesture. Good luck finding a good sponsor.”

Not sigil, Will noted. Haoyu could tell that he was sporting one.

That spoke to at least a bit of aura sense. Will could tell that both Fangs were sigil-holders as well, the aura that wasn’t quite theirs protruding from their core.

As he departed, his sharpened Perception caught Hua and Haoyu talking to each other.

“That guy is evil as shit,” Hua said, trying and failing to keep her voice quiet. “You saw it too, right?”

“Evil-aligned doesn’t mean anything,” Haoyu replied, similarly not quiet enough. “Remember what the good-aligned people tried to do to Chelsea? Judge him as he is, not for the aura.”

Will turned around, staring at Haoyu dead in the eyes. “I know you two aren’t dumb enough to forget the chat feature exists. I appreciate the show of confidence, but maybe be a little more subtle about it next time.”

Haoyu snorted. “Yeah, you got us. See you on the field, mate.”

Will waved, returning to Liam and Caiyeri.

“Well,” he said with a sigh. “I can go around and talk to a few more, but that’s every top-ranker in here. Jury’s out on Lu Jie, I think Blurr won’t directly act against us but won’t help, and the Fangs are just nice, resourceful kids that’re better at playing this deadly game than a lot of people will think they are.”

“The older Fang is almost your age,” Caiyeri pointed out.

“Shut it.”

“Could have told you that about the Fang siblings,” Liam said. “I never saw ‘em face to face, but they’re practically superheroes down under. They stabilized an entire region of the country basically on their own. They’re leading a big settlement there.”

“Good for them,” Will said genuinely. “I hope they do well.”

“Focus on yourself first,” Caiyeri said. “Whether or not others succeed has no bearing on whether or not you’ll come out of this alive and with a sigil.”

“Well duh,” Will said. “The same to you, though I guess you can drop out without repercussions.”

“I’m not dropping out,” she said fiercely.

“Of course you aren’t. Anyway, the two of you get any information about the next challenge?”

“Some,” Liam said. “I got in touch with some of my lads in other waiting rooms. They might not all be the same, but they’ve actually started announcing the general bent of what’s going to happen.”

“Why would the people who arrived later get information earlier?” Will asked. “Makes no sense.”

“Possibly to make up for the fact that they have much less in the way of facilities and less time to rest,” Caiyeri guessed. “The trial attempts to remain fair even when it rewards the victors. There are records from the last one, though they’re incomplete at best.”

“Well, if system chat works through waiting rooms, that means about nothing,” Will said. “What’ve we got?”

“It’s going to be a group-based treasure hunt with random groups,” Liam said. “No more info past that, sadly. My mate thinks that he finished too early to get more details.”

“Random groups,” Will said flatly. “That makes alliances incredibly important, doesn’t it?”

“Only if you’re weak,” Caiyeri said. At Will’s glare, she conceded, “Yes, it does. This makes the situation more complicated for me, but I am confident in my ability to deal with this caliber of User. You should worry about yourself.”

“You’re not going to try to repair your relationships with people?” Will asked.

“No,” Liam said. “The strong ones know what I can do. Anyone at my level is going to be put off by my death element.”

Will had never been more glad that he’d learned how to suppress his aura enough to hide his elements.

“The humans here have already made their decision on me,” Caiyeri said. “They will avoid me or I will kill them. Simple enough.”

“That’s cold,” Liam said. “Respect to you for that.”

“You two got over your beef that fast?” Will asked.

“Birds of a feather,” Liam said, shrugging.

“We made fun of you,” Caiyeri deadpanned. “Turns out that works as a bonding point across races too.”

“Wow,” Will said, hand going to his heart. “I am wounded, I tell you. Deeply, deeply wounded.”

“She tells me she’s a fan of games of chance,” Liam said. “There are three of us now, so we can actually play a game.”

“You have cards?” Will asked.

Liam slapped a pack down from his inventory. “Texas Hold’em. You know it?”

“Of course I do,” Will said. “This one, though…”

“I can learn quickly,” Caiyeri boasted.

“Yeah, we’ll see about that,” Will said.

#

“Caiyeri…” Will trailed off, looking at the mass of bronze coins in front of her. They’d picked a currency that mattered less to them now knowing that they might have to use the credits later, but still, it kind of stung to lose so much so quickly. “Are you cheating?”

“Me?” Caiyeri said innocently, pointing at herself. “No. Of course not.”

Will raised an eyebrow, activating Pages of the Past.

“Unless using Rigged Dice counts as not cheating,” Will said.

“If it helps, I was also cheating,” Liam said. His pile was considerably smaller than Caiyeri’s, but it wasn’t like Will’s, who’d been almost entirely cleaned out. “Just normally. No magic needed.”

“You two suck,” Will declared. “Aren’t you going to pay for this, Caiyeri?”

“You do not know how many games I lost at the settlement,” Caiyeri said. “I’m owed a win or two now.”

“A luck-based class, hmm?” Liam sighed. “I’d kill for something like that. My elements are useful, but by god are they a hassle when talking to other people.”

“Next life, perhaps,” Caiyeri said. “At least you don’t need a luck element to scam this moron.”

“Amen,” Liam agreed.

“Fuck both of you,” Will said. “You know, if I see you in the field, I’m going to—“

The first Main Challenge is beginning.

You have been randomly assigned into groups of three.

Your group is: [PLEASE WAIT. EXECUTOR TOKEN DETECTED. REFACTORING.]

What the hell? Will had gotten the Executor Token, which didn’t have a description or even a rank, after getting a second sigil, but it hadn’t seemed like it was going to have any relevance until now.

#

“The corruption wielder has a token,” Dread Executor Azathoth, friend of Ramiel, tenth of his name, mused. He watched, providing a guiding hand as the system changed the random conditions to ones that were most certainly not random. “I do not think he will survive the coming trial.”

“They said the same about you,” Dread Executor Ramiel replied. “Just watch, my friend.”

#

Refactoring complete. Disregard previous messages.

Your group is: [Lily Teneli], [Fortress], and [William Li-Brown].

Teleportation to Main Challenge #1 will initiate in sixty seconds.

Shit. Wasn’t this supposed to be random? Will recognized one of those names all too well.

“Don’t take stupid risks,” Will told Caiyeri. “Let’s help each other out when we can out there.”

“If it doesn’t harm me, yes,” Caiyeri said. “There’s no guarantee we will be together. Try not to die in the first thirty seconds.”

“Remember the kaiju,” Will said. “You see that, you run.”

“We’re not children,” Caiyeri said. “I know, quite possibly better than you do.”

“Good luck, everyone,” Liam interjected, a huge grin on his face. “I look forward to seeing what it’s like when you’re going all—“

Teleportation initiated.

Your destination is [Archipelago].

The main challenge will now be released.


Main Challenge #1: Catching Water

There are wild changelings loose across every arena. Untouched by the system, they are not sapient, prone to chaos exposure, and extraordinarily difficult to kill. They are even harder to take alive.

Parties that are alive and possess a living changeling after 72 hours will pass the challenge.

Difficulty: Silver

- Capture a changeling. [0/1]

Reward: 100 silver credits per changeling. Full refresh of health, mana, and stamina. Further rewards will be revealed during the challenge.

Penalty for Failure: ???

#

Deep in space, floating without a care for which planet’s orbit she was in, Ayla felt her connection to the Beyond shiver. Even without her skills functioning, even out here in the place she’d been freed into, that connection would never disappear.

Oh, gods, she thought, closing her eyes. Not this early.

She would recognize that sensation anywhere.

Otherworlders returning to their home planet.

Earth was not ready.

            

    
        Chapter 54: A Dysfunctional Team

    
    
    
    
                The transition between spaces was nearly seamless this time. There was no extended wait time or sudden break in reality like there had been during the failed teleportation into challenge zero.

Will waved the system window away, taking stock of his surroundings once more.

More proof that whatever arcane transportation device they were using was working properly this time was the way Will’s feet crunched on pebbly sand immediately rather than after a five foot drop.

True to the system’s word, he spawned in next to one annoyingly familiar face and one that he didn’t recognize at all.

“Didn’t think I was going to see you again so soon,” he said. “Or at all, really.”

“Couldn’t spare me a sigil?” Lily Teneli said, dark eyes flashing mischievously. “For shame. Do you know what I had to go through to get a ticket?”

“Not much, I’d imagine,” Will said. “They were handing those loot boxes out like candy.”

“You’re trying to provoke me,” Lily said.

“Is it working?”

“Maybe a little.”

Lily Teneli. Silver 0 Hunter.

This User is currently using a stealth skill. You cannot intentionally harm this User during Main Challenge #1.

A deep, resonant sigh that seemed to shake Will’s bones interrupted them. “Moments into the challenge, and already my allies begin to fracture. Small wonder that our forefathers failed to thrive in this event.”

Apart from the ethnically ambiguous Lily (was she Japanese? Korean? There was definitely a bit of Indian in there, but… Will decided that guessing would be a bit of a faux pas, even know), Will had one more teammate.

His name had been simply listed as Fortress, which had piqued his interest, and seeing him in the flesh only furthered that.

Fortress. Silver 6 Dragon Sorcerer.

This User is a fire elemental. Further information has been locked due to your power disparity. You cannot intentionally harm this User during Main Challenge #1.

“Damn, Silver 6,” Will whistled. “Who the hell are you?”

Caiyeri had mentioned elementals offhandedly at some point, but hearing about them and witnessing Fortress’ presence in real time were two entirely different stories. The man was humanoid, and he was recognizably male from the shape of his body, but instead of flesh, his body was composed of a black charcoal-like substance, embers glowing just beneath the surface. His eyes were pits of molten lava, providing an additional light source alongside the setting sun.

Which was in the wrong place. It wasn’t setting, either—no, there was just a massive celestial body moving in view to block it.

With a start, Will realized that said celestial body was Earth. They were far higher than the low Earth orbit he’d been in when the tutorial had hit, evidenced by the fact that the planet didn’t take up the entirety of his vision. Instead, the swirling clouds, deep blue sea, and magical field of the planet that humans called home loomed deep in the distance, a few times larger than the sun in the sky.

The purplish-red of the sky wasn’t because the sun was setting. They were experiencing a… partial terran eclipse? Will wasn’t sure what the right term was for it, but that was essentially what was happening.

“I am Fortress,” Fortress said.

“I gathered that,” Will said.

“You’re not on the leaderboard,” Lily said curiously. “Shame. A quest to hunt you would’ve been pretty damn awesome.”

“We’re supposed to be together here,” Will reminded her. “Do you seriously think threatening to kill a teammate is going to help? You want to rank up too, don’t you?”

He hadn’t forgotten that Teneli had been one of the ones who’d tried to hunt him for his sigil, but there was a challenge at hand.

“Yeah, yeah,” Lily said, throwing her hands up in surrender. “A changeling, huh? That’ll be a neat new species to hunt.”

“You do not hunt changelings,” Fortress said. “This is not a feasible challenge.”

“Such a boring attitude,” Lily said. She peered closer at him. “Wait, okay, I thought you just selected a race change during class selection, but no, you’re the real deal, aren’t you? An alien?”

“I don’t know if I’d call them aliens,” Will said. “His planet is part of our planet now, after all. Also, people have been changing races? I’ve only seen humans in the leaderboards.”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Lily grinned. “Poor you. You didn’t even look at the other options, did you?”

In actuality, Will hadn’t been given the option to select another race. Thanks to the amount of time he’d spent in a high-corruption zone, the very fabric of his being had been warped enough that the system had not enabled him to select another race.

That said, Will could guess as to the reason. “Monster cores, right? None of the non-human races are using them, and they’ve barely even mentioned them. Meanwhile, it looks like every human’s been abusing them for ages. Fortress is presumably a lot older than us, since Arcadia’s been under the effects of the system for a longer time, but he’s not even gold. Humans are on their way there pretty quick, though. Does that sound right?”

“Huh, wow,” Lily said, raising her eyebrows. “I thought you were dumb and weak, but I guess you’re just weak.”

“This coming from you? You didn’t even land a single hit on me the last time we saw each other.”

“Silence,” Fortress demanded, his voice pulsing through both of them. “Humans though you may be, I am yet stronger than you are. If you wish to survive, then work with me instead of fighting between each other like petty children. We will succeed together or fail alone. That is the nature of this trial.”

“Wow, very nice,” Will said, golf-clapping for the fire elemental. “You should be a motivational speaker.”

“I hate to agree with him, but yeah,” Lily said. “Hunting is kind of my thing, so I don’t think I particularly care what you have to say about the impossibility of this challenge. Why don’t you tell us some more about changelings? I haven’t added them to my list yet.”

“This area is unsafe,” Fortress said. “We should find shelter and assess the region before attempting a capture.”

“That’s not information about changelings,” Lily said. “Hey. Are you even taking this seriously?”

“Are you?” the elemental replied. “One misstep and your life is over. Fail to identify a changeling and it will kill you. Fail to put one close enough to death and it will kill you. Capture one successfully, run into a competitor that has not found one or thirsts for death, and they will kill you.”

“Those are just the facts of life,” Lily said. “Or have you not been paying attention since the apocalypse knocked at your door?”

“I don’t disagree with getting shelter, at least,” Will said, eyeing their surroundings. “I’m not sure I like being this exposed.”

This area was so dense in magic that Will couldn’t detect any one aura, but his senses were sharp enough to tell where masses of them had gathered together.

Their thin strip of beach separated shallow ocean and an island of rolling hills with tall grass and occasional trees that stuck up high above their surroundings. It was an idyllic sight at first, but closer inspection found that the waters were teeming with silver-rank auras. There were a bunch of bronze ranks in the grass, too, though they were too scattered and undirected for Will to be a hundred percent sure where they were.

Theoretically, bronze rank monsters wouldn’t be that much of a challenge to him, but there were a lot of auras. Will was more prepared for hordes now thanks to his silver-rank Thunder Wraith’s Grasp, but he didn’t want to discover whether he was capable of handling an island full of them the hard way.

They were separated from a series of other islands by bands of open ocean as close as a hundred feet or as far as half a mile, proving the title of the location correct—Archipelago.

“Looks like I’m outvoted,” Lily said. “Do it quick, though, or I’m finding something to fight.”

“You’re a battle junkie, huh?” Will asked. “I can’t say I don’t understand the feeling, but try not to die on the first day, Teneli. I need someone who’s just bad enough at killing things to take these creatures in alive.”

She struggled to come up with a comeback, settling on a simple two words. “Fuck you.”

Rather than try to break up their unfriendly jabs, Fortress used a skill. Pages of the Past caught that it was a silver-rank Perception bound skill named Draconic Presence.

Warm air swept past Will forcefully, making him stumble back a step,and he saw the sand rustle as it passed over the entire beach.

You have gained a level of [Inspired].

[Inspired] - You tire less easily. You can expend a charge of this to automatically inflict a critical hit.

This was similar to an aura skill, Will realized, though much more fire-and-forget than the constant presence of Will’s Hunger Aura.

“What was that for?” Will asked. “I mean, I appreciate it, but…”

“Applying this skill to my aura allows me to reveal enemies in the area around us,” Fortress explained. “There are many in the sea and the fields, just as I feared, and there are hidden points in the beach with monsters buried beneath. There are some that should be easy to exploit and overtake.”

Seriously? Draconic Presence also applied a fear debuff to enemies, Will saw, but just for detecting people? He could’ve just used his senses.

Were the abyssal elves that abnormal in using their aura senses, or were elementals just a lot more free with using skills? Will wasn’t going to ask that question while Lily, who was almost certainly going to turn out to be an enemy after this, was listening.

“Then point the way,” he said instead. “If we need to get cover before you give the slightest bit of exposition, then let’s just hurry the fuck up before every other party gets there before us.”

Speaking of other parties… Will opened up his chat.

Will: What scenario did you land in? I’m in an archipelago looking for changelings.

Caiyeri: The same. Our island is all kinds of fucked, though. Looking forward to seeing what fresh horrors await you on yours.

Will: You could sound less excited about it. What’s up over there?

Caiyeri: The entire island is an active volcano right under our feet. There’s almost nowhere to shelter or prepare, and the magma is full of fire-immune monsters. Bronze-ranks, mostly, but there were a few silvers. I got separated from my group when we saw a silver horde, trying to regroup right now.

Will: Godspeed. We haven’t seen anything that weird yet. I’ll update you.

At least they were in the same challenge. That would make coordination easier if it came down to it.

“This way,” Fortress said.

Draconic Presence was a pretty solid skill at silver rank. Apart from the aura buffs, Will noticed that it also increased the heat emanating from the elemental’s body, scorching the sand with every step.

Their de facto leader made his way to a specific mound in the sand. Will detected a mess of bronze-rank auras coming from within it, so he drew his now silver-rank slayer sword, using Chaos Transfer and Thunder Wraith’s Grasp to give it buffs to obliterate whatever was within.

“It’s a swarm,” Lily said, not drawing her own. “Ants? Why don’t we just do like my mom did and pour boiling water on it?”

“Because we want the mound to be usable as cover, and humans tend not to survive very well in magma,” Fortress said. “If you wish to find other accommodation without know what you are chasing, be my guest.”

Lily grumbled, spreading her hands and allowing her spears to manifest in them.

“How many?” Will asked. His senses were good enough to pick up the fact that there was a small horde beneath their feet, but the general magical density of the area around them made it hard to tell individual monsters apart, especially when they weren’t as strong as him.

“Let’s find out,” Lily said, stabbing downwards. Her spears lit up with red magic, energy bursting out the end and piercing through the sand.

Will heard pitiful, insectile screeching as an ant died.

Fortress struck as well, opening his mouth and breathing an radiant-fire energy combination down into the sand. The dune blew apart, forcing Will to use Wind Walker to airdash up and away from the quickly collapsing pit.

As sand fell into a widening hole that had been the top of the hive, Will’s eyes caught the dozens of man-sized ants crwaling beneath him, pincers clicking together as they identified their enemy.

He activated Mark for Death. At silver-rank, he could designate as many enemies as he could see, and he could see a lot of the ants.

You have applied 31 instances of [Mark for Death].

Not bad at all.

The number of instances rapidly decreased. Fortress and Lily were both silver-rank, and both were able to keep abreast of the ants. The former created wings with a skill somewhat obviously named Dragon Wings that allowed him to hover above them while dousing them with flame, while Lily literally danced over them, her movements too agile for the ants to catch with their bronze-rank speed.

Will didn’t even need to do anything but reap the rewards of Mark for Death increasing the damage that his teammates were inflicting, so he didn’t bother going for anything flashy. He hadn’t forgotten the description of the trials—there was a non-zero chance he would end up in a 1v1 against one of these two during the remaining challenges, and he wanted to keep his skills as close to the chest as possible until he was sure it wouldn’t cost him to reveal them.

Besides, at silver, Mark for Death enhanced the attacks coming from Fortress and Lily so heavily that they were one-shotting every ant. Will airdashed backward, landing on the sand, and watched them finish up.

“You could do something, you know,” Lily said afterwards, kicking sand onto burning ant corpses.

“I did do something,” Will said. “I got the experience to prove it.”

Not that the bronze-rank ants provided that much.

“Anyway,” he said, forestalling her next sentence. “Fortress! You had something to say about changelings, right? Get over here!”

They slid into the trenches of the cleared mini-hive.

“Hot in here,” Lily said.

“I can’t imagine why,” Will said, eyeing the smouldering flame that was Fortress. “Out with it.”

“Very well,” Fortress said, his voice warming the air to even more uncomfortable levels. “One hundred years ago, a changeling wiped out my people.”

#

Nathan was in the middle of carving his way through the Tower of Chaos when his life changed forever. Again.

Five years ago, he’d been a normal salaryman in New York, barely making rent. Then, one day, the system had sent him a message, telling him he could be so much more if he chose greatness over stability, and he’d gladly accepted.

That had sent him here, to a world called Selethnir. He’d uncovered a plot by insane cultists to use the Tower of Chaos as a vessel to irreversibly introduce this world to the corruption that plagued the universe.

As he’d fought against them, finding and losing comrades along the way, he had advanced his own power. Last month, he had finally broken the barrier between silver and gold, one that had blocked him for years.

But midway through the seventeenth floor of the tower, everything changed.

Quest complete: [Protect the Contract]

This world’s chaos defense shield remains intact, though not solely because of you.

You have failed the quest, [Eliminate the Cultists].

24 [Corruption Cultists] have escaped this planet.

A massive rift tore its way through reality, splitting the floor in two. Just one glance at it with his gold-rank senses told him exactly what that was, and a check with his Identify skill confirmed it.

That’s a wormhole. They’re going to another world.

“Activate skill: Spatial Analysis,” he declared. Strictly speaking, it was unnecessary to speak it out loud, but it satisfied the chuuni part of him that had been why he’d accepted the offer.

Spatial anomaly detected: Corrupted Wormhole.

Entering this wormhole carries a small chance to inflict you with [Corruption].

Rank: Emerald.

Destination: Planet Sol-3, alias “Earth.”

Earth is currently home to one corruption wielder. This wormhole was fine-tuned with that target in mind. It is likely that this anomaly is intended to increased the influence of corruption on your home planet.

Nathan’s eyes widened. He’d never even dreamed of being able to find his way back to Earth, even after all of the hardships he’d endured in Selethnir. And here he was, being offered a way back for free.

His eyes narrowed.

No, not for free. If Earth was a valid teleportation target, then the system must have come there. Whatever he returned to, it would not be the world he remembered.

The cultists sought a fresh world to corrupt. They wanted to bring the universe closer to ruin, and Nathan was not going to let them find the User they must have seeded the world with.

No matter what happened, he was going to ensure that his worlds new and old stayed intact, whatever the cost. Too many people depended on Nathan for him to let them down now.

And he knew the costs all too well by now. There was no way to deal with the corruptors but death.

He dove through the portal, knowing that he would be followed.

“I’m coming for you,” he whispered.

[Bounty] initiated.

Searching for Planet Sol-3’s first and only native corruption wielder.

Target located: William Li-Brown. Silver 0. [Reaper].

Welcome home, Nathan.

            

    
        Chapter 55: Beached

    
    
    
    
                Fortress’ explanation was long-winded and dramatic. Will spent most of the explanation meditating, focusing on his senses to stay aware of the beach around him. A lot of the story was fluff, and though it was enjoyable enough to listen to, Will didn’t really need a full breakdown of how Fortress’ forefathers had horrible failed to prevent a changeling threat from obliterating key members of his race.

Lily was a lot more into it than he was. She kept asking questions about details, her eyes sparkling with joy. Will wondered if she was excited because she was a fantasy nerd like him but much more focused on the lore of the world that had hit her… or if she just enjoyed hearing about acts of brutal violence.

Over time, Fortress managed to get to the point, filling in the blanks of Will’s knowledge.

Changelings did sound like they’d be a massive pain in the ass to capture or even identify in the first place. Every race had their own set of unique traits that weren’t always explicitly mentioned by the system. Humans could absorb monster cores, elementals were heavily resistant or immune to their own elements, elves could do more with their own stats… and changelings, apparently, could copy other traits.

Their entire gimmick was, as the name suggested, morphing into another race. They couldn’t perfectly mimic them, and there was almost always some level of imperfection in how closely they copied racial abilities, but they could be anyone, anywhere. Changelings didn’t even have a true form—no disguise removal spell would find them.

Will suspected that a close inspection of their auras would reveal that they had more differences than would appear at first blush even, but he was going to have to wait until they actually encountered one to be sure. There were definitely noticeable differences between Fortress’ elemental aura and his and Lily’s human ones, which his continued training allowed him to pick out.

[Perception] advanced to Silver 0!

That had been a long time coming. The difference between bronze and silver perception wasn’t actually that great for Will—probably because the rest of his body had already adapted to silver, and this was just his final attribute locking into the same rank. It came with an increase in clarity of his aura detection, the difference like he’d had a slight prescription before and had just now gotten his eyeglasses.

“So the summary is that changelings are exactly what I expected them to be,” Will said eventually. “Is that all? Really? You made us get into cover for this?”

“I don’t mind the extra experience,” Lily said. “Or the loot, for that matter.”

“You’re a murderous sociopath,” Will replied. “I tend not to form my opinions based on people like you.”

“Sociopath? I wouldn’t say that,” Lily said, very loudly not denying the first part. “I don’t think you were listening. He told us about their weaknesses, too.”

“No, I heard those,” Will said. “They can’t keep any form for longer than twenty-four hours at silver rank, they all have the Change attribute bound to one of their elements, they take an hour to change, they can’t change into something they haven’t seen before, they can’t change into anything larger than human size at silver, and no matter the form, they have a weakness to non-magical iron weapons. Did I miss anything?”

“I keep forgetting you’re not a complete moron,” Lily said. “Can you blame me, though? You certainly look the part.”

“Yeah, I definitely can,” Will said. “I’m surprised that non-magical iron hurts them more, but that’s about it.”

That was a critical weakness in the changeling race if it held true even beyond silver. Will couldn’t imagine being a gem or even sovereign tier User and having to worry about some unformed-rank chump with a shitty iron dagger. Then again, he supposed that most people of comparable ranks would be trying to use magical weapons. He certainly would have if not for that little tidbit.

“Is there even iron on this archipelago?” Will asked. “I don’t have any in my inventory. Everything’s refined steel.”

“Same,” Lily said. “Anyone have a Miner class they’ve been hiding?”

“There will be ores beneath the surface of the island,” Fortress said, ignoring her question. “That is one option, but the most difficult segment remains.”

“Finding them,” Will said. “I got that part. I assume the other option you’re going to present us with is ‘wait until someone else gets one and then kill them.’”

“It would not necessarily have to be a kill,” the elemental allowed. “There are many paths to forcing an enemy to surrender.”

Will looked over his stat sheet again. “Yeah, no. It would be a kill.”

That was a pretty major concern for capturing a changeling, actually. Will was exceptional at putting single targets down, but doing that while keeping them alive? That was a bit trickier. Without a way to cleanse other people of corruption, the only way to keep a corrupted target alive was to hope that they had a way to resist it themselves.

He would prefer not to kill other competitors if possible, but Will had been handed a uniquely lethal set of skills.

Whatever Lily was going to say next was interrupted by the sound of a stampede outside. Auras flashed bright silver, the pressure of the magic pushing down on them so much that even Will’s less sensitive partners noticed.

Fortress looked to both of them as if to say I told you so.

“Aren’t you supposed to be someone important?” Will asked, leaning against the side of the hive. “You seem a bit petty for that.”

Though they’d collapsed the center of the hive, the ants they’d massacred had built enough of an infrastructure that there were still pockets of full cover beneath the sand that they could hide in. Not wanting to immediately face whatever was out there, all three of them stayed put.

“I was a king, once,” Fortress said, unsurprised that Will had identified him for who he was. “The southern nation of flame. However—”

“No, no, no,” Will said, shaking his head. “Stop. There’s a shit load of silver-rank monsters out there right now. Let me think. You can tell us your life story later.”

“I’d like to hear it,” Lily said. “Though yes, I would like to see what’s happening.”

Fortress fell silent, giving Will the time to expand his awareness. He didn’t have the refined senses needed to pick out exactly what type of monsters there were, but he could tell that there were at least a dozen of them.

A dozen bronze-rank monsters could be easily handled with the right skill combination—they’d proved that perfectly well with the ants just now. Silvers? That was a little dicier.

Will wanted to know why they were gathered here all of a sudden. He would have guessed that it was the magical presence and sound that his group had caused in killing the ants, but they weren’t running towards him. As a matter of fact…

“It’s like they’re running from something,” he muttered. “I wonder what—“

The answer came in the middle of his sentence. Three new auras entered the edge of his perception, one a silver and the others strong bronze. They appeared from high above the ground, dropping fast before abruptly stopping, still a fair bit above the rest.

A moment later, the earth around them rumbled so violently that Will instinctively used his hunger phantasm, conjuring dark shadows and solidifying them to prevent the reinforced, packed pebble-and-sand walls from falling in on themselves.

“What the fuck?” Lily said. “I’m getting out there.”

“No, you moron—” Will started, but she was already leaving.

The rumbling died down quickly, then began again, this time accompanied by the sound of an enormous impact reverberating throughout the beach.

Well, shit.

Fortress had a fiery red shield around him, glistening with high-silver power. He stood still without a care in the world, falling sand superheating and tinkling to the ground as glass.

Will did not want to be in the same space as Fortress, who was rapidly making the subterranean hive go from “uncomfortably warm” to “inside of an oven.”

Cursing both of them, Will sent his phantasm out above the hive, forming a short sword in the chaos outside, and teleported.

Skill: [Weapons Free]

- Spell (movement, teleportation).

- Cost: high mana (reduced to moderate mana).

- Cooldown: 12 seconds (6 seconds).

Silver

Teleport any weapon within a 120 foot radius to your hands (if you can carry it) or your inventory (if you cannot). If a target is holding the weapon, they can attempt to prevent this spell from succeeding.

You can also teleport to any weapon within a 60 foot radius.

Silver-rank addition: The previous range of this skill has been doubled.

[Warp Strike] (silver): When making an attack, you can use this skill to make your attack originate from any weapon within a 30 foot radius.

Will kept Warp Strike at the back of his mind. There were a huge number of applications he could use that with, especially when it came to applying afflictions, but for now, all he needed was to get out of here.

He reappeared fifteen feet in the air and immediately used Wind Walker to air-dash upwards, sending the hunger phantasm spiraling around to make him glide instead of fall, giving him time to assess the battlefield.

The silver-rank monster auras he’d felt were from what appeared to be mutated lion-sized rocks, stony tentacles and teeth lining their bodies.

Boulder Mimic. Level: Silver 0.

Thought your aura senses were that good, didn’t you? These mimics are capable of pretending perfectly to be a rock, concealing their auras to the point where only extremely precise aura sense or specific spells can spot them out.

As of this system message, [Mimics] have been responsible for [9] competitor deaths.

Before Will could finish mentally cussing out the system for getting snarky on him, his attention was drawn to the trio of Users that had entered the scene.

He immediately recognized Lu Jie even before fully taking the scene in. The top-ranker’s aura was distinctive and strong, if somewhat unstable. The other two were relatively unremarkable randoms that he didn’t recognize, both yet to hit silver. All three of them knelt on a disc of force that a dark-skinned man was maintaining. The other bronze, a European woman, supported their team’s strongest member with a steady stream of mana, fueling him further.

Lu Jie was the dominant User amongst the trio and indeed the entire area. The mimics were running from him, Will realized.

For the first time, he got to see Lu Jie’s skills in action. To the side of the disc were six separate portals, each of them paired in groups of two—one pointed up, one pointed down. Between each of the portals were storms of blurred movement, which Will quickly realized were boulders. From the aura that emitted from some of them that there were mimics mixed up in there too.

Will: Yo, Caiyeri. I have eyes on the global rank 1 human. Looks like he’s pulling an Aperture Labs.

Caiyeri: What in the Mother’s name is that.

Caiyeri: Talk later. Fighting now. We’ll join up after.

One of the bottom portals disappeared, dropping a boulder from the top portal at blinding speed. Sand geysered up in a wild spray, reaching high above the hovering trio. Out above the surface, the sound of impact was properly deafening, and Will protected himself with his ring of adaptive shielding as high-speed sand buffeted him.

When the dust cleared, Will gliding out of the way of Lu Jie, there was a crater where there had been a pack of mimics. In mere moments, a dozen boulder mimics had been reduced to just three.

Scratch that, Will thought, watching as a bright spear flashed through the settling sand, splitting a mimic’s stone-hard flesh apart, dark blood blossoming out of the silver-rank creature. Two.

Even if it had already been damaged, Lily’s abilities had taken it down in a single hit. That was impressive, and it made Will even more justified in being wary of her.

“Hey!” Will shouted towards Lu Jie, gliding closer to him with an air-dash. “You mind leaving the rest of these to us?”

“William,” Lu Jie greeted him, his firm voice projecting across half a hundred feet of open air despite without being raised. “The changeling is not here. You may reap the rewards of the remains, but I will be taking what is mine.”

“No arguments there,” Will said, dropping downwards and letting his phantasm spread across the battlefield.

With the increased volume of his shadow, he could spread it thin and blanket a large area with it. The mimics weren’t particularly fast, though, so he just focused his phantasm on both, marking them for death as he did..

As Will hit the ground, he drew his slayer sword, Chaos Transfer already applied to it.

“Let’s see how good this new skill is,” he muttered, slashing out and activating Weapons Free with most of his remaining mana.

Warp Strike felt odd. Will’s sword was both here and not here, transported elsewhere for a mere moment with space magic—but he felt stone under his sword, and he knew he’d struck the monster. He pushed more mana into its edge, sharpening it, and the stony flesh gave way.

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

Critical hit!

[Slayer Sword] inflicted a level of [Corruption].

Will shrouded himself in darkness before activating The Bell Tolls with all the mana he had remaining, amplifying the damage and corruption alongside inflicting a level of wither upon the spider.

You have defeated [Boulder Mimic].

He hadn’t been managing his mana very well, using massive amounts of it to keep his air-dashes and hunger phantasm going, but killing the monster patched up all his micro-management mistakes.

[Soul]

- Bound to [Death]: You regain mana and health after killing a sapient being. You advance this attribute faster when you use a spell to kill. Your magic will be amplified in certain mental states.

The mimics were intelligent enough to count as sapient, apparently. Will wasn’t sure whether or not to be disturbed by that.

Fortress killed the last one by simply walking through it, igniting it from the inside out.

Will regathered his phantasm around him, jogging towards the corpse he’d made to loot it. He turned to thank Lu Jie for not dropping a kinetic energy weapon on them just to see the elder Chinese man waving genially as he and his party stepped through another portal.

“They must be speedrunning this place,” he said aloud. “Killing everything until they find a changeling, I guess.”

“Who are you talking to?” Lily said, leaning into his field of view. “Are you losing it?”

“Go loot your body,” Will said, annoyed. “Murderous and annoying? Pick a struggle. Please.”

Before she could think of a retort to that, a portal opened up again. Lu Jie stepped through it, his body language clearly alarmed. Both of his partners came through as well, but one of them was limping on a leg that had been mauled to shreds.

As much as Will had been tempted to see if he could get away with leaving his once would-be killer with a level of corruption, he had to give her credit—she snapped to attention almost as fast as he did.

“They were gone for fifteen seconds,” Will said. “What the—“

“Apologies,” Lu Jie said, his soft voice once again crossing the gap between them. “This will be a good test of character.”

Another portal formed under Lu Jie’s feet, sucking him and his companions in. It vanished in an instant.

The first, larger one, did not close.

As a fleshy mass started forcing its way through the space magic, barely able to fit through the portal, Will’s senses lit up as he detected a familiar gold-rank presence.

“Aw, fuck that guy,” he said.

“I’m going to rip his throat out with my teeth,” Lily hissed, conjuring her spears again.

“Fortress!” Will shouted. “You know the life elves?”

Elsewhere, sand superheated and melted as the fire elemental rose to the surface.

“I know of them, but the life kingdom is far from my home,” he called, radiant magma swirling around him. “What of them?”

“You’re about to get acquainted with them,” Will said. “It’s not going to be fun.”

The devouring gestalt pulled itself all the way through the portal, which promptly closed behind it. It was even larger than before, properly deserving of the Lev-best title of kaiju.

“Run,” Will hissed.

“Andrew’s gotten big,” Lily said. “I can’t wait to see how this turns out.”

“What?”

She leapt forward.

“Well,” Will said to himself, “I guess we can find out what happens if your group loses a person.”

Warning: a death of a party member prior to obtaining the changeling will result in an automatic failure.

“Oh, come on.”

#

Lev was now Bronze 7, having reached it after spending every waking hour training, fighting, and defending Survivor Hill, the settlement he’d founded to protect the people within.

Shortly after Will, Caiyeri, and that massive monster had disappeared in a flash of spatial magic, the monster surges had increased in intensity. It wasn’t just monsters that were trying to break down the settlement, either.

Though it was clear that the strongest members of every group had been sent away to the trial of the champion, there was still pretty heavy interest from the remaining life elves in taking the hill. Lev wasn’t sure if they knew that Will was gone or not, but they were sending small strike forces in every now and then, probing their defenses. Lev wasn’t as ridiculously powerful as Will was, so his lightning bolts combined with the other defenders’ magic could only drive them off instead of brutally killing them, but he’d kept them from breaching the walls so far.

On average, there had been about one major attack a day, which Lev spent the majority of his resources against. The minor ones, he used as training.

He wondered if Will felt like this when he was slaughtering enemies by the dozen. Lev shivered at that thought. Will was a great friend, but Lev did not want to be anything like the cold-blooded killer that he’d become. The casual ease with which he left his victims dying painfully, the way he treated the lives of others like they were toys… Lev wasn’t sure if he could ever mimic that.

Focus, Lev, he told himself. Today’s strike was coming, and they didn’t look like the life elves. Instead of the flowing robes that the elf faction preferred, they wore tight cloaks with face-obscuring hoods, each of them emitting dark energy from their bodies.

They set him on edge in a way that Will didn’t, but unlike the life elves, they didn’t send any monsters to attack them or use skills to knock the walls down. Lev couldn’t discount the possibility that they were friendly—Survivor Hill was now nearly a hundred people strong, having expanded through collecting stragglers from broken parties. He let lightning play over his hands and body—a show of force, though he hoped he wouldn’t have to use it.

When they got close enough, he spoke, using the magic loudspeaker Clarissa the bronze-rank Engineer had commissioned for him.

“State your name and purpose!” he shouted. “This is the Survivor Hill settlement. We’re willing to work with you if you are—“

A massive spire of dark magic cut him off with a thundering static. As the crackling faded, the cloaked figure in the lead spoke, her voice booming far louder than Lev’s.

“Where is William Li-Brown?”

            

    
        Chapter 56: Gestalt

    
    
    
    
                “Lily, you goddamn moron!” Will yelled. He had tried to send her a chat message alongside his shout, but apparently, being part of the same team did not automatically put them into a party. “You can’t fight that thing!”

Her character profile wasn’t open to him, but he’d seen enough of her with Pages of the Past to tell that she was absolutely not equipped to take the gold-rank gestalt down. If it had managed to get a skill as rare as corruption resistance—albeit at bronze—then it almost certainly had counters to everything Lily could strike at it with.

The fact that the top-ranked human had not only fled for his life but also forced the problem onto another party spoke volumes as to their ability to take the kaiju down.

Not that Lily cared, apparently. The low-silver Hunter leapt forward, a skill called Hunter’s Intuition constantly active as she bounded towards the gestalt.

That thing had been piloted by someone back on Earth’s surface. Will wasn’t sure if it still was, so he didn’t know how predictable it would be, but either way, it presented a massive and immediate danger.

He inspected it again as he trailed behind Lily, keeping a wary eye on the distance between him and the gestalt, which was lounging atop the corpses of the monsters that littered the beach.

Devouring Gestalt. Level: Gold 2.

This is a clan boss. Since the last time you saw this lovely creature, it has consumed an additional three silver-rank and twenty-one bronze-rank humans. It is also a champion of Elys, Lady of the Lake, an older deity whose vetting process for accepting champions boils down to “whoever has my sigil.”

That might change after your little stunt. Elys is not happy with the champion she is now forced to sponsor, nor is she pleased with the one who forced it upon her. This monster is currently suffering from [Curse of the Lake] in addition to the benefits it gains from the sigil of the Lady of the Lake.

[Curse of the Lake] - Exposure to saltwater sharply decreases the sanity of the affected creature and reduces its resistances. Exposure to freshwater sharply increases the affected creature’s attributes, but its will is forcibly overwritten with that of the Lady of the Lake’s for 1 hour.

“You’re trolling me,” Will spoke aloud. “That cannot be real.”

The heavy presence at the back of the mind that he’d long since recognized was the presence of the Hunger providing him power shifted, and Will got the impression that the other god was laughing.

“Fuck you too,” he said. “You can’t even hide your own feelings from me. I can tell you’re nervous, too.”

The Hunger was pissed at him, which Will supposed made sense. He had, after all, extorted the god for an abnormal amount of power and extremely favorable conditions only to throw his leverage away after he’d confirmed that the Hunger would give him what he needed.

But the god wouldn’t act against him. Will knew that it had a lot invested in him going far in this trial, and despite its divinity, it couldn’t suppress its worry for him.

“Seriously, though,” Will said, looking up. “How is it my fault that you don’t vet your champions?”

To be fair, he’d fully exploited that lack of examination to protect Survivor Hill from the gestalt, but…

The worst part of this was that the curse didn’t even kneecap the monster. All it did was make it less sane, which would’ve been pretty neat as a debuff if not for the fact that it was already a mindless, rampaging monster. That didn’t even cover what would happen if it got into fresh water, if there even was any on this island—Will could guess what a massive monster with a goddess that was pissed at him specifically would do.

His immediate concerns required his attention, though, and they took the form of Lily dodging in the space between the tightly packed rain of bone-spears. Her skills combined with innate agility were giving her just enough of an edge to not get hit by the gold-rank attacks, but she didn’t have anything that would let her hit up a full rank.

Hit up a rank… hold on.

Will hadn’t been able to land a solid hit on it thanks to its bronze-rank Corruption Resistance skill before. His own bronze-rank Decaying Touch had been resisted and hadn’t taken effect—but it had evolved with everything else when Will had advanced to silver rank.

Okay. Will still didn’t want to get into this fight, but if he didn’t need to punch up two full ranks, he could at least significantly damage the gestalt. With its size and power, he was sure it would have a way to deal with silver-rank corruption too, but it wasn’t impossible.

“Fortress!” Will called. “Cover her! If she dies, we’re fucked!”

The elemental responded reluctantly, a shroud of radiant magma forming around him.

Will sent his phantasm surging forward, unwilling to get close enough to the kaiju for its defensive attacks to kill him. During its immaterial phase, he could push it through the continually falling bone spears without worrying about them breaking his phantasm.

Lily was far ahead of him, conjured spears shining bright. She kicked herself high off the ground as another set of massive bone shards came soaring through the sky.

This time, the shards were spread across enough of a radius that they were going to hit him even if he tried to teleport away.

“Christ,” he muttered. “Murderhobos are a pain in the ass.”

Will gauged the distance between the shards and the ground as their dark figures blotted out the sun. As the shadows solidified into deadly sharp spears, he slowed time.

Skill: [Time in a Bottle]

- Spell (chronomancy).

- Cost: high mana per second.

- Cooldown: scales based on how long the skill is used.

Silver

Accelerates your perception of time, enabling you to experience twenty seconds for each second that passes outside.

Silver-rank addition: previous effect of time dilation is doubled. At high mana cost, you can increase your movement speed for one objective second, though this effect ends if you use another skill or an attack.

At silver, this skill was extraordinarily effective as a last-second dodge technique, especially against telegraphed attacks. Will’s mana had refreshed enough that he was comfortable chewing through it in order to keep himself from getting hit.

The rain of spears was centered more on Lily, so there was enough space for Will to easily identify a gap between the gold-rank’s bodily weapons before letting time accelerate back to normal.

Sand burst up into his eyes, obscuring his vision as the impacts of the spears kicked the entire beach up into a dusty cloud. Will got above it all with an air-dash, mindful of his mana quickly dipping with his assortment of flashy high-cost skills.

The gestalt still hadn’t moved. It didn’t even consider them a threat right now.

Rather than dodging, Will saw, Lily had propelled herself further into the air, using the bone spears as platforms to leap from. She was up even higher than Will now.

He had to admit that it was impressive. Though he was too far to use Pages of the Past and see what skill she was using to be so agile, he could tell that it was obviously magic letting her be so inhumanly good at gymnastics.

A flash of light followed by a spurt of dark blood from the fleshy centipede-like gestalt’s side indicated that Lily had managed to throw one of her spears, though the lowered visibility caused by the minor sandstorm that Lu Jie and the kaiju had whipped up made it hard to tell exactly what was happening.

The effect, however, was obvious—nothing. The devouring gestalt didn’t even make a noise of pain. Instead, an entire array of legs that were little more than sharpened bone and chitin struck out at mind-bending speed.

Will saw Lily’s spear flash with light again, then go quiet. He didn’t receive a notification that she was dead, though, so he assumed she was still alive. He hoped so, at least. Taking his first loss of the tournament this early because of a dumbass teammate was not on his to-do list.

“Get the fuck back!” he shouted angrily. “You can’t do anything to it!”

The same legs flicked out once more, but a sudden wall of bright fire pierced the storm, blocking off the entire beach from ocean to meadow. Though it didn’t seem to do significant harm to the gestalt, the silver-rank spell came with some kind of protective barrier in it. Bone crushed through radiant forcefields, smashing it to pieces, but it provided enough cover for the dark figure that Will recognized as Lily to bounce backwards.

“He’s gotten real strong,” Lily said down below. Will’s silver-rank hearing caught the words even through the chaos of the battlefield. “Damn. It’d take me a while to take him down.”

So she still thought she could beat him, but not now. Did she have some kind of superior item that would let her increase in power over time like Will did? She seemed to be a strong single-target fighter just like him, so there was a possibility—

As Will’s mind ran through what avenue Lily could possibly use to defeat a gold-rank monsters, the kaiju moved.

It was faster than it had been just before they’d entered the trial. Every step it took shook the ground beneath it. Will thought he could hear the sound of distorted screaming with its movements, but he wasn’t sure if he was making that up.

His ears pricked at a terrible grinding sound within the behemoth, which was approaching a hundred feet in length now.

It scuttled forward like a snake, its corpse-formed body oscillating with horrific speed as it approached the three of them. Will dashed backwards, using the pieces of the hunger phantasm he could spare to glide. The gestalt didn’t even bother to slow down when parts of it caught fire as it ran over Fortress’ spell, napalm-like magma sticking to its body and burning flesh away but not appreciably harming the entire body.

During the entire fight, Will had kept a safe distance from the monster, but two hundred feet quickly became a hundred, then less than that.

Cursing, he sent his hunger phantasm out, full-force, enveloping what looked most like a head, blocking its vision.

That wasn’t enough. Either it could see through magical darkness or it simply had other senses, because it charged on.

Will felt the moment his aura enforced itself upon the gestalt—and he felt the moment its gold-rank aura overpowered his, preventing him from tearing it down. Its aura control was horrifically precise, and even if it wasn’t quite as good as his was with directed training, it was a full rank higher than him.

But he didn’t need the hunger aura. He didn’t need the ineffective fire spells from Fortress, nor did he need whatever Lily was doing.

Okay, she’s running away like a little bitch now that she knows she can’t hurt it. Will had to take a moment to sigh at that. What an awful teammate.

Thirty feet. Even with his movement abilities assisting him through the air, the gestalt had so many legs that it was gaining rapidly.

Now that it was within his range of fine control, Will used the phantasm to blanket its skin, manifesting it physically.

As expected, the monster adapted immediately, bony protrusions quickly bursting out of its body to break his phantasm, but that moment of contact was enough.

In a single instant, Will expended the bulk of his remaining mana.

You have marked [Devouring Gestalt] for death.

[Decaying Touch] has been cast through the [Hunger Phantasm].

You have inflicted a level of silver-rank [Corruption] on [Devouring Gestalt].

[Devouring Gestalt] has attempted to resist [Decaying Touch].

[Devouring Gestalt]’s [Corruption Resistance] (Bronze) failed to negate the effects of [Decaying Touch] (Silver).

An instant later, the sound of scuttling was abruptly drowned out by the ring of a bell tolling, necrotic energy coursing through the gestalt as Will doubled the amount of corruption inflicted on it and added a layer of wither.

The entire eighty-foot-long flesh and bone centipede froze up in a moment, seizing up as distorted corruption worked its way down the front of its body.

Then, abruptly, the massive chunk of stitched-together skin and viscera that Will had assumed was its head simply tumbled to the ground, nearly a fifth of the entire gestalt vanishing like a gecko shedding its tail.

The kaiju further proved itself to be the prey animal in this scenario by immediately reversing its direction, dashing towards the meadow with crazed haste. Will sensed his aura overwhelm the gestalt’s, sapping of it of stamina and mana to restore his own, and though he welcomed it, it took him a moment to realize why his hunger aura had abruptly started working again.

Oh, he thought. It’s scared of me.

He tumbled to the ground, his hunger phantasm depleted enough that he couldn’t make proper wings. Wind Walker and Escape Artist lessned his fall, and he rolled as he hit the ground, thankful that the damage he’d done was enough to restore him to full health.

The mass of organs and twisted biology that the gestalt had dropped was still suffering from corruption, dark distortion spreading through the entirety of it.

“Don’t go near that,” Will warned Lily and Fortress as they regrouped. “Actually, feel free to go near it, but not before we’re done with this challenge.”

He mentally cursed himself for revealing his corruption, but it had to be done. Will would not have been able to survive a fight against the full power of the gold-rank gestalt without his corruption.

“Holy shit,” Lily said, a newfound awe in her voice. “Didn’t realize you had more than just cheap tricks in you. Scaring off a clan boss? I mean, man, even I can’t do that.”

“Great,” Will deadpanned. “Now I have the respect of someone who thinks a human life is worth a buck fifty.”

“They’re worth more than that,” Lily said. “At least twenty dollars. Inflation hurts.”

And now she was joking with him, as if the capacity to commit acts of horrific violence were the only criteria she had for picking friends. Will made a resolution to ditch her as soon as he could.

“You,” Fortress thundered. “You use chaos and corruption. You are the reason why your planet will fail. You will repeat the folly of Arcadia.”

Will tilted his head, staring at Fortress flatly. He let his hunger aura pulse out, resisting the urge to laugh as the high silver fire elemental flinched back.

“Don’t be so scared,” he said coldly. “This folly of mine just saved your life. I’ve had enough of you wasting my time. While that thing’s scared to shit, we’re going to find a changeling. Now hurry the fuck up and follow me unless you want to join that thing.”

Right on cue, a chunk of flesh hit the sand, falling apart as the fallen head deteriorated under the effects of two layers of corruption.

Will walked away, not bothering to look back. He opened a chat window to Caiyeri, intent on coordinating their meetup.

Fortress and Lily followed in his footsteps, one of them unwilling to contest him for fear of his power and the other perversely obsessed with his strength.

This challenge can’t end soon enough.

            

    
        Chapter 57: Finders Keepers

    
    
    
    
                “Good to see you, Caiyeri.”

“Never thought I’d live to see the day those words came out of your mouth.”

The elf woman’s hair had been singed, her helmet not enough to protect it against whatever monsters she’d had to deal with. She was also dripping wet, a result of her group emerging straight from the ocean

“Your teammates?” Will asked, indicating the two men with her. One of them was bronze, the other silver. The second one didn’t quite look human, and his eyes were hidden behind a blank mask.

“The bronze is a sigil-holder. The silver is a Champion’s Pass entrant from the far east. He doesn’t talk much. Or at all.”

