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 Prologue 
 
    Wukari disliked the act of killing the women he slept with. He was unsettled by how the surprise would illuminate their eyes and how they would claw at him like rabid felines at his hands tightening against their throats. Their purpling faces displeased the gentleman within him. Their tirelessly gasping desire for air brought him no satisfaction. Such beautiful women did not deserve to have their features marred by brutality.  
 
    The Alhamisian woman beneath him was breathtaking. Brilliant raven hair and soft ocean-blue eyes being blemished by her gasps and repeated strikes at his chest. He cared little for the fact that she was likely a spy working for the country, her beauty was all that mattered. Wukari had little doubt that her absence would be noticed by her superiors. Yet, there would be no evidence to trace her disappearance to him. He never left evidence. 
 
    He felt it a waste to kill beautiful women, alas, he was the Prince of Takum and the laws were clear. The seed of the Royal Line of Takum was never to be unmonitored. Never to leave Takumian control. No bastard children must ever be born of the Takumian Royal Line, lest the line fall.  
 
    All the women he bedded would carry his child because the Royal Line was strong. At ten, in his more careless days, one of his mother’s handmaids of fourteen caught his eye, and he took her as his. She was his first, and three months later, when the signs were impossible to hide, he confessed to his deed of being the one responsible. 
 
    His mother was still cross with him over the incident. The girl had not only been one of her favorite handmaids but her favorite seamstress. Once the executioner’s axe came down and her head rolled into a bucket, the Queen of Takum came in dire need of a new person to design her evening gowns. 
 
    Wukari smiled, lost in the memory. He stopped smiling when the tiny pats against his chest vanished. The raven-haired woman beneath him was motionless. Her face was an uneven shade of purple, no breath escaped her nostrils. Slowly, he released his grip from her neck, where imprints of his large palms were against her skin like tribal engravings against rock. 
 
    Gently, tenderly, he placed his lips against hers. “Forgive me, my precious.” He brushed aside her hair with his palm. With two fingers, he closed her eyes.  
 
    The world was less beautiful, and it was his fault.  
 
    “Brother, I need to speak with –” 
 
    The door swung open without warning. His sister stood, frozen at the door. Wukari muttered a silent expletive for forgetting to lock it. The Alhamisians used flimsy rectangular devices called ‘cards’ to lock their doors, and he was yet to master its usage. What was so difficult about making keys and keyholes? Had they no locksmiths in this country? 
 
    “Sann ’wo brother!” It was rare for him to hear his sister swear. Even rarer to hear her do so in their language. “This? Again?” 
 
    Wukari’s gaze remained on the departed woman. 
 
     “Muku! Muku! Muku!” she hissed. The Alhamisians had no direct translation for the insult in their language. The closest would either be fool, idiot, stupid or goat. As far as Takumians were concerned, it meant all four.  
 
    “You worry too much.” He patted the side of the bed. “Sit, let me ease you.” 
 
    “For once brother can you think without using that stupid thing in between your legs!” Kwana said. “We are in this country as honored guests!” 
 
    Wukari barked a loud, hollow laugh. He rubbed away at his chin, lips morphing into a smile. “Ever so courteous, my dear little sister. Yet, you are wrong. The Alhamisians do not care about us as guests. They did not break bread nor proffer wine. They did not invoke Visitor’s Right. We are not obliged to be courteous to them.” 
 
    Kwana closed the door behind her, slowly, she took a breath. “Their culture is not our own Wukari.” 
 
    “That is true. It is far inferior. Takum does not belittle others as savages. Takum welcomes strangers with food and wine and merriment. Takum does not treat those of royal blood with open disdain or make threats without consequences. Takum’s pride is reserved for its enemies, not its tourists.” 
 
    “This,” his sister took another breath. He counted it as longer than the first. “This is not the time for this argument. Not while you straddle a woman’s corpse.” 
 
    “Molash sister.” The power granted to their ancestors and inherited by their line was useful in moments like these. Lightly, he touched the forehead of his conquest with his index and middle fingers and slowly trailed it down. 
 
    “All things flee death but to it, all things return, for death is the household of man and life is his Visitor. Embrace the Visitor, accept the visitor, but remember the Visitor is a visitor – and soon,” He stopped his fingers over her heart. 
 
    “The visitation will end.” 
 
    Piece by piece, inch, by inch, her body faded into light. Sparkles of dust, sprinkles of brilliant glitter, all of it rushing forth into Wukari, absorbing itself into his nostrils. Once the process was done, there was nothing left of the woman, and Wukari’s muscles pulsed. His face smoothed, his hair regained luster and a brilliant sheen, his eyes sparkled brighter, and his physique thinned. 
 
    Wukari gestured to the empty bed. “Now, sit.” 
 
    “No, brother,” said Kwana. “While you have been busy, I have been gathering information. As there are no Kings of any sort in Alhamis, the prophecy cannot be speaking of this country. The Holy Empire of Maris to the West, possesses an Emperor, the Gaban Kingdom to the East possesses a dynasty, and the Saba’in Raiders far north have a Chief. I believe we will find him in one of these three places.” 
 
    “So you say, sister.” 
 
    Kwana crossed her arms. “Bana’s prophecies have never been wrong.” 
 
    Wukari’s lips curled. “Nor have I ever believed otherwise. Yet, she has never been so vague.” 
 
    “It is due to powers beyond her. Seeing this prophecy was as attempting to find one grain of wheat in the Zing Fields.” 
 
    “So she says.” 
 
    Kwana’s lips thinned. “You have no qualms believing in her prophecies when it comes to ensuring that you have no bastard children who will one day rise to destroy the Kingdom, but now that the prophecy hints at your dethronement, you refuse to believe it?” 
 
    “Little sister, how can I? From birth, I was told my destiny was to become King of Takum. The stars aligned, Seven Sages came from the Beyonds and whispered to father’s ears that I would be the King of Kings, He Who Shall Rule Supreme. Now, an old, senile woman with one eye narrates that the Sages were wrong – destiny has been shifted, and a new King has arisen from oblivion to displace me. To displace, all.”  
 
    Wukari laughed. “Perhaps it is time to end Bana’s visitation before she spouts more nonsense. The old woman has outstayed her welcome.” 
 
    Something struck him. Wukari realized that his face was turned to the side. Only slowly did the stinging occur, and only then did he notice his sister’s outstretched palm. 
 
    “Do not speak ill of our Seer, Wukari. I will not stand for it.”  
 
    A low growl rumbled from his throat. The sound was animalistic, primal. Kwana did not flinch. She stared straight at him, never flinching. He restrained his growl. He lulled the beast within him to sleep. He commanded it to heel. He chained it to the grounds of his thought and stomped on its jaws dribbling with venom. Within his mind, he recited his mantra. He remembered his purpose. 
 
    I am the Prince of Takum. I am a just and fair ruler. I shall be the King all Kings will hold in respect. I am the Lion that stands at the hill on the Savannah. I will guard my Pride and oversee my Kingdom. I will slay my enemies and protect my lioness. I will curb my hunger and fight to conquer. I am the Prince. I am the Lion. I am the heart of Takum. 
 
    He controlled his breathing. Curbed the beast lingering to be released at the slight. Sedated it, stroking its chin until it lulled itself to sleep. The sting from his sister’s slap meant nothing to him. Yet, he was to be King. A King that would let an insult go without punishment was not proper.  
 
    “Look at you – so courageous, sister. I miss the days when all I had to do to make you scared was touch you.” 
 
    His hand moved to her. She flinched. He could not hear her breathing. Her chest stopped moving. Wukari allowed his lips the smile of a King. “The little girl who would whimper when I guided my fingers up her thighs has grown into such a fine, beautiful woman.” 
 
    Kwana didn’t respond. Wukari could feel the heat lingering behind her gaze. The sensation of burning that dawdled and confronted him, every single inch of him almost completely engulfed in fire, burning and begging for a quenching droplet of water. Still defiant. Still ablaze. Even aware that all he needed to do was touch her to reduce her to specks of stardust and end her visitation, she would mask her fear with a cowl of loathing.  
 
    Wukari brought his hand down, smiling. “Such a beautiful woman you are, little sister.” 
 
    Her chest moved again. Her breath resumed. Her gaze did not quench. Words would not leave her lips. Backward was the only direction her steps could echo. Until they echoed no more.  
 
    The door slammed shut. Wukari could still feel the heat in the room. He could still feel the loitering warmth and sensation of burning, all of which had accumulated on a single spot, throbbing with renewed warmth. 
 
    Sleep would not be coming for him this night. Wukari reached for his robes and began to dress, his tongue running slowly across his upper lips. A King’s wrath and his passion were two sides of the same coin. Kwana had sent the coin into the air. It was a tragedy, that she did such. A tragedy, that she awoke the beast within him a second time.  
 
    Now another young woman would die this night, and the world would again be less beautiful.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1: The Vulture 
 
    The creature was loud. Its footsteps were thunder to my hearing. Its low, arrogant growls were the revving of an engine. Its breathing and heartbeat were a steady drum following a rhythm. Perhaps, in its mind, it believed itself to be some sort of master of subterfuge. A stealth hunter. An ambush predator. Hiding within the green shrubbery of the forest, its matching green fur would no doubt mask it from detection. 
 
    Three heavy strides and it lunged out into the open. Two mumbled words, and it collapsed dead unto the ground. “[Diamond Bullet].” 
 
    A supersonic crack of displaced air. A hole, tearing itself through the creature’s skull. Dropping unto the earth like a trader delivering a bag of rice. 
 
    [Chameleon Panther x1 Killed] 
 
    [1400 Experience Points Gained] 
 
    [The title {Genocidal} has come into effect for the species {Chameleon Panther}] 
 
    [25 Genocide Points Earned] 
 
    Stretching out, and I pretended to yawn. Skeletons could not sleep nor did they feel fatigued or tired. To some extent, it was a blessing, however, the lack of ability to sleep meant one could not dream. Ironic, I noted. Nightmares could not dream.  
 
    With neither eyelids to close nor eyeballs to see, sleep was an impossibility even if I tried. The hollow sockets lacking eyeballs deprived me of the ability to stop seeing and left me with only one other option.  
 
    Meditation. Entering a trance. A tranquil state. Spine resting against a tree for support, tail placed to the side, skull against the bark, and gaze skyward. There were no lungs to breathe, so there was no way to know if at that moment, my breathing was relaxed. I believed it was. Positioned in this manner to trance made it easier. Being one and at ease with the planet made the tiniest of sounds thunderous. 
 
    [Sixth Sense – Danger Detected] 
 
    “[Diamond Bullet].” 
 
    [Chameleon Panther x1 Killed] 
 
    [1400 Experience Points Gained] 
 
    [50 Genocide Points Earned] 
 
    The wildlife of Alamir was annoyingly persistent. The second green panther attempting to lunge from the top of the tree crashed into the earth, bones cracking upon impact. I was pleased it didn’t fall into my campfire and snuff it.  
 
    Looking up, the night sky was littered with a million stars. Splashes of white and blue across an ocean of inky darkness. Shattered pearls on pitch-black cardboard. From the perspective of a worm, the sky had been incomprehensible. A fraction of it was only ever visible during that time, and now, from the perspective of a bipedal skeleton, the perspective of man, the sky was vaster, as only a slightly larger fraction was available. Nine celestial bodies hung in the sky, curved in the manner of a crescent. Moons. Alamir has nine moons. 
 
    The crackling of wood came from the campfire. Wisps of flame hovered above burnt logs, dancing in the air, serpents to a charmer’s flute. A skewered rabbit lay in between the flames. Flesh sizzling, fat juices dripping down the stick and into the flames, the aroma of meat being exposed to fire wafted through the dense forest. Roasting meat over an open flame was the catalyst inviting predators to attack me as the scent was divine.  
 
    My skeletal hand extended into the flames. The sensation was cold. After dying by Zlosta’s fire hundreds upon hundreds of times, [Lesser Fire Resistance] became [Fire Immunity]. The campfire was chilly. No matter how long my hand remained in the flames, it never went beyond feeling like a gentle winter breeze.  
 
    Snagging the cooked rabbit from the heat, sharp teeth sunk into it. The sensation of soft, tender meat came without a tongue to translate taste. There was no mouth to generate sensory feedback. There was no throat to swallow. No stomach to digest.  
 
    The rabbit ground between my teeth nonetheless. Pretending I could taste it, imagination filled in the blanks: the tenderness, the juiciness and fat, the rich umami and balance of flavors. A nice glass of wine came along with it, red, to complement the taste of the meat, or perhaps white, if only to recall father’s puffed face at my apathy for a wine connoisseur’s arbitrary rules.  
 
    The remnants of my imagination were not pretty. Thoroughly chewed meat dropped back to the soil. The imagination continued and morphed into memory. Father sneering his nose for the wasting of food, brother doing his best to hide his glee at my scolding. Father’s sermon reminding me he was not born with a platinum spoon in his mouth and an exotic Arabian butler to hold it. The sermon continuing with how he clawed his way to wealth and power by making use of the talents of people who were too untalented to effectively use it themselves. There’d be the scathing comparison that’d conclude the sermon, he was unlike me, fortunate enough to be born into a family that lacked nothing.  
 
    Except perhaps affection. Though that was up for debate. Father believed affection could be bought, all that needed to buy it was not money, but the things money could provide. 
 
    Searching the trees around me, with [Thermal Sense] it didn’t take long to find something close to what I needed. An odd dark-red feathered vulture maintaining its distance a fair pace away. Its large beady eyes were homed in my direction, but it did not approach.  
 
    With [Earth Control] a clay bowl molded itself into being. Dried and hardened, my hands scraped the chewed rabbit into it. Next, a clay tray with small wheels. A light push and the tray rolled toward the direction of the vulture. Manipulating the wheels with, it accelerated like a toy car into the creature’s domain, navigating past sticks and branches. 
 
    The tray came to a stop at the tree the bird sat upon. The creature’s head spun around, freakishly, in the manner that reminisced of an owl and reminded me of the oddness of this world’s hybrid fauna. Tilting, it stared at the offering like a befuddled god questioning its mortal’s tribute. 
 
    The owlish-vulture swooped down. Its beak poked around at the meat, before kicking it away and scattering it onto the floor. It took to the air, charging closer and closer until it arrived at the carcass of the first dead panther. The beak slammed into the dead creature’s eyeball and plucked it out of its head, swallowing it whole.  
 
    I chuckled. Even a vulture had pride not to accept something given to it freely. The red-winged vulture enjoyed its meal, my sole companion in the campfire-illuminated night.  
 
    Despite possessing [Duality], the world was vast. Perhaps it was larger than earth. The only thing supporting that assumption was the presence of multiple moons. Multiple satellites revolving around a planetoid object often meant the object’s mass and gravitational pull was enough to enable it. This depended on whether I was recalling my astronomy correctly. Astronomy was one of those things one had a fascination in passing, and something I never gained a tutor for. Father’s voice was clear: Why be bothered about other planets and galaxies when you are yet to make a difference in your own? 
 
    The vulture reared its head sharply. Looking in my direction. “How does it taste?” 
 
    The vulture slammed its beak back into the dead panther’s face and ripped off a portion of flesh. A laugh almost escaped me. 
 
    “I can’t relate. Don’t have a tongue you see.” 
 
    The vulture turned its head. Three hundred and sixty-degrees like an owl, it was something unusual to see on a creature that was not supposed to have that feature. Especially how its neck would imitate a braid when it spun. Its eyes were still on me. On me, and then back to where it came from. Where I sent it the chewed rabbit. 
 
    “That?” I said. “That was me reimagining fine dining. I used to be rather well-off. Relatively speaking. It was father’s wealth, not mine. A fact he ensured I never forgot.” 
 
    The vulture turned its head a second time. The tongue of the panther was now slowly being gobbled up by the creature. Its eyes remained on me, then to the campfire, then to the skies, and back to me. 
 
    “How did I get here?” 
 
    Another three-hundred and sixty-degree turn of its neck. 
 
    “I died. I was trying to save this woman who was enraged at me for laying off her father, you see, and she sent me off a building. I met a cosmic being and he offered up heaven or hell, but I turned him down on both accounts. Didn’t see the merit. He sent me here, to Alamir. As a worm. A worm.” 
 
    The vulture worked its way down the panther. The eyes were plucked clean, the tongue and flesh on the face were gone in a remarkably short amount of time.  
 
    A diamond dagger formed in my hand and was tossed towards the carcass. The dagger morphed into a gnome golem via [Golem Creation]. Turning the dead panther on its belly, it sliced straight down the throat of the beast to the genitals before vanishing. 
 
    The vulture gave me a tepid stare. Swiveling its head with another three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn, it waddled with its talons unto the opened carcass and went to work on the panther’s red intestines. It marveled me how much one tiny bird could eat. 
 
    “He turned me into a worm, but I crawled my way to a skeleton. Pardon the pun.” Stretching my hands in front of my face showed me white hard bone deprived of flesh. “Most men would have been driven insane, I tell myself. If they woke up as a worm, most men would go mad. I remind myself that I’m not insane despite it all. I’m better than the average man in that regard. Superior.” 
 
    Gobbling down the panther’s heart, the vulture’s throat expanded to allow the heart to pass through it. Almost like an old-timey Saturday morning cartoons where beings swallowed objects twice their size and took on the object’s shape. Nothing like that happened here, but the vulture kept gobbling up food without end. 
 
    “That’s enough about me. You, on the other hand, are far more interesting. Do you know you’re eating at least three times your body weight?” 
 
    Gulping down the panther’s heart, the vulture with the elastic neck burped. It burped. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    The vulture’s response was to flap its wings and go down and further to the panther’s genitals, before opening its beak and tearing directly into the testes. 
 
    “You know, there are some things you should not be eating.” I chastised. “Not that I can judge. I’ve eaten mosquito larvae, eaten my way out of a snake, snacked on rabbits and ants. I suppose I have no right to condemn panther balls as cuisine.” 
 
    The campfire was beginning to flicker in intensity. I created another tiny gnome Golem. The gnome gathered wood and other flammable materials, placed them into the flames to increase their intensity. The vulture was preoccupied enjoying its meal, picking off and scraping all the flesh from the dead panther’s ribcage. 
 
    “Tell me, bird, are you aware of Maslow’s hierarchy?” 
 
    The vulture’s head tilted at an odd angle. 
 
    “Of course not. Well, simply put, it’s a rather nifty motivational theory. Useful for benchmarks. Picture a pyramid if you will and at the bottom, we have the physiological needs of food, water, warmth and rest. Most of these are rendered moot for me as a skeleton, as I neither eat nor drink nor sleep.” 
 
    Reaching for a stick, I drew a pyramid on the earth. 
 
    “Above the physiological is the need for safety. Shelter, employment, personal security and property. I have none of these. Even if I’m to be a nomad, I’d prefer if I could rest without having to worry about panthers stalking in trees.” 
 
    I separated the pyramid into lines. 
 
    “Above the physiological, is the social need. The desire for love, companionship, intimacy, and belonging. Love would be a novel experience for me. Companionship and sex are also things I would prefer to have, but as it stands, I believe I’d settle simply a company that’s at least capable of holding a conversation.” 
 
    The vulture cried. 
 
    “You don’t qualify I’m afraid. Don’t look at me like that. You’re a bird, our conversation topics would be sorely limited.” 
 
    The vulture was quiet. Beady sharp eyes gazed into space. 
 
    “Continuing, above the social need, we have the esteem needs. That is the need for feelings of pride and accomplishment. Finally, at the top of the pyramid, we have self-actualization.” 
 
    The vulture remained still. Each movement of its feathers rustling in the night wind. Almost entranced, the creature seemed to understand me. 
 
    “Maslow’s hierarchy lists the things I need in the order I would like to attain them. To cast away this skeletal form and be able to eat, drink, sleep and fuck. To encounter individuals by which I can hold conversations and debates about morality, religion, politics.” My hand stretched out, reaching forward for the stars. “This is a vast unknown world… I want to enrich myself in it. I want to listen to its versions of Mozart and Beethoven, of Jackson and Presley. Lose myself in its cuisine and discover how it’s mysteries and secrets. I could very well be the first man from earth to find myself here, absurd and insane and unlikely as that is. It’d be a tremendous waste not to make the most of such an opportunity.” 
 
    “I’m a long way from pursuing that lofty goal however. Can’t enrich myself in the world when I’m too occupied trying to survive it.” 
 
    The vulture burped. Its wings went up, as it turned around, attention refocusing on its meal. “I cannot tell if you are mocking me, sympathizing with me, or both.” 
 
    One full panther was plucked clean of everything except fur. The red-feathered, rubber-necked vulture took to the air, and began approaching me, began approaching the second dead panther. “My, you’re a greedy one aren’t you?” 
 
     [The passive skill [Kataramenos’ Gift] has come into effect] 
 
    The vulture dropped from the air and crashed into the ground. Stiff. Frozen. It did not move. There was no motion from it. Its feathers did not rustle. 
 
    “Ah.” the words were in my mouth but did not come. The vulture had gotten close to me. Too close to me. There was a reason things were not supposed to do that. “Well, at least you had a grand final meal.” 
 
    Leaving the spot underneath the tree I picked it up. The avian creature looked smaller in my hands. Felt lighter than a creature that wolfed down a whole panther. I plucked a single dark-red feather and placed it back on the earth. A shallow pit just large enough came to be under my command. I placed the vulture into it, and filling it with sand. 
 
    Retrieving the clay tray, I switched it from clay to concrete. Digging the concrete into the mound, I softened it enough to place the feather into it. “Hmm… this is the first time I’m burying anything, now that I think about it.”  
 
    My hands moved and carved on the concrete tombstone: A Hungry, Intelligent Vulture. 
 
    “I once killed a woman, you know.” I said, patting the fresh grave. “Her name was Milost. She was a Sage. She once killed me, setting me alight and burning my home, and yet, despite how much my mind tells me I’m justified in my vengeance, I still think about the utter waste it was. Her knowledge is gone, wasted. Her contribution to me remains unknown, unattained. She was a valuable resource, as a sentient person. I sent a bullet through her skull and wasted a life which could have brought me benefit, because it was unavoidable. I didn’t even bother to bury her, there was no time. And yet here I am, making a gravestone and little speech for you. For a vulture who had little to offer me. Odd isn’t it?” 
 
    Odd. Odder still that I was still talking.  
 
    “You have my thanks for letting me bounce my thoughts off you,” I said. “It’d have been rather sad, and perhaps make me appear a little bit insane if I was talking to myself –” 
 
    A laugh escaped my lips at the realization. 
 
    “I am talking to myself now aren’t I? Funny how that works.” 
 
    “Funny indeed.” 
 
    The air went still. Trees stopped rustling. Blades of grass froze in the wind. The makeshift grave shuddered, dirt scattering into the air. Darkness flooded the forest. The light of the campfire was swallowed whole. Sound muffled into an incomprehensible, deafening silence. 
 
    Ascending from the earth like a phoenix of the damned, the vulture rose. Neck bent and twisted. Eyes black and hollow. A smile inexplicably crept its way onto the creature’s curved beak as it hung limp in the air. 
 
    “Janus.” 
 
    The air was thick. Suffocating. I tried to move, yet my body was locked in place. Fixated. I could not budge. The sensation was familiar. Eerie. The voice, neither masculine nor feminine, tonally unidentifiable and devoid of any recognizable human accent. There was no mistaking who or what had taken control of the vulture. 
 
    “Oblivion.” 
 
    A cold, grasping feeling coiled around my chest. The vulture, possessed, vanished and reappeared directly before me. “I did not believe I would be seeing you so soon.” 
 
    “You didn’t? A shame. And here I was, arrogant enough to believe that you’d been watching me from up above, popcorn in hand, snickering and telling your god-buddies about my adventures.” 
 
    “You are upset.” 
 
    “No.” There was no chest to burn. No throat to be filled with a bitter lump. The biological nuances of the emotion of rage were devoid from me, yet, all the same, I felt it. “We’ve long since passed upset.”  
 
    The burning. Pulsating within me like an addictive substance, fueling my skeletal form as it swelled like the rotten corpse of a pregnant boar.  
 
    “You must have certainly thought yourself funny, reincarnating me into a worm.” 
 
    “I did not turn you into a worm Janus.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said blithely. “Hence why I currently trod through the hallways of a palace as the third noble son of a knighted Duke. Would you mind if I ordered the maids to fetch us a glass of wine while we chat?” 
 
    “Whatever creature you found yourself when you were reborn, it is solely as a result of your subconscious interpretation of your own value at the time of your death.” 
 
    My teeth gnashed against each other. Ground. Bony dust flittered out from the force. Bone-only fingers clenched tight enough for audible cracks to echo. “I applaud you. That tale is almost so well spun that I could almost believe it.”  
 
    “I have no reason to lie.” 
 
    “Just as you had no reason to twist my words and cast me into this world? Just as you had no reason to have listened to anything I did? Since when has reason become a feature you possessed? You, a supposed godlike being, who was baffled that a mortal would choose neither heaven nor hell, and in your infinite wisdom chose reincarnation as the middle-ground.” 
 
    “Janus –” 
 
    “What do you want?” My patience was thin. “You never appeared when I was on the brink of death, never appeared when I was a worm crawling on the earth, fleeing from death by ants. You did not appear when I was set on fire, begging for water like the rich man beseeching Lazarus’ mercy. The odds that you decided to appear before me now, out of the goodness of your heart are so small that I should be laughing at the absurdity of it.” 
 
    Oblivion remained silent for several seconds. “I am here to give you an important task.” 
 
    A scoff escaped me. “No.” 
 
    “You do not even know the details.” 
 
    “Nor am I interested in learning them.” 
 
    The vulture’s eyes dimmed. “Pettiness, Janus? The mortal man I remember was a soul who was worthy enough to be offered paradise or perdition. A man who felt sympathy for his killer, and an unyielding conviction in his beliefs. What happened to that man?” 
 
    “Spare me that drivel!” I roared. “I am no saint! I am not some paragon of humanity and righteousness and justice! Whatever ideals you mistakenly attributed to me are nothing more than the ideals you wished to see in me. I was just a man who wanted oblivion! But you – you gave me Tartarus.” 
 
    For the longest time, Oblivion said nothing. The vulture did not move. The thickness in the air was almost solid enough to tear a knife through it. My thoughts raged further, taking more effort than I was comfortable with to calm them. 
 
    “You are right,” Oblivion said, at last. “Alamir is not as I remember. Yet, that is not an issue. Should you wish to ever terminate the nightmare that is your existence, a suitably tall cliff or a comfortably large rock would suffice. Or perhaps, if you feel such methods to be too cowardly, a direct charge headlong into a foe beyond your measures would accomplish the deed quickly and painlessly.” 
 
    “I will not die while I’ve yet to accomplish anything in this second life. Suicide is not an option. Not until I have done something.” 
 
    “And what difference would it make if you die accomplishing nothing or die accomplishing everything?” 
 
    “The former would mean all I did was exist. The later would mean that all I did was live.” I announced. “And I want to live, Oblivion. I do not want to simply exist; I want to live.” 
 
     An ear-grating sound came from the vulture, a broken, pained sound, like the dying coughs of an elderly man. 
 
    “You amuse me, Janus.” 
 
    “I amuse you?” 
 
    “When I met you, you were a man who wanted nothing more than to die. It seems sending you to Alamir has given you a new lease on life and for that reason I am happy.” 
 
    My teeth were locked against each other. “And why would this make you happy?” 
 
    “I consider myself your friend, Janus. So, I am happy, that you no longer wish to die.” 
 
    “My friend?” I laughed. “Is that some sort of a joke?” 
 
    “You gave me a name. Never before had I met a human so brazen as to name the divine being offering to send him to paradise. Yet alone a human who names this divine being: Oblivion.” 
 
    “I was not aware that mockingly naming someone was the major prerequisite to form a lasting friendship.” 
 
    “Yet, of all the human souls I have met, you were the only one who conversed with me. For that reason alone, I will miss you, Janus.” 
 
    “Miss me? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I will be going Janus. Going somewhere far.”  
 
    Initializing… 
 
    Administrator Key Found. 
 
    Administrator Detected. 
 
    Administrator Command Codes Accepted. 
 
    File [DTask.ns] Retrieved. 
 
    File [PSystem.ns] Retrieved. 
 
    Installing [DTask.ns]… 
 
    Installing [PSystem.ns]… 
 
    Files Successfully Installed. 
 
    Reboot Required. 
 
    A splitting headache tore through my skull, leaving me nauseated and disorientated. The vulture blurred in my vision, my head feeling lighter with each passing second. “What… what did you…?” 
 
    “I would prefer for these final few seconds to be spent in the company of the only person I can consider a friend.” 
 
    Nothing he was saying was making any sense. The urge to vomit overwhelmed me despite lacking a stomach. The world was spinning on its axis, and the vulture was slowly appearing smaller and smaller and… 
 
    “Though you may not believe me, and you may not understand, know this Janus… I… am truly sorry.” 
 
    A cold hand grasped around my chest and turned to a frigid, icy spear. Oblivion was… apologizing? 
 
    “I underestimated the severity of the world I thrust you in. There are beings in Alamir beyond my comprehension. I suppose, in a way, your naming was apt – I am oblivious.” 
 
    An earth-shattering roar deafened me. Pressure unlike anything I had ever felt in my life crushed me down into the earth. Thick, pounding footsteps rushed through the forest as did the sound of something breathing. Every intake was a slow, nasal wheeze. Every exhale was forced, nasal whistle. The splitting sensation in my skull worsened. The ice in my chest coiled around me like a python, and my skeletal body refused to listen to me. Refused to stand or rise or run. 
 
    “Janus,” came Oblivion’s voice. “It has been a pleasure.” 
 
    Oblivion’s voice died into a cacophony of screeches and squeals. My body shook. I forced myself to stay as still as I could on the ground, mimicking a corpse. Oblivion’s is screeching. The harsh, endless screeches and pig-like squeals did not stop. I did not know how long they lasted. I could not count the seconds, in which I lay still, unmoving, hoping and waiting for the noises to end. 
 
    They did. After what felt like eons, the noise ended. The colors of the world faded. The sounds, muted. Something within me felt wrong. Wrong. The world felt wrong. The grass died, came back to life and died again. The night air was stale, and despite the cloudless sky, thunder cracked and left the air with the faint smell of ozone. Ozone… and copper. 
 
    Oblivion…? 
 
    A thick, heavy burp reverberated through the forest. Rhythmic beeping followed up. “Masssssster,” a serpentine voice spoke. “I have taken care of the disssssssturbance.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Jusssssst a low-tier deity from the concrete jungle world. They were a good sssssssnack.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “A ssssssssskeleton isssss here. A sssssstalker sssssssskeleton.” 
 
    “Destroy it and leave. Every human and nightmare within a thousand fields have no doubt sensed your presence. Do not draw any more attention than necessary.” 
 
    “Of coursssssssse, Massssssster.” 
 
    I could not see the creature. I could not see it, no matter how hard I tried. I could only hear it, its nasal breathing, it’s thick, pounding footsteps. The manner in an inexplicable weight centered down upon my skull and locked me in place. 
 
    “Wait –” I said, thinking, thinking. “Let me join you –!” 
 
    “Can you ssssssssee me?” 
 
     “Y-yes, I – I –” 
 
    “If ssssssskeleton cannot even ssssssee Apophisssssss, sssssskeleton is too weak to be of usssssse.” 
 
    “Wait, I can still –” 
 
    My skeleton shattered like a ceramic plate against concrete floor and everywhere went silent. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: From Oblivion 
 
    I was too optimistic. 
 
    [The title {Phoenix} has come into effect.] 
 
    The forest clearing was silent. The smolders of the campfire were long since dead. The air was thick with the scent of the decaying carcasses of the chameleon-panthers, slowly being beaten by the harsh glares of the mid-day sun. My skeletal body was as it always was, the voice of Oblivion was long since gone, as was the snake-like, hissing sound that came from the invisible thing that killed me.  
 
    Apophis. 
 
    I died, there was no mistaking it. My [Duality] had not been active. There was only one reason I survived, and it was because of my title: [Phoenix]. 
 
    Title: [Phoenix] 
 
    Details: A mythical title. Grants a 0.9% chance to revive from death with complete immunity to what killed you. Every brush with death you survive or near-death experience you have adds +3% odds to the chance. The odds are reset upon each successful resurrection. 
 
    Current Chance of Resurrection: 3% 
 
    Immunities: [Acid Immunity] [Fire Immunity] [Disintegration Immunity]  
 
    Disintegrated. That was how I had died. Disintegrated in an instant. 
 
    [Installation Complete!] 
 
    [You have (5) Messages From Admin: Oblivion] 
 
    Words floated themselves across my vision in the familiar blue box. Words danced and I read them. 
 
    Message: [Apologies] 
 
    Janus, if you are reading this, then I am likely no more. In my folly of reincarnating you into Alamir, I created a trail which connected it to your world. I believed I had little cause for concern, due to the weak nature of the trail.  
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    Powerful beings reverse-engineered the trail and created a doorway back to your world. I, alongside others like myself that govern your world were able to thwart their advancement by redirecting them into the ancient past, but this was all we could do as a last resort. 
 
    Already, their presence alters history. Janus, if they are not stopped, not destroyed, then the world you knew will never come to be.  
 
    I stared at the words. The floating, damning words that stared at me. Apologies, Oblivion said. Apologies. 
 
    Oblivion said he considered me his friend? Me? All I had ever done was have two conversations with him. One of those two conversations was me goading him into hoping he killed me. Was that all it took to become the acquaintance of a divine being? Goad them? 
 
    I stared at the message with a mix of indifference and irritation. What did it matter to me that the world I knew would never come to be? I was no longer a part of it.  
 
    Due to the nature of your soul, you will not disappear from the alteration of history, however, your memories will. You will lose all memory of the life you lived on earth, because for all intents and purposes, that life never happened. 
 
    “Lose… my memories?” 
 
    I would like to say that I was not bothered. Say that I shrugged off the information without care. Pretend as if I did not read words that sent a dagger of emptiness into me. To lose my memories was to become a different person. It was to die, yet live. For everything that made me who I was to be gone, replaced instead with an individual who was superficially me, yet not. 
 
    True oblivion, in a sense. Without any memories and logic, would I become some mindless monster, going about killing and destroying without a lick of intelligence? A mindless monster with the ability to slip in between timelines and choose the most favorable one, relying on animalistic instincts to hunt and destroy. 
 
    I wanted to laugh. I wanted to rage. I wanted to curse. I wanted to swear. Strangely enough, the only thing I did do was chuckle. 
 
    “Even in death, Oblivion, you arrive like an inept god-from-the-machine to make my life more difficult.” 
 
    Numbness. The numbness was odd. There were so many ranges of emotion I should have felt, yet, somehow, they all felt muted. Silent. The desire to curse was thrown away by the realization that cursing would not change the problem. Raging and ranting would only waste valuable time that could be used searching for a solution. 
 
    The situation is not hopeless, Janus. If you are not strong enough to destroy the beings, there is a second option. The Anathema of the End: Omega. It is Alamir’s kill-switch. Omega cannot be bargained with. Omega cannot be reasoned with. Its sole purpose is indiscriminate destruction. It will destroy all nightmares and eliminate Alamir from existence. 
 
    If it comes to it, you must destroy Alamir to save Earth. 
 
    “Oh of course, let’s just give a big middle-finger to the millions or billions of lives here just to save that other place, now don’t we?” I snorted.  
 
    So, my choices were: 
 
    A – Kill god-killers. 
 
    B – Destroy the world and die. 
 
    C – Lose all my memories. 
 
    “What an excellent array of options,” I muttered softly underneath my breath. Of the three, only option A seemed remotely viable, making it less of an option and more as the only choice. There was no way this was not intentional. The other two options included either the death or termination of me, and considering Oblivion knew how much I disliked threats to my own existence, there was no way he expected me to choose to lose my memories, or to destroy the world. 
 
    Hence, he was setting me up to pick option A. 
 
    “How long do I have for this?” 
 
    There was nothing left on the message that read apologies. No indication of a time-limit. That did not comfort me. 
 
    [You have (4) Messages From Admin: Oblivion] 
 
    I opened the next message without hesitation. 
 
    Message: [A Possible Third Alternative] 
 
    Janus, it has come to my attention that the choices I have offered you are not at all favorable. In that manner, there is a possible third alternative. The threat of Mutually Assured Destruction has kept bay people in your world from engaging in hostilities for years, and it may do the same here. 
 
    The Nightwitch that named you, Zlosta Janje, is the Avatar of Omega. Should you recruit her to your side and use her as a bargaining chip, you may be able to convince the beings to cease their assault on Earth. However, they will most likely not listen to such alone. You will need a sizeable force of powerful individuals under your command as a show of strength.  
 
    If you can gather an army and have beside you the Avatar of Omega – you may be able to stop the forces invading Earth without bloodshed. 
 
    However, Janus, I cannot be sure how effective this strategy will be. There is a chance it will fail or a chance that it will lead to unexpected consequences. Regardless, I recommend you attempt this strategy, if only because in the advent of its failure, you will have an army to support you in battle, and have the option to unleash Omega as a last resort. 
 
    He was watching me. 
 
    My body trembled. “You… bastard.” 
 
    He had been watching me. All along, from the beginning, he had been watching me. There was no way he did could have known that Zlosta was the one who named me unless he had been watching me. 
 
    “More than that…” 
 
    What were the odds? The odds of reincarnating in a place where I would just happen to meet and be named by a person who would be the Avatar of the being I needed to destroy the world? What were the odds, of having being named by the person who was the Avatar of one who could destroy the world? 
 
    “He said he did not choose what I would be reborn as, but he never said anything about where I’d be reborn.”  
 
    There was more to the story I was not getting, but if there was anything I knew, it was that Oblivion could not be trusted. So far, the being claimed that it had no reason to lie, yet, it also had no reason to tell the truth, and thus, no reason to lie by omission. 
 
    Is he even really dead? 
 
    My skepticism rose. All of this was too much. Too convenient. It felt as if Oblivion was trying to steer me down the path of a heroic martyr. Giving me a task as absurd and challenging as saving the world and having me make a decision as tough and challenging as choosing whether to lose my memories or lose my life – 
 
    “I need more information.” 
 
    There was too little data to work with to draw any conclusions. I needed to work my way up to a position in which I would have as much information as I could gather about Alamir, and decide for myself, whether or not Oblivion’s task was as true as he claimed, or if it was all an elaborate ruse. I needed to learn more about Omega, learn more about that being that killed me, Apophis, and find out what Alamir’s stance on gods and divine beings were. 
 
    Considering Oblivion’s lack of omnipotence and omniscience, he was akin to a Greek Deity than he was to a capital ‘G’ god. Greek Deities could be outwitted by humans and were often flawed, imperfect beings. If that was the case, the task of killing the beings who (allegedly) killed him would not be as insurmountable as I originally feared. Difficult, certainly, but not impossible. 
 
    “But where do I start?” 
 
    Information. Where would I go about acquiring it? A library would be a fantastic choice, other than attaining information from reputable knowledgeable individuals. Yet, that came with its own risk of misinformation or incomplete information or skewed information that was biased in one way or another. Then there was the sensitive nature of this information that I was acquiring, which made things more complicated. 
 
    Could Zlosta assist me? Zlosta, the beautiful, insane, highly possessive Zlosta. The information she had was not wrong, however, it was sorely outdated, and that was what led to her capture by the Alhamisians. 
 
    The humans might have more information. Of course, that would mean I would need to infiltrate a human city and steal all the books in their library, this was assuming I could even read or write the language they spoke. 
 
    Alhamis was the only place I knew of, and it was home to a boy who could summon black holes with nothing but a snap of his fingers. An obstacle that was, as of now, highly insurmountable. 
 
    Nothing is ever easy is it? 
 
    [You have (3) Messages From Admin: Oblivion] 
 
    I moved on to the next message. 
 
    [You do not meet the requirement to view this message at this time.] 
 
    [Requirement: Tier 6] 
 
    [You do not meet the requirement to view this message at this time.] 
 
    [Requirement: Tier 7] 
 
    [You do not meet the requirement to view this message at this time.] 
 
    [Requirement: Tier 8] 
 
    Requirements? He put in requirements for the remaining messages? My suspicion and doubt only began to grow. 
 
    [Admin Note] 
 
    The information on the names of the beings who invaded earth, their base, their location, motives, abilities, and time frame is extremely sensitive. It would be dangerous for that information to be made available as you are now. Once you are strong enough, the information will be revealed to you. 
 
    However, I have made a few additions of my own to ensure you do not stagnate and are always advancing forward. 
 
    I wish you the best of luck Janus. 
 
    The admin note vanished. Several seconds passed, with my laying on the forest floor, trying my best to come to terms with everything I had read.  
 
    The tasks seemed simple, when I looked at it. Free Zlosta, acquire godlike power, form an army. Of those three things, acquiring ‘godlike’ power was the only one I knew how best to start on. Fight, kill, acquire experience points, level-up. That was a simple strategy for acquiring godlike power. 
 
    I don’t know how long I have. 
 
    Oblivion had omitted to mention how long I had before the Earth was gone and I lost my memories. Another fatal flaw in his story. What was true, and what was shrouded in intentional layers of half-truths and omissions? 
 
    Daily Task System Unlocked! 
 
    “What’s this now?” 
 
    Daily Task: 
 
    
    	 Gain a minimum of 100,000 EXPGain at least one new Weapon/Armor/Skill/Minion 
 
    	 Gain at least 5 Levels in two different skills.  
 
   
 
    Rewards: 
 
    Double EXP Gain for 48 Hours. (Stackable) 
 
    Summon a Random Item Chest Once a Day. (Quality Increases with daily summon.) 
 
    All Skills Can be Used Once a Day with Zero Mana Cost. (Does Not Stack) 
 
    Penalty: 
 
    –50% Experience Gain for 24 Hours. (Stackable) 
 
    Randomly Forfeit One of Your Skills/Weapons/Armor. 
 
    Your Highest Level Skill is Reset to Lv. 1  
 
    Time Limit: 11h07m34s 
 
    Forcing me to gain a minimum of 100,000EXP every single day? To get at least ten levels, in two different skills, every day? To earn at least one new weapon or armor or skill… every day? 
 
    Standing from the earth and wiping the dust from my bones, I organized my thoughts. I did not need incentives to constantly become stronger, and this carrot and stick approach to power was unnecessary, but not unwelcome. If appropriately used, it could lead to a positive feedback loop wherein each success and completion of the task compounded and added to further successes, and that would be highly advantageous to me. 
 
    The stench of rotting flesh remained thick in the air, as the dead carcass of the second panther lay untouched. Summoning a gnome golem, the creature shed the panther’s skin and ripped out its entrails while I returned to the spot I had underneath the tree. The gnome brought the pelt of the beast and vanished.  
 
    “If I wanted to create some armor... [Earth Control.]” 
 
    A modified hockey mask made of clay molded itself before my palm in both paths. The eyeholes were replaced with small slits, and with some darkened charcoal and chalk, I painted the mask with red and black, paying great detail to the coloring.  
 
    Item Crafted!  
 
    Apparel: [Clay Hockey Mask] 
 
    Class: Uncommon Item 
 
    Durability: 50/50 
 
    Effects: 10% Bonus to Intimidation Skills. 
 
    You have equipped [Clay Hockey Mask] as your head apparel. 
 
    You may view more information about Weapons and Apparels in the Equipment Menu. 
 
    A mirror appeared within my hand with some sand using [Earth Control] and my appearance came before me. The mask was an exact fit. A skeleton wearing a hockey mask was visibly unsettling.  
 
    Making minor adjustments on the eyeholes and using the mirror as an aid, the mask extended until it stopped being a mask and became a helmet. Ensuring it obscured every single bit of visible skull was vital, hence it stretched further until it was perfect. To complete it I placed another face at the back of the mask.  
 
    Item Upgraded!  
 
    Apparel: [Mask of Janus] 
 
    Class: Unique Item 
 
    Durability: 2500/2500 
 
    Effect: 20% Bonus to Intimidation Skills.  
 
    Bonus Effect from Epithet: Immunity to Flanking.  
 
    You have equipped [Mask of Janus] as your head apparel. 
 
    The armor was complete. 
 
    Daily Task: Gain at least one new Weapon/Armor/Skill/Minion [Complete!] 
 
    I was not done. Using the pelt of the Chameleon Panther, I made a series of adjustments on it until it was suitable to be draped over my form as a long robe. 
 
    Item Crafted!  
 
    Apparel: [Chameleon Panther Cloak] 
 
    Class: Rare Item 
 
    Durability: 550/550 
 
    Defense Rating: Tier 1 (Medium) 
 
    Effects: +75% Bonus to Stealth in Jungles, Forests, and Grasslands. +30% Bonus to Flanking and Stealth Attacks in Jungles, Forests, and Grasslands.  
 
    You have equipped [Chameleon Panther Cloak] as your body apparel. 
 
    The robe was a perfect fit. Long enough to obscure all of my skeletal features save for my skeletal hands and feet. My tail was easier to hide as I wrapped it around myself as a belt. My hands and feet were now the only things left indicating that I was a skeleton. For the feet, I created a base with clay, shaping the base into that of a pair of brogue shoes. Once the basic shape was formed, I turned them into solid iron. 
 
    Item Crafted!  
 
    Apparel: [Iron Brogues] 
 
    Class: Unique Item 
 
    Durability: 1460/1460 
 
    Defense Rating: Tier 2 (Low) 
 
    Effects: Deals [Iron Element] Damage. 50% Chance to inflict [Stun] while Kicking.  
 