“Heya,” the bronze, a slight American man with thick glasses, said nervously. “I’m, um, I’m Vincent. My sigil is—“

Will felt a massive presence brush against his soul.

“You might not want to reveal who that is,” Will advised. “Sounds like whoever it is, they don’t like you blabbering about your powers when we’re not forbidden from killing each other.”

From behind him, Lily spoke up. “Can I—“

“No. Unless you want to try catching a changeling yourself?”

The Hunter had inadverdently revealed enough of her weaknesses to Will that he knew she would be boned if she tried. Her tracking skills all relied on her having knowledge of her target, and while they could make her a devastating force against someone she’d faced before, Lily had never consciously fought a changeling.

She settled down.

Caiyeri looked pointedly at Will’s companion.

“Not my fault,” Will sighed. “The random number generator up there has got to hate me.”

“What can I say? You should have rigged the cards better.”

Will’s head snapped up, his eyes boring into Caiyeri’s. “Did you—“

“No, dumbass. I can’t affect the trial with a mere silver-rank skill. We’re a few tiers too low to try.”

“Seems like you rolled a pretty decent team anyway. You made it through all the silvers in the water just fine, at least.”

“The bronze guy’s sigil let us get through the water more easily,” Caiyeri said, jabbing a finger towards Vincent.

“I have a name, you know…” the diminutive man trailed off.

“You gotta stand up for yourself, Vincent,” Will told him. “Caiyeri’s a handful to deal with. If you let her steamroll over you, you’re going to be the first dead in your group.”

“What are you implying about me?” Caiyeri said, giving him her best beatific I’m-going-to-murder-you-in-your-sleep smile.

“That you’re a natural leader and a strong personality,” Will said. “And that your bronze is a better resource than your silver.”

“What makes you say that?” The particular tone of Caiyeri’s voice told Will that he was right, but she was going to be intentionally difficult about this.

“His sigil is related to the ocean, duh. That’s how you three survived making it to this island without getting hit by a bunch of silver-rank sharks. Any idiot could figure that out with basic aura senses.”

Behind him, he heard Lily whisper, “Could you tell what he had?”

Fortress replied noncommittally.

Maybe not just any idiot…

“An ocean sigil for a sea-based setting,” Will finished. “That sounds pretty damn useful to me.”

“You haven’t looked at what the silver can do, have you?”

“Of course I have. Varix Altaea, one of the guys that got in here through the Champion’s Pass from our region. Elf-air elemental chimera. A half-breed. Silver 1, but a core user. Some kind of tracking skill, probably, but that doesn’t matter if he’s not talking.”

“He’s completely useless!” Caiyeri complained, making sure her teammate was in earshot.

“Prove your worth before asking me to help you,” Varix growled, speaking for the first time.

“Oh, look,” Will said. “The quiet guy speaks.”

“I don’t like him,” Lily interjected, stepping forward. “Can I—“

“No.” Will’s voice overlapped Caiyeri’s.

“Aw, you two make a cute couple.”

“Shut up,” Will said. “The adults are talking.”

To punctuate his point, he drew the phantasm out around her, shrouding her conversation in darkness.

“Ooooh, spooky,” Lily said.

“I will fail this challenge to corrupt you. Are you sure want that?”

She shut up.

“And you, Varix. This whole edgelord, ‘earn my respect’ thing you’ve got going? You’re not him, my man. Give it up.”

Varix, whose skin was a shade lighter than any human could be, sneered at Will behind his mask. He drew a sword, which Will noticed had reached silver without the usage of any monster cores from how stable its aura was. “Do you seriously believe—“

Will activated Weapons Free, teleporting himself right in front of the half-breed. The chimera looked human from a distance, but up close, it was clear that he was even further from human than the elves were. Though his body was shaped the same, Varix’s skin looked hard, as if he’d been made from glass instead of flesh.

Surprised, Varix wasn’t able to react quickly enough to fight off Will’s aura, and the abrupt stamina drop didn’t help him as Will used his silver-rank strength in combination with a physical manifestation of his phantasm to wrench the sword away.

Item: [Whisper Blade]

Rare, silver (growth)

Forged in the heart of a silent volcano and sharpened for ten years against the sacred bones of the dead deity, this blade is a tracker’s best friend.

[Silent Strike] - This blade has the [Quiet] attribute.

[Adaptive Edge] - This blade’s damage increases with each successive hit against the same type of monster.

[Pathfinder] (silver) - Every successful hit against an opponent sends out a subtle, sonic pulse that maps the immediate area. It also marks the opponent, giving the user the ability to track the marked enemy at distances up to 100 miles for the next 24 hours.

“Adaptive Edge is pretty similar to the Unstoppable attribute on my own sword,” Will mused aloud. “Pathfinder is what actually interests me. Not quite worth being my main weapon, since it competes for the same slots as my skills, but it could be useful if I ate it with Destructive Synthesis.”

Only then did Varix finally properly react to Will teleporting in, panicking and striking out with his aura—but Will was already gone, his cooldown resetting quickly enough for him to teleport back to the patch of manifested phantasm in the area he’d just come from.

He ran a hand along the edge of the whisper blade. “And to answer your question, yes, I seriously believe I don’t need your respect. After all, you haven’t earned mine. Aren’t you supposed to be a silver? Where’s your reaction time? Don’t tell me that you’re a race that’s not even suited to using monster cores and you crutched on them anyway.”

Will could tell from the uneven aura that Varix had, in fact, dabbled in cores at least a little.

He tossed the weapon back, using his phantasm to carry it along and sending it back to Varix.

“I’ll give it back this time, but if you don’t start using your tracking skills as soon as you can, I’m melting that down for scrap and mana.”

“You’ve gotten better at negotiating with people,” Caiyeri said approvingly.

“Dear god, now you think I’m doing things right? I’m going to have to reevaluate how I’m doing things…”

Will kept an eye on the back corner of Caiyeri’s entourage, noting the terror that was growing over Varix’s expression.

“Hey,” he told the glass-like man. “Time’s not unlimited here. Thought a pass into the tournament was going to be enough, did you? Well, it’s not, and you’re not anywhere near the top of the food chain here, so get moving.”

“Where did all this come from?” Caiyeri asked. “You weren’t this decisive earlier. Or this angry, for that matter.”

“Things change a lot when I’m trying to work with edgy, incompetent losers,” Will said.

“Ah. You’re finally understanding what working with you was like when you started out.”

Will tried to picture someone like Varix trying to save his life and cringed. “Surely I wasn’t this bad.”

“Not quite, but you were getting up there. At least you were willing to fight.”

Slowly but surely, Varix’s will eroded, and his aura started to shift, a skill directing it.

Will used Pages of the Past, the skill feeding Varix’s information to him.

He paused.

“Your skill is literally called Find Creature,” he said. “You can find any creature of any type within this range? What the fuck was stopping you from doing this before?”

Varix, who had seemed so calm and collected earlier, cringed back.

Will teleported again, uncaring about the mana cost. Sending a message here was just as important as saving mana for a later fight—possibly more.

He leaned into Varix’s personal space. Though the chimera was nearly half a foot taller than Will, he shrunk back against the pressure of Will’s aura, cowering.

“You were scared, weren’t you?” Will asked vindictively. “Faced reality and realized you didn’t want to deal with other silvers?”

Varix didn’t say anything, closing his eyes and pretending like he was being absorbed by his skills.

“He’s not worth your time,” Caiyeri said. “Don’t bother.”

“He’s not, but he’s the only one with a tracking skill worth a damn,” Will said. “Hey, y’know what? Lily!”

The murderer who’d gained a scary amount of respect for him after seeing his abilities hopped to his side in an instant.

Caiyeri glared at her.

“What is it?” Lily taunted. “You’re all twisted up after I tried to kill you one time? I wasn’t even directly targeting you! That’s like saying hi.”

“Don’t shoot her, please,” Will said, noting how Caiyeri’s fingers twitched towards her side, where Will could see the seven-shooter was holstered. “I’d much rather not fail the challenge now. She’s all yours once we get a changeling, though.”

“I’m going to remember you said that,” Lily said.

“Well, that actually has something to do with what I called you over for. I was just going to tell you that if Varix stops using his skill to help us, you can do whatever you want to him.”

“You’re aware I need to pass too, yes?” Caiyeri said flatly.

“Yeah. This is more motivation for him than for you.”

Sure enough, Lily sized up the chimera like he was a particularly tasty dessert, which did nothing for his worries.

“Now or never, Varix,” Will said. “God, your name is dumb. I’m putting something else on your gravestone for sure.”

“I-I found one,” the chimera stammered out. “There are changelings on this island. T-they’re hiding further inland.”

Where the gestalt went. Great.

“That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Will said brightly. “Lead the way, Varix. Just remember, one slip and this lovely murderhobo here gets her fill.”

“You’re making me want to shoot her more,” Caiyeri said. “Stop that.”

#

The worst part of their journey towards finding the changelings wasn’t locating them. It wasn’t the constant attack from low-level monsters—Will handled those with chained uses of Thunder Wraith’s Grasp, shocking entire chunks of tall-grass meadow into burning ash. It wasn’t even their constant wariness for the gold-rank kaiju.

No, it was the fact that apart from Caiyeri, the only person who was willing to talk was fucking Lily Teneli, the woman who’d tried to hunt Will for sport (and, admittedly, his sigil) just days prior. Fortress had gone suspiciously silent after expositing his entire backstory to Lily, the bronze-rank sigil-holder Vernon—no, Vincent—was wracked with anxiety, and Varix was so scared of the threats Will had made that he wouldn’t say a word unless spoken to.

Which left a deranged, dangerous hunter as their only conversation partner.

“I really like the sound elves make when you open them up,” she said as Fortress ignited an entire field on fire to catch the small but agile swarms of bronze-rank vermin buried within them. “You don’t scream like normal people. It’s more of, like, a bird cry? It’s sort of beautiful, and if you hear it, you know the kill is going to get more XP.”

Caiyeri looked at her, then Will.

Caiyeri: Can I kill her?

Will: Just wait until after we meet the clear condition, please.

Caiyeri: Fine. Not a moment longer.

Staying clear of the devouring gestalt proved to be remarkably easy. When they saw it on the horizon, Will sent his phantasm out as far as it would go. The kaiju’s aura senses were even more sensitive than his were, and when it felt the magic of his phantasm, which it now knew could transfer silver-rank corruption straight into its body, it fled.

Caiyeri raised an eyebrow at that. Rather than discuss their powers out loud, she sent him a chat.

Caiyeri: What did you do to that thing? It looks smaller.

Will: Its [Corruption Resistance] is still bronze. I gave it a dose of silver-rank corruption, made it worse, and it shed a bunch of organs and ran.

Caiyeri: …Wow.

Will: Thanks, I’ll be here all week. Well, hopefully not. If I’m stuck here all week, we have problems.

After a couple of hours of skill-assisted walking, Varix led them to a small mountain in the center of the island. Rather than the grassy meadows that characterized the hills across the rest of this particular island, this one was nearly entirely barren.

As they reached the peak, some two thousand feet above the ground, they saw that this mountain’s top had been blown off at some point. There was a massive crater at its peak, and a lake had formed within it. Bronze, silver, and even a handful of gold-rank auras emanated from within. The crater lake stretched several hundred feet across the top of the mountain.

“In there,” Varix said unsteadily, still pale from fear. “The changelings are in the water.”

Will and Caiyeri shared a look.

“Again?” they both said, exasperated.

#

“That’s them,” said Hua Fang. “Are you sure about this?”

“Of course,” said Rowan Zero. “One of those is of my people. She will be forced to turn the changeling over.”

“I don’t know,” Hua said uncertainly. She was silver rank, just like the other two with her, but… “Didn’t you see what happened earlier? He fought a huuuge gold, and the gold frickin’ ran from him!”

“The human’s not a concern,” Rowan said. “I will deal with him myself.”

“I agree with Rowan,” the creepy core-abusing whackjob who called himself Alan Baker said. He leaned against a rock, literally playing with fire as his summoned familiar danced through the air. “You’re outvoted, sweetie.”

Hua resisted the urge to spit in his face.

You’re disgusting, she thought. But you have enough power for this challenge, at least.

She was glad she’d decided not to reveal her powers to this group, at least, but they were right. She was outvoted, and this was a team challenge.

“Fine,” she said reluctantly. “Let’s go find him.”

#

“Activate skill: Identify.”

“You don’t need to use that to tell what this place is, dude,” a new face said.

The settlement that Nathan was now in front of was the third one he’d encountered that had been damaged in some way or another. There were clear marks of corruption everywhere he went.

Two things were certain.

One: this was Earth. The same planet he’d been sent away from, no matter how hard that was to believe. It resembled Selethnir more than the planet he remembered at this point, but it was unmistakably home.

Two: the corruption cultists were here.

Three: they were looking for the same target he was. At every opportunity, they’d used violence and coercion to threaten links to the corruption wielder William Li-Brown.

Four: he was bad at numbering lists.

Nathan paused, looking at his identify.

“You named this place Survivor Hill? You know you were just asking for trouble, right?”

“I’m sorry, who are you again?” The bronze-rank man that Nathan’s system identified as “Lev Anderson” asked.

“I’m here to fix some mistakes,” he said, snapping his fingers.

Broken walls put themselves back into place, fallen buildings restoring themselves with a moment of telekinesis.

“You can’t fix the dead,” Lev said quietly, looking sadly at the settlement he’d founded.

“No,” Nathan said, “but I can avenge them. Where is the person who did this?”

“They’re all chasing the same guy. He’s not here, so fuck off if you’re looking for him too. Will went off to some tournament or another. Teleported out of here days ago.”

“Thank you,” Nathan said, turning to leave.

“Hey!” Lev called. “Hey, you! Who the hell are you? How are you so powerful? Why weren’t you here before?”

Why are you so weak? Nathan didn’t voice his thoughts aloud. He’d been gone for a while. They must have just gotten the system. He’d been weak and confused once upon a time as well.

That didn’t make his irritation at the weakness of his fellow humans any more bearable.

“You don’t know what’s coming for you,” Nathan said as an answer. “My job is to make sure you never have to learn.”

If the target had teleported away, then…

“Activate skill. Spatial Analysis.”

Nathan combed the area around the settlement, using his movement skills to resposition and cover a square mile in minutes.

Just as he was starting to get annoyed with the search again, he found it.

Spatial anomaly detected: Tunnel to the Trial of the Champion.

This tunnel has been closed.

Rank: Gold.

Single-target teleportation can be managed with power ranging from low bronze to the peak of transcendent, but for tournaments like this, the system prefers to be efficient, using magic one rank above that of the user.

You can use [Traverse] on this portal for the next 2 hours, 12 minutes, and 58 seconds.

Warning: time of transit is not guaranteed. This tunnel has been interfered with.

“Of course it has,” he said aloud as if the system could hear him. “The cultists have been through it. Activate skill: Traverse.”

A tear in reality opened, the familiarity of a spatial tunnel comforting to a Nathan who was still readjusting to this new and brutal Earth.

“Let’s see what bullshit you have for me on the other end.”

He stepped through.

            

    
        Chapter 58: Losers Weepers

    
    
    
    
                “I am not going in there,” Will said.

“Nor am I,” Caiyeri agreed.

Both of them had had enough experiences with underwater dungeons for a lifetime, and this wasn’t even a dungeon. Without the sigil of the Lady of the Lake, Will did not want to enter the native territory of monsters that were higher rank than him, especially if he was trying to take one alive.

“Well, the changelings are in there,” Varix said, having regained some of his confidence now that Lily no longer had interest in him. “I can highlight them.”

His skill was an incredibly useful one for a tracker, enabling him to spot out creatures for himself and his party.

“Why don’t you have anything this useful?” Will asked Lily. She chose to ignore him.

“Your team is dysfunctional,” Caiyeri told him.

“Like yours is any better? Vincent over there still looks like he’s going to wet his pants.”

“Hey!”

Caiyeri sighed. “No, but at least I don’t have an elemental looking at your teammate like he wants to tear his head from his body.”

Will hadn’t noticed that, but Fortress had tensed upon seeing Varix, and his gaze was still focused on the chimera like he was a fresh piece of meat.

Despite being the highest leveled here, Fortress’ presence wasn’t very threatening. Will wondered if that was because he was so used to the Hunger’s ascendant aura by now that a mere silver-rank, no matter the power, couldn’t faze him.

“Yo. Yo, Fortress,” Will said. “Snap out of it. How are you supposed to be a king if you can’t even focus on the challenge at hand?”

There were still sixty-five or so hours left on Main Challenge 1, but Will didn’t want to push this one to the wire. That reality break before the first challenge worried him, and he got the feeling that there was more to this situation than whnat he could see at first glance.

“His affinity is fire,” Caiyeri said. “I bet gold to silver that his sigil is fire-based as well. What is he going to do against a lake?”

Varix’s skill finished applying, red light shooting from his hands and dispersing into the air before shooting straight downwards, creating crimson beacons that shot from the lake into the sky.

“Oh, great,” Will said. “And now all of China knows we’re here.”

“China is one of your world’s nations.” Caiyeri frowned. “Why would they be here? We’re not on the surface of the planet.”

“I know this one!” Vincent exclaimed. He shriveled at Will’s casual glance, not saying another word.

“Glad to see someone has some taste here,” Will said. “There’s enough here for everyone in both parties to get one. Don’t we only need one?”

“That was the wording, yes,” Caiyeri said. “I count eight beacons. Varix. Depth?”

The edgelord chimera didn’t respond.

“Do I need to remind you who you’re dealing with?” Will asked gently.

That got him speaking. “Anywhere from fifty to three hundred feet. Most of them are staying closer to the surface. They’re disguised as different types of fish, but they’re all silver-rank.”

“Fantastic,” Will said drily. “Anyone know how to fish?”

“I would love to,” Lily said, a predatory grin splitting her face.

“You know, you and Caiyeri have a lot in common.”

“Take that back before I take your eyes,” the elf said, flipping the seven-shooter Will had gifted her in her hand. “You already know that I have nothing for water fighting.”

“Contrary to your expectations,” Fortress rumbled, stepping forward and noticeably increasing the temperature around them, “I do possess an ability for this scenario.”

Uncomfortable warmth quickly became boiling hot, the air shimmering around Fortress as he casually walked towards the lake.

He cried out an enchantment that even Will’s Omnilingual skill struggled to translate. It gave him a best guess of father of flame, hear my cry, but it came through with a garbled, unclear sound like the words themselves were burning.

“A gold-rank skill,” Caiyeri whispered in awe. “The power of a sigil.”

The temperature intensified further to the extent that all three members of Caiyeri’s team drew their weapons, but Fortress didn’t turn towards them. Instead, he made his way into the lake, every step charring the rock beneath him.

Water evaporated in instants as he entered, a huge cloud of steam rising up as the lake parted ways around him. Fortress disappeared into the lake, hidden by plumes of vapor shooting so high that Will could believe the volcano was erupting.

What didn’t instantly vaporize began to boil, the entire lake quickly heating as a result of Fortress entering it.

Water was supposed to be the natural counter to fire, but Will had long since learned that after the advent of the system, basic assumptions about the world had to be reexamined.

Within the first minute, the lake started dying. The unformed-rank fish perished nearly immediately, the bronzes following soon after. They bubbled up to the top, monster corpses floating around in the boiling water.

“We need them alive, don’t we?” Lily said. “I’m down for a good hunt, but this is a bit over the top. All that XP, wasted…”

“You just aren’t the sharpest crayon in the lunchbox, are you?” Will shot back. “The changelings are the only monster that should be able to easily escape. Even at silver, I doubt they have the resistance they want to deal with this. As soon as they get out, they’ll be isolated. Easier pickings.”

“Get your bow ready,” Caiyeri said. “The beacons are starting to move.”

#

Hua’s sigil belonged to the Thief of Stars. She and Haoyu hadn’t found sigils from the same god, and their fighting styles had wildly diverged in the wake of that, much to the enjoyment of their sponsors.

“I hope you’re watching,” she said. “I better earn something good for this.”

Star Cloak, the primary skill she got from the sigil, meant that she had decided to take the role of scout. If her group was going to insist on trying to find a changeling this way, she would fully commit to it for as long as she needed to in order to win.

Skill: [Star Cloak]

- Ward (sigil).

- Cost: none.

- Cooldown: varies.

Silver

The Thief of Stars wraps you in its protection and gives you its grace. Summons a cloak that gives everyone under it the following properties:

[Even the Brightest Star Casts a Shadow] - You are immune to passive perception. If you are not being searched for, you will not be seen.

[Celestial Glide] (silver) - You do not make sound if you do not wish to. Your aerial movement is greatly enhanced. At night time, your movement is drastically enhanced.

It wasn’t night right now, but it was the first aspect of that skill that had proved to be so invaluable. With it, she could sneak right up in front of someone and they wouldn’t be able to see her, not even with their magic senses. It made her a fantastic assassin, and, as the god’s name implied, thief.

She hoped it was only the latter she would have to do today. Will had been nice to them and provided valuable information about the monster that was now in the challenge. It had been refreshing to talk to someone who didn’t treat her and Haoyu like they were either celebrities or fresh meat. To be fair to the former group, they technically were, but… it was nice.

Will’s group had teamed up with another one, she saw. They looked to be on edge, the other group watching his as if either side could explode at any moment—except for one unfairly beautiful woman that Will was chatting with like they were getting coffee.

Elf, she noted. Hua tamped down on the instinctive burst of anger at that. While the elf infestation throughout much of the outback had caused a lot of death, she had learned enough to know that their race had a ton of different cultures within it, some of which were perfectly fine—though those were few and far between.

Hua wasn’t surprised to see that both of their teams had caught a changeling already, but she was a bit startled to see just how many they’d gotten.

Earlier, this volcano had proven itself to be active too, shooting up a huge eruption of steam. Hua hadn’t been able to convince either of her party members to back off because of it, so she’d reluctantly gone ahead with it.

Apparently, both parties here had managed to fish eight separate bodies out of an erupting volcano and restrain them using varying methods. Hua winced, noting that four or five of them had been captured by simply impaling them and sticking them to the ground. Even as she watched, Will bent down to feed one of their captures a healing potion.

She didn’t need to inflict violence here, no matter how much her sponsor wanted it. Hua just needed to grab one of the unsecured bodies, and she was home free—well, until other parties came knocking looking for hers, too. There were a few that looked to be birds of some kind, small enough for her to carry.

The Warrior strode forward boldly, pleased with her sigil skill. Eyes slid off her like she wasn’t even there. Hua was used enough to being ignored by now that she walked right between them, careful not to bump into any of their party members.

Will’s eyes flashed with mana, and he frowned, looking directly at Hua.

She froze.

“Hey, you,” Will said, tilting his head. “Mind taking that ward off?”

How? She was immune to magical detection if nobody was specifically looking for her. She’d confirmed that multiple times. How had he found her?

“I don’t mean you any harm if you don’t mean me any,” he continued, “but using a… sigil ward? Damn, that’s a neat skill. I wish I had that. Hunger, could you be a bit less of a useless shit and give me something this cool?”

“Who are you talking to?” the elf woman said, drawing what looked to be an antique revolver.

Hua finally put two and two together. This was the woman who’d arrived in the waiting room covered in blood.

Oh, no.

“Not sure yet. Anyway, as I was saying. If you don’t show yourself, I’m afraid I’m going to have to kill you, and trust me, you really don’t want to die against me. Well, I assume you don’t want to die in general, but I’m told my particular form of death is extremely painful.”

“Someone told you that?” the elf asked.

“They were screaming loud enough for me to guess.”

Hua remained frozen, a deer in headlights. Before, when she’d felt the man’s aura, it had come off as evil to her, but she had assumed that just had something to do with the User Killer title, which she also had.

Now, though, the intensity of the aura rippling off his body, the surety that he was going to kill her contrasted with the casual way he spoke about committing horrifying acts of violence… Hua’s mind was flooded with nothing but despair and a single sentence.

He needs to die.

Her instincts had been wrong before, though, and they were wrong often, especially when it came to things like good and evil.

Hua didn’t have a choice. She dropped the cloak.

“Shit, it’s you?” Will frowned. “I thought better of you.”

“My team outvoted me,” she said defiantly. “I’m not the highest ranked, and I can’t do this challenge alone.”

“Your team,” Will said. “Who’s on that?”

Hua deliberated for a moment on whether she should give that up, then decided that flunking out of one challenge while still having the opportunity to continue this trial was worth not dying a terrible, painful death.

“Rowan Zero. Silver 9 Arcane Archer. I don’t know his sigil. Alan Baker. Silver 0 Bonded Summoner. I think he got in through the pass.”

“Rowan,” Caiyeri hissed. “There are altogether too many people from our region here.”

“Random chance can be random,” Will said. “That’s not important right now. How far behind you are they?”

“Uh, last I checked, like half a mile,” Hua said.

“Shit,” Will muttered. “Take a changeling and stay out of our way.”

“What?” Hua couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I didn’t think you would—“

“All part of the master plan,” he said. “Besides, we have too many of these things. They’re real vulnerable when they’re fresh out of a transformation, but I’m assuming they get stronger once they’ve had some time to adapt. If you’ve got a way to keep it sedate, you should use it. They’re weak to iron. Not steel, iron.”

Hua blinked. “Yeah, I got that, but why the hell are you helping me? Also, how did you see me?”

“Because I need you to do me a favor,” Will said. “As for the latter part… let’s just say that a true master of the art doesn’t share his secrets.”

“Favor? What favor?”

Will grinned. “I was hoping you would ask.”

#

“Radio silence from the girlie,” Alan sighed. “It’s been twenty minutes now. Let’s go in.”

“She must have betrayed us,” Rowan said. “Humans. You are all so weak.”

“Dunno if I’d say that,” Alan said. “‘Sides, I’m more worried she’s dead. Would be a waste. She would’ve been a lovely pet.”

“I care not for your delusions of the flesh,” Rowan sneered. “Only your power. Can you fight?”

“What kind of question is that? Of course I can. I’m a silver. My little lovelies here are—“

“Then fight,” Rowan said. “The boy was a high bronze the last time we saw him. He will fall easily.”

They crested the mountain, crossing over into the crater.

Alan stayed back, spawning all four of his bonded familiars. He’d given each of them obnoxiously sweet pet names, but they were deadly despite that, all of them silver-rank conjurations that applied various debuffs upon their opponents.

Will stood with his back to the ridge, talking with the fire elemental and the human that Rowan recognized as his party.

“Good,” the elf said, drawing his bow. “He is a low silver yet.”

Rowan chanted quickly, applying several layers of power increase to his arrow. Even if the boy was silver-rank now, Rowan’s peak-silver Soul attribute would easily overpower his resistances, overwhelming him with enough afflictions and sudden damage to put down a gold-rank.

He loosed the arrow as Alan’s familiars snuck closer to the party, spiraling closer to the other two.

The numbers didn’t favor them, but Rowan knew of the elemental. Fortress. Despite his potential power, he was a pathetic leader and awful at adapting to his circumstances. He would not be an issue.

Rowan’s enchanted arrow flew straight and true on a course straight for the boy’s neck—and then, suddenly, a forcefield blocked it, shattering in the process.

Both Rowan and Alan immediately scanned the battlefield, searching for their target—and they realized simultaneously that there had been an elf and a human protecting their quarry at the same time.

Alan sicced his familiars on them only for darkness to explode from Will, enshrouding his group within it. The shadows expanded outwards, and the two would-be hunters felt their willpower abruptly drop, their bodies exhausting themselves far faster than they should have.

“You know,” a voice said through the darkness, “I totally could have let that arrow hit me. I made myself immune to the fire damage it would have inflicted anyway.”

“Not the time, Will,” a voice that Rowan recognized as Caiyeri’s said.

He flinched before his mind caught up. That wasn’t his Caiyeri. The intonation was subtly off—this was a clone.

“Insolence,” he growled, activating his Sight Beyond Sight skill to see through the darkness.

Just in time to see the elemental he’d disparaged sending a spire of flame straight at him. Rowan ducked under it, but he did not know to dodge the darkness, thinking it only to be a cosmetic effect meant for controlling the battlefield.

He could not have been more wrong.

You have been afflicted with a level of silver-rank [Corruption].

Rowan’s heartrate spiked before he forced it to calm down, a benefit of his silver-rank body. His artifact would protect him, just as it always had—

A bullet sang into his shield-enchanted robes, penetrating with a strange piercing effect in just the right spot, and his amulet of corruption protection shattered.

The panic returning, he fired arrows at the people who were attacking him, but then suddenly, Will was in front of him, hands stopping Rowan from pulling back on the string.

Alan took that chance to finally make his move, sending his familiars towards Will and Hua.

“You bitch!” he screamed, spit flecking his mouth. “You fucking traitorous whore!”

Fortress proved his true power with area control, melting the rock around him with the remnants of his sigil skill. The familiars coming towards him never stood a chance as Hua dipped back.

The ones going for Will had more leeway, though. They tackled him, surprisingly brutish. One inflicted cold damage, the other fire. Rowan took the opportunity to press his advantage. At Silver 9, his stats were simply better than Will’s, and he could overwhelm the other User and get a clean shot on him.

Or, at least, he thought he did.

Instead, Will seemed to barely be affected by half his ribcage being crushed and turned to ice, rolling aside before simply vanishing. Rowan detected the insolent human with his skill, but the distraction was enough for Will to disappear again, teleporting away.

Sensing a barrage of attacks coming his way, Rowan dodged once, then twice—but corruption sapped his stats, sending a pain unlike any other coursing through his veins, and he slipped. A dodge that would have completely nullified the damage of a Manaburst instead turned it into a glancing blow. An arrow grazed him rather than missing entirely.

And grazes were enough.

You have been afflicted with a level of silver-rank [Charged].

You have been afflicted with a level of silver-rank [Poisoned].

A bell tolled, and Rowan knew that this would be the end.

You have been afflicted with a second level of silver-rank [Corruption].

You have been afflicted with a level of silver-rank [Wither].

Except Will didn’t know that the elf had one more card to play.

“Mother!” Rowan cried, drawing on his sigil. “Grant me strength!”

Skill: [Mother’s Grace]

- Spell (sigil).

- Cost: none.

- Cooldown: 1 month.

Silver

“Life, death, abyss, heavens, sea, sky, fire, and more. So many differences, yet we all bleed the same. We are all elves, are we not?” - Sadareth (now the Elven Mother), cycle 1068.

This skill only works if your race is elven.

You are instantly restored to full health, stamina, and mana. All afflictions affecting you are temporarily negated and will be cured after you rest. For each affliction negated by this effect, you gain an instance of [Blessed].

[Blessed] - Negates a small amount of damage. Stacking instances increase the amount of damage negated.

Sensation surged into Rowan as his body returned to his control, vibrant mana coursing through him.

“This fight ends now,” he said. He hadn’t wanted to be forced into using this, but he’d been surprised by a cowardly ambush and the betrayal of his third party member.

“Yeah,” Will said, appearing before him once again with death in his eyes. “It does.”

The insolent human boy’s fists became wreathed in ghostly flame.

Skill: [Ghostflame]

- Spell (enchantment).

- Cost: extreme mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver.

“Death comes for you all. Your pitiful defenses cannot even conceive of stalling it.” - Dread Executor Cyna V, cycle 377.

Draws from your blood, afflictions, and lifeforce alongside your mana. Cleanses all afflictions from you and all creatures living or dead in a 10 foot radius. Wreathe your fists in ghostflame. Inflict true damage upon any enemies you strike.

[Phantom Pyre] - Increases the base damage of this skill for every affliction cleansed.

[To Strike the Soul] (silver) - The damage inflicted by this skill ignores barriers of silver-rank or lower. Damage cannot be lessened or negated by skills of silver-rank or below.

“How many afflictions do you think I just cleansed?” Will’s voice was frigid. Despite being a low silver, his presence froze Rowan in place, the raw killing intent far too great for a mortal to possess. “Let me give you a hint. I carry my own. How many is that? Well, I’ll suppose you’re about to find out.”

Rowan fled, teleporting dozens of feet away in a panic.

Will followed, using his own teleport.

“Who was supposed to be a coward, again?”

Rowan Zero, progenitor of a line of leaders, died begging for his life.

Alan, on the other hand, was way in over his head. His familiars gave him sensory data, but he couldn’t see at all through the darkness. Neither could Will, which evened things out given that Alan didn’t have a weapon out that he could teleport to, but he found him quickly enough and inflicted him with corruption too.

After dealing with Rowan, Alan was a cakewalk in comparison. With his hunger phantasm dissipating back into his shadow, all seven members of the temporary alliance he’d formed converged on a single silver—and a monster core abuser, at that.

“Wait, wait, wait!” Alan cried out. “This—Hua, you can’t let them do this! You’ll be disqualified!”

“I got my changeling,” Hua said tonelessly. “I’m still in the fight. Guess who’s not going to be, you fucking pedo.”

Alan backed up as Will and his alliance approached him, the low silver’s precious familiars dead or dying. “No, no, no. This isn’t fair!”

“Rich, coming from the one who tried to assassinate us and steal our prizes,” Caiyeri said.

Will smiled in a particular way that he’d learned from that elf. It was a shark’s grin at smelling the blood in the water.

“I left fair behind in the tutorial.”

And one final time, a bell tolled.
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                [Soul] has advanced to Silver 4!

[Perception] has advanced to Silver 1!


Main Challenge #1: Catching Water

Difficulty: Silver

- Capture a changeling. [4/1]

Remaining time: 61 hours, 3 minutes, 33 seconds

Reward: Your party will earn 400 silver credits at the end of the challenge (subject to change). Party members may separate. A death of a party member will not result in automatic disqualification as long as you retain a changeling. Violence within your own party remains disabled. For carrying an additional changeling, you will earn an Awakening Shard of the Beyond.

Penalty for Failure: ???

There were eight subdued changelings all in different forms, ranging from a weird glassy pigeon-like creature that Will could hold in his hand to a straight-up human who had yet to form hair, a face, or genitals, and just ended up looking like one of those mannequins in Targets that had always unnerved him. For some reason, Lily took that one, subduing it without any raw iron by simply stabbing it so many times that it couldn’t resist.

As the primary contributor to defeating both of the members of Hua’s party, Will was permitted to take two. He decided on the glass-like pigeon as well as one that he was pretty sure had transformed into a mimic, judging by the way it looked sort of like a boulder and didn’t have any other defining features.

A mimic of a mimic, he thought. What a riot.

Though Will had thought he was lacking in unrefined iron, he’d sifted through his burgeonining inventory while they’d hunted the changelings that had been forced out of the boiling lake and, after chiding himself for letting his inventory management get so sloppy, realized he still had a bunch of junk from the goblins that was made out of iron.

As it turned out, goblins in the Arcadian cave system tended not to refine steel to be used in chains. It wasn’t pure iron either, but it was better than anything else he had.

That meant he now had two chained creatures that he was forced to lug around in a wooden crate alongside a bunch of nearly useless bronze-rank loot. Will had tried to inventory the captured changelings like the others had only to be greeted with a rather unpleasant message.

Warning: Users cannot be absorbed into an inventory.

The system message carried a chilling implication that people who weren’t locked into the system could be tossed into the extradimensional space of the inventory, which Will decided not to dwell on. If it was true, there was nothing he could do about it anyway.

All this left the seven of them in the unenviable situation of having a living being to drag around. The eight changelings they’d gotten were still silver-rank, even if they were temporarily unconscious thanks to a variety of debilitating effects that had been placed upon them, so they were going to have to manage keeping the changelings alive but subdued while also preventing others from stealing them.

Lily didn’t seem to mind that much. The sociopath had told them all to not get in her way and left almost immediately after getting the update to the Main Challenge, dragging the mannequin-like changeling with her. Will was glad he wasn’t going to have to deal with her again, though he worried that she might go after Caiyeri or Hua, both of whom he actually liked.

Fortress was the second to leave. He knelt down onto the rock, palms flat against the ground, and it swallowed him and his changeling whole before closing right behind him as if he had never been there.

“Jesus,” Will said. “This guy just loves to hide, doesn’t he?”

“You make that sound like a bad thing,” Hua said. She was the only one out of them who had actual pure iron to bind her changeling within, though she only had enough to box up one of them.

“It’s not,” Will said. “He’s just wasted our time with looking for a hole to hide in already. This makes two times he’s done that.”

Caiyeri laughed, but there was no humor in her voice. “Elementals are the least adaptable species you will ever meet. His name is Fortress. Of course he can’t think of any way to solve a problem besides hiding behind walls.”

“He did think of boiling the water,” Will said. “That was neat.”

“I’ll give him that,” Caiyeri conceded.

“Y’know, I’m not all too comfortable with this situation,” Hua said nervously. She flinched as Will looked at her.

“What’s wrong?” Will asked. “Besides the part where you think I’m going to kill you, apparently.”

“Do you not plan on it?”

“If I wanted you dead, you’d know by now,” Will said. “My powers aren’t exactly subtle.”

That didn’t seem to be enough to convince Varix and Vincent, though, who were both scuttling off, tossing nervous glances towards him.

“They don’t like you either?” Will asked Caiyeri.

“Vincent saw me kill a full party of humans,” Caiyeri said. “They’re both cowards who don’t even know the best way to employ cowardice.”

“Yeah, they’re definitely going to be less safe alone than they would be with us,” Will said. “The hell do they think they’re going?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if they died,” Caiyeri said. “Then again, they may rightfully assume that you’ll draw the gestalt. Half the archipelago has seen that by now.”

“How?”

“Um, I can answer that,” Hua said. “My sigil’s been showing me some footage of some of the big competitors. That’s the horrible monster, some of the elves… you.”

“Footage?” Will said. “Hey, Hunger, why the hell aren’t I seeing any of this?”

The sensation he got from his god was something like resignation.

“…You’re too new to this whole ‘being a god’ thing to get privileges, aren’t you?”

Deeper resignation told Will that he’d hit the nail on the head.

“Damn it. Well, they’re not wrong to be worried about that, but we’ll deal with that when we deal with that. Hua, you’re staying even though you think I’m going to kill you? You were saying something about being uncomfortable with this.”

“My instincts are really bad,” she said. “I’ve learned not to trust them. If every fiber of my body is saying you want to kill me, then I start thinking that there’s something else going on.”

“Strange,” Will said. “They usually work for me, but fair enough. You’re not wrong, either. But if it’s not that that you’re worried about, then…”

“This capture,” Hua said. “It reminds me too much of what people have tried to do to me. Aren’t these living beings, too? Sapients?”

Will considered the changelings inside his crate. They were both unconscious right now, but he could sense the magic emanating from them. Their auras were complex in a way that many of the unintelligent monsters weren’t.

He frowned. “I suppose, but the alternative is losing.”

“We can lose once,” Hua said. She sighed. “Then again, there’s nothing stopping them from making us do even worse later. I already know that tons of people are going to die during the 1v1s. We might have to kill people that haven’t done anything wrong, or we might do it accidentally. The power we can gain from this means too much to our communities back on Earth. Losing now just to not be able to back out of something even worse would be a mistake.”

“That’s surprisingly mature out of you,” Will said. “Aren’t you, like, sixteen?”

“Eighteen, thank you very much,” she said. “I was in the middle of my first year of uni. You sort of have to be mature now. That, or delusional.”

Will thought back to Dylan and the goon squad of racists he’d joined up with. They’d been immature enough. Then again, they were also now in varying states of decay, their corpses littering the Everdale University.

“Yeah, fair enough,” Will said. “So we’re sticking together? Caiyeri, make sure she doesn’t stab me in my sleep, please and thank you.”

“If she does, I’ll make sure you’re awake for it,” the elf said drily.

“I wouldn’t think someone like you would need a guard,” Hua said. “Seeing how you saw through my cloak and all.”

She wasn’t that much younger than him, but she had much to learn when it came to social interactions. Hua was transparently fishing for information—and while she might be friendly now, Will wasn’t going to give up anything that he could hold as a trump card in the future.

Truth be told, it had only been luck and caution that had let him spot her. He’d used Pages of the Past to check if there were any lingering effects from Fortress’ power, and its new silver-rank feature had let him spot Hua’s sigil skill, which qualified as a ward.

Cultivating the image of being powerful was as important as having the strength to back it up, though, so he didn’t reveal the weakness of having to manually check with his skilll.

For the time being, they decided to make camp atop the volcano. The lingering traces of the offensive magic they’d left behind would hopefully keep the bulk of people from trying to find them. In the meantime, they got to looting the bodies.

Almost everyone had contributed to the fight, but since it had been primarily Will’s skills that had taken them down, he got first pick of the loot.

“You know this guy, don’t you?” he said, kneeling over Rowan Zero. “Isn’t this one of the templates for your race?”

“One of the newest,” Caiyeri said. “New still means decades, though. My Rowan wasn’t an archer. He was a leader, and he was one of the ones who died next to me.”

“You don’t seem all too broken up about it.”

“Clones are meant to be expendable. If we were emotional about our deaths, then we would be useless.”

That didn’t seem to be entirely true, judging from the micro-fluctuations in her aura that Will knew she was too controlled to do intentionally, but he didn’t push.

“Regardless, I’ve cut ties with them,” Caiyeri said. “If I’m going to commit to that, then feeling emotion for any of their deaths would simply be hypocritical.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Will said. “Then again, that does make this convenient, since I’m about to desecrate this dude’s corpse.”

Starstrike Longbow has been added to your inventory.

Tablet of the Guardian has been added to your inventory.

The Elven Mother has chosen to abandon this champion. No sigil was obtained.

450 silver and 10 gold credits have been added to your inventory.

12 Fire Arrows, 12 Darkness Arrows, 12 Acid Arrows, 11 Death Arrows, and 12 Ice Arrows have been added to your inventory.

Adaptive Quiver has been added to your inventory.

5 Chaos Grenades have been added to your inventory.

“Holy loot,” Will said, taking in the haul from the silver-rank.

Nobody had been permitted to take items that weren’t already on them into the trial, so this had to be the elf’s minimum equipment. Just how stacked was their leadership?

Will hadn’t found any awakening shards in a while. Most of the monsters in the underwater dungeon he’d killed had only dropped credits alongside a monster core and some crafting materials, so seeing a full tablet was exciting.

Everything was silver-rank, too, which meant upgrades. Will’s stealth bow was still bronze, and he was thankful that he wasn’t going to have to dump his freshly-acquired monster cores into it to level up.

Item: [Starstrike Longbow]

Uncommon, silver

Hand-crafted by a skilled artisan and enchanted through starlight, this bow shimmers with a celestial glow.

All projectiles fired by this weapon deal increased radiant damage and gain an instance of [Guiding Light].

[Guiding Light] - The owner of this item can mentally control the arrows after they are released, making small adjustments to guide the arrows to their targets. Though this will not make a full-on miss become a hit, it greatly increases the effective range of this bow.

[Celestial Volley] - Once per day, when this bow is fired, you can have the arrow split into five separate arrows.

It was a basic bow, which made sense given its low rarity, but it was a nice addition to his arsenal.

Will considered unattuning his jumping ring for the new bow, but decided against it. Though he hadn’t used the jump charges yet, silver-rank Jump would take him much higher than Wind Walker’s dozen-foot air-dashes could.

“Now for the real loot,” he muttered.

Item: [Tablet of the Guardian]

Uncommon.

In front of every great mage is a great guardian. Though this humble tablet may not grant you a warrior mighty enough to strike down the walls of a great city, it will provide you with a companion who can assist you in your struggles.

Affixes a skill to any attribute at your current rank.

Will had been working with his current suite of skills for so long that it had become second nature to him by now, but he hadn’t forgotten that he still had an empty slot under every single attribute.

This was a type of skill that was a bit different compared to his current profile, which was great. Will already had a set of skills that was very good at long-term offense, and a defensive skill would be ridiculously appreciated.

He was overdue for a new Perception-based skill. During the fight, he’d been forced to spread his phantasm apart to see his enemies. Being able to see through his phantasm would make him much deadlier in the field.

Without further ado, he consumed the tablet, selecting Perception.

“Step back,” Caiyeri advised Hua. “This part gets messy.”

Hua frowned. “You say that like—“

Will blacked out.

#

“You insolent insect,” the Hunger said, though the anger in its voice was no longer as overwhelming as it had been before.

“Yeah, that’s me,” Will said. “Let’s get this song and dance over with. I’ll go as far as I can in the tournament for you, so you stop trying to torture me, yeah?”

“Yes,” the Hunger replied. “I have lent power to your skill so that it will suit your skillset more.”

“Not sure if I appreciate you doing that without me asking, but thanks,” Will said.

“I do not appreciate the apparent willingness to lose that your companion has,” the Hunger said.

“Well, you’re going to have to deal,” Will said. “Oops. Feels like this is me. See you next time, and could you ask your godly friends to get me in on some of that video action too?”

He disappeared, leaving the Hunger alone.

The god sighed deeply.

“Sadareth is never going to let me hear the end of this.”

#

Skill: [Thousand Eyes]

- Familiar (time, perception).

- Cost: extreme mana. 1,000 silver credits. 100 silver-rank Monster Cores or equivalent. 1,000 bronze-rank Monster Cores or equivalent.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

Summons an avatar from an alternate universe that is perpetually locked in a single instant. This familiar is incorporeal. This familiar is a non-continuous entity.

This familiar possess truesight.

[Synchronicity] - You can use all senses through the Thousand Eyes, relying on either yours or your familiar’s. The eyes can access echoes of recent past events (5 seconds or less) within its vicinity, showing you spectral images of events even if you cannot see your target.

[Time-Locked] - By existing outside the normal timestream, your familiar can expend mana to become imperceptible to non-magical means and aura senses.

“Holy shit,” Will said. “Hey, guys?”

“You alright?” Hua asked nervously. “You don’t seem like you want to kill me anymore, and that’s honestly more worrying than it was before.”

“We still have sixty hours to go,” Will said. “There are monsters here, right?”

This was an incredible, top-tier skill for him. It fixed basically every intelligence problem he’d had… but he couldn’t summon it. Will had just used the majority of his monster cores to level up his items.

“We’re on an archipelago designed to kill us,” Caiyeri deadpanned. “You tell me if there’s monsters here.”

“Change of plans,” Will said. “We’re not going to sit around on our asses—at least, I’m not. I’m going out there, and I am going to hunt.”

#

Ataraxis, high priest of corruption, appeared alone.

The chaotic transportation had separated him from the rest of his trusted cultists.

This was no worry to him. Chaos was merely the natural order of the world. To accept that was to be free of mortal worry.

“Surroundings,” he said, commanding his mental journal to record his words. “Tropical. Location name: Archipelago. Target is present. Searching for corruption wielder William Li-Brown.”

#

Main Challenge #1: Catching Water

Difficulty: Silver

- Capture a changeling. [4/1]

Spatial anomalies detected. Time limit has been lowered due to atmospheric corruption.

Remaining time: 23 hours, 59 minutes, 59 seconds.
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Chapter 60: Thousand Eyes

Will wished he had a lie detection skill of some kind. He’d been through enough life and death battles with Caiyeri to trust her implicitly, but Hua? Not so much.

The Chinese-Australian girl had understood, having been on the bad end of too many failed alliances herself. Hua was one of the most rational people that Will had dealt with so far, which was a bit of surprise given that she was also one of the youngest.

That did mean that instead of leaving her alone with the changelings, they had to lug around their crates of captured beings around, occasionally checking to see if they were waking up and inflicting percussive maintenance upon them, which meant beating them until they were unconscious again.

If it works on a PC, it works on a living being, Will thought darkly.

Their initial plan had been to stay in one space, but instead Will took them around the island, clearing out nests of bronze-rank monsters. Finding them was easy with both his and Caiyeri’s aura senses working in concert, and Will was glad to take the opportunity to grind the nests. He never wandered off too far from their temporary bases where they left the changelings, only disappearing long enough to go kill a load of bronzes before returning with the loot.

At silver rank, Thunder Wraith’s Grasp was extraordinarily effective against the swarm-type bronze monsters. They fell quickly under the virus-like spread of lightning that came with the skill. Will knew that the power the chain lightning put out was lower than average for a silver-rank skill, so it wouldn’t be as useful against enemies of his same rank, but against monsters a full rank lower than him, it was easy—so easy, in fact, that he wondered how anyone who called themselves a silver rank had ever managed to lose against him.

Level up!

It took literal hundreds of bronze-rank monsters to level him up a single time, which made sense. Advancing at silver rank was much more difficult than it had been at the lower ranks, and Will found that he had to meditate, using the breathing techniques that Caiyeri and the still-absent Ayla had taught him in order to push himself over the edge to Silver 1.

Finding silver-ranks was even easier than locating the bronze ones with how much more their auras stuck out from the high-density magic that characterized the entire archipelago. Those, Will didn’t fight alone. It was a bit of an involved process, but he, Caiyeri, and Hua would tuck their changelings somewhere where they couldn’t be easily found and then go fight them together.

There was no opportunity to rest. Will quickly regretted giving so many of his monster cores away. He had the credits to use his new Thousand Eyes skill, but he was missing almost all of the monster cores. There was no shop on the archipelago, so Will was relegated to using what he’d already brought and bought.

All three of them had enough stamina and mana potions to keep going for hours. The other two needed to dip into their reserves of health potions in order to patch themselves up after fights, but a combination of Will’s Death attribute and his evergreen pendant, which provided him a hefty amount of regeneration outside of combat.

They spotted other competitors from time to time, including Lily, but they took one glance at the mass of shadow surrounding Will and left.

“You’re building up a reputation for yourself,” Caiyeri said, noting a full silver three-man group do a full 180 and not-so-casually run away as Will finished off the silver-rank trap spider nest they’d cleared together.

“Good,” Will said. “If people aren’t going to underestimate me, they can fear me. It makes our job easier.”

The sudden reduction on the amount of time they had to complete the first main challenge had been random, but not unexpected. Will immediately assumed that it had to do with the same effect that had interfered with his transportation into the challenge planet and quite possibly even what had accelerated the initial tutorial. There was clearly something larger at play here, and Will was starting to grow suspicious of it.

He wasn’t going to be able to investigate it with his perception skills that were much better geared towards combat than observation, so he continued slaying monsters, quickly progressing towards the massive amount of cores he needed to summon his new familiar.

The Starstrike Longbow proved to be critical in grinding monsters. Its radiant damage was silver-rank, and the ability to aim after shooting meant that he could just loose an entire volley of charged arrows straight up into the sky and guide them afterwards.

With the timer running shorter, the other Users steadily became more frantic. The sounds of combat increased in frequency and intensity, some of it on the same island as them. There had been 2,938 competitors entering the trial, and after the so-called sentience check, that number had dipped down. Will wasn’t sure exactly how many had been filtered out by that, but he could see that there were around 2,400 now, with the number slowly ticking down.

When there were about eight hours remaining, the active volcano that Caiyeri’s group had started on erupted in a rainbow of light, a confluence of skills exploding all at once. That took out nearly thirty competitors in a single fell swoop, according to the numbers.

All the while, they avoided the gold-rank gestalt, but that was easy enough. It seemed to be avoiding Will, to the point where he didn’t even have to raise his hunger phantasm up threateningly to ensure that it didn’t get anywhere near him.

That definitely wouldn’t have been the case if it had been piloted. Will knew that the life elves wanted him dead, and it had been on its own for the sentience check. Fear wouldn’t have been taken into account if the creature had been driven by an external force, telling him that it was acting of its own volition now.

He wasn’t sure if that worried him more or less.

At length, they finally did it. After over twenty-three hours of nonstop fighting, migrating, and looting, Will had a total of one hundred and three silver-rank monster cores, fifteen hundred and seventeen bronze-rank monster cores, huge amounts of random crafting materials, and a ton more credits than he’d started with.

“And I’m still not Silver 2,” he said unhappily, sighing as he extracted the massive crate of monster cores he’d stuck into his inventory.

“You should try using cores,” Hua suggested. “I’m Silver 4 now.”

“Pro tip: you can’t only try meth once,” Will said. “It’s zero or life. I’m sticking to zero.”

Hua shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Apart from the distortion in the time remaining, they faced almost no trouble even as the number of competitors still in started to drop like flies.

“People are realizing they can’t get their own,” Hua said bitterly. “I guess they’re going after each other.”

“You don’t sound surprised,” Will said, focusing on his skill. There was a particular method it wanted him to use in order to set up the summoning ritual, so they’d staked out a high-visibility location on a beach after killing all of its residents. “You see a lot of action?”

“You haven’t seen what’s happening in Australia?” Hua asked, surprised. “It’s all over the news.”

“Wait.” Will frowned. “You still have news?”

“Do you not? The internet’s still up here.”

“Internet?” Caiyeri interjected. “I heard that was where certain games are hosted. Like—“

“Not the time,” Will said. “You’re telling me you still have infrastructure?”

“A lot of chunks of civilization kept some,” Hua said. “I guess you came from America—you’re American, right? You sound like it.”

“Yeah,” Will said. “My college town went to shit immediately. No service, no internet, no way to know who else is even alive in the country.”

“Well, I’ve heard that your coasts still have infrastructure. Glad to hear that wherever you are, there’s still people. We were starting to worry we lost all of the middle.”

“Do you know how much this changes for me?” Will asked.

“Not in the present, I hope,” Caiyeri said. “I sense auras coming towards us. I don’t know the rank. Finish your ritual up quickly or don’t do it.”

Will froze. “You can’t tell their rank?”

Other people misreading his silver-rank aura for bronze was one thing, but Caiyeri’s aura senses trumped Will’s, even if the raw strength of her aura wasn’t as high.

Will hurried up, depositing all the materials in a rough circle. The exact formation mattered less than the intent of the skill and the presence of all the materials needed.

Unlike most of his skills, this one required a summoning chant. That was new. Will knew that some of Caiyeri’s skills were larger scale and required verbal components, but he’d largely eschewed them so far—in fact, most humans he knew had. That must be a racial trait of some kind, he realized.

Apparently, it didn’t apply to rituals.

“Life in death, born from stasis, forever frozen. I see what sees a world beyond worlds, a time before time. I see what sees me. I see what sees it all. Summon familiar: Thousand Eyes.”

All of the monster cores and credits Will had laid out around himself vanished in an instant, consumed in a flash of brilliant mana. For a long moment, he could barely see what was in front of him, so intense was the force of the magic around him. Caiyeri flinched at the sight of so much power being consumed at once, and Hua gasped in awe.

She can’t see it as well as we can, Will realized. That was good to keep in mind.

Though the visual effect of it died down quickly, Will could sense the mana swirling around them.

Then, bit by bit, his awareness expanded further.

Hua took a panicked step back as the first eye burst into existence. She calmed herself just in time for the second one to manifest, then the fourth, the eighth—she adapted in moments, realizing it was friendly.

Caiyeri got down on one knee, peering at the rapidly replicating eyes in awe. They were far away enough from actual biological eyes that they didn’t creep Will out the same way spiders did. There was no depth to the thousand pieces of the familiar, all of which appeared completely unattached to each other. Instead, it was as if they were radioactive after images, glowing shades of ultraviolet with blaring pink-green irises. If Will squinted, they almost looked drawn on.

They were eerie, but more importantly, Will’s senses spread through them.

His vision fractured into a thousand pieces, the sudden deluge of sensation overwhelming him and threatening to crush his will into shreds.

But he’d dealt with worse. The Hunger had done its level best to break him for days, weeks on end, and he’d come out of that in one piece. A familiar’s perception wasn’t going to do better than a god.

Will let himself become a willow, bending with the wind and allowing his mind to fracture. Though it seemed unmanageable at first, giving him let the eyes rearrange their perception, taking up less and less of his mental space until he was almost human again.

His senses were no longer limited to his own body. Will had a thousand eyes, a thousand ways to see aura, and with a quick pulse of mana, he saw an instant replay of Caiyeri and Hua overlaid over his vision in the same ultraviolet shimmer that the eyes made.

The truesight that came with the familiar passed through his human senses strangely. Will could tell that he wasn’t quite strong enough with Perception to make full sense of it, but his senses were vastly enhanced nonetheless.

“This is what LSD is like, isn’t it?”

“Probably not,” Hua said. “I don’t have any on me, but there’s some back home if you ever visit.”

“Is that some kind of video game?” Caiyeri asked, frowning. “You humans make too many acronyms.”

“Um, not quite.”

Will triggered the Time-Locked attribute of his familiar with another quick expenditure of mana. He found that he could use a very small amount to make one eye disappear entirely or use a moderate amount to blanket a large chunk of them, making the entire familiar vanish from all perception at once—except for his.

There was an intelligence to the familiar, he sensed. It would follow his orders, but Thousand Eyes was a being in itself. A sapient.

A wave of bluish color rippled through the eyes, and to Will’s newly expanded senses, he almost felt like it was asking him a question.

Name.

“It wants a name,” Will muttered. “Hmm…”

“That doesn’t matter,” Caiyeri said. “The aura is still approaching. I still can’t tell what rank he is.”

“Gold,” Will said certainly. The Thousand Eyes moved quickly, buoyed by his phantasm. They ignored walls and had a fairly large sensory radius—and importantly, they could see through stealth skills. While Will couldn’t use that to its full potential, he could at least see through aura cloaking. “Mid gold, though I can’t tell the exact number. His aura control is super good.”

“Shit,” Hua said. “How do we deal?”

“Be ready to run if I get hurt,” Will said. “He’s got a lot of magic items on him. If he wanted to attack us, I don’t think he’d be approaching us in the open.”

Will had a sneaking suspicion as to who this cloaked stranger was here for. Thousand Eyes let him get an idea of the person via Identify, and the name Ataraxis, High Priest of Corruption didn’t leave much to interpretation.

As he went to move, though, the shards of his perception tugged at him, rippling again with the beautiful display of color that only he could see.

Name.

“You can’t think of one yourself?” Will sighed. “Alright, let me think… how does Sen sound?”

“Sen?” Hua asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Means ‘thousand’ in Japanese. Also sounds cool enough for a familiar, so there.”

“Fucking weeb,” Caiyeri said.

Will jumped back, hand going to his heart in shock. “How the hell do you know that word?”

“Your friends traded knowledge for knowledge,” she said solemnly. “I know what you are.”

The ripple came quicker this time, the fragments settling themselves.

Good.

“Th—er, Sen likes it,” Will said. “That’s that. You two hold the fort. If something happens…”

“Run like hell,” Hua said. “You don’t need to tell me that twice.”

“I like you, Hua. Don’t let me down.”

#

Ataraxis was thankful that the corruption wielder had chosen to separate himself from his party. That would make the next steps of this easier.

He had not found any of his fellow acolytes and could only assume that they were either lost elsewhere on the planet or had not entered the same scenario as him. He was familiar with the trial of the champion; if this was an early phase, then the latter was very likely.

“William Li-Brown,” he greeted the stranger.

“Ataraxis,” the corruption wielder replied. He sounded tired. “Call me Will. Please. William sounds so British. Also, I have no idea how you got here, but whatever you’re selling, I don’t want it.”

“No?” The high priest said. “I would think twice about that.”

Will glanced at the priest, squinting at him. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

“Neither are you. This trial takes place off your home planet.”

“You know what I mean. You’re human, but… not quite. Not the kind I recognize.”

Ataraxis nodded approvingly. The corruption wielder was not incompetent. When converted, he would be a powerful force indeed. He was human as well—a bonus. Not a core user, either. The conditions were ideal.

“You are correct,” he said. “I come from a world known as Selethnir. There, people like you are a rarefied few.”

“I’m not surprised,” Will replied. “I doubt you have China there. Or America. We’re more common around these parts.”

“You are being intentionally obtuse,” Ataraxis continued, unperturbed. “I am aware of this type of tactic. I—“

“Bring gifts?” Will said. “I can tell you have a sigil on you. Let me guess. It has something to do with corruption?”

Ataraxis raised an eyebrow in surprise. His natural cloaking at gold rank was stronger than anything anyone on this bronze-rank core-abusing planet should have been able to penetrate, and yet the corruption wielder had seen straight through it.

“As expected from one like you,” he said, his mind taking this into account.

Could he be the prophesied one? Ataraxis was no blind believer of the tenets of his cult, but even he knew to bend the knee before the one who would bring ruin to the system.

“Look, dude, if you’re going to keep sounding vaguely racist, I’m going to have to ask you to go,” Will said. “Make your sales pitch and fuck off, please?”

Ataraxis could tell that Will’s aura was fluctuating, but he could barely sense any discomfort from the man even though he easily outranked Will.

Do not be too hasty, he reminded himself. Ataraxis knew what the prophecy truly was. It was a way to guide the members of the cult, lowly ones like himself, towards a more aggreable path. The holy words held no inherent power. The threads of fate could not yet be woven by anyone short of a god.

There would be a venerated one eventually, but this man here and now was nothing more than a competent wielder.

“I present to you a sigil of corruption,” Ataraxis said, drawing a small, seedlike crystal. “This goes to a nameless god, one that we—“

“Yeah, I see it,” Will said. “I read the description. No thanks. I’m not swallowing that shit. At least I can toss off my current sigil if he ever gets too uppity, and besides, this has evil cult written all over it.”

Ah. Of course. Ataraxis had forgotten his manners.

Will’s eyes widened as the presence of the nameless god crushed his sigil’s, pressing against a god that Ataraxis recognized as Kadael, the Hunger.

“A new god,” he commented. “A weak one. You can do so much better.”

Ataraxis exuded his presence further, crushing Will’s aura—and then, all of a sudden, he found he could go no further.

“Yeah, I dunno,” Will said. “Here’s the thing about new, weak gods. They get desperate. Do you know what happens when a god gets desperate?”

Ataraxis’ had honed his aura control for years. Decades, even. Against someone with a decent foundation, his perfect aura should have crushed them instantly even at the same rank, let alone a full rank above.

And yet, somehow, Will’s aura increased in strength, pushing back.

“You want me to join you,” Will said, voice crackling with power. “This is me saying no. You need me, don’t you? Your aura tells me as clear as day. You can’t take me in dead, can you? Leave.”

Despite the rank differential, despite the fact that Ataraxis should have been able to squash the corruption wielder like a bug, hesitation flashed through him. A dash of fear.

Will laughed coldly. The sound befitted one as defiant as him.

“You fucking loser,” he said. “Gold rank, and you can’t even handle me? Come back to me when you can face me without pissing yourself.”

Ataraxis did not allow himself to be provoked. This was, after all, not the only opportunity he had.

And besides, his time here was drawing to a close. His senses spread out throughout the archipelago, and he could tell that those searching for him were drawing closer. The other human, who had chased him from his homeland, and one more. The latter was more esoteric. He couldn’t quite get a bead on him.

“I admit defeat,” Ataraxis said, bowing his head. “This sigil will not trigger in proximity. You need to fully accept it to make use of it. A gift from me to you.”

“That’s a Trojan horse of a gift,” Will said, but he took it anyway. Whatever skill he was using to monitor Ataraxis must have told him that the high priest was not lying. “Now get out of my sight before I do something stupid.”

Despite his best efforts, Ataraxis was still human. Being belittled by an inferior was tolerable to an extent, but he could feel the rage within him rising.

Yet he could not attack. The corruption wielder was too strong to risk wasting, and showing his hand to capture him alive now would draw the attention of the ones pursuing him.

“Your time will come, William,” he growled. “You will join us, one way or another.”

“You lost your last opportunity to be cool about forty-five seconds ago,” Will said. “See ya!”

He teleported away in a flash, disappearing into shadow.

Ataraxis sighed deeply. Corrupted one, give me strength.

Main Challenge #1: Catching Water

Difficulty: Silver

- Capture a changeling. [5/1]

Spatial anomalies detected. Time limit has been lowered due to atmospheric corruption.

Remaining time: 8 minutes, 38 seconds.

            

    
        Chapter 61: None of Us are Good People

    
    
    
    
                “Something is very wrong,” Will said.

“You managed to talk to a stranger without anyone dying,” Caiyeri replied. “That’s signal enough for me.”

“Very funny. That man is not from this world.”

“Neither is she,” Hua said, pointing at Caiyeri. “Her planet hit ours like a month ago.”

“Earth and Arcadia are one now,” Caiyeri said. “I am as native to this land as you are.”

“He’s from beyond this planetary system. The planet’s name is Selethnir. It’s half a galaxy away. That would be what the spatial anomaly is, I assume—him and his goons teleporting into the trial.”

“You say that like you’re sure he’s telling you the truth,” Hua said. “People lie, y’know? Like, a lot.”

“Your familiar,” Caiyeri said, cocking her head. “Is it that powerful, that quickly?”

“The Hunger had something to do with directing where the skill came from. Turns out that a crabby, desperate god in your head can actually be helpful from time to time.”

Remaining time: 6 minutes, 19 seconds.

Remaining competitors: 1,984.

“Competitor count is crumbling,” Will noted. “There are people thinking of approaching us, Ataraxis aside.”

“Ataraxis,” Caiyeri repeated. “That’s the name of the man you encountered?”

“Mhm.”

“In all honesty, I expected the number to go down faster,” Hua said. “Humanity is doing better than I expected.”

“You’ve got an incredibly cynical take on humans,” Will said, willing Sen to expand further. He’d barely gotten to experiment with the Thousand Eyes skill, so he still wasn’t sure of its capabilities.

“You just said that there’s people considering trying to take us on,” Hua said. “Am I really that wrong?”

Will considered the two full parties that were gearing up to fight them, both about a quarter of a mile away on either end. Between the six of them, there were two silvers and four bronzes. He could easily take them on, but… did he really want to? Will could kill when necessary, but he was growing a bit worried that he might be stretching the definition of necessary a bit far.

Instead of trying to kill them, he simply stopped providing extra mana to Sen, letting the familiar’s Time-Locked attribute pass. A hundred radiant eyes appeared around each of the parties. It took them a moment to notice, but when they did, the groups that had been using investigation skills on Will from afar panicked, correctly realizing that he had been watching them watch him.

To be fair, he’d only been watching them since Sen had been summoned, so that hadn’t been for very long, but they didn’t know that. All six of them fled, deciding to go after a different group.

“No,” Will said. “You’re not.”

There wasn’t much time left, but Will decided to make what use of it he could. He recalled Sen’s eyes, gathering them around him, then sent them out.

They were quick to move and unaffected by simple skills, he soon found. Each eye expanded his senses, but having multiple of them in one place increased how strong his senses were. With all one thousand eyes, Will had been able to bypass Ataraxis’ aura cloaking as well as glean information about the gold-ranker’s place of origin. With just one, he couldn’t do much more than see vague shapes and hear the loudest sounds.

Sen had a slight mind of its own, which it put into action when Will wasn’t actively managing the eyes. Since Will didn’t have the enhanced perception necessary to manage a thousand individual organisms at the same time, that was greatly appreciated.

He experimented with the hunger phantasm. Although he couldn’t exert fine control over it past a certain range beyond his body and couldn’t control it at all at distances past 120 feet, there was no restriction preventing him from taking advantage of the effects of Staravation, In the Flesh, and Echo of Despair.

Manifesting the phantasm physically around an eye worked, surprisingly enough. Despite being incorporeal enough to pass through the earth, Sen’s eyes interfaced with mana like it was physical. That likely meant that the eyes could be destroyed if people directed intensive skills at it, which was good to learn now rather than later.

If he time-locked an eye, the phantasm around it would fall as if the eye had never been there. Also good to know—he could use his phantasm and its associated properties at range, but not without exposing Sen to damage.

Will spread the eyes out across the island in the time he had remaining. He knew that he could probably use the touch-range spell transference property of the phantasm to corrupt an insane amount of people here. A deep part of his mind urged him forward, to kill everyone and take their strength for themselves, but Will recognized where the bulk of that sentiment was coming from.

“Down, Hunger,” he said in the exact tone that Allie used to use with her family’s dogs. “I’m going to win, but I can win without killing the best Users that humanity has. I’d like my race to survive the year.”

Will wasn’t so far gone as to actively seek out people to kill just for the experience of it, especially when they hadn’t wronged him. He hoped that the day would never come where he started to go after innocents, and if that day came, he hoped someone stronger than him would put him down.

Sen’s eyes turned Will onto the devouring gestalt, which had been hard at work during the day Will had been grinding monsters. He’d kept it away from himself—but at what cost?

The kaiju had left a bloody trail of death behind it, which made finding it with Sen’s eyes laughably easy. Not enough of the bodies were intact enough for Will to count how many had fallen to the monster, but it easily numbered in the dozens.

Dozens dead because of me. They’d known the risks coming into the trial, but had they known the full extent of them? Will had brought this monster in, so every death was in part on him.

Even now, the gestalt was chasing down a party. It was mid-gold now, placing it head and shoulders above the bronze-ranks it was easily outspeeding. There were only three minutes left, so they would be home free if they could just survive that long, but… in the seconds that Will watched, the gestalt used a spatial skill of some kind to distort the space between it and the bronzes. It would catch up in seconds, let alone minutes.

Will was nearly a mile away. He couldn’t use any of his skills to close that distance in any reasonable time—even chaining uses of Weapons Free and using the maximum effect of Wind Walker, Escape Artist, and Wraith Cloak, there was no way he could clear the distance before the kaiju caught up.

It would be easier for him to let them die now and make the tournament easier, but he would much rather knock them out non-lethally and remain bastions in their portions of the world than have them fuel the power of the gestalt, which was already absurdly strong.

Though he didn’t have precise control over the phantasm, Will could still sense the position of all the dark shadows and use touch-range spells through them.

He cast Decaying Touch through the phantasm, and since he’d kept Sen’s eyes far enough from the kaiju to keep its powerful gold-rank aura from obliterating the pieces of the familiar, Will had a few dozen eyes he could spend, sending them towards the kaiju, placing them between the monster and the fleeing Users.

The gestalt took a moment to understand what the familiar was, but it sensed the corruption immediately. It came to a halt, staring down Sen’s eyes with a plethora of its own.

And then it turned tail and ran.

“Will?” Caiyeri asked. “Will!”

He snapped back to the present, having lost himself in the thousand facets of his own senses and all of Sen’s.

“Don’t scare me like that,” she scolded him. “You tell off your god and immediately stare off into space, you’re going to make me think that it got you.”

“You think my willpower’s that bad?” Will asked. “Wow.”

“No,” Caiyeri said, surprising him with how earnest she was. “I heard you in your sleep. I felt your aura shift. Your willpower is a force to be reckoned with. No, I was concerned that the god finally won, because you are dangerous.”

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me, I think,” Will said. “I appreciate it. Don’t worry, though. I’m still me.”

I just saved three lives, he thought. I hope that doesn’t come back to bite me.

Time remaining: 59 seconds.

“You actually did it,” Hua said, disbelieving.

“That’s been the case for a while. Did you just realize that?”

“I thought something would have gone wrong by now,” she admitted. “That, or you’d try to steal my changeling or kill me for loot or something.”

“The situation doesn’t always have to go to shit,” Will said. “Sometimes, things just work.”

Hua gave him a tired grin. “I’m glad there’s still some people that think that way. Keep in touch after the games, Will. Caiyeri. It’s nice to see that humanity is alive and kicking. We need more people like you to keep the world running.”

“I’m not human,” Caiyeri pointed out.

“That’s besides the point. I hope I don’t see you two in the next challenge. If I can’t win, I hope one of you two does.”

“You’re good people, Hua,” Will said, giving her an ironic salute. “Until we meet again.”

“Right, then. Until we—“

Time remaining: 0 seconds.

Main Challenge 1 (Catching Water) has been completed.

You have gained 500 silver credits. You have gained an Awakening Shard of the Beyond.

[EXECUTOR TOKEN DETECTED]. You have gained a second and third Awakening Shard of the Beyond.

[1,491] Users completed this challenge.

#

Nymlera Brooksoul was, to put it lightly, vexed.

Thalia was present in the trial with her, but her daughter had avoided Nymlera for the duration. That was acceptable—she needed to learn how to lead alone, outside the shade of the tree that had raised her.

What was less acceptable was the fact that the gestalt was also present, and the abominant mind within was now alone.

She had realized that it was present when the link between her mind and the abominant’s told her that the gestalt was in the trial. Nymlera had been forced out in minutes, her will losing against the goddess who had taken residence within its reluctant sigil-holder.

It was operating of its own volition, now. The link between her mind and the subservient one was still present, so she could tell that it had been transported to a different scenario from her. Nymlera had easily completed Main Challenges 0 and 1, but if she ended up facing her own creation, she did not know if she would be able to best it.

And worse, it was a waste of decades of research. The abominant mind had been cultivated to be the grand weapon for the life elves, the first being they would be able to use to break through the metal barrier and finally reach platinum. It had been well on its way already, but the corruption wielding human’s interference had ruined that.

Never mind that it had been her who had interfered with Will, of course.

Time remaining: 0 seconds.

Main Challenge 1 (Catching Water) has been completed.

You have gained 1,700 silver credits.

[1,491] Users completed this challenge.

The transition out of the challenge was seamless and instant. In one moment, Nymlera was tearing the throat out of an insolent human who had dared to challenge her trio for their rightfully earned prizes. In the next, she stood in the aisles of an unending library, blood still dripping from her hands.

You have been randomly placed into a safe zone.

Attacking another competitor within this safe zone will result in immediate disqualification.

For a moment, she thought she saw a shimmering eye the size of her head flash through the shelves, but it disappeared from her visual and aura senses instantly.

She closed her eyes, focusing on the connection to the gestalt. Though she knew that the sigil would still block true control over the abominant mind, influencing it would do much to keep it on the side of the life elves. Given enough time, she could possibly even drive the influence of the sigil away, reestablishing her own domain over it.

“I was wondering what the other competitors from my state were,” an irritatingly familiar voice said. “Silver 10. A lot lower than I’d expected, but I guess it makes sense that you’d lose control over your weapon.”

Nymlera opened her eyes, tamping down on the desire to kill the man before her. She could not afford instant failure. The Mother would abandon her if she dropped out of the trial so early, and no matter how much value she could gain out of William Li-Brown’s death, the sigil was more important.

“You,” she said politely, letting her peak-silver aura drown out the boy’s. “It will be a pleasure to take you apart.”

“Ooh, scary,” Will said flatly. “Y’know, I was willing to consider working with you, even considering that you used to own the gestalt, but I guess not. You’ll have to deal with the consequences of your actions yourself.”

Nymlera raised an eyebrow. “You are withstanding my aura. You have potential, child, but your impudence cannot go unpunished.”

“I’m supposed to be threatened by this aura?” Will asked. “You better hope that you don’t see me again.”

What was that supposed to mean?

Nymlera did not get to ask that question before Will was simply gone.

#

“Bloody arseholes,” Natalie Blurr muttered, taking sight of the library around her.

She dusted herself off, relaxing only when the system message told her that she was safe from the effects of other Users.

Her party, if you could even call them that, had been no help at all when the devouring gestalt had started tearing its way through the island she’d been on. In fact, once they’d realized that it was primarily aiming for her, they’d not only abandoned her but done their level best to redirect the gold-rank monster away from themselves and at her.

It had only been Lu Jie’s appearance that had given her the breathing room to find a changeling of her own, regretfully enabling her teammates to pass as well. Even then, she’d lost Wellington, one of her primary summons, and nearly completely lost a second one. She’d spent a lot of resources on summoning them, and wasting them because of a teammate’s treachery was such a waste.

Natalie was disappointed but not surprised. If people weren’t all fucking cowards, London wouldn’t have devolved into as much of a shitshow as it had. Though the PM and the old government ostensibly still held control, it was people like Natalie and her organization who were distributing supplies and protecting the people, not the government that now ruled from behind walls it never crossed.

A flicker of motion caught her eye, and she tensed. It disappeared an instant later, but she knew her senses well.

As such, she was wholly unsurprised when a familiar man appeared right in front of her. She shoved him away with enough force that a system message appeared.

Warning: do not engage other Users in violence. You have not crossed the threshold, but you came close.

“Whoops,” William Li-Brown, corruption wielder and freshly a major threat in Natalie’s eyes, said, collecting himself. “Something told me you weren’t going to be happy if I used my shadows to teleport in, so I just picked your knives. They’re really close to you.”

“William,” she said, relaxing. “It’s a pleasure to see you.”

“That’s not what you said last time,” he said. “And it’s Will.”

“Last time, I thought you were a talentless chaser,” she said. “You talked your talk, then you backed it up.”

“You saw that too?” Will asked. “Damn. Is it really just my sigil that isn’t showing me information about the competitors?”

“Quite possibly.” Her sigil had told her about him, but it had been Giant, her smallest summon, tagging along with the gestalt that had fed her information. She’d seen Will put a monster a full rank above both of them on the ropes seemingly without trying.

Honestly, it was terrifying. With someone like him on her side, the more violent gangs wouldn’t even want to come out of their safe zones.

“You still look like you want to tear my guts out.”

Of course she was. Nobody with the amount of power that people like Natalie and Will had could be trusted with it. Absolute power corrupted absolutely—she’d seen more than enough evidence for that.

Instead of saying that, though, she said, “You spend every single waking second trying to keep a community like mine alive when a bunch of insane purists who want to butcher everyone who doesn’t look and act like them is trying to take your capital and try meeting strangers without wanting to kill them.”

“We had a group like that. They’re gone now.”

“Well, I’m fucking happy for you, I really am, but they’re not so easy to uproot where I’m at.” Despite her words, she knew she sounded pissed. Keeping her voice under control was hard these days.

“They’re going to be alright without you?” Will asked. “That sounds like an undertaking and a half.”

“They’ll be fine.” Even now, Natalie wasn’t quite capable of sounding convincing even to herself. “Now, I’m going to ask this one more time. What do you want?”

“The last time I spoke to you, you told me that people like us shouldn’t be running the world, but I’m pretty sure that whether you like it or not, that’s going to be the way of things. I’m sure I’m not telling you anything you don’t know.”

“It’s not.” She studied the American carefully.

His features were indistinct, hidden by the shadows that constantly pulsed around him. She couldn’t read him very well, and though she’d grown to understand the auras that every magical User emitted, his was a mystery. All she could tell was that he was silver, and that wasn’t an obvious thing. Last time, she’d thought he was bronze, but she was growing less sure that her perception had been correct that time. “Are you trying to take the States for yourself?”

“Fuck no,” Will said. “You think I want to run a country? I just want the world to be in one piece, and I want to know who’s going to be taking part in that.”

“If all goes well, I won’t be,” Natalie replied. "Once the world settles down.”

“You know just as well as me that nothing is settling down in the near future. Probably ever.”

She sighed. “And?”

“You seem to have a good head on your shoulders. I’d like to see how your part of the world is holding up when this is finished. See the world. Help people where I can.”

“Something tells me that nothing I say is going to change that,” Natalie said. “You want a connection. That’s it?”

“And an agreement,” he said. “If we face each other, it’ll be to the down. You have people to protect. I won’t kill you if I win. I hope you can do the same for me.”

You have received a friend request from [William Li-Brown].

She had no reason to trust him. With how secretive he was about his own powers and motivations, in fact, she had every reason to assume the worst.

But distrust didn’t mean she couldn’t use him, and after seeing him in action, there was one thing she was sure of.

However suspicious William Li-Brown was as an ally, she wanted nothing less than to have him as an enemy.

“I accept.”

Moments after the connection went through, system messages appeared in front of both of them.

Main Challenge #2: Free for All

[1,491] Users remain. Due to spatial anomalies and the introduction of [REMOVED], [REMOVED], and [REMOVED] to the Trial, this number must be quickly culled.

You will be placed into a random arena with a random number of other Users. To win, you must be the last conscious User who has not admitted defeat.

Users who have already failed a challenge can and will be placed with Users who have not.

Difficulty: Varies

- Be the last one standing. [0/1]

Reward: 1,000 bronze credits. Full refresh of health, mana, and stamina.

Penalty for Failure: ???

Time until challenge start: [1 hour]

#

For Will, however, the message was just a bit different.

“Two more shards of the Beyond,” Will muttered. “That’ll get me enough to make a tablet.”

He recalled Ayla’s last words during the tutorial, urging him to get a tablet of the Beyond. The system was unwilling to cough up information on it, nor was anyone he spoke to—which only promised more power for what lay down that path.

Will could only guess, but given the fact that it was the rankless token of the Dread Executor that was triggering all these changes… it was looking good.

“Pardon?” Natalie asked.

“It’s nothing,” he said. “Good luck. I hope we don’t have to face each other in the next challenge.”

He teleported away.

“Bloody hell,” Natalie said after he’d left. “And here I thought Americans were supposed to be direct.”

            

    
        Chapter 62: The Library

    
    
    
    
                Will had been separated from the rest of his party at some point during the transit between Main Challenge 1 and this library-like space he now found himself in. The same had happened to everyone else, so he wasn’t too concerned about it, but it was yet another oddity that he had to add onto the list of anomalies that had plagued the trial so far.

Now that he wasn’t in immediate danger, he had time to think things over.

Ataraxis hadn’t come from Earth or Arcadia, and where there was smoke, there was fire. Considering the massive reality break that had occurred during his transportation to the trial, it was almost certain that there would be more entrants from the other world here.

Will spent a couple moments sending out messages to everyone he’d come into contact with and had on the friends list, but nobody else had seen anyone like Ataraxis during their challenge. Liam had been in a separate challenge space named Valley, which hadn’t had the same deranged set of monsters that had been unleashed upon Archipelago, and he’d passed with ease, but he also hadn’t seen anything. Hua, Haoyu, Caiyeri, and Blurr had all been in the same scenario as him, so the question was basically moot.

He had to stay on guard, though. Right now, he was using the library as an area to network, which reminded him a bit too much of his college career fairs. It was a lot more entertaining to do these when you could teleport, which did help that impression a bit.

Although he couldn’t act against other Users in here thanks to the system restrictions, there was nothing stopping him from using his skills or familiars, so he had Sen scoping out the entire area. It looked as if the entire remaining population of the trial had been dumped into this one library safe zone.

There were all sorts of powerful people that Will considered speaking to, including many more human silver-ranks than he’d expected, but higher up on his list were the ones he’d already spoken to or knew of. Finding the life elf commander had been a lucky accident. Natalie had been on purpose. Sen had caught sight of her during the challenge itself, but she’d been handling herself fine.

Next on his list was Lu Jie. After finding him with Sen, Will had to hop through bookshelves that seemed to stretch on endlessly in both height and width, using peoples’ weapons when available and his hunger phantasm when they weren’t.

The global top-ranker had held his position on the leaderboard through the challenge, though Will hadn’t. Plentiful consumption of monster cores for himself meant he’d managed to keep advancing at a pace quicker than those around him.

Will found him alone, reading a freshly-plucked book from the walls.

“You don’t need to look smart,” Will said. “I can tell that thing is full of gibberish.”

A couple of Sen’s eyes were hovering behind Lu Jie’s shoulders, time-locked so that nobody could perceive them but Will. Omnilingual translated the words to English, but the phrases themselves seemed meaningless, as if it had been put through Google Translate to Tagalog, then Japanese, then Portuguese before returning to English and repeating that a hundred times until not a single fragment of the original sentence remained.

“There is meaning in all of life, Mister Li. Whether you seek it or not is up to you.”

“Not just a Li,” Will said. That confirmed that Lu Jie could see his character sheet just fine and hadn’t needed to ask him for his name when the two of them had met, since he had never given his last name to the man. “That’s besides the point, though.”

“And what is the point? Are you here, perhaps, to consider my offer?”

“The nonexistent offer that you didn’t make yet and is probably going to sound like ‘work for me and I will try not to kill you’? Yeah, no thanks. I’m here in part to say fuck you for the kaiju. You could’ve dropped it in the ocean.”

“Just to make it lose its sanity and go berserk?” Lu Jie shook his head. “You must be unperceptive indeed to have not seen that.”

“C’mon, man, don’t be like that. There were a thousand other places to drop it.” Putting the gestalt other places probably would have resulted in several hundred more deaths, though, so Will wasn’t too broken up about that. It wasn’t his real question, anyway. “Again, not the point. Did you happen to see anyone that didn’t seem to be from Earth or Arcadia?”

Lu Jie closed his book, properly looking at Will for the first time. “You saw one too.”

“Dealt with one,” Will said. “I’m surprised your sigil didn’t show you that.”

The older man shrugged. “What our gods choose to show us may be less than you believe. My encounter was brief and from a distance. While evading a small army of opportunists who believed my group was easier pickings than the changeling clan underneath the volcano—“

“There was a clan of them under the volcano?” Will asked, disbelieving. “The one that blew up?”

“Yes. As you were saying, that is besides the point. I sent us further and further from Archieplago until we came up against an invisible wall towards the edge of it approximately a mile from the island itself.”

“Makes sense. I was wondering where they got so much space on a tiny rock in outer space. I assume the boundary.”

“Parts of the wall were failing. They were small, but I received enough glimpses beyond to gain an impression of the beings that were beyond the forcefield. Their auras were not of this world.”

“So there is more than one of them,” Will said. “Thanks for sharing your info.”

“You are a powerful being,” Lu Jie said, stroking his beard. “If your path ever crosses over into the mainland—“

“No thanks. I’ve got a lot of shit to sort out first.”

“It was worth a try.”

That surprised a chuckle out of Will. “Fair enough.”

He teleported away, considering the situation.

Ataraxis had indeed not been alone. This entire business was smelling fishier, and Will suspected that this tournament would not draw to an end before this other-world shit came to a head.

“I can’t believe the isekai happened to other humans and not ours,” he muttered to himself. “That’s some BS.”

Will caught up with a few others over the next half an hour or so. Liam had found Haoyu and Hua, and though he didn’t seem to be close friends with them, they at least recognized each other.

“You did what?” Haoyu was saying.

“Hey, it’s not my fault,” Hua replied. “I was outnumbered, and I didn’t think I could 1v3 any other group. Besides, it worked out in the end, since Will—”

He chose that moment to make his entrance.

“Christ on a bike, mate,” Liam said, stumbling a step back. “Good to see you, Will.”

Will nodded in acknowledgment. “And you. Everything good?”

“Not bad,” Liam said. “I can’t believe you’re just somehow mates with the superheroes keeping Sydney from falling apart.”

“Turns out that the most powerful people are fine with forbidden magic for the time being, so long as you’re actually useful.” Will hoped that wouldn’t change anytime soon. Corruption and Marked for Death might’ve made him seem obviously evil, but he’d been able to at least form some relatively decent new connections.

“That they are,” Liam acknowledged. “I’m a couple steps down the ladder from them, but we’ve worked together without problems.”

“We cleared out a colony of self-replicating mutants that were getting out of control,” Haoyu said. “Liam’s a good man as long as you keep him away from magic-sensitive people.”

“Not my fault my aura makes them cry. They should consider being made of stronger stuff.”

Will snorted. “If that isn’t the truth. By the way, have any of you seen Caiyeri?”

“Not sure,” Liam said, shaking his head. “This place is an honest-to-god maze. Can’t make heads or tails of it, especially not that weird bit up north.”

“North?” Will’s minimap still displayed cardinal directions in here, though the layout of the library was largely hidden. “What’s up there?”

“We spawned in somewhere near,” Haoyu said. “The shelves shift. The books there kept flying off at us, and there was a bunch of dark magic there. Not the same kind that Liam uses, but pretty close.”

“More like what you were using,” Hua added. “I came in around there too.”

“Oh, shit,” Will said. “Hell, alright. We’ve still got like half an hour. I’ll go check it out.”

“Godspeed,” Liam said. “Don’t die, but if you do, I want you to know we’ll hold a lovely funeral for you.”

“If you can recover my body, try to contact a Levy Anderson,” Will replied in kind. “He’ll get something ostentatious in order, I’m sure.”

With that, he was out again, skipping north as quickly as he could. Thankfully, with the thousand and a half people populating this library, he could easily find people within range for Weapons Free. The relative lack of lighting was nice as well, allowing him to test the new aspect of his Wraith Cloak ability.

[Ethereal] - For a high mana cost, you can pass through very thin barriers while invisible.

“Very thin,” as it turns out, had a variable definition. He could actually pass through the bookshelves sometimes, but only when he knocked a ton of books down and reduced a section of it to basically a wooden frame.

Everyone was varying shades of shocked when he teleported to the weapons that they were invariably carrying. Most reacted like Natalie, initially tensing up before realizing that he couldn’t harm them. A handful didn’t react at all, apparently used to people teleporting into their personal space. A rare couple lashed out violently. One of them stopped himself, but the other fully tried to slash at Will with a sword. He froze in place as he did, system messages flashing around him, and then space distorted and he disappeared.

Good to know the warning isn’t an empty threat.

Fewer and fewer people were in the library the further north he went, so he started using Sen’s eyes with hunger phantasm wrapped around them to transport himself.

The library was much, much longer than he’d thought possible. There was something off about it, just abnormal enough that it triggered the uncanny valley sense of something is wrong, but he couldn’t point to anything for certain—that is, until he reached the area that Haoyu had been describing.

The visuals of the constantly morphing, magically darkened library beyond the boundary bothered him less than the magic emanating off of it.

“That is definitely corruption.”

The boundary wasn’t even physical. There was just a line that delineated the normal library and the area where the corrupted section began, but there was so much corruption that even Hua had sensed it.

Will: Yo. Section of the library’s corrupted to shit. Going to hop in.

Caiyeri: Good luck. I saw it earlier. Staying wide away. Even brief exposure nearly destroyed my corruption amulet.

Will stepped into the corrupted section.

#

You have been afflicted with a level of [Corruption].

[Corruption Resistance] negates [Corruption].

That pair of messages repeated itself over and over again in the corner of Will’s vision from the moment that he entered.

Corruption was so thick in the air that he could actually feel the thickness of it pressing against his skin like a particularly humid day. Books flew through the air as the shelves shifted around, and Will realized as he tried to use Sen that he hadn’t checked to see if his familiar would be affected by these conditions.

Thankfully, the Thousand Eyes seemed to have the same resistances that he did, so he was able to catch sight of the pages flying by.

Where the books in the library proper were nonsensical but still translatable, these pages were just full of unintelligible garbage. The hieroglyphs and scratching that marked every page were completely unreadable, corrupted beyond repair.

Wraith Cloak allowed Will to see in the darkness, but it quickly became clear that the darkness here wasn’t just from a lack of light. The storm of magic was so intense that his sight became limited to only what his aura senses and Sen’s truesight could see, which, to be fair, was quite a bit. He’d only had the familiar for a couple of hours, and it was already paying massive dividends.

As he stepped forward, the library’s shelves started to thin, revealing… nothing. Just seemingly endless, flat ground.

And then it wasn’t so empty anymore.

Will paused as the furthest of the time-locked eyes saw into reality, picking up the signatures of three humans.

A dozen of Sen’s eyes moved closer, giving Will enough sight to tell that every last one of them was a gold-ranker.

More otherworlders.

A section of his inventory lit up. Will navigated over to it, staying well out of range of aura senses, and took it out.

It was the Executor Token. Moving it from his inventory to reality didn’t change the aura it put off at all, but it burned. The flat, black metal of the disc was so hot that Will nearly dropped it before placing it back in his inventory.

Text scrolled through the center of his vision, harsher than the usual system messages Will got.

CERTAINTY THROUGH DEATH.

ORDER THROUGH CHAOS.

PEACE THROUGH DREAD.

ELIMINATE. ERADICATE. EXECUTE.

Current targets: [Corruption Cultist] x3

Reward: 1 Awakening Shard of the Beyond per target executed.

“Aw, shit.”

Will drew his slayer sword as quietly as he could.

Could he handle this? He was used to fighting a rank above, but that was against monsters and elves that had stagnated across the decades. These were human golds, and more importantly, they were perfectly fine despite being in the highest corruption area Will had ever seen.

And, of course, there were three of them.

On the other hand, he had six awakening shards of the Beyond and just as many unaligned awakening shards. To meet the 13 shard requirement to form a tablet of the Beyond, which his tutorial helper Ayla had told him to do as her last request, he needed just one more shard.

If he could just take one of them out…

They were speaking with each other, and though Will wasn’t quite able to understand every piece of their conversation, he got the gist, especially once he started hearing the name Ataraxis. These three were part of the same group, and they were working on breaking into the tournament.

For what reason, Will couldn’t tell exactly, but the phrase transcendent-rank magic was enough for him to assume that the results would be disastrous.

Forget earning rewards. Could he afford to leave them alone?

He checked the time. Fourteen more minutes until the next challenge began.

Shit.

Will put the slayer sword away and drew his bow instead. Getting into a melee fight with them would be an impossible task. At least like this, he could run away if necessary.

He selected a basic arrow, then decided to at least give it a shot of doing some damage.

It had been a while since he had last used the axe of despair, and he was quickly finding that the slayer sword was much better in close quarters. With no uses left for it, Will decided it was finally time to give a real solid weapon up to his skills.

Skill: [Destructive Synthesis]

- Spell (consumption).

- Cost: variable.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

Activate this skill to consume an item. Consuming an item grants mana restoration proportional to the power of the item.

Consuming an item grants a temporary skill reflecting and magnifying the item’s use for a variable time depending on the item’s rarity and power.

[Effect Transference] (silver) - You can also shift the temporary skill to another item. All skills transferred, whether to an item or yourself, will be upgraded one rank to a maximum of the rank this skill is at.

Will was sad to see the axe of despair go, but he hadn’t been spending resources on it anyway.

[Implement of Despair] has been added to your [Adaptive Quiver] for [1 hour].

The skill was simple enough. Every arrow he drew would gain the ability to inflict Altrien’s Despair and Bleed in addition to the poison and paralyze afflictions based on the two runes he’d loaded the quiver with. With the silver-rank ability of Destructive Synthesis, those would be some potent afflictions, though Will was sure the gold-ranks would be able to resist it.

After consuming one of the few remaining regular bows he had left to gain the Sharpshooter skill, he took aim, using Sen’s eyes to guide him, and loosed the arrow.

There was nearly a quarter mile betweeen him and the three cultists, but his temporary skill gave him the knowledge he needed to make the arrows arc true.

He marked them for death through Sen’s eyes, the familiar’s senses close enough to his own to count as seeing the targets.

Will’s arrows impacted at roughly the same moment, the enchantment on the bow allowing him to guide them so that all three hit their targets in the chest.

[First Blood] doubled the damage of your attack.

[Mark for Death] increased the damage of your attack.

Critical hit!

Critical hit!

Critical hit!

You have inflicted a level of [Altrien’s Despair] three times. You have inflicted a level of [Bleed] three times.

It was nowhere near enough to take them down, but the damage left the reeling, bleeding heavily. All three of them readied themselves immediately, turning towards the direction the arrows had come from.

Will didn’t hesitate, instantly drawing more arrows. The sacrifice he’d made hadn’t been an insignificant one, and he would make the most use out of it he could.

On his fourth shot, he activated the second feature of the starstrike bow, splitting the arrow into five separate arrows all carrying their own afflictions. He also added on the Warp Strike feature that Weapons Free had finally granted him at silver, making his arrows originate from various points around him.

Not all of the arrows landed, especially when all three of them were now using gold-rank defensive abilities, but enough did to apply second levels of all the relevant afflictions.

Just as he’d suspected, corruption did nothing to them.

That was fine. He had more opportunities.

Through Sen’s eyes, he saw the gold-rank cultists, and through Sen’s eyes, he cast The Bell Tolls. It could only target one opponent, but the wither affliction it added alongside the removal of healing abilities would do a lot in addition to the bonus damage.

The cultists noticed the cast and exploded with power, obliterating a dozen of Sen’s eyes in an instant.

This wasn’t going to be enough. The one he’d applied the most afflictions onto looked pretty rough, but they all had skills up to block further attacks now. With Ghostflame, he could ignore the rank disparity long enough to maybe take one of them out, but Will could understand the basics of risk. Against golds, one kill wouldn’t be enough momentum to segue into a second.

Will was about to retreat when that same harsh sensation that had accompanied the Executor token giving him an unconventional quest spread across the area the cultists were in. He paused, looking through the surviving eyes he’d had in the area.

A rift opened in the air, though it differed from the transportation teleport’s reality break in how clean it was. A door opened, then closed, and a man stepped out from within.

He was a gold-rank too, but his aura was different. Cleaner. More refined.

The man turned, looking straight towards Will despite how far apart they were.

You have received a chat request from [Nynn].

You cannot turn down chat requests from a Dread Executor, past or present.

Nynn: A candidate. You’ve done well, taking the initiative. Join me.

Raw power pulsed out from the new arrival, blinding Sen’s eyes.

“Well, shit,” Will muttered. “In for a penny, in for a pound.”

He teleported forward.

            

    
        Chapter 63: In For a Ton

    
    
    
    
                Since the tutorial, Will had been fighting above his rank, but it was growing increasingly clear with every major advancement that the difference in power between each rank was greater than the last. Unformed to bronze had been seemingly insurmountable until Will had made use of the plentiful equipment in his tutorial. Bronze to silver had been more manageable, but that had still required the usage of corruption above his current rank and extremely arduous battles.

Silver to gold was more of the same, exemplified. Upon reaching silver, Will’s body had been purified, made into something more than human. Gold seemed to follow this progression to the extent that physical changes started to manifest on their bodies.

The cultists were still clearly human, but each of them sported some kind of mild mutation that made them seem more otherworldly—eyes that were solid orbs of color, bronze skin that shone like it was actually made of metal, and a third, ghostly arm that appeared and disappeared seemingly at will.

Nynn, on the other hand, looked like a human that had been carved out of obsidian. His aura overpowered the cultists’ and even Sen’s vision. By the time Sen’s eyes came back online, Will had closed half the distance.

He fired arrows as he went, guiding them to avoid hitting the tall, dark man that had inexplicably showed up.

It didn’t look like Nynn needed the help, to be honest. The other gold rankers each sported a unique set of powers, but despite their plethora of magic and weapons, they couldn’t keep him pinned down. He looked completely at ease as he simply walked through the web of attacks, dodging the supermajority of them and letting the remaining ones splash ineffectively against his body.

Trying to use Identify on the strange man only revealed that his aura control was so tight that all Will got was the name.

This wasn’t a Dread Executor, he was sure. When he’d spoken with Ayla about them, she’d insinuated that they were all high rankers in the grand scheme of the universe, and though gold rank was relatively powerful compared to Will, it was still in the first tier of power.

But the system had stated that he couldn’t turn down chat requests from Dread Executors past or present, which meant Will had a pretty good idea of what Nynn was.

Just like the cultists, he was clearly not of this world. Unlike them, none of his powers were readable. Will was too far to use Pages of the Past, which didn’t work through Sen as it wasn’t a sight-range ability, so he couldn’t tell exactly what Nynn was using, but whatever it was, it was letting him no-sell gold-rank magic like his attackers were using water guns.

After his initial burst of arrows had taken them off guard, Will’s attacks might as well have had the same effect. With their gold-rank attributes, the crit had been necessary to break through their skin. It had dealt some devastating damage, and the afflictions were still there, slowing them and passively harming the cultists as Nynn danced through their death-tinged magic, but they’d triggered active defenses now, which blocked his silver-rank arrows with ease.

Joining the battle was more to get intelligence on Nynn than it was to actually contest his skills against gold-rankers. His greatest strength wouldn’t be very effective against them, but Nynn was easily handling all three despite being on the same level. The possible Dread Executor had also messaged him, and Will wasn’t going to leave without following up on that.

Nynn systematically dismantled the offense against him with barely a single usage of a skill. As Will got closer, one of the cultists decided to make a brazen play, dropping back a bit before expending so much mana that Will could sense the expenditure through his own body’s senses as well as Sen’s.

Ambient corruption pooled around the cultist, drawing from the environment around him, and he radiated power as mana bound raw chaos into a massive feline beast.

To Will’s surprise, it wasn’t a corruption-aligned skill that had summoned the corruption construct but a chaos one. Despite seemingly being immune to all the ambient corruption, none of the cultists were using skills of that type.

Was it because they knew that anyone standing within the cloud of instantly fatal corruption was capable of resisting it, or was it because none of them had it? Given the fact that Ataraxis, a head priest, had come to seek Will out specifically, he suspected it might be the latter.

That didn’t stop them from working with the corruption, though. Will slowed as he got closer, redirecting his arrows towards the sudden appearance. Whether that was a summon or a conjured familiar or something else entirely, he wasn’t sure, but it made the hair on the back of his neck raise.

His arrows sank into the corruption beast, then became overwhelmed with the concentrated corruption within, disintegrating in moments.

Well, that’s not good.

The good news was that he got the summon’s attention. The bad news was the exact same.

Will had been conserving his mana, not using any costly maneuvers like Wind Walker’s airdash to close the distance. He was thankful for that now. As he approached visual range—which was less space than he’d thought he had. The visual static of the corruption storm meant that he only got visual confirmation on the ongoing fight when he was a mere couple hundred feet away.

Well within range of the beast.

It leapt towards Will with astounding speed. The difference between bronze and silver speed wasn’t that harsh, but against something at gold, it was clear that Will was far outmatched. It cleared half of the distance in one bounding leap—and then it froze in place.

Through Sen’s eyes, Will saw Nynn pointing at the beast.

“You’re interfering,” he said. “Begone.”

At this distance, Pages of the Past could at least catch the overwhelming power presented in that one skill, though Will suspected that was because Nynn was allowing him to see it.

Skill: [Counterspell]

- Spell (meta).