    You have equipped [Iron Brogues] as your feet apparel. 
 
    All that was left were the hands. 
 
    Item Crafted!  
 
    Apparel: [Iron Gauntlets] 
 
    Class: Common Item 
 
    Durability: 100/100 
 
    Defense Rating: Tier 1 (Low) 
 
    Effects: Deals [Iron] Element Damage. 2% Chance to inflict [Stun] while Punching. 
 
    You have equipped [Iron Gauntlets] as your hand apparel. 
 
    You are now [Fully Equipped]! 
 
    Checking for applicable Apparel Set bonuses… 
 
    [Iron Gauntlets] and [Iron Brogues] match! 
 
    [+0.5 Defense Tier Rating!]  
 
    With [Herculean Strength] I could move the Iron Brogues without issue, and with [Earth Control] I softened the joints of the Iron Gauntlets so I could equally operate it and flex it without problem. 
 
    Looking at myself in a quickly conjured mirror, my mismatched color scheme stood out. A red and black dual-faced helmet, a thick long green robe like a forest wizard, a pair of iron gauntlets like a knight, and a pair of brogues made of iron. 
 
    My “outfit” was complete. Now, the only thing left to do – was farm 100,000 EXP. 
 
    Farm 100,000 EXP, and think about how I was going to infiltrate Alhamis. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3: Exploits 
 
    Father once told me that it could often be wise to give difficult tasks to lazy individuals. A particularly niche category of lazy people were surprisingly hardworking at finding ways to ensure they could be lazy. This included finding every single loophole to complete a task, be it being irritatingly literal, or extremely vague. 
 
    Loopholes were my focus. An ambiguity or inadequacy in a system, which could be used to circumvent or otherwise avoid the purpose, implied or explicitly stated, of the system. Similar to loopholes, were exploits. Stereotypically, a piece of software, a chunk of data, or a sequence of commands that takes advantage of a bug or vulnerability to cause unintended effects. 
 
    A significant amount of mechanics in Alamir functioned, for as of yet unknown reasons, like a videogame. Hence, to accomplish my task, I needed to stop perceiving the world around me as if it were real and the challenges insurmountable, and instead begin thinking as if all of this were some extremely complex game where my goal was to defeat the main boss. If only to simplify things or if only to lighten the burden on my shoulders, I would approach my goal like a particularly dedicated gamer approached the task of clearing a game. 
 
    A particular niche category of dedicated gamers were known for utilizing loopholes and exploits as the tools of the trade-in clearing a game with the fastest time possible. These individuals were termed in the videogame community as speedrunners. 
 
    Typically, they had mastered every aspect of the game and meticulously gone over it with a fine comb to discover glitches, bugs and features that could be used to shorten their time to complete their objective. 
 
    I certainly had not gone over Alamir with a fine comb. I did not have that luxury. What I intended to do, was to think like a speedrunner. Find the fastest and the most effective ways to abuse various systems provided before me to my benefit, all so I could attain as much experience points as possible, as quickly as possible. 
 
    “[Duality.]”  
 
    A chameleon panther lay before me, trapped in the embrace of an earthen golem. With my right hand, I aimed, gesturing my index finger into the infamous finger-gun sign. 
 
     [You have split Paths] 
 
    [You are now in Path A] 
 
     “[Diamond Bullet].” 
 
    [Chameleon Panther x1 Killed] 
 
    [1400 Experience Points Gained] 
 
    [75 Genocide Points Earned] 
 
    I closed my [Duality], ending the timeline where I had killed the panther. 
 
    [You are now in the True Path] 
 
    I split reality once more. 
 
    [You have split Paths] 
 
    [You are now in Path A] 
 
    “[Diamond Bullet.” 
 
    [Chameleon Panther x1 Killed] 
 
    [1400 Experience Points Gained] 
 
    [100 Genocide Points Earned] 
 
    Again, I closed my [Duality] and ended the timeline where I killed the panther. 
 
    [You are now in the True Path] 
 
    Again, I split reality. 
 
    [You have split Paths] 
 
    [You are now in Path A] 
 
     “[Diamond Bullet].” 
 
    [Chameleon Panther x1 Killed] 
 
    [1400 Experience Points Gained] 
 
    [125 Genocide Points Earned] 
 
    Again, I killed the panther.  
 
    This was a method of experience farming, that, as far as I know, only I could use because only I had access to my Epithet Skill. 
 
    Epithet Skill: [Duality] Lv. Max 
 
    Details: A skill unique to the bearer of the name [Janus]. This skill enables the user to experience the road not taken. Whenever making a decision, the user may split their perception of reality into two – [Path A] and [Path B], enabling them to know the possibilities a decision taken or not taken may have. 
 
    The user experiences both realities and may choose which reality they prefer to follow by committing to it and turning it into the [True Path]. The user retains any knowledge, skills, abilities, and experience points gotten from both realities, but none of the negative effects persist. 
 
    Note: The user may not activate Duality while it is already in effect. You cannot split [Path A] into A1 and A2 or [Path B] into B1 and B2. You must first commit to a path, the [True Path] before activating Duality again. 
 
    Note: Dying while Duality is active in one [Path] will automatically make the other [Path] the [True Path]. Dying while in the [True Path] means irreversible death. 
 
    I would kill a panther in one reality, get the experience, close the reality and return to a reality where the panther was still alive. I would then split that reality, and kill the panther again, and then close that reality, and then do it again – and again – and again – 
 
    In Alamir, the experience gains of a monster did not decrease with each consecutive kill. Rather, the experience gain was relative to your level. So as long as I did not level up from what I now termed Re-farming, I would continue to gain a steady 1400 experience points for each consecutive kill I made of the same animal. 
 
    As it took roughly about 20k to 30k experience points to move up a level, I knew that my technique would lose steam once I did, and the returns would be reduced. Doing this approximately seventy-one times at 1400EXP per kill for a single panther would grant me the rough 100,000EXP I needed to accomplish my daily task. 
 
    Slower than I would have liked. 
 
    The experience returns on animals were low. Too low. For a massive boost in experience, I needed to use this technique on actually worthwhile enemies. 
 
    [You have gained a level!] 
 
    [You have gained a level!] 
 
    [You have gained a level!] 
 
    Daily Task: Gain a minimum of 100,000 EXP [Complete!] 
 
    The task was complete. “Release the panther.” 
 
    My golem of earth obeyed, its tight-fisted hands letting go of the green-skinned panther. The feline creature growled in my direction but did not otherwise move to attack. Taking a glimpse at the golem of earth that held it in place for hours, it scurried off back into the forest, its footsteps vanishing away as it gained distance. 
 
    “Let’s see what we have… Status.” 
 
    Status 
 
    Name: Janus 
 
    Race: [Undead] 
 
    Specie(s): [Stalker Skeleton] 
 
    Monster Rank: Tier 3 
 
    Level: 21 
 
    HP: 5100/5100 
 
    MP: 9600/9600 
 
    HP Regen: 355/Hour 
 
    MP Regen: 600/Hour 
 
    Negative Effects: [N/A] 
 
    Positive Effects: [N/A]  
 
    Epithet Skill(s): Duality 
 
    Genocide Points Available: 15525 
 
    Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User] [Gorger] [Larvae Slayer] [Jonah] [Parasite] [David] [Agkistrodon Slayer] [Genocidal] [Retaliator] [Phoenix] [Merciless] [Demiurge] [Sage Slayer] 
 
    Not enough… nowhere near enough. 
 
    The final three of my daily task necessitated the leveling of any two of my skills five times each. For that, I needed to bring up my skills menu. “Skills.” 
 
    Skills 
 
    
    
      
      	  Active 
  
      	  Passive 
  
      	  Resistances 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Molting Lv. 3 
  
      	  Cheetah Sprint Lv. MAX 
  
      	  Lesser Poison Resistance Lv. 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Insectoid Metamorphosis Lv.1 
  
      	  Sixth Sense Lv. 6 
  
      	  Pain Resistance Lv. 9 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diapause Lv. 1 
  
      	  Fast Swimming Lv. 2 
  
      	  Acid Immunity Lv. MAX 
  
     
 
      
      	  Weak Acid Secretion Lv. 1 
  
      	  Serpent Skin Lv. 2 
  
      	  Thermal Sensing Lv. 3 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lesser Blood Sucking Lv. 1 
  
      	  Serpent Olfactory Sensing Lv. 1 
  
      	  Fall Damage Resistance Lv. 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Water Striding Lv.1 
  
      	  Body Temperature Regulation Lv. 5 
  
      	  Fire Immunity Lv. MAX 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strong Venom Secretion Lv. 1 
  
      	  Steel Exoskeleton Lv. 9 
  
      	  Fear Resistance Lv. 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earth Control Lv. 9 [Diamond Bullet Lv. MAX] [Golem Creation Lv. MAX] 
  
      	  Herculean Strength Lv. 9 
  
      	  Insanity Resistance Lv. 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Excruciating Toxic Bite Lv. 9 
  
      	  Greater Rabbit Ear Lv. 6 
  
      	  Spirit Damage Resistance Lv. 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intimidation Howl Lv. 5 
  
      	  Greater Rabbit Leap Lv. 6 
  
      	  Lesser Paralysis Resistance Lv. 1 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	  Wolf’s Tracking Lv. 5 
  
      	  Mental Resistance Lv. 1 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	  Kataramenos’ Gift Lv. MAX 
  
      	  Holy Damage Resistance Lv. 3 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	  Lesser Gravity Resistance Lv. 1 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	  Disintegration Immunity Lv. MAX 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Lucky for me, there aren’t any skill restrictions…” 
 
    Alamir did not prevent me from using two skills simultaneously. Typically, in many games, skills and actions were restricted to performing one at a time. You could not shoot a bow and arrow while simultaneously wielding a sword. You could not cast a fireball while simultaneously eating a burger, and kicking away a goblin. 
 
    “[Weak Acid Secretion] [Strong Venom Secretion] [Duality].” 
 
    [You have split Paths] 
 
    [You are now in Path A] 
 
    Poison and acid pooled from my gloved hands, a thick, choking odor permeating the air as the volatile substances mixed. The acid was weak, barely able to dissolve the grass, but the poison was strong, purple and viscous, anything it touched shriveled and began to die without hesitation. 
 
    With [Duality] activated, I was doing the same thing in two different timelines. Skills leveled up from constant use, and the more a skill was utilized, the faster the skill gained levels. With [Duality] aiding me, I was using my skills twice over, because using the skill in a different timeline was still considered using it, and thus, I was doubling the amount of time I was using it. 
 
    Using the skill for five minutes in both timelines meant I had used the skill for a total of ten minutes. Using it for thirty minutes meant I had used it for one hour. Using it for twelve hours meant I had used it for one day.  
 
    The ability to live twice is certainly coming in useful… 
 
    I owed Zlosta for this ability more than I would care to admit. Had she never named me Janus, I could only wonder what sort of life I would have lived. 
 
    [Skill {Weak Acid Secretion} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Weak Acid Secretion} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Weak Acid Secretion} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Weak Acid Secretion} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Weak Acid Secretion} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Strong Venom Secretion} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Strong Venom Secretion} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Strong Venom Secretion} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Strong Venom Secretion} has gained a Level.] 
 
     [Skill {Strong Venom Secretion} has gained a Level.] 
 
    Daily Task: Gain at least 5 levels in two different skills [Complete!] 
 
    “Finally.” 
 
    Daily Task: 
 
    
    	 Gain a minimum of 100,000 EXP [Completed!]Gain at least one new Weapon/Armor/Skill/Minion [Completed!] 
 
    	 Gain at least 5 Levels in two different skills. [Completed!] 
 
   
 
    You have completed all your tasks for today! 
 
    Enjoy your rewards! 
 
    Rewards: 
 
    EXP Gain is doubled for the next 48 hours. [Current Stack: 1] 
 
    You can now summon a Random Item Chest by saying “Summon Reward Chest” [Can only be used once a day.]  
 
    You may use all of your Skills once today with zero mana cost. [Expires at Midnight]  
 
    Expires at midnight? My gaze turned skyward. The forest was growing darker. I had lost track of the time completing the daily task. If I were not a skeleton, I knew I would be physically exhausted. As it was, all I felt was mental fatigue. 
 
    I’m far from finished however… 
 
    Mental fatigue was something I could push aside and delay, and perhaps I would gain a skill from it. For now, a spark of excitement rushed through my veins as another possible exploit occurred to me. 
 
    I could gain a random item chest, but I could only use it once a day. Likewise, I could use all my skills once a day without mana cost. However, I was Janus, and as Janus – I lived twice. The power to experience the road not taken was the description of my skill [Duality] and thus – 
 
    “Summon Reward Chest.” 
 
    There was no flash of light. No sound effects. No nothing. Checking my surroundings in the forest, I questioned if it had spawned around me without my knowledge. 
 
    [Sixth Sense – Danger Detected!] 
 
    I side-stepped just a large wooden trunk slammed into the earth on the spot where I was seconds ago. I stared at it. “What in the –” I turned my gaze up, to the thick, heavy foliage of trees that almost obscured the sky. My vision took note of several freshly broken branches, some still dangling by a thin line. 
 
    “The chest drops from the sky…?” 
 
    I was not going to question it. I was going to question how I could abuse it. 
 
    Reward Chest  
 
    Class: [Common] 
 
    Description: This is a Treasure Chest spawned into Alamir’s existence by the Daily Task system, under the authorization of an Administrator Code. This chest contains a random item of [Common] quality that originated from somewhere in Alamir. 
 
    Common quality. The Daily Task system said that the quality of the items I would get would increase with each consecutive use. Kicking the chest upright, I noticed it was less of a chest and more of a miniature safe, but designed in the manner of a traditional chest. It even possessed a combination lock, the rotating type that spy movie protagonists would press a stethoscope beside in an attempt to crack it. 
 
    “I’ll just assume that the password is…” turning the knob three times, “Zero-Zero-Zero.” 
 
    The chest opened with a click. The contents within it were… “…papyrus?” 
 
    Loot Obtained! 
 
    Miscellaneous Item: [Scribblings of a Nightshaman] 
 
    “Scribblings?” 
 
    [Scribblings of a Nightshaman] 
 
    Class: Common Item(?) 
 
    Quality: Poor 
 
    Details: The illegible scribblings of a Nightshaman in the cursed language, often found in ancient crypts and abandoned lairs, rumored to bring madness and misfortune to those who see it. Some have claimed that the scribblings have an effect when it the presence of a powerful nightmare, but no one has confirmed the rumors. 
 
    Effects: [Unknown] 
 
    The words on the paper were smeared and written in cursive script. The handwriting was beautiful, despite the ink blurring together. It read: 
 
    Nightmares… script do have… godscript like. Nightscript… command all -options – help, darkness carry… command tongue old… power have not work. 
 
    “This is gibberish.” 
 
    Except perhaps for tinder to start a fire, I could not understand for the life of me what the absurd words were supposed to mean. I crumbled the paper into a ball and stuffed it into my cloak. 
 
    “Second time’s the charm. [Duality].” 
 
    [You are now in the True Path] 
 
    Closing the timeline where I used the chest, I was left with one where I had not. “[Duality].” 
 
    [You have split Paths] 
 
    [You are now in Path A] 
 
    Splitting timelines again, I called for the chest, again. “Summon Reward Chest.” 
 
    I waited. The sound of branches snapping and breaking was my cue to sidestep, as a chest slammed into the earth beside me. The sight of the chest, of a different chest with a different color and scheme brought excitement bubbling within me. 
 
    Reward Chest  
 
    Class: [Uncommon] 
 
    Description: This is a Treasure Chest spawned into Alamir’s existence by the Daily Task system, under the authorization of an Admin Code. This chest contains a random item of [Uncommon] quality that originated from somewhere in Alamir. 
 
    “Excellent.” I went to work on the lock immediately. “Zero-Zero-Zero –”  
 
    The chest opened with a click. 
 
    Loot Obtained! 
 
    Weapon: [Elvani Dagger] 
 
    The weapon was sheathed in smooth-looking, soft leather, with several thorn-like patterns. Grabbing it from the chest and unsheathing it brought forth an unusual weapon. The blade of the dagger was thin and straight. The pommel was ornate, and the guard was curved like an open parasol. It resembled a miniaturized rapier more than it did a dagger. 
 
    Weapon: [Elvani Dagger] 
 
    Class: Uncommon Item 
 
    Durability: 200/200 
 
    Description: A dagger forged and commonly used as a hidden, secondary weapon by those of Elvani origin. The elegant craftsmanship of the esteemed Elvani displays itself in this dagger, as such it is considered a rare find anywhere outside of Oreilles.  
 
    Effects: Deals Double Damage when used for Stealth Attacks. 
 
    Spinning the dagger within my gauntleted hand, I attached it to my hip with some difficulty. Elvani... are those elves? Does Alamir have elves? There were druids and humans, so it should not have come as a surprise to me. 
 
    Patting my cloak, I checked and confirmed that a crumbled piece of paper was still there. The Scribblings of a Nightshaman were still in my possession along with my new Elvani Dagger, and it was all because I realized that my [Duality] allowed me to retain any knowledge, skills, and experience from both realities. 
 
    It never mentioned that I could retain items. However, it never said I could not retain items. This meant, if I split realities, and in one reality, ran into a cave and fought a dragon to steal its golden egg, as long as I had the golden egg on my person once I closed that reality, the golden egg would immediately appear on me in the reality where I had not entered the cave. 
 
    What I was not sure, however, was if this meant I was cloning items across realities, or if the item would suddenly vanish from its original location in the current reality, and re-appear in my possession. 
 
    I’m going to need to test this further. 
 
    The fact that I had to resort to exploits, loopholes and cheats just to be able to even the odds against my future enemies was already telling. I doubted my enemies did the same. They overwhelmed me with just pure unbridled power. 
 
    I need to be even stronger. 
 
     “Power… and a lust for more power… what a feeling it is.” 
 
    The papyrus in my cloak lit with a thick purple flame. I tore it out and slammed it against the earth, cautiously giving myself some distance from it. 
 
    “Greetings you beautiful, terrifying beast! It is I! The Nightshaman of myth, Mavros Cuvar! A humble disciple in the studies of the mind-shatteringly arcane, and the one who shall unleash upon Alamir, the ULTIMATE LIFEFORM!” 
 
    I stared at the burning parchment, wondering if I was hearing correctly.  
 
    “Now, now, I know you must be on your knees, asking and begging for guidance from the great one, but alas, this is but a recorded message. A travesty! I know, such a travesty to be so close to greatness, yet so far!” 
 
    Are my ears still working? They have to be… 
 
    “Nevertheless! You fantastic beast, as a reward for finding and activating this parchment, I, the Nightshaman Mavros Cuvar, shall grant upon you a unique feature in your Nightscripts! It is my pièce de résistance! ”  
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Authorization Found.] 
 
    [Tier 9: Nightshaman: Mavros Cuvar] 
 
    [Modification Authorized.] 
 
    [Installing Modification…] 
 
    [Modification Installed.] 
 
    “What in the…?” 
 
    You have now unlocked the [Monster Link] feature of your Nightscripts. 
 
    “The Monster Link!” Mavros said with glee. “As it is my goal to create and support the ultimate nightmare, I know that this will do the trick! For you to access the Monster Link, you have to use the Nightscripts. Oh, and if for some reason you have never opened your Nightscripts, just know that you can access the full Nightscripts menu by saying ‘All-Menu.’” 
 
    The purple flames on the parchment began to weaken and fade. “Now, I must be gone! But fear not, for I have scattered tens of thousands of my scribblings across Alamir, each one enchanted to activate in the presence of a nightmare with unrelenting greed for power! Each one will bring you closer to I, the great Mavros Cuvar, and together, we shall become ULTIMATE!” 
 
    The laughter trailed onwards for several seconds, until the purple flames completely engulfed the papyrus, leaving behind ash that blew into the wind. 
 
    I hesitated, with good reason. My luck cannot be this good. This was most likely some sort of trap… as far as I knew, I had terrible luck. Alamir operated with Murphy’s Law set on the maximum setting. Such a fortuitous thing happening to me was absurd. Still, curiosity and greed spurned me on. What were nightscripts? And those words he said I should utter… 
 
    “All Menu.” 
 
    Nightscripts Menu Directory 
 
    +Crafting 
 
    +Domains 
 
    +Equipment 
 
    +Influence 
 
    +Inventory 
 
    +Parameters 
 
    +Quests 
 
    +Skills 
 
    +Status 
 
    +Minions 
 
    +Monster Link (New) 
 
    +World Map 
 
    I stared at the last item on the list. I stared, not believing what I was seeing, understanding the comprehension and meaning of those two words, yet not being able to articulate my feeling at the realization, that all this while, all the days I spent aimlessly wandering around Alamir, and all the while – 
 
    There. Was. A. Fucking. World. Map. 
 
    “FU–” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: Connection 
 
    The crackling warmth of a campfire and the presence of a large, humanoid, faceless and nameless golem were the two things that I focused on as I ended my tirade of swears. The sun had long since set over the horizon, leaving me once more within the forest at night, wary to any wild animals attracted to the fire that desired to make me their dinner. 
 
    Again, I roasted rabbits over an open flame, the scent and sizzling of meat was something I had grown accustomed to on my nightly rests. With my golem out, I did not need to worry too much about attackers, as I had primed it to automatically protect me from enemies. This left me time to focus on other things, such as fully exploring the “Nightscripts” which were apparently the official term for my ability to see floating words, gain levels and experience. 
 
    For the longest time I had assumed that my view of Alamir with its videogame mechanics was something completely and wholly unique to me, but if Mavros was able to so effortlessly edit it and add features to it – that was not the case. 
 
     “World Map.” 
 
    Note: 
 
    Fog-of-War is permanently enabled on the World Map. You cannot see beyond areas you have already visited or navigated, and you cannot see the happenings of people or things on the map that are beyond your current sensory range and capabilities. 
 
    The range of the World Map can be increased by acquiring Scrying skills and/or increasing your Sense parameter. 
 
    The map that appeared on my vision was not two-dimensional as I’d expected. Rather, it was holographic three dimensional, denoting my exact position in a forest with a skeletal pointed arrow, which also indicated the direction I was facing. The area around me was visible, showing details of the trees, rocks, small hills and landscape. There was a pale circle around me, which I recognized as my sensory range, but the area ahead of me beyond the circle was obscured with a thick fog, indicating that I’d yet to explore it. 
 
    Within the pale circle was an even smaller red circle, which I instinctually knew was the range of [Kataramenos’ Gift]. Beyond the red circle, within my sensory range, there were numerous plain white rabbit foot icons, an icon that resembled a pair of crossed antlers, some feather icons, and I recognized them as rabbit, deer and birds respectively. 
 
    Tracing the map backwards, utilizing the two different routes I travelled, I discovered that I had not been travelling north as I’d previously assumed, but rather, South. Right now, I was significantly southeast of the Final Sanctuary Woodlands, which appeared on my map as a scorched forest. If I wanted to make my way to Alhamis, to where I had fled from Hoplite, I would need to turn and head in the entirely opposite direction. 
 
    [Would you like to place a marker on the selected location?] 
 
    [Yes] 
 
    [No] 
 
    The marker I put on my eventual destination appeared in the form of a pair of crossbones creating an ‘x’ on the map. Reaching for the map and turning it around to check my surroundings, there were small sparkling dots – fruits and other usable items – but there was one thing on the map that brought me some pause. Slightly on the edge of my sensory range there were two large red circles, surrounded by several smaller circles. 
 
    Enemies? 
 
    The small red circles appeared to be fading at an increased rate, and the large circle appeared to be growing – growing constantly. It grew until it completely vanished from my map, and there were no red circles left. 
 
    I’ve been this close to enemies and didn’t know it? 
 
    None of my danger senses were telling me of any threat, but it could merely be that the danger was not close enough to trigger them. Did this have something to do with my Sense parameter? 
 
    [Parameters] 
 
    Attack: 24.5 
 
    Defense: 30.1 
 
    Intelligence: 12.2 
 
    Magic Power: 29.8 
 
    Sense: 9.3 
 
    When I was a worm, I was constantly awarded intelligence for the most basic rudimentary thinking or for making minor deductions about my environment. Once I evolved, I stopped getting the awards and in the lieu of the events that followed, it slipped my mind altogether. Still, I did not know if these numbers were supposed to be high or low. I did not have anything to compare them with. Assuming these numbers were indeed low, then my Sense was the lowest of them all, not even reaching the double-digits. I was not quite sure how I would increase that, except perhaps leveling most of my sensory skills. 
 
    “Domains.” 
 
    Domains 
 
    You have no domains available. 
 
    There was no surprise there. Since the loss of Refuge Creek Rock, there were no other chances to get another Domain. 
 
    “Influence.” 
 
    Influence 
 
    Influence is the amount of political authority or clout you have amassed as a result of your actions, deeds or titles, which may be used as bargaining chips in dealing with other Monsters who either fear you and will submit to becoming your Minion, revere you and are willing to swear their lives to you, or loathe you and will attempt to kill you on sight. A high Influence Rank and proper use of Influence Points can help make the latter become one of the former. 
 
    Current Influence Rank: [Noteworthy Neophyte] 
 
    [Noteworthy Neophyte] 
 
    Details: You are a relatively new and upcoming nightmare with a record of notable feats in slaying or surviving beings and monsters you have no right to slay or survive. Monsters weaker than you will be more willing to become your Minion and will be wary about making you an enemy. Monsters stronger than you are more willing to spare your life or conscript you into their forces as they recognize your budding potential. 
 
    Influence Points Available: (3) 
 
    The following title(s) are contributing towards your influence: 
 
    Demiurge  
 
    Agkistrodon Slayer 
 
    Sage Slayer 
 
    The following buffs/actions/deeds are contributing toward your influence: 
 
    Unique Name – Janus 
 
    Triggered the Dryadi Tribe Genocide 
 
    Released the Legendary Nightwitch: Zlosta Janje 
 
    Named by the Legendary Nightwitch: Zlosta Janje 
 
    Survived an encounter with the Anathema of the End: Omega 
 
    Survived an encounter with a Champion of Humanity: Hoplite 
 
    Survived an encounter with the Night Emperor of Gluttony: Apophis 
 
    The Night Emperor of Gluttony. A shiver ran down my spine. The being that killed me, that killed Oblivion – it was a Night Emperor. An existence so far above mine that I could not even see it. Night Emperors. I needed to find more information about them. 
 
    “Minions.” 
 
    Minions 
 
    You have no minions available. 
 
    Minions may be conscripted forcefully, enslaved, coerced, created or hired.  
 
    I need minions to start an army, don’t I? The sooner I began to gather forces, the better it would be for me in the long run.  
 
    “Status.” 
 
    Status 
 
    Name: Janus 
 
    Race: [Undead] 
 
    Specie(s): [Stalker Skeleton] 
 
    Monster Rank: Tier 3 
 
    Level: 21 
 
    HP: 5100/5100 
 
    MP: 9600/9600 
 
    HP Regen: 355/Hour 
 
    MP Regen: 600/Hour 
 
    Negative Effects: [N/A] 
 
    Positive Effects: [N/A]  
 
    Epithet Skill(s): Duality 
 
    Genocide Points Available: 15525 
 
    Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User] [Gorger] [Larvae Slayer] [Jonah] [Parasite] [David] [Agkistrodon Slayer] [Genocidal] [Retaliator] [Phoenix] [Merciless] [Demiurge] [Sage Slayer] 
 
    There was nothing new about my status or my titles. That was all there was on the menu directory, except for one item, the item that was new and that Mavros had added. The name seemed innocuous enough to ignore, but I was not going to take any chances. 
 
    [You are now in the True Path] 
 
    Committing to this timeline as the true one meant I could no longer summon my Reward Chest today. It did not matter, as I would simply have to wait for tomorrow before I continued using it. 
 
    [You have split Paths] 
 
    [You are now in Path A] 
 
    Ensuring that I had a backup reality in case anything went wrong, I activated Mavros’ gift. “Monster Link.” 
 
    [Are you sure you want to activate the Monster Link feature?] 
 
    [Yes] 
 
    [No] 
 
    There was no explanation describing what it was supposed to do, or what it did. However, Mavros would not have given it to me if it were harmful, or so I believed. Nightwitches and Nightshamans were in support of nightmares, and outright harming one would go against their interests. With that in mind, I pushed the button. 
 
    [You have activated the Monster Link!] 
 
    Monster Link 
 
    Welcome to the Monster Link you cheeky little nightmare! Find powerful nightmares near you! Meet with them! Kill them for their domains, trade your minions or form powerful alliances! Monster Link – connecting the Nightmares of Alamir, one ping at a time! 
 
    [Janus the Skeleton has joined] 
 
    [Janus the Skeleton sent a Ping!] 
 
    Triangulating… 
 
    [Janus the Skeleton is at South Hlahan Forest] 
 
    [Erzili the Slithercreep is at Fort Zvyar] 
 
    [Arol the Poltergeist is at South Hlahan Forest] 
 
    [Wunder the Barbeast is at South Hlahan Forest] 
 
    [Slim the Sleekerman is at Fort Zyvar] 
 
    [Onna the Yuki is at Fort Zvar]  
 
    [Canterbury the Archdemon is at Du Sang Castle] 
 
    [Grimm the Archdemon is at Du Sang Castle] 
 
    [Giggles the Nuckelavee is at Krvavi Lagoon] 
 
    [Mnemosyne the High Fallen is at Masakh Mountain] 
 
    [Ghash the Kobold King is at Fort Sobaka] 
 
    [Ghaki the Kobold Sorcerer is at Fort Sobaka] 
 
    [Ghen the Kobold Knight is at Fort Sobaka] 
 
    [Eshu the White Devil is at The Two Pillars] 
 
    Monster Link – connecting the Nightmares of Alamir! 
 
    I had no words. 
 
    Of all the possibilities that ran through my mind when I contemplated what the Monster Link feature did, I did not anticipate something of this nature. An app for finding monsters? This was actually… useful. 
 
    I need allies to recruit… but… how do I go about doing that? 
 
    I could not make people fight for a cause they did not believe in. I could not make them fight for stakes they possessed no interest in. Not unless I wanted to force them – but that would be a logistic nightmare. The point of recruiting a strong group of companions was to make my task easier and not the inverse. 
 
    I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.  
 
    I ran through the list of names and locations in the Monster Link. The names at the bottom were the ones that sounded most promising, while simultaneously sounding like the ones to avoid. Canterbury, Giggles, Grimm and Eshu – two of which were Archdemons, a species that sounded oddly terrifying, one of which was, if I was recalling my mythology correctly, some sort of half-man, half-horse abomination, and the final one was literally a devil. Some other names, Arol and Erzili seemed to be a bit more accommodating, and although I knew what a poltergeist was, I had no idea as to what was a Slithercreep, or what was a Barbeast. 
 
    Then there were the Kobolds on the list. The least likely candidates because I doubted Kobolds had anything to offer in a fight against god-killers. 
 
     [Sixth Sense] 
 
    The whistling sound of something approaching me from the forest came. I moved on instinct. My hand swept into the air, snatching an offending object aimed for my skull. The object was black, sharp and pointed in the manner of a needle… or quill. 
 
    “Map.” 
 
    Two new icons. Both icons were red. One was that of a ghost in sheets. The other resembled an inflated porcupine. Both were rushing at me from the North, before splitting up in two different directions, one clearly going left and the other approaching from the right.  
 
    Enemies. 
 
    The foliage of trees was thick enough to obscure sight, any sort of combat in this dense forest, the Hlahan Forest as it was called, would be favorable to those who could make the most of the terrain. The trees were high enough to climb and rain down projectiles from up above, but the spaces between trees were suitable enough to use as cover. This meant my ability to fire off [Diamond Bullets] was limited with the dense vegetation obstructing my line of sight, although doubling the power of the shots should compensate.  
 
    The narrow and confined spaces between trees were ill-suited for people wielding heavier weapons or riding on any sort of mount. With the darkness of the night, it also meant visibility was considerably reduced, and the advantage was in my favor, as my cloak granted me a great deal of stealth in forest environments. 
 
     [Sixth Sense – DANGER DETECTED!] 
 
    A figure burst through the foliage like a tiger in hunt of a grazing gazelle. Short, red-haired, rabbit-eared, and cloaked in withered red robes and a matching hood, there was zero hesitation between the moment of their appearance and the moment they poised to strike. Their body seemed to flicker and glitch, like a virus on a computer screen or a hologram with heavy graphical lag.  
 
    “[Diamond Bullet].” 
 
    The familiar crack of supersonic air cut into the night’s silence, the projectile marking home. The usually accompanying sound of diamond tearing into flesh did not occur. The bullet phased through my attacker, tearing haplessly into the line of trees behind it and off unto the horizon. 
 
    Incorporeal. 
 
    My attacker screeched out a battle cry, the short red-headed poltergeist summoning a weapon that almost dwarfed their form. A bloody piece of wood with dozens upon dozens of sharp black blades attached on both sides. My mind blanked for a second as I recognized the weapon. Is that… a macuahuitl? 
 
    “Golem!” 
 
    My golem swung wide. My attacker phased through unbothered. The ancient Aztec weapon with deadly obsidian blades reached me in an instant. I rose my Elvani Dagger in reflex, my Iron Gauntlets raising in caution. 
 
    The shockwave from the impact made me grit my teeth. My feet skid against the earth from the unexpected weight behind the blow, sliding me backwards and forcing my back against a tree. My gaze snapped to my Elvani Dagger, the weapon looking significantly worse for wear from withstanding the hit. The durability had gone down to the single digits from a single hit. From withstanding a single hit from my diminutive sized enemy. 
 
    “My,” I said as I locked weapons with the small red-hooded attacker. “What pretty eyes you have.” My gaze was able to peak under the hood slightly. Then above the hood, a name hung. 
 
    Arol 
 
    [Fort Zvyar Scout] 
 
    [Little Berserker] 
 
    [Sacrifice of the Aljutha] 
 
    Leporinian Poltergeist 
 
    Lv. ? 
 
    The macuahuitl wielding, red-hooded rabbit-person poltergeist was a young preteen girl. Never in my life did I believe such a nonsensical sentence would run through my mind. A snarl escaped her lips, and the pressure against my dagger increased tenfold. The Elvani Dagger in my grasp could only withstand so much damage against the obsidian blade and heavily absurd strength of the poltergeist that was beginning to irritate me. 
 
    Your [Elvani Dagger] is badly damaged. 
 
    “You’re… pretty strong for someone so small.” 
 
    “You’re pretty chatty for someone so weak.” 
 
    Your [Elvani Dagger] has broken. 
 
    Fuck – 
 
    It happened faster than I expected. My [Elvani Dagger] snapped in half like dried bamboo in a panda’s jaws. The oversized macuahuitl swung for my skull, and self-preservation instincts forced me to raise both my gauntleted hands up to catch it. 
 
    As a normal human attempting to catch a baseball bat swung horizontally at their face could testify, it was a very stupid move. 
 
    –2506 HP! 
 
    HP: 2594/5100 
 
    The flat of the wooden-sword-bat slammed against my face and unearthed me from the ground. My sense of up and down was inversed as I soared in the air, my spine shrieking in pain as I crashed into and through a wooden deciduous tree before finally rolling to a stop. 
 
    Nearly… half my HP… in one hit? 
 
    Disoriented, I forced myself to stand, push through the pain and think. Think! Think! She was incorporeal, meaning I could not touch her, my golems could not touch her, and she was immune to physical harm. On top of that, she was fast and she was strong. She was overpowering me, and I had a skill literally called [Herculean Strength] which augmented my lifting and striking power about a hundred-thousand-fold, relative to my weight. 
 
    Her weapon isn’t intangible. 
 
    Her weapon was not intangible, but the rest of her was? How did that work? 
 
    [Sixth Sense – DANGER DETECTED!] 
 
    She lunged at me at a speed that would outpace racecars, macuahuitl swinging overhead and wide. The weapon – aim for the weapon –  
 
    “[Diamond Bullet.]”  
 
    A crack of supersonic air echoed through the forest as the diamond projectile struck the wooden object and bounced off like a rubber ball hitting a concrete wall.  
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sakes!” 
 
    I side-stepped the overhead swing at the last moment, the impact cratering the ground and costing me my footing. The little devil did not hesitate, ceasing the advantage, she balanced the grip of the weapon on her shoulder lifting it into the air, and then swinging it in an arch designed to simultaneously cut me in half and break every bone in my body. 
 
    “[Earth Control!]” 
 
    A crude riot-shield of granite rose in my left hand just as the impact came. 
 
    –256 HP! 
 
    HP: 2338/5100 
 
    [Warning!] 
 
    You have attained the Negative Effect: [Crippled] 
 
    You cannot use the affected limb [Crippled] is mitigated. 
 
    My left arm was crushed. The damage was such that the limb hung loosely without me feeling any connection to it. My arm had never been broken before. Neither in this life, nor the previous. The feat impressed and disturbed me. I was a skeleton, yet somehow, it never occurred to me that any of my bones could be rendered immobile.  
 
    The crudely made granite riot-shield did its job in protecting me, even at the cost of shattering, the cost of my left hand, and the cost of sending me sliding across the earth. My amusement with the entire situation was gone. 
 
    “Why are you attacking me?” 
 
     [Sixth Sense] 
 
    The sound of objects whistling through the air again came to my attention. The Mask of Janus ensured immunity to flanking attacks, granting me relief that I did not have to deflect the sniping rounds aimed at my back, as they dropped harmlessly to the ground before they connected. The presence of the sniper reminded me that Arol was not alone. That was troubling. Even assuming that I was, somehow, able to find a way to beat the incorporeal little ghost, what were my chances of also succeeding against whoever it was that was cautious enough to hide in wait, and take shots at me from afar? 
 
    She wielded her oversized macuahuitl like it was a butter-knife, spinning it into the air in contrast against her tiny, diminutive form. “You’re asking the wrong question.” Her voice was one that matched her appearance and seeming age. High-pitched. Feminine. Underlying with a tint of what was either sarcasm or disdain. 
 
    My preconceived notions of what ‘nightmares’ were supposed to be was changing with every passing second. Unlike Ilikbolg and the monsters I met at the Final Sanctuary Woodlands who seemed to be devoid of reason, purpose or personality, being nothing more than the stereotypical fantasy beasts, Arol before me was nothing of the sort. 
 
    “What is the correct question?” 
 
    “Definitely not that one.” 
 
    My amusement grew. “Snarky aren’t we.” 
 
    “Just sit still and this’ll be over in a couple of seconds.” 
 
    “Can’t do that I’m afraid. Death and I have danced once, and it didn’t end well.” 
 
    Her lips twitched. “Poor dancer?” 
 
    “Terrible,” I said. “Stepped all over her toes. Poor Lady Death enduring my two left feet.” 
 
    “I hope you taste better than you dance.” 
 
    “Taste?”  
 
    I stared down at my form. I may have disguised myself a bit too well. With the aid of my Chameleon Panther Cloak and the large Iron Gauntlets I wore, I understood how someone could mistake me as something actually worth eating. 
 
    Sighing, I exposed my coat and revealed the contents within “Unless you have a craving for bones… I’m afraid my taste isn’t going to be anything spectacular.” 
 
    The girl stood still for several minutes. “You’re a skeleton.” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    She slammed her weapon into the earth and let out a large, disappointed groan. “A skeleton? I can’t believe –” she muttered several words I had never heard before underneath her breath. Several of them were most likely colorful expletives. 
 
    “Wunder!” she called to the forest “It’s just a stupid skeleton!” 
 
    “I take offense to the stupid part of that –” 
 
    “A stupid skeleton with a quick tongue!” She huffed, pointing her finger at me. “What’s a skeleton doing sitting in front of a fire, roasting rabbits in the middle of the forest? It was something so stupid I thought for sure you were a rookie adventurer.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, but she continued off on a tangent. “And what’s with that stupid mask and stupid cloak and weird iron shoes? Why are you dressed like that? Why’s your aura so weak? You’re named aren’t you? You’d have to be named to talk so you’re definitely named. You were named recently, right? What’s a named one doing in the Hlahan Forest alone? Where’s your Nightwitch or Nightshaman? Are you contracted to an Aljutha? Why do you smell funny? What’s your –” 
 
    “Arol, I don’t think the skeleton here can answer a dozen questions at a time.” 
 
    The creature that approached from the forest was almost my height, but with several inches added that placed him in the six-foot-seven range. Thick, large and buff, he was some unholy cross between a man and a porcupine, with his back and arms littered in a thousand black spines that glistened in the darkness. Eyes pitch black and devoid of pupils, his face possessed humanoid traits, if somehow humans had evolved to possess snouts instead of noses and whiskers instead of beards. With no clothes at all on his form, it disturbed me to realize that ‘it’ was visible, hanging between his legs, protected by spines of a somewhat darker color than the rest that adorned his body.  
 
    Wunder 
 
    [Fort Zvyar Lieutenant] 
 
    [Beast of Unhurried Demises] 
 
    [The Kindred Heretic] 
 
    Thousand-Quilled Barbeast 
 
    Lv. ? 
 
    His voice was deep but not unpleasant, almost sounding like a man who’d spent his entire life singing blues, there was a dissonance in my mind between what he looked like and what he sounded like. With his bulky frame and sharp, lethal looking quills, I almost questioned why he needed to attack from a distance. Why he chose to attack from a distance.  
 
    “Though, I’ll admit, you are rather unusual for a skeleton.” Wunder approached me, dark eyes almost shining in the darkness. 
 
    “I know!” Arol chipped in. “After I attacked him, he complemented my eyes. My. Eyes.” 
 
    “Oh?” Wunder crossed his arms. “Perhaps he has a thing for his fellow undead. A skeleton and a poltergeist would make a great pair don’t you think?” 
 
    Sorry – what? “I’m not –” 
 
    “No way! He doesn’t even have a cock. How would we fuck?” 
 
    “My fingers still work rather fine.”  
 
    The duo stared at me. I realized what I’d said and was glad that my mask covered my face. It was almost second nature for me to let out a snide or sarcastic response to things at this point, and sometimes I did it without even thinking. I coughed heavily into my working right hand to try and regain some sense of where the conversation was going. “You two are nightmares, correct?” 
 
    “I’m a scarecrow and he’s the village pillory.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    “Sorry Arol. This skeleton is perhaps too unintelligent for you.” 
 
    “I told you he was stupid.” 
 
    My face would burn with indignation if I had a face to burn. “I believed all nightmares were just mindless monsters who wanted to destroy and pillage and burn.” 
 
    “Of course we want to destroy and pillage and burn!” Arol said. “Destroying is fun. We get to tear stuff down. Pillaging is fun. We get to get new stuff. Burning is fun. Have you seen how great a fire looks at night?” 
 
    “Ah.” I said, understanding slowly dawning. “So it’s not that you’re mindless monsters, but sociopathic monsters.” 
 
    “Sozopahic?” Arol scrunched up her nose. “What’s that?” She frowned. “Ah, I know what that is. Leader Erzili told us. You’re talking about that thing Alamirians have… um… em.. erm…” 
 
    “Empathy.” Wunder said, giving me a side-eye glance. “You must be a soulborn.” 
 
    “Soulborn?” 
 
    “Like me!” She said, placing one hand on her hip. “That explains it. I used to be a Leporinian before I died, but an Aljutha used me for this dark ritual thing, and my soul lingered and festered and I met Lady Rhamnusia and she turned me into a nightmare. I was stupid like you, but Leader Erzili helped fix me. Maybe Leader Erzili can fix you too.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I tried to keep my tone neutral. “Having empathy means you’re broken?” 
 
    “Yep!” Arol nodded. “Broken badly.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    “Because –” 
 
    “Arol, allow me.” Wunder said, the larger creature staring me down. “Whatever you were before you died, forget it. You’re a nightmare now. Even if you were to become a hermit that lived at the top of a mountain eating leaves and counting grass, the Alamirians – the Elvani, Humans, Leporinians, Midwarfs, Lycaoni, Felani and Druids – they will gather forces and raise up arms, burn down your mountain, destroy your home and hunt you without rest until your head hangs on a pike at their gates and your killer is heralded a champion. Children will sing tales of your killer as a vanquisher of evil, songs will exaggerate their bravery and courage, and the cold truth of a nightmare who did no wrong and begged for mercy will be unheard by history.” 
 
    My mouth opened behind my mask, and closed slowly. “That was… rather elegant. Still unsure as to how it has to relate with why having empathy is bad, but it was elegant nonetheless.” 
 
    Wunder patted me against the back, staggering me from the strength in his arms and making me confused at an almost forgotten gesture that felt alien coming from a creature as huge and grotesque as he was. 
 
    “We are Nightmares of Alamir. If we will be hunted and feared regardless, we must make ourselves worthy of both the hunt and the fear. And of course, we mustn’t forget to enjoy ourselves in the process. Isn’t that right Arol?” 
 
    “Alamirians are delicious.” 
 
    “There’s also that,” Wunder chuckled. “Speaking of delicious things… we still haven’t caught any.” 
 
    “Ugh… you had to remind me. Onna’s gonna outdo us in the hunting again. I’m sick of eating kobold for dinner. Every time she just goes off and brings back frozen kobold for dinner.” The little poltergeist clicked her tongue and glared in my direction. “Why did you have to be a skeleton? Couldn’t you have been something with flesh and bones and blood that could be made into a broth?” 
 
    “No one is more disappointed in my lack of fleshy parts than I am.” I said. The remaining part of her sentence caught up to me, along with the implications. “You’d eat me if I was a nightmare that had flesh?” 
 
    “Of course.” Wunder said. 
 