- Cost: varies.

- Cooldown: varies.

Gold

This skill is currently sealed. Actual rank: King. This skill is bound to a [Death]-affixed [Soul].

“Cease.” - Dread Executor Nynn I, cycle [REMOVED].

Eradicate a magical effect by expending mana equivalent to the amount of resources that went into said effect. This can be used to interrupt a casting at reduced cost.

The corruption beast paused, the thin line of gold-rank magic encompassing it and overtaking it.

For just a moment, Will sensed a presence far, far greater than his brushing against the world, as far above him as he was an ant. Then, just as quickly as it came, the pressure subsided, taking the corruption construct with it.

Where there had been mana shaping the corruption before, now there was nothing. It almost seemed as if the area had been cleansed of all magic entirely, but the corruption had been too persistent to leave.

Nynn was brimming with magic now, his aura more oppressive than ever. Even though Will knew that the gold-rank aura wasn’t targeting him, it still a startling amount of effort to keep his aura going. The last being to suppress his aura on this level had been a god, not a gold.

Then again, this was no mere gold. That skill he’d just used had been sealed from King to its current rank, and if Will remembered right, that was the very top of mortal potential.

What the hell was this guy doing here?

Only as Nynn used Counterspell again did Will realize that he’d not used a skill up until this point.

The tide of the fight turned slowly, and Will did everything he could to speed it along. Nynn’s speed continued to increase as he casually walked through attacks so fast that Will’s senses could barely keep up. Somehow, Nynn was always in the right place at the right time, walking at a speed that even an unformed-rank human could manage to perceive yet avoiding all three of them just the same.

“Is this the power of a Dread Executor?”

Will didn’t bother asking loudly enough for Nynn to answer him, so he dove in as well, using the openings that the other man was creating to send strips of hunger phantasm towards them. With Nynn’s supposedly gold-rank aura making a mockery of the cultists’, their senses were too focused on protecting themselves that they didn’t notice the paltry silver-rank phantasm getting close to them.

With Weapons Free, Will could make melee attacks while staying out of range of immediate retribution. Though he couldn’t inflict lethal blows through the cultist’s active defenses, he could deal just enough damage through forcefields, adaptive defenses, and iron skin to give them some afflictions. He charged his sword with electricity as well, Thunder Wraith’s Grasp infusing his sword with lightning.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

[Slayer Sword] inflicted a level of [Charged].

[Slayer Sword] has gained a level of [Unstoppable] and a charge.

Though the progress was slow, the slayer sword gained power with every successive strike against the same type of creature, which all of the cultists were. It gained even more by focusing on the same target, so Will focused on the bronze-skinned one since he was the easiest to differentiate from the others.

Nynn was making much more progress than him, though. He casually used Counterspell again, then again, depowering magic items and stopping skills in their tracks.

With every cast of Counterspell, the ambient magic around Nynn grew greater, his aura becoming even more oppressive. He didn’t even have a dedicated aura skill, Will realized—or, if he did, it was so well hidden that Pages of the Past couldn’t pick up on it. Despite that, he was easily crushing everyone else.

Instead of trying to shout over the din of the corruption and the magic, Will opened a chat window to the new arrival.

Will: It’s pretty obvious that you can kill them all. What are you waiting for?

Nynn: I am waiting. My magic is not perfectly aligned with my being. Assist if you can.

Will: Have been. I’ll try to continue.

As the levels of Unstoppable stacked on the slayer sword, Will repositioned himself into his hunger phantasm, cloaking himself and his aura from view. His caution was soon rewarded when one of his empowered slashes actually got through the bronze skin, drawing blood and causing lightning to chain from the metallic cultist to the other two, and his target roared, blindly firing a gold-rank laser into the darkness.

It was only a usage of Time in a Bottle that saved Will. Even with the darkness disguising him, the laser was almost dead on target. During the sped-up time, however, a heavy burst of mana let him dodge under the golden laser, allowing it to singe the air instead of his skin with such intensity that he was sure he would have died had it hit him.

That was their fatal mistake.

The entire time, all three of the gold-rank cultists had been focused on Nynn, and though the final otherworlder made dodging all of their attacks seem easy, the constant pressure had prevented him from making progress.

With that momentary slip-up, though, Nynn had the freedom to condense his aura, coalescing mana around him. Will’s eyes were drawn to the obsidian-black man. He became the center of attention as he bowed his head and knelt on one knee, tracing the corrupted ground with one hand.

A storm of swirling mana had gathered around him, and even the gold-rank spells being cast upon the shell of magic forming around Nynn barely affected him.

Nynn opened his eyes, and they blazed a bright red.

“Culmination,” he hissed, thrusting a hand out to the side.

The magic swelled, reaching a fever pitch—then dissipated all at once.

“They’ve taken even this from me?” Nynn said aloud, more disappointed than worried. “It has been far too long since I was consigned to these ranks.”

Will: You good there?

Nynn didn’t respond in chat, instead thrusting his hand out to the side once more.

Will took advantage of the momentary confusion that spread through the gold rankers to get in another massive hit through Weapons Free, chaining more lightning and preventing them from hitting Nynn.

That moment of distraction was enough for Nynn to conjure and grab his weapon, which looked to be a truly oversized scythe. The grim, curved blade was nearly as long as the handle, which was the same obsidian black as his skin.

Will: A guy named a “Dread Executor” using a scythe? C’mon. You’re not even trying to hide it.

Will: Also, aren’t those awfully impractical to use?

“Watch me,” Nynn said, loud enough that Will could hear him somehow.

Through Sen’s eyes, he saw Nynn leap forward with magical speed. One of the gold-ranks—the one with the phantom arm—blurred forward in response, but the afflictions that Will had laid upon them were effective enough debuffs that it tripped all three of them up in their defense.


Condition: [Bleed]

- Lowers the [Power] attribute by 3 stages for each level of [Bleed]. This cannot lower it to another rank.

- Deals ongoing slashing damage. Increases vulnerability to slashing attacks.

- The effectiveness of magical healing is reduced for each level of [Bleed].


Condition: [Wither]

- Deals slow necrotic damage over time.

- Weakens necrotic resistances. If the target does not have a resistance to necrotic damage, they gain a weakness to necrotic damage.


Condition: [Altrien’s Despair]

- Reduces the Soul attribute by 1 rank.

- Wounds drain health at a greatly increased rate. 


The defensive speed ability the cultist used must have been bound to Soul, because Nynn’s speed overwhelmed him. He dashed forward, clearing the space between the two of them in a blink of the eye.

A cloak dropped to the ground, its wearer missing.

A moment later, a helmet followed.

“What the fuck?” one of the cultists said.

Nynn moved, and the one who’d spoken collapsed, body disappearing the second the scythe hit it.

Will: What the hell is that?

Nynn: A weapon that I cannot use with any frequency. You are running out of time, candidate, and you still have a goal to accomplish, do you not?

Sure enough, the clock until Main Challenge 2 started had steadily been ticking down the entire time.

Time remaining: 1 minute, 39 seconds.

Nynn put the scythe away, though not before Will got a glance at it.

Item: [Dreadscythe Nynn]

Mythic, Prince (growth).

???

“Who the hell are you?” Will asked, closing the distance.

The remaining cultist, who Will had done the most damage to, struck out at him as he approached. Even as Will teleported away, though, Nynn cast a Counterspell, nullifying the attack.

“Halt,” Nynn said to the cultist. He eliminated a layer of armor with another usage of the skill. “Stop interfering.”

Layer by layer, the gold-rank’s defenses fell apart.

How much mana does this guy have? Enough to Counterspell a massive summon, a dozen or so skills, and conjure an insane scythe after failing a ritual that had gathered all the ambient mana together, apparently.

He clearly knew more than he was letting on, too, given that he knew Will’s situation with the Executor Token, but he wasn’t wrong that Will was running out of time.

“You’ll explain this to me afterwards,” Will said.

“Perhaps.”

The gold-rank bared his teeth, his skin growing brighter. “You would do well to not ignore me, filth.”

In moments, the glow grew from ba glow to blinding radiance, a gold-rank offensive skill warping his aura.

Nynn looked at Will expectantly.

“Seriously? Not going to end that for me or anything?”

“This is not my execution to take.”

With a deep, long-suffering sigh, Will charged. He felt the last cultist’s aura threaten his, suppressing it. Compared to the Hunger, it was nothing.

You have been afflicted with one level of [Corruption].

[Corruption Resistance] negates [Corruption].

The primary attacking method of this skill was an explosion that would make use of the surrounding corruption to cause a chain reaction. Will wasn’t going to let that happen.

Over the course of the fight, he’d fully charged the slayer sword, and he made full use of it now, dodging the gold-rank’s sloppy attempts to parry him with superior swordfighting form and slashing down hard.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

Critical hit!

[Radiant Burst] has expended [18] charges.

Will followed it up with the strongest, priciest skill he had.

[Ghostflame] cleansed one level of [Wither], two levels of [Bleed], one level of [Altrien’s Despair], and six levels of [Corruption].

The amount of corruption that both of them had passively been carrying was higher than expected. Will was pleasantly surprised to find that despite both of them being immune to the affliction, it translated into increased power for the flame that engulfed his fists, sending his vision into bitterly cold monochrome.

“I don’t know what you want from me,” Will told the cultist, “but I’m pretty sure I don’t want a part in it.”

As the light began to shine even brighter, he used the true, barrier-ignoring damage of Ghostflame to punch a hole straight through the final cultist’s chest.

You have defeated [Wicken Ralts, Cultist of Corruption].

Level up!

Then, once again, the harsh text scrolled across the center of his vision.

THE FIRST OF MANY.

ELIMINATE. ERADICATE. EXECUTE.

You have gained 1 [Awakening Shard of the Beyond].

“Time’s up,” Nynn said emotionlessly. “If you survive, this will not be the last time you see me.”

“I have way too many goddamn questions to die now,” Will said. “You better make good on that promise to tell me about yourself.”

“I made no such promise.”

“Thanks for agreeing.”

”You truly—“

Time remaining: 0 seconds.

Will was already gone.

#

Main Challenge #2: Free for All

Arena selected: Generic (rocky variation).

Participants selected: 24.

To win, you must be the last conscious User who has not admitted defeat.

Users who have already failed a challenge can and will be placed with Users who have not.

Difficulty: Varies

- Be the last one standing. [0/1]

Reward: 1,000 bronze credits. Full refresh of health, mana, and stamina.

Penalty for Failure: ???

            

    
        Chapter 64: May the Odds be Ever in Your Favor

    
    
    
    
                Will was growing familiar with the trial’s teleportation, enough to make out the microscopic differences in the magic of it. Though this transportation wasn’t as obviously wrong as the one that had taken them into the sentience check, it was clear that the heavy corruption in the area that Will was being teleported out of negatively affected the magical process sending him to Main Challenge 2.

It didn’t make him wait, at least, though he could sense something interfering with his aura as he traveled. The sensation was a bit discomforting, but to his great relief, it didn’t get any worse than that.

The same couldn’t be said about the others who entered the arena with him, though. Before Will fully processed the rocky, artificial terrain he’d been teleported into, he saw the people.

Not all of them were immediately visibile in his current position, but Sen had been teleported with him, and through the famililar’s Thousand Eyes, Will watched as twenty-three competitors ranging from Bronze 8 to Silver 3 emptied their stomachs before getting their bearings.

The handful of silvers recovered more quickly than the bronzes, but all of them were experienced Users by this point, and within moments, everyone was taking in the situation together.

Will had considered trying to get an early attack off but had held off because he hadn’t been sure he could land a shot without corrupting anyone, and he much rather preferred a non-lethal approach to dealing with Earth’s finest. Any kill here would result in a place like Survivor Hill or even proper civilization like the cities in Australia losing their best defense against the monsters of the apocalypse.

Not attacking had been the right play. A thin, hazy forcefield blocked him into a thin space, and Sen’s eyes showed him that the same was true for all the other participants.

A small timer appeared in front of each person, ticking down from 15.

Great, Will thought. It’s a fair fight.

That wasn’t where he operated best, but he could easily make this unfair.

He activated Time in a Bottle, effectively multiplying the amount of time he had to prepare by ten.

The terrain was a mixture of natural, craggly rock and obviously artificial metallic-looking cubes, as if the entire arena was a training facility in an FPS game. Sen’s eyes told him that the arena was dome-shaped. Will was near the center of said dome, and it stretched out for almost a quarter mile in each direction.

The border of the arena was hazy and indistinct just like the fields penning Will in place, though their aura was more intense than the close-range walls of force. If this was going to be a battle royale type challenge, he assumed that the extra magic was going to make the walls close in on them as time passed.

Not being able to physically reach out of the box didn’t obstruct him at all. While he wasn’t passing mana into his phantasm, it was immaterial, and the box didn’t stop them, nor did it prevent him from making use of Sen’s eyes. Neither of them could move nearly as quickly as he wanted them to in the slowed time, but the fact that he could move them at all was a testament to their speed.

During the accelerated time, Will spread his phantasm out of the forcefield starting box, wrapping it around Sen, then sent groups of the eyes out towards each person. It took ten of the familiar’s eyes to create a perception cluster with enough sight to see through the darkness of the phantasm. With just under a thousand eyes in play, there was more than enough to send at least twenty eyes to each of the twenty-three other Users in this battle.

Sen’s speed was so great that even in the slowed time, Will was able to deploy the phantasm-covered eyes to each of the other Users in the arena with him. Since he couldn’t fine-control them at that range, he was forced to make the phantasm physical, which lost him some time because he couldn’t push Sen’s eyes through the surfaces between them, but the raw speed and fine control that his familiar had made up for that.

Others were preparing for the battle, it seemed, and many of them didn’t appear to have the same qualms that Will did. The bulk of the people in this round were human, but there were a few obvious standouts—three elves with more of an alignment towards electricity than any of the ones he’d seen before, a single earth elemental that looked like she’d been sculpted from marble, and a couple of humanoids that had the same aura signature as everyone from Earth but weren’t of races he recognized.

That last group must have been amongst those who had swapped races during class selection. Will had to admit that he was impressed that he wasn’t the only one that had managed to make it in here without regularly abusing cores, but the lack of experience showed. None of the non-human participants who’d started out on Earth were above the peak of bronze, leaving Will as the single highest ranked non-core user to his knowledge.

Not counting the gold-rank cultists and Nynn, of course, but they were special cases.

As the timer ticked down towards zero, Will let his skill slip. During his subjective minutes of preparation, everyone else had been readying their weapons and skills, doing the same thing he had but on a much smaller scale.

The clock hit 0, prompting the magic surrounding all of the Users in the field to fade.

Everyone else hit the ground running, looking for cover and scanning the area around them for others. Will could see everything, so he just walked calmly.

The ring of adaptive shielding would protect his front, and he’d geared his ritual skill to protect himself from the most common forms of magical attack.

Skill: [Favored Element]

- Ritual (resistance).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Casting Time: 10 minutes.

- Cooldown: 1 day.

Silver.

Allows you to pick one favored element and one hostile element. Until this ritual is no longer on cooldown, you gain extreme resistance to attacks using your favored element if they are of your rank or lower. If this resistance completely nullifies the damage you would have taken, you are instead healed proportionally to the power of the attack.

You take increased damage from the hostile element, but if an attack is made upon you using that element, your next attack against that enemy will be greatly increased in power.

[Augmented Resistance] (silver) - Your resistance ignores rank boundaries.

[Elemental Intuition] (silver) - If you do not pick a favored element, it will automatically select the most prevalent element in your area upon casting. This is currently aligned to Electricity.

Will had cast the ritual during the waiting period in the first room, hoping that he would get something useful. It looked like the most common element shared among the top 100 Users in the competition had been electricity for some reason. He wouldn’t complain, not when he could basically fully negate a few Users’ primary elements right now.

Sure enough, as he began to make his way through the arena, people started firing skills at him from afar. He ignored all semblance of cover while moving through the arena. Fortunately, it was the electricity-aligned elves that were closest to him, and their lightning bolts did nothing more than tickle him. Anything more fierce than that was heavily telegraphed and easy to dodge, especially since he could use the hunger phantasm to block line of sight.

With Sen’s eyes, Will marked all twenty-three of his fellow Users for death.

He had never experienced Mark for Death for himself, but he knew that it caused some kind of premonition in them, because he sensed the entire arena flinch back as the skill took effect on them.

As he approached the nearest User, he was bombarded by opportunistic attacks as people struck out at the only person unaffected by the mark. Hidden within a cloud of hunger phantasm with Wraith Cloak making him invisible, however, made any ranged attack much less likely to kill him.

His control over the phantasm wasn’t nearly as perfect at range as it was when he was controlling the shadows nearest to his body, but it was still solid and continued training had only refined that. After only a few moments, Will was now within range of six separate Users.

Elsewhere, a brief, brutal brawl broke out, resulting in a middle-aged man’s body splitting into six separate slices before crumpling into a gory mess, though not before he landed a virulent spell that ate away at his target’s arm spell even after he died.

Will clicked his tongue. Such a waste of talent.

He still needed to win this, but if at all possible, he preferred doing that without murdering good people.

So instead, as he entered phantasm range, he had the shadows he’d wrapped around Sen’s eyes come to life, slithering right in front of their targets.

“I wish I had a power to speak through these,” Will muttered. “That would be peak Big Brother. Now I just have to settle for ominous oracle. Which isn’t bad, I guess.”

The phantasm shifted in front of each of them, forming words.

If you fight me, you will die painfully. Surrender, and you will have another chance.

Of course, nobody believed that. Anyone who’d gotten to this point was strong enough to either get a sigil or a ticket into the tournament, and they’d also cleared their way through a silver-rank capture mission. They weren’t going to believe text that wasn’t straight from the system.

Instead, Will formed arrows with the phantasm, pointing towards the center of the arena. None of them pursued it just yet, but that was fine. They’d figure it out.

He teleported around the arena, using weapons formed of hunger phantasm to discreetly blink across the battlefield. In under a minute, he got the message in front of everyone.

During that short period of time, three more people died. The woman who’d gotten the first kill got third-partied by a young-looking boy who’d been hiding in a small crack between rocks, and two others mortally wounded each other in an exchange of fire and lightning.

Engagements weren’t happening very often despite the number of people, though. This wasn’t the kind of drawn-out fight Will had gotten used to. Everyone was staying as well-hidden as they could, as if they were unsure on whether or not they wanted to battle each other—yet when they did come into conflict, the battles were over in moments.

“You’re scared,” Will said aloud, knowing at least some of the people with perception powers would be able to hear him. "Not without reason.”

Bit by bit, provocation by provocation, he nudged the remaining twenty Users out of their hiding holes and into new points of cover, gradually gathering them closer and closer to the empty center of the arena. There was nowhere to hide there, so Will made his own space with the phantasm. The increased volume that the skill had gained upon reaching silver rank was enough to give him sufficient cover to Wraith Cloak within, and it was also noticeable enough in the well-lit arena to draw the attention of everyone he’d provoked.

At this point, he was no longer dealing with people who had no sense of aura. Even if their senses and control were sloppy, they could all at least tell that he was present, and more importantly, that the other participants were near. That was crucial. If they all knew they were together, they would be too worried of opening themselves up to attack to make the first move.

With everyone gathered, Will came back into view, dropping the mana-hungry Wraith Cloak and directing the phantasm to point everyone at him.

Unfortunately, he had neither a skill to project his voice nor any practice in enhancing his natural voice with mana, so he just had to hope that everyone could hear him clearly. At peak bronze and silver rank, he was sure their perception should be able to pick him up from this range.

“There are twenty of us remaining,” he said. “In the next five minutes, that number will be one.”

That statement caused a ripple of unrest through the competitors, but of course he wasn’t done.

This is going to be such a cliché second-act villain monologue, he thought. Will grinned at that. It was an awful situation all around, but being able to enact the bit-part evil overlord he’d always loved as a kid? Almost worth it.

Almost.

“I possess a skill that allows me to inflict a crippling affliction at range,” Will said. “None of you have the correct elements to protect yourself from it. If you are affected by it, you will die. Not even if your rank is higher than mine, and that’s a very scant few of you.”

He stopped suppressing his aura. Though it wasn’t yet at the level where he could suppress the entire arena with it, he had better fine control than anyone else did here—and more importantly, nobody could resist the effects of it, even the one or two with a higher level than him.

Many of the others had aura effects of their own, and some even had aura resistance skills, but Will had refined his under the wrathful eye of a pissed-off god without ever diluting his sovereign power with monster cores.

Skill: [Hunger Aura]

- Aura (sigil).

- Cost: none.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

Your aura changes, gaining elements of Kadael, the Hunger.

[Insatiable] - Enemies within the aura passively lose stamina and mana. You and your allies restore stamina and mana proportional to the amount drained. This amount can be increased with application of mana. Excess stamina and mana is discarded.

[Devouring Embrace] (silver) - Enemies within the aura also passively lose health. You and your allies within the aura gain health proportional to the amount drained. Excess health is discarded.

All nineteen flinched back. Will didn’t push his aura as hard as he could, but he did so enough to get the point across.

“None of you are invincible. This is literally the weakest power I have to affect you. Every other option I have is lethal. Brutally so. You all have your own people. Dying here will change nothing for your sigil, and you’ll leave the ones who need you the most to fend for yourselves. Do you really want that?”

Nobody made a move. Will sighed. Not villainous enough for them?

“I need to work on my monologues,” he said to himself. “Maybe I should learn from some of the greats. Less is more, maybe.”

He activated Weapons Free, teleporting himself to the nearest User, who had a knife clipped to his belt. Will materialized right behind him, a hand on the unsuspecting User’s shoulder.

“Tag,” he said, opening up a window to Identify the man in front of him. “Tyler Frank, is it? Where are you from?”

The man’s body didn’t react strongly, but his magic betrayed him. Will could see Tyler’s monster core tainted aura fluctuate with fear.

“You’re the one my sigil told me to watch out for,” Tyler said, aura fluctuating further. “Aren’t you? I saw you take down a gold-rank alone.”

“I amputated its head off,” Will said. “It’s not quite a takedown, but yes. I don’t imagine you’d survive the same. Also, your god knows about me? That’s nice in a real 1984 way. Maybe not that. I’m pretty sure religion is banned in 1984. Hyper-fundamentalist Mormon, maybe?”

“Do you always try to undermine your threats by going on pointless tangents?”

“Sometimes. Thanks for reminding me,” Will said. “Anyway. You should probably give up. I can cast a skill before you can escape, and then you’re dead, and whoever you’re providing for is fucked too.”

About forty feet away, one of the elves noticed that Will had left the center. Seeing an opportunity to take out a dangerous competitor while he chatted, the elf attacked.

Will, who had been watching everyone the entire time, shoved Tyler to the ground long before the lightning bolt even came close to hitting the other User. The elf who’d fired it was a low silver, and the skill was slightly more advanced. It hurt a bit when it struck him head-on, but it was nowhere near debilitating.

He didn’t even bother teleporting, instead just striking out with his slayer sword into empty air. Weapons Free made the weapon disappear from sight, reappearing at the shadows right behind the elf’s neck.

Reflexive defenses from the elf turned a decapitating blow into one that merely sank deep into his back, but it was too little too late.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attack.

[Slayer Sword] inflicted a level of [Charged] and a level of [Corruption].

A bell tolled.

You have increased the [Corruption] affliction. You have inflicted a level of [Wither].

The elf died screaming.

[Soul]-bound [Death] restored your mana and health.

“That was disappointing,” Will said. “Shouldn’t silver-ranks be better than this? Especially non-core users.”

Next to him, where he’d knocked Tyler to the ground, Will noticed that the other man hadn’t moved. Instead, he was staring at Will like he’d just seen a ghost—or a god.

“Look, man,” Will said, lending a hand to the other User. “I don’t want to hurt any of you. There are threats that want me dead a lot more than any one of you do, and you’ve got people to protect.”

Tyler bowed his head, dismissing the hand. “I thought I could be special…”

Will sighed. “You are. Reality’s a bitch, though. It’s just shitty luck that you ran into someone more special.”

He didn’t even manage to finish his train of thought before space distorted and Tyler vanished.

[Tyler Frank] has forfeited. Remaining Users: [19].

Will teleported back to the center and looked around the arena.

“Any other takers?”

He watched through Sen’s eyes as each of the remaining Users ran through the calculus of the battle. Some of them had likely already failed a challenge. Forfeiting here would mean giving up on the trial.

The choice was between that or taking their odds with him.

[Ashley Saunders] has forfeited. Remaining Users: [18].

[Wylen Roxerus] has forfeited. Remaining Users: [17].

[Kassim Ameir] has forfeited. Remaining Users: [16].

[Wen-Wen Lu] has forfeited. Remaining Users: [15].

…

Remaining Users: [2].

The last man standing was an unfamiliar face, but he didn’t move to attack Will. He was American, and he hadn’t moved from his cover. From the slightly glazed look in his eyes, Will assumed that he was reading the system screens. Watching footage of him, presumably.

Will frowned, reading the Identify as he teleported closer.

“Didn’t you get in through a Champion’s Pass, Kenneth?” Will asked. “When did you pick up a sigil?”

“Killed for it,” the man in front of him said, defeat clear in his voice. “Someone came after me during the first challenge. Got him, got his sigil, but I still couldn’t capture shit.”

“So you’re out if you give up here,” Will said. “You’d be going back to Indiana. Midwestern American Region 3 is what they call it now, I guess.”

“I would,” the Silver 4 who’d consistently been at the top of the local leaderboard since Will had come out of tutorial said.

“Any affiliation with the Iron Boys?” Will’s voice was carefully modulated to be neutral, but he couldn’t keep the danger from coming through.

“No,” Kenneth said, shaking his head. “Heard they took some territory. I was never in the area, but I had friends who got taken by them. I was going to go get them, but there were too many Iron Boys. Didn’t they fall apart? Some militia came through and tore their leadership apart.”

Kenneth’s aura stayed consistently the same throughout his entire statement. Will wasn’t sure if he could use his aura sense as a lie detector, but the other guy seemed genuine enough.

Will snorted. “A militia? That’s what you heard?”

“It’s the only way it makes sense,” Kenneth said. “They were all bronzes, and nobody was going to be able to take them all alone.”

“You sure about that?”

Will’s inventory had grown a lot with his levels, and he’d stayed in the habit of loading up with all the loot he could. It took him a moment to find the items he wanted.

“Hold on,” he said, sifting through his inventory. “This sounded cooler in my head. I was going to—ah, there we go.”

Three bloodied assault rifles dropped from his open hands, each of them engraved with the emblem the Iron Boys had taken for themselves.

Kenneth looked at them, then put his head in his hands. “Who the hell are you?”

“William Li-Brown,” Will said. “Occasional evil overlord for the sake of good. I think.”

The rank 1 sighed deeply. “Tell me. Did I ever stand a chance?”

“That doesn’t matter,” Will said. “Maybe you could, maybe you couldn’t. What matters is that you’re going to be alive, and you’re still going to be strong. Do good.”

The silent or I’ll come for you didn’t need to be said.

“You’re one scary motherfucker,” Kenneth said, drawing a familiar disc from his inventory. “Here. Take this. At least I’ll be able to sleep well knowing I helped.”

“Thank you for your cooperation,” Will said.

“Will?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t fuck this up.”

[Kenneth McCarthy] has forfeited.

#

Achievement earned: Hegemon of Peace

You made 18 Users that could have killed you surrender. You’re either a very smooth shit-talker, very lucky, or judicious with your power.

This will not be the last Earth sees of them. Whether you have done good or ill, your actions will ripple on to change the world.

Reward: You have earned the [Peacemaker] title.


Main Challenge 2 (Free for All) has been completed.

You have gained 1,000 bronze credits. You have advanced to the next Main Challenge.


You have received the Sigil of the Crown.

Become a champion of [Vyx, the Crown]? [YES / YES]


“Huh. This is going to get interesting, isn’t it?”

            

    
        Chapter 65: The Odds Are Not Always Favorable

    
    
    
    
                Kadael was not having a good day.

Item: [Elixir of the Seventy-Seventh Heaven]

Legendary, Emperor

Once every sixteen years, the repurposed ruins of Planet Ryas-5, current alias “Seventy-Seventh Heaven,” align with its twin suns and the 16 other planets in its pocket dimension, creating a mana distillation chamber several dozen trillion miles long. Through a month-long ritual, it is possible to refine a single drop of this elixir, which is renowned throughout the multiverse as one of the most potent liquors, capable of affecting even gods. Even smelling this elixir is enough to kill a User of diamond rank or lower.

“Would you like a sip?” he asked.

“Kadael,” said the god’s long-time companion. “Every sip of that costs you a cycle’s fortune.”

The Hunger was already halfway down a barrel of the liquor. Thanks to its divine nature, even the Emperor-rank booze took time to settle in.

“I have a hundred cycles of headache, Sadareth,” the Hunger replied. If he had been in a more mortal form, he would have tried to massage its temples. “Why are there otherworlders running rampant so early? Why is there a Dread Executor in a metal tier? How can one mortal be so corrupted that it reaches me?”

It had been relatively low-tier corruption, but William Li-Brown had somehow managed to infect Kadael’s gifted magic so thoroughly that the resultant power had snaked up all the way back to the sigil itself. Even low-rank corruption was an incredible pain to remove, especially when the Hunger was so new to the ranks of the deities.

That was even without mentioning Elys, Lady of the Lake.

Like Kadael and Sadareth, Elys was a newer god. She had chosen to mold her image after a common mythological figure and secured her identity as feminine, just like Sadareth had chosen to remain a motherly figure to the elves she had reigned over as a mortal. Kadael’s case was a bit trickier. He had ascended as a male mortal, but gender was a much more fluid concept to divinities than it was to those confined by their bodies—there were many that regarded him as male, but some thought otherwise. In some way or another, all of their assumptions were true.

The liquor was taking its toll on him. The direction of his thoughts were trailing off into tangents.

Elys was still only a dimension away from the Hunger and Elven Mother’s current residence, where she was cursing up a storm at the both of them for allowing Kadael’s champion to give Elys’ sigil to the gestalt, which Sadareth ostensibly had control over.

When Mother had politely reminded the Lady of the Lake that not only was she not the sigil of the monster but also that Elys had accepted it as her sigil-holder, the other goddess had gone ballistic.

“The cycle is abnormal,” Sadareth said. “That much has become very evident.”

“I would request it be more normal,” Kadael sighed. “At least until our divinities are secure. No more surprises.”

“You should know better than to tempt fate like that.”

Moments after Sadareth finished her sentence, space shattered around them, the telltale sign of another god entering their pocket reality.

The entire planet shifted, both Sadareth and Kadael’s wills manifesting in the face of their newcomer.

“Vyx,” Sadareth said, surprised. “The Crown. I have not seen you in at least two centuries. Did you finally choose a sigil-holder?”

Kadael snarled. Vyx had been a god long before him, and he had never been a friend of the mortal who had become the Hunger.

“YOU,” the new arrival roared. “KADAEL. HUNGER. YOUR SIGIL-HOLDER IS A CORRUPTION WIELDER? YOU BURDEN ME WITH A PROSPECT WHO WIELDS THE END OF THE UNIVERSE? SADARETH. HOW CAN YOU CONSCIENCE THIS? SANCTION THE CYCLE, NOW!”

“You and I both know that this cycle is never going to be sanctioned,” Sadareth said. “Crown, we can discuss this in peace. You chose to accept a sigil-holder blindly, but we can discuss how to—“

“THE INSOLENT BOY SEEKS MY POWER? DO NOT TALK DOWN TO ME, YOU JUVENILE WHORE. I HAVE SEEN A THOUSAND MORE CYCLES THAN YOU. HE WILL DESTROY ME, AND HE WILL DESTROY YOU.”

Sadareth sighed deeply, then flicked her fingers in the direction of Vyx. This place was her domain first and foremost, and he was a trespasser. He was gone before he could get another divinity-infused word out.

“I’m afraid that I’m starting to like my sigil-holder,” Kadael said mildly.

As the planet settled back down to its original form, Sadareth sank into a conjured seat. “I’d like that drink now, if you don’t mind.”

#

Remaining Users: [3].

Caiyeri wished she could make use of a sigil. Of the twenty-one who’d died or quit out so far, only two sigil-holders had died in the arena. One of them had been looted by the time Caiyeri got to the corpse, while the others sigil had tossed up a message making it incredibly clear that the Scrap Ascendant wanted nothing to do with an abyss elf, especially one who already had a sigil, no matter how weak it was.

The one she’d obtained was from Justice, a major god. To most, that would have seemed ideal, but Justice was a god who cared very little for the results of the trial. The sum total of the abilities it had given her were a cruddy perception power and a ritual to detect good and evil. Even her aura senses worked better than both of the silver-rank skills she’d picked up.

“A decent sigil skill would be perfect right now,” she muttered to herself. “Of course it’s all the losers who can’t work for their own abilities who get them.”

Excluding Will, maybe, but even that human had been graced with luck beyond anything the Mother was willing to offer Caiyeri.

Both of the remaining fighters in the arena with Caiyeri were humans. They hadn’t come from the same part of their planet, but they had unified in the time-honored tradition of killing those of another race.

To be fair, if there had been another elf here, Caiyeri would have done the same, but it rankled nonetheless, especially when the other two were both strong sigil-holders while hers was… lackluster, to say the least.

Her aura sense told her that they were trying to flank her from either side. The ample cover provided by the artificial blocks of this arena meant that she was able to slip away easily.

“These sigils are wasted on you,” she complained, knowing the sound would draw them closer.

With a stealth skill that hid her from mana senses and enabled her to mimic sounds, she slunk away, repositioning onto a small divot atop one of the artificially placed blocks that she’d spotted out earlier.

“Where the hell is that bitch?” one of the humans said. He was a high bronze. Caiyeri knew enough about him to get that his primary elements were Light, Shadow, and Water—not very synergistic. His class wasn’t that much more impressive.

She didn’t care about him.

His companion, a darker-skinned woman, was the real threat. She was a silver with the Fire, Wind, and Space elements, perfect for the Conflagarationist class she’d picked up. The only reason that the human woman hadn’t burned the entire place down searching for Caiyeri was because of her ally.

Weakness, Caiyeri thought. They’d been chasing her around for nearly fifteen minutes now in the ever-shrinking circle, and it was her superior senses alone that had let her avoid them for so long. Had one of them just forfeited, the other could have pursued her and forced a fight by now.

Not that the human would have won, but that was besides the point.

“She has to be around here somewhere,” the woman said. “We’ve exhausted the entire arena by this point.”

Finally, after so long, both of them made their way out into the open, impatience outweighing their caution.

Caiyeri drew the seven-shooter Will had gifted her.

Skill: [Rigged Dice]

- Passive (luck).

- Cost: varies.

- Cooldown: varies.

Silver

You only need to win one hand to come out ahead. Rig events against yourself so you can guarantee a victory.

Guarantee a magical effect that has a chance of happening, such as a critical hit or an effect trigger. This skill’s cooldown and mana cost increases the less likely the effect is. After using this effect, you will automatically fail a number of luck-based events proportionate to the unlikeliness of the event triggered.

[Calculated Risk] (silver) - If you use an item below your rank, the luck debt does not apply and the mana cost is vastly reduced.

A simple addition, but it turned the previously debilitating after-effects of the seven-shot six-shooter into a complete non-issue.

[Instant Death selected.]

It was a one in a thousand chance to select it. A rank ago, it had cost her so much mana that she’d nearly blacked out selecting it once.

The bronze-rank bullet quadrupled its velocity and ignored resistances of up to gold rank, alongside shattering protection of the same. It was an incredibly strong item for its rank, only usable because Will had removed the corruption from it.

Caiyeri’s aim was unerring. The human woman jerked back, then dropped to the ground, her head a bloody ruin.

Remaining Users: [2].

The elf waved away the system message informing her of the name of the dead woman. She didn’t need to know who she’d taken down.

Before the mesage was even finished disappearing, she realigned her aim and fired again.

[Instant Death selected.]

The man threw up a forcefield with commendable speed, but the bullet shattered it. Caiyeri followed up with a silver-rank Manaburst, blowing the surprised man’s body to bits.

Main Challenge 2 (Free for All) has been completed.

You have gained 1,000 bronze credits. You have advanced to the next Main Challenge.

She felt the telltale pull of spatial transportation dragging her away.

Pity, she thought coldly, not a thought spared for the nine she’d killed to get this far. I could have gotten a real sigil.

#

Haoyu had definitely seen better days.

His Warrior class was very focused on straightforward devastation, with items that would enable him to smash through even the toughest defenses. His sigil skills were more of the same, enhancing his strength until his heavy weapons could break through even gold-rank defenses with relative ease.

That was accompanied by a relative lack of strong movement skills, though, with most of them focused on resisting opposing speed rather than amping his own. That meant that when his arena was submerged in oceanwater up to knee level and waves crashed against every piece of dry land, he couldn’t make any bold moves.

And when there was a massive, headless gold-rank monster the size of a sixteen-wheeler thrashing around blindly. Blood stained the water where corpses had been torn apart and thrown about. Though the silvers had banded together to try to mount a defense against the devouring gestalt, there was nothing that could be done.

Remaining Users: [6].

He took a look around. Two of the remaining non-gestalt Users were at the peak of bronze and had somehow been holding their own up until this point, but the dark blood in the water where they had sunk in didn’t look promising. Even as he watched, one of them disappeared, barely conscious enough to forfeit.

“Shit,” he muttered. “Everyone! Fall back and fall out if you can!”

He hadn’t lost yet, so he could tank a single failure. Haoyu had hoped that with the help of some of the other silver sigil-holders across Earth, they could mount an offense to keep this massive monster from devastating their planet afterwards.

That wasn’t looking so possible now. The creature was high gold, and despite its apparent lack of eyes, it had been able to move its deadly appendages so fast that nobody could avoid taking a hit.

“I’m going to lose my sigil,” Jeanine, a woman who’d provided Haoyu with an understanding of the ongoing disaster in south France, said. She shook with fear, a thin silver-rank forcefield protecting her. “I can’t—“

Somebody shouted a command and Haoyu hit the deck, his silver-rank danger sense skill flaring at him. Jeanine wasn’t fast enough.

Remaining Users: [5].

Remaining Users: [4].

[Andrew Scott] has forfeited. Remaining Users: [3].

“Damn it.” Haoyu couldn’t let himself feel pain for her death now. Emotion would only cloud him. “Hua, I hope you’re doing better.”

Forfeit Main Challenge 2? [YES / NO]

You have forfeited Main Challenge 2. Your next failure will lead to instant elimination.

#

“Well, ladies,” Liam said. “And gentleman. Apologies. We appear to be at an impasse.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Hua said. “How the hell did we even end up in the same arena?’

“Beats the fuck out of me.” Liam scratched the back of his neck. “Good thing so many people ran.”

“Why did they do that?” Hua asked. “There were a bunch of silvers here, and a bunch of strong sigils. They could’ve taken us, even if we were fighting together.”

“You’re famous, mate. Top five on the leaderboard, every sigil showing the world who you are. I bet a platinum every bloke in this arena’s seen you work your magic once or twice.”

“I have not,” said Thalia Brooksoul, who was somewhat awkwardly standing with an intense ritual suffusing her body and twin orbs of magic orbiting her shoulders.

“Me neither,” added a man the system had simply labled as Nathan. He was the only gold-rank present, but to the humans, he looked like a silver. His aura control had grown strong with time. “Look, fellas, it’s been a long year. You mind if I pass onto the next one?”

Thalia was the only one present who actually possessed any ill will towards the other humans, but the combined power of Hua, Liam, and Nathan dissuaded her from continuing. She needed to continue. The competition had not quite been cut in half yet, and if she damaged her sigil—or worse, lost it—she would prove herself unworthy of her mother and the Mother of all elves. On the other hand, her aura senses were strong enough to realize that Nathan was a rank higher than her. Without a tree of life to siphon power from, she didn’t know if she wanted to take the risk.

Liam was a little more relaxed about it. He’d breezed his way through the other challenges, and he greatly preferred Hua, the Australian superhero, to make it through. Liam had joined the trial to challenge himself and advance without the constant, suffocating oversight that his government had insisted on giving anyone with a less-pleasant element. The sigil strengthening him was incidental to his goals, and he knew that it would be a much better look for Hua or Haoyu to come on top over him.

Hua just didn’t want to die. Her aura senses weren’t quite powerful enough to tell that Nathan was hiding his rank, but she recognized the same confident, chilling way he held himself. She’d seen that in Will just before he’d utterly obliterated the other two members of her team and when he’d taken out a massive chunk of the gestalt on his own.

“Oh, let’s just get this over with,” Nathan said. “My fight isn’t with you guys anyway. I’m looking for a corruption wielder. Have any of you seen him?”

Liam and Hua both tensed at that, though they tried to hide their reactions in their aura. Hua was more successful than Liam at that. Thalia masked her recognition perfectly.

“You two,” Nathan said threateningly, unveiling his gold-rank aura. Hua’s eyes widened. Liam whistled.

“Mate, you could have saved a lot of time if you pulled that out to start,” Liam said. “If you’re going for blood, I don’t think I want that smoke.”

“You know William Li-Brown,” Nathan said. “Tell me—“

“Nah,” Liam said. “Bounty hunting is for monsters, and that guy’s a decent bloke.”

“Oh my fucking god,” Nathan complained. “It’s always like this with you people. ‘Oh, the obviously evil cultist is actually such a nice guy!’ Like, come on, man! Did people get dumber while I was gone?”

“Gone?” Hua asked.

“Hua,” Liam said, a warning in his voice.

“Yeah. I see it.”

Nathan thrust his hands out ahead of him, using his gold-rank spatial magic to restrain the two silver-rank humans, but it was too late.

[Hua Fang] has forfeited. Remaining Users: [3].

[Liam Bailey] has forfeited. Remaining Users: [2].

Thalia made her move, releasing her two held orbs of plague.

Nathan moved faster than her senses could track, appearing behind her.

“Sorry, lady,” he said. “Just bad luck you ran into me.”

A massive force generated through the distortion of space twisted her perception, cutting off oxygen to her brain for nearly a minute.

The moment Thalia passed out, she disappeared.

ERROR: Otherworlder found. This User is not currently enrolled in the Trial of the Champion. Resolving…

User [Nathan] has advanced to the next Main Challenge.

“He’s still here,” Nathan murmured to himself, examining his Bounty skill. “William Li-Brown. Can’t run, can’t hide. What are you going to do?”

#

Will found himself in a very, very familiar space. Rather than the blank darkness of the Hunger’s domain, though, the Crown’s was a throne room. This god actually saw fit to present itself to him, lounging regally atop the opulent gold and silver seat, which, on closer inspection, was made of hundreds if not thousands of different crowns.

“Very Game of Thrones. I’d approve, but we all saw how that ended. Are the writers behind your gig going to try to jump ship to a Star Wars project that ultimately gets canceled because of how dogshit they handle you, or do you have something real to say?”

“WHAT ARE YOU SAYING, INSOLENT MORTAL!?”

Will tilted his head, a cocky smirk playing across his lips.

“Oh, man. You’re new to this, aren’t you? Wanna tell you how this is gonna go, big man? Here’s a hint: you can call me Daenerys, because your kind really doesn’t like the ending I show them.”

#

“Give me the bottle, please,” Sadareth said.

“Saddy, you’ve had five millennia of liquor.”

“Never call me Saddy again. Now hand it over.”

Kadael took another sip, then passed the bottle.

            

    
        Chapter 66: Not Quite Human

    
    
    
    
                “Wow,” Will said. “Y’know, the Hunger was a lot more intimidating than you, and that guy was kind of a soulless, petty piece of shit.”

He wasn’t sure how long he’d been in the Crown’s space now, but this god wasn’t even using the almighty soul-crushing power that the Hunger had.

“Besides,” Will continued, “You know that you didn’t have to accept me, right? I’m sure there are options other than yes that you can put on the system. You and the Lady of the Lake both. It’s honestly just kind of lazy, isn’t it?”

“INSOLENCE.”

“Yeah, I got that the first fifty times you said that. Seriously, you gods are pieces of work. It’s always ‘insolent mortal’ this, ‘know your place’ that. Have you ever considered that maybe you need to work on yourself? After all, you’re the one who chose me.”

Will wasn’t sure if the gods actually had any choice in who they picked, but he assumed they did. The Hunger hadn’t accepted Will as his champion immediately and had tried to squeeze a metric shitload of concessions from him, which implied that taking the sigil wasn’t enough to force the selection.

“YOU WIELD CORRUPTION.”

Will winced. “Jesus, man, do you have an indoors voice? This isn’t even a fully real space, as far as I can tell. Modulate your volume, please. Did your mom never teach you manners?”

“I WOULD ADVISE TAKING THIS SERIOUSLY, MORTAL.”

The Crown itself was an indistinct figure hidden behind layers upon layers of royal robes. Will couldn’t tell if there was even a being underneath all the clothing or if it was merely an ideological representation of the god like the Hunger’s disembodied voice had been.

He pondered for a moment on how to reply to the god. It had been a bit now, and the pressure that the god was exerting on him had been steadily ramping up, but it was nothing unmanageable.

Will decided to take the mature route. It was about time he started treating this conversation with the respect it deserved.

“Your mom took me pretty seriously last night,” he said, schooling his aura.

The wave of sheer power that exploded from the god’s body then was on the layer of the Hunger’s torture, blasting Will’s soul back, but it was only for a moment.

“Six out of ten response.” Will gathered himself back together, thankful for the long lessons the Hunger had inadverdently given him. “Look, Crown—or Vyx. What do you prefer?”

“YOU LACK RESPECT. A GOD’S TITLE IS ITS NAME.”

“Vyx it is then. So, Vyx, what have you got for me? I know this whole song and dance already. You can only cause me pain in here. Nothing you do will last, and you’ve already accepted me as one of your champions, so you’re going to have to give me a power, even if it’s shit.”

“AH, TO BE AN ARROGANT MORTAL. YOU LACK MORE THAN RESPECT, CORRUPTION WIELDER.”

The magic suffusing the entire dream-space changed. The air itself seemed to grow malice as the god’s being grew larger and more imposing. Its arrogance grew alongside it, bearing down on Will’s soul.

Having grown used to this sensation, Will let himself bend in the face of the pressure. Losing his sense of self for a bit was a fine trade-off.

He had the inkling that something was wrong, though. The god was entirely too confident in a way that didn’t just have the trademark arrogance of divinity looking down several tiers at a mere metal-tier mortal.

“YOU DO NOT KNOW HOW MUCH YOU HAVE YET TO LEARN, MORTAL. YOU ARE ONLY HUMAN.”

Power coalesced in the throne, the Crown’s godly ascendant-rank magic pooling in the dream-space.

Will’s entire soul shook with the force of it, and he was suddenly stricken with the realization that the Hunger had simply not known the limits of what he could do.

The true eye of a god began to open, bringing with in unspeakable radiance—and then, suddenly, the shaking of his soul stilled, the magic dispersing.

A new, familiar presence appeared within the space, radiating an impossible power of its own.

“First of all,” said the oily, divine voice of the Hunger, “You should be able to tell by now that this man is not quite human. Second: what exactly are you trying to do to my champion?”

“I have never been so glad to see that hates me so much,” Will said. “How’s it going? Also, not human? What?”

“Do not even get me started,” the Hunger said, sounding surprisingly human. “Mortal, you have my respect for what you are willing to do and say at your pitiful rank, but if you mouth off to me one more time, I will not stop my… colleague.”

Will noted that the god completely ignored the second question.

“COLLEAGUE? KADAEL, YOU ARE TEN THOUSAND YEARS YOUNGER THAN ME. YOU, TOO, ARE NO MORE THAN AN UPSTART.”

“Still the same tier of god as you, old friend,” the Hunger replied, the bitterness in his voice belying the words. “Ten thousand years, and still you remain stuck in your old ways.”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but this guy’s kinda got a point,” Will said. “Look, I’m kind of in the middle of a trial? And it looks like a whole lot of things are going wrong. Things I’m uniquely suited to deal with. Are gods supposed to interfere with this?”

“No,” the Hunger said. “Yet some have. That much is clear. Vyx, you know as well as I do that the time when we summarily executed every corruption wielder has long since passed. These are troubling times, and they call for troubling compromises.”

“Troubling compromises? That’s me, right?”

“Stay out of this, mortal.”

“VERY WELL,” Vyx said, clearly no less angry than before. “KADAEL. YOU WILL PAY FOR THIS.”

“Take that up with Peace,” the Hunger said. “Give my—our—champion his gift, and leave. You have others to attend to.”

#

Will found himself in a new waiting room, this one a grand temple center with marble pillars and towering statues of beings that he assumed were gods. He didn’t bother looking any closer.

“You know, if the tournament is really having problems, you could totally try using less space,” he suggested. “Like, look at all this. We could’ve just used the hotel from the first round—zeroth round, I guess—or the library from the second one. Where are you even pulling all the resources to do this from?”

There was no answer, of course, so Will instead surveyed the area around him. Unlike the first safe zone, there was no shop here. There were also no people here. Had he been the first one to arrive? Was there a separate temple for every competitor who’d made it out of the second challenge?

Doing some basic math, Will guessed that if everyone had been in battle royales similar to his, there would be sixty-four remaining competitors given the numbers he’d gotten earlier.

Except that number was not accurate, since people could fail out once before they were out of the tournament altogether.

“I wonder how many people are going to end up in whatever’s next,” he wondered aloud. “At least half those people I just saw are still in the game.”

Fewer than 50% of the Users remain in the trial. You are no longer at risk of losing your sigil(s).

“Huh. That’s one question answered.”

Will waited a while longer, but nobody else came. He checked his chat. Most of the people he’d met were out of range—and oops, there came the first.

Will: Congratulations on finishing, Blurr.

Natalie: Don’t you fucking dare congratulate me. I had to kill three people we could have used. Do you know what’s happening down there?

Will: No. I haven’t been able to contact anybody back on Earth.

Natalie: Whatever spatial protections this place is using, they’re not perfect. There was a blip earlier. Not sure if you felt it. A few messages made it through during that gap in the protection.

Will: I didn’t get anything. I thought we were out of range.

Natalie: Cut the shit. You know the system isn’t telling us everything. We’re not just out of range—how can they send us this far with teleportation but not ferry a message? They’re just not letting anything in.

Will: Yeah, you’re probably right. I didn’t think about that.

Natalie: I’ve only gotten a few messages, but they all say the same thing: the world is ending.

Will: Blurr, it already did.

Natalie: Your world did, maybe. We kept it together, for some semblance of together. Something big landed in France. We don’t know what it is, but casualties are already in the hundreds of thousands. We saw similar impacts in Beijing, New York City, Rio de Janeiro, Sydney… there’s a lot.

Will: Nothing we can do about it right now. Except leave, I suppose. Are you planning on doing so?

Natalie: No. I’ve come too far to turn back now. The prizes for placing high are aces. If I can come back down with a gold or a platinum rank item, that could change a lot.

Will: Makes sense.

Natalie: You seem surprisingly sane, Will. If we’re both alive after all this is said and done, I’d like you on my side.

Will: I’ll see what I can manage.

“A blip, huh?” Will mused. “That must have been the corruption.”

Speaking of which… carefully, he took the awakening shards he’d earned from his inventory. After the execution he’d performed with Nynn’s help, he had seven awakening shards of the Beyond and six unaligned awakening shards.

Another chat request took his attention before he fused the shards together, then another. Will spent some time looking through them, catching up with the status of everyone he’d met.

Haoyu, Hua, and Liam all taking losses was rough. The presence of a gold-rank User was strange, since the leaderboard didn’t show anyone at gold rank.

Will: You’re sure he wasn’t a corruption cultist?

Liam: Absolutely not, mate. I’m pretty sure he was looking for you.

That didn’t make matters any better. The only gold-ranks Will knew of were the corruption cultists and Nynn, and their description of the other man was nothing like the former Dread Executor he’d met.

That was a concern for later, though. For now, it was just good to hear that everyone was safe.

Caiyeri’s response made him laugh.

Caiyeri: Won my challenge. Sigil didn’t do shit. If you lost yours, I am officially killing you and stealing your god.

Will: Nah, I won. I’m sure they’d prefer having you.

Caiyeri: Of course they would.

Caiyeri: There is a small issue. The templates are still in the trials—a couple of them, at least. They messaged me.

Will: That sounds like it’d be a pleasant interaction.

Caiyeri: The original Caiyeri is still in the trial. She wants me dead.

Will: Oh.

Caiyeri: Don’t worry about it. Just letting you know the cards on the table. Deal with your own battles first. If you lose, I’m never forgiving you.

Will: I think I’ve got my shit handled.

Caiyeri: That is exactly what someone who was about to eat shit and lose would say.

Will: Nah, I’d win.

He laughed at his own joke.

Caiyeri: Do I need to remind you how that one ended up?

Will: There is no fucking way you know this one.

Caiyeri: Lev caught me up. Now go. I have better things to do, and I’m sure you do too.

Nodding despite the fact that there was no possible way she could see him, Will closed the chat and returned to the awakening shards.

You have sufficient materials to craft a [Tablet of the Beyond]. Materials to be consumed: Awakening Shard of the Beyond [x7], Awakening Shard [x6]. Would you like to craft [Tablet of the Beyond]? [YES / NO].

This was it. Everything he’d done after the tutorial had been building up to this.

Will selected yes, snatching the resultant tablet out of the air the moment it formed.

Item: [Tablet of the Beyond]

Mythic.

Despite its rarity, any User can gain access to the Beyond. Whether they are prepared to face the consequences, however, is another story.

The Beyond is [REMOVED] [REMOVED] [REMOVED]. Corruption and the Beyond go hand in hand, yet they are anathema to each other.

This tablet grants the ability to interface with the Beyond. Unlike the supermajority of skill tablets, all Tablets of the Beyond will vary on an individual basis based on the User and the cycle.

User: [William Li-Brown]. Class: [Reaper]. Executor status: [Candidate]. Affinities: [Corruption] (primary), [Death] (secondary), [Space] (secondary).

This tablet cannot be affixed to [Corruption]. [Space] is the User’s affinity with the highest aptitude for the Beyond.

Affixes an at-tier [Space] skill. Your [Space] attribute is: [Speed].

The only other mythic item Will had ever seen had been Nynn’s scythe, which had been a Prince-rank item.

This tablet was a pure black, so dark that it looked like someone had taken an eraser to the chunk of reality it occupied.

With shaking hands, Will affixed the skill.

#

Corruption. In some ways, it was the purest form of magic. It sought the same end state that all matter did: a return to chaos. Entropy.

The Administrator had taken on far too much of that power to turn back now, but it saw a path to protect the universe.

No, it thought. Not just this universe. All of them. A branching multiverse of possibilities, all hurtling towards the end—it could still them.

It was a costly path. One that had every chance to accelerate the doomed timeline, send the multiverse to an untimely death long ahead of its trillion-year lifespan.

Yet it was a hope.

The inverse of entropy.

A path Beyond.

#

Will returned to reality with a start, breathing heavily.

Visions had accompanied the first few skills he’d obtained, but they’d been replaced by frequent trips to the Hunger’s dream-space instead.

This, apparently, the system had decided was too important to not share.

What it actually meant was anybody’s guess. Corruption being a distillation or edification of entropy was unsurprising.

“Though it is sort of awesome to say I have magic that can end the universe. Multiverse?”

His real question, which related less to what the Beyond was and more as to what it could do for him, could only be answered by the skill that he’d just unlocked.

Skill: [Sanctuary]

- Ritual (dimension, Beyond).

- Cost: extreme mana, equivalent of 1,000 silver credits (first cast). Varies (subsequent casts).

- Casting Time: varies.

- Cooldown: varies.

Silver

There doesn’t have to be an end.

This ritual opens a link to your sanctuary in the Beyond. Opening a second link on either side will allow you to travel to and from the sanctuary at different points in your bounded reality.

Further effects will be revealed under the correct conditions.

This skill will not evolve until it ascends to the gem tier.

Will was flush with credits after annihilating monster after monster to summon Sen for the first time, and though the ritual to summon his familiar had taken a lot of money, he still had plenty to spare.

He got to work casting the ritual immediately. There was no telling how much time would pass until the next Main Challenge began.

#

Nynn opened his eyes in shock. He’d just managed to track down another batch of the gold-rank corruption cultists, executing them as had been his duty, but their leader had remained frustratingly difficult to catch.

He could sense the connection being opened on a level far removed from this reality.

Someone had accessed the Beyond. Not only that, they’d done it before they’d even reached a gem tier.

“This candidate may be trouble,” he murmured, closing his eyes once more.

When they opened again, his spirit was no longer with his body. To anyone who perceived him on the planet, the departure wouldn’t even be noticeable. For him, time was frozen.

He was in the Beyond.

#

Far past the moon where the Trial of the Champion was taking place, a skill-sapped Ayla sensed a connection open billions of miles away.

Holy shit, she thought. He actually did it.

Though the organization had taken everything from her, some bonds were impossible to sever. Even if she could not use her magic to do anything she had once managed as the Void Dreamer, the restrictions that Dread Executor Ramiel had removed from her no longer bound her access to the Beyond.

She closed her eyes, slipping away from this world.

For the first time in decades, she allowed herself to feel something like hope.

            

    
        Chapter 67: What Lies Beyond

    
    
    
    
                Spatial magic was quickly growing to become a friend of Will’s. He’d been teleported so many times, his Space attribute allowing him to adapt to the rigors of teleportation with even more ease.

That familiarity was exactly what told him that whatever this transportation was, it had nothing to do with the spatial mana Will knew. As far as every sense in his body told him, the ritual wasn’t even moving him, and yet the world faded out nonetheless, first shifting to the colorless sight he saw during the height of his Ghostflame before reality disappeared altogether.

The human body possessed more than just the five senses, which was crucial now because every single one of his normal senses registered nothing. No sight, no sound, no scent, no tastes, no  material to touch. All Will could rely on was his proprioception and his aura sense.

All around him, there was darkness. Will tried to say something pithy, but there was no air to transmit the sound of his words.

It reminded him eerily of what had happened when the system had arrived. He’d been thrown up into lower Earth orbit, watching as the meteorite that he now knew to be the planet of Arcadia slammed into his own. Then, though, he’d had the sight of planetary destruction to watch.

Now, there were not even stars.

Isn’t the Beyond supposed to be the opposite of entropy? Will wondered. Was the vision wrong? Did I misinterpret it?

His aura sense pinged upon a terribly small disc of silver-rank magic, teetering dangerously on the verge of dissolving into nothingness. Will recognized it as his own.

A thousand silver credits and all of his prodigious mana reserves had gone into this ritual, and yet all it had managed to produce was a disc no larger than the Frisbee he had kept in his desk drawers. Given a little more time, there wouldn’t have been anything at all.

There was no pull of gravity on his body, which made it a little odd whne he found that he could alight upon the disc with just his will, orienting himself so he was standing up relative to it.

As he touched his Sanctuary, his mind lit up. Though his eyes saw nothing, another layer of senses transmitted information to his brain, overlaying impossible colors in mind-breaking patterns all around him.

Looks like I have the right place, he thought. Will felt a sense of familiarity despite having never been here before. The vision he’d seen had instilled it within him.

That familiarity was quickly overwhelmed by sheer awe as his mortal mind tried to process the the raw power that thrummed through the Beyond like it was a living being.

Compared to the cosmic strength of even the least significant iridescent branch of unknowable magic coursing through the veins of this void, his silver-rank skill might as well have been wet tissue paper. It shook in the face of the impossible amount of energy stored in the nothingness, and Will knew with only a moment’s notice that his Sanctuary would fall apart soon.

Your [Sanctuary] is failing. You will be returned to baseline reality upon skill failure.

There was so much here, and yet Will understood so little. Ayla had told him to find the shards of the Beyond, and he finally had only to find out that he still had so much to grow in the grand scheme of things.

Then, just as the magic began its final descent into failure, one of the phantom threads that made up the weave of the Beyond connected to his disc, stabilizing it. The aura was familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it. A second one followed soon after, and that one came with an aura that had the same characteristic—like it was at the tip of his tongue, but he just couldn’t quite tell whose it was.

Both threads paused, warring magic pulsing through the silver-rank Sanctuary. Will couldn’t tell what rank the other magic was—hell, the only reason he could even identify it as magic and not sheer willpower was his refined aura senses and his experience sensing the unorthodox magic of the gods.

A brief communication occurred between the two magics. With a start, Will realized that he couldn’t understand what they were saying. Rather than words, it was intent that passed between them. Both of them sought to dominate, and they were at an impasse to do so without breaking his skill entirely.

Eventually, they decided on a compromise, the details of which Will’s perception was not yet advanced enough to understand. Whatever it was, though, it expanded his Sanctuary out from a disk barely large enough to stand on into a platform, followed by a dome of pure mana, iridescent magic rising to form walls.

Two humanoid forms appeared within the space, which was barely wide enough to accomodate both of them. Will couldn’t see them with his eyes, and they were mostly immaterial when he tried to touch them, but his second sight revealed their presence to him.

One of them was an ever-changing, smoky figure whose faintly feminine form was reminiscent of one of his corrupted items in the way it kept shifting. The other’s magical representation was a pure, obsidian black. Will’s eyes didn’t see anything different, but in his aura sight, the second individual cast a striking figure against the brightness of the magic.

I know you, he thought. Will wanted to speak it, but there was still no air to translate his words.

A wave of assent passed between the two beings, and slowly, Will’s regular human senses started to get some stimulus as well. A spartan, featureless white appeared, and the aura representations of the two with him slowly appeared in reality. They grew no more like real humans, though.

Air returned to Will’s lungs. To his surprise, it didn’t really change much about how he felt. Did he not need air here?

“To be honest,” the dark man said in Nynn’s voice, “I’m surprised you didn’t suffocate.”

Guess I still need air.

One of Will’s passive skills had triggered.

Skill: [Equilibrium Mantle]

- Passive (body).

- Cost: very low mana over time.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver.

Nullifies extreme environmental conditions in a small radius around the user’s body. Drastically reduces the effect of adverse conditions.

[Harmony of Self] (silver) - Your mantle affects your internal world as much as it does the environment outside. Your body will remain in balance at all times, preventing you from suffering from illness and removing the need to breathe. This skill does not protect against external attacks.

That explained some things. It also meant that magic still worked in the Beyond, which Will should have figured out from being able to detect the others with his aura senses.

“You wield corruption,” Nynn said. “Do not use it here, no matter the cost.”

“Yeah, I gathered.” Will turned to the other figure, who was still shifting and indistinct. “Are you who I think you are?”

“I see two rank-ups weren’t enough to raise your intelligence, biped.”

It had been less than a month or so since the tutorial, yet it felt like a lifetime had passed since he’d last heard this voice. She had been different, then, obscured by the system, but the person behind it was unmistakably the same.

“H—Ayla,” Will said, still not believing it even though the proof was laid out before him.

“This isn’t actually me,” she said. “Neither are you actually you, right now.”

“That is untrue,” Nynn fired back. “The scholars who interpret the soul as the self would claim—“

“All that is a load of shit. The self is everything combined. An unbound soul dissipates. A soulless body crumples. Neither can survive without the other.”

“Yet a soul can leave its vessel and join another. It can shed the skin. That makes it clear—“

“It doesn’t matter. My time here is exceptionally limited, and I’m sure yours isn’t much better. All the way from King down to gold, hmm? That’s got to hurt.”

“You would know, Dreamer.”

Will could tell that there was a lot of unaired history between the two of them given the easy vitriol, although he couldn’t tell if it was the kind of friendly ribbing that he and Caiyeri had or genuine distaste. He guessed the latter.

“Look,” he said, interrupting their feud. “You’re going to have to skip the whole giving each other shit thing. I’d love to hear all the hot intergalactic gossip, but I’d rather hear an explanation about whatever the fuck this place is first.”

“That’s…” Nynn trailed off.

“Complicated,” Ayla finished. “You’re in the Beyond, though I’d hope you at least have the facilities to understand that.”

“I’m still alive,” Will said. “If you met half the people I did, I think you’d be slower to call me a moron.”

“No I wouldn’t. Do you want to hold yourself to the bar of drooling idiots who die before they even make it to bronze?”

Will thought of Dylan and the Iron Boys, who had proved too arrogant for their own good. “Yeah, fair point.”

“Time is not moving on the outside,” Nynn said. “Your soul has temporarily separated from your physical body and has entered the Beyond.”

“Great, it’s astral projection,” Will said. He frowned. “Wait. Why am I breathing, then?”

“Your spiritual control is garbage,” Ayla said. “Your aura’s gotten decent—congratulations on that, by the way—but you can’t separate your soul from your flesh. Since your soul still believes it’s part and parcel of your body, you have the same needs that your body would.”

“Oh, awful. This isn’t going to be something I can learn in a few days, is it?”

“It took me twenty years, and I was a prodigy.”

“A century, for me,” Nynn said.

“Okay, so let me get this straight,” Will said. “Ayla, you’re a minimum-wage worker handling tutorials, and Nynn, you’re a retired Dread Executor?”

“Nynn is a sellout,” Ayla spat. “Goddess-following idiot.”

“Peace sends a hello, by the way,” Nynn said neutrally. “Your friend Dreamer here is also not currently handling tutorials. If I had to guess, she’s in a dead zone somewhere in deep space, where nothing can reach her but the Beyond.”

“You keep calling her that,” Will said. “Dreamer. The hell does that mean?”

“It’s not important to you now,” Ayla replied. “Will. A third planet is going to collide into the Arcadia-Earth combination far sooner than planned. You have a year, optimistically. Months, maybe.”

“The organization will arrive with it,” Nynn said. “This universe has been at its limits for many cycles, and this one may prove to be the breaking point.”

“You keep on throwing around all these terms. Dreamer. Organization. I don’t even know what a Dread Executor is supposed to be. Why don’t you start by explaining instead of trying to confuse me further?”

“Dread Executors are extremely powerful murderhobos that claim to have a cause,” Ayla said, annoyed.

“That’s not what you told me last time.”

“The organization isn’t up my ass and monitoring literally every word I have to say this time.”

“The symptoms of sickness are not a cause of the virus itself,” Nynn said, unperturbed by Ayla’s accusation. “They are a result of the body’s response. That Dreamer sees the symptoms and calls us the virus is an understandable response, but not an accurate one.”

The woman Will had formerly known as Helper didn’t have eyes in this aura form, but she did her best to give the impression that she was rolling them. “What he’s not telling you is that they’re also the largest group to have access to the Beyond.”

“Not the gods?” Will asked. “A place like this feels like it should be full of those shits.”

“Again, it’s complicated.”

“I suspect I’m going to hear that a lot.”

“Your suspicions are accurate.” Ayla sighed. “My connection is growing weaker. Turns out that when you get imprisoned for several decades, your powers aren’t what they used to be.”

“As much as I hate to admit it, mine are severely restricted as well,” Nynn said. “This will not hold forever. Candidate, you should continue building your connection to the Beyond. It will serve you well should you choose to walk our path.”

“And whatever you do, don’t bring anyone with a sigil in here,” Ayla added. “A base in the Beyond is great, but there are a lot of gods that won’t appreciate someone with a link to this plane.”

“I have a sigil,” Will said. “Two, actually.”

“They can’t see you in here. Your own skills lock them out of it. Other people that you bring in here, though… trust me. It doesn’t end well.”

“Is that what happened to you?” Will asked.

“It’s—“

“Complicated, I know,” Will completed, huffing out a sigh. “How do I grow this?”

“Soul control and increased power,” Ayla said. “Your soul is more primed than most to receive instruction. I’m rather curious as to what happened, openly speaking. It looks like a god tried to crush you like a bug.”

“A god tried to crush me like a bug,” Will explained. “I got better.”

“Candidate, my strength runs low,” Nynn said abruptly. “Allow me to say what I must. Cultists and otherworlders have invaded the trial and the planet alike. It is your decision as to what you will choose to do, but if you plan on seeking the path of truth, I will be hunting down those who seek to break the world further.”

“You keep calling me that,” Will said. “Candidate. I assume that means a candidate for Dread Executor, but how? I’m in an entirely separate trial. I haven’t even gotten one test.”

“You are always being tested, William Li-Brown. We are always watching.”

On that ominous note, former (and possibly present) Dread Executor Nynn’s connection dimmed, then vanished, pieces of the makeshift room disappearing with it.

“Will.”

“Ayla.”

A moment passed in which they didn’t say anything, their auras doing all the talking. Their relationship was a complicated one. Ayla had been in the puppeteer’s chair when it came Will’s fate, but she was ultimately a pawn in someone else’s game too. He had hoped to find answers when he had opened up a connection to the Beyond, but all he had received were more questions.

“I owe you an explanation or five,” she said. “I wish I could give you more, but the most important ones, you can only truly learn by doing.”

“That’s fucking great,” Will said. “Is there anything you can tell me?”

“Yes. For one, I’m sure you’ve been wondering what use the Beyond has.”

“Yeah, absolutely. So far, all it’s done is be a very expensive group chat.”

“There are a number of applications in combat, though most of them are invalidated thanks to your Corruption affinity. The utility implications are large, of course. With sufficient resources, you can bring your soul into the Beyond and move it elsewhere on your planet, forcing your physical vessel to rematerialize as well.”

“Long-distance teleportation would be a total game-changer,” Will acknowledged. “That can’t be all, though.”

“Of course not. Growing access to the Beyond will make interactions with dimensional magic feasible, and you’ll find that barriers that constrain others mean nothing to you. In a very literal sense, the Beyond connects more than one universe.”

“Pretty awesome, I’ll admit, but not immediately relevant to me.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that. There are a number of elements that I do believe are genuinely irrelevant to you at this current time, and besides you can’t unlock them while you’re only at silver. The truly important aspect is that you can create an unassailable fortress here. Do you know the one place in your universe that no god can casually reach?”

“Come to think of it, the gods in my head have been awfully quiet.”

“There is nothing except the system and those who have cultivated a link to the Beyond here,” Ayla said. “Do not underestimate the value of that. Rules on the outside are little more than suggestions here. We are our souls made manifest while here, and we can change ourselves.”

“Wait,” Will said. “Are you saying that not only could I make a fortress sailing through a magical space void, but I can use it to teleport throughout the universe and give a middle finger to the gods?”

“I would have thought that you would have focused on the progression aspect more,” Ayla said, nonplussed. “You can create your own custom training in here, you know.”

“It’s been a long few weeks. I’m not exactly the biggest fan of the gods right now.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Ayla said.

“Okay, so the long and short of it is that this place is fucking awesome,” Will concluded. “When can we start?”

“I don’t have much time left,” Ayla said. “You’ll begin to feel it more too as you start spending more of your own effort to sustain your sanctuary within the Beyond. It takes a lot of effort to remain here.”

“Not much time left isn’t the same as no time at all.”

“Correct. Why don’t you show me what you’ve learned? I’d like to know how much I need to steel myself for disappointment.”

“Wow. No faith at all, huh?”

“Faith is for gods, and the gods are bastards.”

“I’ll drink to that.”

            

    
        Chapter 68: Those Deserving

    
    
    
    
                The first session that Ayla and Will had together was less fruitful than he’d hoped it would be, but he knew by now that establishing strong fundamentals was incredibly important when it came to magic. Having a good baseline for his abilities in the Beyond would pay dividends in the future, especially compared to making a grasp for short-term strength only to hamstring himself later down the line—just like most of the other human Users were with their progression and monster cores.

Right now, all he had to do establish control over his chunk of the Beyond.

“A baseline level of soul control will help still your connection,” Ayla said. “At your rank, it’s possible that even a fully stilled connection won’t be able to survive on its own, though.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Will asked. “I have the skill. Why wouldn’t it work?”

“Silver rank is a very tenuous level to attempt an extradimensional soul projection on. In terms that your little primate mind can understand, you don’t have the gas for this trip.”

“Oh, come on. Just because extradimensional has six syllables doesn’t mean I can’t understand basic word combinations.”

“Impressive. Perhaps intelligence has become a stat since the last time ”

“Speaking of, you keep calling me primate and biped. What’s up with that? You look pretty humanoid yourself here… well, sometimes.”

“My physical vessel is a changeling. I’ve been stuck as one of your kind for years, though. It makes me pity your race.”

“Wait, changelings?” Will raised an eyebrow before remembering he was supposed to be separating his perception of self away from his body and towards his isolated soul. “We just had a challenge dealing with them.”

Ayla’s expression couldn’t darken here, but her aura flickered. “Random chance, or perhaps a message to me saying they know I have escaped. Unimportant either way. Focus on your soul, Will.”

They had only been at this for a few subjective minutes, though if what Ayla and Nynn had said about this place was true, no time was passing on the outside at all.

Will’s only purpose right now was to claim the Sanctuary for himself and keep it from fluttering out on his own. Anything fancier would only be possible after he kept the flame alive.

Meditating on the nature of his soul was difficult to maintain at the same time as conversation, but he could always reopen the ritual. He wasn’t sure how much time he would have with Ayla.

“So as I understand it,” he said, “I can use this as a teleportation network? Do I need to activate the ritual every time?”

“Methods of connection vary. How did yours manifest?”

“Ritual skill. Cost me a thousand silver creds.”

“Oh, that is far too small a cost for a stable portal. Better get used to living off the land.”

Will got halfway through a sigh before forcing it into the projection of his soul, which was very closely related to his aura but wasn’t exactly the same. He didn’t fully understand Ayla’s explanation, nor had she expected him to. True comprehension of the soul, she’d said, could only come with time.

“So I’m going to have to cast the ritual again every time.”

“Until your domain here is fully stable and can sustain itself while you are in your body, yes.” A ripple of Ayla’s magic ran through the room, bringing Will’s attention to her soul. He still couldn’t perceive it, not as truly as she could, but he had the advantage of having had his soul and aura be utterly crushed by the Hunger time and time again. “Before I was sealed away, I cast my connection with a ritual that held Lady-rank power.”

“Lady. The worst of the best, huh?”

“Several orders of magnitude more mana went into that one skill than you have used in your entire time as a User. Here’s a tip about talking shit: always punch down. It’s easier that way.”

“Noted. So, if I want to teleport, I’m going to have to do the ritual?”

“Likely. The gates should remain open after you use them, but dealing with the Beyond has always been an inexact science. You should feel a connection to them.”

“I do.” Will’s soul was connected to the point on the trial planet where he’d cast the ritual from. “More rituals, more connection points?”

“Essentially. Once you have it solidified—possibly before, even—you should be able to take others into it.”

“You make it sound like I shouldn’t.”

“You should not, which means you definitely are.”

“Fair. You know me too well.”

“I studied your life for several years prior to the cycle’s beginning. Of course I do.”

“Creep.”

“Silver.”

“Ow, that one hurt.”

“On a more serious note,” Ayla said, noticing that her soul’s connection was growing weaker, “You’re going to have to open this a lot. You can recover mana while within the Beyond, which means that if you can manage a ritual, this can become one of your most important destinations.”

“Noted. I can think of a hundred ways to make use of a private fortress surrounded by unfathomable amounts of magic, but I won’t belabor you with them right now. Will you be able to return?”

“My skills have been heavily restricted, and my mana suppressed,” Ayla said. “Soul travel is difficult. I will make the journey back when I am able to and I sense you here, but it may be days or weeks.”

“Days or weeks mean a lot when the world is gone to shit as it is.”

“It does. If I could manage more, I would.”

“You’re managing plenty. Thank you for the lessons.”

“Thank me by surviving.”

And with that, Ayla disappeared, taking her magic with her.

The Sanctuary started destabilizing immediately, the temporary slice of reality degrading into nothing within moments.

Will did his best to hold on, but even with his newly learned soul control, he couldn’t hold on for long, and his silver-rank magic quickly petered out into nothing.

You have lost your connection to the Beyond.

#

Will blinked. He’d returned to his body in the exact same space he’d left it—right in the center of the Sanctuary ritual circle, the credits he’d used to activate it consumed for the skill. A small, oscillating sphere of darkness floating at eye level above the ritual circle was the only sign of the connection to the Beyond.

He touched it.

Your soul cannot currently process this link into the Beyond.

That tracked. Ayla and Nynn had both mentioned that he wouldn’t be able to immediately return to the Beyond due to soul fatigue. Will didn’t feel it in the same way that he did with traditional physical or mana depletion, but his newfound awareness of his soul told him that there was a deep part of him that had expended itself during his time in the other space.

His mana, however, had recovered already. The meditation techniques that he’d learned for soul control seamlessly integrated into the meditation cycle he’d used to restore his mana and regulate his aura. The area of perception they dealt with was different, but he was slowly growing in his understanding of both.

Just like he’d been promised, no time at all had passed when he returned. The people he’d been messaging continued to reply to the messages he’d sent just before disappearing, and the system time was exactly the same.

Unlike the other waiting rooms, there were no people to network with here, no shops where Will could level his shit up. He considered using some of his monster cores to upgrade his items, but he now knew that familiars could consume monster cores, not only to be summoned but also to be repaired.

Sen had lost a few eyes during the turbulent battle against the gold-rank cultists, and a system prompt had appeared, informing him that he could pay silver-rank monster cores to restore eyes at a rate of five eyes per core. He’d had a few spare, so he’d completely restored Sen back to its full, thousand-eyed glory.

That left the new sigil skill as the only thing to be explored. The Crown had been none too happy about being forced to give a skill to the champion it had accepted, but Vyx was a proud god. He wouldn’t give one of his champions a terrible skill—unlike Caiyeri, whose sigil was a high-level god and could afford for its champions to gain little assistance, the Crown needed him to perform well.

However, it wouldn’t allow itself to be taken for everything it was worth, unlike the Hunger. Pride cut both ways, and mouthing off to a god didn’t come without consequences.

Skill: [Eternal Throne]

- Spell (sigil).

- Cost: [0/1,000].

- Cooldown: varies.

Silver

To obtain the Crown is to rule. To rule is to stand on a thousand lives.

This skill grants the ability to return from death after you have killed and absorbed the essence of 1,000 Users of your rank. Each rank above you counts ten times more than the rank below. Each rank beneath you counts ten times less than the rank above.

Subsequent uses will require more fuel.

It was… a horrifying skill, to be honest. Will was no stranger to killing. He’d gone through dozens if not hundreds of goblins, quite a few monsters and elves, and a handful of other humans.

Will didn’t know what kind of situation would result in him having literally a thousand kills against other sapients. In self-defense, he’d cut down the elves that attacked him, but a thousand?

“You want me to become a monster,” Will said. “I get the sentiment, but I’d rather not.”

He wasn’t going to lose sleep over the potential that he could, though. If he got to the point where he was an active detriment to humanity, someone would put him down. There were enough powerful people to do it.

If he ever did get to the point where he’d amassed enough kills to trigger this skill, he hoped he was still in his own mind. The Crown had given him an incredibly powerful skill, just not one that worked with how he wanted to progress.

Asshole. The god was doing this because Will had defied him, he was sure.

“Speaking of asshole gods,” Will said aloud, “I think I have a way to train my soul.”

With the meditation techniques that Caiyeri and Ayla had passed down to him, he calmed his aura and his body. He was asleep in moments.

#

Kadael could not believe his senses.

“The human is trying to connect with me.”

Sadareth’s smile was vicious, but not unkind. “This one has proved surprising in ways I have not seen since… you, perhaps.”

“I was not this defiant of the heavens. Not even I thought I could call upon a god like they were my servant, especially not as a metal.”

“Mortals have a tendency to surprise,” the Elven Mother said. “You should see what this one has to offer.”

“You say that, and yet you refuse his companion.”

“Merit earned through the efforts of others is no merit at all. The clone will need to prove herself worthy before I offer her a fragment of my power.”

The Hunger sighed. It had not felt this frustrated since… well, since the last time the corruption wielder had dealt with him.

“Very well.”

#

“Hey there,” Will greeted his sigil.

“You,” the Hunger said.

“Is it just me, or is there less hate and more of a grudging acceptance every time I meet you? You’re growing on me, I’m not going to lie.”

“Do not tempt me into showing you the might of a god once more.”

“Actually,” Will said with a grin. “About that.”

The Hunger’s manifestation—which Will now recognized as similar to the projection of a soul in the Beyond—did not have eyes, but he got the impression that the god was looking at him like he’d grown a second head.

“I’ll check ‘leave a god speechless’ off of my bucket list, then.”

“You want me to crush your soul until you feel the greatest pain in your life,” the Hunger said. “Is that correct?”

“Yep. That’s about it.”

“Why?”

“Training. I assume I’ll wake up in time for the next round.”

“Have you lost your mind?”

“I get that a lot. Just get to it, will you? I’m sure you want the opportunity to let off some steam, anyway.”

As it turned out, in fact, the Hunger did.

It was not pleasant.

#

Main Challenge #3: Chain of Combat

The tournament has been sufficiently culled. Those who remain are truly worthy of the title of champion, sigil-holder or not.

The remainder of the tournament will be held through a series of one-on-one battles. Those who have not yet lost will face each other, while those who have lost one battle will be in a separate bracket.

Due to the abnormalities in this cycle’s first trial, restrictions have been placed upon this challenge. All Users will receive an item that will automatically restricts their mana to ensure finishing blows result in a knockout, not death.

You are in the winner’s bracket. The minimum number of th you have to win is 8.

Difficulty: Varies

- Win your duel. [0/?]

Reward: decided after each round.

Penalty for Failure: ???

Time until challenge start: [1 minute]

Just as Will had predicted, the challenge knocked him out of the dream-space with the Hunger mid-torture session. Though he knew that going through it would benefit his soul’s development, that didn’t mean much when he was experiencing the worst pain in his life. He had never been more grateful to be interrupted in the middle of something.

One minute was much less starting time than he’d gotten before the previous trial, but that didn’t bother him. With Sen ready, his weapons charged, and his mana at full, there was nothing more that Will could do to prepare.

His hunger phantasm expanded out from him. Every teleport so far had taken him, all of the magic he’d cast, and his weapons. It stood to reason that the phantasm would join him too.

Round 1 starts in [3].

[2].

[1].

Initiating teleportation.

[Limiter] has been attuned to your body.

Your opponent is: [Fan Yang].

#

Your opponent is: [William Li-Brown].

Fan Yang, known affectionately as “Little Yang” by his peers in the Sichuan Provisional Government, recognized the name of the overconfident boy who had dared to question Lu Jie during the first trial.

Lu Jie had entered the tournament with an entourage comprised of both sigil-holders and those who used the Champion’s Pass. Little Yang had been the latter, but during the first challenge, he had the fortune and skill to prey on a dying sigil-holder, gaining the approving Traitor as his sigil and ranking up to silver.

With the assistance of the monster cores he’d come by, Little Yang was not so little anymore. He was looking at a promotion to the innermost circle of Lu Jie’s clan.

An officer of the government could not bear insult taken against it, of course, and especially not when it was to a man who was said officer’s good friend.

The teleportation landed him in a featureless white dome, similar to the training facilities that had been established in the heart of Sichuan. Yang quickly realized that he was in the same forcefield protection that had restrained him during the challenge he had just won.

Across from him, William Li-Brown stood in a cloud of darkness.

“Surrender,” the half-breed said, voice echoing ominously. “I don’t know if the system can stop my corruption from annihilating someone, and I’d prefer not to take an innocent life.”

Yang’s armor had been silver-rank since he’d received it as part of the goods from his personal sponsor. It granted him doubled strength, functionally making him a physical combatant that was a rank higher than he actually was. With his powerful grip, he tore the limiter off his neck, where it had bound itself in a tight collar. The construction was durable, but not enough to prevent gold-rank strength from removing it.

He had come too far to let a mere object restrict him.

Between them, white pillars rose from the ground at varying heights, obscuring them from vision and creating a semblance of an environment, cover appearing throughout the battlefield at irregular intervals.

“You can’t even speak your native tongue,” Yang thundered. “You are a disgrace, spitting in the face of your superiors.”

Will sighed deeply enough that Yang could hear it even through the cover. “Your hot head is going to get you killed. Will you at least hear me out?”

“No.”

“Alright, then.”

There was silence for a bit, and then the forcefield dropped.

Yang’s silver-rank spear, Skybreaker, was a legendary growth item that his sponsors had granted him after he’d been instrumental in taking down a clan boss. It had an extremely potent effect that scaled with his strength, synergizing with his armor, that allowed him to charge it so much that he could throw it through walls and it would cleave through them like hot butter before returning to his hands.

The Traitor’s sigil skills made his combination even more deadly. With a pulse of his new perception skill, Shadows in the Night, Yang detected everyone trying to hide from him in the area.

“You will regret your arrogance,” he announced, taking glee in the fear he knew he had to be striking into the upstart’s heart. “Power is open for the taking, and you grew lazy. Your like deserve no respect.”

He lined up a shot through three walls, targeting Will through it, and hurled the spear. It practically melted through the strange material that the arena had put up, smashing straight through every barrier before piercing the boy straight through the chest.

Then, his skill detected nothing at all.

“That quickly?” Yang asked aloud. “I had hoped to make him suffer more.”

“Wow,” Will said, “real mature.”

Yang whipped around to see the darkness-surrounded man leaning against a pillar, arm outstretched.

A flash of spatial magic distorted the air, and suddenly, Will was holding Skybreaker.

“You—“ Yang’s proclamation devolved into a feral snarl, and he activated his second sigil skill.

Betrayal was an aura skill. The closer someone was to him in terms of rank, elements, and background, the more effective it would be. Against another silver-rank of Han descent who matched his Death, Space, and Balance elements, it would project an aura that would crush his will, making Will exceedingly vulnerable to his next attack.

Yang rushed forward, commanding Skybreaker back to his hand as he flexed his aura out, knowing Will would be too weak to resist it.

Except, as it turned out, what he knew and what reality turned out to be were not so similar after all.

In a flash of crimson magic, Skybreaker simply disappeared, dissolving into the ether. The aura that was meant to crush Will instead passed around him, like he was a boulder that could single-handedly ford a stream.

“You’re right that power’s open for the taking,” Will said. “I wouldn’t say it’s me that’s lazy, though.”

He extended his aura out, and Yang experienced true power.

When Yang had been sixteen years old, he had missed a bus in the dead of winter and had waited out in the cold for six entire hours for the next to come. By the time he’d been picked up, he had been half dead, all his strength and color sapped by the chill. Yang had never forgotten it.

That experience paled in comparison to what Will’s aura did to him. Yang was superhuman now, and yet in the face of Will’s overwhelming intensity, he was nothing more than that little boy again.

“Also, for all your talk about respect, you kind of suck at showing it to your fellow man.”

Paralyzed by the aura, Yang could do nothing as Will took two steps forward and punched him in the face. It was not enhanced beyond the other man’s silver-rank strength, but it was enough to knock him to the ground in his current state.

Will pointed at Yang, and suddenly, the entire world seemed to be staring at him. Eyes opened in the air around him, boring down on him.

“Last chance. Surrender.”

Yang felt every bit like the weakling he’d once been… but he wasn’t that boy anymore.

With the last of the mana in his tank, he used his Resurgence skill, granting him all the strength he’d expended, and he charged forward with a defiant roar.

“I will find you,” he swore, taking Will by surprise as he charged towards him. “If you don’t die here today, then I will find you, and I will bring you to your knees.”

“Is that a threat?” Will asked quietly.

In his rage, Yang didn’t realize that Will was avoiding every single attack he made, letting the hunger phantasm tank the brunt of the gold-rank strength that Yang exerted.

“It’s a promise,” Yang hissed.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Will said, his voice cold and empty. “Congratulations, Yang. You get to be the first.”

The first.

“I hope you’re happy, Vyx,” Will said.

Yang’s fists suddenly found only air.

“Behind you.”

He wheeled around, but it was too late.

You have been afflicted with one level of [Corruption].

A bell tolled.

You have been afflicted with a second level of [Corruption].

You have been afflicted with one level of [Wither].

Lightning exploded on Yang’s face where Will had punched the man, Thunder Wraith’s Grasp taking effect.

Will charged forward, slayer sword materializing in hand. Yang was so dazed from the corruption that he never saw the slash that took his head off.

His head tumbled to the ground, his consciousness rapidly fading but intact enough that he could see his armored body spurting blood from where it fell.

“I’m sorry,” Will repeated, sheathing his sword in Yang’s face. “But I only give second chances to people who deserve it.”

            

    
        Chapter 69: Nice

    
    
    
    
                Progress towards [Eternal Throne]: [1/1000].

You have defeated [Fan Yang].

You have won your first duel.

Fortunately, the arena didn’t immediately force him out, giving Will the time to loot the body.

Using Destructive Synthesis on the limiter item had been too easy. He took Yang’s, clipping it around himself and hoping he wouldn’t have to break it again.

Not having Skybreaker would be a loss, but that one had actually been threatening—and besides, it was a strength-based item.

The Traitor refuses to select you. No sigil was obtained.

“That’s kind of rude,” Will said. “You know the guy you glued yourself to was like, a total simp, right? I remember him from earlier. He was literally throwing himself down for his buddy Lu Jie.”

No response, as expected, but he was sure that wherever the Traitor was, it was listening to him.

Warforged Armor Set has been added to your inventory.

At least he got a full set of silver-rank armor. It wasn’t a growth item, unfortunately, but it didn’t require attunement and would be a pretty solid gift for one of Will’s friends. The individual pieces were relatively unimpressive, offering some basic shielding, but the set bonus resulted in a massive increase in the Power attribute. Will was tempted by that, so much so that he actually weighed the costs of using it against having access to Escape Artist.

His movement speed buff was just too important, though. It was a large part of how he’d been able to toy with Fan Yang. He just inventoried the armor instead.

200 silver credits, 6969 bronze credits, and 13294 credits have been added to your inventory.

“Heh. Nice.”

It seemed Will was not the only one with the mind of an immature teen.

“Though in my defense,” he said, glancing down at the dead body at his feet, “I’m still in my early twenties. How are you pushing forty with that sense of humor? Actually, eh. Can’t really fault you for that. I can fault you for the whole threatening to murder everyone I care about part, though.”

Just as Will had suspected, the system didn’t punish him at all for killing Yang. They had all been granted limiters, but there was nothing in the rules set for the challenge that had prevented them from simply removing them.

Despite the fact that the system was ostensibly compensating for the abnormalities caused through the corruption cultists, the early onset of the trail itself, and whatever else was happening back down on Earth, the ones running this tournament still wanted blood.

Except for the Traitor, apparently, who had gone entirely quiet.

“I guess traitor and coward go hand in hand,” Will said. “It’s a shame. Y’know, I used to know this guy who went by the tag ’traitor.’ Reliable guy. Communicative. The exact opposite of you, really.”

At length, Will decided he’d had enough of shit-talking the god. The system hadn’t teleported him away yet, so he assumed that it was just going to wait until the next round started.

He fished around in his inventory, finding… nothing he actually wanted.

“Damn it. I’m going to have to start carrying a mattress around.”

Instead, he sat down cross-legged and meditated until he drifted off.

#

“Clarke is an old acquaintance,” the Hunger said without preamble. The god was much more casual now, like he was meeting with Will for coffee.

“Wow, torturing the shit out of me did wonders for your countenance. Also, Clarke? The god named the Traitor is named Clarke? Poor guy. I guess he can blame his mom, at least.”

“In a world where you can annihilate the very fabric of reality with a snap of your fingers, names are one of the most mutable,” the Hunger said. “Clarke was his chosen name, though the epithet of Traitor, he earned himself.”

“Okay, I retract the poor guy part. Of all the names, Clarke. Wow.”

“I will relay that along,” said the god who’d wanted Will dead just days prior. “I like him. He is fantastic at pool.”

“Stop ruining this image I have of all of you as incompetent but extraordinarily powerful and unknowable beings. Do you at least, like, use planets as the cue balls?”

“Only during the tournaments. When the Traitor comes over, we use a table meant for mortals.”

“Oh, lovely. You have solar system size pool games, but also you play on a regular table. I’m going to have that image stuck in my head now.”

“Being in the presence of the table would obliterate you on a molecular level.”

“Okay, that’s a bit better. Well, it’s nice chatting with you, though it’s really, really weird that you’re suddenly playing nice.”

“You excelled in the tournament,” the Hunger pointed out. “Are excelling, I suppose. My position is secured. That is one thing. Giving a black eye to those I despise? Forcing them to undergo the same trial of patience I did? Using your soul as a punching bag? All that is priceless.”

“You are a shockingly petty god, but I guess I appreciate it. Can we get to the torture now?”

“By all means.”

#

Caiyeri didn’t even bother to read the name of the human she was up against. He was a nobody, which was somewhat surprising when they were this far into the tournament.

“I’d commend you for making it this far at Silver 0 with just monster cores,” she said as the walls began to rise around them. “That does end here, you understand?”

Though the elf did not recognize the human, he apparently knew who she was.

“You’re that elf,” he said.

“No shit,” Caiyeri replied. “There are quite a few of us.”

“The one with that sigil.” The human’s voice was obviously frightened.

“The Elven Mother’s?” Caiyeri cocked her head questioningly.

“Yeah, that one!”

Her inspection of the man revealed two things. First: his aura control was mediocre at best. Second: his specialty was in afflictions. His primary attributes were Curse, Poison, and Time, which made him a Chronopoisoner.

All of the templates with access to the Elven Mother’s sigil had the Mother’s Grace sigil skill, which was the perfect counter to an affliction abuser—well, unless said abuser’s name was William Li-Brown and could cheat hard enough to win.

All of this added up to one conclusion: if Caiyeri had the sigil, this would be the easiest fight of her life.

But she didn’t. This man looked like he’d seen a ghost, though, which meant…

“Mother’s grace,” Caiyeri muttered. “The fucking templates.”

His sigil must have shown him a scene of Caiyeri Zero, once known as Caiyeri Chanceheart.

Well, if he was under the impression that his afflictions wouldn’t hurt her, she was okay with that.

Louder, she said, “Then you know what I can do.”

“Y-yeah! Don’t kill me, please!”

[Samuel Tran] has forfeited.

You have won your first duel.

The walls descended.

Caiyeri stared at the empty arena, not a single drop of blood shed. Her face twisted into a complex expression.

“Well,” she said, alone and riding off of the grace of an elf who wanted to kill her. “That was easy.”

#

Your opponent is: [Wilhelm Zero].

“Loser versus loser,” Hua said. “This is going to go well.”

The other person with her wasn’t much of a talker. An elf of some kind, apparently. Low gold rank, which was a big problem, but his class was a very brutish offensive one, which she paired favorably into.

She activated her Star Cloak sigil skill immediately, making her immune to passive perception as well as eliminating all the sound she made.

This was going to be an uphill battle, she knew. Even though it didn’t seem like Wilhelm had any sort of skill that could detect her, his durability would just be greater than hers.

As it turned out, however, his lack of perception skills went beyond just an inability to find her while she was actively focused on using the skill. He couldn’t find her at all, which culminated in her quite literally plucking several of his gold-rank daggers from right under his nose.

Hua guessed that this elf usually worked in a group, probably with a spotter of some kind.

The daggers were quite nice, though. They were simple, uncommon items, but they were enchanted with armor-piercing and wound-worsening effects.

[La’hulu] of the [Order of the Striker] finds your thievery amusing. You have been gifted 100 silver credits.

Bit by bit, she made progress against the gold-rank elf, tapping into the best magical skill she’d gotten. Choosing Currency as her Soul element had been an unconventional choice, to say the least, but as a basic Warrior, it hadn’t bothered her too much.

With the sponsors, this skill had proven to be worth its weight in gold.

Skill: [Count Your Blessings]

- Spell (augmentation)

- Cost: varies.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

Money can’t buy happiness, but it can buy power.

By expending credits or essence of a certain attribute, you can temporarily increase your levels in any attribute. This skill increases effect with each rank.

[Sponsored Spells] (silver) - You can increase the power put into any skill with credits.

She dumped the hundred silver credits she’d just received into her Power stat, then added the gains from the last few donations she’d received.

[Shaak’thor] of the [Order of the Striker] calls for blood. You have been gifted 250 silver credits.

“If you insist,” she muttered.

Their sponsor was comprised of dozens if not hundreds of high-rank Users, all of whom could donate to her while she fought. To them, silver credits flowed like water.

To Hua, they could be lifesaving. With the credits streaming in, she was able to temporarily raise her Speed, Soul, and Power attributes to gold, breaking through the rank difference.

Slowly, she whittled her enemy down, and though he struck out at her when he felt her stabbing into him, she was too quick.

Eventually, she felt something different about a stab—her mana didn’t flow into it as cleanly as it should have.

The gold-rank elf fell unconscious, bleeding from a thousand different cuts.

You have won your duel.

As he fell, the walls descended—and then the walls cracked, a twisting spiral of spatial magic smashing through the magically constructed arena.

Gold-rank auras coursed through the gap.

WARNING: Corruption has been detected in this region. You are about to be teleported to a safe zone.

The last thing she saw was an obsidian-black man stepping in after them, an oversized scythe in his hand.

#

“Christ, mate, you put up a good fight,” Haoyu said, offering a hand. “Hit me up if you ever need a job, yeah?”

The Canadian silver-rank sigil-holder he’d just knocked out of the competition sighed deeply, accepting the help. “Don’t think you’ll need it, but sure.”

WARNING: Corruption has been detected in this region. You are about to be teleported to a safe zone.

“What the—“

They were both gone before Haoyu could even see what had gone wrong.

#

Caiyeri spent an awfully long time standing alone. She sent out a couple of system messages, but there was no response.

Other than from the abyss elves, of course, who politely suggested that she prostrate herself and present her head for immediate removal. She declined, equally as politely.

Caiyeri: With all due respect, which is none, I would suggest you find the nearest shard of corruption and introduce it to your brain. Maybe then you would be a little more reasonable.

She’d followed their order, once, but she’d slowly grown disillusioned with high command over the years. The death of her entire outpost followed by no support from the Abyss itself, requiring a human to save her instead? That would have been enough to alienate her on her own, but then they’d commanded her to kill that human, then tried to kill her when she hadn’t.

Caiyeri: Alternatively, you could just kill yourself and save us both the time.

For some reason, they didn’t seem to want to respond to that.

#

Will was abruptly jerked out of his definitely-not-just-torture training session by a system notification.

Or, to be exact, a notification in the style of the Executor Token he still possessed.

CERTAINTY THROUGH DEATH.

ORDER THROUGH CHAOS.

PEACE THROUGH DREAD.

ELIMINATE. ERADICATE. EXECUTE.

Current targets: [Corruption Cultist] x??

Reward: 1 Awakening Shard of the Beyond per target executed.

He frowned. Ayla had emphasized the importance of gaining a connection to the Beyond, but the system was offering him more. Would there be more skills that related to that place? Using the arcane, eldritch power locked away within that magical frozen plane?

Will wasn’t going to find out if he didn’t follow through with this.

Earlier, he’d been thinking about what kind of person he’d be to kill a thousand other sapients. Now, though he didn’t have a perfect answer, he knew that his knee-jerk reaction of “a monster” was wrong.

Sometimes, killing was the only solution.

Will: Nynn. Something tells me you’re busy.’

Nynn: Your hunch would be correct.

Will: How do I join you?

Nynn: If you cannot find your own path, that is proof that you will be incapable of being no more than an obstacle.

Will: Jeez, edgelord much? I guess your title is literally Dread Executor, so I should have seen that coming.

Nynn: Not anymore. Stop bothering me.

The chat window closed, and Will expanded his perception.

“We’re going to get a bit funky, Sen,” he muttered. The familiar’s eyes moved through the walls of the arena, expanding outwards. “Get me eyes on this.”

Unsurprisingly, the arenas were not held in suspended animation. There was an interconnected network of them, each with force magic protecting the domes. They were planted on an otherwise empty asteroid high, high above the Earth, deep in space.

Will let the hunger phantasm expand outwards, slithering through the infinitesimal cracks between mana particles. On the outside, the phantasm coalesced into a small set of daggers, giving Will the chance to use Weapons Free.

You are in a protected area. You may not use teleportation skills to leave the arena.

“Is that so?” Will asked. “You know I’m trying to help, right?”

Obviously, the inanimate system didn’t respond to him, so he walked on over to the wall, placed both hands on it, and activated Decaying Touch.

Skill: [Decaying Touch]

- Spell (affliction).

- Cost: high mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver.

Deals necrotic damage. Inflict one level of silver-rank [Corruption] on a creature or item you touch. This skill cannot stack afflictions.

Notably, Decaying Touch could affect items, and though this was a structure, Will’s definition of “item” was broad enough that corruption spread from his fingertips to the side of the dome, distorting its protections and damaging the system-laid building blocks there.

Within minutes, enough of it was broken that when Will tried again, he was easily able to teleport out.

He used Chaos Transfer on the damaged arena, transferring the silver-rank corruption to his slayer sword. No point in wasting a good affliction, after all, and he didn’t want to be disqualified for this.

Equilibrium Mantle kept him capable of breathing and walking in the low-pressure, zero-oxygen environment. He air-dashed forward with Wind Walker despite a total lack of wind. In the low gravity outside the controlled system environment, it took him much farther than he expected.

There were a lot more of the bubble-like domes than he’d expected, but despite their number, it was easy to find the ones the corruption cultists had attacked.