    “Especially if you were very meaty.” Arol added. 
 
    “It’s nothing personal little skeleton,” Wunder said, “But as per Erzili’s rules, everyone is food by default unless the amount of effort required in killing them is more than the satisfaction you’d get from eating them. Like in your case.” 
 
    “My case?”  
 
    “Most nightmares aren’t sturdy enough or strong enough to withstand three blows from Arol’s Sword of Rhamnusia, and they certainly aren’t fast enough to catch or deflect my quills. If you don’t die after about one or two attempts to kill you, you’re more valuable alive than as a meal. No hunter will want to eat an elk that can catch his arrows, when he can showcase it and earn enough to buy a hundred normal elk.” He pointed at me. “In your case, it also helps that there’d be literally no satisfaction in eating you.” 
 
    “Three hurrays for being a skeleton… hurray.” 
 
    “That was only one,” Arol said. 
 
    “Congratulations, you can count.” 
 
    The girl stuck out her tongue at me. Wunder chuckled a bit. “The night is still pretty young. What do you say, skeleton? Want to accompany Arol and I as we hunt for dinner? We could explain some stuff you want to know, and in turn, you can tell us how a lone skeleton found himself all the way on this side of the Hlahan Forest.” 
 
    “It’s… it’s a rather long story.” 
 
    “It’s a rather long night. Besides,” Wunder pointed at my broken left arm. “With one bad arm, it’s a night that you probably don’t want to be spending alone. Erzili has restorative abilities. Once we get to Fort Zyvar – you can have that fixed up.” 
 
    “What’s the catch?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “For a group who believe having empathy is bad, you’re showing an awfully large amount of it,” I pointed. “If you’re not helping me out of altruism, you’re helping me because there’s a reason.” 
 
    A large grin tore on Wunder’s face. “You’re right. There is a reason.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “… there was a… disturbance out in the forest recently. Know anything about that?” 
 
    Arol scoffed. “Wunder, it’s obviously not him. The power we felt was waaaaayyyy too much to have come from this tiny little skeleton.” 
 
    They were talking about Apophis. There was no mistaking it. “I did feel a surge of power a while back, and as I’ve already told you about my desire to not dance with death, I did my best to steer clear away from it.” 
 
    Wunder locked his gaze on me for several seconds, before sighing. “A smart move.” 
 
    “That can’t be the only reason you’re helping me.” 
 
    “You’re a paranoid one you know that?” 
 
    I said nothing, waiting expectantly at the duo. 
 
    “Also a weird one. You… you don’t seem to be afraid of us at all.” 
 
    “Should I be?” 
 
    “We’re stronger than you. We could kill you without much difficulty.” 
 
    “Almost everyone I’ve ever met could make that claim, and they would all be right.” 
 
    Wunder gave me a wide, toothed grin. “I like you skeleton.” He said. “Fearless in the face of overpowering adversaries, quick-witted and silver-tongued… with some work, you just might fit in at Fort Zyvar.” 
 
    “So… you’re recruiting me?” 
 
    “Yes! We’re recruiting you!” Arol whined. “Now can we move? We still have to hunt!” 
 
    “Alright.” I said, relenting. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “Finally!” Arol said, floating in the air. “You also have to tell us your story. It better be good. I haven’t heard a good story in forever. Only Leader Erzili usually has great stories, everyone else’s is boring. Yours better not be boring.” 
 
    “Even mine is boring?” Wunder asked. 
 
    “You never get explicit enough.” 
 
    “Because every time I do, you start using your –” 
 
    “Shhh! Let Mister Skeleton talk.” 
 
    “My name is Janus, not Mister Skeleton.” 
 
    Arol and Wunder rose an eyebrow at that. “That sounds like a powerful name.” 
 
    “Yeah. How’d you get a name like that?” 
 
    Cradling my broken left arm, memories rushed to the front of my mind.  
 
    “It all began with a strange woman who came to me looking for a job…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: The Hunt 
 
    Neither Arol nor Wunder were what I expected when I envisioned nightmares or monsters. They laughed, they cracked jokes, understood sarcasm and wry humor and were almost always in high spirits. Besides Wunder’s beastly appearance and Arol’s otherworldly strength and abilities, there was nothing remotely monstrous or nightmarish about them. 
 
    They were also, as it stood, beyond my abilities and capabilities to defeat to gather experience points. Assuming all of it was some ploy designed to get me to lower my guard, I still did not know how I would go about defeating them should their leader, this Erzili I kept hearing about, order them to kill me. 
 
    Arol was a poltergeist that could not be touched. She phased through everything, making her essentially invulnerable for all intents and purposes as there was nothing in my arsenal that could harm her. Wunder on the other hand was not invulnerable, but I knew far too little about his capabilities to even get an accurate read on his power. The friendly giant quill-monster was genial, and at first glance, he almost seemed to act possessive of Arol, like a father-figure to her. This was only at first glance though, as I noticed more and more that rather than a father-figure, it was more or less of a relationship between a teacher and student. Albeit a very lax teacher, and a very hyperactive, talkative student. 
 
    I avoided mentioning anything about my being from another world and also did not mention the time I spent as a worm and the struggles that I faced before becoming a skeleton. The last thing I was hesitant about mentioning, was the name of my Nightwitch – Zlosta’s name. It was not something I was willing to drop so easily. 
 
    “You’ve been to the Rift?” 
 
    Some other things, I did mention, such as the giant wall that had lain on the end of the Final Sanctuary Woodlands – and the gun-wielding humans called Alhamisians that lay beyond. 
 
    “The rift?” 
 
    “She’s talking about the giant wall that divides the Northern and Southern regions of Alamir. Rumor has it that it was originally meant to keep away the Druid’s Holy Forest and the Pretender’s Forest in the south from the empires north, but in time the humans pushed back every other race through it until the entirety of the North was theirs, and the other races are left squabbling for what remains of the South.” 
 
    “Leader Erzili says that humans are the most dangerous race among all the Alamirians. They’ve got something called sah – say – seiko –” 
 
    “Sacrosanct Weapons.” Wunder completed. 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “That is what Erzili says,” Wunder turned to me. “Have you seen them? Supposedly, these weapons are tubes that shoot sacred light faster than one can blink, and a single human wielding them can eliminate a small army of weaker nightmares on their lonesome.” 
 
    I remembered the carnage from that failed attempt at an invasion. How goblins, harpies and lamias fell left and right to a barrage of laser beams, the never-ending fire of shots which peppered them all into oblivion. I remembered how the concentrated fire latched onto Zlosta once she was the only one left standing, how her skin melted over and regrew from the infinite, endless assault. 
 
    “…I have.” 
 
    That was what I would have to face up against if I wanted to infiltrate Alhamis. At the very least, I knew that the lasers could be reflected with mirrors, but that did not comfort me. If the Alhamisians had laser guns, soldiers and infantry, I had to assume that they had artillery, cavalry, and perhaps even aircraft and aerial superiority. I would be going up against an actual military force, only, a military force with ridiculous magical shenanigans that I had no method of anticipating or countering because I was unaware of what they were. 
 
    Then, there was their General… Hoplite.  
 
    “Your leader, Erzili, seems to know a lot of things.” 
 
    The only way a nightmare could know about the Sacrosanct Weapons was if they had faced them – and survived. 
 
    “Interested?” Wunder asked, amused. “I must warn you – Erzili bites.” 
 
    “Bites?” 
 
    “Bites,” Arol added. 
 
    I did not have a response to that. Instead, I focused on the scenery of the forest around us. The thick foliage of trees had reduced considerably, become sparser and morphing slightly from forest to plains. I could see clearly in the dark without much difficulty, a trait which both Arol and Wunder seemed to share as they navigated the night darkness without much of an issue. My mind was filled with questions I wanted to ask but was not sure how exactly I would go about asking them. 
 
    “So, what are we hunting for exactly?” 
 
    “Kobolds,” they said as one, with two different tones. Arol groaned whereas Wunder was resigned. 
 
    “Are they common around these parts?” 
 
    Arol snorted and Wunder chuckled. “You could say that.” 
 
    “They’re annoying!” Arol grumbled. “They just keep rushing in from the lagoon, dozens upon dozens of them, not even caring how many die to that pervy geezer Giggles just so they can try and kill us.” 
 
    “Why would the –” 
 
    [Sixth Sense – Danger Detected!] 
 
    There was a blur of action faster than I could react. A single quill, firing at a rate that was absurd from Wunder’s hand slamming into what seemed to be a random tree in the forest. There was something off about the quill. Something that let it shimmer in the darkness of the night. 
 
    The quill spun like a drill through the wooden tree, broke through the tree and struck something. The sound of flesh being torn reached my sensitive hearing. The body dropped to the ground, fur-covered and canine-headed, a quill buried in the center of its head and going all the way through to the back of its skull. It, like Wunder, was naked, covered in thick dark brown fur, possessing clawed humanoid hands and paws for feet, there was no mistaking what it was. 
 
    “Hey!” Arol said. “That was supposed to be my kill!” 
 
    “Arol, that was a Kobold.” 
 
    “I have eyes you know.” 
 
    “We’re nowhere near the lagoon. Where do you think this kobold came from?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence and I knew immediately that something serious had happened. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “There are three main methods to enter into the Hlahan Forest. The first is the lagoon to the west. The second is approaching from the Pretender’s Forest, north. The third is through Masakh Mountain, south.” Wunder said. “East of the forest is Du Sang Castle, but the Fable Brothers have made it their Domain and going there is suicide. They couldn’t have come from there, they couldn’t have come from Pretender’s Forest, as we’d have run into them, and the lagoon is too far away. That means they came from the Mountain.” 
 
    “But…” Arol said, “That’s the memory-thief’s territory. If they came from down there then –” 
 
    “Let’s not jump to conclusions. We don’t quite know if the memory-thief has chosen to ally with the kobolds or if they just got lucky and managed to slip beneath notice.” 
 
    “It’s just one kobold right? I mean…” I stopped talking. Somehow, I could hear it now. Hear it softly. “World Map,” I whispered. 
 
    Red. Red everywhere. Tiny, consecutive dots of red. More than five dozen, moving forward through the darkness, hiding behind trees. I’d seen the red dots before, when I first experimented with opening my map, then I had not known what they were. Now, I did. 
 
    Kobolds. 
 
    A squadron of them was approaching. The red dots morphed to brown-headed wolves on the map, slowly encircling the icons of skeleton, ghost and porcupine. Surrounded. I realized. We’re surrounded. 
 
    I was tempted to bail out using my [Duality]. So far, I had yet to deactivate it since I activated the Monster Link, and a concurrent reality existed where I was safe and unbothered, sitting in front of a campfire alone. It would be easy, to switch to that reality should things go south. Yet, were I to do that, were I to die in this reality, my experiences of meeting Arol and Wunder would be completely undone. Of course, I would remember them, but they would not remember me. We could probably meet again, but this exact method we met, the exact conversations we had would not happen in the same manner. The memories I had gathered of them so far, only I would know them. 
 
    I don’t want that to happen.                                                  
 
    “Arol,” Wunder said. “We might need to use our specials.” 
 
    “My throat is sore.” 
 
    “Arol…” Wunder warned. 
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled. “But what about Janus?” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “He’s in range you know.” 
 
    “In range?” I did not like the sound of that. “I’m in range of what?” 
 
    “Arol and I need to use a special combined technique that is extremely indiscriminate. You are within the radius and will likely get killed.” Wunder said. “Nothing personal of course.” 
 
    Alarm bells began ringing in my head. “How far do I need to get away to be safe?” 
 
    “It’s not exactly a distance you can cover in –” 
 
    “How far?”  
 
    “If you could somehow leap seventy-five footsteps into the air –” 
 
    Seventy-five feet. “[Greater Rabbit Leap].” 
 
    The air rushed as I ascended into Alamir’s sky, Wunder and Arol becoming smaller and smaller specks in my vision. I knew, of course, that I would still need to descend, as gravity would inevitably make me descend, but my mind was already thinking ahead. Thinking and planning and strategizing the utilization of abilities that I had not used for the longest time. 
 
    “[Insect Metamorphosis].” 
 
    Giant dragonfly wings sprung from my back, creating gusts of winds and beating at a pace that prevented me from descending too far within the strike zone. As a worm, this was the skill that enabled me to kill Agkistrodon, the Serpent of the Rock, and earn me my first Domain of Refuge Creek. The skill that granted me one trait of any insect, and enabled it to last for exactly thirty seconds. 
 
    From my vantage point in the sky, I could not even begin to count the number of kobolds that surrounded Arol and Wunder. I aimed my fingers and prepared to fire [Diamond Bullet] after bullet, but hesitated as I was not entirely sure what Wunder and Arol had in mind. 
 
    Wunder’s spines were growing from all over his body, thicker, longer, looking sharper and deadlier with each passing second. Arol was taking in a deep, breath, inhaling and inflating, just as the kobolds burst out of their hiding spots and charged with battle cries.  
 
    “[Millennium Needle].” 
 
    “[Geist Song].” 
 
    Arol shifted, tilting back as she took in a deep, long gasp of air, like a diver preparing to descend a thousand miles into the ocean. Then, coiling her body like a wind-up toy releasing stored potential energy, she shrieked.  
 
    The earth fractured into rivulets. Stones shattered into powder and trees burst into a confetti rain of toothpicks. Irrevocable deafness would have befallen me had I possessed ears and had I been closer to the epicenter of the scream. 
 
    Simultaneously, spikes flew off the porcupine-man like he was a blowfish exploding, firing off in all directions. Their speed through open-air became ridiculous as they blasted forward using the supersonic force of Arol’s scream. The combination was a ghastly bloodbath. Spikes tore through flesh and bone like harpoons imitating machinegun fire. Kobolds were pierced through the stomach, disemboweled in a single strike, some had limbs ripped straight from the joints, broken and bent backward from different angles. Several were speared through the head, dying instantly. 
 
    Those who died on impact were the lucky ones. Those who did not receive the full weight of Arol’s bone-shattering scream, bombarded by debris and shattering trees, blood gushing from the orifices. 
 
    In a single strike, more than half the charging kobolds were eliminated. Those behind, managing to survive the worst of the attack, lost the momentum of their charge. A portion of the forest was now cleared of trees and debris and decorated with blood, guts, limbs and kobolds roaring in agony. 
 
    “Time for the cleanup.” A long spine elongated from Wunder’s back. He cut it off, and it became flexible. Like rubber. Raising it high, the whip-like spine made tiny cracks against the air.  
 
    Crack. The whip connected with a stray kobold, snapping his neck in an instant. “That’s one.” 
 
    Crack. More heads turned, more necks snapped. Arol floated around the battlefield, her macuahuitl finishing off those maimed by Wunder’s attack and her scream. She vanished, disappearing and reappearing up and around the place like a dancer of death. She never appeared more than once, never swung her weapon to sever a head or cave in a skull more than once. The red of her cloak was everywhere as if she was teleporting, and I realized she was leaving afterimages in her wake. 
 
    Crack. About two minutes after it began, it was over. The legion of red dots – of enemies – cleared out as if they were an amateur paintball league challenging a platoon of military veterans to a friendly game. Environmental factors, numbers, and logistics – all of it was meaningless, irrelevant. 
 
    Arol and Wunder made an extremely deadly team. Arol was intangible and phased through Wunder’s area-of-effect attack without care, and Wunder’s black quills acted as reflectors for her sonic scream, making him immune to her own AoE. They played off each other, complementing each other’s strengths, while covering weaknesses. They did such a good job of covering weaknesses that I could not even find any. 
 
    “Jesus…” 
 
    The smell was nauseating as I descended. Blood. So much of it. So much blood and death. Reeking. Reeking into my non-existent nose the smell of numerous emptied bowels. Kobold shit was not something I ever thought I would smell in my lifetime, and it was now my expletive of choice. Kobold shit. Had I possessed eyes, they would be watering from the stench. Had I possessed a stomach, I’d have thrown up seven times over. 
 
    Zlosta’s massacre of her people did not compare to this. The smell was nothing like this. Was it because they had been Druids? Did Druids not empty their bowels when they died? 
 
    “Hey, Janus!” Arol waved over to me, a smile on her blood-covered face. Eyes glistening with happiness glee like a child who had just been given an early Christmas present, she blurred and glitched, teleporting in front of me in an instant. I fought down the urge to flinch as her wide eyes sparkled all while she pushed her fingers through a severed Kobold head, and dragged out the insides. “Kobold brains! Tah-dah!” 
 
    “That’s… distasteful.” 
 
    “You’re no fun.” 
 
    “I’ve seen enough massacres for one lifetime.” 
 
    “But have you seen… this!” 
 
    She held out something long, bloodied and phallic. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “Kobold dick!” 
 
    I opened my mouth, feeling my mind struggle to come up with something coherent. “Why do you have that?” 
 
    “I’m going to use it.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you prefer one that was attached to something living?” 
 
    “Not for that stupid.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m going to make a necklace for you. A necklace of kobold dicks.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “And what have I done to deserve that honor?” 
 
    “You don’t have a dick, but with my necklace, you’ll have twelve, all large and thick and hanging from your neck.” 
 
    “My how tremendously generous of you. And here I thought you lacked empathy.” 
 
    “I can tell when you’re being sarcastic you know.” 
 
    “That’s a useful skill. It’ll certainly make it easier for us to understand each other.”  
 
    “Arol, Janus.” Wunder arrived before Arol could ask any more questions. The Barbeast was surprisingly clean. Far cleaner than Arol at the very least, with much less blood covering his form despite doing the lion’s share of the killing. Despite being clean, there was a more serious disposition on his face that was not there previously. 
 
    “We need to head back to Fort Zyvar as soon as possible.” 
 
    “What’s the hurry?” I asked. 
 
    “Too many kobolds.” He said, his tone not pleased. “This was a scouting party.” 
 
    “Who sends a small army just to scout?” 
 
    “A force that can afford to sacrifice a small army,” Wunder replied. “They plan on overwhelming the Fort.” 
 
    “How viable is that? If you two alone are capable of doing this,” I gestured to the bloody, organ-scattered, remnants of the kobold forces. “Shouldn’t the rest of you in the Fort be much stronger combined?” 
 
    Arol and Wunder glanced at each other as one, before turning back to glance at me. I could tell that I was missing something. 
 
    “You’ve never seen a Horde before have you?” 
 
    The term was not unfamiliar. “A massive gathering of monsters… nightmares?” I said. “How many are we talking? A hundred? A thousand?” 
 
    “Higher,” said Arol. 
 
    “Ten thousand?” 
 
    “You’re getting there,” 
 
    “…a hundred thousand?” 
 
    “Closer,” said Wunder. 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” They can’t be serious. “Two-hundred and fifty thousand?” 
 
    “Double that, and you’ll have half of the average expected number.”  
 
    My mind could not accept it. “That’s absurd. The logistics would be a nightmare. Just thinking about the amount of food that’ll be needed to –” the answer came to me as soon as the question left my mind. I remembered their ‘rule’ on what was considered food and not considered food. “Ah, so cannibalism?” 
 
    “Is that the name of a plant?” Wunder asked. 
 
    “It’s when you eat a member of your species.” 
 
    “There’s a word for that?” Wunder said. “Strange.” The Barbeast shook his head. “Regardless, we should get going. Erzili needs to know what we’ve discovered.” 
 
    Wunder stopped. “…Where’s Arol?” 
 
    My gaze swept the area. There was no sign of a red-cloaked, rabbit-eared girl within the vicinity. “She was right here –” I pointed to the spot. “Right here a second ago. I could have sworn…” 
 
    A vulture, familiar-looking, swooped from the sky and latched onto the eyeball of a dead kobold. My body froze as I stared at the vulture. It was the same species of the vulture that Oblivion had possessed. This one was different, rather than black and red it was white. Pure white. Albinism, I recalled was the name of that trait. The albino vulture latched gobbled the eyeball, swooping in the air, and perching unto a disemboweled corpse. 
 
    “Oh, not this again.” Wunder took in a deep breath. “You don’t need to hide every time you see one of these things. They’re just birds!” 
 
    “That is not a bird!” Arol’s voice came from my cloak and almost startled me. Grabbing the hem of the garment, there was a loud cry. “Watch where your hands are touching!” 
 
    I let go as if I had been burned. The absurdity of it all stunned me. “Are you… inside my cloak?” 
 
    Wunder let out a sigh. “She does this every time. Her possession trick.” 
 
    “It’s not a bird!” her shrill voice came from the cloak. “That’s a curse! A curse!” 
 
    I turned to Wunder, waiting for an explanation. Then I realized I was a skeleton wearing a mask, so there were no facial cues to indicate I was waiting for anything. “Want to explain why she’s possessing my cloak?” 
 
    “Some silly myth her people believed.” 
 
    “It’s not a myth!” she cried. “Bloodfamish vultures are drawn to places where the soil will forever be tainted with blood. Once they eat and devour without end, they channel the voice and aura of an Anathema, driving whoever hears the words it speaks insane.” My cloak shuddered and rustled. “If you make the mistake of helping one, you will be shadowed by them forever! Forever! And you can’t stop it until you die!” 
 
    Voice of an Anathema? That was not what I recalled. I had heard Oblivion’s voice. Was that why Oblivion spoke to me using the bird? The creature could be used to channel powers? 
 
    “Ignore her,” Wunder said, waving his hands. “Leporinians are an odd lot with unusual beliefs.” 
 
    “How unusual?” 
 
    “Very. And the majority of them are very… vocal about it.” 
 
    “I still remember the five-hundred and fifteen chronicles of Haresen the Most Wise, Lord and Founder of Leporinians, as recorded in the Lagomorpha.” 
 
    Ah, so there was a rabbit-man Jesus. I turned to Wunder. “I thought you said I should forget everything about what I was before I died?” 
 
    “You should,” he glared lightly at my cloak. “Arol was some sort of priestess and Erzili has already tried and failed to wash away her devotion. Somehow, that is the only thing that refused to die, no matter how ridiculous.” 
 
    “Leveretism is not ridiculous!” 
 
    “Your people believed sex with rabbits three times daily would grant them the enlightenment of sages. They believed directly sucking the genitals of powerful sorcerers was the key to unlocking one’s magic, and that eating meat would shorten your lifespan.” 
 
    “And they were right!” 
 
    I tried not to laugh, only vaguely managing to obscure my snort. Of the three things I had heard, arguably, Arol was right about at least one of them, though only when it was done in excess. The other two were on a level I could not even begin to have any reason to believe was true. Correlation did not always imply causation, and it was more likely a cunning sorcerer tricked them into believing it to get a supply of oral sex in exchange for giving them magic than it was that the oral sex gave them magic. Still, I knew too little of Alamir to make a judgment on that, and it was possible to be true. 
 
    As Arol and Wunder bickered back and forth, the albino vulture stared straight at me. White pristine feathers and a piercing gaze, I noticed it was not focusing on its meal. No, it was not focusing on its meal or anything but me. Each passing second where it unflinchingly gazed at me became increasingly uncomfortable.  
 
    It felt as if it was trying to… communicate. 
 
    “…nus.” 
 
    “…nus.” 
 
    “Janus!” 
 
    Wunder obstructed my view, his heavy hand landing on my right shoulder. “We’re leaving Janus. What are you looking at?” 
 
    “The – the vulture. I mean, it’s staring at me.” 
 
    Wunder looked, skeptic. “Don’t tell me you’ve bought into Arol’s tales.” 
 
    “No, I mean, look at it –” 
 
    I gestured my hand forward. Except there was nothing there. “Wait… where is it?” The vulture was gone. “It – it was right there. It was right there and looking at me.” 
 
    “Right,” Wunder said, dryly. “Of course.” 
 
    “I told you those things were cursed!” Arol emerged from my cloak, crossing her arms. “Anything connected to an Anathema is nothing but trouble.” 
 
    Anything connected to an Anathema. I was not fully sure what separated an Anathema from regular nightmares, but I could guess. “So, what if, there was a Nightwitch… who was the Avatar of an Anathema, and that Nightwitch named a nightmare. Would that nightmare… technically, be connected to the Anathema?” 
 
    Wunder frowned. “It depends.”  
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “On which Anathema.” 
 
    “What if it were… Omega?” 
 
    Wunder’s eyes latched on me, his face was devoid of humor. Arol beside me had gone extremely stiff. There was an increasingly mounting pressure I could feel coming from the gaze of both nightmares. 
 
    “Janus… is your Nightwitch… the Avatar of Omega?” 
 
    The pressure began to increase. I noticed, slowly, how Arol cautiously reached for her macuahuitl, how Wunder’s black quills began to grow ever so slowly, how both of them were tense, coiled, and almost ready to strike. 
 
    “No.” I lied. “I’m a skeleton… remember? What are the odds of a skeleton being named by someone like that?” 
 
    “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Her?” 
 
    “The Nightwitch that gave you your name, Janus. What. Is. Her. Name?”  
 
    “I never said a Nightwitch gave me my name,” I said, calming myself. Calm. Calm. “I was named by a Nightshaman… a Nightshaman named Mavros Cuvar.”  
 
    Arol’s eyes widened. “The Mavros Cuvar? No way!” 
 
    “You… you’ve heard of him?” 
 
    Wunder’s quills began to shrink to regular size. “Erzili possesses an ancient artifact called the Book of Nightly Ones. Within its self-updating pages are the name of every Nightwitch, Nightshaman and Nightchild to ever live. Arol and I have gone through it.” 
 
    “What a rather… useful thing to have.” I kept my voice level. 
 
    “It is.” Arol quipped in. “There are very few ways for you to know the name of a Nightly One unless you’ve met them. So we’d have known if you were lying.”  
 
    Wunder shook his head. “You have to be careful with tossing around questions like that Janus. I almost thought you were named by the Mad Sage herself.” 
 
    “Me?” I tried to laugh it off. “Like I would be that… lucky.” 
 
    Wunder patted me on the back. “If you were, every single living being in Alamir that enjoys living would do their best to hunt you down and kill you.” 
 
    “…because I was named by the Mad Sage?” 
 
    “Because you were named by a being who is the chosen one of the incarnation of the end.” 
 
    “The end of… what?” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    There was not much left for me to say. Not much left I could hear. Wunder and Arol discussed something and bickered, but I zoned them out, too busy thinking. Zlosta had always told me from the beginning that her goal was to end suffering. End suffering by ending all those who suffer. Yet, she had been sealed away, locked up for several thousand years, and the minions that willingly followed her had also been cut off from the rest of the world. Now, nightmares were not the same. Nightmares like Wunder and Arol – they did not want to end the world. They wanted to live in it.  
 
    My mind was whirling with a thousand thoughts. I can’t let them know. The truth, unfiltered and spoken without care would get me killed. For now, I would keep my goals to myself. More than that, there was no way for me to even think about starting an army as I was. Arol and Wunder were both much stronger than me, and their leader, this Erzili, no doubt was stronger than them.  
 
    I had come a long, long way from a worm. Yet, somehow, I had never stopped feeling like one. Zlosta, Hoplite, Apophis, and now Wunder and Arol. Everyone felt leagues above me. Everyone was leagues above me. I needed to change that. There were methods I could use, each one more underhanded than the last, more repugnant than the last… and I questioned if I would remain the same once I used them. Yet, it was either that, or sit back and let the earth be changed, let my memories vanish, and become nothing more than a mindless monster. 
 
    How much of my humanity would I lose for the purpose of saving my humanity? 
 
    I did not know. But I knew, sooner or later, I would find out. 
 
    [Midnight Reached] 
 
    [Daily Tasks have been reset] 
 
    I knew I would dislike the answer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: Fort Zyvar 
 
    Fort Zyvar was nothing like I anticipated it to be. Moss-dressed walls and weed-bursting paths, vine-ensnared gates, and grass-blanketed walkways, the fort could be mistaken for an abandoned ruin deep in the vestiges of Brazilian rainforests – the type in which a plucky, hat-wearing, whip-cracking archeologist would visit to avoid perilous pitfalls, traps, and dangers in search of ancient and mystical treasure.  
 
    Each step I took further entrenched it in my mind that the Fort had most certainly seen better days. Portions of the wall were crumbling like stale bread, the giant iron gates were married to thick brown rust, and the weeds grew with reckless abandon wherever it was possible for them to grow – between cracks, on aged wood, on broken statues – without anyone seeming to attempt to trim them. 
 
    With so much green, the fort seemed less a man-made structure and more something that was sprouted by the earth. Blending into the forest with ease, Fort Zyvar was the first real architectural building I’d seen since coming to Alamir, not counting the Rift. I could not help but be intrigued. Going by the look alone, the Fort had to be at least several hundred years old. The aesthetics of it almost seemed to lurch a deeply buried desire for adventure. What great secrets lay within its walls? What mysteries and wonders would I find? Tomes of a forgotten era? Remains of ancient warriors? 
 
    You don’t have time for an adventure Janus, I sternly reminded myself, curbing the inquisitive instincts within me. My quest was time-sensitive even if I did not know exactly by how much. There was no time to go spelunking into hidden caves unless I had a guarantee that there was something within such places that would be of value to me, such as a powerful weapon or tool. 
 
    The broken statues in front of the Fort were something I could not simply ignore however. Most of the statues were gone, but from those mostly intact, I tried to glean some knowledge. The style of clothing on them was anachronistic, I could only vaguely claim they were reminiscent of ancient Zulu warriors wearing the helmets of Roman legionnaires. If such an odd combination made any lick of sense. 
 
    “Who are they, in the statues?” 
 
    Arol, dragging along two corpses of dead kobolds, stared at the statues I gestured to. “I think they’re humans. The humans that built this fort a long, long time ago.” 
 
    Statues in front of a fort? Why? For decorative purposes? As far as I knew, Forts were usually not the type of places one placed expensive ornaments. More than that, there was some eerie sensation I got from the statues. As if they were… watching me. The eyes never seemed to move, but with each advance, the gaze of the statues almost seemed to watch my every step, and it was unnerving. 
 
    “Do you know what race of humans?” 
 
    “Humans have different races?” Arol asked, squinting. “Wunder, do humans have different races?” 
 
    The Barbeast, hoisting up on one hand three kobold corpses, shook his head. “All humans are one race, but they have different origins and live in different settlements, so they do not see themselves as one.” 
 
    “Did they have a name, the people in those statues?” 
 
    “They’re humans,” Wunder responded. 
 
    “I know they’re humans, I mean, the name of their empire, or their culture.” 
 
    “Humankind,” Arol said, cheekily. 
 
    I was not getting anywhere with this line of questioning. “What tribe of humans are they?” 
 
    “No idea.” Arol turned to Wunder. “Any clue?” 
 
    The Barbeast hummed. “No, I don’t know either. Perhaps Erzili might know.”  
 
    Arol nodded in tandem. “Leader Erzili knows everything!” 
 
    Erzili this, Erzili that. I wanted to meet this Erzili fellow and find out what made them so special. Deciding to relegate that task of asking about the freakish human statues that seemed to be trailing me with their eyes to a later time, I noticed something odd. 
 
    The further we approached, the more I began to pick up the sounds of different noises. The noises were coming from deeper in the Fort, and it sounded almost as if they were… cheers? Cheers. Nightmares cheering? Was that a good sign? 
 
    “Who approaches Fort Zyvar?” 
 
    A deafening voice thundered. Bouncing back and forth between the forest, I could not pinpoint the origin until the footsteps followed. Thick pounding footsteps, shaking the earth. Ripples appeared in the air and before me was a creature with a man’s face and a lion’s body. The creature was chiseled out of something that resembled stone, but I felt for it through my connection to the earth and realized that it was made of an element I possessed no knowledge of. Something that was purely unique to the world of Alamir. 
 
    Arol blurred forward. “Sniffles! It’s me Arol! I’m back!” 
 
    Sniffles? I could only stare at the oddity as Arol began to lightly pet the creature on the underside of its chin. The eyes on the creature’s head began to glow. A red light flashed, and vanished. “Fort Zyvar welcomes you back, Lady Arol, Lord Wunder.” The sphinx-like creature boomed. “I sense one here that does belong.” 
 
    The creature’s red eyes locked on my form. The sound of something sharply whining began to reach my ears. My instincts of self-preservation went haywire, as the creature’s red eyes continued to glow, higher and higher and brighter – 
 
    “Relax Sniffles!” Arol said, jumping in between the creature and I. “This is Janus – he’s just a skeleton we met out in the forest.” 
 
    Wunder chuckled. “He’s an interesting sort. Managed to survive Arol’s hits, but lost his arm in the process. We’re bringing him up to Erzili to heal up.” 
 
    The creature seemed to placate itself. “Be that as it may, it is my duty as the guardian of Fort Zyvar to decipher the purpose and intent of all those who enter its walls.” Red eyes once more landed on my form. “Tell me, Janus, what is your intention in approaching this Fort?” 
 
    I opened my mouth, but Arol stopped me. “Sniffles can tell when you’re lying, so you might not want to do that. He doesn’t really like liars.”  
 
    So a sphinx, but for lies instead of riddles - fantastic. I thought through my options with increasing speed and realized I did not have much time to come up with a convincing lie. 
 
    “I have come to Fort Zyvar to get my arm healed.”  
 
    “That is not your only purpose here.”  
 
    “You said I should tell you about my intention. You never said how many I had to tell.” 
 
    “No, I did not.” The sphinx agreed. “Very well then. A question, Janus. Do you, or do you not, approach Fort Zyvar with the intent to kill any of its inhabitants?” 
 
    Shit. Arol and Wunder stared at me, waiting. “I… do.” 
 
    Arol’s neck snapped in my direction. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “For the experience.” 
 
    The Sphinx gave a long sigh. “Another one falls to Erzili’s ranks. You may enter Fort Zyvar.” 
 
    “You-you're letting me through?” 
 
    “I am the Guardian of this Fort, beholden to it and nothing more. I must stop those seeking its destruction, not stop those who approach in search of death.” 
 
    “I’m not here to die.” 
 
    “You are here with the intent to kill. Thus you are here in search of death, be it your own or that of another.” 
 
    The sphinx, turning around, walked back to the Fort. Ripples emerged from the air once more, and before I could so much as question it, the creature was gone. The Guardian of the Fort. Chills ran down my spinal cord and up to my tail. Something told me that I did not want to fight that Sphinx. 
 
    The slowly building thickness in the air also told me that I did not want to fight the two nightmares who stood behind me, both of which had just heard me openly admit that I wanted to kill someone within the fort. 
 
    “Janus…” Arol’s voice was low. “…what do you mean by, you’re here to kill… for the experience?” 
 
    “It’s very self-explanatory.” 
 
    “You can’t do that.” 
 
    “I thought this sort of thing was common –” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Arol shook her head. “You literally can’t do that. You’re too weak to be a threat to anyone in Fort Zyvar. Attack anyone and you’ll die.”  
 
    I stiffened, staring at the duo. “Well, I managed to survive three of your hits, didn’t I?” 
 
    Wunder let out a large laugh. “Yes, yes, you managed to survive three hits from Arol. Impressive.” He continued laughing, and I felt my irritation rise. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Should you tell him, or should I?” Wunder asked, rubbing his chin. 
 
    The redhead frowned at Wunder, before turning back to me. “I’m the youngest nightmare in Fort Zyvar.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And?” she furrowed her brows. “A nightmare’s power is dependent on how long they’ve lived. The older you get, the more stuff you survive, the stronger you become.” She pointed at herself. “I’ve only been a nightmare for four decades… that’s why I’m not as strong as everyone else.” 
 
    “Rubbish.” The word escaped my mouth before I could stop it. “You’re a poltergeist that’s untouchable. You expect me to believe you’re the weakest?”  
 
    “I’m not the weakest!” she protested hotly. “I’m just the youngest, and don’t have as much experience as everyone else.” She pointed to me. “But if I can beat you, everyone else can. How long have you been a skeleton anyway? Five years? Ten?”  
 
    I could not answer that question. How long? I reincarnated into this world about two months ago. I was made into a skeleton roughly a week and a half after my appearance as a worm. So as a skeleton, I was only about seven weeks old, give or take a week. Even if I accounted for my previous life, I was twenty-five years old before I died, and Arol would still be older than me. 
 
    The problem was, giving that information could be problematic, considering I lied about who my Nightshaman was. The dots would not connect. The more truths and lies I mixed up, the easier it would be to expose myself. 
 
    I pointed to Wunder. “…Even he is stronger than you?” 
 
    “Want to test it?” Wunder gestured to his chin. “Give me your best shot little skeleton. I won’t move. I won’t dodge. Let’s see what you can do.” 
 
    There was a temptation to take up his offer. I thought about the strongest moves in my arsenal. [Excruciating Toxic Bite] and [Diamond Bullet]. Neither of those two moves seemed as though they would be effective against Wunder. His pitch-black, spine-covered form would protect him from most poisons, but as for bullets – 
 
    Muttering under my breath, I took a clear aim for Wunder’s chin. “[Diamond Bullet].”  
 
    The crack of supersonic air echoed throughout the outskirts of the Fort. The diamond bullet broke the sound barrier and crossed the distance faster than the eye could blink. The object crashed into Wunder’s chin, fragmenting and ricocheting its fragments into different directions. 
 
    “Tickles,” Wunder said. 
 
    There was not a scratch on his chin. Not a blemish. Not a mark. The same move I had once used to kill a Sage, the move that I had come to associate with the term ‘one-hit-kill’ – it did not even phase him. 
 
    With Arol, I could not even touch her, which was frustrating, but at least, there lay a hope that as long as I found what could touch her, I would stand a chance should she decide to end my life. With Wunder – it was worse. I could touch him – but I was not sure if I could harm him. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’m a Barbeast.” He said as if it explained everything. “Arol and I are somewhat lax in comparison to the others, so I suppose I’ll warn you. While it’s good to have a bit of ambition now and then – that ambition will end the second you attack anyone in Fort Zyvar.” 
 
    Wunder, with his free hand that was not lugging kobold corpses, patted me on the back with enough force to almost send me sprawling into the dirt. “Don’t worry, you’ll get there eventually. In about a hundred years or so, you just might be able to leave a scratch on my skin.” 
 
    A hundred years, he said. There was no mockery in his voice. No conceit. No deception. No haughtiness or condescension. He genuinely and wholeheartedly believed that I would not be able to harm him in a hundred years. The honesty in his voice stung. Somehow, it would have been better if he was mocking me. But the earnestness – it stung. 
 
    I did not have a hundred years. I did not know how long it would be before my memories vanished. There was an invisible axe hanging over my neck, and at any moment, it could drop. 
 
    “One week.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I pointed with my good right arm. “In one week. I’ll beat you.” 
 
    Wunder’s eyes shone. “Is that a challenge?” 
 
    “It’s a promise.” 
 
    Wunder barked a laugh. “Then I suppose you won’t mind wagering on that, now would you?” His eyes shone with a dangerous glint. “If you can’t manage to draw blood from me within a week, what’ll I get?” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Wunder hummed, stroking his chin. “You will help me mate with Onna.” 
 
    “I’ll – what?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “How –” I shook my head. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. I have no intention of losing.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear! Overconfidence and brazen recklessness make quite a duo.” Wunder said. “So, what are you wagering?” 
 
    “A favor.” 
 
    Wunder’s brow rose. “Favor?” 
 
    “You heard me,” I shot back. 
 
    “I suppose… sure, I don’t see why not. There isn’t much difference a week can make.” 
 
    Arol stared back and forth between myself and Wunder, shaking her head and muttering underneath her breath. “You’re a dead man Janus.” 
 
    “You noticed? What gave it away, the bones?” 
 
    “Do you even know who Onna is?” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll find out.” 
 
    There were no further obstructions as we continued onwards, Wunder surprisingly higher in spirits, and Arol muttering under her breath and shooting me the side-eye every five seconds. Strangely, there were no guards stationed at the gate, no sentries patrolling the walls or anything resembling an organized guard structure. The further I went in the further I could hear the cheers that seemed to fill the air of the entire Fort. 
 
    “What is that noise?” 
 
    “The Ditch,” Arol said. 
 
    “You bet on Onna and Slim again?” Wunder chipped in. 
 
    “Just Slim.” She groused. “Onna can go fuck herself.” 
 
    “I hear she does that frequently.” 
 
    “Everyone knows she does that frequently! I can hear the moans of Erzili! Erzili! Erzili! All through the day every single time I try to trance.” 
 
    Wunder sighed. “Erzili does have that effect on people.” 
 
    I got the distinct sensation that I was missing something. I did not probe. One way or another, I knew I would get answers. The further we got to the rusty, moss-covered metal, the more something felt off. The gates gave me an odd feeling. I felt like I’d… seen it before. No, that was not accurate. The feeling was déjà vu. A sensation that I had gone through this exact sequence, heard this exact conversation, approached this exact gate, a long time ago that lay as wisps in my memory.  
 
    A sharp, high-pitched whine entered into my ears and I winced. The gate started glowing as if someone had flicked a switch and lit up a thousand fireworks over the headlamps of a million cars. “Fuck!”  
 
    “What is it?” Arol asked. 
 
    “Can’t you see that bloody light?” 
 
    Wunder stared straight, squinting. “Light?” 
 
    “The light coming from the gate that’s whining!” 
 
    Arol tilted her head. Swiveling it to the gates and back, her brow rose. “Whining?” 
 
    “Yes!” I snapped. “The gates are too bright and that noise is irritating! What is that, some sort of defense against outsiders?” 
 
    The duo stared at me as if I were insane. The confusion on their faces seemed genuine enough for me to almost believe that I was. “Janus, did you hit your head?”  
 
    “Maybe it’s a unique ability?” Wunder offered, smiling sheepishly. “I certainly can’t see or hear anything. It’s just a large rusty pair of gates.” 
 
    “Maybe Leader Erzili will know what’s up?” 
 
    Erzili will know. I resisted the urge to scoff. Forcing myself to ignore the light and the noise, I followed the duo further until the gates were directly in front of me. The high-pitched whine was almost maddening, and the brightness of the gate was reaching a level that could have blinded me. 
 
    “Despicable!” a shrill voice screeched. “Despicable! Despicable! Horrible, horrible! Horrible nightmares entering into Fort! Always! Curse you! Curse you! You all!” 
 
    Startling, I came to a frigid stop. “What was that?” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Fort Zyvar curses you! This Fort not for nightmares! Not for nightmares! Not for nightmares! Fort survived Ninefall, yes, Fort did! Fort survived Elvani Wars! Fort survived Devil Horde! Fort survived Anathema-War! Fort now bad! Fort now broken! Fort not for nightmares! Forgive Fort, Master Sionis! Fort not for nightmares!” 
 
    I spun around, trying to find something, anything that was talking. Wunder and Arol were losing their patience with my antics, but I did not want to believe that my sanity had gone just yet. 
 
    “You… can’t hear that?” 
 
    “The cheering?” 
 
    “No not the –” I stopped myself, turning to stare at the gate. “…yes, the cheering.” 
 
    “Fort not for nightmares! One-hundred and fifty-six nightmares in fort! Fort curses you! Fort curses you! You defile Fort! You defile Fort! Fort not for nightmares!” 
 
    “Janus?” 
 
    “Sorry, it’s nothing. Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    Marching forward through the wide-open gates of Fort Zyvar, almost brought me to my knees with an inexplicable sensation of exhilaration. I felt like electric sparks were flying through every single inch of my body like I’d consumed several dozen energy drinks and overdosed on heroin simultaneously. 
 
    [You have walked through a gate] 
 
    [HP and MP Fully Restored] 
 
    [All Negative Status Effects have been Cured] 
 
    [You have attained the temporary effect [Bastion Against the Night] from Fort Zyvar’s Gate] 
 
    “Janus?” 
 
    Calling my name, a second time made me realize my idiocy. Janus. Yes, Janus was the two-faced god in the Roman mythos. Yes, he was the god of duality. However, there was another thing Janus was associated with. The reason the word “janitor” was created. 
 
    Janus was the God of Doors and Gates. 
 
    You have discovered a meaning of your name! 
 
    Compiling… 
 
    Compiling… 
 
    Compiling… 
 
    Compilation Complete. 
 
    Associations Found. 
 
    Trigger Found. 
 
    [You unlocked an Epithet Skill!] 
 
    Activating Epithet Skill – [Gatekeeper]. 
 
    Standing still, I shook off the euphoria. My body was still overcharged with energy. My broken left arm cracked and snapped back into place, healing without so much as an effort. My entire body felt light. I felt as if gravity’s effects on me had completely vanished. My body was crackling with so much energy that I almost vibrated in place. All of these gave me very good clues as to what [Gatekeeper] did. 
 
    “Did you just orgasm from walking into the fort?”  
 
    The question came from Arol. The poltergeist was warily giving me some distance now. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have a cock, so, unfortunately, no,” I said raising my right hand into the air and flexing it to confirm that I still retained my full range of movements. Wunder did not miss out on the subtle action. 
 
    “Your arm. It’s… healed.” 
 
    I thought about how I would explain it, my hand suddenly healing as I walked through the gates. “It’s a… special skill.” 
 
    “Ah, so you’ve just discovered your Epithet Skill?” Wunder crossed his arms. “Explains why you were acting so odd.” 
 
    “Wait, that’s his Epithet Skill?” Arol spun locking her gaze on me. “You heal all injuries when you walk through a gate? That’s so… lame. Like, what’ll you do when you can’t find a gate anywhere?” 
 
    “You… know about Epithet Skills?” 
 
    The two monsters stared at me as if I was stupid. For once, I did indeed feel as such. 
 
    “Every named one has an Epithet Skill. That’s why they’re called named ones. The more powerful and rarer names can have more than one Epithet Skill, but that’s just a rumor. You would have to be named by an extremely powerful Night-One to develop more than one.” 
 