Chaos magic tainted the area, artificially induced corruption polluting over a dozen different domes. Will had no idea what they hoped to accomplish, but he moved forward nonetheless, intent on ambushing one. Nynn was already in their midst, but his scythe seemed to be more restricted than it had been last time. He was effective, but not as horribly above gold-rank as he’d seemed earlier.

Will was half the planet away from them, although the asteroid that made up their current “planet,” so to speak, was small enough that he could sprint across it in half an hour without even using his skills. He lined up a path towards the cultists.

Just as he was about to surge forth with all the power he could spare, a spatial tear opened behind him. Will didn’t turn, instead using Sen’s eyes to watch as a gold-rank User came out from within, enough equipment adorning his body to make even Lu Jie’s clan jealous.

The aura was not of Will’s planet, but this was a human. A human with a weapon raised, though the ambush stopped when Will materialized his hunger phantasm without attacking. Whoever it was, he recognized that Will could perceive him and stood back warily, aura feeling his out.

This aura… it was way more refined than any of the Users on Earth had managed. It even rivaled Caiyeri’s in terms of raw control.

“Who the hell are you?” Will asked, bringing more of Sen’s eyes back. The aura’s control was so tight that he couldn’t even properly perceive the man’s class through the obfuscation.

“Corruption wielder William Li-Brown,” the stranger said, projecting his voice with raw mana and making himself heard despite the lack of air. “My name is Nathan. Put down your weapons and prepare for capture. You have twenty seconds to comply. Dead or alive, you’re coming with me.”

Will turned and squinted. This man was clearly not from Earth, and yet… “Hold on. Is that from fucking RoboCop?”

            

    
        Chapter 70: Thankfully, Not All of Us Are Idiots

    
    
    
    
                “That’s right,” Nathan said, smiling with obvious relief. “Thank god there’s someone who actually gets my references around here. Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for this?”

“Not long enough to not threaten me with death, apparently.”

The smile dropped off the gold-rank’s face quickly. “You should have picked better company.”

“How so?” Will asked, stalling for time. He’d spread Sen’s eyes out far in order to keep his eyes on the entire planet, and he needed a few moments to get them back. “Because I have the corruption element? I got this because of where I started, dude. Come on.”

“You seem like a nice enough guy,” Nathan said, sighing deeply. “I hate to kill you.”

“You seem a decent fellow. I hate to die,” Will said, auto-completing the quote. “Fantastic movie.”

“I didn’t care for it.”

“Seriously? It’s got to be top ten most quotable movies. Hell, you’re quoting it.”

“Quotability alone doesn’t make a movie good. I thought the framing story was—you’re stalling for time.” Nathan thrust his hands out to the side, sleek gold-rank armor manifesting itself onto his body in moments. It swirled with stars, making him look like he’d taken the Milky Way and turned it into a clothing design.

Enough of Sen’s eyes were here now that Will could sense mana charging within the futuristic-looking set of armor.

“Activate skill: Turbocharge,” Nathan declared, his magic reaching a peak.

Will used two of his time-related skills in quick succession, thankful that he’d brought his mana back up to full before going after the corruption cultists. Time in a Bottle sped up his perception until he could see the sparks of Space-element mana igniting in the armor, and Pages of the Past detected magical effects in the area.

Except, Will realized, Pages of the Past only actually gave him the information about the skills that he was seeing if they were at or below the rank of the skill, which was silver right now.

Skill: [Pages of the Past]

- Spell (divination).

- Cost: moderate mana.

- Cooldown: 6 seconds.

Silver

Allows you to detect magical effects that were used in your immediate surroundings in the last 24 hours. If the rank of the effect is at or below the rank of this skill, you can also glean insight into what the effect is.

[Traces of the Past] - Also allows you to detect footsteps and read conversations made in the area during the same time window. 

[Lingering Resonance] - You gain insight into the ambient magic of the area. Strong auras that were present in the last 24 hours as well as any active magical wards or traps will also be visible to you.

He could see that the armor was absolutely loaded to the gills with wards, though. There were wards of oxygen breathing, pressure control, force resistance, regeneration, psychic shielding, stealth, magic nullification, and more—all at gold rank.

Someone had put a lot of effort and resources into this armor, and Will did not want to be on the wrong end of whatever Turbocharge did as Nathan surged forward.

In the slowed time, he commanded his hunger phantasm to form weapons.

Nathan was clearly from Earth, but his aura control was so much better than almost everyone else’s here—and it carried the same signatures that the corruption cultists had. The gold-ranker’s strength was such that even with a few dozen of Sen’s eyes, Will couldn’t get a totally accurate bead on him.

Will teleported behind Nathan as he came out of the accelerated state.

Just in the nick of time, too. Nathan’s sudden attack was nearly as fast as Nynn’s scythe-dash had been, nearly blurring faster than Will could track. The gold-rank left an afterimage behind him, carving a deep furrow through the asteroid’s surface and kicking up a surge of lunar dust.

Asteroid dust? It didn’t count as lunar if it wasn’t the moon, right?

He had bigger things to worry about. Nathan turned on a dime, burning off the rest of the mana from his skill.

Will air-dashed away immediately, eager to create as much space between him and Nathan as possible. The gold-ranker, detecting his intentions, immediately thrust a hand out. A wide purple energy beam exploded from Nathan’s open palm, igniting the dark sky with burning radiance.

Though Will hadn’t been able to tell what the skill actually did, his insight through Sen’s eyes had warned him of the gathering mana. He materialized the hunger phantasm at exactly the moment Nathan fired.

The beam tore through the sigil skill like it was wet tissue, but the momentary delay his materialized phantasm caused in the blast gave him enough time to air-dash out of the way.

“Hey!” Will shouted, using Wraith Cloak to hide himself within the remaining darkness.

That proved to be a mistake, as Nathan used the sound to orient his next shot.

Will cursed, mentally apologizing to Sen as he brought a dozen of the eyes out of time lock, allowing them to tank the blow for him and providing a paper-thin shield for him to reposition behind.

“Holy shit, bro,” Will said again, teleporting immediately this time. “I’m not your guy!”

Nathan was way too fast for him. The raw speed gap between a silver and a gold who wasn’t being pinned down by a former Dread Executor was incredible. It was all Will could do to stay alive. Even being grazed by the after effect of it sent him tumbling high into space, knocking him away from the planet.

Will’s mind should have panicked, but somehow, he was entirely calm. He’d dealt with worse. He’d made enemies of less reasonable beings. More powerful ones.

He sectioned off the bulk of his attention to surviving, while the remaining part went towards shaping the last bit of his plan.

Nathan began to vary his attacks, pulsing out his aura to detect Will where he hid in the shadows.

Will responded in kind, and though his aura was only silver, it had been forged through the most intense of flames. He pushed Nathan back, startling him with the raw power and finesse of an aura that should have been a full rank under him.

It wasn’t going to last forever, of course, but one inroad was enough.

Slowly—which, by Will’s standard, meant about five seconds—Will overwhelmed Nathan’s aura, tearing away the protections near him.

The gold-ranker wanted to take down corruption wielders. Will had an inkling of the actual purpose that had driven the man whose aura was not of this world to Earth, and it wasn’t just him.

He capitalized on his increased aura pressure, forming the phantasm into words in front of Nathan’s eyes as the other man struggled to compensate to suddenly losing half a rank of stamina and magic power.

Will teleported behind Nathan, suppressing the aura closest to his body to avoid revealing himself. At this distance, his fine control over the phantasm would be good enough to quickly create the words. If Nathan reacted poorly, Will could always run again.

At least 20 corruption cultists in area. I’m trying to eliminate them before they ruin the trial. Not on their side.

Eliminate. Eradicate. Execute.

The last words were a creative flair. Will had no idea whether or not Nathan had anything to do with Dread Executors, but the gold-rank… Nynn had called them otherworlders, right? The gold-rank otherworlder had come here because he was trying to kill people who dealt with corruption, and Nynn was here for a similar purpose.

Nathan paused as he saw the text form in front of him, focusing on defensive efforts instead of attacks as he scanned it.

“You’re one of them?” he said, disbelieving.

Will couldn’t tell whether the emphasis on that word had been a “holy shit, my bad,” or a “holy shit, I need to kill you even more now.” He hoped it was the former, but if it was the latter—whatever. He’d committed already.

“No, but I’m here with a guy who was,” Will said, emerging from the shadows behind Nathan. “Let me guess. You’re here because a bunch of assholes opened a portal of some kind from your homeworld… er, not your homeworld, I guess. The world you got sent to. Selethnir, right?”

“That’s the one,” Nathan said darkly. Magic pulsed threateningly at his hands,  “I take it you’ve met them, then.”

“Couple of them, yeah,” Will said. “Didn’t get any good loot off them, but they wanted to hire me. When I said no, they weren’t the most understanding.”

Nathan glanced at him suspiciously. “You’re hiding your aura. You could be lying.”

“You’re also hiding yours,” Will countered, thankful that Nathan wasn’t an utter moron like everyone who insisted on continuing to fight him no matter what. “How about I show you the way to them? Every second we waste here is another second where people could be getting hurt.”

And people were getting hurt. Most of Sen’s eyes had come back to Will, but enough of them were spread out across the asteroid that he could tell that the inbuilt protections that came with the system’s fabrications weren’t holding. He’d been able to knock his dome’s walls down with a usage of silver-rank corruption, proving how insanely strong the element was.

Though the cultists didn’t have direct ways to corrupt the domes, they had devices of some sort, and the teleportation sequences that were supposed to move people out of the tournament weren’t all working.

“If you decide that I’m still evil, you can try to kill me afterwards,” Will said. “Though I’ll warn you: nobody’s succeeded at that so far.”

“I get that a lot,” Nathan said. Though a sleek Daft Punk-style helmet covered his face, Will got the impression he was smirking. “This could be a trick of some kind.”

Will winced as Sen’s eyes spread further. There had been a dozen more critical injuries during their brief skirmish, which Will was going to refer to that engagement as because “running for his goddamn life” didn’t roll off the tongue quite as well.

“I’ll tell you what’s not a trick,” he said, releasing his aura control. “It’s these cultists. It’s the dying people who we need to keep the world from falling to pieces. Respectfully, you can either watch over me, lend a hand, or get out of my fucking way.”

There was a moment of silence after that.

“I’m going,” Will announced, preparing his weapons with the runes in his inventory. "If you're going to try to stop me, now is the time, but I don't think you'd like who that would make you allies with.”

Nathan cocked his head. “You’re either an extremely convincing liar or telling the truth. Either way, I’m pretty sure I can take you down if I need to.”

“Great. Every good relationship is built off of mutually assured destruction.”

“Oh, there’d be destruction and it’d be assured, but the chances of it being mutual are about as good as Game of Thrones ever getting an ending.”

Will dashed towards the nearest cultist, not wanting to waste another second bantering, but he did take the time to turn back and shout, “How long have you been gone?”

Nathan caught up in an instant, his gold-rank speed and wards compensating for the lack of gravity. “Five years, I think, but the system told me that time might not work the same.”

“Oh,” Will said, drawing his slayer sword as the two of them approached the first dome. It was almost within physical sight, but he through Sen’s eyes, he could see that there were half a dozen cultists activating some kind of equipment that was brimming with corruption.

“Oh, what?” Nathan asked, eyeing the sword.

“You see the TV ending?”

“Not long before I got thrown into my own personal isekai hell. It sucked. Why?”

“Turns out that was the plan for the books all along. Someone datamined the guy’s hard drive or some shit, I don’t remember. Anyway, we have a fight to get to.”

To Will’s amusement, that factoid seemed to stunlock Nathan a lot harder than any revelation about Will’s nature had.

On that note, he dove straight into combat.

#

Nynn: I see that you have joined the combat.

Will: I’m a bit busy. Do you mind?

Nynn: Seeing as you have no issue messaging me while I’m mid-combat, I’m sure you can handle the same.

Nynn: There are wounded. Take care of your current location and join me.

Will: Wounded? Can’t you heal them with potions?

Nynn: I can’t heal corruption.

Will: Shit. Alright. I’ll let you know when I’m done.

Nynn: Don’t bother. I can see.

Nathan and Will hadn’t worked together before, but they proved to be a devastating duo. Though Will couldn’t inflict corruption on any of the gold-rank cultists, all of whom had items or skills to resist it, he could dash in and out of the combat, using his superior perception through his familiar and his quick, low-cooldown teleports with Weapons Free and the hunger phantasm.

It also meant that he could tell when Nathan started to bombard the location from orbit, doing his best Iron Man impression as he rained laser beams that used spatial magic to circumvent armor and defenses entirely.

He played more of a support role this combat, just like he had with Nynn. Instead of his powerful corruption, he tagged all of the cultists with a Mark for Death, increasing the efficacy of Nathan’s overpowered attacks, then built up stacks of the charged condition on all of them, each strike of his slayer sword transported to the vulnerable blind spots of the cultist’s own weapons.

Skill: [Weapons Free]

- Spell (movement, teleportation).

- Cost: high mana (reduced to moderate mana).

- Cooldown: 12 seconds (6 seconds).

Silver

Teleport any weapon within a 120 foot radius to your hands (if you can carry it) or your inventory (if you cannot). If a target is holding the weapon, they can attempt to prevent this spell from succeeding.

You can also teleport to any weapon within a 60 foot radius.

Silver-rank addition: The previous range of this skill has been doubled.

[Warp Strike] (silver): When making an attack, you can use this skill to make your attack originate from any weapon within a 30 foot radius.

Lightning coursed across the cultists, the charged condition igniting to increase the amount of damage electricity did to them.

Harassment was the name of the game as he steadily whittled them down with stealth attacks. Will stayed out of sight, using his precise aura control to cloak his presence alongside Wraith Cloak, which he could use to walk through walls when necessary.

Eventually, Nathan landed a hefty direct hit on one of the corruption cultists when she abandoned her defenses in a frustrated all-out attack against Will, who’d been focusing primarily on her after managing to trigger a silver-rank poison thanks to a Destructive Synthesis consuming a handful of bronze poison runes to temporarily enhance the slayer sword.

Despite her gold-rank attributes, the laser carved a hole the size of a fist through her chest, and Will wasted no time in hitting her with a one-two combo.

The phantasm overwhelmed her, dark shadows afflicting the wounded cultist with conditions that exacerbated the lethal shot.

Skill: [Hunger Phantasm]

- Spell (sigil, conjuration).

- Cost: low mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

Conjures a dark phantasm with a volume of 20 cubic feet. You have fine control over this phantasm within a moderate range of your body. You can control parts of the phantasm at a range of up to 120 feet. Lasts until dispelled or destroyed.

[Starvation] - The phantasm counts as a weapon and doubles the effect of all drain conditions. Every attack you successfully land on a target that is touching a phantasm drains their stamina and mana, restoring yours. This also restores your health if your stamina and mana are full.

[In the Flesh] - For a moderate mana cost, the phantasm can take physical form. For the purposes of touch-range spells, you can use the phantasm. At silver-rank, the physical form increases in its ability to affect the material world.

[Echo of Despair] (silver) - When a target that the phantasm is touching reaches critical levels of stamina, mana, or health, the phantasm emits a pulse that applies the [Wither] condition on the target and any other enemies within a short distance.

Condition: [Wither]

- Deals slow necrotic damage over time.

- Weakens necrotic resistances. If the target does not have a resistance to necrotic damage, they gain a weakness to necrotic damage.

A moment later, a bell tolled.

Progress to [Eternal Throne]: [11/1000]

You have gained 1 Awakening Shard of the Beyond.

Level up!

Will put every spare point he had into Speed, bringing him up to Silver 7 in it. Being able to keep up with his enemies was the biggest issue he had right now, and he was glad for anything to patch that weakness.

That said, the cultists weren’t making great use of their gold-rank speed, which Will found odd right up until Nathan tried to lob what looked like a spatial magic bomb at the strange pyramid-like device that they’d formed a ritual circle around. All five surviving cultists blitzed into position immediately, casting a group skill that absorbed the damage of the explosion into their bodies instead.

“They’re protecting their gadget!” Nathan shouted.

“Yeah, I got that,” Will muttered. “You’re not an anime protagonist. You don’t need to shout the obvious out.”

Actually, hadn’t he been saying his skill activations out loud too? What was up with that?

Will’s deadly game of cat-and-mouse changed with this new information. Whatever the item they’d planted into the ground was, it resisted his attempts to identify it, but he could tell that it was at the peak of gold-rank engineering at the very least. Corruption marred the ground around it, and Will guessed that it would continue as long as the pyramid remained in play.

That meant that his number one priority was now to destroy it. Of course, the cultists knew this, and their priority was to protect it. Will’s magic just couldn’t outclass theirs in raw power, excluding maybe the corruption magic, Ghostflame, and his aura, but they were immune to the former and the latter two weren’t good enough on their own to get him past five of them and hit their device.

Nynn: You seem to be having fun. They set a pillar where you are as well?

Will: Weird thing to be calling a pillar, but yes.

Nynn: Good. They have fled the zone I was clearing. It is not a success for us, but the integrity of reality remains intact for now.

Only seconds after the message came, a dark portal opened. Will hadn’t recognized the magic the first time he’d seen it through a storm of corruption, assuming that it was just standard spatial magic he couldn’t understand, but he now knew it to be a link to the Beyond.

Nynn appeared and the portal collapsed just as quickly. The battle seemed to pause for an instant as everyone except Will turned to perceive the new entry. Will tried to get a bit of hunger phantasm past the cultists during that lull, but they noticed and struck out with vengeance, chaos-infused lightning tearing through the phantasm and annihilating it.

He retreated immediately, jumping into the air with a single dash-teleport combo to join the other two. Will used what remaining hunger phantasm he had to form wings to keep himself aloft.

The former Dread Executor looked between Will and Nathan.

“The otherworlder candidate has a bounty quest attributed to you, William,” Nynn said, clearly amused. “What’s the story there?”

“Well,” Will said, nodding towards Nathan. “We reached a mutual understanding for the time being.”

“Then it appears that not all of your kind are idiots,” Nynn said archly. “I am impressed.”

“I don’t know if you’re my friend,” the gold-rank otherworlder said, “but the enemy of my enemy. And also, I have so many questions about home. Did that one lawyer show ever end?”

“Which one? Suits?”

“No, the one about the drugs. The Breaking Bad spin-off, right?”

“Oh, yeah! That was awesome. Not really my tempo, but nobody can deny that it was an amazing show.”

Nynn sighed. “I would like to retract my statement. Save it, will you?”

“You got it, boss,” Will said. “Got a plan of attack?”

“I have a plan,” Nynn said. “Attack.”

He dropped down, overpowered scythe pointed forward.

“Such a drama queen.” Will shook his head.

“Goddamn that guy is cool,” Nathan said, diving downwards as well.

“Why is everyone like this?” Will muttered, refusing to do any soul-searching as to how badass he found Nynn’s skydive. “I don’t even have a good one-liner prepared!”

There was nobody to listen to him even if he had one, though, so he dropped down and rejoined the battle.

            

    
        Chapter 71: The Force That Will End the Worlds

    
    
    
    
                Nynn clearly wasn’t nearly as capable of using the full potential of the Prince-rank scythe he wielded now. Will guessed this was either because the former Dread Executor was saving the remaining charges in a weapon he couldn’t recharge or because Nynn’s body was getting used to being sealed from his original King rank down to gold.

Despite that, Nynn joining their side was the turning point in the battle. Having gold-rank power was one thing. Knowing how to use it was another. Though he, the cultists, and Nathan were all ostensibly the same rank, Nynn made them look like children who’d picked up their grandfather’s swords.

He stepped between blasts of chaos energy with an effortless grace, as if he’d already seen and memorized every attack that they were going to use long in advance. Nynn never missed a step, moving so cleanly that it looked like his movements had been choreographed and rehearsed a hundred times.

Landing attacks on the cultists proved to be much easier than reaching their pyramid-like artifact, though. Not only did the five surviving gold-rankers risk life and limb to keep the artifact from taking damage, it appeared to have some in-built protections. Every time they got close, it flared with power, corruption pulsing out from around the artifact to form a shield that repelled even Nynn’s attacks.

Nynn: There were similar pillars in the other locations. I forced them to flee, but the pillars activated. I do not know what they are, nor can I destroy them with my limited means.

Will: Don’t you have the scythe?

Nynn: Restrictions. I can’t use it on the pillar.

Will: Shit.

Will suspected that he might be able to get past the defensive abilities of the pillar, as Nynn was calling it, but he couldn’t find an opportunity to make a break for it. As it was, he was using every movement skill he had the moment they came off cooldown, narrowly dodging an ever-tightening weave of attacks from the corruption cultists.

The pillar began to glow, visible even through the distorted corruption around it.

Will: That can’t be good.

Nynn: No.

Will: I should be immune to the corruption. I might be able to take a shot at it. Can you clear a path?

He sent the same message to Nathan.

Nathan: You owe me.

Will: I’ll catch you up on the last however many years you missed.

Nathan: Then I’m with you till the end of the line.

Will: Do you have to jam a movie reference into every line? Last good MCU movie, by the way.

Nathan: First of all, what the fuck? That’s just wrong. Second, to your question: yes. Third, behind you.

Will split his attention from the chat just in time to eat a face full of putrid gas, flying straight into a cloud of disease that shot forth from a cultist who’d started to predict his teleporting pattern and had positioned herself in a perfect spot to catch him off guard.

You have been afflicted with one level of each of the following afflictions.

[Poisoned], gold rank. [Blinded], silver rank. [Rot], silver rank. [Fatigued], silver rank. [Bleed], silver rank. [Wither], silver rank.

Will stumbled, his control over his mana suddenly faltering as half a dozen afflictions obliterated his abilities.

The cultists took this opportunity to capitalize, seeing one of their foes fallen, but they were mistaken in how much it stopped him.

Will was activating Chaos Transfer even as he hit asteroid rock, targeting his slayer sword.

Skill: [Chaos Transfer]

- Spell (enchantment).

- Cost: high mana.

- Cooldown: 5 minutes.

Silver

Cleanses you or a weapon of all levels of all afflictions and transfers it to another designated weapon or back to yourself. Increases the strength of the transferred afflictions to silver rank if they are lower than silver. The next target the weapon strikes will gain all levels of all afflictions that you cleansed.

Four separate bolts of energy hurled towards him, but suddenly, Nynn and Nathan were in the midst of the corruption cultists, the former becoming a whirling dervish with his scythes and the latter firing colorful lasers right back at them.

In the midst of the chaos, Will recovered quickly enough to air-dash away, though he was caught in the outer radius of some of the effects. One beam in particular struck his shoulder, boring out a fist-sized chunk of flesh.

Even as blood and muscle splattered out from the open wound, it started to close.

[Soul Link] (bronze) - A fraction of all damage dealt to the marked creature is converted to healing for you.

Mark for Death’s bronze-rank addition had saved his ass more than once, and it came into play now. Nynn and Nathan’s dance of intense violence did an order of magnitude more damage than Will was taking. The tyranny of rank worked in his favor even though he was a rank lower than everyone else—gold-rank damage converted to healing on a silver-rank body was fantastic, patching him up in instants.

“Activate skill!” Nathan shouted, his armor glowing with the radiance of a rainbow… or a gaming PC powering on. It was more reminiscent of the latter, really. “Overclock!”

Gold-rank mana flared in his aura, practically burning out into the air. Even with Nathan trying to play his aura close to the chest, Will could sense how much he was consuming for this attack. It had to be an all-or-nothing extreme mana skill just like Ghostflame.

Nynn, not to be outdone, shimmered with mana of his own. Unlike Nathan, Nynn’s aura control was vastly superior to even Will’s. The former Dread Executor could have been using a low-mana skill or an extreme one, and Will wouldn’t be able to tell.

Nathan exploded with strange light as Nynn blurred forward, each of them taking the attention of the remaining cultists. As the cultists went to defend themselves, they opened themselves up to attack. With all the afflictions stacked on his sword, one hit from him combined with a usage of The Bell Tolls would nearly guarantee a kill. With the reward system from the harsh system quest that the Executor Token granted him, that would mean another awakening shard of the Beyond, which could give him a crucial skill.

But that wasn’t what Will was after, here. His path was not one of maximizing kills and experience. If he could manage as powerful a build as possible, of course, that would be ideal, but he wasn’t just getting power for power’s sake.

The pyramid-pillar-artifact-thing was clearly a keystone for the cultists, and whatever their objective was here, it was obvious that they were going to fuck with what remained of Earth’s humanity.

Will could not let that stand.

Even with two elite gold-ranks maxing out their mana consumption, the corruption cultists still had the advantage of numbers, and they weren’t pushovers themselves. Their defenses also acted as offenses, flooding the thin, almost-vacuum air with plague, lightning, chaos, and effects so esoteric Will couldn’t identify the element without using Pages of the Past.

Still, between all of that magic, Sen’s eyes charted a path. All it would come down to was whether Will could take it.

He slowed time down until the lasers seemed to be almost frozen.

Skill: [Time in a Bottle]

- Spell (chronomancy).

- Cost: high mana per second.

- Cooldown: scales based on how long the skill is used.

Silver

Accelerates your perception of time, enabling you to experience twenty seconds for each second that passes outside.

Silver-rank addition: previous effect of time dilation is doubled. At high mana cost, you can increase your movement speed for one objective second, though this effect ends if you use another skill or an attack.

Will was spending a lot of mana, but the surge in resources he’d received from the death of the previous cultist was significant enough that he still had just enough to speed himself up drastically. It cost him heavily, and it still only barely outpaced the gold-rank speed that Nathan and Nynn both managed, but it was enough.

Step by stap, burst by burst, he dodged his way through the chaotic storm of magic, thankful that Sen gave him a thousand eyes to judge his surroundings so he didn’t need to distract himself with trying to find the way. The path ahead was clearly defined for him, his senses working with his familiar’s to propel his body in just the right way.

Will wondered if this was what Nynn felt like at all times.

The artifact was surrounded by an expanding cloud of corruption, which Will ran into face-first.

You have been afflicted with a level of bronze-rank [Corruption]. You will gain an additional level of silver-rank [Corruption] in [3] seconds.

[Corruption Resistance] (Silver) negates bronze-rank [Corruption].

He cursed mentally, thankful for the sped-up perception of time. Those three seconds would be more like a minute at the current rate he experienced it. Will was coming up on the limits of how much mana he could spend at one time, though, so he wouldn’t get anywhere near that entire minute. Already, he was starting to feel his skill operate less effectively, making him feel like he was running through molasses.

Gotta make this quick, he thought, pushing forward with an air-dash, his freedom of movement increased by Escape Artist since he was both being attacked and weaponless as well as Wraith Cloak due to the lack of light sources here.

As he got closer to the pyramid, the corruption grew steadily more intense to the point where it physically affected the world, making it significantly harder for Will to even push through.

He hit a barrier made of dense, solidified corruption. Anyone else would have been stopped by it, he knew. Even Nynn didn’t have the tools necessary to break through this much raw corruption at gold rank.

Will, who had been given the simultaneous blessing and curse by the system to carry the power of corruption, could.

With a mighty heave and a sudden burst of mana, Will forced himself through the barrier.

He tumbled through low gravity as the resistance against him suddenly popped and he found himself in clean, uncorrupted air again.

Even in the sped-up time, the gold-rankers had such speed that the fastest of them were already starting to react to Will, slowly firing another skill towards him.

But it was too late already. The area immediately next to the pyramid-pillar was completely free of negative effects, and though Will hadn’t been able to get perfect information on the pillar itself with Sen’s eyes due to the thick corruption around it, his own senses were refined enough to tell him that there was not a trace of corruption within the artifact itself.

That meant that it was generating the corruption through some external process—and more importantly, that it had no inherent defenses against it.

Will didn’t need any finesse. He swung the slayer sword at the artifact like a club.

Predictably, the edge wasn’t sharp enough to get past the innate defenses of the pillar, but he’d expected as much. It was a gold-rank build at minimum.

That wasn’t what he was trying for.

[Chaos Transfer] activated.

[Slayer Sword] transferred one level of gold-rank [Poisoned] and silver-rank levels of [Blinded], [Rot], [Fatigued], [Bleed], [Wither], [Charged], and [Corruption] to [Unidentified Artifact].

Not all of those items were capable of affecting an inanimate object, but enough would. Chaos Transfer only didn’t break Will’s weapons down because they were attuned to him. The few times he’d given corruption to random items, they’d immediately started decaying.

The artifact was no exception. In instants, the pristine white surface of the pyramid-shaped pillar curled in on itself and blackened like paper set aflame, and the corruption shield around it started to falter.

All of the corruption cultists turned immediately, focusing the entirety of their attention on Will and the damaged artifact.

Will let go of his skills, preserving the last of his mana for an attempted teleport out. All five remaining gold-rank enemies focusing on him meant that they dropped their defenses against the barrage that the former Dread Executor and isekai victim slash Iron Man cosplayer slash gold-ranker with terrible taste were inflicting upon them. Two of them went down almost immediately, scythe and overcharged laser slicing and blasting through them, respectively, though not before firing off one last skill.

Even if this was good for the fight, Will did not want to be at the center of five gold-rank all-out attacks converging upon a single location. He started the process to teleport out—but moments before Weapons Free completed, mana surged with such intensity that it dispersed his skills, tossing the phantasm to the winds and blowing him sky-high.

Will caught himself with an air-dash only to realize that the entire battlefield had been blown away.

He’d been too focused on the fight at hand. Sen’s eyes had largely pulled back towards him, and he’d ignored the sight of the rest of the planet.

This entire time, he hadn’t caught sight of Ataraxis, and now he was paying for it.

A gold-rank aura as intense as Nynn’s flared into existence as everyone caught themselves. The force of the arrival hadn’t been damaging, just displacing, but by sacrificing raw power, the movement it had caused was truly massive.

Even though he’d slowed himself near instantly, Will was nearly a quarter mile above the corrupted dome he’d just left. Nynn, Nathan, and the corruption cultists had been further from the epicenter of the blast, and they were all scattered to the winds. The two that had been struck down weren’t getting up, thankfully.

Nynn was the first to face Ataraxis, high priest of corruption.

Will cursed, sending more of Sen’s eyes downwards as he airdashed there himself. With the gravity almost non-existent at his altitude, he had to hope he could use Wind Walker quickly enough to return.

“You flagrantly violate plausibility,” Nynn accused. Will had no idea what the former Dread Executor was talking about, but he sounded serious. “You could not do this without a patron god.”

“Bold words from one with a weapon two full tiers higher than the strongest this planet can field,” Ataraxis replied serenely. “Whether or not we have a patron of our own will be a mystery for those who come after you.”

The high priest raised both hands as Nynn dashed forward with blinding speed. From a short distance away, Nathan, who had just gotten to his feet, aimed two cutting lasers at either side of Ataraxis and slashed his arms horizontally, aiming to bisect the man.

The artifact pulsed with the second strongest non-deity magic Will’s senses had ever processed, behind only Nynn’s scythe.

Speaking of the horrific weapon, Dreadscythe Nynn ignited with its full power, turning the man’s gold-rank attack into one much, much higher.

With a decisive slash, Nynn cut reality itself. It wasn’t for long, but Will saw the same disturbing, discolored patch that he’d seen when the spatial transportation had glitched. Then it repaired itself, space patching over the unsettling void like a wound being swen shut.

A deep chill went down his spine as he realized that he recognized that unreality as the Beyond.

Just what have I gotten myself into?

Will continued floating down, using less magic than he had before. Now that the primary threat was gone, he could relax… wait.

The primary threat was gone, but Ataraxis hadn’t died. He was gone because he’d left, taking the artifact and one of the surviving cultists with him. The other must have been out of range.

Corruption exploded out from the point the high priest had been at, far more potent than it had been even at the peak of the artifact’s abilities. Ataraxis had used it in conjunction with an all-or-nothing of his own to maximize the power of the corrupting wave, which ignored the cultists in favor of obliterating hundreds of Sen’s eyes in an instant alongside afflicting both Nathan and Nynn.

Will’s senses went blank in the area, leaving him reliant on his own. He sent more of Sen’s remaining eyes in as he landed, sure the wave was gone.

It took him nearly twenty seconds to return to the ground, and by then, it was already clear how much damage that one pulse had inflicted.

Nathan was on the ground, convulsing and screaming, while Nynn, who was by his side, was stoically meditating. The latter was dealing with the corruption, placing his body into a state of stasis, but the moment he started to move again, so too would the corruption. Without the strength of his aura control active, Will was easily able to discern the details of the stasis skill.

Both of them had been affected by corruption of a rank higher than them.

Platinum rank. Gem tier.

More powerful than anything else this solar system had seen so far.

The two cultists who hadn’t been hit by the powerful pulse sauntered over to their targets, relishing their easy pickings. They saw Will landing and thought nothing of the silver rank who suppressed his aura so much he almost seemed like a bronze.

One of them said something to the other, who laughed. Will didn’t bother trying to listen in.

The one who laughed approached Will with a swagger in his step.

Will closed his eyes and teleported to Nathan’s side..

“Death comes for you all,” he incanted.

He didn’t have enough mana to withstand the strength of this skill. It would draw on his life.

Will’s vision went monochrome but for two spots of red.

Skill: [Ghostflame]

- Spell (enchantment).

- Cost: extreme mana.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver.

Draws from your blood, afflictions, and lifeforce alongside your mana. Cleanses all afflictions from you and all creatures living or dead in a 10 foot radius. Wreathe your fists in ghostflame. Inflict true damage upon any enemies you strike.

[Phantom Pyre] - Increases the base damage of this skill for every affliction cleansed.

[To Strike the Soul] (silver) - The damage inflicted by this skill ignores barriers of silver-rank or lower. Damage cannot be lessened or negated by skills of silver-rank or below.

When he’d activated the skill before, the flame had ignited his fists with a terrifying flame bright enough to ignite a room.

Platinum-rank [Corruption] cleansed.

This entire time, they’d been fighting in the shadow of Earth, relying on enhanced sight, aura senses, and magical skills to see.

Yet with a single usage of his skill, night became day.

Achievement earned: [Transcendent Radiance]

You have cleansed an effect two ranks and a tier higher than you. Your peace knows no limits.

Reward: You are in a high-corruption area. Rewards will be calculated and distributed later.

“Not so funny now, is it?” the corruption wielder taunted, taking a step forward. “Too late to turn back now, I’m afraid.”

#

Half a solar system away, Ataraxis did not need his eyes to sense the violent and thorough annihilation of the two comrades he had left behind.

He shook his head. Regrettable, but it was a risk of the job.

The pillar was broken. That burst of energy he’d used had triggered it prematurely, wasting all of its charge but for the little bit of stored mana that they would use to return to the planet when the time came.

These pillars represented years if not decades of efforts. To waste one like this…

“That boy is a problem,” Ataraxis mused. “He will prove to be a valuable convert.”

“Sir,” the priest he’d saved said. “The corruption wielder is a threat. No silver rank should possess the kind of power he does. We should kill him.”

“Foolishness. Do you shatter a knife for the crime of being sharp? He is merely being wielded by the wrong hand. The loss of one pillar is a blow, but our path has many, many redundancies.”

“As you say, sir.”

“At ease. This was a success. We will move again when the time is right.”

#

You have gained two Awakening Shards of the Beyond.

You have overtaxed your life force. You will not be able to move again until you have rested.

“You saved us,” Nynn said openly. “Corruption is the force that will end the worlds. I do not have the affinity for it that you do, merely a powerful resistance, and I over-extended myself.”

“Guess you’re not that evil after all,” Nathan allowed. “You still owe me one.”

“Come on,” Will complained. “This has got to count for, like, at least five.”

“Man, I just want to know how Stranger Things ended.”

“William,” Nynn said, voice turning serious.

“I know,” Will said with a sigh. “Job’s not done. If I can cleanse platinum-rank corruption, I can deal with anything else they’ve done. Show me the way.”

“I will lead you,” Nynn said. He strode off.

Will got up—or, at least, he tried to. “Wait!”

“Hm?”

“I can’t walk.”

“I got you,” Nathan said, bending down and lifting Will into a princess carry. “If that was worth five, this is one. That puts us at, uh, one minus five plus one, three in your favor?”

“Sure,” Will said drily. “Let’s go with that.”

            

    
        Chapter 72: Overtax

    
    
    
    
                Ataraxis igniting the hidden power in the artifact seemed to prompt the rest of the cultists to leave. Sen had been reduced to just over half of its power, but there were still enough eyes to blanket a chunk of the asteroid, revealing that they had vanished alongside the pillars. Corruption lingered where they’d placed the pyramids, obscuring Sen’s sight and proving that whatever plan they had, Will hadn’t fully interrupted it.

That wasn’t their priority, though. Nynn opened a portal to the Beyond large enough for him and him alone.

“You will not be able to track me,” he told Nathan. “I will create a beacon when I arrive. You will know how to follow.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Nathan said confidently.

“I would,” Will said.

Nynn vanished.

“Activate skill: Spatial Analysis.” The self-assuredness disappeared in moments. “Wait, what the fuck?”

“You know that you don’t have to show off in front of me, right?” Will said. “Though if you’re practicing picking up girls, I’d say you want to prove your equipment actually works, first.”

“Oh, fuck you,” Nathan said, grinning. “Man, do you know how long it’s been?”

“Five years. You’ve repeated yourself on this. At length.”

There was a mania behind Nathan’s eyes when he nodded. “I’ve been dealing with humans that are just… off. I don’t know what home is even supposed to look like anymore. Is it weird that I’m glad all this happened? I thought I would want normal, but when I was in that portal, I was thinking…”

“Dude,” Will said. “First of all: I’d love to sit down and listen to your problems, but I’m sure there’s a licensed therapist or two that survived the apocalypse that can help you better. Second: time is still ticking on the people we need to save, and you’re still carrying me.”

“Shit. Right. Sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

Notably, Nathan did not decide to announce the name of the spatial skill he used to open a portal to follow the surge of gold-rank mana Nynn raised on the other side of the asteroid. There was a disturbed expression on his face that Will would have pried into if the situation was different.

They reappeared in what looked like a field hospital.

“Well, I assume it’s a field hospital,” Will muttered. “It’s not like I’ve seen those outside the movies.”

“Are you talking to yourself?” Nathan asked, his earlier sobriety discarded already—or, more likely, covered with the same mask of shallow humor Will liked to use. “That’s weird. I get it, though. Makes all the fucked-up-ness a bit lighter if you can pretend you’re in a B movie or a bad shonen.”

Dozens of people had been affected by the corruption to varying extents. Some of them were clearly already dead, high-rank corruption overwhelming their defenses, twisting, warping, and ultimately annihilating their existences on a molecular level. Most, however, were struggling to hold on to fragments of life, stabilized by their own skills, items, and one of Nynn’s skills that Will didn’t have enough eyes to inspect.

You have left the high-corruption zone. Pending awards have been granted.

Progress to [Eternal Throne]: [31/1000].

[Transcendent Radiance]’s reward has been selected.

Your [Peacemaker] title has evolved into [Envoy of Mercy]. You have earned 3 Awakening Shards of the Beyond.

“Oh, what the hell?” Nathan said. “I just got some chaos essence. I really needed that.”

Will wasn’t sure why the system had waited for the corruption to clear up before granting him his awards, but he suspected that just like how Sen had been less able to see through corruption, the system didn’t want to calculate rewards for a being that it couldn’t properly sense.

Not that he was complaining, of course.

Title: [Peacemaker]

Rare

Peace smiles upon you.

When an enemy acknowledges surrender, you gain stacking levels of [Blessed] that expire upon inflicting damage upon another User.

Condition: [Blessed]

- All damage taken while this boon is active is nullified. This protection decreases with time and damage taken until this boon ends.

The original title had been fine. Blessed was a very powerful boon—a silver-rank elf using it had nearly ended Will back when he was bronze even through the corruption and afflictions he’d stacked on him.

With Peacemaker, however, the problem was that he had to actually stay peaceful in order for the buff to apply. Will knew the system had access to Earth’s pop culture through magical means, including but not limited to using his memories. He gave it minus two points for not recognizing that the name “Peacemaker” did not necessarily imply “non-violence.”

Envoy of Mercy, on the other hand, turned the healing endeavor from nearly impossible to simplicity itself.

Title: [Envoy of Mercy]

Legendary

Peace’s younger sister, Mercy, is sometimes said to be a kinder deity than Peace itself. You are an exemplar of both.

Saving or sparing a life grants you stacking levels of [Blessed] and [Purified]. You can consume one level of [Blessed] to negate a cooldown to any skill you possess. You can consume one level of [Purified] to negate the cast time of a skill. You can consume one level of both boons to increase your soul, aura, and mana control.

Instances of [Blessed] and [Purified] obtained this way will automatically be consumed to restore you to full health.

Condition: [Purified]

- Consumes itself to negate an affliction.

The title had been tailor-made for him, it seemed—or, at least, it had been selected with his current predicament in mind. For every person he saved here, he’d get a massive boon. Also, he could already think of all the ways this would be rife for abuse, especially with Favored Element, but that would come later.

“I’ll bring them to you,” Nathan suggested, armor splitting off his body and expanding.

“No need,” Will said.

The hunger phantasm exploded out of him, covering the area in thick, hanging shadow. If the insensate Users had been awake and in their own mind, they might have freaked, but all Will got was a suspicious glance from Nathan.

“Are you sure you’re not the bad guy?”

“Not my fault I got these,” Will said, every word exhausting him more than the last. Despite that, he found himself wasting effort on it anyway. “You get flashy lasers, I get shadow. Luck of the draw.”

He manifested the phantasm physically, using the shadows as long, smoky tentacles to pull the dozens of Users in towards him. With its In the Flesh attribute, he could use touch-range skills like Chaos Transfer and Decaying Touch at range, but unfortunately, the former could only transfer afflictions between Will and himself at the moment.

That meant dragging everyone close to use the only skill he had that could cleanse others at range.

Nathan watched long, thin strands of shadow that radiated pure evil wrap around (presumably) innocent, hurting humans and raised an eyebrow.

“Are you sure—“

“Shut up.”

Nathan shut up.

Will arranged everyone as close to him as he could manage, but ten feet of radius was not as much as it seemed when there were so many people. Nathan and Nynn ended up moving to help him, the former using pieces of his armor to support the growing mass of people and the latter just moving quickly to put them in place.

Once everyone was within range, Will gulped down a silver-rank mana potion and activated Ghostflame.

Even the at-rank mana potion wasn’t enough to restore him all the way, and his vision frayed at the edges, everything beginning to go dark as flame wreathed his hands. With this much corruption entering his system, the mana and lifeforce draw was enormous.

29 levels of [Corruption] cleansed. 12 levels of [Bleed] cleansed. 8 levels of [Wither] cleansed. 6 levels of [Poisoned] cleansed.

[Envoy of Mercy] has activated. You have gained one level of [Blessed] and [Purified] for each life you saved. 23 instances of each have been gained.

Will had never received either of those conditions before, and as he lost control over his skill, giving into the urge to black out, he felt positive energy swirling through him. The sensation was akin to the sensation of waking up in a soft feather bed after ten hours of perfect sleep, the refreshment of taking the first sip of crisp cold water at the end of a run, and the rush of a slightly over-caffeinated lemonade all rolled into one.

Since he’d selected “yes” on that fateful first system notification, Will’s life had been one pain after another. He’d been hurt in ways that he hadn’t even known were possible in the time before, been assigned an evil element and taken a class that left him permanently marked for death.

After all that, the moment of bliss that overtook him was more than welcome. It was heavenly.

For all of about two seconds until the people he’d been supporting with the hunger phantasm woke up and tumbled onto him, that is.

He teleported out to Nathan’s laser-summoning armor the moment he felt the impact of a too-heavy man in armor drop right where no man wanted anything to drop, but even that wasn’t enough to eliminate the energy now coursing in his veins.

“You goddamn liar,” Nathan said. “You can walk just fine.”

20 levels of [Blessed] and [Purified] have been consumed to restore your life force.

“No, I’m pretty sure that’s new.”

He’d come closer to the edge than he’d realized. A lot closer, if the healing he’d received just now was any indication. With cold clarity, Will understood that the darkness pulling at him when he’d used his skill hadn’t been a peaceful unconsciousness but death. Using Ghostflame after already overtaxing himself so hard that he’d eliminated his ability to walk had been an insanely risky maneuver, mana potion or no.

That said, he didn’t regret it. The people he’d cleansed the corruption from were starting to get up now, groaning as they extracted themselves from the pile of Users. Most of them had a movement skill of some kind, which made it simultaneously easier and harder.

“My work here is done for the time being,” Nynn said, somehow knowing Will would be able to hear him through Sen. “I have a cult to search for. Good luck with the rest of the tournament, candidate.”

With that, the mysterious gold-ranker opened a portal into the Beyond and disappeared.

“Motherfucker didn’t even tell me more about himself,” Will realized. “I made him promise.”

“Did you make him promise, or did you delude yourself into thinking he promised?” Nathan asked.

“Doesn’t matter. Go sit in a corner or something. I have people to talk to.”

And by people, he meant specifically Haoyu, who was one of the first to extricate himself from the mess of Users. They were all talking now, though Will didn’t care enough to eavesdrop on many of them. A lot of the Users were talking at or to each other, with a bunch of less-than-discreet looks being tossed at him and a couple others at Nathan.

Then, to his surprise, a person who’d come out alone vanished into thin air, leaving a trace of teleportation magic behind. Nobody but him and Nathan seemed surprised at that.

Instead of trying to amble his way over, Will just teleported to Haoyu’s side, picking a dagger strapped to the Warrior’s waist so he would appear in shadow.

“Boo.”

Haoyu jumped, pushing Will back and holding his hand out. A giant hammer warped into existence, emanating silver-rank energy, and then he saw who’d just teleported in.

The Aussie sighed, inventorying his hammer again. “Scared the shit out of me, man. Good to see you.”

“Good to see you too,” Will said. “How’d you end up here?”

He could guess, but he hadn’t had enough of Sen’s eyes to focus on everything and everyone.

“I assume you were the one to get that corruption off of me?” Haoyu asked. At Will’s nod, he continued, “Figured. I can’t believe you actually use that shit. Worst feeling of my life.”

“You were corrupted then. Lost a fight to some cultists, then?”

“You’d think so, but no. System said I needed to go when one of them knocked down the door to my arena, then bam, I’m in one that’s already completely shot to shit, weirdass pyramid thing. I almost took one out, but then something happened, I blacked out, and then I woke up here.”

“Oh, fantastic. So you don’t have anything new to tell me?”

“Come on, mate. Did you want me to take notes? I almost died.”

Will grinned, extending a fist. “Didn’t, though, did you? Glad you’re still with us.”

Haoyu looked at him, a bit confused, then chuckled and bumped it. “Me too, mate. Me too.”

“Do you know what happened to that guy?” Will asked, gesturing towards the area where the the man had teleported away.

“Went back to Earth, probably,” Haoyu said. “I’m out.”

“Wait, what?”

“Yeah, turns out that losing a fight because a bunch of gold-rank wankers got in and pissed all over the party still counts as a loss. Shame.”

Will winced. He didn’t know what kind of rewards the trial offered, but he knew from time spent with the Hunger that they were well worth his time. Gold-rank loot, at a minimum. World-changing loot, potentially. Losing out on that because of this?

“That doesn’t seem… fair.” Even as the words left his mouth, they sounded empty. “Then again, I guess none of this has been, has it?”

Haoyu shook his head. “Nope. System’s just waiting for me to accept the transport back. All my skills and chats and shit are off until I say yes, which is kind of worrying.”

That explained why he hadn’t perceived Will teleporting in behind him.

“So you’re going back to Australia.”

“It was about time, anyway. Have you heard about what’s going on back on planet?”

Will nodded. “Natalie told me. Worldwide disasters. She didn’t say what it was.”

“It’s a lot of things, according to my contacts. Organizations trying to take power, hidden monsters coming out from the woodwork, and… okay, this might sound insane. Have you ever watched one of those shitty anime, you know, the ones where people get transported to another world?”

“Way ahead of you.” Will crossed his arms. “Plenty of those aren’t shit, by the way. That’s an offense to the genre.”

“Search your feelings. You know it to be true.”

“Oh, not you too,” Will groaned. “Can I make it twenty seconds without someone dropping a dated pop culture reference on me?”

“No. Reminders of our shared past help keep us human. Anyway, I assume from your lack of surprise that you already know.”

Will pointed at Nathan. The otherworlder waved.

“Ah,” Haoyu said. “I’m sure that means something very significant, but I’ll remind you I can’t sense anything about him right now.”

“Otherworlder,” Will said succinctly. “Wanted to kill me. Now he’s on our side.”

“Hold on, I feel like you’re missing a step or three in between there.”

“Yeah, I’m just that guy. Try being like me, I guess?”

“Oh, fuck off, mate.” Haoyu smiled, though it wavered. “We’re all going to be going back into hell. It’s not looking good down there. I’m going to do what I can, but… Will. You’re good people. Can I count on you when I get back?”

“Depends on what’s down there. If you can get to me in Indiana and guarantee that I’m not going to be some tool for your government to deploy, then sure.”

“I have a few strings I can pull. I’ll chat you when you get down. You better get second place, mate.”

“Can’t let me have a victory, huh?”

“That’s Hua’s, of course.” Haoyu chuckled. “Hey, Will. One more thing.”

“Of course.” Around them, people were starting to take their exits. A couple of them railed at the sky for the trial’s unfairness, realized that they were doing nothing but embarrassing themselves, and vanished shortly after with nary a “thank you.”

“Look out for Hua if you can,” Haoyu said. “She’s more powerful than she thinks—stronger than me, probably—but she needs good people. We lost our parents early on, and she’s been drifting since. Don’t let her get hurt, okay?”

“No promises,” Will said. “But I’ll do what I can.”

“Good. I would’ve trusted you less if you’d said you said otherwise. See you on the other side, mate.”

“See you—“

Haoyu was already gone.

None of the others here particularly interested him. They were all silver ranks now, the events of the tournament sufficient to kick them up past the threshold, but none of them were in the top five, nor had Will made any connections with them beforehand.

As the last of them took their leave, Nathan approached Will.

“So,” the otherworlder started.

“So.”

“The trial isn’t over.”

“It isn’t.” Will frowned. “Wait, did you even enter this? I feel like I would’ve heard of you if you came to Earth anytime earlier.”

“I did, though a bit late,” Nathan admitted. “To be frank, I was pursuing you.”

“Yes, the whole raaaahhhh, I’m here to kill you part convinced me of that quite thoroughly.”

Nathan scratched the back of his neck sheepishly. “I mean, you can see why I would get that impression.”

“Yes, but that doesn’t change the fact that it was wrong.”

“True. Anyway, there’s no way this is the end. The cultists are going to come back, I’m sure of it.”