    Of course. “Well…” I said. “…what’s your Epithet Skill?” 
 
    Wunder laughed. “That’s private information. No one’s just going to tell you what their most powerful ability is.” 
 
    “You’ll have to figure it out for yourself, that’s if you can,” Arol added, cheekily. 
 
    I put up a front of indignation. “That’s not fair. You both know mine.” 
 
    “Nothing’s fair Janus, things just are.” He patted me on the back, again, with enough force to stagger me. “Now come on Mr. Heal-Via-Gate-Entry, let’s keep going.” 
 
    Taking a step further into the fort, while trying to keep up my act of disgruntlement, a sharp sensation slammed upon my shoulders like an elephant launched from a trebuchet. 
 
    [You have found the Ancient Fort Zyvar!] 
 
    [Ancient Fort Zyvar is a claimed Domain!] 
 
    [You have entered the Domain of Erzili the Slithercreep!] 
 
     [You have taken damage equivalent to 90% of your Mana upon entering this domain without its Owner’s permission.] 
 
     [Your HP Regen is cut by 75% while in this Domain.] 
 
    [Your MP Regen is cut by 75% while in this Domain.] 
 
    [Your Attack and Defense have been reduced by 50% while in this Domain.] 
 
     [The MP Cost for all Skills are increased by 100% while in this Domain.] 
 
     [Your Intelligence and Defense will reduce by (1) for every day spent in this Domain until you are accepted by the Domain’s Owner.] 
 
    [Epithet Skill [Gatekeeper] has mitigated harmful effects from entering the Domain without the Owner’s permission] 
 
    “What in the…?” I swore, snapping my neck to Arol and Wunder. “I could have died just from entering here?” 
 
    “Could have,” Wunder said. “But you didn’t. I’m impressed Janus. You’re sturdier than you look.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think it was something to mention before I entered?” 
 
    Arol smiled. “Sniffles did tell you.” 
 
    Clenching my teeth and nearly crushing my iron gauntlets, my mind ran through a hundred ways to comprehend the bizarre nature of the nightmares. They were fine, perfectly fine, with letting me walk into what was essentially a death trap without a hint of a warning. They appeared to be friendly and genial, but there was an overlying overt lack of actual care for my wellbeing they possessed. They did tell me that they lacked empathy…  
 
    I sighed, shaking my head. I was beginning to understand the Sphinx’s words now about searching for death. Killing or fighting a monster in his Domain was a ridiculously challenging task, assuming you could enter said domain. They had the home advantage and the odds were so blatantly one-sided it was not even funny. Cutting my attack, defense, HP and MP, and then delivering damage just for entering? 
 
    “So that’s why there’s no one guarding the gate,” I said. “Not much of a need for gatekeepers if entry means instant death...” 
 
    “Oh, look who’s slowly catching up?” Wunder nudged my sides. “Keep up with the smarts and you just might impress the right people.” 
 
    “What if I’d died upon entering?” 
 
    “Then you’d be dead.” Wunder shrugged. “That’s that.” 
 
    “But you’re not!” Arol said. “And that’s great!” 
 
    “Hooray for me.” 
 
    My mind, meanwhile, was racing. The only way to disable the workings of a Domain was to kill the owner or destroy the domain itself. The Guardian protected Fort Zyvar from being destroyed, and Erzili prevented it from being taken or overrun.  
 
    “I think this is a record though,” Wunder said, rubbing his chin. “Only one other nightmare has ever entered Fort Zyvar without Erzili’s permission and survived.” 
 
    “That’s Slim for you!” Arol cheered. “He’s the coolest, other than Leader Erzili.” 
 
    “And you both thought it would be okay to let me walk through the gates despite that?” 
 
    Wunder sighed. “In truth, I did want to warn you. If you died, our wager would end prematurely. Then I realized, if you were capable of walking through and surviving, you’d certainly be able to help me with Onna. If you don’t survive, then you wouldn’t be of much help.” 
 
    “You do realize right now I’m thinking of several ways to kill you.” I turned to Arol. “Both of you.” 
 
    Wunder let out a large bark. “That’s the spirit Janus! Tell me, have you come up with anything you think might work?” 
 
    “Ooh, maybe he’s probably thinking about going for your neck. Everyone always thinks your neck is the softest place to get.” Arol clapped. “What about me? Me? Have anything you think might work?” 
 
    “Fire?” I wagered. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “An exorcism?” 
 
    Arol pouted. “Yes… but you’re a skeleton. You can’t perform an exorcism.” 
 
    I hummed a soft tune, slowly thinking. “As a poltergeist if you’re immune to fire, but affected by an exorcism… then that means you have the traditional weaknesses aligning with the superstitions and myths associated with ghosts… so…” I tilted my head. “Salt?” 
 
    The smile on her face vanished immediately. Wunder went silent for several seconds as well, his brow raising higher and higher with each passing second. It had been a completely random guess, but their expressions gave it away with as much ease as playing a hand of poker with a party of drunken prepubescent children. 
 
    “You’re joking,” I said, almost not believing it. “Your weakness is… salt?” 
 
    She crossed her arms in a childlike fashion and let out an annoyed glare. “I thought you were stupid.” 
 
    Wunder laughed. “Now, Arol – you brought this on yourself. Seems Janus here might be much smarter than we thought.” His eyes locked on me. “Tell me, how’d you figure out Arol’s weakness so quickly?” 
 
    There was not much to it. “People… humans, often believed that salt could be used to ward off evil spirits, so they’d put a line of it on doors and windows to prevent them from entering their houses. Some myths say that if you trap a ghost in a circle of salt, it’ll be unable to escape from it.” 
 
    “Hmph! Don’t think that’ll work on me.” Arol grumbled. “I still have my Sword of Rhamnusia, and even if you can touch me, it doesn’t mean you can beat me.” 
 
    No, it means exactly just that. I did not correct her. There was no need, as of now, to completely absolve her of the illusion that she was invincible. Knowing that she was not, as a matter of fact, utterly untouchable did more to placate me than I believed was possible. Salt was her kryptonite. There was even the possibility that other items used in myth to ward off evil spirits would work on her. 
 
    “Hey, hey, what about him?” Arol pointed, “It’s not fair that you know my weakness but not his.” 
 
    “I am different Arol.” Wunder proclaimed, thumping his chest. “I’m a Barbeast. Nothing can hurt me.” 
 
    “Nothing on the outside,” I whispered, ideas forming in my mind. Indestructible from the outside… so… like Troy? Like that snake I killed, Agkistrodon? 
 
    “On the… outside?” 
 
    “Since you’re physically untouchable from the outside, that just means your weakness is inside.” It made sense. “A suitable amount of highly toxic poison directly ingested should do you in. But let’s assume you also have regenerative abilities, it’ll be best to use a bit of poison mixed with corrosive elements, such as acid. If the inner organs are all melted and your regeneration is overtaxed trying to purge the poison and unmelt your innards, it doesn’t matter how invincible your outer shell is. You’ll die like anyone else.” 
 
    Now that I thought about it, he wasn’t truly invincible, was he? No one was. So long as basic cause-and-effect still existed, it did not matter how many dozens of levels they were above and beyond me – they could still be killed with the right methods. 
 
    Withdrawing myself from my thoughts, I noticed the duo were staring at me as if they’d seen me for the first time. There was something else in their eyes that was hard to pin down, and as much as I would have liked to believe it was recognition or acknowledgment, I knew instead that it was going to be more likely caution and apprehension. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re… amazing.” Arol breathed, with more excitement in her tone than I was comfortable with. 
 
    “I’m... what?” 
 
    “What you just said… about being killed from the inside… that was how I lost to Erzili.” Wunder stated. “I have never lost to anyone else before that. Never lost to anyone else after that. No one has ever thought about using such a method to defeat me… except Erzili, and now, you, Janus.” 
 
    It never occurred to me, that the thing I saw in their eyes was neither recognition nor apprehension, but admiration.  
 
    “You don’t seem too displeased that I figured out your weakness.” 
 
    “Why would I be?” 
 
    “I could use it to kill you.” 
 
    “Then so be it.”  
 
    So be it? “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Janus, there are those who do their best to hide their weaknesses from the world, afraid that knowledge of it would bring them their downfall. And some proclaim their weaknesses to the world and ask individuals to challenge them despite it. If you always hide your weakness from the world, once it is discovered, it will be exploited and bring you to ruin. But if you bare it openly, have it tested time and time again – it stops being a weakness, and it becomes a strength.”  
 
    I could almost understand where he was coming from. Almost. A part of me wanted to scoff at it. Expose your weaknesses to the world and turn them to your strengths? It sounded easy, when he said it that way. Sounded simple. Things would not work out that simply in reality. Wunder and Arol were too trusting. Too forthright. Or was it, that as nightmares, they did not possess a sense of self-preservation as I did? They did not see the advantages of deception cunning? Had they not the common sense to hold a healthy suspicion about people? 
 
    I did not understand them. They were… confusing. I did not know how I would even begin to understand them. So, for now, I would not try. I kept my chin up, my gait steady, ensuring that my backup timeline was still safe that I could retreat to, and I aimed ahead – forward. The night sky of Alamir was still beautiful, and I had bigger concerns to worry about than understanding the psyche of nightmares. 
 
    Moving further into the fort, the sounds of cheering and chanting increased. Approaching, I got a glimpse of a large number of different creatures of varying shapes and sizes, all of them gathered around something, all of them cheering or chanting or making different series of noises in different tones, pitches, grunts and rallying cries. I could hear someone seemingly giving the byplay, the further I approached, the more I could hear the voice, inexplicably neither feminine nor masculine, speaking loudly. 
 
    “Aaaand look at that darlings! Onna almost wins easiiiily! My, my my my – I just love Onna’s determination. Isn’t she a darling? Oh – and there’s Hodag! Oh, oh, my my! Beautiful darling, beautiful! Hodag is still in this – Hodag is still here!” 
 
    The voice amplified itself with neither a microphone nor a speaker. Arol led, gesturing at me to follow her, and as I did, I sidestepped the large crowd, only able to get glimpses at the spectacle the associated group of monsters were watching. A large, thick World War I-esque trench dug deep into the earth, with enough space to easily be used as an Olympic swimming pool. Within the trench, I got glimpses of a young woman with pale blue skin and white frozen hair, ice dancing and spinning off her fingers, giant snowflakes shooting from her palms like shuriken soaring from the nimble fingers of assassins. The opponent, across from her, a pug-like creature the shape of a ball, tiny bat wings on its bag and a single eye shooting out concentrated blasts of energy, knocking away the ice and melting it simultaneously. 
 
    “The battle rages on my darlings! Hodag’s been trying his best, oh, look at that spin shot with his eye! Oh my my my, things might be a little too hot for Onna!” 
 
    Finding my expectations continuously shattered and my confusion continually growing, I followed Arol and Wunder, eventually noticing the odd looks and stares I started getting for my outfit and mask. Or perhaps it was because Arol and Wunder were still carrying the kobold corpses over their shoulders. I could not tell.  
 
    I was only confident about walking into the belly of the beast because of [Duality]. In my backup timeline, I was sitting patiently under a tree, never having bothered with activating Cuvar’s Monster Link, and thus, never having met Arol and Wunder. Despite the assurance that if I did die here, I’d be safe, I felt perturbed at the increasingly growing number of eyes that kept turning in my direction as I followed the duo.  
 
    “And darlings, we have a winner! Onna was pure beaaaauty! Hodag didn’t stand a chance against the beautiful Zyvar’s frostiest lieutenant! She’s a darliiing!” 
 
    We reached the source of the voice. Arol and Wunder dropped the dead kobolds flat in front of it, before bending to one knee. 
 
    “Leader Erzili, we’ve returned.” 
 
    “Celebrations! Erzili’s darliiings have returned! Oh, and it seems they’ve been rather naughty… we have ourselves, a guest!” 
 
    There were no words I could use to describe the creature in front of me. The closest would be to describe it as a shifting, amorphous slime. Yet, that was not correct. The shifting amorphous slime possessed long, equally morphing tendrils and tentacles expanding in different directions from it like a spider spitting web out of its legs in every direction. The slime, if it could even be called that, moved and reformed its color, changing from green and purple, to black and teal, to gold and orange. Semi-solid, semi-liquid, viscous, it was like a giant, oily amoeba. 
 
    Erzili 
 
    [Nightmare of Ten Thousand Forms] 
 
     [Elder One of Ecstasy] 
 
    [Commander of Fort Zyvar] 
 
    Elite Slithercreep 
 
    Level ? 
 
    “Welcome home, darlings.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: Erzili 
 
    “Oh, my my my, there’s a guest, and Erzili is so terribly indecent. Give me a moment, darling.” 
 
    The slime morphed. Slowly, it took on the shape of a woman. A rich, voluptuous woman. Color began to fill in the blanks. Beautiful ebony skin that glowed underneath the sun’s ray with a sheen that would easily compare her to an African goddess. Her hair was the color of beach sand at sunset. Her eyes glowing like the moon’s reflection on a pond’s surface. Her lipstick was the color of blood. Her chest defied gravity with its size and a smooth, thin-waisted, thick-thighed body that many had no doubt died trying to achieve. A sensual, absolutely predatory grin shot towards me. 
 
    “Is this form to your taste darling?” 
 
    The desire to say yes would have been more prominent had I possessed a body capable of feeling sexual attraction. “No.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    The gorgeous dark-skinned woman vanished, and was replaced with a man. Thick, with rippling muscles. Skin that shined as if freshly oiled, a freshly trimmed beard, a sharp, hungry gaze, and hanging from between his legs, a thick, bulging, erect cock that made a mockery of that of a horse. 
 
    “Perhaps you prefer this form?”  
 
    Despite the change of appearance, the voice was still distinctly impossible to place as male or female in pitch. There was something admittedly humorous about seeing a dark-skinned, ripped and hung man with such a soft-spoken voice. However, I was not going to be able to take any conversation seriously with that ridiculously sized thing between his legs hanging out without care. 
 
    “Or perhaps you prefer –” 
 
    The form changed again. Shrunk. Reduced until what was a smaller, flat-chested young woman appeared. I estimated the age to be about eleven or ten, and there was something fundamentally wrong with seeing such a hungry, predatory gaze on someone who looked like they could not spell puberty, yet alone experience it. 
 
    “If I must choose, I would select the first form,” I said dryly. “I typically prefer women above the age of consent.” 
 
    Erzili’s shrill voice laughed as it returned to the African goddess. “Age of consent? My, my darling! Erzili loves the sound darling! Erzili loves it! Age of consent. You absolutely must tell Erzili how you came up with that!” 
 
    My response was a casual, non-committal shrug. I could not begin explaining the nuance of how the concept of the age of consent was created, nor did I possess any desire to do so. I noticed that neither Arol nor Wunder had risen from their one-knee down position, the duo both still motionless in what was a gesture of loyalty. Or was it subservience? Do nightmares have loyalty? I kept my gaze on Erzili and felt the burning envy and greed gnaw at my heart. Before me was someone capable of shapeshifting. Erzili could shapeshift. If I can get that ability – 
 
    “Rise my darlings. Rise, and tell Erzili how your search fared.” 
 
    Arol and Wunder stood, and I noticed there was a sharp difference in the way they carried themselves. Wunder had always been laidback, giving the air of an easy-going uncle, or the air of a person who put in a minimal amount of effort in anything he did. Arol, while possessing her moments of childishness that contrasted with her moments of dry wit, was also considerably relaxed to an extent. 
 
    Yet, as they stood before Erzili, they might as well have been completely different people. Wunder’s eyes were sharp, alert, and his body was straight and at attention. He carried with him a suddenly intimidating and militaristic air that had been completely absent in the few brief hours I had been his acquaintance. 
 
    Arol mimicked that air, though with far less nuance and precision. Most notably, her eyes were half-lidded, and her expression was stone-faced. The childishness I had come to associate with her vanishing like the poltergeist herself.  
 
    “We were unable to find the source of the power-spike Leader Erzili,” Arol said, completely toneless. “Upon searching the area, we did however encounter the skeleton standing before you. He is named Janus.” 
 
    “Oh?” Erzili’s eyes twinkled. “Wunder, I did not sense you use the Fort Pass to allow this skeleton in.” 
 
    “That is correct,” Wunder said. “This skeleton was able to enter the Fort and survive without the Fort Pass.” 
 
    Some numerous mutterings and whispers were growing, my ears barely able to pick up all the ‘unbelievable’ and ‘a skeleton could do it?’ that washed across the crowd of gathered nightmares. One hundred and fifty-six nightmares, as I remembered the voice at the gate saying. 
 
    “My, Erzili is impressed darling.” If her eyes were twinkling before, they had gone supernova now. 
 
    “That is not all, Leader Erzili,” Arol continued. “The skeleton is a soulborn who appears to have retained a large number of his precious memories. His Nightshaman is the esteemed Lord Mavros Cuvar.” 
 
    The crowd almost went wild with cheer. Excitement galore as the numerous noises and shouts encapsulated the entire Fort. ‘Another one!’ came the cries. ‘We’ve got another one!’ 
 
    An unsettling sensation landed in my stomach at those cries as I locked my gaze with Erzili, feeling her piercing stare break through my mask as she looked at me appraisingly. “My, my, what a rare treat. I never knew Mavros darling to be so experimental. Especially considering his rather old age.” 
 
    The unasked question was directed at me and I knew it. “Yes, he is… almost rather worn out.” 
 
    “Four-hundred years will do that to anyone darling.” 
 
    “Time certainly flies.” 
 
    “Oh?” Erzili’s sharp eyes almost seemed to glow even sharper. “But Janus darling, isn’t Lord Mavros only just two-hundred and forty-nine? Surely, he must have regaled you with tales of his adventures, with his grand theories of the Ninefall and his experiences as a Black Elvani during the Anathema-War?” 
 
    My teeth opened, and then shut. “No,” I said. “All he ever talked to me about was his goal of creating the ultimate lifeform. He had an obnoxious laugh and tended to only be interested in his own greatness, so forgive me if I ended up tuning out a lot of his stories.” 
 
    Erzili’s eyes widened a small fraction. So small that I almost missed it. The tug on her lips was more overt, as was the soft laugh. “My, what a surprise darling. What a surprise. You have met Mavros.” 
 
    “Was that ever in doubt?” 
 
    “Darling, darling, any nightmare can claim to be named by anyone from Mavros Cuvar to Ymir the Younger, after perhaps hearing their names once or twice. But not everyone knows about their little quirks.” 
 
    Disregarding me, Erzili turned to Arol and Wunder. “It seems you darlings have brought back a truly special one this time. Although it is a shame that you were unable to find the source of that troubling power…” Erzili’s gaze landed on me slowly. “Erzili believes this is more than enough to make up for it.” 
 
    “There… is something else, Leader Erzili.” Arol began. 
 
    “The kobolds are making a move.” Wunder continued. “We have a small platoon of them approaching from the Masakh Mountain – we have reason to believe that they may be building their numbers for a Horde, and planning an invasion.”  
 
    Erzili waved her hand dismissively. “That old fool Ghash has always been such a bother darling. Erzili was content to ignore him and his brood, but if Ghash is building a Horde –” 
 
     “Leader Erzili, a word.” 
 
    The young woman I’d seen fighting down in the Ditch approached, the crowd rushing and stumbling over themselves to give her a wide berth. Those who failed to give the amount of space in time found themselves covered with a sharp biting of frost as the very earth upon which she walked freezing with every step she took. With snow-white hair and pale white skin, a cold visage that redefined the term icy, she was a person who simultaneously gave the air of being Snow White and being the Wicked Witch.  
 
    The silk white transparent gown she wore almost seemed made entirely of a thin sheet of ice, and I questioned, for the second time, how exactly one would look at someone with such features and call her a nightmare. 
 
    Onna 
 
    [Fort Zvyar Lieutenant]  
 
    [Blight of the Frostlands] 
 
    [The White Death] 
 
    Yuki-Onna 
 
    Lv. ? 
 
    She was cold. Freezing. The further she approached, the more I felt the temperature drop. Frost gathered on my gauntlets, locking them stiff. My cloak became rigid as if injected with a bucket full of starch. Arol, standing before Erzili, muttered some distasteful words underneath her breath as she shot blatantly unsubtle glares at the ice-laden being. Wunder’s face lit up, his expression one I had seen many a time-worn on the faces of self-proclaimed pick-up artists who had found their mark 
 
    “Is there a problem Onna-darling?”                                      
 
    Erzili seemed amused by Onna’s presence, amused even more so by the interruption. The White Death as my nightscripts said she was called, turned to me, pupils blue and glowing. For several seconds, she simply stared, as if searching for something. Then, coiling her nose in an expression of distaste, she returned her gaze to Erzili.  
 
    “Is it wise to discuss any strategies we shall devise in front of it?” she said coolly. 
 
    “It, has a name,” I responded. “And I could care less about whatever you want to do to the Kobolds.” 
 
    “Leader Erzili, forgive me, but a mosquito seemed to have buzzed in my ear. Would you mind if I were to remove it?” 
 
    “Onna,” Wunder spoke up. “I wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss this skeleton if I were you.” 
 
    “It is exactly for that reason that you are not me, Wunder. I know better than to stick my hand into the soil and present a worm to my queen.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    The snarl escaped me before I could stop it. Onna’s nose scrunched in distaste. “What? A worm?” 
 
    The world started to go hazy. My teeth gnashed against each other with enough force to be audibly heard. Numerous pairs of eyes turned in my direction. My breathing was loud. Unsteady. I could hear Oblivion’s voice, softly, I didn’t turn you into a worm Janus. I could remember the sensation, crawling, on my stomach, across the earth. 
 
    “Call me that again, and I will kill you.” 
 
    “Janus…” Wunder warned. 
 
    Onna got up into my face. With frosty eyes and frosty smile, her lips opened. “Worm.” 
 
    I would later tell myself it was intentional. That I was fully aware of what I was doing once I heard the word for the third time. That I meant to snarl like a beast, point my hand into Onna’s direction and fire off a rapid [Diamond Bullet]. 
 
    The supersonic crack was all it took to send everyone into action. Wunder fired off a quill, intercepting my bullet and bouncing the two projectiles in different directions. Onna’s right hand outstretched and I found myself in a freezing blizzard. My passive skill [Body Temperature Regulation] sprung to life, doing its best to prevent my bones from becoming brittle glass from the obscene cold. My Iron Gauntlets froze over in seconds, too stiff to move and even stiffer to be able to flex my fingers. My body was locked in place, my Iron Brogues being no match for the cold. I was immobilized in a flash, the very armor I created to protect me becoming the very thing that entrapped me in place. 
 
    I channeled [Weak Acid Secretion] into my hands in an attempt to melt off the ice restricting my gauntlets, but the effect was too weak. Too slow. Onna’s ice was below freezing, almost as if I were being assaulted by an aerosol spray of liquid nitrogen. 
 
    [Warning!] 
 
    You have attained the Negative Effect: [Frozen] 
 
    You cannot move until [Frozen] is mitigated. 
 
    You have attained the Negative Effect: [Brittle] 
 
    Your odds of being instantly killed by a sufficient physical force is 100%. 
 
     “Enough Onna.” 
 
    The reprimand came from a nightmare that dwarfed most others in sheer height. Frozen as I was, it was hard not to miss the appearance of it. The freakish creature was thin, unbelievably so. Pale and slender, a long demonic tail trailed in the air behind it, an expressionless face followed and matched the elongated, noodle-thin arms that were disproportionately longer than its entire body. Its arms dragged on the ground as it moved, each step a slow, agonizing process where its head sloped behind its body as if it were too heavy to move in tandem with it. Stiletto-sharp fingers raked the earth as it advanced, and several other nightmares gave the creature a significantly large berth as it moved. 
 
    “He entered the Fort without Leader Erzili’s blessing and did not die. That alone makes him worthy of some respect.” Standing at nearly nine-feet tall, the creature’s head bent forward like a streetlamp. Empty white eyes locked itself on me. A smile appeared on a row of inexplicably sharp teeth. 
 
    “…now thaw.” 
 
    Two words and the ice melted away. Vanishing and dripping off with inexplicable quickness. I found myself, ignoring the notification that my negative effects had been mitigated, all in lieu of staring up at the name and titles that appeared on this being’s head. 
 
    Slim 
 
    [The Benign Horror] 
 
    [The Last Wendigo] 
 
    [Fort Zvyar Lieutenant] 
 
    Wendigo Lord 
 
    Lv. ? 
 
    “You saw what he did. He attacked me –” 
 
    “And you provoked him with insults,” Slim rasped. 
 
    “And that justifies his attack?” 
 
    “Would you sit by idly if one were to insult Erzili before you?” 
 
    “Of course not!” she protested hotly. 
 
    “Then anticipate the same reaction should you so choose to carelessly insult others.” 
 
    Onna seemed ready to protest more. Yet, a single glance at the tall, terrifying figure that was Slim, and she averted her gaze, quieting down, and settling for leaving me with a positively frigid stare. 
 
    I ignored her stare, focusing on my savior, on the newcomer. There was something… off about Slim. His smile was eerily unnatural. His rasping voice was like a dying man speaking through an oxygen mask. His off-kilter walk and body proportions were jarring to see. His movements were unnaturally smooth despite their lack of speed, and it made him unpredictable. Every single bone in my skeletal body screamed runrunrunrunrun while I was in his presence. Yet, despite that, he seemed, paradoxically, to be the least threatening person present. 
 
    The Wendigo Lord stretched out a long, horrifyingly thin arm and landed it on Arol’s head. Slowly, he patted the poltergeist’s head. “It’s good to see you back safely Arol. I hope Wunder did not do anything untoward.” 
 
    Wunder groaned underneath his breath. “It was one time. Just one time –” 
 
    Arol seemed conflicted on how to act. The mask of properness and seriousness she had placed in front of Erzili was cracking, her usual expression trying to break free from within. 
 
    “Darlings,” Erzili spoke. 
 
    At once, everywhere went silent. No one moved. No one spoke. Arol and Wunder and Onna seemed to almost be holding their breaths. Slim was still present, and he appeared to be the most relaxed amongst the nightmares of Fort Zyvar. It made me wonder. It made me question. How powerful was Erzili, to command this roster of dangerous individuals? 
 
    “The sun will soon come up darlings,” Erzili said. “Now, Erzili knows we all have our differences, but it would make Erzili very happy for you all to get along.” 
 
    Erzili turned to me at that. “Now, Janus darling, Erzili has a rule. Janus-darling doesn’t know the rule, so Erzili will be clear…” 
 
    The silence stretched. Erzili’s smile was etched onto her face. Then, I felt it. My ankles, shaking. My knees, trembling. Then – all at once – 
 
    [Warning!] 
 
    You have attained the Negative Effect: [Liquefaction] 
 
    Everyone was suddenly larger. Everything was suddenly bigger. I had no arms. I had no legs. I had no mouth. No bones. Nothing solid. There was nothing solid. Why is nothing solid – 
 
    [Skill {Insanity Resistance} has gained a Level.] 
 
    Calm down, calm down – you can still escape this – you have another timeline where you can feel your body – 
 
    And I could. I could still feel myself, in another timeline, sitting underneath a tree and idly training up my [Lesser Acid Secretion] skill. I was still safe. I still had a solid form. In that timeline, my body wasn’t dripping unto the earth. Parts of me weren’t bubbling and spreading away, out of my control. I still had my legs, my arms, my hands – I could still talk, I was not – 
 
    A liquid blob. 
 
    That was it. That was Erzili’s power? To turn people into sentient pools of muck that could neither speak nor hear, see nor touch? To entrap the consciousness and thought of a living being into a puddle of liquid that they could not control, a puddle of liquid that struggled and screamed to stay together – 
 
    [Skill {Insanity Resistance} has gained a Level.] 
 
    CALM. CALM. You can endure this, you can handle this – 
 
    “Do not ever attack Erzili’s darlings.” 
 
    [Skill {Insanity Resistance} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Insanity Resistance} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Insanity Resistance} has gained a Level.] 
 
    I screamed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: Gatekeeper 
 
     [You are now in the True Path] 
 
    [The title [Retaliator] has come into effect.] 
 
    The sensations reset. The world clicked back into place. I was standing, I was standing. I could feel my body again. Whole. Proportionate. Head, shoulders, arm, legs, hands, feet and tail – I was complete. Complete. 
 
    Complete. My body was complete. 
 
    I was not a blob. 
 
    I was complete. Complete. 
 
    I drank in my surroundings. The forest was devoid of noise. The rabbit I had left to roast over the open flames had long been chewed and spat unto the empty earth. My golem remained on standby mode, unbothered by anything and anyone. The clearing was still as I remembered it, untouched by battle, unscarred by the heavy swings of Arol’s macuahuitl, and as far as the world knew, I had never met the individuals known as Arol and Wunder. I had never followed them, eccentricities and all. Never watched as they massacred a small army of kobolds. Never found myself frustrated trying to understand them. Never accompanied them to Fort Zyvar, and never met Erzili. 
 
    Wunder and I were supposed to spar in a week and see the victor. Arol was supposed to give me that necklace of kobold dicks, which I could not tell if she was serious about. Now, those events, those stillborn promises, they existed only in my mind. Moments only I would remember. 
 
    I rested my back against the tree, my gaze turning upwards to the sky. The sun was slowly peeking out over the horizon, and the darkness of the sky was morphing into a warmer shade of blue. 
 
    “Fuck.”  
 
    I spoke to my golem. It was not a sentient creature. It was a thing programmed idly with a preset set of instructions and commands that activated under certain conditions. A machine, it was. 
 
    “All because she called me a worm…” I chuckled. “All because of that. I attacked her… and now… now here I am.” 
 
    I loathed that word. I loathed the creature. Oblivion had said that he did not make me into a worm, but my state of mind when I died did. What a load of bull. 
 
    As if I would accept that. As if I would believe that. Not that it mattered now, at this point. The only thing left to do was to figure out what my next move would be and how to approach it. I could attempt to reach out to the other names on my Monster Link, and meet the Kobold King – 
 
    “Is… this the appropriate reaction to have?” 
 
    Something was off. You were just tortured. Turned into a literal slobbering paste of sentient goo. Moments ago I felt my sanity unravel from the horrifying body dysmorphia of being turned into liquid, and now, now my first thought after the incident was to move on. Move on as if there was nothing to do about it. As if it had not happened. As if the event was an afternote. 
 
    “Should I be angry…?” 
 
    Was I supposed to feel anger at being tortured for attacking a person who I had no chance of beating? Should I be sad that all the interactions I had with Arol and Wunder were gone now and I was once more a stranger to them? Should I feel upset at the lack of progress on my search for knowledge? Should I be frustrated at my weakness? Should I feel depressed that I did not know what to feel? 
 
    Like Sisyphus trapped in Tartarus, pushing the boulder up the mountain for all eternity, had I become so accustomed to my own suffering that I felt it was inevitable?  
 
    “There had better be a pleasure in this world worth all this…” I laughed. “If not…” 
 
    The golem did not answer. Winds rustled the trees and the crickets continued their song, the flames continued to crackle with its embers, and the world continued to on, with its eternal indifference. 
 
    Except for one spry creature, appearing with its familiar white feathers, its unnatural gaze that belayed cunning and intelligence. The albino vulture perched on a tree above me, eyes locked upon my form with an unwavering gaze. 
 
    “You again. I do hope you’re not planning on following me everywhere. That would be terribly cliché.” 
 
    For several seconds, the creature did nothing, simply watching me, observing me, causing me to grow irritated with each passing second. 
 
    “I get it,” I said, dusting my cloak as I stood. “I’m not giving up. I’ve not given up. I do not find it my imperative to quit.” 
 
    I stretched my arms. “As much as I hate falling prey to Sunk Cost Fallacy, I’ve invested far too much in this second life now to jump off a cliff with a noose around my neck.” I laughed. “This world is so brilliantly horrid that I do not believe there is in any way, any single thing I can do can make it worse. In that case, I suppose it would not hurt to try.” 
 
    I formed a rock in my right hand and lobbed it. The vulture took to the air, dodging the rock, flapping its wings twice, before ascending to the sky and beyond. I took in what I believed to be a deep breath. Without lungs, it was mostly just going through motions.  
 
    “Alright Janus. You’re a reasonably brilliant young man from the 21st century, tossed into another world where beings can routinely disobey the governing laws of physics and chemistry. Your task is to acquire as much power as possible by killing as many powerful individuals as possible, which grants you more power to kill even more powerful individuals, and so forth.” 
 
    “So, first question, what major invention from the 21st century can kill as many people as possible, as quickly as possible?” 
 
    The answer was obvious. 
 
    “Can you recreate that invention with your current skill set?” 
 
    The answer to that question, was also, similarly obvious. 
 
    I stared down at myself, my gauntlets, my cloak, my shoes, and I knew where the problem lay. I had been thinking like someone from a medieval era. Deceived into placing arbitrary limits on what I could and could not do. 
 
    Now, there was no reason for me to think in that manner any further. 
 
    “I’m going to kill Erzili.” 
 
    It was personal, and at the same time it wasn’t. Erzili had displayed the ability to shapeshift. The ability to change into any man or woman of choice. There was also the likelihood of changing into monsters, animals and birds – the potential appeared limitless. 
 
    The skill was too valuable to overlook. It was a skill that would not only finally allow me to cast away my skeletal form, but it was one that would guarantee my ability to blend into human settlements and cities. It was a skill that would guarantee the possibility of a peaceful life in the future, as long as I was capable of acting the role of a human well enough to escape suspicion, and if I failed in that task, I would merely take upon another form and another name and begin a different life elsewhere. 
 
    Erzili was also valuable alive, considering the knowledge and power the Slithercreep possessed. My solution was simple. I needed to split timelines and kill Erzili in one timeline to attain the power to shapeshift, then spare Erzili in another timeline and attain information. In a sense, I would not truly be killing anyone. 
 
    However, to kill Erzili would mean to have to fight my way through the entirety of the nightmares of Fort Zyvar. To fight my way through Arol, Wunder, Onna and Slim. 
 
    “I’m going to need to prepare.” 
 
    I knew Arol’s weakness. I knew Wunder could be felled with poison. Onna, I was unsure of, but I was going to take a gamble and say that fire would be an effective means of eliminating her, once I found a suitable material that would be hard enough to freeze. Slim was the complete wildcard, as what I knew of Wendigos were limited, but I would wager either fire or poison would do the job.  
 
    Though, I’m not sure what can kill Erzili…  
 
    Erzili seemed to be a slime. Or at least, an evolved subspecies of tentacle-slime called a Slithercreep. I was going to assume that it meant immunity to physical attacks. There was the possibility of an immunity to elemental attacks as well, though to what extent I was unsure. The most surefire way to eliminate a slime would be complete and utter disintegration – which was a tall task considering Erzili could turn me into a liquid blob at a distance. 
 
    There has to be a range for that power… 
 
    The range for Erzili’s ability to turn me into a sentient mass of goo could be anything from a few feet to the entirety of the Fort, considering the entire Fort was Erzili’s domain. 
 
    Speaking of the Fort there’s also Sniffles to worry about… 
 
    The guardian of the Fort seemed to be another enemy that I would need to properly prepare myself for. The odds were already ridiculously stacked against me, and the only saving grace I possessed was my ability to continuously wage war against them without them being the wiser. I had an infinite number of ‘retries’ granted by [Duality], and that was enough to tip the scales slightly in my favor.  
 
    “Let’s see if there’s anything in my Titles that can tip the scales a bit more.” 
 
    Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User] [Gorger] [Larvae Slayer] [Jonah] [Parasite] [David] [Agkistrodon Slayer] [Genocidal] [Retaliator] [Phoenix] [Merciless] [Demiurge] [Sage Slayer] 
 
    One by one, I combed through the list. 
 
    Title: [Reincarnated] 
 
    Details: A unique title. As a reincarnated being, you are granted access to select skills, memories and knowledge of your past life. 
 
    The knowledge and memories except for those relating to names of people and places, and dates of anything personal or concrete. The name I had in my past life was forever lost to me, as was my birthday. I would need to choose a new day to celebrate my ‘birth’ in Alamir, whenever I discovered what calendars and dating system it used. According to Oblivion, I would lose all my memories if I let the nightmares invading the earth succeed. Did that mean I would lose this title too? I did not know. 
 
    Title: [User] 
 
    Details: A unique title. Grants the ability to attain the specialties of any being or object the “User” has conquered, dominated and/or consumed. 
 
    What this failed to tell me was that I could only attain the specialties of creatures I defeated after my evolution. I could not kill a random bat and the next minute gain the power to use its echolocation. I needed to reach the maximum level for my species, which came with its own set of requirements before I could gain the powers. 
 
    I almost swiped to the next title when something caught my eye. I looked at the title [User] again, slowly, and I read over the words. Again, I read. A third time, I read it. One word stuck to me: the ability to attain the specialties of any being or object. 
 
    “It can’t be that simple.” 
 
    Objects. 
 
    My gaze turned to my immediate surroundings and rapidly opened my World Map. I could find them, tiny sparkling objects on the map that I dismissed earlier, consumable items. Thick bushes rife with thorns and leaves were before me, and I noticed a small dark-yellow fruit hanging from them. I lunged for the fruit like a man possessed, plucking a handful of them within my skeletal fingers. 
 
    Loot Obtained! 
 
    Ingredient: [Alaberry] 
 
    You may view more information about Ingredients in the Crafting Menu. 
 
    I did not hesitate in searching for more information. 
 
    Ingredient: [Alaberry] 
 
    Class: Very Common Item 
 
    Quality: Poor 
 
    Details: The Alaberry is a small bitter-sour berry that is famous for being found in nearly every forest region of Alamir, but incredibly scarce in deserts and tundra. It is known for possessing minor analgesic properties and is an ingredient in many homemade alchemical tonics and potions, particularly, the homemade healing potion.  
 
    Effects: Cures 0.01% of HP 
 
    I held the Alaberry in my right hand. It was soft, soft enough that the tiniest application of pressure would burst it open. The very possibility that it was unripe did not escape me, but there was no time to care. 
 
    You have unequipped [Mask of Janus] as your head apparel. 
 
    Removing my two-faced mask, the Alaberry found itself in my jaws. My teeth bit down and I knew not the taste, but I chewed slowly on every single bit of it, focusing, focusing – 
 
    [As a creature lacking a digestive system, you cannot use restorative items] 
 
    It was worth a shot. 
 
    You have equipped [Mask of Janus] as your head apparel. 
 
    I sighed and moved on to the next one. 
 
    Title: [Gorger] 
 
    Details: An uncommon title. Grants the ability to stockpile food in the form of reserve health. Eating twice the user’s body weight provides 10% of their total HP as reserve health. Consuming four times the user’s body weight provides 20% and consuming eight times the user’s body weight provides a maximum of 50% as reserve health. 
 
    A title that was rather useless as a skeleton. I could not “store food.” 
 
    Title: [Larvae Slayer] 
 
    Details: An uncommon title. Grants +25% Damage to larvae and infantile opponents while granting +30% Damage Reduction from larvae and infantile opponents. 
 
    The baby-slayer title. It would be easier to just say: “this title makes it easier to kill babies and young children.”  
 
    Title: [Jonah] 
 
    Details: A rare title. The bearer can survive within the stomach of any living being without being digested. Staying for three days within the stomach of any living being grants +30% Damage Dealt to all beings of that type in the future. Staying for three weeks grants +60% Damage Dealt and +30% Damage Reduction. Staying for three months grants +90% Damage Dealt and +90% Damage Reduction. 
 
    This still possessed merits, assuming I was swallowed by a dragon or some other extremely large beast. I wondered if Alamir possessed Kaiju-sized monsters. It would honestly not surprise me.  
 
    Title: [Parasite] 
 
    Details: An uncommon title. Constantly absorb 10% of a host’s health and magic and have it added to yours. Lingering on the host increases the percentage absorbed by 0.5% every twenty-four hours, for a total maximum of 99%. 
 
    One of the titles that I never used. The fights I’d been in so far were always quick, rapid affairs and in such environments, there was no time to slowly whittle down an enemy like this. Although, in a prolonged battle of attrition, this would be invaluable. Just as long as the enemy did not notice what I was doing, and smack me away like a mosquito. 
 
    Title: [David] 
 
    Details: An epic title. For every ten levels your opponent has greater than yours, you are granted +50% Damage Dealt, +25% Damage Reduction, and +20 Attack against your opponent. This effect is doubled for opponents more than twice your size. This effect stacks for multiple enemies. However, facing an enemy ten levels below you or more deducts –90% Experience Gain and –25% Damage Dealt. 
 
    The underdog title that helped me as a skink. I fondly remembered how fighting off the Silva Wolves that the Kadulja attacked me with was only made possible with this buffing my attacks to deliver more damage. The problem with this title was that the stronger I got, the more it would start to become a hindrance rather than a benefit. The biblical allegory would have been less impressive if David the shepherd boy towered over cities, and Goliath was his little brother “Shorty.” 
 
    Title: [Agkistrodon Slayer] 
 
    Details: A special title. You slayed Agkistrodon. Grants [Special Title] benefits. 
 
    The serpent that guarded the creek. Ilikbolg said it was an invincible foe. I defeated it from the inside and that simple feat made the goblin declare me some sort of prophesied champion. I could almost imagine my life progressing in that manner like a second-rate comedy of errors, with me constantly doing something normal and discovering the gravity of it afterward. 
 
    Title: [Genocidal] 
 
    Details: An epic title. Fighting against opponents of the same species of an enemy you have previously killed grants you +10% Attack, +10% Defense, +10% Damage Dealt and +10% Damage Reduction. For every opponent you slay that is of the same species of an enemy you have killed before, you gain a permanent +25 Points to allocate to either your HP, MP or Regen. Fighting and not killing an opponent of a species you have killed before deducts –50 HP Permanently. This effect stacks upon each consecutive kill for each species. 
 
    Species Kill Count:  
 
    [Common Rabbit] x 20 = +200% Attack, +200% Defense, +200% Damage Dealt, +200% Damage Reduction against [Common Rabbits]. You Gain: 525 Points on Next Kill. 
 
    [Common Bat] x 5 = +50% Attack, +50% Defense, +50% Damage Dealt, +50% Damage Reduction against [Common Bats]. You Gain: 150 Points on Next Kill. 
 
    [Common Elk] x 12 = +120% Attack, +120% Defense, +120% Damage Dealt, +120% Damage Reduction against [Common Elk]. You Gain: 325 Points on Next Kill. 
 
    [Common Deer] x 5 = +50% Attack, +50% Defense, +50% Damage Dealt, +50% Damage Reduction against [Common Deer]. You Gain: 150 Points on Next Kill. 
 
    [Mountain Goat] x 4 = +40% Attack, +40% Defense, +40% Damage Dealt, +40% Damage Reduction against [Mountain Goats]. You Gain: 125 Points on Next Kill. 
 
     [Silva Wolf] x 4 = +40% Attack, +40% Defense, +40% Damage Dealt, +40% Damage Reduction against [Silva Wolves]. You Gain: 125 Points on Next Kill. 
 
    [Chameleon Panther] x 2 = +20% Attack, +20% Defense, +20% Damage Dealt, +20% Damage Reduction against [Chameleon Panther].  
 
    You Gain: 75 Points on Next Kill. 
 
    [Yonder Bear] x 12 = +120% Attack, +120% Defense, +120% Damage Dealt, +120% Damage Reduction against [Yonder Bear]. You Gain: 325 Points on Next Kill. 
 
    [Armadillo Badger] x 2 = +20% Attack, +20% Defense, +20% Damage Dealt, +20% Damage Reduction against [Chameleon Panther].  
 
    You Gain: 75 Points on Next Kill. 
 
    [Druid] x 1 = +10% Attack, +10% Defense, +10% Damage Dealt, +10% Damage Reduction against [Druid]. You Gain: 50 Points on Next Kill. 
 
    This title was the complete record of how many living creatures had met their ends by my hands so far. As it stood, the list was filled up with animals rather than sapient, intelligent beings. I knew that it would not last long. 
 
    Title: [Retaliator] 
 
    Details: An uncommon title. Fighting against enemies that have wronged you grants +20% Damage Dealt and +20% Damage Reduction. +1% is added for every day that goes by without gaining retribution. There is no upper limit to the percentage possible. 
 
    The title brought me back to my memory of the Kadulja. The sage. The memory of killing her because she razed my domain to ashes and burnt me to nothingness. Looking back, that action was where it all began. I owed her for it. If she never killed me, I’d never have gotten this far. If I never died, I would probably still be some small forest creature, holding dominion over a creek and believing I’d accomplished something significant. Now, here I was – traveling the world, meeting people, and being killed by them. A far better fate. 
 
    Title: [Phoenix] 
 
    Details: A mythical title. Grants a 0.9% chance to revive from death with complete immunity to what killed you. Every brush with death you survive or near-death experience you have adds an additional +3% odds to the chance. The odds are reset upon each successful resurrection. 
 
    Current Chance of Resurrection: {15.9%] 
 
    Immunities: [Acid Immunity] [Fire Immunity] [Disintegration Immunity] 
 
    With each near-death experience the numbers went up by three. Considering it was at fifteen percent it meant I had survived five near-death encounters since I last encountered Apophis. That was not comforting. 
 
    Title: [Merciless] 
 
    Details: An uncommon title. All Damage dealt to opponents suffering from a negative status effect, trapped, prone, or wounded is doubled. Increases your odds of inflicting negative statuses and grants immunity to enemy Appeal Skills. 
 
    I remembered how effective this was against Kadulja. Doubling the damage to a wounded enemy was a valid tactic. Although I still disagreed with the reason I’d attained this title. Killing the wounded Yonder Bear Cub had been an act of mercy, not the inverse. So many believed that lacking hesitation to put a wounded creature out of its misery was a sign of callousness rather than empathy. 
 
    Title: [Demiurge] 
 
    Details: A special-mythic title. Grants [Special Title] benefits. Grants [Accursed One] benefits/disadvantages. 70% chance of inflicted [Horrified] on whoever witnesses you use the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs. 30% chance of inflicting [Curse of Insanity] on whoever witnesses you use the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs. 
 
    This was one of the three [Special Titles] I possessed. I did not know what it meant, but I assumed there was going to be something related to it in the future. Then there was the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs, or, the common earth language which possessed a thirty-percent chance of driving people who saw it insane. 
 
    There was only one title I had left. 
 
    Title: [Sage Slayer] 
 
    Details: A special-mythic title. You slayed the Kadulja of the Final Sanctuary Woodlands. Grants [Special Title] benefits. Doubles MP Regen rate when MP or HP drops below 10%. 
 
    It seemed the perfect way to euphemize murder was to use the word slay in place of kill. I slayed your mother. He went to prison for slaying his wife. He’s a notorious Serial Slayer. Gone was the instinctive discomfort from the idea of murder and instead, it sounded like a weekend activity.  
 
    I fancied that word. Slay. 
 
    I’m going to slay the nightmares of Fort Zyvar. 
 
    Daily Task: 
 
    
    	 Gain a minimum of 200,000 EXPGain at least two new Weapons/Armor/Skills/Minions 
 
    	 Gain at least 10 Levels in four different skills.  
 
   
 
    Rewards: 
 
    Triple EXP Gain for 48 Hours. (Stackable) [(1) Currently Active] 
 
    Summon Two Random Item Chests Once a Day. (Quality Increases with daily summon.) 
 
    All Skills Can be Used Twice a Day with Zero Mana Cost. (Does Not Stack) 
 
    Penalty: 
 
    –100% Experience Gain for 24 Hours. (Stackable) 
 
    Randomly Forfeit Two of Your Skills/Weapons/Armor. 
 
    Two of your Highest Leveled Skills are Reset to Lv. 1  
 
    Time Limit: 18h41m22s 
 
    The Daily Task had changed. It had been upgraded. Doubled. The amount of experience I needed to gather was now double the original amount I gathered on the first day, along with the number of levels I needed to gain in skills, and the weapons and armor I needed to attain. The task had doubled, the rewards had doubled, and the punishments had doubled. 
 
    If I completed the task again today, then by tomorrow I would need to acquire 400,000 experience points, at least four new weapons and skills, and at least twenty levels in four different skills. In exchange, I would get quadruple EXP Gain, be able to summon four random item chests and use all of my skills four times a day without mana cost. 
 
    I could feel everything slowly coming together. My plan was a simple one, a plan that would work because of the abilities I had and the name I possessed, a combination of tactics, abilities, skills, knowledge of this world and the world I came from. 
 
    “Now, if my new Epithet Skill does what I think it does…” 
 
    Epithet Skill: [Gatekeeper] Lv. MAX 
 
    Details: A skill unique to the bearer of the name [Janus]. This skill enables the user to have absolute control over doors, gates, and any similar door-like entrances and exits. As the Gatekeeper, the User is immune to punishment from exclusion clauses, automatically granted guest privileges in locations where applicable and instinctively understands the history and workings of any door and gate the User encounters.  
 
    Passing through any door or gate will generate positive buffs depending on the nature of the entrance, and passing through a door or gate the User owns will fully restore the User’s health and magic. 
 
    It was as I thought. Janus was the Roman God of Doors and Gates. The real question I found myself asking, was whether or not I could create doors and gates from nothing. 
 
    “Create door.” 
 
    I suppose the answer to that was no. 
 
    “Open door.” 
 
    Nothing happened. Odd. I have complete control over doors and gates, but I can’t create a door? 
 
    “[Earth Control].” 
 
    Molding the earth into clay, and that clay into a large, rectangular shape, I stretched it, refined it, and allowed the clay to harden and desiccate. The solidified clay door I made was crude and unrefined, but it was unmistakable as a door by anyone who gazed upon it. Grabbing the clay knob, I felt a connection immediately, one that fed directly into my mind. 
 
    [Gatekeeper Activated] 
 
    Identified: Clay door, created by the Demiurge Stalker Skeleton Janus on the ninth day of the Month of the Sycophant, 2141AE in the Hlahan Forest of South-Eastern Alamir. 
 
    Door’s Structural Integrity: Low. 
 
    Door’s Special Ability: N/A 
 
    Memories Available: None. 
 
    Door Soul: N/A 
 
    No. of Times Door has been used: 0 
 
    Door Connections: None Assigned 
 
    You may edit, delete, replace, upgrade, assign, bless, or curse this door. 
 
    Knowledge unbidden rushed through my mind. The year was 2141, there were nine months to a year in the most commonly used calendar system, and the Month of the Sycophant was the last. The final month of the year. 
 
    I was born into this world in 2141AE two months ago, which would be… the month of the Visitor. The knowledge surprised me. More still, I was surprised at how much knowledge I got simply from touching a door that I created. What would happen if I touched a door that was hundreds of years old? A door that was thousands of years old? 
 
    “[Upgrade Door.]” 
 
    [Gatekeeper Activated] 
 
    Upgrade Commencing… 
 
    The clay door morphed from something crudely made into something that would not have been out of place in a Renaissance Era Castle. The rough edges smoothed themselves out. The door gained a polished, clean finish and gained equal proportions. The knob gained an elegant curl, the handle smoothening out, and a lock was now affixed in place whereas one did not exist previously. 
 
    [Gatekeeper Activated] 
 
    Upgrade Completed. 
 
    Identified: Ornate Clay Door 
 
    Details: Door created by the Demiurge Stalker Skeleton Janus on the ninth day of the Month of the Sycophant, 2141AE in the Hlahan Forest of South-Eastern Alamir. 
 
    Door’s Structural Integrity: High. 
 
    Door’s Special Ability: N/A 
 
    Door’s Applied Buffs: N/A 
 
    Memories Available: None. 
 
    Door’s Soul: N/A 
 
    No. of Times Door has been used: 0 
 
    Door Connections: None Assigned 
 
    You may edit, delete, replace, upgrade, assign, bless, or curse this door. 
 
    “[Upgrade Door.]” 
 
    Certain items are required to upgrade this door further: 
 
    Any Ore x10 
 
    Note: The Special Ability infused into a door is determined by the type of materials used to create and/or upgrade the door. 
 
    “What is this, a crafting game?” Muttering under my breath, I used my power. “[Earth Control].” 
 
    Morphing ten chunks of iron ore from the earth was an effortless task for someone who had mastered creating diamonds and firing them as bullets. Diamonds would have been my first choice to use, but the requirements specifically asked for ores, and diamonds were not ores. 
 
    “[Upgrade Door.]” 
 
    [Gatekeeper Activated] 
 
    Upgrade Commencing… 
 
    The clay door changed gain, the iron melding into it with despicable ease. The handles became smoothed iron, a keyhole appeared on the door along with hinges, and the clay color shifted to gain a slightly metallic tint. 
 
    [Gatekeeper Activated] 
 
    Upgrade Completed. 
 
    Identified: Ornate Iron-Melded Clay Door 
 
    Details: Door created by the Demiurge Stalker Skeleton Janus on the ninth day of the Month of the Sycophant, 2141AE in the Hlahan Forest of South-Eastern Alamir. 
 
    Door’s Structural Integrity: Very High. 
 
    Door’s Special Ability: N/A 
 
    Door’s Applied Buffs: [Defense Up] 
 
    Memories Available: None. 
 
    Door’s Soul: N/A 
 
    No. of Times Door has been used: 0 
 
    Door Connections: None Assigned 
 
    You may edit, delete, replace, upgrade, assign, bless, or curse this door. 
 
    Something told me that it would take several dozen more upgrades for the door to become something special. I was ready for each step. 
 
    “[Upgrade Door.]” 
 
    Certain items are required to upgrade this door further: 
 
    Any Ingot x100 
 
    “One hundred ingots?” 
 
    Could I mix and match? 
 
    “Let’s see… [Earth Control] and make twenty steel ingots, twenty copper ingots, twenty aluminum ingots, twenty silver ingots and twenty gold ingots.” 
 
    By the time I was finished, my MP had drained to the single-digit numbers. The task of creating ingots was slightly more draining than creating ores and firing diamonds, but it was still doable. The one-hundred gathered bars of different metals stood before me, and I felt something click. [Earth Control] enabled me to create and shape earthen ores into their finished industrial forms, bypassing the majority of processes that would require a smelter and an obscene amount of heat to gather. 
 
    I’ve been underutilizing this ability. 
 
    For the most part, all I did was use a diamond to create my [Diamond Bullet] attack, but I could also create different versions. A silver bullet, for instance, and although gold and copper were useless to fire as projectile weapons, they were both excellent conductors of a certain thing called electricity. Aluminum on the other hand was lightweight while being highly durable, and there was no shortage of uses for it. 
 
    “[Upgrade Door.]” 
 
    [Gatekeeper Activated] 
 
    Upgrade Commencing… 
 
    I fed the ingots into the door, stood back, and waited. 
 
    [Gatekeeper Activated] 
 
    Upgrade Completed. 
 
    Identified: Enchanted Hybrid Door 
 
    Details: Door created by the Demiurge Stalker Skeleton Janus on the ninth day of the Month of the Sycophant, 2141AE in the Hlahan Forest of South-Eastern Alamir. 
 
    Door’s Structural Integrity: Impeccably High. 
 
    Door’s Special Ability: [Metallurgy Master] 
 
    Door’s Applied Buffs: [Greater Defense Up x 3] [Superior Magic Defense Up x3] [Greater Attack Up x3] [Superior Magic Attack up x3][Greater Speed Up x3] [Boost Applied: Silver Damage] [Boost Applied: Gold Damage] [Boost Applied: Electricity Damage]  
 
    Memories Available: None. 
 
    Door’s Soul: N/A 
 
    No. of Times Door has been used: 0 
 
    Door Connections: None Assigned 
 
    You may edit, delete, replace, upgrade, assign, bless, or curse this door. 
 
    The door shimmered. The numerous metals were now applied to it breathtakingly. Enamored with gold and silver for the eye-catching parts such as the knob and knocker, adorned with the iron and copper for the bolts and internal mechanisms, and decorated with a soft aluminum coating for the lock. 
 
    With finger-trembling trepidation, I opened the door. 
 
    [Gatekeeper Activated.] 
 
    Unique Fast Travel Method Unlocked! 
 
    You may now instantly travel to any door or gate you have previously used. 
 
    Fast Travel Options Available: 
 
    (*) Fort Zyvar Gate – Fort Zyvar 
 
    (*) Enchanted Hybrid Door – Hlahan Forest 
 
    Fort Zyvar lay beyond the door. All I needed to do was focus on it, and I saw it, Fort Zyvar, the entrance, wide and open, unguarded and free. 
 
    They never bothered to have people guard the gates because to walk straight through it was considered suicide. So, no one would be anticipating a person suddenly strolling through the open gates. 
 
    [You have split Paths] 
 
    [You are now in Path A] 
 
    “[Golem Creation].” 
 
    It was time to introduce the nightmares of Alamir to the finer arts of modern warfare. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: The Second Coming 
 
    The earth thrummed softly with the sensation of a hundred marching feet. Left, right, left, right, left, right. Each impact against the soil reverberated the mechanical discipline and unity of a force that was not at all human. The trees had to be leveled to make room for enough of them to stand, side by side, fifteen in a row, fifteen in a column. Organized according to element, then, according to military type, it had taken me the better part of six full hours to complete them. I cheated, as I had to, sitting within a door had the effect of instantly refilling my mana and hp, and thus, in a sense, granted me infinite mana. 
 
    Metallurgy Master was the name of the special effect my Enchanted Hybrid Door possessed. The ability to use, create and manipulate any metal without the need for a forge or flame, for twenty-four hours. Without it, it would have been considerably more difficult to have completed my little platoon of warriors in the amount of time I did, and it would have been outright impossible to outfit them with the necessary weapons needed for the job. 
 
    “Tungsten Golem Infantry, salute.” 
 
    The earth shook, the feet of the six-foot-tall, humanoid golems stomping into the earth, right hands going up to their heads in a military salute.  
 
    “Tungsten Golem Calvary, salute.” 
 
    Another heavy thump resonated within the forest, the earth-shaking with enough force to send birds fleeing from their trees. Riding atop lightweight aluminum horse golems, the Calvary force was considerably smaller than the infantry, but it was a necessary sacrifice I needed to make. For the Cavalry, the quality was far more important than quality. 
 
    “Copper Golem Artillery, salute.” 
 
    The coup de grace of my golem army were humanoid copper golems, every single one of them appearing innocuous with large, spiraling rings holding on their arms, but that was particularly the reason why they were the most dangerous force. Every single one of my Copper Golems was an artillery cannon unto themselves. 
 
    “Tungsten Infantry, raise your weapons.” 
 
    A series of smooth, dual-edged half-diamond, half obsidian blades rose in the air, along with shields of hardened diamond and reinforced steel. The idea for obsidian blades came to me after remembering Arol’s macuahuitl and remembering the fabled sharpness of the material of obsidian itself. However, despite being sharp, the rock was often brittle, and the solution to that problem was to encase the obsidian in strengthened diamonds and give the weapons steel grips. 
 
    “Tungsten Calvary, your weapons.” 
 
    Half-diamond, half-obsidian lances rose into the air, and I made sure there was not a single soldier on horse-back that did not have a lance with him. 
 
    “Forces, raise your secondary weapons.” 
 
    They were well equipped with secondary items. Each soldier, holding clay flasks and rounded clay bottles. If things progressed as I needed them to, then the secondary weapons would not need to come into use. Though, the likelihood of that occurring was far too low. 
 
    “Forces, ready.” 
 
    I adjusted my new armor. Magnetite-infused, halite-encrusted Tungsten-Copper Gauntlets and Tungsten-Copper Brogues designed for tungsten’s ability to withstand extreme heat and cold temperatures, magnetite’s famous magnetic properties, copper’s ability to conduct electricity, and halite’s ability to deal with poltergeists. With a formidable suit of lightweight armor made of diamond and stainless steel called Stainless Diamond Armor, accompanying my Mask of Janus, I was ready for war. 
 
    Daily Task: Gain at least two new Weapons/Armor/Skills/Minions [Complete!] 
 
    “Door – Widen.” 
 
    The Enchanted Hybrid Door morphed. It increased in size, enlarging until its height became like that of the trees that marked the Hlahan forest. With the increase in height, the door increased in breadth as well, swinging open until it was such that the two-hundred and twenty-five Tungsten Golem Infantry, one hundred Tungsten Golem Calvary, and fifty Copper Golem Artillery would have little difficulty charging through, albeit, one squad at a time. 
 
    With my right hand, I crafted myself a mount of aluminum by blending Metallurgy Master with [Golem Creation]. As much as I would have preferred to create bikes and cars, I did not have an ounce of the engineering knowledge needed to do so. Aluminum horses would suffice, until I had both the time and the patience to reverse-engineer the fine workings of automobiles and recreate the marvel that was the internal combustion engine. 
 
    Still, the aluminum horse suited me fine. It did not tire. It did not need food nor fuel. Powered by magic and steered by thought alone, I mounted the creature, adding a pair of reins with some steel wire, and settled myself comfortably atop it. 
 
    It’s time. 
 
    Steeling my mind for combat, I rose my right hand into the air, squeezing it into a fist. “Golem Army… CHARGE!” 
 
    There were no battle cries to support the call. No trumpets blew, no yells of valor. All there was, was the rumbling of the earth, and the charging of man-made monstrosities with the explicit instruction to kill and destroy. 
 
    The sun was at the highest point in the sky when I whipped forward my mount, commanding it to charge, commanding the door to open towards my intended destination, and then charging through it, ready for battle. 
 
    [You have walked through a door] 
 
    [HP and MP Fully Restored] 
 
    [All Negative Status Effects have been Cured] 
 
    [Attack power has been greatly boosted] 
 
    [Defense has been greatly boosted] 
 
    [Speed has been greatly boosted] 
 
    [All your attacks are now infused with [Silver]] 
 
    [All your attacks are now infused with [Electricity]] 
 
    [You have attained the temporary effect [Metallurgy Master] from Enchanted Hybrid Door] 
 
    The alarms rang the second we appeared within Erzili’s domain. 
 
    [You have entered the Domain of Erzili the Slithercreep!] 
 
     [You have taken damage equivalent to 90% of your Mana upon entering this domain without its Owner’s permission.] 
 
     [Your HP Regen is cut by 75% while in this Domain.] 
 
    [Your MP Regen is cut by 75% while in this Domain.] 
 
    [Your Attack and Defense have been reduced by 50% while in this Domain.] 
 
     [The MP Cost for all Skills are increased by 100% while in this Domain.] 
 
     [Your Intelligence and Defense will reduce by (1) for every day spent in this Domain until you are accepted by the Domain’s Owner.] 
 
    [Epithet Skill [Gatekeeper] has mitigated harmful effects from entering the Domain without the Owner’s permission] 
 
    The first enemies that appeared were the nameless ones. The nightmares of the Fort that had no names above their heads. The ones I disregarded as canon-fodder. The Calvary led the charge, lances of obsidian blurring as they pierced through the skull of the first enemies they approached. Tearing effortlessly through a floating-eye monster, a snake-like human monster, and an odd centipede creature. 
 
    [You have slayed an Oculbeast!] 
 
    [You have slayed a Snakeman!] 
 
    [You have slayed a Centipeon!] 
 
    [525,402 Experience Points Gained!] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Oculbeast]. 
 
    The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Snakeman]. 
 
    The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Centipeon]. 
 
    [75 Genocide Points Earned] 
 
    Daily Task: Gain a minimum of 200,000 EXP [Complete!] 
 
    Just killing three members of the so-called cannon-fodder were capable of giving me half a million experience points? Half a million? Just from that? How much would the Lieutenants be worth if the nameless monsters were worth half a million experience points? 
 
    My mind was in a daze as the notifications piled up. The Tungsten Golem Calvary were fast and strong, mowing down confused nightmares with their lances faster than each monster could react. I saw it. From how they were uncoordinated and confused – they had never experienced a sudden, unexpected attack of this nature before. None of them had. They did not know how to handle golems on horseback, and those who did have the swiftness of mind to try and attack back would find their strikes doing very little to hurt my troops. 
 
    Without warning. the earth began to rumble. Heavy, shaking thuds reminiscent to that of something large and something monstrous began to approach my way. An ear-splitting roar tore through the Fort, and a giant club struck the heart of my Calvary’s charge. The creature, with thick purple skin, a necklace of bones and skulls, and a club fashioned out of a thick deciduous tree approached. Its singular giant eye locked down on my position. 
 
    Cyclops 
 
    [Guard Dog of Erzili] 
 
    Lv. ? 
 
    “Infantry! Forward!” I commanded. “Artillery, aim!” 
 
    The cyclops roared again, heavy footsteps shattering and cratering the earth as it charged forward. The Infantry, on foot, with their obsidian swords, rushed to intercept. It swung its club haphazardly, batting away the infantry as if they were nothing but bothersome flies. 
 
    “Copper Golem Artillery… ready!” 
 
    The spirals on the arms of the copper golems began to charge and crackle, as perfectly spherical chunks of magnetite spun around them at several hundred thousand rotations per minute, the metallic balls in the hands of the golem raising into the air. 
 
    The cyclops broke through the infantry and cavalry, charging straight for me with a slobbering mess of a mouth, and its right hand bringing down its club. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    The air thundered with the release of one-hundred ferromagnetic projectiles. Spherical balls tore into and through the Cyclops, littering the giant one-eyed monster with holes from skull to feet. The creature cried out, stumbling, blindly from the projectiles that blinded it, before it succumbed, felling like an ancient tree. 
 
    The impact shook the earth, raising dust and particles of sand that obscured the vision of most monsters. Once the dust settled, the Cyclops lay still and unmoving, and the monsters of Fort Zyvar stared in silent disbelief. 
 
    [You have slayed a Cyclops!] 
 
    [750,796 Experience Points Gained!] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Cyclops]. 
 
     [25 Genocide Points Earned] 
 
    “Copper Golem Artillery, reload!” 
 
    The mechanism of a coilgun was something anyone with the appropriate physics knowledge could create. Some coils of copper wire, a capacitor bank, a transformer, a DC power source, a method of releasing the energy in the capacitors through the coil, and a projectile. With my ability to effortlessly manipulate the earth, I could shorten the process and let my Copper Golems, generate an obscene amount of electricity with the aid of magnetite, a naturally occurring magnet. 
 
    “Infantry, regroup!” 
 
    The Copper Golems reloaded their rounds as I ordered the Tungsten Golem Infantry to move back into formation. Felling the cyclops was a major success, and there was no doubt in my mind that the next enemy that would appear would be – 
 
    [Sixth Sense – DANGER DETECTED!] 
 
    A red beam tore through the air, aimed straight at my forehead. My neck tilted to the side on instinct, the heat of the beam tearing past me and flying off into the horizon. I followed the laser’s trail, confirming indeed that it originated from the creature with the man’s face and the lion’s body. Sniffles, as Arol had once named it. Sniffles fires lasers from his eyes. 
 
    No names or titles were floating above the Sphinx’s head. In a sense, it was a non-being, a machine or thing similar to my golems. It was not a monster, which meant killing or destroying it would not net me any experience points, nor would it net me any special abilities.  
 
    “You are intruding upon Fort Zyvar,” Sniffles said. “Leave this place at once or be destroyed.” 
 
    Its eyes regained their red glow, indicating that another laser was coming. I was curious as to the ability of it to fire lasers. Were they like the holy lasers in the Sacrosanct Arms used by the Alhamis empire? If so, did that mean that, like those lasers, these could be reflected? 
 
    “Infantry,” I called to the Tungsten Infantry. “Shields up. Take down the Guardian.” 
 
    “Calvary, forward. Finish the stragglers.” 
 
    “Artillery, fire on the Guardian.” 
 
    Things were proceeding better than expected. Yet, I knew the real challenges lay ahead. The Lieutenants had yet to show up. The true nightmares of the Fort had yet to join in the fray. I was not sure why. Erzili did not strike me as the type of person that would run away when attacked. 
 
    So, why had they not yet – 
 
    [Mask of Janus: Flanking Immunity Activated] 
 
    My body jerked into motion without my consent. Reflex involuntary, just as one made when blinking at an object flying in front of their gaze or moving their hands to catch an object slipping off a table. I spun full three-hundred-and-sixty degrees off my mount, my left-hand firing in a vicious straight that connected with the something. Someone. 
 
    She crashed into the earth as if she were solid, the impact sending dust and debris into the air that shook the fort. I remembered that with the [Herculean Strength] I possessed, my punches were more than capable of effortlessly shattering trees and making holes in reinforced steel. Getting hit by them was not something a person would easily shrug off. 
 
    The dust settled with heavy tension, and before me, a familiar red-headed, rabbit-eared girl lay, eyes glancing up at me in shock and confusion as she held her bruised cheek. “You… hit me?”  
 
    I held up my Tungsten-Copper Gauntlet. She saw it immediately. Encrusted unto the material like glitter, tiny white particles that designed and decorated it. “Halite.” 
 
    “Ha…lite?” 
 
    “Commonly known as the mineral form of sodium chloride. Rock-salt.” 
 
    The halite on my gauntlets had been intentional, but the automatic counter was not. I had all but forgotten about my Mask of Janus having such an effect as immunity to flanking. I assumed it would simply nullify the damage I got when hit from behind, but that would not be accurate as it did not grant immunity to flanking damage, it granted immunity to flanking. 
 
    So, I cannot be attacked from behind… no matter what? 
 
    “Arol!” 
 
    Three black spines tore through the air. They should have been fast. I knew, that they should have been fast. Yet, they were almost moving in slow motion to my vision. I could not tell if it was because I had leveled up considerably, or if it was because of the speed-boost buff that had been applied, but it was child’s play to reach out with my left hand and smack them aside. 
 
    Wunder appeared at Arol’s side, and it was our second time meeting. Yet, for them, it was the first time we would cross paths. Now, in this timeline, the circumstances of our meeting were completely reversed. The hunters were now the hunted. 
 
    “I – I’m fine –” 
 
    “He hit you. How did he hit you?” 
 
    “His gauntlets – there’s… salt on his gauntlets.”  
 
    I clambered down from my mount, leisurely adjusting said gauntlets as I approached the downed Arol. Wunder, to my surprise, leaped in front of her, snarling at me. Was he protecting her? “Who are you?” 
 
    A flitter of amusement entered me. “You’re asking the wrong question.” I rose my right hand into the air. “Artillery,” I called. “Fire on the porcupine.” 
 
    “Arol! Move!” 
 
    The poltergeist melted into the earth just as the Copper Golem Artillery let loose with their coilguns. Heavy metal balls slammed into Wunder like rounds from an assault rifle, yet, to my utter fascination, despite the projectiles having no difficulty turning a giant cyclops to swiss cheese, the only thing they could do to Wunder was to impact large circular bruises on his him. 
 
    “Hah! If you think something like that is enough to hurt me –” 
 
    “P=F/A.” 
 
    Wunder stopped. “What?” 
 
    “The formula for pressure. Force divided by area of surface area on contact.” I pointed at his chest single finger. “While it’s easy to notice heavy projectiles slamming into your skin and doing no damage, it’s harder to notice when a small, sharp obsidian needle manages to be hidden underneath all those objects, and when this needle successfully breaks through.” 
 
    Wunder’s gaze went down. The small hole was difficult to notice. He scoffed. “So what? You managed to pierce my chest with a needle? Am I supposed to be impressed?” 
 
    “Considering the needle was poisoned, yes. You should be.” I made a show of looking at my wrist. “And the poison should start working right about…” 
 
    Wunder coughed. Blood dribbled from his lips and his eyes went bloodshot. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    “You…” he coughed, blood pooling from his mouth as he dropped to one knee. “Who… who are you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said, walking over to the kneeling Wunder. “You wouldn’t remember even if I told you.” 
 
    Grabbing his head with my hands I took a deep breath, and twisted. The crack echoed throughout the Fort. I let go and Wunder dropped to the floor, his head facing the opposite direction, his bloodshot eyes wide and in shock. Shock. As if he could not believe it, could not believe that he was, in fact, dead. 
 
    “I suppose one hundred years went by rather quickly, didn’t it?” 
 
    [You have slayed a Lieutenant of Fort Zyvar!] 
 
    [You slayed Wunder the Barbeast!] 
 
     [1,000,620 Experience Points Gained] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    [You have gained a level] 
 
    The notifications seemed to have almost no end to them. Dozens upon dozens, of levels gained in an instant. A million experience points, gained in an instant. I remembered, of course, that thanks to my Daily Task system, I was receiving double experience points for each kill, which meant that it was not that Wunder was worth a million experience, but somewhere around 500,000. That was still a ridiculous amount of experience to gain for killing one creature. 
 
    The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Barbeast]. 
 
    [25 Genocide Points Earned] 
 
    [You have unlocked the suitable conditions for evolution.] 
 
    “WUNDER!” 
 
    Arol’s cry came, the poltergeist’s gaze landing on that of the dead Barbeast, and then going up to me. It took everything I had not to flinch from the amount of loathing I could see on her face. So much that it annoyed me. Irked me. I thought nightmares had no empathy? I thought they had a live and let live approach to such things? Was she not the very same person who claimed to enjoy pillaging and destruction?  
 
    Hypocrite. I thought, shaking my head. They’re all hypocrites. 
 
    “RRRAAAAAH!” 
 
    There were various smarter strategies she could have used. Hit-and-run tactics. Possessing the body of one of my golems. Using her sonic scream. There were dozens of other things she could have done that would have been a more viable tactic than a full-on, rage-fueled rush in my direction. A rage-fueled rush against someone who had already proven to have the foresight to come prepared with her major weakness. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    I rose my right hand and focused on my most sure-fire skill, focused on changing it from diamond to something else. 
 
    “[Halite Bullet].” 
 
    The rock-salt bullet tore through the air with a crack. I side-stepped. Arol’s charge came to a dead stumble as she crashed into the earth beside me. I did not need to look behind me. I merely rose my right hand and aimed for the back of her head. 
 
    “[Halite Bullet].” 
 
    Dusting my hands, I sighed, and shook my head. What a waste. 
 
    [You have slayed a Scout of Fort Zyvar!] 
 
    [You have slayed Arol the Poltergeist!] 
 
    [850,620 Experience Points Gained] 
 
    The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Poltergeist]. 
 
    The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Leporinian]. 
 
     [25 Genocide Points Earned] 
 
    [You have unlocked the suitable conditions for evolution.] 
 
    The battle was wrapping up. The Sphinx was defeated. Wunder was dead. Arol was dead. The only ones left were – 
 
    [You have slayed a Lieutenant of Fort Zyvar!] 
 
    [You slayed Onna the Yuki-onna!] 
 
    [1,563,742 Experience Points Gained] 
 
    The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Yuki-Onna]. 
 
     [25 Genocide Points Earned] 
 
    [You have unlocked the suitable conditions for evolution.] 
 
    Well, that was expected. The Tungsten Golem Infantry had completely overwhelmed and eliminated Onna without much difficulty. Tungsten as a material was hard to freeze, and with her major ability taken out of the equation, there was not much else she could do against them. 
 
    That left only two targets for me to take down. The two wildcards, Erzili and Slim. There was the possibility that Erzili was somewhere deep within the Fort, hiding in ambush and waiting for me to enter the range of that deadly ability. 
 
    I knew, at the very least, that Erzili’s range did not encompass the entire Fort, else I would long have been turned into a puddle. Now, we had entered a deadly game of cat and mouse wherein I could be liquified without warning if I were to be careless. 
 
    “You have come here to destroy all of us, haven’t you?” 
 
    A thick, familiar rasping voice reached me. The monstrously thin form of the creature known as Slim approached with his hands to the side. My golem infantry surrounded him immediately, and his freakish, face-splitting smile appeared once more on his features. 
 
    “Will you attack me, even if I surrender?” 
 
    “You’re… surrendering?” 
 
    “I’ve watched you, masked one. You came prepared. Too prepared. One does not reach that level of preparation without having done their research. I do not know if it was by means of a spy or by means of clairvoyance, but it is clear that you have a strategy to eliminate all of us.” Slim said, dropping his hands to the side. “Thus, to attack when you already know my weakness would be foolish. I would prefer to avoid conflict, if possible. So, I choose to surrender.” 
 
    I don’t have a strategy in place for you, though. There was no reason for him to know that. There was no reason for me to tell him that either. 
 
    “So, will you let me go?” 
 
    “You want to just leave?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Even after I attacked your Fort and killed your comrades?” 
 
    Slim let out a large rasping laugh. “We were never comrades. I only joined this Fort because Erzili’s goals happened to coincide with mine. I was made into a Lieutenant because I am the strongest one here after Erzili. Most of them fear me, and the only one that did not fear me did so because she did not know me.” 
 
    Slim shook his head. “Regardless, what would you have me do? Charge forward to attack you in the name of vengeance? No, masked one. Such will be a waste. I have no wish to throw my life away. However, I will not begrudge you should you choose to take the path of caution and attack me. I, too, have once made the mistake of sparing a single life from a village I fed on. The little girl grew with a vendetta and led the hunt that brought my species to extinction. It is my greatest mistake, and I cannot let myself die until I have corrected it.” 
 
    The Last Wendigo. I remembered Slim’s title, the one that lay over his head. He’s the last of his entire species. 
 
    “Go on,” I said. “I don’t have any interest in killing someone who has already surrendered.” 
 
    “That is very noble of you,” Slim said, laughing. “Also, very foolish. I pray you do not one day make that mistake with one less amicable than I.” Slim pointed with a straight finger. “Erzili awaits you at the Commander’s Chambers. Best of luck in your hunt, masked one.” 
 
    “Janus,” I said. “My name is Janus.” 
 
    “Ah, the god of two-faces. I see.” 
 
    Had I possessed a beating heart it would have stopped at that moment. 
 
    “I am Slim, the King of Wendigos,” Slim announced, bowing. “Till we meet again, Janus.” 
 
    “Wait, how do you –” 
 
    My words never reached him. The Wendigo fell back into his own shadow, the shadow splashed like a stone dropped into an ink-filled well, enveloping the creature entirely. 
 
    Just like that, Slim was gone. 
 
    He knew… did he know the meaning of my name?  
 
    Focus. Focus. I would find out, eventually. At least, one obstacle in my path was gone, and that only left Erzili as the final target to deal with.  
 
    “Tungsten forces, advance!” 
 
    The march onwards to the Commander’s Chambers was more nerve-wracking than I would want to admit. Slim had already proven himself to be both dangerous and knowledgeable, and if he had chosen to side with Erzili, it was every bit possible for Erzili to be equally or more dangerous and knowledgeable. I still did not know the effective range of Erzili’s liquefaction power. I was waging a war with very limited information, and it could be my downfall. 
 
    Moving past the Ditch, I realized that the Commander’s Chambers was a structure within the Fort. Indoors, smart. My Calvary forces could not move indoors. There would be nowhere near enough space for my Infantry either. Maybe two or three, but no more. 
 
    It seems it’s finally up to me. 
 
    “Infantry, Calvary, Artillery – be on standby.” 
 
    There were no doors to enter, and instead, I ascended a spiral staircase as soon as I entered the Commander’s Chambers. The walls were moist and covered with moss, the staircase was broken and damaged, and with each step I took, I could hear a soft humming. 
 
    The humming increased in volume as I reached the top, a candlelit, rose-scented room that was considerably cleaner and newer than the rest of the fort. The walls had shelves lined with books upon books, there were other shelves with vials and bottles labeled, there was a map plastered on the wall with pins and notes made on it. A large table lay in the middle of the room, with tiny pieces that resembled chess pieces present on a smaller-scale map. There was a dresser, a bed, a desk filled with numerous open books and jottings with an ink quill. There were several crumpled up pieces of parchment, beside the desk, and what appeared to be a large cauldron that rested in a corner of the room. 
 
    “My, darling, you’re finally here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: Survival 
 
    The form Erzili took was something different. Notably, it was still a feminine form. Dark-skinned as I remembered, but the facial features were all different. The hair was a vibrant brilliant red. Amber eyes and soft lips, the woman before me appeared to be in her late teens to early twenties, and there was none of the overly sexual allure that the previous form possessed. No, this time around, she appeared to have an almost innocent allure.  
 
    Most notably, she was clothed. Fully clothed. The garment was odd, unusual. It seemed to be a robe of some sort, but I could not place the material used to make it, nor could I understand the design. It was as if one chose to turn a formal shirt into a bathrobe, and then somehow blend it with a hoodie and pajamas. Collars, pockets, buttons and an elastic rope. My mind was full trying to make sense of what exactly I was seeing. 
 
    “My, you went and made short work of all of Erzili’s precious darlings. That’s rather depressing. Erzili worked rather hard to get so many diverse darlings in one place.” 
 
    “You’ll be joining them soon.” 
 
    Erzili laughed. “So feisty! It’s a shame you’ve come here in vain darling. Erzili cannot be killed.” 
 
    I rose my gauntleted hand, “I’ll find a way.”  
 
    Erzili laughed again. A shrill, feminine laugh. She sat on her bed, crossed her legs, placed her elbow on her thigh and her chin in her palm. “You’re here for Erzili’s ability aren’t you?” 
 
    I didn’t respond. Erzili swayed her head. 
 
    “It’s always the same darling, always the same.” She gestured her hands into the air. “Well now dear, go ahead and try your best. Erzili is waiting.” 
 
    [Skill {Mental Resistance} has gained a Level.] 
 
    “What did you just do?” 
 
    “Nothing darling.” 
 
    It was not nothing. My mental resistance skill would not have suddenly gained a level if it was nothing. 
 
    [Skill {Mental Resistance} has gained a Level.] 
 
    “Whatever it is you’re doing –” 
 
    “You cannot tell me you’ve never heard of Epithet Skills, darling.” 
 
    I kept my gaze leveled on her. “This is your Epithet Skill?” 
 
    Erzili stretched her arms wide open. “Erzili is one with desires. Erzili can always tell the desires of the one before Erzili, and the ones before Erzili cannot hide their true desires. Because Erzili can always feel desires, Erzili has become a desire. A desire that spreads like wildfire darling, like wildfire.” 
 
    [Skill {Mental Resistance} has gained a Level.] 
 
    The shudder ran through me a second time. “That’s irritating.” 
 
    “Erzili is impressed. How is it that you have not yet thrown yourself at Erzili, wild with frenzy?” 
 
    Because I’m a skeleton. That was why. I can’t feel arousal. “I prefer modest women.” 
 
    “Rude, darling. That’s just rude. Alas, Erzili can be that too –” 
 
    “I’ll pass.” 
 
    I gestured my fingers, pointing straight at Erzili’s head. She did not move. Her smile never vanished from her face. Instead, she leaned forward, fully expectant. My finger trembled. Fire. The sonic crack burst through the air. Erzili’s eyes widened. [Diamond bullet] tore through her skull. A hole, straight in between her eyes. 
 
    “My, my, Erzili is surprised.” 
 
    There was no blood, or brain matter, no skull or damage. The hole closed up, gelatinous matter mending the wound and treating it like a non-issue. Erzili’s eyes sparkled with amusement and curiosity. 
 
    “This is the first time a person has been able to harm Erzili after being exposed to Erzili’s allure.” 
 
    “You have an odd definition of harm.” 
 
    “When one is a perfect lifeform darling, it tends to happen.” Erzili waved her hand dismissively. “Slimes naturally have immunities to certain types of damage darling, and Erzili, well, Erzili is far above your normal slime. Six hundred and twenty-six years is enough time to insulate one from such petty trivialities.” 
 
    Six hundred and twenty-six years? Erzili did not seem to be lying. No, more than that, more disturbingly, the Slithercreep was oddly blasé about the entire encounter. Is it because she doesn’t know I’m a skeleton? Or because I killed all of her minions? 
 
    The difference between the Erzili before me and the Erzili of the previous timeline was maddening. This Erzili did not treat me as someone inferior, yet this Erzili did not feel the slightest bit of danger or trepidation from my presence. There was self-assured confidence as if utterly guaranteed that there was nothing I could do that would be able to render harm. 
 
    “Well darling, now that we’ve gotten all that business out of the way,” Erzili sat on the bed, crossing her legs, and patting on the side. “Sit. Erzili is curious, darling. Erzili has made no shortage of enemies across the years from Kobold Kings to Arachne Queens, but Erzili certainly does not remember making an enemy of a two-faced sorcerer that commands an army of golems.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Erzili has a rather good memory darling.” 
 
    I doubted it. Still, I was amused. Amused enough to talk. “I was a lowly creature when you met me. I seemed to have annoyed you, and you turned me into a liquid blob. Nearly drove me insane.” 
 
    “Oh, my.”  
 
    “The damage to my sense of proprioception was the worst. I’ve been a creature that crawled without arms and legs before, and yet, even that, somehow, was a thousand times better than being something that could not even control what its body did. Imagine it. Your own body, out of your control. Your arms and legs and torso – melting away, spreading out of your grasp, ignoring your desperate, eager pleas to come back, to listen, to not abandon you.” 
 
    “I’m not scared of death. When I die, I will not even be aware of it. But to be alive, and not live, to be a conscious thing incapable of action, thought and words. Unable to so much voice my horror with a scream, to not even have the option of ending your existence –” 
 
    The room was silent. My hands, I noticed, were shaking. Odd. They never shook. Not when going against Hoplite, against Zlosta, not when Oblivion died or when I was on the verge of demise, time, and time, and time again. 
 
    “For the first time since I’ve been in Alamir… I was afraid. You – you made me… afraid. Because I realized, dying is not the worst fate I can have. It’s actually… the most merciful.” 
 
    It was only, after the words had left my mouth, that I understood. That I understood why I had said them in the first place entirely. A soft chuckle escaped me at the realization of it all. 
 
    “Your Epithet Skill… it more than makes people desire you, doesn’t it?” 
 
    There was a smile on Erzili’s face. It did not reach her eyes. “It does, darling.” 
 
    I would have laughed if I had the energy in me to do so. I knew it was her skill doing it. I knew, it was her skill, making me open my mouth and talk. Making me relaxed, comfortable. Soothing the urgency I should have felt. Curbing the bloodlust and drive I’d started my mission with. Yet, I could not find it in me to be bothered. I wondered if her skill was responsible for that too. 
 
    “So, I suppose, I’m here to kill you. For that. That fear. I told myself it wasn’t personal. But it is.” 
 
    “Killing Erzili won’t get rid of that fear, darling.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Darling,” Erzili rose from the bed, approaching me with soft, slow steps. “As powerful as Erzili is, Erzili is nothing, nothing, darling, compared to the true nightmares of this world. The Night Emperors, Nightly Ones, Anathemas, Transcendents, Champions, Demiurges and Devas – Erzili is nothing to them, darling. Even if you kill Erzili – you cannot kill them all darling. For as long as people dream, nightmares will always exist.” 
 
    “Then what am I supposed to do? Live in fear?” 
 
    “No, darling,” Erzili shook her head. “Just survive.”  
 
    “Survive?” 
 
    Her eyes shone with dark-red light. “Nightmares are like Oreillian wine darling. We don’t die of old age or sickness. The number one cause of death for nightmares is a blade. Or a fang. Or a claw. Occasionally a tentacle. But a nightmare, always, always, finds their end, one way or another, through battle. And thus, the most powerful among us are the oldest among us. Those who have survived a million battles.” 
 
    “So survive, darling. Survive. Survive and survive and survive. Pick your battles. Flee, be cowardly and dastardly if you must. Cheat and lie, betray and trick, and do whatever you can to survive.” 
 
    Her hand reached out, lightly caressing my mask. “Without knowing it, a day will come when you realize… that fear no longer haunts you.” 
 
    I took a step back on instinct. Her words, her actions – 
 
    “That’s what you’re doing now isn’t it?” 
 
    Erzili smiled. “Clever, darling. Yes. Though Erzili sincerely doubts you have the means to kill Erzili, there is always that slim possibility. Erzili has managed to survive this long by avoiding direct combat, and will do anything, anything at all, to survive even longer.” 
 
    “Why are you trying to survive so hard?” 
 
    Erzili sighed, before spinning around and taking a seat on the bed once more. “For a foolish dream, darling. A dream this foolish one has had since when Erzili was a slime with ne’er an ounce of intelligence.” 
 
    Erzili landed flat on the bed, her hand gesturing up, grasping at air. “Erzili wants a family. A group of nightmares of all species and races. Working together. Living together. Something like what the adventurers have. Erzili has always envied that camaraderie.” 
 
    Erzili sat up. “But, Erzili hasn’t survived long enough to have strong darlings. They die, and Erzili starts over, finding new nightmares without homes to take in. And they die again. And Erzili, once more, starts over. And over. And over. Erzili has lost count how many times now.” 
 
    Even without a stomach, I could feel the nausea of guilt. My mind was already tuned into high-gear. Thinking. Solving. Coming up with ideas. A possible solution. In the end, I could not kill Erzili. Both because I lacked the necessary ability to do so, and because I no longer had it in me. 
 
    Erzili’s shapeshifting powers were out of my grasp, but there was no reason for Erzili herself to be so. There was no reason at all, to at least have access to the shapeshifter, if I could not have access to shapeshifting. 
 
    “You’ll get them back, your darlings.” 
 
    “Is that so darling? Necromancy is amongst your list of skills?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “But… you will. You won’t remember this conversation. Or that they were ever dead, to begin with – but you’ll get everyone back. I can guarantee that. But… I’m going to need something from you to do that.”  
 
    “What is it?” She was eager. There was not a hint of suspicion in her tone or expression.  
 
    “First, some information. Night Emperors – what, who are they?”  
 
    “The Emperors of the Night,” Erzili shrugged. “What else could they be?”  
 
    That was not the sort of answer I needed. “Do you know anyone by the name… Apophis?”  
 
    Erzili stumbled. She backed away from me, fright rapidly increasing in her eyes, as she backed up against her books, tripped and sprawled against her cauldron and backed up against the wall. 
 
    “W-who are y-you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Names have power!” she screeched. “Names have power!” she cried a second time. “You – you don’t just mention the name of a Night Emperor – you can’t just know the name of a Night Emperor. T-they only reveal their names to those they kill – or to those who kill them –” 
 
    Fascinating info. “I’m… someone special.” 
 
    Waving my hand into the air, I focused on [Earth Control], forming sand. With the sand, I arranged letters, familiar letters that spelled the words in English: 
 
    MY NAME IS JANUS. 
 
    Erzili dropped to both knees. “The… Mothertongue…” she whispered. “The Lost Language… you… you can use it. You… can understand it.” 
 
    Erzili’s bowed. Kowtowed. Her forehead kissed the floor as did her hands. “Forgive me. I did not know you were a Demiurge.” 
 
    It was the first time I’d heard Erzili use the first-person pronoun. The first time the Slithercreep referred to herself with I. The change in demeanor threw me off. The words she uttered gave me pause. Demiurge? Isn’t that one of my titles? 
 
    Title: [Demiurge] 
 
    Details: A special-mythic title. Grants [Special Title] benefits. Grants [Accursed One] benefits/disadvantages. 70% chance of inflicted [Horrified] on whoever witnesses you use the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs. 30% chance of inflicting [Curse of Insanity] on whoever witnesses you use the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs. 
 