“Somehow, the cultists returned,” Will quoted. At the lack of response from Nathan, he said, “Really? Were you already gone then?”

“No, I had just hoped to wipe that from my memory,” the otherworlder said, massaging his temples. “Jesus. I can’t believe it made a billion dollars.”

“Right?”

“As I was saying, though, I’m going to be around until the cultists are well and truly gone. Or until I win, but it looks like Earth is having a spot of trouble. Selrethnir was fucked, too, but I can actually affect change here.”

“Glad to have you,” Will said. “I hope for both of our sakes that we don’t face each other in the upcoming fights.”

“Same. I’d love to stay and chat a bit about the worst franchised movie I’ve ever watched, but I think I’m going to take a look at what those cultists were doing.”

“By all means.”

“Activate skill: Teleport.”

“You know you don’t have to announce your skills, right?”

“You know you don’t have to be a total fun-hating dick, ri—“ Nathan’s last word was cut off by his gold-rank movement skill taking effect, sending him away.

That left Will alone.

With nothing better to do, he searched his inventory and retrieved the components for the Sanctuary skill. His soul had been recharged by the Blessed and Purified instances being consumed by his title, and he had enough components to burn.

Will knew that whatever was coming next, he wasn’t equipped to take it on alone. Not at this level, not at this rank.

The Beyond might not be an answer, but he was going to squeeze out every resource he could make use of. If he comboed his new title to eliminate the casting time of the Sanctuary skill with an instance of Purified, Will would be able to have a free recovery space in the middle of a fight. The feature that allowed him to improve his soul control would also come in handy, allowing him to expand the tiny strip of the Beyond he’d claimed for himself.

As he prepared the ritual, however, a new system message appeared.

High-corruption zones have been handled. Users have been eliminated. The bracket has been adjusted accordingly.

If you are reading this message, you are now in the top 64. Congratulations.

Round 2 of Main Challenge #3 begins in 10 minutes. Use this time to access complimentary recovery facilities and accept your compensation for system downtime.

You have received 100 gold credits.

Your opponents have been selected.

User [William Li-Brown], your opponent is: [Devouring Gestalt].

Will paused, halfway done with the ritual.

“Oh, come on.”

            

    
        Chapter 73: Those With Power Prevail

    
    
    
    
                Despite the imminent round two of challenge three coming towards him—and wasn’t that a mouthful—Will didn’t end his ritual. Knowing that he would be up against the gestalt was frustrating, but there was no better way to prepare than going into the Beyond.

Will had half a mind to try using his new Envoy of Mercy title to force-teleport the gestalt into the Beyond, but he was pretty sure he couldn’t strand it there. Once his link to the Beyond expired, it just sent his soul hurtling back into his body. He was sure it would be the same for the gestalt.

Still worth a shot, depending on what he could do here, but a lot of what he knew was possible had been thanks to Nynn and Ayla, who had decades of experience on him in dealing with the Beyond.

“Let’s see how this goes,” Will muttered. “Here we go.”

He knelt down, not bothering to close his eyes. By now, he knew what to expect when it came to this.

When his eyes were open, the transition into the colorless space that led his mind and spirit into the Beyond was significantly more sudden, knocking his perception out with vigor. It went more smoothly now that he knew what was happening, using his own burgeoning soul control to push himself through the process. By following the same principles he was growing better at utilizing to protect his soul and aura from the Hunger’s crushing, otherworldly presence, Will was able to mold himself closer to the stream that took hold of his soul, making the process smoother on him.

Once again, he appeared in the infinite void. This time, his aura and soul senses showed him the awe-inspiring threads of cosmic magic that thrummed through the Beyond. He was less overwhelmed by the sheer power that ran through the place this time, but it still shook him to his very core.

Focus, he thought. His Sanctuary was shrinking already. Unlike the first time he’d been in here, he knew how to manipulate his soul to force the platform into staying, asserting his existence in this spiritual plane.

That didn’t mean it didn’t take focus, though. Even the slightest slip-up would eliminate his link in. His foundation was much better now, honed through practice with the Hunger, but it was still tricky business.

To his surprise, Will found that he had much more energy to wield this time as well. The massive consumption of the boons he’d gained from Envoy of Mercy had restored him completely in a way that health potions just couldn’t. He was spiritually whole, his soul fully healed. Will hadn’t even realized that his soul had already been exhausted last time, but he could feel how much more refined his power was now.

Slowly but surely, he stabilized his realm.

Ayla did not appear, which made sense. Though she had a much stronger connection than him to the Beyond, she had been crippled by whatever force had captured her. Will wasn’t sure if that was the same as the one who’d put her into what Nynn had called a “dead zone,” but he had caught the implication that she was much weaker now than she had been at her peak. She would need more time than a few hours to a day to recover.

The same couldn’t be said for Nynn. He’d sealed himself down from Prince or King rank all the way to gold, and his connection to the Beyond had been exhausted before Ayla’s, but either he recovered much more quickly or he had some kind of resource to restore his soul, because he connected to Will’s domain not long after Will managed to establish a stable, though slowly shrinking, sanctuary.

Though Will had only trained his form with Ayla for a short period of time, his intense, brute-force methods to increase his soul control had paid off. By focusing on his soul in addition to his aura, he now at least had the understanding and hard-won strength to keep the Sanctuary intact. That also meant that when Nynn made contact with him, he better understood the magical process that was occurring.

Rather than desperately flailing and being saved by the former Dread Executor like he had the previous time, Will accepted the connection like a handshake.

Nynn’s appearance was less sudden this time, though he did begin expanding the chunk of the Beyond nearly immediately.

“You have grown quickly,” he said.

Though he tried to hide it, Nynn was clearly surprised by Will’s rate of progression. This was Will’s domain, and though Nynn’s aura control was impeccable, he wasn’t able to eliminate all his emotions while in an area Will was supposed to have total control over.

“I’m a quick learner,” Will replied. “How are things going?”

“Poorly,” Nynn admitted. “The support of my goddess would make this much simpler.”

“Your goddess?” Will frowned. “I thought that the gods couldn’t enter this place.”

“That is not what the Void Dreamer told you. She said, and I quote, that it was ‘complicated.’ Indeed it is, and Dreamer herself is one who chose a divergent path from me. Many who walk the path of the Executor choose to shun the gods entirely. I did not turn my back on the one who enabled me.”

“Sounds like a really disparate organization, if you ask me.” Will had told Nynn to tell him more about his life and the greater universe earlier, and though Nynn had repeatedly flaked on that, Will wanted to squeeze whatever he could get out of the other man.

“You cannot think of it as an organization,” Nynn said. “Beyond planetary and occasional solar governments, there are few organizations other than the sole one that manages the duties of the absent Administrator.”

“That’s a lot of lore to pack into two sentences,” Will said. “Can you back this up for me?”

Nynn’s dark representation of his soul didn’t possess a proper face to emote with, but Will got the impression that he was frowning. “Lore? Do you take this as a game?”

“Yeah,” Will challenged. “I’ve been at this for a month, dude. I’ve been thrown in over my head again and again, and I’ve come close to death more times than can count. Do you know what I was doing before this? I was a goddamn student for twenty-one years. The most violent I ever got was a tussle with a middle-school bully. Excuse me for not taking this the most seriously. How am I supposed to?”

“You say that, and yet you are one of the most mentally well-adapted to the apocalypse. You have not given to your basest impulses, yet you do not risk yourself with idiotic nobility. You are thriving where others are failing.”

“So what if I am?” Will had to admit that Nynn’s words were right. As much as every day came with fresh dangers, he had never felt so alive as he had the past month. The old world hadn’t been his place. This one was.

“All I am telling you is that you would be served well by taking this seriously.”

“Dead serious. Ask anyone who’s crossed me or my people.” Will gave Nynn a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Oh wait. You can’t.”

“There are certain Dread Executors and many gods who might be able to,” Nynn said, dipping his head. “Though I currently do not number amongst those.”

“Wait, for real? So you guys aren’t a gang, except you kinda are?”

“All Dread Executors follow the same golden path. Our methods, ideologies, and allegiances vary, but we all swear the same pact.”

“Certainty through death,” Will quoted. “Order through chaos.”

“Peace through dread,” Nynn finished. “You will learn our ways, in time.”

“You seem awfully confident about me,” Will said. “I feel like interfering with candidates isn’t allowed.”

“The only eternal rule is that those with power prevail. Besides, I am no Dread Executor as of late. Would that I could, I would invoke my full powers. Were I not limited, Peace herself would long since have incarnated and brought stability to this cycle.”

“You say that like the gods can’t interfere,” Will said. “Does that have something to do with what that cultist guy Ataraxis was saying earlier? Something about plausibility?”

“Indeed it does. Direct interference is heavily punished. Not even one as great as Peace will directly intervene in a planet this minor, even if the cycle teeters dangerously.”

“Which it has been.”

“Which it has been,” Nynn agreed. “I sense that you have an additional question. To answer it: the gods that have interfered with you have not done so directly. They have sent agents, or they have brought your soul into their spirit-spaces.”

“Not the Beyond, I’ve noticed. They have something else going on there.”

“They do indeed.” Nynn looked up, vision drawn to the long, powerful threads of beings far greater than either of them currently were. They seemed to be staring back at him, somehow. “I may have overstepped already. The organization will not interfere with a planet like this either, but I am not exempted.”

“Mysterious,” Will said. “Mom and Dad always told me not to trust the shady big bads who said that they knew better than them. Now that I think about it, I’m pretty sure they just wished they could dodge taxes, but I think it’s pretty solid advice when it comes to a group that won’t even name themselves.”

Nynn shrugged. “Power speaks. Absolute power speaks absolutely.”

It must have been coincidence, but in the instant after Nynn spoke, one of the cosmic threads diverged just enough to brush against the edge of Will’s perception, and his control over his soul went haywire.

The constant training he’d put himself through against the sheer force of the Hunger paid off. Despite the sheer presence of the being that drifted by, he was able to hold on against the tidal wave of the being, anchoring his soul to his Sanctuary and letting it be blown adrift, adapting to the force and riding it.

When it subsided, Nynn’s being was flickering dangerously, though it stabilized quickly enough.

“That was unfortunate. I will have to see about him when he…” Nynn trailed off. “You’re still here.”

“Was that the organization?” Will demanded. “I thought you said we couldn’t be observed in here without our consent.”

“Possibly,” Nynn replied. “They have their agents. More likely it was pure chance. The Beyond is a place of pure magic, candidate, and magic likes to follow grooves. What seems like impossible coincidence on the outside is mundane within.”

“Christ,” Will said. “Alright. If you don’t mind, I’m going to work on my soul control a bit more. Do you know if there’s anything I can do other than establish a training room here?”

“Of course there is. Introducing them to you now would be like giving a toddler a galloping bull to ride after it has learned to crawl. Establish your fundamentals first. Good luck.”

Nynn disconnected from Will’s chunk of the Beyond before he could get a word in edgewise.

“That motherfucker’s learning,” Will said to himself, shaking his head.

There was a lot to think about. He’d heard vague references to an organization of some kind before, but not to this level. The mere presence of a disconnected Dread Executor network out there was disconcerting. When a universe’s high-powered systems broke down to a disparate group of uber-powerful vigilantes, gods that were every bit as selfish and asshole-y as any mortal, and a mysterious 1984-style organization, Will had to wonder what the universe out there was like.

“Only one way to get through this alive and under control of my own facilities,” Will said. “What was that Lily said?

“Right. Level the fuck up.”

He closed his eyes, though his second sight never ceased to work, and he concentrated.

Today, he had weathered a storm by being a willow. That was enough for the time being, but it felt insufficient. It bothered him.

If Will didn’t die trying, he knew, he would one day be the storm.

#

Nynn returned to reality and immediately started casting a ritual with his sigil that would allow him to connect with Peace.

He needn’t have bothered. As soon as he expressed his desire to connect, the goddess pulled him into her dream-space.

“The corruption wielder,” he said without preamble. “Ramiel’s trick.”

“You have a better measure of the boy now, do you?” Peace was eons old, and yet she still managed to sound like the same youthful woman she always had.

“He withstood the force of a cosmic being,” Nynn said. “Untrained. It took everything I had to hold on, and I am less restricted in the Beyond than he is.”

Peace made a face, which Nynn knew was cosmetic. “Let us not speak of that horrid place.”

“Let’s skip the pretenses, Peace.”

“Of course.” Peace’s expression dropped away entirely. “You know as well as I do that I cannot recruit him.”

“He is worth keeping an eye on. He possesses unnatural power. I fear Ramiel may be training a replacement.”

“Dread Executor Ramiel has not been involved in his training,” Peace pointed out. “As a matter of fact, nobody has seen him since his last appearance at a holding facility near the current cycle’s planet. Continue your oversight. Continue assisting with his training. A weapon you know is always better than one you do not.”

“Indeed. He has incredible potential.”

“Why, Nynn,” Peace said, a small smile playing over her lips, “Why do you think I asked you to this planet in the first place?”

#

Time passed differently in the Beyond. It was a space for souls where an eternity could go by while no time at all passed in reality.

Thus, Will did not know how long he spent refining his soul and his aura. He just knew that at some point, he could hold on no longer, his soul exhausted.

This time, rather than just being presented with a message that informed him that he would be returning to his body, he sensed a fork in pathways presented to his soul. One path presented him with almost no resistance, but the other had a fair amount.

Will realized what it was immediately. Opening two links allowed him to travel to either of them from the Beyond. He could teleport back to where he’d opened the first if he so desired, using the Beyond as a pathway rather than traditional spatial magic.

He’d taken the path of least resistance his entire life back when he was just a non-magical burnout. Now, all that was gone.

Will blinked awake in the temple-like waiting room where he’d been sent into the first round with. He hadn’t even felt the transportation. No spatial magic at all had been involved, and his body showed no signs of going through any harsh portal transit.

“Hell. Yeah.” He pumped a fist.

Long distance teleportation. It wasn’t as practical here, but the transportation mechanic of the skill would come in play like crazy when he was back on Earth and could use it to potentially cross continents.

“Ten minutes until the round starts,” he told himself, checking the timer in the corner of his vision. “Gotta prep.”

Will was running a bit low on credits. If it hadn’t been for the fact that  there was already a Sanctuary link here, making the second ritual cost much less, he would’ve nearly completely wiped out his savings, only compensating for his lack of silver with his gold and platinum credits.”

“Still,” he mused aloud, “I should monitor my resource spending. This could get dicey if I don’t pay attention.”

That went double for Sen. Will had gathered enough monster cores over the course of his grinding to restore the familiar to its thousand-eyed greatness, but he was almost on empty now.

“Glad to have you back though, bud.”

Sen’s eyes rippled happily—at least, Will was pretty sure the murderous red and purplish, corruption-reminiscent coloration were happy ones for the familiar.

After that was said and done, Will had very little time left to prepare for the battle.

At least, that was what any reasonable individual would’ve thought from the outside.

Unfortunately for reasonable individuals—and also his opponent—Will had just spent an indeterminate amount of time in the Beyond. Though his disconnected soul could not affect the physical world, his mind had still been functional, and he’d carved out a plan.

“Sen,” he said. “Mind giving me a hand?”

The eyes pulsed green. A few of them collected around Will, collapsing into a formation that looked sort of like a check mark.

“Awesome.”

[Envoy of Mercy] has consumed instances of [Blessed] and [Purified] to negate your soul exhaustion.

Since there was still an open link to the Beyond from his first usage of Sanctuary, Will didn’t need to recast the ritual. He stepped in for only a moment, taking a dozen of Sen’s eyes with him, then immediately stepped out—into the triage area he’d left.

The eyes he’d taken with him were teleported as well, spending little enough time in the Beyond that Will didn’t even get to see their soul representation in his space.

He grinned.

“Oh, man. This opens up so many possibilities.”

Round 2 starts in [3].

[2].

[1].

Initiating teleportation.

[Limiter] has been attuned to your body.

Your opponent is: [Devouring Gestalt].

#

The abominant mind had long since been given free reign over itself. The Lady of the Lake had taken over the body of the gestalt for moments and found it so distasteful that she had withdrawn herself from it as far as possible beyond her curse.

That left the gestalt with a rapidly developing brain and soul. With every sapient it consumed, pieces of information flashed to the forefront of its mind, flashes of memory that added together to create a whole that was far less than the sum of its parts.

Still, the difference between then and now was night and day. It was like the gestalt had been in a haze for its short life, and now it was finally waking up for the first time.

Round 2 starts in [3].

[2].

[1].

Initiating teleportation.

[Limiter] has been attuned to your body.

Your opponent is: [William Li-Brown].

The abominant mind did not recognize the name, but as an arena slid into place and corrupted darkness exploded out from the silver-ranker that stood across from it, the gestalt realized that it had faced this man before.

Silver-rankers had become nothing more than a snack to the gestalt, but this man was different.

For the second time this trial, the gestalt knew fear.

#

Devouring Gestalt. Level: Gold 5.

This is a clan boss. Since you failed to kill it, it has consumed an additional sixteen silver-rank and four bronze-rank humans. It continues to suffer from a curse, but in the process, its mind has grown sharper.

It remembers you.

That is very, very bad news.

May your death be spectacular.

Will dismissed the message. He didn’t care what the system thought about his chances, especially after all he’d learned from Nynn in the Beyond.

The hunger phantasm exploded from him as he slowed down time and assessed his opponent.

Although the gestalt’s body hadn’t gotten much larger, it was moving faster now. Even in the accelerated time, Will could see it dashing around within the confines of the forcefield that bound each of them. It would try to get through his corruption through vastly superior speed and force, he knew.

“Alright,” he said, nodding to himself letting time speed back up. “Hey, big man. Or woman. Or other. I don’t judge. English?”

The gestalt affixed him with a dozen eyes, dark orbs boring down into him. It cocked its giant, regrown head quizzically.

In return, Will opened a hundred of Sen’s eyes, staring right back.

The gestalt, the terrifying abomination with a triple-digit kill count and over an entire rank on Will, fucking flinched.

“Yeah,” Will decided. “I’ll win.”

The forcefield dropped.

            

    
        Chapter 74: Gestalt (again)

    
    
    
    
                You have marked [Devouring Gestalt] for death.

Will’s initial assessment of the gestalt came through Sen. With his familiar, Will now had a much better idea of what he was going against than he had at any time back on the surface.

The gestalt’s most advanced skill was already high gold. Devour enabled it to grow quickly by simply eating other Users, incorporating elements of their skills into its own.

Had this monster been another human, Will would have complained about it being blatantly overpowered.

Okay, that was a lie. Will was going to complain about its skills being blatantly overpowered anyway. That was kind of the pot calling the kettle black, but the gestalt’s magic expanded far beyond just the standard skills that a human User could make use of.

It hadn’t been given a class, which should have limited it by a lot, but its attacks were all infused with another one of its skills, Death Echo, which allowed it to use the signature skill of a devoured enemy one time after killing it.

Granted, it wasn’t like Will didn’t have his own broken abilities to compensate, but even as he sent the hunger phantasm out, threatening a powerful Decaying Touch, he saw that the gestalt was also capable of learning.

It separated limbs off into thin tentacles instead of the powerful, broad arm-like appendages Will had gotten used to seeing. Rather than immediately attack him, they started slicing through the air, tearing through the trees that had risen in place of rocks in this battlefield. All of their strikes were empowered with different kinds of magic.

It’s learning quickly. Will sent the hunger phantasm sailing towards the gestalt, cloaking his own position with Wraith Cloak and staying low to the ground to avoid inadvertently taking one of those tentacles to the face. Sen’s eyes, which were functionally immune to physical damage, revealed how sharp the spikes marking each of those tentacles was.

The gestalt proved Will’s errant thought doubly true as Will’s shadows drew closer. It tore the forest apart to stay away from the phantasm, and its tentacles were infused with so much power that even despite the phantasm’s semi-solid state was torn apart by the whip-crack of the tentacles.

Every time Will solidified part of the phantasm, it would be smashed apart heartbeats later. He used those opportunities to afflict it with his Decaying Touch. The resistance it had picked up was actually just one part of a larger skill—which, again, Will found to be utterly bullshit, but it did mean that it wasn’t on par with Will’s rank.

[Decaying Touch] has been cast through the [Hunger Phantasm].

You have inflicted a level of silver-rank [Corruption] on [Devouring Gestalt].

[Devouring Gestalt] has attempted to resist [Decaying Touch].

[Devouring Gestalt]’s [Corruption Resistance] (Bronze) failed to negate the effects of [Decaying Touch] (Silver).

Sticking it with corruption was hardly a complete victory, though. The last time he’d done it, the corruption had spread so far that it had been forced to shed a massive chunk of its body.

The fact that it could shed corruption hadn’t been lost on the gold-rank monster. Every time a tentacle caught the distorted affliction, the gestalt simply tore the tentacle from its body, allowing the piece of its body to decay into a withered husk.

Although Will was confident that he could survive this, especially after seeing the gestalt react to him, the creation that had formerly been a life elf construct and now was something more like Frankenstein’s monster was putting everything it had into this fight.

Under normal circumstances, Will was sure that he would have been mincemeat by now. Hundreds of Users had fallen to the gestalt in the same manner. Will was Silver 3. Against a Gold 4, he should have stood about as much of a chance as a snowball in hell.

Fortunately, Will’s circumstances were anything but normal. The gestalt had fallen into the same trap that so many humans had, taking easy improvements instead of solidifying its core. Consuming Users for power was no different from a human using monster cores to level up, and its aura control and overall competence was heavily diminished as a result.

Furthermore, the only one who had significantly damaged this creature had been Will. The gestalt had only known true pain from corruption, and so even if it was adapting to him, it was primarily on the defensive. Until it figured out that Will’s defenses weren’t strong enough to protect him from a combination of intense gold-rank speed and a plethora of overwhelming magical effects, it was at a disadvantage.

Perception was key here. So long as Will could keep the fear of man instilled within the gestalt’s abnormal, magic-fueled hearts, he could stay one step ahead.

His aura’s features sapped the gestalt’s health, stamina, and mana, fueling Will in the process. With that level of sustain, he was more than capable of weathering the side effects of the gestalt’s devastating blows. Even behind cover, avoiding the worst of it, the constant flurry of deadly-sharp tree shards coming from the utter destruction of the artificial environment barraged him, the speed of the debris sufficient enough to make even a silver-ranker bleed.

One level of [Blessed] has been consumed to mitigate damage.

It was a reminder that he wasn’t invincible… but when all this violence took only a single layer of the Blessed boon off of him, Will had to admit that he felt just a little unstoppable.

That said, the rate at which the gestalt burst through his phantasm was faster than he could replenish it. Even with the drain from his aura combining with the increased efficacy provided by the phantasm, Will was rapidly losing the war of attrition.

Once his phantasm ran out, the game would be up. He would lose his best source of cover for invisibility and the easiest way to teleport around when, not if, the phantasm dropped.

The gestalt had far more flesh to spare than Will did phantasm. If they just drew out this brawl into a sheer contest of force against force, the gestalt would win every time.

It was a good thing that he didn’t plan on winning this through attrition.

Will needed the gestalt to make a mistake, but it had learned quickly, moreso than any human he’d faced had been. It didn’t give him any openings.

“Then I’ll just create one of my own.”

Pulling back on the majority of his hunger phantasm, Will manipulated shadow and pressed himself close to the ground, suppressing the aura his body gave off so much that he would be nigh-invisible to anyone without incredible aura senses.

As powerful as the gestalt was, it was sorely lacking in that department.

Hunger phantasm took shape, semi-solid wisps of shadow forming into a solid, cloaked figure. A handful of Sen’s eyes came out of time lock, glaring at the kaiju from around the humanoid.

This was the tricky part. As Will manipulated another group of hunger phantasm outwards, obscuring the figure, he started extruding his aura in a very particular manner.

The gestalt started attacking wildly nearly immediately, no longer plagued by the effects of Will’s fully realized aura. It didn’t know where he was right now, hidden as he was in the shadow, but in a moment, it would—at least, it would think so.

This was a trick Will had only gotten a handful of minutes to try, but he was confident it would work. By suppressing most of his aura but projecting the rest of it in a very specific direction…

His shadow clone lit up like a beacon, shining aura blasting from it in a way that made its location unmistakable. Without the usage of a stealth skill or any attempt to cloak the exact position, it was prime bait.

The gestalt took it. Half of the limbs on the front side of its body elongated into sharp, nightmarish tentacles that lashed out, spearing the clone a dozen times and tearing it to shreds.

That moment of distraction was enough for Will to sneak a dagger from his inventory into the hunger phantasm and within touch range of the gestalt.

He knew that using Decaying Touch at this range would just force the gestalt to molt more and leave him in a shitty position again, but that wasn’t all Will wanted out of this.

Deep breath.

Space warped, and Will teleported to the dagger.

Though his aura was suppressed, the gestalt sensed the spatial magic under it and instantly started bringing its limbs back.

The next few seconds felt like minutes—literally, because Will triggered Time in a Bottle the second he arrived.

Here we go, he thought, mentally steeling himself.

Since he’d seen the writing on the wall early, Will had focused on conserving his mana throughout the entire battle. That left him with enough to use a few high-cost skills.

He accelerated his movement speed with the silver-rank effect of his movement skill, consuming a hefty chunk of his remaining power, then activated a Decaying Touch.

The corruption took hold. Will knew it wouldn’t hold forever, but he didn’t need it to. He just needed the gestalt weakened for long enough to complete the second part.

After all his experimentation with the Beyond and restoring his damaged life force back to full, Will had still been left with a couple levels of the Blessed and Purified boons from Envoy of Mercy. Though the former had largely been consumed by this battle, Will hadn’t been afflicted with anything, and his new legendary title let him use the boons to negate the cooldown and cast time of a skill, respectively.

He consumed one level each of Blessed and Purified.

Give me an instant Sanctuary, he ordered.

The title delivered.

Will had only tested this with Sen before, but he was counting on it working here.

With the last of his mana, he cast the ritual, allowing time to speed back up.

“There doesn’t have to be an end.”

#

The abominant mind’s fear had slowly dissipated over the course of the battle. This human had damaged it before, but it had learned. It was becoming more than the limitations that had once been placed on it. The ones who had sought to control it, to shape its mind and bore chains into its lobotomized soul, could not touch it anymore, and neither would this human.

The copy of the man, the… decoy, it thought, finding the word from the memory of one Gavin Griffin, had been an embarrassing deception. Its aura had matched the human’s, yes, but the corruption wielder was trickier than that. This, too, it was learning.

Trickery could only take an enemy so far, though, and the abominant mind controlled a body that was far greater in power than this human’s. It prepared itself to go fully on the offensive.

And then a spot of the terrible, horrible, mind-crushing pain exploded from beneath it. The gestalt knew what it was now, and it moved to correct this mistake, expunge the corrupted flesh, but it then felt a tug on a level it had not felt since its creation.

Its soul.

As an experiment of the life elves, the gestalt had long known the sensation of another being rooting around in its soul.

Once, it had been a weakling, a mind fabricated by the elves and manipulated by them. After an extremely violent month, it was now so much more.

Despite all its growth, the sheer disparity between its control over its own soul and the seemingly divine wrath of the being that now contested it reminded it of those fearful first days, where it had been nothing but putty in another’s hands.

It fought, and it fought, but there was nothing the abominant mind could do against a man who had been forged by divinity.

The thought that passed through its mind did not exactly take the form of human speech, but if it could be translated, it would have been something along the lines of this:

What kind of monstrous god is this?

#

The transition into the Beyond was bumpier than it had been last time, owing mostly due to the massive creature Will was lugging with him. He had the tools to deal with it now, and his soul had been hardened through fire and flame.

Even so, he was forced to spend his remaining levels of Blessed and Purified to strengthen his soul control, granting him the power he needed to forcefully drag a second soul into his Sanctuary.

This time, he established control immediately, widening the platform that was his domain into something sizable enough to fit two souls on. Will still couldn’t make it fancy and domestic like Ayla and Nynn could, but that was fine. He didn’t need that for his purposes right now.

To his surprise, the gestalt’s soul did not take the monstrous form it had outside. Will had figured that his soul functionally projecting his full body into the Beyond was just commonplace with people who were new to soul control, but the gestalt was the same size as him and had none of the body horror bone-tentacle-centipede type shit that characterized it outside.

Instead, it resembled Ayla of all people. Its form was somewhat humanoid but constantly shifting, filled with dozens of iridescent colors.

Nynn and Ayla hadn’t been able to perform any attacks in here, and it was clear the same was true for the gestalt, which was looking around, confused. That left Will with some time to speak to it, since no time at all was passing on the outside and he had quite a bit of soul energy left.

“Everyone else has been able to talk in here,” he said. “Can you?”

The gestalt’s soul looked askance at him. Will’s Omnilingual skill, which every human User had, would translate his words into something the gestalt could understand and vice versa, and yet it looked at him like he’d grown a second head.

When it did speak, its soul representation started to fluctuate, actually growing a second head that folded into its chest and split out into pincer-like arms. Its jaw unhinged.

“You. Me. Kill. Desire.”

Although its vocabulary was simple and nigh-unparseable, Will could sense the intelligence in the being before him. It had been grown from nothing and had parasitically preyed on humans until it was at the state it was now, all in a month. In that time, it had already developed an intellect that could, on some level, converse with him. That sent a shiver down his spine.

“Are you asking me if I want to kill you, or are you declaring that you want to kill me?”

That made the gestalt pause, thinking as its body molted through half a dozen different forms.

“Both,” it decided.

“Oh, awesome. Well, if you want to kill me, I’ll be killing you, too. That seems simple enough. You’ve killed enough good people that I wouldn’t even lose sleep over it.”

Not that Will had lost sleep over killing anyone else. He was proving to be disturbingly good at ignoring what might have once been his conscience.

Am I a sociopath? Will wondered. He dismissed the thought. It wasn’t important.

“You. Mother. Same.”

“I’m the same as the… Elven Mother? Are you talking about the god, or the life elves?”

At the term life elves, the gestalt visibly flinched, then flared out with anger.

“Oh boy. You didn’t like that. They made you, didn’t they? Aren’t they, like, your coworkers?”

“Word. Unknown.”

“Coworkers? I guess you’re not exactly an office worker. Like, your equals. You were doing their dirty work with and for them.”

That really pissed the thing off.

“Slavery. Not. Choice.”

“Sucks to hear,” Will said. He found that he couldn’t muster up much sympathy for it. “You’re still killing people, though. Can’t let that pass.”

“Kill. Or. Die. Not. Choice.”

Will arched an eyebrow. That sounded dangerously close to a sentiment that he’d expressed himself a number of times. “Yeah, but some of us don’t go out of our way to murder everyone in our way.”

“Nature. Mine. Target. Predator. Yours. Prey. Predator. Both.”

That one took Will a minute to figure out. It helped that its soul so nakedly painted its intent, giving him a point to bounce off of.

“You’ll always be hunted because of what you are, and it’s in your nature to hunt and fight back. You target us because we fight you and because we’re prey?”

Assent from the gestalt’s soul removed the need for a real answer.

“The nature which, to be clear, was created by the life elves.”

That set it off again, but Will got what he needed from it.

To be honest, he sort of sympathized now. It was an incredibly shitty hand to be dealt to be born into this shit, then essentially enslaved by the life elves.

“I’ve got a suggestion for you,” Will offered. “Seeing as how I don’t know if you’ll actually die when I win. You’ve found a way to shake the life elves, right? So you won’t be under the control of the Brooksouls later. When you get back, limit your targets to them and them alone. Prioritize the ones who hurt you, then fuck off to some place where you can eat monsters. There’s a lot of monsters out there. You could stop being our target if you just stuck to eating beasts.”

That was a pretty terrible deal, all things considered. It also came with the possibility of harming innocents, which he was sure the life elves had plenty of, but it would limit damage, especially to his people.

Will expected an angry response, or none at all.

Instead, he got curiosity.

“You. Win. Impossible.”

“Seriously?” Will asked. The doubt was painted clear on the gestalt’s soul and aura. Its control was mediocre at best, and it showed its emotions so transparently that he was almost embarrassed for it.

Will projected his soul further, using everything he had learned to suppress the gestalt’s existence here.

“You know that’s not true.”

Instead of waiting for a response, Will collapsed the Sanctuary, sending both of them hurtling down a different path.

The system had blocked him from using teleportation skills that could exit the arenas earlier, but transit through the Beyond had nothing to do with spatial magic.

Warning: You have left your arena. Round 2 is still ongoing.

Just as he’d suspected.

Will and the gestalt reappeared in the damaged triage area where he’d cleansed an enormous amount of corruption.

The entire surface of the asteroid had been impacted by the corruption the cultists had created with their pillars. Similar to the Arcadian cave system where he’d entered the tutorial, spending too much time here would corrupt any living being, which was already apparent in the way the gestalt was beginning to struggle.

“Forfeit,” Will suggested.

When the gestalt didn’t reply, he did what any sane man would do when faced with a gold-rank monster and ran the fuck away.

There was enough detritus around for him to activate Weapons Free instantly. As soon as he got out of range, he drew his Starstrike Longbow and fired an arrow, teleporting to it as he let it fly and air-dashing forward, combining it with his sudden momentum and the low gravity to rocket himself forward. A moment later, he drew on his silver-rank jumping ring, using the Jump skill to massive effect.

After the shock of having its soul dragged into and back out of the Beyond, the gestalt needed a moment to recover, and that gave Will valuable time to get ahead.

It gave chase immediately, perhaps guessing that it would gain a teleportation ticket out of the corrupted area via the trial if it killed Will.

In a fight, the gestalt’s gold-rank speed would easily dust his silver-rank abilities, but outside of combat, Will was exceptionally effective at simply running away.

Unlike the gestalt, he was not adversely affected by the ambient corruption levels in any way, and that meant he was able to constantly stay a step ahead as he flew, reveling in the low gravity and the way it made an air-dash equivalent to true flight.

The cat-and-mouse chase he was leading the gestalt on wasn’t purposeless, of course. Earlier, he’d spread five hundred of Sen’s eyes out across the asteroid-planet that this phase of the trial was taking place on, identifying which areas had been most affected by corruption.

What he’d discovered was that this asteroid contained not only the arenas for Main Challenge 3 but also many of the waiting areas, including a certain library hidden just beneath the surface.

The triage area was only about five miles from the library, which Will realized had been the staging area for the cultists.

Carefully, Will led the gestalt towards his destination, wincing as he sensed it obliterating arenas walls as it passed by, interfering with other tournament rounds. Nobody was dumb enough to risk provoking it, though, so its focus remained entirely on him.

Even now, it was adapting, changing how its body was organized to maximize the power in its legs, scuttling forward at speeds that defied reason. Will only barely managed to stay ahead of it.

As soon as he found the library, he dove, sending the phantasm into the ground beneath him to form one last location for Weapons Free.

He teleported just in time to avoid a barrage of bone-spikes fired from the edge of the claw-like appendages that the gestalt was now using to move, finding himself in a familiar—if much more damaged—library, high above the ground. Will used the phantasm to glide down, though he quickly smacked into a broken bookshelf and half glided, half tumbled to the floor.

Corruption buffeted him like a sandstorm. During his time doing the other challenges, the reality break that had affected the library had continued to do so, taking over the entire area.

Will reveled in the sensation of barely contained power all around him and began to count.

“One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Se—“

Above, the ceiling crumpled in as the gestalt pursued him, putting all its force into breaking the ground above its quarry.

Unlike Will, the gestalt had no way to fly. Not even to hover. And here, even after all the corruption, gravity had been normalized.

It dropped like a brick.

Will avoided it, wanting to ensure that he didn’t get impaled by a lucky bone shot. Sen’s eyes couldn’t safely make it into the corrupted area, so he used his own aura senses.

The gestalt started struggling immediately. It was difficult for even Will to survive here, and his corruption resistance was at his rank level.

[Corruption Resistance] has advanced to gold rank!

Scratch that. It was a rank above, now.

On the other hand, the gestalt’s bronze-rank resistance was already beginning to fail.

As Will watched, it began to flail, demolishing bookshelves that stretched hundreds of feet into the air. Corruption boiled into its blood, seeping into its entire existence. Unlike Will’s Decaying Touch, this came from all angles. There was no removing the head to save the body.

Will had to admit that it was a fascinating sight, watching the gestalt struggle to survive as layer after layer of corruption laid itself upon the monster. It shed its outer layer of skin and bone, letting the decaying flesh sluice off it like a molting snake, then did the same with the next layer, then the next.

Once he was sure it was too focused on keeping itself alive to attack, he approached.

“Like I said,” he said again, projecting his aura at maximum strength. “You should forfeit. Follow my suggestion, and maybe you won’t find yourself in a position like this.”

#

The abominant mind had known fear before, but this…

This was despair.

It had lost.

William Li-Brown, corruption wielder, stood over it with the wrathful vengeance of a deity. A rank lower, and he had bested the gestalt.

But not all was lost.

The followers of the Mother had been cruel and callous. The corruption wielder was the same, but it was not unfair.

The gestalt still had another chance at life.

For that, it realized another emotion it had never felt before.

Gratitude.

#

[Envoy of Mercy] granted you one level of [Blessed] and one level of [Purified].

[Devouring Gestalt] has forfeited.

You have won your second duel.

Spatial magic began to form around Will. He let out a breath, a weight lifted off his shoulders.

The corruption wielder smiled nervously. That had gone better than he’d expected it to.

As he began the process of teleporting away, however, the nerves faded.

“For those of you watching at home,” he said, knowing that at least two gods were watching him and hoping that three mortals—Ayla, Nynn, Nathan—were as well. “My name’s William Li-Brown, and you are not going to out-bullshit me. Not while I draw breath.”

With that, he vanished.

            

    
        Chapter 75: Death Itself

    
    
    
    
                Will reappeared in a familiar divine domain. A god waited for him within, its presence making its overwhelming power clear but no longer pressing it upon its sigil-holder.

The Hunger had intercepted Will’s teleportation.

That was new. Normally, the god was only able to drag him into his domain when he was unconscious, whether that was through sleep, a tablet vision, or just being plain knocked the fuck out, but not through teleportation.

“Did that teleport put me to bed, or did you try something new?” Will asked. “This isn’t exactly normal.”

“Though the trial has been interfered with in every possible way, many of the rules still apply,” the Hunger said. “One of which is granting permission for those who grant sigils to have private meetings with their champions.”

“Oh, lovely,” Will said. “So if you’ve still got beef with me, you could just randomly yank me out of a fight and spend some time torturing the shit out of my soul before dropping me back?”

“In theory,” the god allowed. “No god whose champion brought them this much status in the trial would do such a thing.”

“Look, just because a country says ‘we definitely are not going to use these nuclear bombs on you’ doesn’t mean that we start trusting them more.”

“Defiant as ever, I see.”

“You can’t do anything permanent to me without hurting yourself, and temporary pain benefits me in the long run. I figure I can test the waters.”

That got a laugh out of the god. “You truly are like I was, ever so long ago.”

“And then you went from underdog to benefiting from the system, and now your true colors emerge,” Will said, grandiosely throwing his arms up as if he was illustrating a great truth of the universe. “Or whatever. I’m not actually sure what the deal with gods is. This other dude I met told me that his mouth was shut by his organization and the organization, which I still maintain needs a name. Is the same true for you?”

“It is not so,” the Hunger said. “Not only have you amused me, you have infuriated Vyx beyond measure. I have taken a liking to you, so I will disclose some knowledge.”

“Oh, fantastic. You make it sound like it’s all this effort, except I’ve just fought a hundred dudes above my rank and you, what, you’ve finally made the step to tell me information that you could have relayed to me at the very beginning. How generous of you.”

“There is a saying your world has. How does it go? Do not bite the hand that feeds.”

“The other hand’s holding a gun to my head. You can deal with a bit of biting.”

The Hunger smiled. “So I can.”

“So. My questions. What the hell’s up with the gods? How did you become one?”

“A thousand years of effort,” the Hunger said frankly. “Once, I was but a man. A mortal, just like you, from a planet millions of light-years away. I rose through the ranks, far above the reach of the galaxy I was within, and when the time was right, I ascended.”

“Very drawn-out way to say that you leveled up,” Will said, “but I’ll admit that I’m intrigued. Are all gods like you? The Elven Mother sounds like the title for a real, mythologized figure. Like Genghis Khan or maybe the Messiah.”

“She molded her myth into one of her race,” the Hunger said. “I was more ambitious, and I sought a concept.”

“The Hunger. Ol’ Vyx with the Crown is the same?”

“Correct. A riskier venture, to be sure, but you do not need to hear the rest. You will be lucky to survive to the next tier, let alone achieve godhood. There are no special secrets that I can part with. Make a strong foundation and live.”

“And there we have it. The moment you reach a topic you’re uncomfortable with, you don’t want to say shit.”

The god paused to consider that. “You lack the foundation necessary to understand it. It does not concern you… but you are correct. It is no great secret at the level of the ascended that the myths we embody imprint upon us, and we imprint upon them.”

“Wait, that’s actually helpful information. You’re telling me that your personality has changed what the concept of hunger is?”

“One very specific type, yes. It has affected me as much as I have it. Others are the same. Have you noticed that peace can only be achieved through power?”

“That’s not really how it works.”

“Is it? Even before the system came to you, your world’s rules were written in blood and steel. Afterwards, nobody has known peace but the powerful.”

Will remembered how he had made an entire battle royale surrender. That had been a show of force, hadn’t it?

“You’re telling me the god of Peace did this.”

“Goddess, and yes, in part. The truth is an order of magnitude more complicated and would take time we do not have to discuss.”

“Right. I forgot that time’s still passing normally on the outside. Why did you bring me in here anyway? I figure it wasn’t just for a quick chat.”

“Incentives,” the god said simply. “You are on your way to receive the rewards for placing in the top thirty-two of the trial of the champion.”

“Are there standards for that?” Will asked. “Haven’t seen anything about prizing so far.”

“It has been a rather unusual tournament,” the Hunger allowed. “This, I think I will allow you to find for yourself.”

“Fantastic. Lovely. Really needed that, thanks.”

“You should be. I am offering you a commensurate reward. For every place you advance, you benefit my godhood further. As such, I have a vested interest in your victory.”

“I’ll never say no to free loot. What can you do for me?”

“Should you advance twice more to the top 8, I will maximize the power of your sigil skills while remaining within silver rank. At top 4, you will receive a new one, similarly maximized. If, by some miracle, you make it to the final duel, your sigil skills will be advanced to gold.”

“And when I win?”

“I am reminded of another saying, mortal. Pride before the fall.”

“Yeah, yeah. Tell me what you’ve got for me.”

“The details of that are yet unclear to even me, given the destruction of this cycle, but rest assured: the quality of the reward you would gain for this would not be limited to the the tier you are currently in.”

That was a promise for a platinum-rank reward if Will had ever heard one. His best equipment right now was still stuck at silver, unable to be advanced further without truly ludicrous amounts of monster cores that he didn’t have access to. Other than Corruption Resistance, his skills were the same. Gaining something of that power level would be a complete game changer and would almost certainly make him the single most powerful human on Earth, leaderboard be damned.

No, that last part wasn’t true. Will would be a fool to think that Nathan was the only human to return from another world after years spent training their abilities. Haoyu and Natalie Blurr had both mentioned shit going down back on the surface. When this was all done, he would have that to deal with as well.

“I’ll do what I can,” Will said. “Those would all be pretty big helps. Is there any reason you can’t do it now?”

“Gods are limited by status just as much as humans are. Someone greater could violate plausibility and the laws of the cycle to uplift a champion. Peace. War. Death. Any of the great old ones. I am not one of them.”

“Neither is Vyx, I assume. Though he doesn’t seem to like me much.”

“If it is any consolation, the Elven Mother appears to be fonder of you than any other deity I know.”

“That’s… actually really strange. I’ve killed a bunch of her elves. Also, I’m pretty sure I’ve cursed her out for not leaving sigils on the bodies of her followers. Caiyeri still doesn’t have a sigil, and she deserves one more than at least half those cowardly shitters.”

“Gods are strange. You should get used to it.”

Will flipped the Hunger off. “Is that all?”

“There is still the matter of your training.”

“Oh. Right. Let’s get on with it then, shall we?”

His soul had gradually hardened against the overwhelming intensity exerted by a god, but he was never ready for the first wave of pain.

#

“That asshole,” Will muttered, blinking awake. “I can’t believe he’s still the nicer of the two gods.”

This waiting room was, once again, unrelated to the others. At least the resource expenditure was justified this time. The library was corrupted, and Will was sure that the area he’d opened a portal into the Beyond from had its own issues now.

Besides, this one was cozy. Rather than the seemingly randomly repurposed pieces of architecture that could have come from Earth ruins, Arcadia, or some random point in the universe that the other waiting rooms had been composed of, this waiting room very much resembled a luxurious hotel suite.

After a quick scan of the area with Sen, Will determined that a) nobody had planted any hidden explosives or monitoring devices and, more importantly, b) there was a fully equipped shower.

He made a beeline for it, inventorying his clothes as he did. They were soaked through with sweat, blood, and the grime of all the battles he’d been through already. A nice, steamy cleanse sounded perfect right now.

The showerhead didn’t just put out water—or, at least, not normal water. There was some magical element present in the flow, deep-cleaning Will’s body without the need for soap. It felt strange on his skin, but it was as relaxing as anything he’d experienced so far. For a few minutes, he let the tension drain from his body, luxuriating in the slice of heaven the system had given him.

Of course, the system took away just as much as it gave. Text started scrolling over his vision as he turned the water off.

[4] of the top 32 champions have been selected. The reward threshold has been met.

Congratulations, User [William Li-Brown]. You have placed in the top 32 of the Trial of the Champion, proving your worth to your world and your god—or, in rare, heretical cases, gods.

Rewards for this Trial of the Champion will be distributed upon reaching certain thresholds as follows:

Top 32 - Peak silver-rank item and 1,000 silver credits

Top 16 - Peak silver-rank growth item and 2,500 silver credits

Top 8 - Gold-rank consumable item and 5,000 silver credits

Top 4 - Gold-rank item and 2,500 gold credits

Top 2 - Peak gold-rank growth item and 5,000 gold credits

Champion - Platinum-rank growth item and 5,000 platinum credits

Good luck, User. Enjoy the facilities while you can. Your next round’s matchup has not been decided.

Top 32 reward selected!

Demonic Blast Scepter has been added to your inventory.

Will processed the barrage of notifications. Just like the Hunger had promised, the rewards it would grant were roughly on par with what the trial itself was granting.

He popped his new item out from his inventory. It was about as long as his arm, with an evil-looking orb swirling at the tip of it, orange flames infusing black shadow. The scepter itself was made of a dark, steel-like metal inscribed with runes that Will’s Omnilingual skill translated as “BRINGER OF DEATH.”

“A little edgy, don’t you think?”

Item: [Demonic Blast Scepter]

Very rare, silver

Forged in the infernal fires of the underworld of Selrethnir, this scepter is imbued with dark, malevolent energy. Greatly enhanced versions of this weapon are common amongst Selrethnir’s commonplace Demon Lords.

You’re not that evil yet, but with this item’s help, you could be. You’re well on your way.

This weapon has 10 charges. It regains half its maximum charge capacity over the course of a day. You can increase its charge with extreme mana expenditure.

[Malevolent] - This weapon can only be wielded by someone with the [User Killer] title or an evil alignment. Congratulations. You fit both.

[Channel] - This weapon can be used as an arcane focus for certain elements, lessening the cast time, cooldown, and mana cost required for skills channeled through it. Of your attributes, it is compatible with [Death] and [Corruption].

[Power Strike] - You can expend a charge to channel demonic energy through the scepter, drastically increasing the power of a melee attack.

[Infernal Wrath] - You can expend 1 to 10 charges to channel a concentrated blast of demonic energy, creating an explosion somewhere you can see, scaling in size and power with the number of charges spent. This detonation increases in power against those weak to demonic magic. It also inflicts a level of silver-rank [Despair].

“Very edgy,” Will muttered. “Wow. How many effects can you fit on one staff?”

Despair had a similar effect to Altrien’s Despair, the affliction that had been on Will’s late chieftain’s axe. It reduced the Soul and Speed attributes to the bottom of the rank they were at, which was incredible if he could get it to stick.

This was a terribly valuable find. Will got to unattuning his jumping ring immediately. His air-dashes combined with teleportation did plenty, and the jumping ring didn’t need much more room to grow. This, on the other hand, would be a fantastic weapon to rank up over time.

You have attuned [Demonic Blast Scepter].

Will wished he had a more offensive skill to use with his Death and Corruption attributes. Decaying Touch and Chaos Transfer were both already on relatively short cooldowns, and this scepter helped shorten those even further, but if he had a beam attack like Nathan had, this item would be a fantastic force multiplier.

He did still have one open slot in both his Corruption and Death attributes, which had been affixed to Affinity and Soul, respectively. Will had five out of thirteen shards needed to create another tablet of the Beyond, but he doubted that would immediately create something super offensive.

“Surely there’s some monsters that’ll drop shards in the area,” he said to himself.

Will plopped facedown into the impossibly comfortable feather bed, tempted to catch a nap while he could. It had been an exhausting couple of days—hell, an exhausting few weeks. Rest was a rare commodity, and when he had it, he suddenly found himself overwhelmed by drowsiness.

“Wait, no,” he continued sleepily, his monologue muffled by the pillow his entire face was currently stuffed in. “It’s a tournament asteroid. No monsters here… just other fighters…”

That reminded him. How were the others doing?

Will sent out a few messages. Most of them were blocked by a notification that the User in question was in an area where they could not receive messages.

Liam: Yo. Made it through somehow. On my last legs, but I’ll get healed up and be back on my feet.

Will: Brilliant. Get anything good?

Liam: Bloody fantastic loot, I’ll tell you that.

Will: Good to hear. Keep it up. Alert me if anything goes wrong.

Hua ended up seeing a message and replying to it shortly after. She was the sixth User to complete her duel.

Hua: That was way easier than the first round. Fighting other silver-ranks is basically free at this point, especially the super heavy core abusers. Shit’s like hard drugs. Makes me think I should use them less.

Will: Probably, yes.

Hua: Do you know where Haoyu is?

Will: Shit.

Hua: Ah, fuck. He’s out, isn’t he? How’d he lose?

Will: Cultists broke in. System broke. It really isn’t fair, but he’s back down to Earth.

Hua: Between the rounds? That really sucks. Hopefully our sponsors compensate for it.

Will: It’ll be good to have someone competent on the ground helping stem the tide of monsters we’re getting.

Hua: Absolutely.

Hua: I’m going to get some rest. Good luck, mate.

Will: You too. Call if another cultist breaks in.

Blurr came soon after, though she responded laconically, other matters clearly weighing heavier on her mind.