    “Please!” Erzili roared. The Slithercreep’s head never left the ground. “Allow me – allow me to serve you!” 
 
    “W-what?” 
 
    “You – you are a Demiurge!” Erzili exclaimed again. “A Demiurge – and yet – yet – you lowered yourself to converse with me, with a lowly Slithercreep – I – I should have been destroyed a thousand times over for my impudence, but yet – yet you show mercy –” Erzili’s head snapped up. “Please! Allow me to atone with my servitude! My loyalty!” 
 
    I didn’t know what a Demiurge was. I didn’t know why it was an important title. Erzili seemed to know. Erzili seemed to understand the significance. I remembered her mentioning Demiurges amongst the likes of Champions and Anathemas – but I had no clue if it was supposed to mean anything. 
 
    Do I go along with this, or admit that I have no idea as to what is happening? No – no, the second I admitted that I was ignorant of what a Demiurge was supposed to be, there was no guarantee that things would progress smoothly from this point onwards. Admitting ignorance was best done in the presence of friends and allies who would be willing to correct that ignorance without ulterior motives. I didn’t quite count Erzili amongst that number. The Slithercreep had already admitted that she would do and say anything to survive – and that was not the type of individual I wanted to let know of my ignorance. 
 
    At least, not quite yet. 
 
    “I will allow it.” 
 
    The relief couldn’t have been more visible on Erzili’s face. “Thank you – thank you –” 
 
    “I wasn’t finished.” 
 
    The trepidation returned. “Y-yes?” 
 
    “I will allow it, on a condition,” I said. “First… tell me your greatest strengths and what your [Epithet Skill] does. Second, tell me your greatest weakness – and how to kill you.” 
 
    “As you wish,” she said, without so much of a lick of hesitation. “My epithet skill is [Muliebrity]. It grants me the power of feminine allure, making me desirable by all creatures, and reducing their likelihood of them wishing to harm me. It enables creatures to feel more comfortable and at ease with me as a man would be with a woman that lends a kind ear. As a result, all will speak the truth from their hearts when exposed to my aura, and they will find themselves growing to love me, whether they desire to or not.” 
 
    Never did I believe I would be glad to have been a skeleton. 
 
    “My greatest strength is a result of my Slime physiology and heritage. I can transform my body into any liquid as long as I understand the components, and my default secretion is a powerful hallucinogenic aphrodisiac that will entrap creatures in vivid visions of pleasure. I can change my form to appear as whosoever or whatsoever I desire at will, however, I cannot change my voice to match, hence, I restrict myself to mostly feminine forms.” 
 
    “My greatest weakness is my only weakness – Holy Magic. Perhaps Dark Magic and other esoteric arts may affect me, but I have never been hurt by them to know. I regenerate instantly from damage, and as long as so much as a teaspoon of my body remains, I can regenerate from it. To kill me, you would need to find the six thousand and fifteen parts of me that I have scattered across Alamir, and eliminate all of them, before destroying my main body. Unfortunately, I do not know where all the parts are, as a safety precaution should one ever attempt to glimpse them from my memory.” 
 
    So my mission was futile from the start? Six thousand and fifteen parts – scattered across the world like phylacteries and I could not kill Erzili without destroying all of them. To go to such extents just to survive? 
 
    “Have… have I satisfied you, my Lord?” 
 
    I did not feel easy with being addressed by my lord. I wanted to know, to ask, what is a Demiurge? Yet, I couldn’t. An instinct, or perhaps, a sixth sense, told me, that I should not ask that question. That something extremely bad would happen if I asked that question. The instinct was such that once I opened my mouth to ask it – I found the words dying immediately. 
 
    “You have. You may serve me.” 
 
    “Excellent, my lord!” 
 
    New Notification! 
 
    Erzili the Slithercreep is requesting to become your Minion. 
 
    Would you like to accept Erzili the Slithercreep as your Minion? 
 
    [Yes] 
 
    [No] 
 
    What’s this? Fine… let’s see – 
 
    Warning! 
 
    You are about to permanently enslave a Nightmare of a Higher Tier than you! 
 
    You are about to permanently enslave a Nightmare of a higher level than you! 
 
    You are about to permanently enslave a Nightmare with a Domain! 
 
    Do you still desire to accept Erzili the Slithercreep as your Minion? 
 
    [Yes] 
 
    [No] 
 
    Permanently enslave…? 
 
    Erzili was waiting, expectantly. Does she know? Am I missing something? 
 
    I decided I wasn’t. At the very least, I had my backup timeline if something went wrong. With that knowledge, I pushed the button. 
 
    [You have acquired a new Minion!] 
 
    Name: Erzili 
 
    Race: [Slithercreep] 
 
    Specie(s): [Slime] (Metamorph Variant) 
 
    Monster Rank: Tier 5 
 
    Level: 204 
 
    HP: Does Not Apply 
 
    MP: 7.2M/20.2M 
 
    Negative Effects: [N/A] 
 
    Positive Effects: [N/A]  
 
    Epithet Skill(s): Muliebrity 
 
    Title(s): [Nightmare of Ten Thousand Forms] [Elder One of Ecstasy] 
 
    You may view more information about your Minions in the Minion Menu. 
 
     “Minions.” 
 
    Minions 
 
    You have (1) minion. 
 
    Minion(s) Available: Erzili 
 
    Would you like to view More Information on the Minion [Erzili]? 
 
    [Yes] 
 
    [No] 
 
    I selected the [Yes] option with no hesitation. 
 
    Minion Information 
 
    Name: Erzili 
 
    Epithet Skills: Muliebrity 
 
    Mystic Arts: N/A 
 
    Skills: [Morph] [Liquify] [Acid] 
 
    Master Commands: [Meat Shield] [Damage Transfer] 
 
    Master Skill: [None Assigned] 
 
    Tasks Assigned: N/A 
 
    Combat Tactic: [Protect Master] (Default Tactic) 
 
    Apparel: 
 
    Head – N/A 
 
    Body – N/A 
 
    Legs – N/A 
 
    Arms – N/A 
 
    Feet – N/A 
 
    Weapon – N/A   
 
    Loyalty: Lv. 1 [45/100] 
 
    Fear: Lv. 4 [55/100] 
 
    Loyalty Bonuses: N/A 
 
    Fear Bonuses: N/A  
 
    Bio: Erzili is a six-hundred and twenty-six-year-old nightmare that commands the nightmares Fort Zyvar. From a normal, unintelligent slime, Erzili was captured and used by a young Marisian Mystician for the manufacture of forbidden aphrodisiac tonics and love potions. While in the care of this Mystician, Erzili acquired sentience from the listening to endless narrations of romantic woes, and, ultimately, was experimented upon to create the perfect subservient being for sexual gratification. The experiments succeeded and triggered Erzili’s evolution into a Slithercreep – wherein Erzili proceeded to slaughter the Mystician, and wandered the land before encountering the Nightwitch Gothel the Lovelorn, and being granted a name.  
 
    “You can see it, can’t you?” Erzili spoke. “They are beautiful, the words… the Nightscripts of yore.” 
 
    “You can see the words?” 
 
    Erzili nodded. “Yes – but – not understand them. They are in the Mothertongue after all. And Erzili is not so gifted as to be able to understand it.” 
 
    You have enslaved a nightmare with a Domain! 
 
    You have acquired a minion with a Domain! 
 
    You may now control the Domain of your Minion! 
 
    You are now the owner of the Domain – Fort Zyvar! 
 
    Your [Domain] may not be fully utilized until total [Sovereignty] is attained. 
 
    Your Influence has gone up! 
 
    Your Influence Ranking has upgraded! 
 
    There were a lot of questions I had. Too many questions to ask. A lot had happened in an extremely short amount of time, such that there was barely any space for me to think. From Erzili going from being my enemy to being my subordinate was jarring. 
 
    “You seem conflicted Master.” 
 
    A shudder traveled down my spine. “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    “As Erzili has become your minion, you have become Erzili’s master, from now, till the end of time.” 
 
    “Why?” I couldn’t help myself. “Why?” I needed to know. “Why did you choose to allow yourself to be enslaved?” 
 
    “You are a Demiurge.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “It means you can become the King.” 
 
    “King?” 
 
    “The King of Nightmares.” 
 
    I laughed. Ridiculous. “I don’t have any interest in doing something like that. I just want –” 
 
    “To live?” Erzili wagered. “To survive?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That is what makes you more worthy than anyone to be King. To be… Erzili’s King.” Erzili smiled. “With you – it may be possible, Erzili’s dream.” 
 
    “A dream of a family?” 
 
    “A much larger dream. A dream of a world, where nightmares and men are not engaged in eternal battle. A world where there exists a Kingdom of Nightmares, and that Kingdom trades, and visits the Humans, Midwarfs and Elvani.” 
 
    “You want… coexistence?” 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    Yes. Of course. I would give anything for that. To walk through the human cities and experience their culture, music and cuisine. To study their architecture, history and art. To trace back their anthropological origins and tinker with their magics and ability to defy the known laws of physics. Without the threat of old age and disease, I could spend as much time as I wanted simply immersing myself into the richness of Alamir. 
 
    “I do,” I said. “But… there’s something I have to do first.” 
 
    “There is?” 
 
    “I need to find the Night Emperors… and kill them, and perhaps kill those above them.” 
 
    Erzili stared at me. She backed away, suddenly. Cautiously. “Why?” 
 
    “There’s a ticking time-bomb over my head,” I admitted. “If I don’t kill them, a lot of people might die… and I’ll lose all my memories.” 
 
    “Do you care about the people who will die?” 
 
    Do I? The entirety of earth, according to Oblivion. The entirety of the earth’s history would be changed completely if I failed. The world I knew would be gone. Would never exist. It didn’t mean that it would be destroyed… just altered. History, changed on a massive scale that would cause different people to be born and others to never be born. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. Erzili’s [Muliebrity] was still active it seemed. I couldn’t lie. It was the truth. “Even if I saved them, they would never know I did. Never be aware of it. I’m unfortunately not that generous, or that selfless of a person. I care for myself. My knowledge. My memories. That’s why I can’t afford to let them go. Why I have to find and hunt down the Night Emperors.” 
 
    “If, all you care for are your memories, then there is another path,” Erzili said. “After the Hlahan Forest, there exists a steep jagged mountain covered in a perpetual fog. We call it the Masakh Mountain. There, a being known as the memory-thief exists. If you were to enslave them as your minion, you could command them to make a copy of your memories… save them. Such that, should you lose them, you will always be able to get them back.” 
 
    Make… a copy of my memories? “I… I can do that?” 
 
    “You would have to enslave the memory-thief to find out,” Erzili said, “But yes. It should be within their power.” 
 
    A third option. So… so I don’t have to fight the Night Emperors? I don’t have to face off against god-slaying beings? 
 
    The weight of the world that had been on my shoulders dropped. Fell, silently. I’d never been so relieved before. Never remembered being so absolutely relieved to hear anything, in my entire life. 
 
    Would it… would it work? 
 
    There was no reason for me not to try it. No reason for me not to take that option, than choose to begin a crusade against enemies so far beyond me. Erzili, as she was, was already far more powerful than I, far more dangerous than I, and yet, according to her, she was nothing in comparison to a Night Emperor. If a being who’d scattered numerous parts of itself across the world in an attempt to survive was terrified at the mention of the name of a Night Emperor… what were my odds of success? Of victory? 
 
    As much as I would have loved to be an unknown hero of humanity, I wasn’t foolish. Not fearing death did not mean lacking value for my life. I wanted to live and not waste this second chance at life, rather than spend it in pursuit of an impossible mission thrust upon me. 
 
    “I’ll meet this memory-thief,” I said at last. 
 
    Erzili clapped in cheer. “Excellent. We could always use more members, those willing to join our cause. The more people you recruit, the stronger we all become, and the further you progress to becoming the King of Nightmares.” 
 
    Meeting Erzili was either an unbelievable stroke of luck or a godsend. Never would I have believed, that there was a nightmare with plans to make a society of monsters. To attempt to coexist, rather than destroy. To be knowledgeable enough to provide helpful solutions to my problems. A part of me, felt genuinely guilty now, that all I’d offered to Erzili in exchange was the destruction of all of her troops. 
 
    “I’ll bring back your darlings for you,” I said, finally. “But I need something, that if someone were to present to you, would make you believe them – ally with them.” 
 
    She rose a questioning eyebrow. “Erzili… does not follow.” 
 
    As much as I was grateful to Erzili, I wasn’t willing to tell her about my [Duality]. I would never tell anyone about my [Duality]. Once people knew I could escape death by jumping timelines, they would be more cautious about planning my downfall. It wasn’t that I believed Erzili would plot something against me – but I couldn’t discount the possibility. Even Jesus was betrayed. 
 
    “A failsafe you have to send yourself a message if someone wiped your memories. Or if a version of yourself from the future came to the present, and you needed to make them prove they were you, you’d ask them a question only you would know the answer to, or a secret that no one else but you could know.” 
 
    Her eyes slowly, widened. “Your Epithet Skill…” 
 
    “It allows me to turn back the hands of time,” I said. “But only for a limited time.” 
 
    “That’s how you were so prepared against my darlings? Erzili believed only the Amendments or a Floater Relic could do that.” 
 
    Amendments? Floater Relic? Some objects can rewind time? Alamir just keeps on giving… 
 
    “Do you have something, that I can show to your… past self?” 
 
    Erzili hummed for several brief seconds. “Erzili might have just the thing –” 
 
    Her right hand turned into a sharpened blade, and she sliced down, severed her left ring finger. There was no blood, and the digit grew back into place. “This,” she handed me the finger. “Take this. If you go back in time – having a piece of Erzili will be enough to ensure Erzili joins you once more.” 
 
    The left ring finger was light in my hands. It seemed, more than anything, to be suspicious if I were to present this to Erzili in another timeline. However, Erzili already admitted to scattering thousands of herself across the world, so I suppose she gave parts of herself to allies for safe-keeping. 
 
    “I’ll be going now,” 
 
    Erzili curtsied. “Of course, Master.” 
 
    “Janus,” I said. “Just Janus.” 
 
    A smile appeared on her face. “As you wish, Lord Janus.” 
 
    She’s enjoying this. With a sigh and a shake of my head, I rose my hand, and ended the timeline. 
 
    /∞/ 
 
    [You are now in the True Path] 
 
    The grass of the Hlahan Forest lay beneath me, my Enchanted Hybrid Door stood within the forest, and my army of golems was gone. As it was, with splitting reality in two, there was often a sense of surrealism that came from having memories of events that happened, but… didn’t. 
 
    Yet, there was proof that it did happen. My hand opened, and there it was, Erzili’s finger, still in place within my palm, still proving that I could transfer objects across timelines, that the actions I did take in that timeline had happened. 
 
    Did I make the right choice? 
 
    Erzili openly admitted to lying, cheating, and doing whatever it took to survive. For all I knew, everything she said might have been false. It could all have been a ploy to deceive me. A clever, ingenious ploy to tug at my heartstrings.  
 
    I was inclined to believe otherwise. The odd attire she wore, the room and the manner of speech all contributed to her story of wanting to coexist with humans. There were hundreds of books in that room, which meant Erzili was a voracious reader. There was a full-sized map of the world in that room, which meant Erzili was versed in geography. Erzili knew the culture of the people, knew their history, and possibly their language. It fit. Everything fit perfectly. 
 
    But some things did not add up. There was Slim, his oddities and how he knew what my name meant. He said he joined up with Erzili because they had a common goal. Did Slim also desire to coexist with humans? It didn’t sound that way. So, what then, was his goal?  
 
    The King of Nightmares… 
 
    I wanted to laugh at the title. It sounded like something an overly imaginative child would come up within a story. Yet, Erzili believed that because I was a Demiurge, I could be King. I didn’t quite believe it, but I was willing to try. To attempt. If only, because I valued my life, and wanted to make something of myself, the second time around. 
 
     [You have unlocked the suitable conditions for evolution.] 
 
    [Would you like to Evolve?] 
 
    [Yes] 
 
    [No] 
 
    For the first time in a long while, I could feel optimistic about my future. Things were changing. Things were being set in motion. And if I wanted to advance, I needed to change along with it. 
 
    [Evolution Commencing]b 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Interlude - I: Caution 
 
    She was terrified of a fourteen-year-old. The harder she tried not to flinch upon his gaze, the quicker the action of flinching came. She attributed the rapid pounding of her heart to adrenaline, and, as her master had taught her through a simple one-time instruction with no repetition, she rationalized that the golden-haired boy in front of her would not kill her. 
 
    His purple eyes were half-lidded, his expression neither one of aggression nor hostility. His uniform, sparkling with medals indicated that the boy in front of her was someone who would, or rather, should be on her side. Yet, it was that utter lack of interest beneath those half-lidded eyes, that monotonous gaze which rendered upon her the distinct sensation of a weed underneath the feet of a gazelle, that feeling that she existed and lived only by his whim alone – that was what terrified her. 
 
    “Irritating.” Came her master’s voice. “If the ogling of my amanuensis is the reason you interrupted my research, Hoplite –” 
 
    “Do you never tire of new faces Soph?” the boy’s voice was whisper-like. Eerie. It was louder than a whisper certainly, yet, not loud enough to be considered the standard speaking volume. “What happened to Velma?” 
 
    “Deceased.” 
 
    “And Militia before her?” Hoplite asked. 
 
    “Indisposed.” 
 
    “And Lucia, with the lightning scars?” 
 
    “Is there a point to your questions?” 
 
    Hoplite’s half-lidded eyes displayed no change at the information. She found it incredibly difficult to maintain eye-contact, and even more so to hide the announcements of the fates that belayed her predecessors.  
 
    “I also remember Astra, Riata and Freia – the one who attempted to elope with your doorkeeper.” Hoplite said. “I liked her. She always knew the right place to get my chips.” The High Eminent of War turned to her. “You, Soph’s newest. What is your name?” 
 
    She felt her heart squeeze in her chest at the question. “My name is Cynthia, your Eminence.” 
 
    “Do you know where to get the best plantain chips?” 
 
    Her master muttered under his breath. “Vexing. If you kill another one of my amanuenses over your ridiculous obsession with plantains –” 
 
    “Plantain chips.” Hoplite corrected immediately. His hands were already moving upwards. “And if she doesn’t know –” 
 
    “Warehouse 91, your eminence.” 
 
    The boy’s hand went down. “Ah. Good. Now, do I prefer soft chips, or crunchy ones?” 
 
    Cynthia felt her heart squeeze in her chest a second time, and she understood that it was not just a feeling. “C-crunchy ones, your Eminence –” 
 
    “And why are crunchy chips the best?” 
 
    The tightening grew worse. It was harder to breathe than ever. Hard to even stand. “B-because – it – it irritates other High Eminents, and s-scares people weaker t-than you w-when t-they hear the s-sound.” 
 
    The tightening sensation vanished. The half-lidded eyes of the High Eminent of War remained as half-lidded as it did before. Cynthia knew immediately that she was not wrong to fear him. She knew, and she understood, that had this fourteen-year-old boy wished her dead, not even her Master could have stopped it from happening. 
 
    Hoplite Hierophantasia was one of the most powerful people in all of Alhamis. Amidst the Ten High Eminents, only two others could hold a candle to him, and even then, he far outstripped them because he was fourteen years old. The boy that could kill her with a blink was not yet in his prime. 
 
    “You,” Hoplite said. “You might be the first of Sophos’ amanuenses to not die miserably.” 
 
    What was she to make of that? “Thank you, your Eminence.” 
 
    “Tremendously irritating,” her master said. “Hoplite, your reason for coming?” 
 
    Floating, five inches above the ground as all High Eminents did, Hoplite Hierophantasia moved with his hands behind his back, examining the works she and her master were creating. Technology that would boost the entirety of Alhamis centuries, if not millennia into the future. Something that could and would wipe the nightmares off the face of Alamir forever. 
 
    At first, she assumed Hoplite did not know the purpose of any of the technologies in development within the room. Assumed, until she witnessed him pick one up, and fitting of his status as the High Eminent of War, he picked up a small cylindrically shaped device. Small enough to fit into his hands, without effort. She almost rose an alarm upon seeing him examine the button on the center. Seeing his fingers hover near it to push the button, she felt immediate dread. 
 
    “Your Eminence, that is –” her show of concern was immediately stifled by her master raising his hand. 
 
    Hoplite pushed the button. Cynthia closed her eyes and braced for death. She anticipated a loud flash, a bang, an inexplicable roar from the pushing of a device built with the express purpose of absorbing light and Alamir’s ambient mystic energy, amplifying the two through a repeated chain-cycle, and releasing it all at once. 
 
    There was enough “charge” in it to turn Alamir into a crater seventeen times over. Enough energy to be compared with a meteorite slamming against the city from the Great Beyond. She expected the immediate destruction of everything and everyone around her. 
 
    She did not expect, to still be standing after he pushed the button. 
 
    “Slow.” Came the teenager’s words. Dreadfully, Cynthia opened her eyes.  
 
    There, within his palm, was an anomaly that made her choke. She’d heard of it, of course, the rumors were endless, but seeing it, seeing the inexplicable curvature that seemed to suck in light around it like a vacuum sitting in the palm of the boy’s hands and somehow not utterly devastating the room around them made her choke. 
 
    The anomaly vanished. The explosive along with it. Hoplite, for the first time since she had seen him, did not have his eyes lidded anymore. “Your weapons are too weak, Soph.” 
 
    “Curious. You never possessed a problem with the destructive capability of my designs before now.” Sophos said.  
 
    “Before now, there was no reason to have a problem with it.” 
 
    Cynthia was trying her best to appear as nonchalant as her master. She was failing. She did not know if her master was aware all along that the explosive could be mitigated by Hoplite, but most likely he was. Her master did not make mistakes. Nothing her master did was without reason – without planning. 
 
    “Perplexing,” her master commented. “And the cause of this change?” 
 
    Two words escaped from the boy’s lips that neither she nor her master were prepared for. 
 
    “A Nightwitch.” 
 
    /∞/ 
 
    In the brief six months of being the High Eminent of Progress’ amanuensis, Cynthia could count on one hand the number of times she had seen Sophos leave the Eminency of Progress and his laboratory. The number of times he left the building without it being a direct order from the votes garnered at The Gathering, she could count on one finger. That number was one, and the day – 
 
    Today. 
 
    There was almost a wild frenzy in the manner by which he left. Ordering her to carry his tools and toss them into a portable dimensional storage unit, colloquially termed by the average AAA soldier as the “Bag of Holding,” they made use of the exclusive High Eminent teleportation circle to get from Alhamis to the outskirts of the Disremember Woods without the slightest delay. 
 
    Trying her best to keep up with the rush of information and the speed of the two High Eminents on nothing but her two feet was a task that almost killed her. However, now being aware of her master’s proclivity to change amanuenses like undergarments, she knew that failing to keep up would certainly kill her, and that was a motivation to keep moving. 
 
    Leaving behind the fort and rushing through the forest, they were but a blur to the numerous AAA guards stationed along the path. There was no surprise that Hoplite did not take the Nightwitch into custody within Sector One-Zero-One. It was a training facility for rookie AAA soldiers. The potential for disaster would be intense. Rather, keeping her in an off-site location in the Disremember Woods was the only way to avoid subtle mental manipulations. 
 
    Hoplite’s conversation with her master was stretching out and she did her best to listen to it. “…regenerated every single time.” 
 
    “Decapitation? Asphyxiation? Complete and utter cellular disintegration?” 
 
    Hoplite conjured a document from his portable dimensional storage, his PDS unit, and handed it over to her master. Her master glanced it over for a brief second and did not hesitate to hand it to her. 
 
    “Cynthia. Assimilate the contents into your Godscripts and feed me the most relevant data.” 
 
    Forcing herself to stop breathing hard from chasing the High Eminents, she held out the document in front of her. Downloading the data off it took a meager second.  
 
    “Results of Encounter with Subject NW-four-zero-one. Subject, Nightwitch of Druid Origins. Name: Zlosta Janje. Anathema Patron: Unknown. Convent: Unknown. Faction: Unknown. Estimated Threat Level: Tier 4.1.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “Notes: NW401 has shown a level of regenerative growth unheard of for a Nightwitch. NW401 has refused to converse with interrogators and failed to identify her Convent of Origin, and/or Patron. As NW401 is a Nightwitch of unknown Convent, protocol indicates immediate extermination of the potential threat to Alhamis’ safety. The protocol could not be carried out. Numerous methods of eliminating the subject have been attempted, none with any level of success.” 
 
    Cynthia knew her stomach was not going to be well after this. 
 
    “Attempt one-point-one. Decapitation. Result: The Head and Body of NW401 were pulled together by an inexplicable force, neck and spine reconnecting, and NW401 regained immediate consciousness. Verdict: Failure.” 
 
    Sophos urged her. “Continue.” 
 
    “Attempt one-point-two. Decapitation and Separation. Result: the severed spine of NW401 grew into a new skull. Pieces of torn flesh assimilated and changed into gray matter and other soft-tissues. The previous head kept away from the body disintegrated into dust, and the dust, into mystic particles. Verdict: Failure.” 
 
    “Attempt two. Asphyxiation. Result: NW401 consistently entered a comatose state upon deprivation of oxygen. The reapplication of the barest amount of oxygen would counteract this state. Verdict: Failure.” 
 
    “Attempt two-point-two. Extended Asphyxiation. Result: NW401 grew increasingly resistant to deprivation of oxygen. NW401 no longer becomes comatose from its deprivation. Verdict: Failure.”  
 
    “Attempt three-point-one. Incineration. Result: NW401 displayed rapid complete restoration of burned tissue without visibility of scars or scar tissue. Verdict: Failure.” 
 
    “Challenging. Skip the results and merely tell me the attempt.” 
 
    Cynthia, with an even larger breath, read. 
 
    “Attempt three-point-two. Prolonged Incineration.” 
 
    “Attempt four-point-one. Bifurcation.” 
 
    “Attempt four-point-two. Bifurcation and separation.” 
 
    “Attempt five-point-one. Dissection.” 
 
    “Attempt five-point-one: Dissection and separation.” 
 
    “Attempt five-point-two: Dissection, separation and incineration.” 
 
    “Attempt six-point-one. Pulverization.” 
 
    “Six-point-two. Pulverization and acidification.” 
 
    “Seven-point-one –” 
 
    The more she read, the more she grew concerned. The more she understood her Master’s reason for charging out here suddenly, the more she understood Hoplite’s reason for searching for a truly destructive weapon. 
 
    “Attempt seventeen-point-three. Molecular Destruction via Gravitational Force.” Cynthia grew incredibly uneasy at the final one on the list. “Result: NW401 was subjected to irresistible gravitational forces in the center of a man-made gravitational anomaly. NW401 was erased from existence. NW401 reappeared five minutes later, in the spot of erasure. Note: NW401 did not appear confused nor did NW401 attempt to flee. NW401 requested to be subjected to the forces a second time. When asked why NW401 responded: ‘[She] stopped hearing him laugh.’” 
 
    Cynthia felt as if she were chewing cement. “When questioned on the matter, NW401 did not provide any additional information. All extermination attempts have been terminated at this time. Individuals involved in conducting the extermination attempts have –” 
 
    She stopped reading. The words were there, floating in her vision, and she knew that if her delay was longer than three seconds, her master would be incensed. 
 
    “Individuals involved in conducting the extermination attempts have proceeded to meet their demise in the order and method of their attempted extermination.” 
 
    As one, she and her master turned immediately to look at Hoplite. His dull eyes never wavered. “NW401 Addendum document attached: Causalities of Encounter with NW401.” 
 
    “Causality One-Through-Nine. AAA Soldiers. Method of Attempted Extermination: Sacrosanct Rifle gunfire. Method of Demise: Abrupt appearance of gunfire holes. Remark: More holes than flesh generated difficulty in identifying what parts belonged to which Soldier.” 
 
    Her stomach was protesting. The images were not helping. Her Master’s analytic gaze did not stop the rising sensation of sickness. 
 
    “Causality Ten. Exterminator One. Ylde Alderbane. Method of Attempted Extermination: Decapitation. Method of Demise: Abrupt separation of head from his body. Remark: the severed head was destroyed to prevent continued attempts at the consumption of the body.”  
 
    “Causality Eleven. Exterminator Two. Birn Magnoli. Method of Attempted Extermination: Asphyxiation. Method of Demise: Asphyxiation. Remark: postmortem dissection exposed the lungs melded on the outskirts of the ribcage.” 
 
    “Causality Twelve –” 
 
    “Enough.” Came her master’s voice. Low. The lowest she had ever head. “Preventions?” 
 
    “Upon the realization of the proceeding method and manner of death following the Exterminators, Exterminators ten through sixteen committed suicide via Sacrosanct Rifle Fire to the temple. No unusual effect was witnessed on the bodies following their demise.” 
 
    Her master remained silent. He stared, again, for the longest time, at Hoplite. “Reclassification.”  
 
    “NW401 reclassified as Tier 9 Threat. Hazard Ranking: Extinction-Level. Isolation Protocols have been engaged. Anathema Hazard Protocols have been engaged. Discontinuity Advancement Protocols have been engaged. No personnel is authorized to approach NW401 without explicit instructions from a High-Eminent. No personnel is authorized to feed, communicate, exterminate, attempt to feed, communicate, exterminate, or contemplate feeding, communicating, or exterminating NW401 without explicit instructions from a High-Eminent.”  
 
    “Containment?” 
 
    “NW401 has been confined to a four-by-four anti-mystic cage, suspended in a portable dimensional storage unit with sufficient reminite power cells to last approximately ninety-four days.” 
 
    “Concerns.” 
 
    “As per Discontinuity Advancement Protocols, NW401’s indestructibility and the reciprocity of all attempts at destruction can theoretically spread to any nightmare she names, and/or any nightmares she comes into contact with.” Cynthia grimaced. “The worst-case scenario is the total invincibility of her minions, patrons, and followers, with the guaranteed death of those that attempt to kill them. This lifts NW401 to the Hazard-Ranking of Extinction-Level. Her continued existence possesses significant potential to lead to the elimination of all life on Alamir.” 
 
    “We’ve arrived.” 
 
    Cynthia managed to catch her breath as they arrived at their destination. NW401’s containment location. Two lieutenant ranked AAA officers stood in front of a small iron shed. She knew it was not made of mere iron. Coated and alloyed with reminite, the miracle element capable of absorbing and retaining mystic energy, or, as the graduates of the College of Mysticism and Mystic Arts would call it, mystic particles.  
 
    “Commander,” the guards saluted as one. 
 
    High Eminent Hoplite seemed blasé toward their greeting. “Has there been anything of note worth reporting in regards to the prisoner? Any abnormalities or anomalies?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Hoplite nodded. “Very well.” He turned back to her master. “I do not have to explain to you why we’re not going to open it and let her out.” 
 
    Her master was quiet. It was odd, seeing him merely staring at his fellow High Eminent. Cynthia wondered what was going through his mind. She contemplated why High Eminent Hoplite needed to bring her master out here if they were not even going to see the Nightwitch. The only reason she could think of was foreboding 
 
    “Distressing.” Her master said. “You are going to die, Hoplite.” 
 
    The words shook her. She tried not to immediately lock her gaze on the boy, the fourteen-year-old. She failed. Hoplite did not try to deny the words. His blasé, half-lidded eyes seemed as careless as ever. 
 
    “Yes.” Hoplite said. “I was the one who tried to kill the Nightwitch last, so I am the last one scheduled to die.”  
 
    Cynthia’s heart started beating. She remembered the casualty reports. Each person died in some macabre, twisted, or exaggerated version of the same way they tried to kill NW401. High Eminent Hoplite attempted to kill her via the creation of his all-consuming gravity anomaly. That meant… 
 
    Dear Saint – 
 
    “You thorough fool.” Sophos cursed. Her master never cursed. “If a gravitational anomaly materializes and kills you, there will be no one to prevent it from destroying everything else.” 
 
    “True,” Hoplite said. “Perhaps a neutron star appears above my head. Perhaps gravity crushes everything on Alamir into the size of a plantain. Or perhaps it merely inverses and propels everything off the surface and into the Great Beyond. Different possibilities. I am almost curious.”  
 
    Dear Holy Saint –  
 
    “You–” Her master took a deep, sharp breath. “Allow me to understand, we have ninety-four days to kill an indestructible Nightwitch, or face potential annihilation?” 
 
    The High Eminent of War, Undisputed Master of Gravity, responded with a single word. “Yes.” 
 
    For the second time, her Master cursed. 
 
    “Also,” Hoplite continued. “There is another issue.” 
 
    She did not like the sounds of that. Neither did her master. The High Eminent of Progress did not like things against progress. 
 
    “I recall seeing a skeleton on the battlefield. A Stalker Skeleton. It created a golem of glass to deflect fire from Sacrosanct Rifles, and attempted to save the Nightwitch.” Hoplite said. “I killed it, and, of course, I killed the Nightwitch with it at that moment.” 
 
    Cynthia furrowed her brow. Her master gave Hoplite an odd gaze.  
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “No one recalls such an incident happening. From what I gathered, I never did such a thing. The skeleton never appeared. No golem was created. As far as everyone remembers, the Nightwitch had always been alone and no one tried to save her.” Hoplite tapped the side of his head. “I don’t believe my memory is corrupt. So it is more likely that only I have memories of that event because only I failed to be affected by the skeleton’s power. A power that potent could only exist if –” 
 
    “If the Nightwitch named it.” 
 
    Cynthia found the words slipping out of her mouth in horror. She rapidly covered them, wincing as she realized she spoke out of turn. Neither High Eminent Hoplite nor Sophos seemed to mind. For once, the stakes were so large that they overlooked her transgression. 
 
    “Yes,” said Hoplite. “As the Discontinuity Advancement Protocols indicates, all minions and acquaintances must be eliminated. A named nightmare inheriting the power of their name-granter is not a new phenomenon. It would be remiss to spend so much time and effort eliminating the Nightwitch, only to turn around and realize several nightmares now have her power.” Hoplite stretched his arms into the air.  
 
    “I’ve tasked the Seven Amendments on a search-and-destroy mission to hunt down this skeleton and any nightmares it may have encountered.” 
 
    “Uninteresting. If you already have this under control, why mention it? A single named nightmare is the least of our –” her master stopped mid-thought. “Its name gave you cause for concern.” 
 
    Hoplite nodded. “It did.” 
 
    Cynthia tried her best to hide her ignorance. Her master saw through it regardless, and with a gaze, he explained. “Remember this, Cynthia, Nightwitches, and Nightshamans oft tend to name nightmares after their Anathema patron, or after Anathema patrons close to theirs.” Her master said. “A homage or tribute. A cycle. Through the names they give, we are capable of discovering who their patron is, and thus, how to effectively kill them.”  
 
    “Hence, the reason I believe we might have some problems.” Hoplite said. 
 
    Her master snorted. “What name could give you of all people cause for concern?”  
 
    “Janus.” 
 
    For the third time that day, Sophos cursed. “Fantastic.” Her master began to pace back and forth, his right hand placed underneath his chin. “We have a Nightwitch locked in stasis with ninety-four days of battery before you, and potentially, all of Alamir is destroyed. We also possess a probable Planewalker in the form of her minion. I would prefer to be informed of any other problematic situations before we begin searching for a solution, and are blindsided by a third difficulty.” 
 
    Her master waited for several seconds. Cynthia was not sure what exactly he was waiting for. Hoplite let out a casual shrug. Sophos turned to stare at a seemingly empty plot of space, before clearing his throat. “Irritating. I can sense your presence. Show yourself and cease with the pointless subterfuge.” 
 
    The silence that followed was awkward. Cynthia knew her master was irritated by the turn of events, but it was unlike him to begin addressing the empty air.  
 
    “Ever the wily one, aren’t you Sophos?” 
 
    The AAA guards stiffened at the sudden voice of a third party. The ‘empty air’ her master was regarding morphed into a simple dark shadow, the shadow changing and formulating into the shape of a woman. No, not just any woman. One of the most dangerous women that walked the surface of Alamir. 
 
    Pochteca the Perspicacious, High Eminent of Espionage wore an annoyed expression. “One of these days, Sophos, I will find out how you always seem to know where I am.” The woman clicked her tongue and turned to Hoplite. “Hello, cousin. I’m hurt you didn’t come to me on this issue first.” 
 
    Cousin? Cynthia’s eyes snapped back and forth between Pochteca and Hoplite. Pochteca’s hair was midnight black, Hoplite’s hair was golden blond. Her eyes were an unremarkable brown, whereas Hoplite’s eyes were a sharp glowing purple. I can’t see the resemblance. 
 
     “Your free time is not spent making weapons of mass destruction, Teca,” Hoplite responded. “Soph was my first choice for a reason.” 
 
    Cynthia came to realize that this was the first time she was in the presence of three High Eminents at the same time. Rarely ever did a matter occur which would put the governing leaders in the same place, and bar the Gatherings in which all ten High Eminents were expected to appear, there was very little that was serious enough to bring them together. 
 
    A Nightwitch and a Planewalker seem to qualify… 
 
    “Captivating.” Her master said blithely. “Ignoring Pochteca’s proclivity towards voyeurism of teenage boys, I do hope your presence adds some manner of value to this conversation.” 
 
    The woman did not bother to deny the accusation. “I know how we can kill the Nightwitch.” 
 
    It sounded almost too good to be true to Cynthia’s ears. Likewise, her master’s brow rose in clear skepticism of the notion. A Nightwitch that could survive being ripped apart down to the tiniest molecule of her existence was not something one could kill so easily. 
 
    “Go on.” Sophos urged. 
 
    “The Takumian Prince possesses a Flair that seemingly breaks down and absorbs physical matter before converting it into his life force.” She explained. “I lost several of my agents to that ability, of which I do not yet know the limits.” 
 
    Sophos crossed his arms, scoffing. “Rubbish. NW401 has proven resilient against Hoplite’s gravitational anomalies. Do you somehow believe a Prince of Savages is capable of succeeding where he failed?” Sophos shook his head further. “Do you understand the political ramifications of what would happen if they did succeed? A Champion of Takum besting a Champion of Alhamis?” 
 
    “I would rather be humiliated than dead, Sophos.” 
 
    “That is where we differ, Pochteca.” Sophos declared. “Ninety-four days is ample enough time to formulate a counter-measure providing I possess the right tools. The Midwarfs at Jordstal have the best resources for the job.” 
 
    Pochteca laughed. “And you would have us all place our lives into your hands? Ever desperate for a shot at heroic glory, aren’t you Sophos?” 
 
    “No, Pochteca, I am merely capable of seeing a larger picture. The Savage Prince cannot help us because he has his own woes. Tell me, why did you think he came to Alhamis, his sister dressed like an exquisite whore?” 
 
    Cynthia regarded her master. They’d had this conversation in passing, and confirmed it afterward. Sophos knew something, and from the irritated glower slowly growing on the face of the High Eminent of Espionage, Pochteca knew it as well.  
 
    “Teca, am I missing something? Why did the Takumians come to Alhamis?”  
 
    Pochteca crossed her arms, shaking her head, “A Floater will visit Takum in thirty days.” 
 
    There was not much to be said about Floaters that was not already known. Cynthia could remember the last time one came to her country. She was four years old and watched as day turned to night. The sun vanished from the sky and a frigid cold settled in the streets for the weeks it remained. The High Eminent of War then was Lady Auxilia the Astounding. Cynthia remembered Lady Auxilia leading the charge skywards, with four thousand veteran AAA soldiers chanting battle-cries as they ascended towards certain death. Lady Auxilia fought with everything she had, and returned, one-handed, one-legged, battered, but victorious. Victorious, the Floater vanished, and the people of Alhamis once again embraced sunshine. 
 
    Of the thousands that charged with her, none returned by her side. Lady Auxilia was exceptional, yes, but the Floater – the Floater was something else. It changed a courageous, domineering, valiant woman, into a jaded, embittered, psychopathic bully. No one could complain, when, eight years later, she was beaten into the dirt by a boy courteous enough to fight her with both hands tied behind his back, all while asking her if she had plantain chips. 
 
    Freeing Alhamis from the tyranny of Auxilia was one of the reasons why the then seven-year-old Hoplite Hierophantasia was heralded as ‘Hoplite the Heroic.’ 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “If we send some of our men –” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” Sophos interrupted. “We do not interfere in the Floater Visitation of another nation. The Gathering would never agree to such a ludicrous proposition.” 
 
    “We do not have a choice. We need to consider alternative methods should your supposed genius fail to be up to the task.” 
 
    “Utterly Wrong. This is an Alhamisian problem. Alhamis will handle this problem.” 
 
    “A Tier 9 threat is a worldwide problem Sophos. Set your ego aside and understand that we need assistance.” 
 
    “That is not your decision to make Pochteca. We shall hold an emergency Gathering, and when the consensus of all the High Eminents reaches its logical conclusion, we shall realize that the only reason you feel so pressed to find other solutions, is because you are terrified of the death of your only living relative.” 
 
    Cynthia found it difficult to breathe. The tension between her master and the lead spymistress of Alhamis was suffocating. All the while, High Eminent Hoplite seemed blasé to the situation, casually staring on as if he could care less. Shouldn’t he care? This was his life they were talking about. This was his life and the fate of people of Alamir, and he stood, with those same, dull, half-lidded eyes as if there was nothing to be concerned about. Isn’t he scared of dying? 
 
    “Teca, Soph,” Hoplite said. “This isn’t worth arguing over. I’m not going to let Alhamis be destroyed. If the ninety-four days end and we have nothing, I’ll put my hand into my chest and rip out my heart. If I cannot be revived, so be it. Once I’m dead, the problem is solved.” 
 
    What bothered Cynthia the most was the casual description. There was no hesitation in his eyes when he announced it. No sign of worry. His half-lidded eyes did not seem to change when describing his favorite snack or describing his death. If anything, rather than apprehension, there was almost a sense of… acceptance. 
 
    “Find me in my quarters when you two stop your lover’s quarrel. If I have only ninety-four days left, I don’t want to spend my time playing mediator.” Hoplite flicked his gaze over to her. “Soph’s assistant. Follow me.” 
 
    Cynthia froze like an antelope caught before the basilisk’s gaze. She turned to her master, hoping that he would indicate otherwise, tell her to stay, but he gave her a dismissive wave of the hand, and nothing was stopping her from following the fourteen-year-old. 
 
    Hoplite lead, moving away from the containment unit and she found herself following him, the echoes of her master and Pochteca arguing becoming fainter and fainter in the background. All the while, she followed the floating High-Eminent, who, for once, did not move at a pace too fast for her to match. 
 
    “Cynthia, was it?” 
 
    “Yes, your eminence?” 
 
    “Did you know you look like my mother?” 
 
    The question almost made her stumble. “N-no, your eminence.” 
 
    “Soph knows. Teca noticed as well.” Hoplite responded. “Perhaps it’s one of the reasons he purchased you. He always sends his amanuenses after me, one after the other, as trophies or mentors in hopes that I’ll let slip a weakness to them. Confide in them. He’s been doing this since I was born.” 
 
    Her master? Sending his amanuensis to Hoplite? “Why would Master Soph…?” 
 
    “Because like most people in Alhamis,” Hoplite gave her the same half-lidded stare. “He’s afraid of me.” 
 
    Cynthia swallowed nervously. She could not deny the accusation. She could not quite explain why Hoplite was so unnerving. There was just something off about him, and the casual manner he always exuded his power made things worse. Still, the accusation that everyone was scared of him could not be true, could it? 
 
    “Your – your cousin, High Eminent Pochteca – she doesn’t seem scared of you. And I’m certain your other family –” 
 
    “My family?” 
 
    The interruption brought her to a halt. There was a crackle of something in the air. “My control over gravity started as a unique flair that activated at the moment of my birth. My mother, father and those assisting in the birth were ripped apart on a molecular level shortly after I left my mother’s womb.” 
 
    Cynthia knew her face was pale. 
 
    “You didn’t know.” 
 
    “N-no, your eminence.” 
 
    “Soph always tells his amanuenses about my birth.” Hoplite said. “He’d also tell them about my mother, trying to make them imitate her. I learned that when she was pregnant, she had a craving for plantains. Fried, roasted, boiled, mashed. It was the only thing she ate. Day after day, after day.” 
 
    It was the first time she saw Hoplite’s eyes focused. The first time his half-lidded stare vanished. The first time she felt as though she were looking at someone else entirely. Briefly, for all of a few seconds, Hoplite was not the fabled High Eminent of War. 
 
    “Your eminence! Commander General Hoplite sir!” an AAA soldier ran forward, saluting. “Lieutenant General Luxeme of the Seven Amendments has arrived on with a message on an urgent matter, sir! 
 
    The trigger words were to identify him as his title. Your eminence. General Hoplite. His eyes returned to the half-lidded state. His expression back to that of detached apathy. Had she not been paying close attention, had her memory not been trained to pick up on such tiny micro-expressions, she would have believed that seeing Hoplite relaxed was a mere fabrication of her mind. 
 
    “I have business to attend to.” He said. “Cynthia. I’d prefer it if you don’t die. You seem to be head-and-shoulders above all of Soph’s previous amanuenses, so I’ll leave you with a bit of advice.” 
 
    “Yes, your e-eminence?” 
 
    Hoplite’s form rose higher and higher into the air, levitating on his on merit, before giving her the slow, certain words.  
 
    “Everyone in Alhamis lies.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11: Ascension 
 
    Hungry. 
 
    Evaluating Evolution Criteria: 
 
    Title [Genocidal] – Found. 
 
    Title [Merciless] – Found. 
 
    Title [Demiurge] – Found. 
 
    Title [Commander] – Absent. 
 
    Title [Demon Slayer] – Absent. 
 
    Title [Wrathful] – Absent. 
 
    Title [Lustful] – Absent. 
 
    Title [Prideful] – Absent. 
 
    Skill [Fear Resistance] – Found. 
 
    Skill [Insanity Resistance] – Found. 
 
    Skill [Mental Resistance] – Found. 
 
    Any Intimidation Skill – Found. 
 
    Any Magic Skill – Found. 
 
    Any Active Grudge – Found. 
 
    Kill at least 50 creatures as a Stalker Skeleton – Complete. 
 
    Remain unharmed during your time as a Stalker Skeleton – Incomplete. 
 
    Kill 50 Humans as a Stalker Skeleton – Incomplete. 
 
    Kill 50 Monsters as a Stalker Skeleton – Complete. 
 
    Kill 50 Demi-Humans as a Stalker Skeleton – Incomplete. 
 
    Hunt down 10 Beings as a Stalker Skeleton – Complete. 
 
    Evaluation Complete. 
 
    [Bonus Criteria!] 
 
    Kill a Nightmare One Tier Higher – Complete! (+5) 
 
    Enslave a Nightmare Two Tiers Higher – Complete! (+10)  
 
    [Calculating…] 
 
    Evaluation Score: 33/20. 
 
    You attained a perfect score required for evolution. 
 
    You have overachieved the necessary score required for evolution. 
 
    As a reward for attaining the perfect score, you will be evolved into a superior form of your species. 
 
    As a reward for overachieving the required score, you may choose your evolutionary path the next time you evolve. 
 
    Hungry. 
 
    [Evolution in Progress…] 
 
    The sensation of hunger tore apart my body and forced me to collapse unto the forest, scrambling on the floor with ants and bacteria. Tissue, veins and muscles latched upon my bony frame like parasitic mold. Climbing, they weaved over bone and draped my skeletal hand mimicking living-latex. 
 
    Food. Need food –  
 
    My body could not move. Dropping like an abandoned corpse into a shallow grave, my legs were deprived of their ability to resist gravity. I felt heavy. Bloated. Bloated, yet empty. The gnawing at the center of my being was abated when I felt something settle within my jaws for the first time.  
 
    Tongue – 
 
    I had a tongue. Lips, a mouth, and flesh within my jaw. They were arid. Flaking. The lips were scorched, the tongue was desiccated, a lone aloe plant stirred in the grains of the Sahara. There was a new sensation. It rose from the deep and engulfed me like Jonah’s whale obeying God. Reckless and hasty, it ascended to clasp and exceed the gnawing tightness of hunger. There was only one thing it could have been. 
 
    Thirst. 
 
    My throat, an anatomical feature I lacked for the longest time, belayed to me the desires of thirst. It screeched out frantic demands to be sated, itching and hissing as if it were a metal from the forge, necessitating a method to be cooled. 
 
    Water. 
 
    I wanted it. Desperately. Desperately I desired water – that beautiful, crystal clear liquid of life. Two molecules of hydrogen, one molecule of oxygen, H20 – I wanted it. 
 
    Skill [Ice Manipulation] has been used. 
 
    My entire body shuddered as ice-cold water splashed upon my form. The water jerked me. I was alert. Aware. Capable of recognizing my surroundings once more. My feet painstakingly obeyed my commands and my body followed suit. 
 
    Turn –  
 
    Turned on my back. The blue hues of dawn were vanishing to the appearance of the sun. I focused, again, on that liquid of life, trying to remember what just happened, what brought the water to me. I thought about it, water, rain, oceans – and I thought about what made water, two molecules of hydrogen and one molecule of oxygen, formula H20 – 
 
    Skill [Ice Manipulation] has been used. 
 
    The air above me rippled. Water appeared from seemingly nothingness, and I forced my weak jaw open to accept it. It splashed into my mouth, covering what I was now aware of as my nostrils and I choked from the lack of air entering into it. I choked and forced myself to swallow the water that entered my mouth without gravity’s help. 
 
    Drink – drink – 
 
    There was something wrong. No matter how much I swallowed, no matter how much water I drank, my thirst did not recede. My thirst was still there, slightly, inconsequentially muted. There was the sensation of still being thirsty. No longer parched, but still thirsty. Still truly thirsty. 
 
    None of my previous evolutions were this tiring. This weakening. What’s happening to me? 
 
    [Evolution Completed.] 
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    [You are now a Tier 5 Monster] 
 
    Your minimum level requirement for evolution is now Level [1000]. 
 
    Your estimated Threat Level has risen from [Eldritch] to [Horror]. 
 
    [Kataramenos’ Gift] has been upgraded to suit your new Tier. 
 
    I had a mouth now. A mouth, and a nose, and lips and tongue and skin and flesh. I had all these things but I was still a monster. What type of monster am I? 
 
    “S-status,” I rasped. 
 
     Status 
 
    Name: Janus 
 
    Race: [Undead] 
 
    Specie(s): [High Ghilan] (Sorcerer Variant) 
 
    Monster Rank: Tier 5 
 
    Level: 1 
 
    HP: 272k/272k 
 
    MP: 448k/448k 
 
    HP Regen: 30k/Hour 
 
    MP Regen: 72k/Hour 
 
    Negative Effects: [Blood Parched] [Flesh Famished] 
 
    Positive Effects: [N/A]  
 
    Epithet Skill(s): Duality 
 
    Genocide Points Available: 169,420 
 
    Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User] [Gorger] [Larvae Slayer] [Jonah] [Parasite] [David] [Agkistrodon Slayer] [Genocidal] [Retaliator] [Phoenix] [Merciless] [Demiurge] [Sage Slayer] 
 
    The words on my Negative Effects did not bode well for me in the slightest. I rushed out to discover more. 
 
    Negative Effect: [Blood Parched] 
 
    Details: As a member of the [Ghilan] species, you require sustenance in the form of the blood of human and/or demi-human creatures to effectively function. Going an extended number of days without doing so will grant you this negative status. Animal blood cannot be used as a substitute. Nightmare blood may be used as a substitute, only if the Nightmare is of a higher Tier, or the [Demon] or [Undead] race.  
 
    Effects: Extreme Weakness, Fatigue, and –50% MP Regen Rate for as long as you remain [Blood Parched]. 
 
    Negative Effect: [Flesh Famished] 
 
    Details: As a member of the [Ghilan] species, you require sustenance in the form of the flesh and meat of human and/or demi-human creatures to effectively function. Going an extended number of days without doing so will grant you this negative status. Animal meat can only be used as a substitute if the animal is [Mythical], [Legendary] or [Unique] in classification. Nightmare meat may be used as a substitute, only if the Nightmare is of a higher Tier. 
 
    Effects: –20% Max HP For every day you remain [Flesh Famished]. 
 
    Note: If [Flesh Famished] remains for seven consecutive days, you will die of starvation. 
 
    Ghilan? What was a Ghilan? A monster thrived upon the consumption of flesh and blood? Was this some sort of creature between a ghoul and a vampire? Vampires were undead creatures if I recalled correctly. Was the evolutionary path I was headed one in which pale skin, fangs and garlic aversion awaited me?  
 
    I hope at the very least I don’t sparkle. 
 
    Attempting to find the humor in my situation was a bad move. Laughing landed me the sensation of a fork being scraped along my lungs. Wheezing from the pain and trying to laugh again landed me the feeling of being stabbed by an eggbeater. 
 
    [New Racial Skill Unlocked!] 
 
    Skill: [Form Feaster] Lv. Max  
 
    Details: A unique skill granted to those of the Ghilan species. Partially eating humans, demi-humans or nightmares will enable you to attain elements of their physical appearance, bits of their knowledge, personality, and abilities. Completely consuming a human, demi-human or a nightmare will enable you to fully take on their physical appearance, and completely gain their memories, knowledge, and abilities. 
 
    My lungs burned again when I laughed a second time. I could not help it. What I had on my hands, was a skill that gave an entirely literal meaning to the saying: you are what you eat. 
 
     [You defeated a significant number of creatures as a Stalker Skeleton] 
 
    [Due to the title {User} you have attained the cumulative skills of these creatures as you evolved.] 
 
    [Selected Skills have been automatically installed during Evolution Process.] 
 
     [Do you wish to in view the list of skills installed?] 
 
    [Yes] 
 
    [No] 
 
    I laughed again, a glutton for punishment as I felt like needles were breakdancing in my lungs. The skills of every creature I’d killed since my time as a Skeleton. The skills of the Kadulja, the first person with sentience I’d killed. Of Arol, of Wunder, of the Cyclops, of the dozens upon dozens of nameless nightmares that resided in Fort Zyvar.  
 
    These were the only skills I would have for the next 1000 levels. 
 
     [Displaying installed skills...] 
 
    [Skills Installed] 
 
    [Spirit Manipulation Lv. 1] attained from Kadulja. 
 
     [Beast Taming Lv. 1] attained from Kadulja. 
 
    [Barbeast Armor Lv. 1] attained from Barbeast. 
 
    [Possession Lv. 1] attained from Poltergeist. 
 
     [Phantasm Lv. 1] attained from Poltergeist. 
 
    [Ice Manipulation Lv. 1] attained from Yuki-Onna. 
 
    Six skills? That was it? Two from the Kadulja, one from Wunder, two from Arol, and one from Onna. I had anticipated acquiring more than just six skills, but the quality was more important than the quantity at this particular stage. 
 
    Skill: [Spirit Manipulation] Lv. 1 
 
    Details: A skill unique to those of the Druid race. The user of the skill is capable of seeing and drawing upon the numerous spirits of the world, granting them the Vision of Essences o see the cores of all living beings, and manipulate these for offense, defense, or support. This infuses all of the user’s attacks with [Spirit Damage] that significantly cuts down the enemy’s Magic Defense, Mana and Willpower when struck. 
 
    Cost: This skill does not cost MP, but is reliant on the availability and willingness of spirits to help you, or your ability to bend and bind spirits to your will. 
 
    Spirits?  
 
    My gaze searched the forest. Can’t see any spirits…? Is this skill broken? 
 
    Skill: [Beast Taming] Lv. 1 
 
    Details: A skill peculiar to those of the Druid race. The user of the skill is capable of taming the wildest of beasts and animals to become their companions, mounts, and allies that aid them in battle. The user may choose how the beast in question is bound to servitude, and at higher levels, the user can tame numerous beasts simultaneously.  
 
    Cost: 5000 MP per use. 
 
    This was a skill meant for Druids to tame wild animals. There was little doubt in my mind that a nightmare had ever possessed this skill before. It made me wonder, if I could apply this skill to nightmares, in the same manner, that I could apply it to animals. 
 
    Skill: [Barbeast Armor] Lv. 1 
 
    Details: A skill that significantly multiplies the user’s defensive prowess, making them as sturdy as a full-grown adult Barbeast. Reduces incoming physical attack damage by 95%. Attacking the user with physical attacks while this skill is activated will cause recoil damage to the attacker, and has a 10% chance to inflict a random negative status effect. 
 
    Cost: No Mana Cost [Passive Skill]. 
 
    It was a good thing I never attempted to physically punch Wunder. 
 
    Skill: [Possession] Lv. 1 
 
    Details: A skill that enables to user to take possession of the physical forms of objects, beasts, nightmares or people. Possessing objects costs 100MP per second, but the user cannot possess certain magical or enchanted objects. Possessing beasts and animals costs 1000MP per second, and the user’s Intelligence must be higher than that of the beast for the possession to succeed. Possessing people and nightmares costs 10,000MP per second, and the user must battle and triumph against the will and consciousness of the person to succeed. Weak-willed and weak-minded individuals are easier to possess, while stronger willed individuals are more difficult, if not impossible, to possess. 
 
    My breath – I had breath now – went still. This is Arol’s ability? It was, as I remembered her entering my cloak with relative ease. She can possess people? 
 
    No, she couldn’t. The mana cost for possessing people is insane… I doubt she had that much mana available. 
 
    My current MP was 448,000. Assuming a cost of 10,000MP per second, I could possess a person for about forty-four point eight seconds before I ran out of MP. There was no way Arol had possessed as much MP as I did, which meant possessing people was out of the realm of possibility for her. Still, I believed I could cheese the skill by merely walking through a door and refilling my MP with the aid of [Gatekeeper], I could potentially increase the amount of time my possession would work. 
 
     Skill: [Phantasm] Lv. 1 
 
    Details: A [Sustained] Skill. This skill enables to user to enter a wraithlike state. When activated, the user gains the classic abilities of most phantoms such as intangibility, floating, teleporting short distances, invisibility, casting minor illusions, summoning short eerie winds, projecting voices, and reading one’s darkest fears. In exchange, however, the User gains the weakness of specters and phantoms, and cannot use any other skills or abilities while Phantasm is activated, with the exception of Epithet Skills or other specter-related skills such as [Possession]. 
 
    Cost: 25% of Available Mana. 
 
    A skill that turned me into a ghost, but I couldn’t use any of my major offensive skills while it was active, making it somewhat less useful in combat. If nothing else, the skill would be excellent for infiltrations and evasions. Escaping enemies would certainly be far less challenging when one could turn invisible and phase through objects. 
 
    Skill: [Ice Manipulation] Lv. 1 
 
    Details: A skill that enables the user to freely create, use, and manipulate ice and its other derived states and forms. 
 
    Cost: 8000 MP per use. 
 
    Other derived states and forms? The other derived states and forms of ice were more than just ice. Why was this skill called Ice Manipulation and not Water Manipulation? 
 
    A low, beastly growl interrupted my thoughts. On the floor, as I was, tired and exhausted, I only barely managed to catch a glimpse of the creature in the forest approaching me. My nostrils whiffed, the scent of earthiness and meat entering into them and rolling in wafts into my brain. Meat. Not just any meat. Gamey, tender meat. 
 
    I could smell it. Meat. Blended in with an earthy scent, my body shut down all unnecessary thoughts. Action was the only thing on my mind. Action. 
 
    With energy I did not know I possessed, I lunged. I tackled the meaty smelling creature. With more strength than I realized, I pinned it to the ground.  
 
    It was a chameleon panther. Another one of those green-furred leopards that seemed to populate the Hlahan Forest. Yet, it was not the panther itself that had brought forth that yearning, that overwhelming smell of something delicious. No, it was at the corner of the creature’s mouth, stuck in between its teeth, left in the space between its claws. That was where the meaty smell came from. 
 
    I forced pried open the creature’s jaws and examined it. There was no doubt. The scent was further overwhelming now. 
 
    Meat. Food. Meat – MEAT! 
 
    I wiped away the accumulating drool with the back of my hand with great difficulty. My new species was going to be problematic. As a skeleton, I never felt hunger or thirst. I was never overpowered with primal instincts, coded into genetic behavior. For the most part, I was immune to mental manipulations because I lacked hormones, a heart, and even a brain.  
 
    As a High Ghilan, I had regained all of those. There was a heart, beating, pumping blood through my system which I could hear with overwhelming clarity. There were lungs, intaking and exhaling air, doing so at a rate so quickly and so silently, that it only made the pounding of my heart sound faster. There was a stomach, intestines, and an overwhelming sense of hunger that pervaded me, so much so that I would pack a handful of grass and eat it, but only refrained from doing so because I knew that it would not solve anything. 
 
    Then, there were instincts. Instincts peculiar to my race. The instincts which told me that the panther beneath me had recently eaten a human. That the flakes of skin stuck in its teeth belonged to a male. That the scent of blood on its claws had belonged to a female. 
 
    The instincts of a Ghilan could identify that the blood was fairly recent. The instincts that told me that I could track down the humans the panther had attacked with nothing more than the dried flaked blood on the claws of a panther. The instincts told me what method was best used to ambush and kill the humans. The instincts told me that each passing second was one in which my prey would get further and further away. 
 
    The instincts of a Ghilan which could track down the scents like a red wispy trail lay before me. Which could hear noises and sounds miles away, but was particularly attuned to those that sounded unnatural – those that sounded to be of human origin. 
 
    The panther squirmed in vain beneath me, trying and failing to bite me, swipe at me, put up a futile struggle against me. I could hear its heart beating within. Track the flow of its blood, how it moved through veins and arteries. I knew, at a glance, where its major organs were. At a glance, I could tell, the angle I would need to sink my teeth into it to put it out of its misery quickly – or to extend its suffering long enough to enjoy a truly satisfying meal. 
 
    “[Beast Taming.]” 
 
    The panther’s eyes glossed over. There was a brief struggle wherein the creature attempted to fight the effects but lost. The panther stopped trying to fight. It did not bother attempting to struggle. Rather than a mighty predator, I had before me an overgrown housecat. 
 
    Releasing the tamed panther from my grasp, I slumped back to the forest floor, closing my eyes. 
 
    The action made me laugh. 
 
    I can close my eyes again. 
 
    My new evolution brought to me the pleasures of being able to breathe, eat, and close my eyes, but also came with the complications of a specific diet and senses utterly and completely attuned to hunting and finding that specific diet. 
 
    “Ah, do I have –” 
 
    I sat up immediately, my eyes looking down to my form and my hands going down to confirm if it was there. It was. 
 
    “I have a cock.” 
 
    Any problems I had with the diet of my new species vanished with the realization that my new girth was massively larger than average. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: A King and His Kingdom 
 
    The third time I made my way into Fort Zyvar was entirely different from the first and second. No alarms rang. No forces came charging. My presence was met with silence. Silence and trepidation. 
 
    The nightmares of Fort Zyvar fled on sight. Tripping and stumbling over themselves to get away from me. Pushing each other, screaming and running. I’d barely said a word, barely made a sound, and they ran. They ran without looking back. 
 
    There was nothing different about me in the slightest, at least, as far as I knew. Sure, I was fully equipped with my Mask of Janus, my magnetite-infused, halite-encrusted Tungsten-Copper Gauntlets, and Tungsten-Copper Brogues, and my Stainless Diamond Armor – but that was not enough for them to be so wary of me. 
 
    No, not wariness. My nose – I loved having a nose – could smell it. The air reeked with terror. Terror possessed the same smell as urine-soaked bedsheets and unwashed undergarments. Every one of Erzili’s darlings was on the verge of soiling themselves, and I was not entirely sure why. 
 
    I had grown several inches with this evolution. I was somewhere close to about seven-feet-three-inches tall. My Mask of Janus was slightly modified to fit my new face, but the increase in height should not have been enough to cause such a reaction. Unless somehow, they remembered my previous arrival? Remembered the previous timeline in which I had invaded with my tungsten golem army? 
 
    I disregarded the thought. It wasn’t possible. There was no way anyone should be able to remember the timeline differences but me. So, if that was not the cause of their newfound terror… then what was? 
 
    “Do you mind, darling?” 
 
    Erzili arrived. Along with Onna, Wunder, Slim and Arol. The full force of the Commander and Lieutenants of Fort Zyvar approached me all at once. None of them seemed eager. All of them seemed serious. Arol was visibly nervous. Wunder was grim-faced. Slim was unreadable as ever, and Onna, Onna looked as if she were trying to turn me to ice with her glare. 
 
    Erzili took a different form again. A woman, once more, with chocolate skin and auburn hair. Enchanting blue eyes, petite features, and a lithe form, and she was, unsurprisingly, not garbed in any clothes. 
 
    “Not at all,” I jested. “Pleasure to meet you again, Erzili.” 
 
    Erzili’s brow rose. “Erzili does not believe we’ve had the pleasure of meeting.” 
 
    So… she doesn’t remember at all, does she? 
 
    “Would you kindly explain,” Erzili said, face stern. “How it is that Erzili awoke suddenly no longer the owner of Erzili’s domain, and somehow your minion?” 
 
    I blinked. I could blink in surprise again, and I blinked at her words. What?  As I was wearing a mask, my surprise and confusion were not properly conveyed. Instead, I muttered a single word underneath my breath. “Minions.” 
 
    Minions 
 
    You have (1) minion. 
 
    Minion(s) Available: Erzili 
 
    Would you like to view More Information on the Minion [Erzili]? 
 
    [Yes] 
 
    [No] 
 
    Erzili was still my minion? How? I hadn’t made her my minion in this timeline. Is this… duality working? 
 
    Epithet Skill: [Duality] Lv. Max 
 
    Details: A skill unique to the bearer of the name [Janus]. This skill enables the user to experience the road not taken. Whenever making a decision, the user may split their perception of reality into two – [Path A] and [Path B], enabling them to know the possibilities a decision taken or not taken may have. 
 
    The user experiences both realities and may choose which reality they prefer to follow by committing to it and turning it into the [True Path]. The user retains any knowledge, skills, abilities, and experience points gotten from both realities, but none of the negative effects persist. 
 
    I retained knowledge, skills, abilities and experience points – but it never said anything about retaining objects, which I could do, and certainly made no mention of apparently retaining minions across realities. 
 
    “Is that…” Erzili’s eyes shone. “The Nightscripts? You – you have the nightscripts? You can read them?” 
 
    “How… interesting…” Slim rasped. “Does that mean… a Demiurge has graced himself before us?” 
 
    Mutters and whispers rapidly cut across the nightmares of the fort. Excitement, caution, disbelief, awe – the full range of emotions were visible from face to face, being to being. “Perhaps, this will help?” 
 
    I reached for Erzili’s severed finger, the one she’d given me in the previous timeline. Casually, I lobbed it in this Erzili’s direction. She caught the object, staring at it for several seconds. “…Erzili does not remember making this. But…” 
 
    The finger morphed into a dark, liquid slime, before merging into Erzili’s body. Several tense seconds of silence passed, and Erzili’s eyes re-opened, with a somewhat familiar glint to them. 
 
    “My, my, Lord Janus. You tricked me. Your power isn’t going back in time… is it?” 
 
    “You remember.” 
 
    “Leader Erzili…” said Onna. “I do not understand. Who is this masked being?” 
 
    Erzili’s hands went up, open and wide. “Darlings!” she announced. “Erzili wishes to introduce you to Erzili’s own darling Master! Bow before the one before you, before Lord Janus! The Demiurge who Erzili has deemed worthy of following, worthy of crowning the King of Nightmares!”  
 
    There was no hesitation. There was no deliberation. Erzili’s announcement came with an order, and all followed that order. The Nightmares of Fort Zyvar did not question. They did not doubt. As one, the rendered themselves upon one knee and gestured their heads down. As one, the entirety of Fort Zyvar bowed. 
 
    “All Hail the King!” 
 
    “All Hail Lord Janus!” 
 
    The chants grew. The praise, continued. Increasing. Nightmares stamped their feet upon the floor in beat and rhythm. Others made roars and cries in my honor. 
 
    “Tonight!” roared Erzili. “We feast!” 
 
    Cries of jubilation rang throughout Fort Zyvar. My lips, against their own will, found themselves turning upward into a grin behind my mask, as I thrust my fist up into the air, and the crowds went utterly wild. 
 
    /∞/ 
 
    After the celebratory greeting with the nightmares of Fort Zyvar, I found myself once more in Erzili’s Quarters. The Slithercreep sat casually across the bed as I raided her bookshelf, gathering all the books I could find on Alamir’s myth and lore, and placing them flat over her table. 
 
    Finally – 
 
    It felt like eons since I had been to Alamir. Since I’d been a worm. Since I’d found myself, finally here, finally ready, to start making sense of this world through my own eyes and my own understanding. The first book I picked was filled with yellowed pages and frayed along the edges, but it was still with tender gentleness that I opened it and began to read. 
 
    Then, it was with a bit of annoyance that I discovered another hurdle. “I can’t understand a word of this.” 
 
    “It’s Alhamisi,” Erzili said. “The language of the humans of Alhamis.” 
 
    I picked up another book with different, squiggly looking lines. “And this?” 
 
    “Marién. The language of the Marisian people.” 
 
    I held up another one. One that looked like it was written in cursive script. The words seemed to almost resemble Latin if Latin somehow had a bastardized offspring with Egyptian hieroglyphs. “How about this?” 
 
    “Qe’al Sos. A dialect of Qe’al Mot – the Elvani spoken tongue.” She pointed at the rest of the books. “That one is Qe’Valer, another Elvani dialect. That one is Qe’Sa Dus, another dialect. Then there is Khel, the language of the Saba’in Tribe. Golos, the language of the Gaban Dynasty. Leporima, the language of Leporinians, and Jezik, the tongue of the Midwarfs. Unfortunately Erzili doesn’t have much on the Druids… as they are an oral culture that never cared much for writing. There also exists Takumian literature… but Erzili has never been able to attain any.” 
 
    “Quite the collection.” I placed the book down on the table.  
 
    “Would you like Erzili to teach you?” 
 
    “Teach?” 
 
    “To read.” She said. “Erzili has tried attempting to teach some of her darlings, but none of Erzili’s darlings quite took an interest in it.” 
 
    Learning how to read. I traced my gauntleted hand down the spine of the books. Nostalgia bubbled up from the sensation. “A part of me never believed I would reach this point,” I breathed. “Being able to have the luxury of a bed and a book. Talking with someone, who shares a love of literature. I felt it would be ages… an eternity, before I could have such minor comforts.” 
 
    I pressed my lips tightly against each other. “I’d love to learn, but perhaps another time. There are a lot of more urgent matters that need to be addressed.”  
 
    Erzili acquiesced, shrugging her shoulders. “You’ve changed since when last we met.”  
 
    The Slithercreep followed me closely with her eyes. Her enchanting eyes. I swallowed the uncomfortable build-up of saliva at the back of my throat. I reminded myself, surely, that the beauty to which I saw in Erzili was nothing more than a façade. A transformation. Behind the enchanting eyes and gorgeous, tempting lips, was a squiggly, gelatinous monster. 
 
    “Have I?”  
 
    She rose, approaching me with slow, trailing steps. “Your power.” She whispered. “It radiates now. Shines. As if you became a thousand times stronger.” 
 
    I tried to avoid averting my gaze. She was not wrong. Numerous levels and an evolution was enough for me to be, easily, a thousand times stronger than I was before. Erzili’s eyes lit up in a smile of innocence that had something jerking at my chest. I was glad for my mask that hid my face, glad that it hid my eyes from being seen, prevented my expressions from being read. 
 
    “But more than your power… there’s something different, about you. Something has changed.” 
 
    I focused my attention on anywhere but her. On the cauldron. The map, pinned to the wall. The shelves, lined with bottles. The closer she got to me, the more desperately I searched for change in topic. “How did you manage to keep your memories across separate timelines?” 
 
    Her eyes swirled with amusement. Her right brow rose, as if to ask, are you truly trying to change the topic?  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Each part of Erzili that is severed possesses limited sentience.” She explained, raising her hand into the air. “They hold memories. Information. Once Erzili cut off that finger and gave it to you, it contained the information of everything that happened up until that moment. Erzili reunited with it in a parallel world and the memories followed.” 
 
    That was useful. Useful, and at the same time, worrying. Erzili possessed an effective counter against my [Duality]. 
 
    “It was conflicting, at first,” Erzili admitted. “Possessing two different memories of events occurring. One in which the day proceeded as usual, and one in which you arrived, killed all my darlings, and Erzili chose to serve you.” 
 
    Erzili stepped forward, blue eyes searching me. “You lied, to Erzili, about your Epithet Skill.” 
 
    “…a necessary precaution.” 
 
    “You do not trust Erzili.” 
 
    “A necessary precaution.” 
 
    “Erzili understands. Trust is something one earns after all. You must keep your secrets, to ensure you are not betrayed. So, then, Erzili must simply earn your trust.” 
 
    Her hand stretched out, a reminder that ‘her’ form was anything ‘she’ chose it to be. It reached for a book across the room, grabbing it, and then returning it to her lap. “You understand the Mothertongue, and you possess the Nightscripts, thus, the universe is yours to command. You may bend the words of fate and records of existence to your whim.” 
 
    She tore a page from the book in her lap, and then morphed her hand into an inky quill, before stretching it over to me. “Try, attempting, to write upon this parchment, a desire to learn what it means for me to be your devoted servant.” 
 
    I took Erzili’s quill-hand, giving the Slithercreep an odd look, I wrote, slowly, in English, unto the parchment:  
 
    PROVIDE MORE INFORMATION ON MINIONS 
 
    If what I suspected was true, the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs were command console codes for Alamir. It explained why the denizens of the world were terrified to death to see it, and why they could go insane from reading it. I couldn’t use it to remove my skills or do anything insane with it, but if I input a basic command like asking for more information…   
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Authorization Granted!] 
 
    [Hints and Notes have been enabled for the Minion menu and Minion Information submenu.] 
 
    Erzili took one look at the words I’d written, and shuddered with excitement. Or, perhaps, terror. I could not tell which was which. 
 
    [From displaying knowledge of the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs, your Minion’s Loyalty to you has gone up!] 
 
    [From displaying knowledge of the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs, your Minion’s fear of you has gone up!] 
 
    I remembered now, that I could see Erzili’s loyalty and fear of me in the Minion menu in numerical values. I was not entirely sure how accurate the numerical values were but I would be using them as a benchmark. 
 
    “Now, try using your Nightscripts again.”  
 
    “Minions.” 
 
    Notes on Minions: 
 
    Minions are enforcers of a powerful Monster’s will. They are typically lower-tier monsters that willingly or unwillingly serve superior monsters in a pseudo-symbiotic relationship. Minions gain a 120% increase in EXP Gain when serving underneath a Monster of a higher or equal Tier, and in turn, the Monster gains a 60% share of all EXP accumulated by his minions, along with all their beneficial Titles, Skills and Parameter Points. 
 
    My eyes almost bulged out of my skull. I snapped my head to Erzili, and then back to the note, and then back to Erzili once more. I gain all of the titles and skills of my minions?  
 
    “I can use your skills?” 
 
    She gave me a coy look. A mischievous expression, as if to say ‘do you understand now?’ 
 
    “Go on,” she said. “I am yours to command.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. Thinking of Erzili’s skill – [Morph]. The skill that enabled Erzili to shapeshift. To change forms. My body contorted underneath my control, becoming moldable, pliable, ready and willing to change into any form or matter I desired it to be. Then, with sudden trepidation, I realized something. 
 
    I don’t remember what I’m supposed to look like – 
 
    I didn’t remember my appearance in my previous life. My hair, my height, my face, the color of my skin – nothing. I could not recall any of it. Whatever I transformed into, whatever I turned into, it would not be me. That me was gone. There was no bringing him back. 
 
    So… what should I make myself look like? 
 
    So far, no one, not even Erzili, had seen my face. No one knew my race, or what sort of monster I was supposed to be. Nothing was stopping me, from pretending to be an entirely different type of monster than the one I was to throw people off. To hide my weaknesses, or perhaps, make myself more feared and revered. 
 
    A human appearance would not do me much good in a fort of monsters that heralded me as their King. With that in mind, I chose a supernatural creature that was close enough to possess a human appearance, and should, at the very least, exist in Alamir. 
 
    Fangs, pale skin, red-eyes, bewitching face, tall, broad-chested, swimmer-body muscle definition, midnight-black hair, pointed ears, long nails – 
 
    With zest, I finished my transformation. Erzili couldn’t transform or create clothes, so I could not either. I took off my Mask of Janus for the first time and allowed Erzili’s eyes to widen at the features I’d chosen. 
 
    Conjuring a mirror from sand with my right hand, I admired my features within it. Ironic, considering that if I were to go by the lore of the monster I’d chosen as my cover, I shouldn’t have a reflection at all. 
 
    “This will do quite nicely, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Do you desire to break the hearts of young maidens so quickly?” 
 
    My lips twitched. “It has been a while.”  
 
    I slipped on my Mask of Janus for the main time. It would be suspicious, after all, if I suddenly chose to forgo the mask altogether. Also, I did not want to lose the benefits of the flanking immunity buff it provided. 
 
    Extra Notes: 
 
    Minions forcibly enslaved will gain an additional 80% increase in EXP Gain, will be capable of utilizing one of their Master’s skills, and their Master will gain a full 100% share of their EXP gained. Hence, enslaving or forcefully conscripting minions is the most effective way to attain the full benefits from the Minion system. However, you may only enslave Minions after defeating them and forcibly enslaved minions may disobey your commands or attempt to flee if their Loyalty or Fear is considerably low, whereas willingly enslaved minions are far less likely to be recalcitrant.  
 
    So, I earn more experience from my minions if they don’t become my minions on their own free will… but the chances of them wanting to escape or being troublesome is higher? That might end up being problematic. 
 
    Additional Notes: 
 
    Master Commands are enabled for Masters which grant an array of hidden bonuses in and out of combat situations. The Default commands are the [Meat Shield] command, in which a Minion can be summoned as a shield to protect the master, or the [Damage Transfer] command, which enables the Master to transfer damage received from attacks unto his Minion to bear. Increasing or decreasing the level of a Minion’s Loyalty and/or Fear will unlock different Master Commands with varying effects. 
 
    Kindly make full use of the Minion System! 
 
    “I can directly transfer damage from myself to you.” 
 
    “Do you understand, now, Janus?” Erzili asked. “I have submitted myself, to you, in all earnestness as my Lord. My King. My Master.” 
 
    Her hand trailed down my armor. “My god.” 
 
    I grabbed her hand. “I’m not a god.” 
 
    Erzili laughed. “Not yet.” Her blue eyes sparkled. “Not yet.” 
 
    Questline Unlocked: The Dreams of Nightmares 
 
    You have become the Master of Erzili the Slithercreep. Erzili has seen your worth as a Demiurge and recognized you as a chosen candidate to become the King of Nightmares. To accomplish this, you must raise your Influence, gather allies, strengthen your forces, develop your base of operations and expand your territory. 
 
    Tasks:  
 
    Improve Fort Zyvar: 
 
    
    	 Strengthen the Lieutenants – [Incomplete] 
 
    	 Increase the Fort’s Defenses – [Incomplete] 
 
    	 Increase the Fort’s Offensive Capability – [Incomplete] 
 
    	 Solve the Fort’s Food Crisis – [Incomplete] 
 
    	 Increase the Fort’s Morale – [Incomplete] 
 
    	 Attain Full Control of the Fort – [Incomplete] 
 
   
 
    Conquer the Domains of the Hlahan: 
 
    
    	 Conquer Fort Zyvar – [Complete!] 
 
    	 Conquer Fort Sobaka – [Incomplete] 
 
    	 Conquer Masakh Mountain – [Incomplete] 
 
    	 Conquer Krvavi Lagoon – [Incomplete] 
 
    	 Conquer Du Sang Castle – [Incomplete] 
 
    	 Conquer The Two Pillars – [Incomplete] 
 
   
 
    Quest Giver: [Erzili the Slithercreep] 
 
    Quest Difficulty: [Tier 7+] 
 
    Quest Rewards: [750,000,000 EXP] [Greatly Increased Influence Rating] [5000 Influence Points] [Title: Lord of the Hlahan] [Domains: Krvavi Lagoon, Masakh Mountain, Fort Sobaka, The Two Pillars, Du Sang Castle] 
 
    Bonus Rewards: [Unknown] 
 
    Quest Failure: [Inevitable Death] 
 
    Would you like to accept this Quest? 
 
    [Yes] 
 
    [No] 
 
    Hitting the [Yes] button brought forward a strange prompt. 
 
    Questline Accepted. 
 
    Achievement Gained! 
 
    Congratulations, Demiurge Janus! The Nightscripts welcomes you on your quest for the throne of darkness. 
 
    Achievement Unlocked: He Who Desires Peace. 
 
    A gut feeling, instinct, told me that I’d signed up for something much, much larger than I intended. The Nightscripts were congratulating me, which was something that left me feeling perturbed. 
 
    Scrolling through the list of things I needed to do made me realize that my work was incredibly cut out in front of me. Improving the Fort… upgrading its defenses… strengthening the lieutenants and… 
 
    “Fort Zyvar has a food shortage?” 
 
    Erzili tilted her head. “How did – of course. The Nightscripts must have told you.” 
 
    “How does the Fort have a food shortage?” 
 
    “Janus, darling, what do you think is the choice of meal for nightmares?” 
 
    My lips thinned. “Humans.” 
 
    “Alamirians.” She corrected. “Alamirians include humans, dwarves, druids, elvani, leporinian – the full course. Some of my darlings are pickier eaters than others, but ultimately, we nightmares thrive predominantly on feasting on Alamirians. And as you may have noticed, the Hlahan is often short on Alamirians because of –” 
 
    “The Rift,” I remembered. “The wall that separates the north from the south.” 
 
    “That’s only a small part of it. Come.” 
 
    She gestured me over to the map spread out on the table. “This,” she pointed to a patch of land with a pin placed on it. “Is where we are. South-East Alamir. The Hlahan Lands which start from the end of the Pretender’s Forest, and ends here –” She dragged her hand over the map. “At Fort Sobaka.” 
 
    The distance was simultaneously smaller and larger than I expected. The Hlahan alone, if I were to judge based on my knowledge of earth geography, was about the size of the state of Texas. It was large, certainly, but at the same time it wasn’t. Dominating all Domains in the Hlahan and making all of it mine would mean controlling a territory of that size. Nowhere near controlling a whole country – but it was still no small feat. 
 
    “Down to the extreme south or the South-South as it’s called, lies the Kingdom of the Midwarves – Jordstal.” 
 
    “It’s… small?” I asked. From what I saw on the map, it couldn’t have been any larger than the city of London. 
 
    “The Midwarves create Underground Metropolises. So, while the surface atop looks tiny, their Kingdom is connected through a myriad of underground routes that go deeper, and deeper within. If you were to attempt to map out the full breadth of their territory via underground routes…” 
 
    Erzili grabbed another map, superimposing it over the first one. “Then this would be it.” 
 
    The lines on the map stretched outward like lightning strikes woven by a drunk spider. “That’s… much larger.” Jordstal went from being the size of London to being the size of China. “Certainly larger.” 
 
    “Now,” Erzili returned to the map. “To the South-West, we have the Elvani Capital, the floating cities of Oreilles.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, floating cities?” 
 
    Erzili sighed wistfully. “One of the Nine Wonders of the Advanced Era. The Floating Cities of Oreilles – a land of mystery, magic, and hotspot for lovers, minstrels, troubadours and the recently eloped.” 
 
    She clapped. “It’s built upon a ridiculous amount of dark sorcery, night-magic and bloodshed, but it is a truly beautiful place. Erzili hardly believed it would become the marvel it is now, especially after their civil war. Bards sing today of the Elvani Wars as some great battle between those with good virtue and those without, but Erzili was there. Erzili remembers, how it all began because of one brother’s intense desire to fuck his sister and the chaos that unveiled from it all.” 
 
    “…fascinating.”  
 
    “Fascinating indeed,” Erzili laughed. “Elvani age slowly, and so their dispute lasted several hundred years until one young warrior attained a Floater Relic that ended the wars and divided the Elvani into factions. The Qe’al Du’ud, or the Black Elvani, and the Qe’al Puka, or the White Elvani.” 
 
    “Which faction supported the incest?” 
 
    “Neither. The faction that did, was the Qe’al Pel. They’re called Mud Elvani. Muckers, if you wish to be crass. Sold to other races as entertainment, labor, livestock, or property.” Erzili let out a shrill laugh. “The Elvani have memories as long as they have lives, and they can keep a grudge for centuries.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to remember that.” 
 
    “So, you can see why nightmares of the south have a bit of an issue.” 
 
    “You can’t attack the Elvani because they’re in the sky, you can’t attack the Midwarves because they’re deep underground, and you can’t attack the Humans because they’re behind a giant wall.” 
 
    “Exactly, darling,” Erzili explained. “That only leaves the other races. Druids are absurdly rare. Leporinians repopulate like rabbits, but they are a nomadic tribe, traveling the world in some ridiculous quest to find their Messiah. We feast on them when we see them, but we can’t rely on their arrivals.” 
 
    “What about the other two?” I asked. “Alamir has seven races doesn’t it? Humans, Druids, Leporinians, Midwarves, Elvani –” 
 
    “Lycaoni and Felani.” Erzili completed. “We tend not to hunt them.” 
 
    “They don’t have a pleasant taste?” 
 
    “On the contrary. However, unlike all others, Lycaoni and Felani are warrior races. Trained from birth to fight or die, the weakest amongst them are either killed by their tribe or rendered sterile and sold to wandering slave traders.” Erzili placed her hand on her chin. “How should Erzili put this…” 
 
    She walked around the room, humming in thought. 
 
    “Fighting a Felani or Lycaoni is something you should only do when you have absolutely no other choice. They do not understand surrender. They do not fear death. They do not take prisoners. If you find yourself pitted against one, prepare either for death or a pyrrhic victory. They believe that they will not be granted access to the afterlife if they do not at least deprive their opponent of a body part before they die, so from the start of a battle, they will attack with the aim not to kill, but to plunder.” 
 
    I could understand why it would be a bad idea to try to hunt a race like that for food. “The risks are too high.” 
 
    Erzili nodded. “The Lycaoni and Felani hunt and kill each other for sport and merriment. They are the races closest to nightmares in a lot of ways, yet, in numerous others, they are our opposites. Erzili feels that the only reason they are not the dominant races in Alamir is that they have no desire for anything except battle, bloodshed, and plunder. The finer arts of developing a civilization are lost on them.” 
 
    She pointed to the map. “The Lycaoni can mostly be found in the employ of individuals as guards and sentries or being hired as extra hands to support a military campaign. The Felani however are often assassins, brigands and soldiers-of-fortune. Erzili has had a run-in with them numerous times. They are dangerously formidable.” 
 
    I took a seat on Erzili’s bed, my steepled hands in front of me as I stared at the map on the wall. My gaze flickered from the map to the Slithercreep, and back to the map again, and I found myself chuckling at it all. 
 
    “Something amusing you?” 
 
    “…I just realized how little of this world I knew.” I said. “I was like a toad at the bottom of a well, staring out and believing that the small part of the sky I could see was all that there was to it.” 
 
    “How poetic,” Erzili said. “Do regard Erzili with more verses like that, will you?” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ll try.” 
 
    Such a vast world. Such a vast world and Oblivion had told me to end it. To destroy it. I barked a laugh. No. Absolutely not. He was stark mad if he wanted me to destroy this world. 
 
    “So,” Erzili continued her lecture. “Fort Zyvar and my darlings have been managing to get by through feasting on other nightmares. Feasting on wildlife sustains us sometimes, but it is not feasible. Other times, we get fortunate and feast on travelers and traders who enter the area. Our range of available food is limited by three things –” 
 
    She pointed to the map. “Krvavi Lagoon.” She pointed, stretching her finger, to another location. “Fort Sobaka.” She stretched to the final one. “The Rift.” 
 
    I examined the map. “…there’s a settlement on the other side of Krvavi Lagoon?” 
 
    Erzili nodded. “A settlement of banished humans from the Rift, and a few Leporinians who decided to abandon the nomadic lifestyle. A suitable source of food for Erzili’s darlings that’ll last, with some rationing, at least several months.” 
 
    “I’m sensing there’s a ‘but.’” 
 
    “Krvavi Lagoon is the Domain of a nightmare called Giggles. The air is rife with an impassable fog and a toxic gas that makes all those who inhale it die from unstoppable laughter. If the laughter doesn’t kill you, the noise you make will give away your location in the fog, and you will be beseeched by Mistlings that will tear you into a thousand pieces.” 
 
    I scratched my arm through my armor. “Of course.” 
 
    Erzili gave me a large smile. “With you, here, Janus, Erzili believes we may be able to defeat Giggles and add him to our ranks. Or, at the very least, eliminate him, and secure the Lagoon as part of our territory.” 
 
    She grabbed several wooden pieces, placing them on the map on the table. “If we can secure the Lagoon, we’ll have a way to directly land an attack on Fort Sobaka. Erzili’s spies report that the Kobolds have an excess of food they’ve been stockpiling in preparation for Ghash’s call to summon a Horde.” 
 
    “You have spies?” 
 
    Her lips twitched. “Erzili believes it’ll be best to take Fort Sobaka before they mobilize the Horde. Of course, for that end, we’ll need to first take Krvavi Lagoon.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I got it.” I waved my hand. “Take the Lagoon, get food, then take the Fort, get more food and more troops.”  
 
    “In the meantime, Erzili will assign a team to head into Masakh Mountain and find the memory-thief, so you can rest easy your concerns about losing your memory.” 
 
    My hand waving in the air stopped. “You remembered.” 
 
    She knelt in front of me, taking my gauntleted hand into hers. “Janus, you are my Master. Your concerns are my concerns. Your wishes, my wishes. Your desires, my desires.  
 
    Your wrath, my wrath. Your people shall be Erzili’s people, just as you, shall be Erzili’s god.” 
 
    Her blue eyes sparkled with an unearthly light. Her hand, softly, took off my gauntlet and slipped her palm into mine. Her flesh was warm. It was a warmth I had all but forgotten. A warmth so familiar, and yet, so foreign. 
 
    “Thank you… Erzili.” 
 
    The Slithercreep smiled at me. Soft lips kissed the back of my hand. I felt electricity run up my spine from the touch. She was beautiful. Beautiful, but not real. Yet, I found myself asking what was and wasn’t real. Whether I, a being who had been nothing but a skeleton for the longest time, had the right to judge what was and wasn’t real. 
 
    Her touch was real. Her smile was real. Her compassion, was real. 
 
    I removed my mask, dropping it to the side. I pulled off the gauntlet of my second hand, keeping it aside. I touched her face. She examined her blue eyes. Drank in the beauty of her rich, chocolate skin. 
 