Caiyeri was still unresponsive. She hadn’t lost, which Will knew because she was still listed as being in an unreachable area, not out of range like those who had failed out like Haoyu.

Will’s eyes opened wide, his exhaustion forgotten.

There was no element of fairness in this tournament. Mid gold ranks like the gestalt could fight against bronze ranks without any sort of debuff, and outside interventions had caused people to fail out despite sticking to the trial’s rules.

What was that Nynn had said again?

Those with power prevail.

There was nothing for Will here but rest, and rest was not what he needed the most. What he needed most were reliable allies. People who he could count on to fight by his side or to better the world.

“Sorry about this,” he said, standing up and making his way to a wall. He paused. “Actually, I’m not sorry at all. Fuck you and the horse you rode in on. You’ve got the power to save our planet, system. Why waste it all on making us fight each other?”

With a touch, he corrupted the wall.

A moment later, Will was outside.

#

Caiyeri hid behind a boulder barely large enough to cloak her body, controlling her breathing so her enemy couldn’t hear her panting.

She was bleeding at an unsustainable rate, and she was exhausted. The elf woman had run out of mana three or four times now, relying on conditional skills and potions to get her through.

Her opponent was barely even trying, and after all, why should he? He was so much stronger than her, and more importantly, he knew every trick she could try. The seven-shooter had been the only blade behind her back, and Lystri had kept his vitals intact, healing from the damage nearly instantly.

“Oh, Seven,” taunted Lystri Zero, gold-rank abyss elf and holder of the Mother’s sigil. His voice was singsong, and his every step was placed deliberately so that she heard it coming. “Last of your batch. You couldn’t save anyone else, and now you’re stuck here. Aren’t you ashamed?”

You’re the one who should be ashamed. Caiyeri saved her breath, knowing she would need it.

A sharp whistling in the air was the only signifier that Lystri was firing another set of the flechettes that he was so famous for.

He was a template. One of the originals. In comparison, she was nothing, disposable trash that was meant to be used, expended and tossed aside like a cheap rubber.

That fucking infuriated her, and it was that fury that gave her the strength to dodge yet again, barely staying out of range.

Lystri was toying with her, she knew. He enjoyed the pain and frustration that he caused her, that sadistic piece of shit. There had been some conflict between him and the original Caiyeri at some point. Maybe torturing a copy was helping him work through it.

Whatever it was, Caiyeri Seven didn’t care. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of watching her kneel.

Yet this was becoming untenable. Their game of cat and mouse had been going on for what had to be hours at this point, with Caiyeri growing closer and closer to death’s door with every passing engagement.

Is this why you forsook me, Mother? Caiyeri wondered. Do you hate me that much that you would let a lazy, barbaric template overcome me? Is he truly that much more representative of you?

Questions that had haunted her all her life came back in full force now, but she couldn’t afford to be trapped in despair.

“Nobody is watching me here,” Lystri said, which Caiyeri knew was a lie. “Nobody who will care about your fate. We’re having so much fun already, but can’t we have more?”

Disgust rose in Caiyeri’s throat, and she had to resist the urge to spit at him. Save your strength for when it matters most.

When the breach happened, it was so small that only Caiyeri noticed it. Lystri was so focused on tormenting her that he missed out on it.

In the corner of her vision, high above her, part of the arena warped, twisted by corruption, and her heart skipped a beat.

That moment of observation cost her. Lystri rounded a corner and fired a group of flechettes at her, impaling her left wrist and her lower abomen to the tree she had taken cover behind.

Non-lethal. Painful, but non-lethal. She wouldn’t die until Lystri let her know.

Caiyeri met his evil smile with a defiant one of her own. She registered surprise in his eyes with vicious satisfaction, though her stomach dropped with the disappointment that this, too, would not be her victory.

Will: Holy shit, man, it took me forever to find this place. Do you know how hard it was to find this dome? It’s, like, three hundred miles from the one I was on. Space travel isn’t easy.

He was invisible, but he wasn’t hiding his aura at all. Hunger ripped through the arena, drawing Lystri Zero’s attention.

“Mother’s grace,” the elf breathed. “Who are you?”

“Oh, I know this one,” Caiyeri sneered, tearing her wrist forward and ripping her arm apart, freeing herself from one of the flechettes. With her good arm, she tore the second one out of her abdomen, bleeding freely.

Lystri turned to her in shock.

She grinned, expression crazed with exhaustion, blood loss, and pure fury. “Most people know him as William Li-Brown, but it’s your lucky day. To you, he is death itself.”

Will: Solid introduction, if a little over the top. 7/10, but delivery could bring it up a bit.

Caiyeri: Shut the fuck up and help me. I’m dying.

Will: As you wish.

The corruption wielder descended.

            

    
        Chapter 76: Save Us the Pain

    
    
    
    
                Will had to give it to the corruption cultists. As terrible a selection of people as they were, it was them who had broken into the tournament so thoroughly that Will had been forced to face the facts.

After a few rounds of abnormal but otherwise relatively normal challenges, he had nearly forgotten what this world was now. Gods sent their champions, sometimes to do their bidding, and sponsors had worked with a number of them, but that was just the start. Not until now had he fully clocked how little the pretense of fairness mattered.

If everyone else was cheating, why wouldn’t he do the same?

Will had already assessed the situation, Sen’s eyes apparently capable of entering the locked-off arenas even with the system gates on them. Lystri Zero was low gold, which was definitely a problem, but Will had fought above his rank before and wasn’t going to stop now.

Will: No corruption immunity, but he has a badge. I’ll highlight it.”

Caiyeri: I know where it is. Give me an opening.

Will: I can do that.

After all the grinding Will had done over the past month, his inventory was bogged down with all sorts of random shit drops. A lot of the stuff he’d gotten was of little to no use to him, but even a bronze-rank weapon could come in handy as a distraction, especially with the skills he had.

He opened his inventory, allowing three bronze-rank gargantuan weapons that he’d looted from an animated armor in one of the surface dungeons near Everdale to drop out into the air, immediately cloaking them in a thin layer of shadow.

The hunger phantasm allowed him to use touch-range skills on items and creatures it was touching, so Will gave them each a rank of silver-rank corruption with Decaying Touch and charged them with Thunder Wraith’s Grasp.

Then, he let them fall, entering a dive of his own to keep pace.

Lystri’s weapon of choice was a magical swarm of flechettes that constantly replenished itself and swirled around him like bees on a hive, simultaneously serving as offense and defense.

Warp Strike, a subskill of Weapons Free, let Will make an attack that originated from any weapon within 120 feet. The flechettes absolutely qualified.

All three weapons, each of them individually larger than Will himself, vanished, reappearing inside the flechette storm. The weapons were bronze-rank, and so they were beaten and battered by the gold-rank flechettes and riddled with holes, but they didn’t need to deal lethal damage. All they had to do was hit Will’s target.

As Will fell, he added another attack to the mix, drawing and firing a charged arrow from his Starstrike Longbow, which split the arrow into five separate bolts, each of which he could guide to its target.

Not every attack hit, but enough did.

[First Blood] doubled the power of your attack.

[Mark for Death] increased the power of your attacks.

Critical hit!

You have inflicted five levels of silver-rank [Bleed] on [Lystri Zero]. You have inflicted five levels of silver-rank [Poisoned] on [Lystri Zero].

[Gargantuan Axe] inflicted a level of silver-rank [Corruption].

[Elven Chaos Anchor] negates silver-rank [Corruption].

[Gargantuan Mace] inflicted a level of silver-rank [Corruption].

[Elven Chaos Anchor] negates silver-rank [Corruption].

Though the corruption didn’t stick, the rest of the attacks certainly did. That seemed to surprise Lystri, who must have assumed that his gold-rank abilities would automatically nullify all the conditions.

“See, the fun part about Mark for Death,” Will said, catching himself with an air-dash and swapping weapons out for his new scepter, “Is that it makes afflictions more effective against you too. Underrated bit, but it really does make afflictions a rank lower still punch hard, doesn’t it?”

He held off on using A Bell Tolls. That skill had a pretty high cooldown, even with the scepter reducing it to less than half of its original cooldown, and it worked best when he’d already damaged an opponent quite a bit.

Will: Is that opening enough?

Caiyeri: I’m healing. Give me a bit.

Will: Bro. Say what you’re doing beforehand, will you?

Caiyeri: Excuse me for being on death’s door.

He needed to buy a bit more time. That was definitely doable.

Lightning ripped through the flechette storm. Though it didn’t annihilate the shields, the chaining effect of the levels of Charged amplified the electricity, stunning the weapons long enough for Will to fire a blast from the scepter, using all ten charges in one fell swoop.

Shadowy flame exploded as a flechette intercepted the blast, consuming all of the swarm and Lystri himself. It wouldn’t be a lethal blow, but Will had pumped everything the scepter had into that one devastating explosion.

Before the dust had even cleared, Will confirmed that a large portion of the flechettes had been wiped out by the peak silver-rank explosion. The ones that remained were moving more sluggishly now, the Despair condition lowering the efficacy of Lystri’s magic.

He pulsed his aura out, furthering the list of debuffs he was stacking on Lystri. Even though the elf had a gold-rank aura, he was so overwhelmed by the sudden fury of Will’s chain of attacks that he wasn’t able to fully resist the effects of the hunger aura, restoring Will’s stamina, health, and mana even as it ate at Lystri’s.

Will brought the elf’s attention to himself as he rocketed forward, slayer sword at the ready. Thanks to Escape Artist, his air speed was shockingly good, but he didn’t plan on using it to escape here.

After the initial wave of dread and panic subsided, Lystri refocused on his target, realizing that he was in for a real fight now. The gold-rank elf empowered his flechettes and sent them hurtling towards Will as a deadly, stinging storm. Their gold-rank speed eclipsed the corruption wielder’s, and they were so maneuverable that there was no way he could escape them.

Just like Will, Lystri made use of afflictions. Each time he fired his flechettes, he peppered them with a skill that would inflict a severe custom affliction that sapped the stats, functionally knocking his opponents down a full rank if they were stricken by enough of the darts. For Will, that would be an instant death sentence, and it was clear that it had reduced Caiyeri to far below where she would normally be already.

Well, it would be an instant death sentence if it weren’t for the fact that Will wasn’t playing by the rules either.

He covered the face and took the swarm of flechettes on his limbs and torso, wincing in pain as they sank into his flesh. Time in a Bottle gave him the flexibility to minimize the amount of flechettes he took, but they peppered his arms nonetheless. At gold-rank, even the finger-sized darts could inflict significant of damage to him.

Except they didn’t.

One level of [Blessed] has been consumed to mitigate damage.

One level of [Purified] has been consumed to mitigate afflictions.

“Nice waste of resources, asshole,” Will said.

Caiyeri: Taking the shot.

A white bolt of light connected Caiyeri’s gun to a certain spot inside Lystri’s dart storm, the bullet moving with so much magic that it left a visible trail behind.

The crack of a high-rank chaos anchor being broken was audible even dozens of feet away

Caiyeri: I have one bullet left. Instant Death is a lot less instant than it advertises. Lystri’s gotten up from the last few. Sigil skills are powerful.

Will: He won’t get up from this one. Get ready to fire again.

The gold-rank elf roared in anger, throwing his hands to either side and beginning the incantation for another skill.

Just in time for the hunger phantasm Will had snuck behind the elf while he’d approached to materialize physically, brushing against Lystri’s flesh.

“Tag,” Will whispered, knowing the elf would be straining to hear him. “You’re it.”

You have inflicted a level of silver-rank [Corruption].

A bell tolled, and the elf froze.

Lystri Zero was now suffering from five levels of bleed and poisoned, both of which nerfed attributes and dealt ongoing damage, one of despair, which dropped his Soul and Speed, two of corruption, and one of wither. With his extant injuries, each of which had been worsened by The Bell Tolls, those would stack up very quickly.

Already, Will could see him going for the same Mother’s Grace ability that he’d seen another one of the elf originals use. It would negate every affliction and reset Lystri’s health to full, granting him massive amounts of the Blessed boon.

Will didn’t intend on letting that happen. He teleported into range as Lystri cast his skill, activating Ghostflame and cleansing all fourteen conditions right before the elf activated his sigil skill.

Lystri restored himself to full health, wounds closing in an instant, but he gained no boons.

And half a second later, Will descended on him with a massively overcharged Ghostflame, pummeling him into the ground.

Will was much more wary of continually using Ghostflame now that he knew how much it damaged his life-force, so he moved to finish the job quickly.

He needn’t have worried.

Finally back to full health and at her proper power level, Caiyeri pulled the trigger on the seventh shot of her six-shooter.

[Instant Death selected.]

This time, the bullet option proved itself to be worthy of the name. Will had smashed through the rest of the elf’s gold-rank defenses, giving the bullet the opportunity to be a finisher instead of a simple armor-piercer.

Before he’d arrived, Lystri had been using the flechettes to redirect the bullets when he got close. Now, though, he didn’t even have that.

The elf’s body jerked back with the force of the shot, the remnants of his head splattering all across the ground and Will’s fists.

He dropped the Ghostflame as Caiyeri made her way over, slowly limping past the decimated temperate forest landscape.

Her armor, the Red Knight set that he’d gifted her from the corpse of the leader of the gang that had taken over Everdale University, had been shredded to pieces. It wasn’t completely beyond repair, but there wasn’t a single portion of the armor that hadn’t been warped or torn by the flechette storm. The red metal had been overwhelmed by a darker crimson. Their fight had gone on for a while, and her armor and hair were both matted with dried blood.

“You stole my kill,” Will said.

“I’m about to take your loot, too,” Caiyeri said. “Unless you think the Elven Mother is willing to give a human a sigil.”

“She abandoned the last champion after I killed him. What makes you think the same won’t happen this time?”

“Because,” Caiyeri said tiredly, lightly kicking the dead elf, “this was my kill. At the very least, the Mother will see it so.”

Unexpectedly, she clapped him on the back, a little awkwardly.

Will raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“Thank you,” she said, letting her hand slip. “That, uh, I saw some of the other humans doing it at the settlement. It seemed like a positive thing.”

“Do elves thank each other differently?” Will hadn’t even considered that, but he supposed that as much as they looked like taller, prettier humans, they were still a different race.

Caiyeri doffed her helmet, shaking her mussed, blood-matted hair over her long, pointed ears. They dipped forward like they were bowing, heard head dipping at the same time.

Will smiled. “That’s kind of cute.”

“If you say so,” Caiyeri said. “I prefer human customs to elf ones.”

She looked pointedly at the now-headless Lystri.

“Mind if I snag the credits from this guy?” Will asked.

Caiyeri’s smile always seemed a bit like a predator’s, but right now, it looked uncertain and abnormally vulnerable.

“Of course. I’ll be… right back.”

A sigil flashed into her hand, and she collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut.

#

Caiyeri found herself in a tea room with an open ceiling. At the center, a beautiful tree glittered with abyssal light, stretching into the purple sky. She squinted, still unused to the sensation of being exposed to the open air. After nearly two decades spent in the Arcadian caves, isolated and alone, the sky still seemed impossibly vast. Logically, she knew how physics worked, but in her heart of hearts, she admitted to fearing that she would one day simply lose grasp of the earth beneath her feet and fall into that endless, infinite void.

“Beautiful, is it not?”

The presence of the Elven Mother should not have surprised her, but it did nonetheless.

“Mother,” Caiyeri said, unsure of how to respond. Her feelings on the goddess that she was supposed to be willing to lay her life on the line for. “You did not choose me before.”

“I am now,” she said. “I can only support so many so far, and many of my children did enter this.”

“Only the life and abyss elves have been able to make it this far,” Caiyeri countered. “The others have failed out. You could have granted me my rightful spot.”

“Rightful?” the Elven Mother said. Her voice was serene, but her aura pressed down upon Caiyeri, threatening her like a titan raising its boot to threaten a bug. “You did not prove yourself worthy until this very moment, my child. You are, yourself, a copy of another one of my champions.”

Caiyeri clenched her fists. “You speak like the circumstances of my birth make me inferior.”

“They do not. You are, after all, still a child of my kind. How could you be anything but perfect?”

The Elven Mother was blindingly beautiful to look at, her very presence an exemplification of everything that made elves who they were, and yet Caiyeri didn’t find herself terribly impressed.

“Oh, dear,” said the Mother. “The corruption wielder’s influence has come over you.”

“So he has,” Caiyeri. “As has yours, the Zeroes, the life elves, and the humans. We are products of our environment, Mother. I have nobody to blame but you for the one I found myself in.”

The goddess set her sights on her newest champion. “You would reject my grace?”

“No,” Caiyeri said. “Your grace is power, and that is what I have been sorely lacking. Few gods want me because of your dominion over our kind, and those that do give me scraps. Yet you ignore me.”

“As with all my children, I was waiting for you to prove worthy.”

“Have I proven myself worthy enough?”

“You have. You would not be here under any other circumstance. Become my champion, Caiyeri Seven, and lead our kind to prosperity.”

“This is the sticking point,” Caiyeri replied. She should have been quaking in fear, but somehow, she had never felt more certain in her path. “I will not carry out your will, Mother. I will take your grace, but I will not be the bearer of your desires.”

The Elven Mother paused, eyes widening ever so slightly. Caiyeri knew that to be an affectation. The Mother was a goddess, for hell’s sake. Even Caiyeri had better control over her physical faculties than that.

“Kadael…” the goddess trailed off. “There are two of them.”

“Kadael?” Caiyeri asked quizzically. “Who is that?”

“I will save us both the pain,” said the Mother. “I will grant you my grace, and I will give you power, as requested. All I ask for is that you abandon Justice.”

“Show me what you offer, and I will decide.”

“Very well.”

It took a bit of negotiating, during which Caiyeri could scarcely believe her fortune, but they worked out a deal.

“You may dislike me in the present, Caiyeri, but you will be a sigil-holder for a long time. You will understand the worth of our connection.”

And then the room faded away.

#

“I cannot believe I agreed to this,” said the Hunger.

“Must be because you like me so much,” Will said, a shit-eating grin painted on his face.

“Or because I am blinded by my hatred for the one who claims Prophecy,” the god replied. “Do not forget you have a deal to uphold. You will regret going against a god’s contract.”

“Chill, dude. After what you’ve told me? Plus this favor you tossed in? It’s not bad for me at all, and it’s great for you. Win-win! And Caiyeri gets a win, too!”

About ten minutes earlier, Will had induced sleep in himself through his well-practiced meditation, reaching out for the Hunger. He had answered, apparently having nothing better to do than do the godly equivalent of watch a livestream and wait for something interesting to happen.

The Hunger had been somewhat surprised when Will had correctly guessed that he was a friend of the Elven Mother despite the bitter hatred the goblins wielding his sigil had had for the elves, and that surprise had increased exponentially when he’d come with a request for a simple communication.

Caiyeri had abandoned her people to fight by his side, and she was damn good at it. Will was not foolish enough to think he could do anything alone, and stronger allies would result in better results.

He had learned through the Hunger that the gods did have more resources to spend on their champions, but often chose to ration them.

The Elven Mother, whose contestants had gotten far enough to strongly benefit her, was doing the same that the Hunger had tried to do—create puppets who weren’t strong enough to throw off the influence of their gods, giving them just enough power that the gods could try again with someone else if their first attempt failed.

It made no sense to Will, and he’d expressed it as such. The Hunger had told him he was fundamentally wrong, but after some time, Will had persuaded him to send a single message to the Mother.

Give her what she wants.

It had taken a concession from him, but being given a quest to find another sigil-holder and steal their sigil from them was barely a concession when the Hunger confirmed that said sigil-holder was one of the freshly arrived otherworlders running rampant on Earth.

“You are truly an interesting specimen,” the god said, jarring Will out of his thoughts.

“I’d hope so,” Will replied frankly. “Boring seems to get you killed, enslaved, or left behind.”

“So it does. You should best hope you do not cross a line that does the same to you.”

“I love crossing lines,” Will said. “If I didn’t, I’d probably be your thrall, dead to one of the elves I ran into, and you’d be fucked.”

“I would not be so quick to assume.”

“And that’s why you don’t have control over me, isn’t it?”

The Hunger sighed. “Promise me you will annoy Fate this much.”

“I’m pretty sure I’ve avoided a destined death a couple of times already, but for you? I’ll make them regret ever ascending.”

“Perfect.”

“You’re awfully petty, you know.”

“I do not recall asking. Should you not be returning to your reality?”

Will could sense his body beginning to wake, his meditation coming to an end. Caiyeri must have finished already.

“Nice chat,” Will said. “Can you bring coffee to our next one? I haven’t had proper coffee in ages.”

He woke up before the Hunger could answer.

#

“Will,” Caiyeri beamed, her feral smile back in full force. “I have the Elven Mother’s grace now, but that’s not all.”

“She folded?” Will asked. “That’s a relief. I was worried all that effort would go towards nothing.”

“You had something to do with this,” she realized. “Why?”

“Why?” Will asked. “Because that’s what comrades do. We help each other.”

She shook her head. “Not to this extent. I don’t even know how many I owe you at this point.”

“Don’t bother counting. I’ll be there for you, so you’ll be here for me. Simple as that, really.”

Round 2 has concluded. All Users outside waiting rooms will now be transported to one.

“You better make it through,” Caiyeri said. “I’ll see you in the finals.”

“Confident, are we?” Will grinned. “See you in the finals.”

They parted, teleportation magic taking hold of them and sending them to the hotel suites that were their waiting rooms.

Amusingly enough, Will was transported to one without any of the corruption he’d inflicted upon the building to get himself out.

There was nothing in the room to train with, only a small minibar where he could buy silver-rank potions, so he went to sleep again, glad for the rest.

This time, he wanted to try something a bit different.

#

Round 3 starts in [3].

[2].

[1].

Initiating teleportation.

[Limiter] has been attuned to your body.

Will had been so focused on his training through rest that the system teleporting him was what woke him up. He was still in the process of rubbing the sleep out of his eyes as spatial magic took hold of him. Will had been lying down in bed, and he had to sit up to even see the arena forming around him.

A familiar aura, now gold-rank instead of the peak silver it had been the last time Will had felt it, pressed up against his before he even recognized the arena they were being placed into. This one resembled the inside of a prison more than anything else—or maybe a dark laboratory, one just like the place the gestalt had been born.

He was instantly wide awake. He knew this aura.

Your opponent is: [Nymlera Brooksoul].

“It will be a pleasure to take you apart,” she hissed.

“You know,” Will said neutrally, brushing his hair out of his face with his fingers, “that’s the exact same thing you said as last time. Since we’re doing that, let me think… what did I say then?”

“That I should hope I would not run into you again. You will regret ever crossing my path, boy.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Will said, nodding. “Right. Well, fortunately and unfortunately for you, this is the last time you’re going to meet me.”

Before the elf could get another word in, he let his aura fly.

            

    
        Chapter 77: Overwhelming Intensity

    
    
    
    
                Nymlera Brooksoul was newly gold rank, and she knew that she was the most powerful participant remaining in this tournament.

Thalia, her daughter, had promise, but she relied on external factors to turn battles in her favor. Her advancement was not directly fueled by monster cores, but she had tainted many of her weapons and connections with them. In the pursuit of power, Thalia had forgotten perfection.

On the other hand, Nymlera had never consumed a single one. Her aura, trained across a century of meditation and meticulous planning, was stronger than any of the abyssal elves could manage. She had nothing but disdain for them. A squadron full of gold-rank terrorists, each of them scrabbling for power like children, taking any and all means to increase their strength no matter how much it poisoned them.

Nymlera had known from the start that she would be the one to fulfill the contract. Even after Arcadia as a whole had failed, she had never lost faith in knowing that her slow, closed-off cultivation of power would ultimately lead her to victory.

Against a fresh-faced silver rank human with not even two months of experience, she was more than assured in her victory.

“I have your race to thank for this, truly,” she said to him, extending her senses into the area around her. “Killing enough of them proved sufficient for the revelation that brought me to gold rank.”

There was a pause on the other side as the human digested that.

With much less fear than she had anticipated him being filled with, he spoke. “Right, then. Still a piece of shit, it seems? It takes a special kind of evil to make even an inhuman monster hate you for what you did to it.”

“You speak of the gestalt,” Nymlera said, surprised. “You survived an encounter with it.”

William Li-Brown laughed, but there was no humor in the cold sound. “Survived? I beat it until it was begging me to let it run. That thing is my pet more than yours now, Nymlera.”

She searched for the tell-tale mark of a lie in his aura, but the human was frustratingly good at controlling it. He must have used monster cores to achieve his silver rank as quickly as he had, but he had the aura control of one of Nymlera’s children. She was certain that she could overpower it with just a bit of effort, but she could not tell at a glance whether or not he was bluffing.

Not that it mattered. The human was certainly lying. He must have somehow gleaned the gestalt’s mind with a skill or a powerful item received through pure luck, or perhaps the abyssal traitor he’d gotten onto his side had informed him of some reconnaissance that her clan had used to gain insight upon Nymlera’s experiments.

“I don’t have to kill you,” he continued. They were still behind forcefields now, which Nymlera knew from experience was to give them more time to speak with each other, allowing sponsors from other galaxies more time to determine which side they might want to pick in the future. “But you’re making it real hard to find a reason not to.”

“You will not kill me because you cannot,” Nymlera said simply. “You have promise, boy, but you would be much better suited to this world if I had a year with you in a laboratory.”

“Oh, lovely. I can end up as a lobotomized freak of nature? Joy.”

“That is the nature of life.”

“Great, profound statement when you’re not the one under the knife. Though I’m not sure you’re even qualified to speak on that, given that you couldn’t keep a leash on the one monster you were supposed to be able to handle.”

That was a point of irritation for her, but she cloaked the ripple of emotion that passed through her.

“Your aura control sucks shit,” Will said, voice echoing through the halls of their prison-like arena with frozen clarity. “Well, it doesn’t suck as bad as the humans, but come on. Caiyeri has better aura control than you. Maybe that’s a product of your circumstances type thing. She had to control her aura perfectly or risk corruption or death every day, but you had a nice little settlement all to yourself. Lost your edge, didn’t you?”

“You know not what you speak of,” Nymlera said. “You are trying to unbalance me with false remarks. I know your kind. The soul of the last one I met is screaming inside a flesh golem even as we speak. He is much more pleasant that way.”

“First of all, yes, I am, and it’s working. Second, ooh, veiled threats. I’m a big fan of those from a proper villain, but you barely rate a B-. The only reason I know who you are is because you helped make a monster that is, frankly, much scarier than you are. I’d give that one a solid A.”

She was not going to let a human unsettle her, especially not one as young as this impudent upstart. As Nymlera searched for a retort, she began planting the seeds of her victory. Her magic let her summon dozens of minions that she would design specifically to counter the attributes she could divine from any given target. For as long as she could remember, she had used it as the basis for her experiments, filling out the ranks of the life elf footsoldiers. They were far weaker that way than they were under her direct control, but they had been sufficient firepower.

Now, she could easily abuse her century of experience to adapt to the man before her.

The Elven Mother had seen fit to grant Nymlera glimpses of this man, so she knew the devastating power he could bring to bear. He had affected the gestalt through underhanded tricks, but this was no open area. Her summons granted her perfect information, and they would be able to disperse the shadows he had inflicted corruption upon the gestalt with.

“You use borrowed strength from the Abyss and claim to be powerful?” Nymlera sneered. “Don’t think that I don’t see through your smoke and mirrors, human.”

That got him to pause again.

As she waited for Will’s response, she fully summoned her minions. The forcefield penning each of them in was large enough that she had more than enough time to fully empower the menagerie of monsters she could now summon. She chose half a dozen human forms, mimicking the ones that had come from the area the human had contested her in.

“Wait,” Will said, clearly holding back laughter. “You think that I ”

The forcefields dropped, and she sent her minions forth. They were at the lower end of gold rank, but since they were summons, their durability and other attributes were all comparable to a mid-to-high rank silver’s.

She didn’t know why he had found her assessment so amusing, but it was simple logic to determine that the abyssal elves, the only ones who sought to harness corruption instead of battling it, would be the ones supplying him. That amusement likely meant that her assumption was incorrect, but how? The system did not supply its Users with corruption, end of story.

Nymlera centered herself. She could not assume that he did not have access to corruption now, and so she would commit to this battle as such.

She had six summons, and she sent them throughout the prison-like arena, each of them taking a different direction. With each of the summons carrying her aura senses further, her eyes spread throughout the entire facility. There was no way he could hide.

And yet, frustratingly, he did. Everywhere the summons looked, hallways were cloaked in impenetrable shadow. It was magical darkness that did not bend to the typical darkvision-style skills, and as for his aura signature—that was even harder to track. He blended into the shadows, his aura simultaneously pulsing out with startling strength and keeping itself so smoothly suppressed that she couldn’t identify his position, even with the summons.

The details of his aura, at least, gave her enough information to make this a surefire win. It was tinged with elements of hunger and death. As a life elf, every one of her summons carried a counter to the latter, and as to the former… she expended mana to propagate changes out to her active summons, shaping and delivering a skill to counter it.

Skill: [Adaptive Creation]

- Spell (augmentation).

- Cost: very high mana multiplied by the number of active summons.

- Cooldown: varies.

Gold

Delivers a skill one rank lower than the rank of this skill to all summons. This skill can be any skill that you can visualize and replicate with your mana.

That last qualifier was the sticking point of this skill. It was much more difficult than it seemed to be able to recreate a skill from scratch, starting from nothing and winding up with a power that could break reality. On top of that, the mana cost was prohibitively high.

A century of practicing, refining, and expanding her mana had given her the resources she needed to be a true terror with it. This time, she gave each of her summons a skill she had spent some two decades refining to deal with the occasional goblin intrusions onto her territory.

Skill: [Twisted Satiation]

- Passive (body, magic).

- Cost: none.

- Cooldown: none.

Silver

Reverses and magnifies the effect of all drain skills used on you.

Against an aura that passively drained everyone who folded to it, it would prove to be incredibly effective.

At least, that was her assumption.

Then, one of her summons died. In a single instance of abrupt, brutal violence, it fought with a hidden presence, and then it was gone.

What?

Nymlera identified the position it had come from, then sent her remaining summons at it. She pulsed her aura out, looking for irregularities.

None.

Then, a moment later, her five remaining summons became four.

“Cute,” Will’s voice said, sounding oddly hollow. It bounced through the prison, making it impossible to identify where it was coming from. “Though I wouldn’t say sending me reminders of my past victories is the best way to destabilize me. I was wondering what happened to the rest of that gang. Thought a single fight was too much to clear all of them.”

Three. How was he clearing them so fast? They had been designed specifically to counter him.

“Reveal yourself,” Nymlera demanded, strengthening her aura. “You fight like a coward.”

A bell tolled.

Two.

She grit her teeth. Her summons were her primary method of dealing damage, but if it came down to it, she could fight at close range using her aura as a battering ram. As one of the few who had trained it up to gold without assistance, it was incredibly strong, enough to kill a bronze or silver-rank even if they tried to resist her.

One.

A cloud of shadow exploded in front of her, obscuring her sight. She drew on her aura sense, but couldn’t find anything but the noise Will had scattered throughout the arena.

“You know,” her opponent said, closer to her last summon than she could have predicted, “It’s nice that all of these have stealth skills on them, but it turns out that when they’re marked for death, I can see them through the walls just fine.”

Nymlera heard a crack, and her last summon died.

She tightened her aura, drawing it back in to condense it into layers.

In front of her, the shadow resolved into the figure of a man, brushing off the cufflinks on a white button-down that hadn’t even been bloodied. Nymlera could finally sense his aura. Silver-rank, as she’d expected.

“You,” she said.

“Me,” Will agreed amiably. “Looks like you don’t have many direct ways to hurt me.”

“You have no way to get closer,” she countered. “Try me.”

“Is that a challenge?” Will took a step closer, then another.

Their auras met.

Nymlera was a gold. A true gold, not a monster core one. William, she knew—or thought she knew—was a monster core silver. This should have gone far beyond just not being close. The difference in magnitude between their auras should have been like that between a silver-rank and a human without the system’s.

And yet, in the first moment, she felt his aura push back

Will smiled. It didn’t reach his eyes.

“Your plan was competent,” he said. “Your summons might’ve caused me trouble if you looked for the right elements, or if they weren’t so obvious in their intentions. You’re not weak, Nymlera, but you’re arrogant, overconfident, and you didn’t use your resources the way you could. How’s your relationship with Mother?”

“Ask her in hell,” Nymlera suggested, a thrum of fear running through her body as Will took another step forward.

When her aura had been this concentrated before, it had been strong enough to prevent even gold-rank assassins from penetrating her defenses. That had been when she was silver.

“How long have you been hiding?” Will asked. “I know about you. Caiyeri’s given me the run-down.”

He stepped closer again, hunger pressing into Nymlera’s aura. She struck out with an empowered fist, and he dodged it like he’d seen it coming last week.

“Turns out that if you don’t fight people, you don’t grow as a fighter.”

Will was noticeably straining, Nymlera saw. He couldn’t hide his expression. That should have been a win, but she was struggling too. She stopped speaking, focusing entirely on winning this battle.

“You know a lot of things,” Will continued. “But do you know what you don’t know?”

His aura pressed further. How was he doing this? It was terrifyingly strong. How could a silver rank be overpowering her? How?

“Let me tell you. You don’t know what it’s like to have a god rummaging through your soul, doing its level best to torture you into being its willing thrall. You don’t know how it feels to have your introduction to the system being your body falling to pieces. You don’t know what it’s like to be Beyond this world.”

Nymlera stumbled back.

“Every setback is an opportunity. You’ve had ample time to make use of that, but you got complacent. You don’t remember what it’s like to lose, do you? To be inches from death with every passing moment?”

Pain. That was… what was this? Her aura had been suppressed before, but that had been by a goddess. She hadn’t fought back against it—the Mother had been reshaping her soul.

“No? Well, let me remind you.”

This was pure, unadulterated force. Every fabric of her being lit aflame, her soul screaming out as she tried to resist, but she couldn’t. All she had to fight with at this range was her aura. She had always relied on her minions to fight. An individual battle like this was not what she was suited for, but she’d known that she was the strongest.

She’d known.

But the pain seared through her entire existence, fragmenting her mind, and all of the things she had been so sure she’d known began to slip away.

Nymlera Brooksoul, creator of the devouring gestalt, matriarch of one of the greatest life elf clans, screamed.

In this moment, she sounded no different from any of the thousands she’d butchered.

#

[Envoy of Mercy] granted you one level of [Blessed] and one level of [Purified].

[Nymlera Brooksoul] has forfeited.

You have won your third duel.

“Shit,” Will said. “I did not want her to stay alive.”

He’d forgotten that it was possible to forfeit at any moment, and it had cost him.

During his final training session with the Hunger, he’d begun a different type of aura training. Will had refined his aura into a perfect shield, forced to mold it and his soul into a form that could withstand the force of the Hunger.

As it turned out, in a world where aura control was so very, very important, a shield could very easily be made into a sword.

Will’s efforts were crude. Rudimentary. After only one “lesson,” all he could do was attempt to use brute force.

Sometimes, though, brute force was all he needed. Sen’s eyes had confirmed most of his guesses about Nymlera and patched up the gaps in his knowledge. She’d put literally everything into her summoner build, and as strong as they were, they really didn’t play with corruption well.

Will had been able to overpower their auras and hit them with a nasty chain using the slayer sword, scepter, Decaying Touch, The Bell Tolls, and Ghostflame roughly in that order. Though the mana expenditure had been massive, he had been able to gather their mana and health back afterwards with his Death attribute. Mark for Death, notably, had not been involved. He couldn’t afford to take damage instead of draining health while they were alive, after all.

He looked back at the now-empty prison facility and winced, wishing he could get a message through to Earth down below. The rush of power that had surged through him when he’d been crushing Nymlera’s soul with the incredible intensity of his aura had felt too good. It had been addicting, and he’d reveled in causing someone else pain.

Will didn’t really care if that made him a bad person. He did care that it had meant that Nymlera would survive to see another day, back on the surface.

“Maybe if I’m lucky, the gestalt and Nymlera will take care of themselves. Oh, who am I kidding? Frankenstein and his monster never got shit sorted out, and I doubt this’ll work out either.”

He sighed, waiting for the teleportation to take him. He was going to have to figure out a better way to cheat this time. The system, perhaps detecting the BS he’d pulled off last time, had placed him on an asteroid that was largely isolated.

Instead of the transportation, though, he received a system message.

[William Li-Brown], you have been offered a sponsorship.

A second, identical message appeared shortly afterwards, then a third. Four. Five.

“What the fuck?”

Current open sponsor offers:

- The Lady of Overwhelming Violence

- The Order of the Striker

- The Lord of Loss

- [Two sponsors wished to keep their identities hidden]

You will be transported off-planet in [1 minute].

“No, seriously,” Will said, looking up. “What the fuck?”

            

    
        Chapter 78: Sponsorship

    
    
    
    
                Will had heard about the sponsors prior to this point. They’d been mainstays of the leaderboard since about a week or two after the apocalypse had begun, and Lev had brought them up a time or two. They’d never contacted him up until this point, so he’d largely put them at the back of his mind.

He did know that Hua and Haoyu had both benefited from their sponsors granting them credits and items that synergized well with their kits, but he hadn’t bothered really asking them about what the process entailed.

“Apparently, interplanetary travel.”

The timer was counting down quickly. Recognizing the imminent transportation to his sponsors, the system had decided not to send Will from this arena into a safe waiting area for the next round. Instead, it just confined him within the area.

“You couldn’t even leave me anything to loot?”

To be fair, that was his own fault.

Just like the other rounds, Will had nearly immediately used Destructive Synthesis on his limiter, which didn’t do much in terms of granting him skills but did take off all the checks that it placed on him to prevent him from committing to a lethal attack. He hadn’t been punished for it yet, but this time, he hadn’t used it to its fullest.

With no opponent killed, there was nothing for him to take. Will sent more of Sen’s eyes out past the arena, exploring the space around him. There wasn’t much new for him to discover, though. Focused bursts of the familiar’s truesight gave him insight into the other spatial bodies in the area.

His was the most isolated, a greater distance from the other asteroids than any of them were from each other—four or five hundred miles, maybe. Earlier, he’d crossed a distance about half of that, utilizing all of his movement skills to gain absurd amounts of momentum. Even then, it had taken him hours to find and reach Caiyeri’s dome.

The same wasn’t going to be possible here. Not with only… thirty-six seconds remaining, that was.

He scanned the entire area around him, looking for anything not nailed to the floor or sinking back into it. There was very little of note, but the prison did have a few items that he was able to teleport to and absorb into his inventory.

You have gained 192 silver credits.

Darkness Essence [x12] has been added to your inventory. Iron Essence [x12] has been added to your inventory.

Nathan had mentioned something about receiving chaos essence after the executor quest that had given Will awakening shards of the Beyond. A quick skim of it revealed that it was primarily a magical crafting element. Will, who had yet to craft anything in favor of simply stealing powerful weapons off his enemies, had no current use for that, but he was sure he could sell it for some decent cash, which he was in sore need of.

Just as he finished looting up, the timer hit zero.

Transportation to sponsor selection initiated.

Will sighed. “Damn it. You couldn’t give me at least five more m—“

Darkness.

#

After so much weirdness with the reality breaks in the tournament and his own ventures into the Beyond, Will was almost relieved to have some regular teleportation at long last.

Almost.

So far, every room he’d been brought into had looked like a ruin, as if it had been pieced together from the shards of a dozen different planets. This, however, looked like a real institution. Will was reminded of a class trip he’d taken to the UN building in San Francisco back when he’d been in high school, except all the flags and national emblems had been replaced with esoteric, colorful banners that he didn’t recognize.

Another burst of spatial magic moved him out from the entrance, landing him in what looked sort of like the set designers on Star Wars had gone and reimagined a courtroom. Will sat alone at a metal table in a large, dark room, a spotlight shining on him. Facing him in a rough semi-circle were five regions, each with a spotlight of their own. He guessed immediately that these were to be representatives of his potential sponsors.

Five of them appeared to be physically present, each of them standing far taller than Will could, but the leftmost and rightmost were cloaked in darkness that obscured their features beyond the most general silhouettes.

The remaining three sponsors were at least twenty feet tall each, which Will assumed—or maybe hoped—were either using some kind of illusion magic to project themselves in or were temporarily magically enhanced.

All three visible representatives were stunningly, dangerously attractive Users, perfected through however many decades or centuries of training and refinement. He couldn’t tell much more past the visual.

Will’s aura senses were perfectly intact, but even his long, brutal training couldn’t make up for the sheer difference in power. He had been able to overpower a gold, but that was a rank higher. These people weren’t just a rank higher. In fact, they weren’t even a tier higher.

As far as he could tell, the woman who was second from the left was the weakest, and even she was so vastly above him that he knew any serious attempt to attack her would result in a death so fast he wouldn’t even register it. She looked like a particularly pale human, but as she smiled at him, the representative revealed a mouth full of bloody, dripping fangs. The air around her was tinted red, her very existence seeming to make reality itself bleed.

“Let me guess,” Will said drily. “The Lady of Overwhelming Violence? It can’t be easy talking with a mouth that full of blood.”

She tittered, her voice surprisingly clear and deep for her slender, devilish build. “When you get to our level, Will, the rules can bend. Like, for instance, being able to speak with perpetually bleeding teeth.”

“Do you have, like, a shorter name? If you don’t, I’m calling you Love, mostly because LOV still feels wrong in my mouth.”

That got another laugh out of her. “A perfectly acceptable name. Love. How quaint.”

The next over was clad in so much armor that he was barely recognizable as humanoid underneath it all. Even the armor radiated such an intense aura that Will could barely withstand being in its presence—and he was pretty sure that the man handling it was actively suppressing its power.

That power was ever so slightly familiar, though. He’d seen a much lesser variation of it before on Hua and Haoyu’s weapons.

“Shaak’thor,” the man introduced himself simply. “I represent the Order of the Striker.”

The last of the three who’d chosen to make themselves visible still hid his face. He looked like he was attending a funeral. A dark and heavy veil draped over his body, clinging loosely to the giant and making him seem more like a walking ghost than a man. Just looking at him sent a chill up Will’s spine. He got the sensation that if he caught a glimpse of what was under the veil, he would have what could be aptly described as “a bad time.”

“The Lord of Loss,” Will completed. “And you two assholes are the mystery ones?”

“You would do well to remember your place, human,” Shaak’thor said. There was no heat in his voice, but his aura shone with killing intent. “Though I compete with them, I will brook no disrespect to my peers.”

“Oh, loosen up, ya damn corpo,” the left-side mystery figure said. “You know what you’re payin’ for. Don’t want defiance, don’t come ‘ere.”

Will couldn’t place her accent, most likely because she wasn’t from Earth, but she sounded vaguely southern. He could picture her on a rocking chair out in front of a barn, chewing on a stalk of wheat, shotgun across her lap. The image was so sudden and so intense that he wondered if her mere presence was affecting his mind.

Despite the raw power exuding from the others, Will instantly became wariest of her. She had seen fit to conceal her identity, which either meant she was embarrassed, which was unlikely, or had a reason to hide her name and power, which was almost certainly true.

“Would you care to give me a name?” he asked. “And also an explanation? I just got dragged into this whole gameshow thing here, and I’ve got better things to do.”

“Better things like breaking a fair tournament,” Shaak’thor said disapprovingly.

“Still hung up on that?” the mystery woman said. “To answer your question, you may call me…  Ash.”

“Great,” Will said. “And the explanation?”

“We will present you with our offers, one at a time,” Love said. “You may discuss the offers with us, then we may counteroffer.”

“You have turned many heads,” the Lord of Loss said.

“Jesus, dude,” Will said, hearing the Lord for the first time. “You sound like someone took a cheese grater to your throat, then ran it over gravel.”

That got a laugh out of him, which didn’t sound any more pleasant.

“There is no advancement without a setback before,” he said, expressing a view startlingly close to one of Will’s own.

“We’re not here to discuss philosophy, Tarin,” Love said. “Let us proceed with our offers.”

Will frowned, trying to parse the power dynamic here. These people seemed to treat each others as equals, and they were competing over him. What value did they get out of him? Would they even tell him if he asked? He had no way to verify whether or not they would tell him the truth, which was a problem.

What was certain was that this would benefit them in some way or another. If it didn’t, they wouldn’t have been here.

Why him? Why now? What did they gain?

Will regretted not asking Haoyu and Hua more questions. Their input on what the sponsors expected out of them would have been invaluable.

“Seeing as nobody else has put their offer forward, “ Love said, “I will begin.”

She gestured, and a single blood-red disc appeared before Will. The Lady gestured for him to look at it, so he picked it up, examining the gem-like disc.

Item: [Demonic Elemental Affix]

Rare, diamond

Changes the class of a metal-tier user to its demonic variant. Replace one of your existing elements with the [Demon] element, which is then added as a secondary element to your class (or a primary element, if the primary element was removed). All existing skills are replaced with at-rank [Demon] skills.

“And a generous credit compensation, of course,” the Lady added. “One thousand gold, with an additional hundred per User you slay.”

Will looked at the gem, then to her. “You’re joking, right?”

“Not at all.”

A diamond rank item was nothing to sneeze at, especially when it could take a non-class element, which could only take three skills, and upgrade it to one that could take four alongside being boosted by the class.

But Will remembered what the Demon element came with. He’d looked at it during the tutorial.

Element: [Demon]

Demons are beings that survive within the deep chaos. Not quite gods, not quite mortal, their magic is esoteric and unusable by mortal beings. Affixing this guarantees insanity that cannot be resisted alongside a perfect chance of total personality rewrite, but it can grant power of that which lies beyond the realm of the system.

After gaining access to the Beyond, Will had to wonder whether it was there that these strange beings resided, but whatever the case, he could not brook a mental invasion of that scale.

“Ten thousand gold credits,” Shaak’thor offered. “This, and a gold-rank weapon.”

With another gesture, the gem disappeared, replaced by a rack of every weapon under the sun—bows, spears, swords, clubs, spiked shields, even a gun or three. To Will’s disappointment, they really weren’t anything special. All of them were rare loot at best, with many of them being common, and they had no effects beyond increasing damage.

“An elemental gem that’ll make me go insane and the equivalent of a +1 weapon,” Will said. “Looking promising so far.”

“I’ve taken a trip or two around your planet,” Ash said, a playful note in her voice. “Shaak’thor here defended my honor, so I’ll do his the same. It’s worth +2, at least.”

Will got the intense impression that she was winking at him. He shuddered.

“Your interjection is noted,” Shaak’thor said icily. “That concludes the Order of the Striker’s opening offer.”

“You really don’t seem to like me,” Will noted. “Why the hell are you even here, then? You’re offering me loot that’s far above what I can get here on my own, but you clearly don’t want to sponsor me.”

“I represent my organization’s interests.”

“Ahhhh,” Will said, nodding understandingly. “The corpo. Now it all makes sense.”

“I like you, human,” Ash said.

“Of course you do,” Love replied. “Everyone does. A corruption wielder, defier of the system, iconoclast, and a sharp, bitter personality. I’m surprised nobody made a bid earlier.”

“You know why nobody did,” the Lord of Loss said. “My offer.”

A single sword sppeared, replacing the array that had faced Will before. A tablet came alongside it.

Will checked the tablet first.

Item: [Tablet of Loss]

Epic

No man can make it throughout life without loss. This tablet will ensure that you are not alone.

Affixes a skill to an attribute that is affixed to [Death] at gold rank or at the User’s current rank, whichever is higher.

He whistled. A gold-rank skill was higher than anything he had other than Corruption Resistance, which wasn’t offensive in any way, shape, or form.

Onto the sword.

Item: [Eclipse]

Mythic, unformed (growth)

Forged by the Lord of Loss himself. This weapon can be used as an arcane focus for the [Death] attribute.

[Echo of Loss] - This weapon gains a charge when a party member dies or when you kill another User. You can expend one charge to activate one appropriate skill of a deceased party member or killed User at the current rank of the weapon.

Oh. That was genuinely very, very strong.

“Wow,” Will said, looking at it appreciatively. “What’s the catch? Surely no sponsor is going to give this to me for free.”

“That much should be obvious,” the last voice said, speaking for the first time. It sounded male, but it was garbled by so many layers of disruption that it was nearly incomprehensible.

“Who are you?” Shaak’thor asked. “I know the rest. Even the one who claims the name ‘Ash.’ We have no intelligence upon you, final bidder.”

“Who I am is unimportant. The only name that matters here is William Li-Brown.”

Will found his eyes drawn to the figure hidden in shadow. “Yes?”

“Sponsors want you for similar reasons as sigils,” Ash said, cutting in. “We earn a tidy profit off of intergalactic observers of the current cycle, a cut of which goes to you. There will also sometimes be promises of future alliance, presuming you ever make it that far.”

“Which you will,” the last voice said. Even through the distortion, its resolve was strong and steely. “We are not the only five that wished to acquire you, but we were the first to be allowed through.”

“That’s reassuring,” Will said flatly. “More people competing for a piece of my meat. Wait, no, that sounds wrong. You get the idea. Buying my body? No.”

“You are here for two reasons, Will,” the yet-unnamed voice said. “The first is that everyone here believes you have the potential to bring them to godhood. The second is that you are too dangerous, and these ladies and lords want you wearing their chains. Why do you think the trial opened you up to sponsors so abruptly, when you were closed off before?”

Will thought to the previous round of duels, where he’d realized that he, too, could brazenly cheat without consequences.

“Shit,” he muttered.

“What are you saying?” Shaak’thor asked, affronted. “Stranger, do you know how much planning you are undermining? You court death!”

“The only one any of us are courting is him.”

Will didn’t have a way out of here. Sen was time-locked, but even then, it couldn’t escape the raw power of the sponsors around him, and it was therefore sticking very close to Will’s body, which meant he had no eyes on the outside of this place. Besides, if he even lifted a finger to try corrupting his way out, he knew that five separate representatives, each of which had to be Lord or Lady tier at minimum, would wipe him out before the table even began to smoke.

The system, or perhaps the organization behind it, or perhaps even the Order of the Striker or anyone who was invested in a ‘fair trial of the champion,’ had succeeded in preventing him from cheating and artificially boosting his allies upward.

That was definitely not good. Will doubted Liam would be able to win his round, and he was also unsure about Hua and Caiyeri, both of whom had struggled in the last round. Blurr was debatably an ally, but she had a decent shot of making it through.

His words to Nymlera hadn’t been empty, though. Every setback was an opportunity.

Deep breath, he told himself. These people are only so powerful that they can crush you like a summer ant.

“You’re courting me, are you?” he asked. “Then show me what you’ve got. I’m not accepting a single offer until every last card is on the table.”

            