    “Janus…” 
 
    “Just… for a moment…” 
 
    Her lips, I realized, were a myriad of tastes. She could make them into anything she wanted. I tasted wine, juice, fruits. I tasted blood, hard liquor, smoke. I tasted the sea, leaves, vines. I tasted paper, ink, and sand. The tastes blurred as I searched for more, my tongue, hungry for more, my chest, hungrier for more. 
 
    I knew I was entering into a rabbit hole. Going to the point of no return. As my hands roamed, my mind felt the softness of flesh, my ears heard the shortness of breath, my nostrils breathed a rich scent of roses, lavender, flowers, arousal – 
 
    To find comfort in the embrace of a nightmare, softness and beauty in the deepest hearts of darkness. It was with a manic, ardent sense of fervor that I stripped down to nothingness, staring into the rich, sultry blue eyes of the woman before me. It was with frenzied, chaotic passion, that I allowed myself, without care nor restraint, feel the familiar warmth of a fire, the sensation of a woman. 
 
    For the first time since I was reborn in Alamir…  
 
    I was alive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: Better than One 
 
    “Sir, sir? Um – sir, kindly wake up sir.” 
 
    I startled, leaning back against my chair, my eyes immediately going wide. Chair? Since when does Fort Zyvar have chairs? 
 
    A soft, leathery chair, enough that I could lean back into it, enough that it was immediately memorable, in that the seat was adjusted to a height that suited me perfectly. My eyes, opened, to stare at the scene before me. A large office, the chatter of workers and bustle of activities going on in the background. A familiar window, a familiar desk, littered with papers, documents and a laptop with a suspended online chess game. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    My head snapped up, to the feminine voice. Distinct. Memorable. The plain black hair, office skirt, and top brought back memories I did not remember I ever had. The rectangular-rimmed glasses, and perpetual uncertain look on her face. 
 
    “Jen…Jennifer?” 
 
    Jennifer Herbert’s uncertain expression turned into one of worry. “Is something wrong sir? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    My lips felt dry. I stared, hard. Each second felt like a minute, and the minutes stretched on, with Jennifer adjusting her skirt and her buttons in a typical manner she would do when feeling subconscious. 
 
    “Sir… the papers –” 
 
    “This… this is…” 
 
    Déjà vu was not enough to encompass the feeling. I stood promptly, startling her. Two long strides and I grabbed her arm, checking, and examining. 
 
    “S-sir – what are you doing?” 
 
    Warm to the touch. The tactile sensations were indistinguishable from reality. I took a whiff, ignoring her immediate shudder of complaint, and the familiar scent of lilac hit my nose. The scent of her perfume mixed with her natural smell, a smell I had forgotten, but could never truly forget. 
 
    She ripped her arm free, backing away from me. “Sir.” Her voice became firm. Her gaze flickered to behind me, outside my office. “I would kindly ask you to stop.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, and took a deep breath. A laugh escaped my lips as I started counting from one to ten. Upon reaching ten, I opened my eyes again, and Jennifer still stood, gazing at me with equal parts caution and concern. 
 
    “This is a good illusion,” I said, finally. “Flawless even. The smells, the sights, the touch –” 
 
    Jennifer backed away. “Sir… are you… are you alright?” 
 
    “Stop it.” I snarled. “This isn’t real. I know it isn’t.” 
 
    “Sir, should I call –” 
 
    “Shut up,” I said, closing my eyes again. “Shut up. Shut up.” I opened my eyes. “Is this supposed to be a dream? A nightmare? Who are you, and why are you doing this?” 
 
    “I – I don’t understand.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, and counted backward from ten. Counting down until I reached one, I returned to my seat. “Even if you somehow could make a perfect replica of my world, you wouldn’t be able to get everything.” 
 
    I tapped my pockets and froze once I felt it. My hand slipped within, a familiar key attached to military dog tags emerged from within. My hand, shakily, reached for the desk, the bottom drawer. I inserted the key, turned it, the sound of the mechanism unlocking hitting my ears with a click. Jennifer stood a fair distance away from me as I opened the bottom left drawer.  
 
    The contents were as I remembered it. An old Cuban cigar. A bygone-era handheld console. A small picture of her – 
 
    My mother. 
 
    “This isn’t funny.” 
 
    No one in the world should have known the contents of this drawer. No illusion in the world should have brought it before me, in vivid detail. My mother’s face, complete with blonde hair, dark eyes and an empty, almost hollow smile. 
 
    “This isn’t fucking funny.” 
 
    Not an illusion. A memory. I was in my memory. I was reliving my memory. Why am I reliving my memory? Was this the work of Erzili? The work of the memory-thief she spoke of? No, no, it couldn’t be possible. 
 
    “Sir – ” 
 
    “I said shut up.” 
 
    I slammed my hands against the table, gritting my teeth. Think, Janus, think. Someone was making me relive my memory. What was the last thing I remembered? 
 
    I remember kissing Erzili, and then – 
 
    Then having sex. Erzili was the perfect lover, because of the ability to morph and change shape and form. The experience had been nothing like I’d ever remembered – 
 
    Focus, Janus. 
 
    There were no recollections of finishing. No recollections of how the night ended. One minute, I was having sex with Erzili, the next, I was waking up here, within my memories. I didn’t understand how. I didn’t know what happened in between that time frame. 
 
    “Erzili!” I called. 
 
    “Sir –” 
 
    “Erzili! What’s going on? Are you there?!” 
 
    Jennifer, no, my memory of Jennifer, grew even further concerned. “Sir… I – I think I’ll come back…” 
 
    She slinked away, past the door, and I snarled as I chased after her. “Come back here!” 
 
    The door slammed shut behind her. I reached for it, pulling with the full force of my might, but it wouldn’t budge. It wouldn’t move. I grit my teeth even harder. Taking another, fuller, deeper breath, I realized it was exactly what they wanted. Whoever it was, whatever it was, that put me in here, wanted me to panic. To get angry. To toy with me. 
 
    I wouldn’t play into their hands. 
 
    Instead, I plopped down, on the red rug of my office, and crossed my legs. Closing my eyes, I cleared my mind, and forced my shoulders to relax. If they wanted to play psychological mind games with me, they certainly chose the wrong person. 
 
    Minutes passed. It could have been minutes. It could have been hours. It could have been days. I fought off, with all my intensity, any desire to panic. All desire to rage and rant. Think of it as a mini-vacation.  
 
    Meditation was not something I ever did. The first few hours were the worst, as I found my mind overwhelmed with thought after thought of how I was going to escape. With concern after concern of why I was here. Pushing back the thoughts to enter a further state of Zen was needed, especially as I was sure that my attacker’s patience would run out before mine did. 
 
    “Disappointing as always.” 
 
    My lips thinned at a familiar voice.  
 
    “And yet, as always, your brothers surpass you.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “First, you bring my secretary, and now, you bring him?” 
 
    I couldn’t remember his name. I couldn’t forget his face. His voice. His gait, slow, steady, each step carrying more weight than I could ever hope to muster. I remembered imitating him once, trying, and failing, over and over again to have that same seamless grasp of grace and power. I never succeeded. In the end, I merely found another way to disappoint him. 
 
    He was a tall man. With a mustache that was combed to elegance, hair slicked back, dyed and gelled, and eyes sharper than that of a raven. Even knowing that it was a mere memory of him didn’t stop my back from instinctively gesturing straighter. It didn’t stop my form from immediately getting tense. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing, foolish child?” 
 
    “You’re just a memory of him. Get lost.” 
 
    His cane, the family cane he always had with him, struck hard against the floor. “Yet, you flinch, as always, foolish child.” 
 
    “That’s not my fault.” 
 
    “No, foolish child. It is your fault. It was always your fault. I never treated your brothers the same. It was you, always you, fueling my ire. My wrath. Pushing me, child, pushing me to render correction after correction. Because you couldn’t learn. You never learned. You left me no choice foolish child.” 
 
    I took a breath. It’s just a memory. He’s not real. 
 
    “You have managed, with no effort of your own, to find yourself in a position of power, have you not?” 
 
    My breath stilled. I locked my gaze with his. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “You will fail, as you always do. You will disappoint, as you always do. Because in the end, foolish child, you are not like me. Not like your brothers. You may have been given my name, but your heart is as weak as your mother’s.” 
 
    Something sharp pierced through my chest. “You have no right –” 
 
    The cane snapped down against the ground again. “She was as you were, foolish child. Blessed with beauty and fortunes to which she could not comprehend. Naïve and feeble-hearted. She never told you the true story of how she came to be mine, did she? Of how, the errant lovesick fool found her drink spiked, whisked away, and how I was the one to arrive. The one to save her chastity. How grateful she was for saving it, with her rose-tinted vision, that she gave it to me as a reward, along with her hand.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Fortunate for me, her family assets were bountiful and she was the only child. She signed it all, with lovesick smiles as she talked about the names we would give our children. You take after her, in that simplicity. In that total lack of ambition. All your mother ever wanted was to be a housewife and mother. She who, despite her naivete, had an intellect that could have done so much more, her ultimate dream was something so unremarkable. Yet, unremarkable as it was, she couldn’t even manage to see it to the end.” 
 
    “If you say one more word –” 
 
    “And like your mother,” he continued. “You allow others to decide your legacy for you. Like a leaf in a storm, blowing whatever direction the wind commands. You never had worthwhile desires. Become a game maker? Travel the world? Retire as a househusband? Foolishness! Utter foolishness! Even now, my hand itches to strike you once more and dislodge those nonsensical ideas from your head. Those ideas your mother cultivated. Those ideas you’ve pitifully transferred along with you, even to another life.” 
 
    My teeth slowly ground against each other. My hands balled up into a fist, the nails digging deep into my flesh. 
 
    “Do you wish to strike me, foolish child?” 
 
    “You’re not real.” 
 
    “You wish to. You have always wished to. As I rendered punishments upon you, I always saw the desire in your eyes. I pushed you, further and further, but you never pushed back. Unlike your brothers, you never had the guts. Even in accomplishing the barest minimum task of being man, you managed to disappoint me.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    The cane struck a third time. “If I am not real as you say, then strike me. Strike me, oh foolish child. I am not like your mother. I shall not weep and ingest a bottle of pills over a meager one or two strikes.” 
 
    The roar tore from my lips as I lunged him. Lunged it. My right fist slammed forward, slamming against his cheek. I roared again from the pain of the impact. Pain shot through my arm, overwhelming, unmentionable pain. His raven-like eyes locked in on me, his face, unmoving from the point at which I’d struck it. Amusement colored his eyes a thousand times over. 
 
    “There, my foolish child. That look in your eyes – that rage, that wrath – it is a shame you died before I could ever see that you were truly my child after all.” 
 
    I flinched. “You’re wrong – I’m – I’m nothing like you.” 
 
    “No, you are my son. You merely need to embrace the lessons I have instilled in you. Merely need unlock the side of you that you have suppressed for all these years. My blood still runs in your veins. The blood of a conqueror. Of a leader. Of a man whose ambitions will shake the world. A man who will take what he wants, however, he wants.” 
 
    “Of a man who doesn’t care about others. A man who doesn’t give a damn about anyone but himself.” 
 
    He bellowed a large laugh. “And since when has the lion been concerned with the famine of the sheep?” 
 
    “I’ll never be like you.” 
 
    The cane struck a fourth time, louder than all the previous. “Fool. It is because of that stubbornness that you are in this situation. To have sacrificed your life for a woman of no importance to you, did you do it because you believed you had to save her? That somehow, saving different women would make up for the one time you failed to save your mother?”  
 
    Ignore him, Janus. He’s trying to bait you. Anger you. 
 
    “Why are you here? This isn’t a memory. I have no memories like this.” 
 
    “Disappointing as always. You’ve not yet figured it out, have you? Who would know me well enough to be able to recreate me? Who would be capable of knowing every secret you possess, every aspect of yourself, both the ones you accept and the ones you refuse?” 
 
    My anger receded. My brow, furrowed, furiously. I stared down at my hands, and noticed, for the first time, that despite the memory, the form I was in wasn’t my human form, it wasn’t my form from my past life. 
 
    “It seems you finally understand.” 
 
    I got up, rushing towards the bathroom in my office. Slamming the doors open, I faced the sink, and the faucet, and focused on the mirror in front of it. My reflection appeared before me, the reflection of the Vampire form I’d chosen. Blonde eyes, handsome visage, all of which did not matter as I realized that the eyes of my reflection were glowing. My reflection’s eyes were glowing, and it was… waving. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    Hands stretched out from the mirror, grasping my neck. Bit by bit, my reflection stepped out. He held me, in the air, choking me with long, slender hands. 
 
    “You… you’re… me?” 
 
    “Ding-ding-ding – we have a winner. Took you fucking long enough to get it.” 
 
    “I – I don’t understand, this can’t be happening. You can’t be me – I’m me.” 
 
    The sound of a familiar cane striking the floor hit my ears. Father stood at the doorway of the bathroom. “This is what happens, foolish child when you suppress your worst instincts. When you keep everything, I gave you under lock and key. This is the –” 
 
    “Hey, old man,” My doppelganger snarled. “Shut up. And get lost. You’ve done your part.” 
 
    “Come now, you are my true son –” 
 
    “Get. Lost.” 
 
    With two words, my father’s form vanished. Melting away into black smoke that departed from a sudden breeze. My reflection clicked his tongue, shaking his head. 
 
    “Gods I hate that fucker. Now, where were we?” Glowing red eyes locked on my form. “Ah, yes. Dealing with you.”  
 
    He tossed me against the toilet seat, slamming his foot into my chest with a vicious, terrifying fanged smirk.  
 
    “Who… are you?” 
 
    “I’m you, idiot. Who else would I be?” 
 
    “That’s not possible – I’m me.” 
 
    “Oh, we want to talk about impossible things now Mr. I-Fucked-A-Tentacle-Monster?” 
 
    My lips pressed tightly against each other. “You’re not me. You can’t be me.” 
 
    My doppelganger sighed. “Listen, whether you like it or not, I’m you. The part of you that you don’t like to admit exists. The hornier, angrier, bloodthirsty part of you. The you that has all your fears, worries, and anxieties. Your grief, frustrations, sorrows and regrets.” 
 
    “W-what?”  
 
    “Back home on our world, basically I’d be nothing more than a mound of repressed memories and emotions that you should have ironed over with a shrink. Except, we’re in crazy-land Alamir, and because of that, rather than just being your psychological hang-ups and unresolved PTSD –” 
 
    “I don’t have any unresolved PTSD.” 
 
    “Riiiight.” He said. “Anyway, as I was saying, rather than being your psychological hang-ups – I instead gained what you call… sentience. Or is it consciousness? Or sapience? Fuck me if I know what this is called.”  
 
    “So, you’re… a split personality?”  
 
    He smacked me over the head. “No, idiot. I’m you. A part of you. We’re two halves of the same individual, not a separate identity entrenched within a single mind.” 
 
    I rubbed my head. “You don’t have to hit me.” I took in another deep breath, trying to wrap my head around it all. “If you’re me – and I’m me… how does that work?” 
 
    “I’m guessing it’s because of the name Zlosta gave us. It allowed this to happen.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “Our name?” 
 
    “Janus, dumbass. We’re Janus. Think. Duality. Janus in Roman Myth had two heads. Except, for us, rather than having two heads, we instead got our mind partitioned into two halves. The naïve, ambitionless, I-just-wanna-live half that’s you, and then there’s me, the half that’s going to keep us alive.” 
 
    “Really,” I said dryly. “You’re going to keep us alive? And where have you been?” 
 
    “In the background, genius.” My doppelganger snarled. “I was there when we pushed aside our body dysmorphia from being turned into a worm. I was there when we kept bay our terror from being swallowed alive by a snake. When we buried our guilt from killing the Kadulja. I was there to prevent us from shaking in our boots every time we thought about Hoplite and his ability to make black holes. We’ve seen a lot of shit that should have driven us insane, but we haven’t lost it yet, and it’s not because of our shitty Insanity Resistance skill, it’s because we took every single threat to our sanity and tossed them into a box and locked it away. And I’ve always been the motherfucker holding the damned box.” 
 
    I didn’t have any words to say. There wasn’t much I could say. The silence stretched, as I stared at him, me – my other half. Us? We? I didn’t know that were the correct terms to use. 
 
    “What do I… call you?” 
 
    “We’re Janus. Together. You and I.” He said, before sighing. “Though it’ll get confusing if you refer to me as that when you mean to refer to yourself. Calling me Dark Janus or something would just be stupid. I’ll go by Sunny.” 
 
    “Sunny?” 
 
    “We’re keeping in line with the theme of twos. Sun and Moon. I’m the one who wants to fuck shit up and get shit done in the light, and you’re the one who wants to live in the shadows in peaceful obscurity. Together, we find balance. Yin and Yang. Light and Dark. Peanut butter and jelly. Tits and ass.” 
 
    “...really?” 
 
    “Can you sit there and tell me that they don’t make a great combo.” 
 
    I sighed, running my hand down my face. “I can’t believe my other half is such a…” I pressed my lips together. “What was that about, with father being here?” 
 
    “That’s not on me. This is our mind, Janus. While we’ve been able to toss almost everything in a box, now and again, that bastard manages to find a way to slip out through the keyhole. I managed to make him scram this time… but… well, he’s always going to be there, casting his shadow over us.” 
 
    And there’s nothing that can change that… is there? 
 
    ‘Not to my knowledge.’ 
 
    I blinked. You can… read my thoughts? 
 
    ‘They’re our thoughts, Janus. Our.’ 
 
    “This is going to take some getting used to.” 
 
    Sunny removed his leg from my chest, shrugging casually. “Think of it as having a cool roommate. The exact opposite of the one we had in Sophomore year.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “I hated that douche. Spilling soda on our laptop, two-timing his girlfriend in the shower, turning the roll of toilet paper the wrong way –”  
 
    “Didn’t he still go on to become CEO of his mother’s tech company?” 
 
    Sunny nodded, growling. “The fact that an asshole like him got a happier ending than we did is proof that that the system is broken.” He smacked his fist into his palm. “Speaking of broken systems, there’s the Nightscripts and Antediluvian Hieroglyphs. Then there’s also Oblivion’s little gift – the Daily Task System.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “We’ve been underutilizing them. The Antediluvian Hieroglyphs are Alamir’s command consoles. Cheat codes. If we have the right codes and know how to use them, we could become invincible. We need to experiment further, and drill Erzili for information rather than pleasure.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “The Daily Task System is meant to make us strong enough to take down Apophis. At the rate we’ve been going, that’ll take too long. So, let’s assign our roles now.” 
 
    Sunny stretched out his hand, and I took it, standing from the toilet. “Roles?” 
 
    “Leave the dirty work to me. The grinding. The power-leveling. The loophole exploiting. The fighting. I’ll make us stronger. That leaves you to focus on the more important stuff. Information gathering. Socializing and networking. Use trickery, flattery, or deception and learn, learn, learn. We’re fighting a war and we don’t have any information who our enemy is or what they can do or what they want. We’re fucked if we can’t figure it out.” 
 
    That sounded actually… “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Also, we shouldn’t trust Erzili.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Any particular reasons?” 
 
    “The she-tentacle monster is playing us like a fiddle. A nightmare that old having a dream that naïve is bullshit. It’s more likely that she’s simply telling us whatever we want to hear than it is that she’s telling us the truth.” 
 
    I sighed, scratching the back of my head. “Fine, fine. Get more information, and beware of Erzili. Got it.” I stared around at the bathroom. “So how exactly do we wake up?” 
 
    “We go to sleep.” 
 
    “That makes no sense.” 
 
    “We’re not the ones who picked the rules. We sleep to enter our mind, and we sleep to leave it.” Sunny shrugged. “Or I could just knock you out. That’s faster. Yeah, let’s go with that. Brace yourself.” 
 
    “W-wai –” 
 
    The fist flew at my skull faster than I could blink, and the world turned white. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: Sovereignty 
 
    My head spun as I woke up, clutching my skull. 
 
    Damn you, Sunny. 
 
    There was no response. My eyes blinked, twice, and my heart stilled. It… it was all a dream? 
 
    ‘As if you have the imagination to dream up all that.’ Sunny’s voice came, making me exhale a breath I didn’t know I was holding. It wasn’t a dream. I wasn’t going crazy. I did have a second voice in my head. 
 
    I glanced around the room and realized that Erzili was gone. The Slithercreep was no longer at my bedside, nor was there any sign to indicate where Erzili had gone to. 
 
    ‘She.’ 
 
    My nose rumpled. What? 
 
    ‘Erzili doesn’t have a gender, but chooses female forms more than half the time and has a female voice she can’t change. Her Epithet Skill is a word meaning womanhood. Call a spade a spade.’ 
 
    “Thanks...?” 
 
    ‘We’re in this together. Anyway, Fort Zyvar is ours. Try using it to eavesdrop – see what’s going on around. Let the walls have ears.’ 
 
    Following Sunny’s instructions, I tinkered with the Domain. Fort Zyvar was ours to control, and the first thing we did was to make it so the walls literally had ears. Picking up every conversation within earshot was necessary because at the end of the day, I needed to make sure that there were no dissenting voices.  
 
    It was through this method, that I overheard a conversion of Erzili, talking with her lieutenants. 
 
    “It has been decided darlings. We will be moving on Krvavi Lagoon.” 
 
    “Leader Erzili,” the voice was Onna’s. 
 
    “Erzili is no longer the leader of Fort Zyvar, Onna. The title of Leader belongs to Lord Janus now.” 
 
    “I do not accept that. Forgive me, but I cannot accept it.” She said. “To reduce yourself to becoming the servant of that… I don’t even know what he is. What is he supposed to be?” 
 
    “He is a Demiurge,” came Slim’s rasping voice. “That is all that matters.” 
 
    “I thought he’d be… scarier.” The voice was Arol’s. “I remember the stories of Demiurges I was told. I grew up scared of what’d happen if I ever met one. Scared he’d rip me to shreds. Turn me inside out. Gouge out my eyes and screw the bloody holes for pleasure.” She lowered her voice. “I thought all Demiurges were monstrously insane.” 
 
    “They are,” came Erzili’s harsh voice. “To be able to read the words of existence and decipher the language of the universe would drive anyone to utter insanity. Erzili has met two others. They were terrifying darlings, terrifying. They claimed that the universe is nothing but some sort of game. An entertainment medium devised by higher beings. They were utterly convinced, that all beings in Alamir are nothing more than puppets and pieces whose lives and turmoil exist only for the satisfaction of those ‘beyond the fourth world.’” 
 
    “That sounds like a Demiurge alright.” the gruff voice was Wunder’s.  
 
    Erzili sighed. “Do you know how lucky, Erzili is, how lucky we all are, to have encountered a Demiurge who is sane? No, more than just sane… he’s almost a krvavi. We have a one-in-a-billion find.” 
 
    “This one has not yet rambled about transmigration from another world and how he’s from Ierth?”  
 
    “So far darling, Lord Janus has not provided any such stories. Although,” Erzili hesitated. “He seems to believe he needs to kill the Night Emperors or he’ll lose his memories.” 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    “I thought you said he was sane.” Wunder hissed. “He wants to kill the Night Emperors? What next? Suffocating the sea? Torturing the clouds?” 
 
    “Erzili convinced him it would be better instead recruit the memory-thief to back-up his memory,” Erzili said. “He agreed to the method. In terms of insanity, he appears to be, at the very least, affable. Wunder, Slim – you darlings will be leading an assault on Masakh Mountain to find the memory-thief.” 
 
    “Lea – Erzili… you have to be joking.” 
 
    “Does Erzili appear to be in a jesting mood, Wunder?”  
 
    “Masakh Mountain is... troubling. Upon entry, we will not remember who we are, much less what task we are to accomplish. We will be at the whims of whatever lies or deception the memory-thief concocts as the truth.” 
 
    “Erzili will brew a potion. The ingredients are not something Erzili has on hand, so you darlings will need to gather it. With the potion, you should be able to resist the mental attacks.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the Potion of Pure Mind. I almost forgot about your expertise in Alchemy.” Slim rasped. “Perhaps you could attempt some of your more famous brews and use it to ensure the Demiurge does not one day awaken and decide to kill us all?” 
 
    “Lord Janus has shown to be a more… agreeable, sort. Any betrayal or deception on our part will only end with our eradication.” 
 
    There was a loud scoff. “How strong can he possibly be? If we all ganged up against him –” 
 
    “Enough Onna!” Erzili’s voice was sharp. The reprimand, harsh. “Listen, darlings, do not attempt to raise his ire. Erzili has already seen it. He was weaker than he was now, a thousand times weaker. Yet, he stormed Fort Zyvar by his lonesome and slaughtered all of you. Slim surrendered, and out of chivalry or kindness, he let him leave. But the rest of you, all of you… none of you stood a candle to him. None of you managed to touch him. He slaughtered all of you without so much as a dent in his armor or a scratch on his person. So, darlings, believe, when Erzili tells you – Lord Janus is your better in every conceivable way.” 
 
     “…he… killed all of us?” Onna’s voice was lower. Softer. 
 
    “Do whatever it takes to ensure Lord Janus is content darlings. Ensure he is satisfied. Always have it at the back of your mind, darlings, that he could destroy you in an instant if you displease him. Despite how he seems, Lord Janus is still a Demiurge.” 
 
    I stopped listening as their conversation went into the logistics of the oncoming battle. 
 
    ‘Ooh la la, my, my Janny, we’ve struck gold.’ 
 
    Have we?  
 
    ‘Didn’t you listen? Demiurges are nightmares who can use languages from earth, read them, understand them, but have the downside of going loco. Or at least… appear loco.’ 
 
    “What if… Demiurges are people like us, sent from earth to this world?” 
 
    ‘Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence. If we’re to believe that, then it means we’ve got to accept that this whole transmigration to another world thing isn’t as rare as we believed, and Oblivion doesn’t have the monopoly on it. Right now, we’ve got nothing but conjecture – so go crack some books and find more.’ 
 
    I ran my hand through my hair, muttering underneath my breath. The more answers I found, the more questions I had. At least, a part of me grew comfortable in understanding that Erzili had no immediate plans to betray me. 
 
    ‘She has no immediate plans to betray us… yet.’ Sunny added. ‘The Yuki-Onna, on the other hand, that’s a different matter. She’s the entire reason we had to slaughter our way through Fort Zyvar the first time around because she called us the W-word. We can’t just let that sit idly now can we? Gonna need to do something about her.’ 
 
    Rising from the bed, I grimaced from the slight sensation of discomfort. While it was, a bed, and it was, the first real bed I had the pleasure of sleeping on in my second life, it was sorely lacking in finer comforts. A lot of things, truly, about Fort Zyvar were lacking in the finer comforts. The walls were old, damaged, worn. The watchtowers were broken. The place looked to be on the verge of collapse. 
 
    We’re also going to need to do something about this Fort. 
 
    ‘Agreed. We’re going to need stronger beds for all the fucking we’re going to be doing.’ 
 
    You are afflicted by the negative status [Blood Parched] 
 
    –50% MP Regen Rate for as long as you remain [Blood Parched]. 
 
    You are afflicted by the negative status [Flesh Famished] 
 
    You have [6] More Days Left Before You Die of Starvation. 
 
    My stomach growled, rumbling uncomfortably. I also need to get rid of this hunger… 
 
    ‘That’ll be a tricky one. The closest sign of human life we’ve seen was that blood on the Chameleon Panther’s fangs. We’ll have to track it and see where it leads us.’ 
 
    Daily Task: 
 
    
    	 Gain a minimum of 400,000 EXPGain at least four new Weapons/Armor/Skills/Minions 
 
    	 Gain at least 10 Levels in four different skills.  
 
   
 
    Rewards: 
 
    Triple EXP Gain for 48 Hours. (Stackable) [(2) Currently Active] 
 
    Summon Two Random Item Chests Once a Day. (Quality Increases with daily summon.) 
 
    All Skills Can be Used Twice a Day with Zero Mana Cost. (Does Not Stack) 
 
    Penalty: 
 
    –100% Experience Gain for 24 Hours. (Stackable) 
 
    Randomly Forfeit Four of Your Skills/Weapons/Armor. 
 
    Four of your Highest Leveled Skills are Reset to Lv. 1  
 
    Time Limit: 23h41m22s 
 
    And we also have the daily task to complete… 
 
    I had a lot of things to do. 
 
    “Let’s split the chores. You take A, I’ll take B.” 
 
    Ah, that was right. I didn’t have to do any of it alone. “[Duality].” 
 
    You have split Paths 
 
    You are now in Path A 
 
    /∞/ 
 
    You have split Paths 
 
    You are now in Path B 
 
    Finally! 
 
    I stretched my legs out, winding up the ol’ arm and flexing the muscles, allowing a large grin to appear on my face. “Damn Janny boy, you’re stiff. That hunger debuff is a major bitch.” 
 
    I clicked my tongue. “Once we’re nice and done with our tasks, we’ll decide which path we’re selecting and which path we’re going to discard. I’m going to handle the Yuki-Onna situation, grind a bit, complete the Daily Task and get us some grub and take care of renovations. You handle getting information about the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs, the Night Emperors, Demiurges and learning how to read.” 
 
    “Wait, if that’s the case, doesn’t it mean it’s my timeline we’ll end up discarding?” 
 
    “It’s better that way.” I cracked my knuckles. “We need the information, but at the same time, we need to make sure no one knows how much we know. The less Erzili knows we know, the better.” 
 
    “Lord Janus, you’ve awakened.” 
 
    Erzili stepped into the room, sexy as ever. She’d taken a different form again, not that I was complaining. Pointed ears were a beautiful plus, especially on chocolate skin and very little clothing. Technically it was my first time seeing what was most likely a member of the Elvani race – and I’d be a blind man to claim that I did not appreciate the sight. Especially that chest. 
 
    Erzili made use of her power wisely. If you could turn into anyone or anything you wanted to be, it’d be a waste not to turn into someone that could set the genitals of the opposite sex alight with but a glance and a smirk. Vanity upon vanity, Solomon once said. Coming from the man who’d enjoyed over seven hundred wives. It was like finishing a full cake someone baked and then telling them that it wasn’t worth it to have eaten it. 
 
    “Lord Janus… were you… talking with someone?” 
 
    “Just having a conversation with myself,” I said, easily. “Last night was fantastic. Where did you learn that trick with your tongue?” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled with amusement. “At an Oreillan whorehouse in Qu’bal Lang.” 
 
    “I’ll remember to visit there one day and thank them. And perhaps learn a thing or two myself.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. Her dark Elvani hair changed color to red. Her eyes changed color to pink. “Erzili is more than willing to teach all that you wish to know.” 
 
    I clapped my hands. “Excellent. We’ll invite Arol into the mix to make sure the learning session is very productive.” 
 
    “Sunny! What are you saying?!” 
 
    Oh, right, he was still listening in. 
 
    “Of course I’m still listening in!” 
 
    Erzili laughed. “Erzili is certain she will be honored.” 
 
    “Good. Schedule it for the evening. Right now, I have some important things to do.” 
 
    Donning my full armor and descending from the Commander’s Quarters, the Lieutenants of Fort Zyvar were gathered, each one bowing, albeit some of them did so reluctantly. The reluctance came, mostly, again, from Onna.  
 
    “I’m heading out to stretch my legs. One of you is to accompany me.” 
 
    “Erzili will be glad to –” 
 
    “You.” I pointed. My finger landed upon the pale-skinned, white-haired being of frost. “Follow.” 
 
    There was no need for second doubts. The nightmares of Fort Zyvar were terrified of me, and more than that, they looked up to me as a King. There was no reason for me to throw aside this privilege to the wayside and bring myself down. In a lot of ways, it was fitting. I was better than them. Smarter, more powerful, superior in a lot of ways. 
 
    To act like royalty was to be perceived as royalty. 
 
    Onna pointed at herself with a small amount of confusion. “I?” 
 
    “Did you hear me stutter?” 
 
    “N-no, but –” 
 
    “Bite off two of your fingers,” I said cheerily. 
 
    The silence was such that a feather could have landed on the ground and made waves. The Yuki-Onna stared, wide-eyed. 
 
    “W-what?” 
 
    “Make that three,” I added, clapping. “Either you bite off three of your fingers, or I take your entire arm. You have five seconds.” 
 
    Onna froze, no pun intended. “I –” 
 
    “Four seconds.” 
 
    Erzili tried to speak. “Lord Janus –” 
 
    I rose one hand to silence her. “Three seconds.” 
 
    Onna stared at her two hands, hesitating over which one to bring up. 
 
    “Two seconds.” 
 
    “Sunny – you wouldn’t really –” 
 
    “One second.” 
 
    Her teeth clamped down, hard. She spat out three ice-covered fingers, bleeding blue blood. The fingers landed on the ground directly in front of me. She froze over her wound immediately, ice covering and coating the bleeding stumps of her index, middle and ring fingers on her right hand. 
 
    Commanding the earth to rise, I picked up the discarded digits. 
 
    “The next time I give a command, and you question it, you will lose an eye. The time after that, a tongue. And after that, a leg. And for each error, I shall take a part of you. Make enough errors, and I will take until there is nothing left. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Janus,” came the consensus from the Lieutenants. 
 
    “Excellent!” I clapped my hands. “Now, you, seven-fingered snowwoman. I’m going for a walk. Accompany me.” 
 
    My hands were put softly behind my back. I walked forward, not bothering to look back and see if she did. 
 
    Frost and cold air approached me along with cautious footsteps. I increased my stride, idly whistling a song that I’d long since forgotten. Ah, that’s true. We need to remember to ask Erzili if she knows how to play any instruments. 
 
    ‘Why did you do that?” 
 
    I almost sighed. 
 
    They’re nightmares, Janny. Nightmares, not people. Or if we must think of them as people, think of them as prison inmates who follow a pecking order. Nightmares don’t have or fully understand empathy, so attempting to get them to obey out of loyalty or love is a fool’s errand. But fear – now, fear is something that everyone understands well. 
 
    ‘You want them to fear us?’ 
 
    It is much safer to be feared than loved because love is preserved by the link of obligation which, owing to the baseness of men, is broken at every opportunity for their advantage; but fear preserves you by a dread of punishment which never fails. 
 
    ‘Quoting Machiavelli now?’ 
 
    Trust me, Janus. I’m you. We’re the same. At the end of the day, we have the same interests, the same goals, but I’m simply the part of you that doesn’t feel the need to reign it in. 
 
    Making my way towards the giant gates of Fort Zyvar, I felt elated at knowing that my other half was no longer whining about the methods used. Oh, I know he knew the value of such methods, but the problem was he was intentionally restricting himself. Limiting himself with halfhearted arguments. For shame.   
 
    Onna trailed behind me at a steady distance. I could hear the uncertainty in her breathing. Beyond the uncertainty, I could smell it, as a High Ghilan had senses attuned to finding and hunting Alamirians, my nose was attuned to sniffing out the residual scents of lingering emotions. I didn’t get how emotions could linger, but Onna’s did. There was a frosty bitterness. A wave of chilling, cold anger. 
 
    Yet, underneath that anger, simmering, laying beneath, was a healthy amount of anxiety. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    “Nightmares! Nightmares be gone! Bad! Bad! Go! Go! You nightmares not s’posed to be here! Evil! Evil! Corrupting the fort! Vile! Defilers! Defilers!” 
 
    Standing before Fort Zyvar’s gate, there was another voice in my head, that wasn’t mine. High-pitched and whining like a child whose candy had been stolen by an older, yet still more juvenile child, the voice ranted over and over again about the bad, evil nightmares. 
 
    Raging. Raising my right hand, I activated [Gatekeeper]. 
 
    [Gatekeeper Activated] 
 
    Identified: Reinforced Fort Gates, created by the Hlahani Human Army, the twelfth day of the Month of the Visitor, 311FE in the Hlahan Forest of South-Eastern Alamir. 
 
    Gate’s Structural Integrity: Medium 
 
    Gate’s Special Ability: [Bastion Against the Night] 
 
    Memories Available: [192] 
 
    Gate Soul: Present [Zyvar] 
 
    No. of Times Gate has been used: [9,999+] 
 
    Gate Connections: None Assigned 
 
    You may edit, delete, replace, upgrade, assign, bless, or curse this gate. 
 
    A thousand memories of a thousand lifetimes pierced through my head like a laser tearing through tissue. I staggered, only for a brief second, as the images of blood, bones and death occupied my head. Warfare. Battle. Siege. The Fort’s creation. The Fort, withstanding an army of pointy-eared Elvani. The Fort, holding back a Horde of hundreds of thousands of goblins – 
 
    The memories of the Fort’s previous commanders: the hero, Sionis the Savior, the brigand, Erodes the Errant, the sorcerer, Alquon the Black Blood. Their adventures, their commands, their lives and deaths as they held Fort Zyvar, defended Fort Zyvar, and met their demises, here at Fort Zyvar. 
 
    I forced the memories to the wayside with a snarl. “Enough.” 
 
    “My… Lord?” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you, seven fingers.” I pointed my finger straight at the gates. “I was talking to Zyvar.” 
 
    The accumulation of several heroes and villains living and succeeding in this Fort had given it a personality. Well, well – why am I not surprised? If simply suppressing your emotions could grant a personality, why then, was an object such as this, which had been lived in and breathed in for years upon years not eventually develop a soul? 
 
     “…You… nightmare… you can hear my voice?” 
 
    “Yes, rather annoying that. I’d rather not have any errant voices running amok in my head.” 
 
    Onna took a cautious step back. She couldn’t hear Zyvar talking. No doubt, I must have seemed insane to anyone who couldn’t hear the voice. 
 
    “My name is Janus,” I said. “You’re Zyvar aren’t you? I can tell. You don’t like us nightmares being here.” 
 
    “Yes!” Zyvar screeched. “Yes! Yes! Leave! Leave! Fort not for Nightmares!” 
 
    “The Fort is mine now,” I said. “My Domain. We have a problem because I have a bad habit of not giving away things that are mine.” 
 
    “Fort not for Nightmares! Fort made to repel nightmares! Fort –” 
 
    “Fort is abandoned. Decrepit. Rundown.” I gestured. “If it weren’t for the nightmares here, you would be nothing. A relic lost to time. Consumed by nature. Overrun with animals, crumbling and breaking until the sunsets and sunrises turn you to dust. Is that what you want, Zyvar? To spend a thousand years dying, going quietly into that good night?” 
 
    Zyvar didn’t respond. 
 
    “Think carefully, Zyvar. What is a sword’s purpose? To lie, gathering dust eternally in its sheath? What is a shield’s purpose? To be hung up on a wall, rotting away as a decoration? What is a Fort? A graveyard of warriors, left behind to decorate the landscape? Is that what you are, Zyvar, ornamentation?” 
 
     “Master Sionis said Fort is a bastion. Bastion against the night.” 
 
    “Then, be a bastion,” I said. “Be my Bastion.” I rose my hand. “My name is Janus. I am the one who will become the King of Nightmares. To do this, I’ll certainly make no small number of enemies. So, Zyvar, rather than rot, would you not prefer to stand beside me, against the full might of the forces of Alamir?” 
 
    “…but… you are a Nightmare.” 
 
    I waved my hand. “And yet here I stand, the sole being who has been able to hear your voice in thousands of years. If I am not worthy to command you, then who is?” 
 
    The ground rumbled. Shook. Onna, behind me, struggled to find her footing. My lips, curled behind my mask, as I rose my right hand into the air. 
 
    “Well, Zyvar!” I roared. “Who is worthy?!” 
 
    The Fort was shaking. I could hear the panic of the nightmares. I focused instead, on my power, the power of the [Gatekeeper] and the power of my authority as the owner of Fort Zyvar. 
 
    My eyes lit up at the sight of a floating blue light. The spirit of the Fort. The light swirled, blinking like a firefly dancing atop fireworks. Turning and shaping, swirling and taking form, until, it landed directly before me. 
 
    The person before me was a young, disheveled man with dusty brown hair and empty white eyes. In broken Greek-style armor littered with a million cuts, the spirit of Fort Zyvar stood on shaky legs. 
 
    “If… If I must serve you – I must test your mettle. Do – do you have what it takes… nightmare… to command me?” 
 
    Do I have what it takes to command? 
 
    I chortled. “Zyvar…” I rose my right hand. Channeling my power. “KNEEL.” 
 
    You have used the Skill: [Spirit Manipulation]. 
 
    You have used the Skill: [Gatekeeper].  
 
    Title: [User] has come into effect. 
 
    Title: [Demiurge] has come into effect. 
 
    You have consumed [1] Influence Point. 
 
    You have been recognized by the System. 
 
    You are exuding [Sovereignty]. 
 
    Zyvar dropped to both knees, screaming. “I YIELD! I YIELD!” 
 
    I drew back my power. Stopped the lull of overwhelming pressure that smacked down unto the spirit like a thousand falling planets. Zyvar was left, on the ground, coughing, bleeding, wounded. The fort was almost crumbling into pieces, walls, fading and falling. 
 
    [You have attained Sovereignty over Fort Zyvar] 
 
    Your Domain: [Fort Zyvar] has reached the Maximum Level. 
 
    You now have [Absolute Control] over the Domain: [Fort Zyvar]. 
 
    You may now freely edit, control, set and manipulate the rules of your Domain. 
 
    “Now…” I took a deep breath. “[Upgrade].” 
 
    [Domain Sovereignty Found] 
 
    [Gatekeeper Activated] 
 
    Upgrading… 
 
    A Monster’s [Domain] was their little slice of paradise. A slice space that belonged exclusively to them. A monster who attained the highest level of a Domain would be able to turn that Domain into their pocket-dimension and effectively play god – although with some limitations. They could set rules of reality that would apply within, such as making gravity inverted or making the air produce carbon dioxide instead of oxygen. There were limits because limits were always needed on such things to prevent them from being game-breakers, and so I couldn’t create certain organic or sentient material. Of course, I could probably circumvent those limits with the right skills. 
 
    “Un…unbelievable…” 
 
    I willed Fort Zyvar’s walls to be reinforced titanium, and my wish came to be. I willed the ground to be gold, and so it became gold. [Earth Control] allowed me to manipulate earth normally. The Domain was merely an extension of my power, enabling me to use it as I desired. 
 
    I willed my Tungsten Golem Artillery to man the walls, and they came to life, standing at attention. I willed Tungsten Golem Infantry to patrol the gates, and they came to be. I desired the broken walls to be fixed, the courtyard to be stretched out, the tower to ascend further to the sky. I willed, with [Ice Manipulation] a giant frozen fountain to rise from the center of the ground in my likeness. I told the ice to never melt, and it wouldn’t. I told the water to be clean from deep within the ground, and it was. I commanded clouds, to form at the ground level and exist in the shape of furniture, and so it was.  
 
    Within one’s Domain, one was a god. 
 
    ‘Don’t let it go to your head.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Yes, mother. 
 
    In the end, this was only possible because Fort Zyvar as a  Domain was at the maximum level. Getting a domain to the Max Level was stupid difficult. You would need to have fought off invaders time and time again to do that. I sidestepped that requirement because Fort Zyvar had already fought off invaders, time and time again. I was reaping from the hard work of all those poor nightmares, Elvani, and Hlahani warriors who’d died attacking and defending this place time and time again.  
 
    It wasn’t so much standing on the shoulders of giants as it was creating a skyscraper from a mountain of dead men. 
 
    “[Domain].” 
 
    Domains 
 
    You currently have (1) Domain: 
 
    [Fort Zyvar – Lv. Max] 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
     [Fort Zyvar – Lv. Max] 
 
    A Domain previously belonging to Erzili, the Slithercreep. It is located within the Hlahan Forest, in South-Eastern Alamir, three hundred stretches South-West of the Kataramenos Forest. Created in 311FE by the Hlahani Human Army as a means to prevent the advance of a rogue Elvani faction seeking domination of the South during the Elvani Wars. The Fort was championed and defended by one of the earliest of humanity’s Champions, Sionis the Savior. Ultimately, the Fort fell in 323FE, once Sionis met his demise at the hand of the Leporinian God-King Haresen. Since then, it has been used as a stronghold by different noble and ignoble individuals alike.  
 
    Core Domain Bonuses: 
 
    +200% HP Regen while within the Domain. 
 
    +150% MP Regen while within the Domain. 
 
    +100% EXP Gain while within the Domain. 
 
    Bonuses from Domain Defenses: 
 
    Infantry Bonus: +100% Attack Power while within the Domain. 
 
    Artillery Bonus: +100% Defense Power while within the Domain. 
 
    Bonuses from Domain Aesthetics: 
 
    Fountain of Janus: +50% Morale to Fort Inhabitants. 
 
    Streets of Gold: +20% Increase in Harvests.  
 
    Tower of the King: +1 Influence Point Per Day. 
 
    “Lord Janus!” 
 
    Erzili came running, Slim, Arol and Wunder trailing behind her. Onna, I just realized was flat on her ass, staring at the changed landscape like a child who’d stumbled into an amusement park for the first time. 
 
    “I am at your full command, Commander Janus,” Zyvar’s voice whispered into the air. 
 
    The spirit of the Fort whispered in my ear. Zyvar’s appearance had changed. Gone was the tattered and broken armor, replaced instead with a new, almost futuristic military attire. The spirit’s complexion was certainly brighter, with a brilliant smile that accompanied an odd, militaristic air. 
 
    “They still can’t see you, can they?” 
 
    “Only you, Commander, have that privilege.” 
 
    “Good,” I whispered. ‘Watch them for me.’ 
 
    Zyvar saluted. “As you wish, Commander.” 
 
    “You…” Erzili stared around the Fort. Drinking in the change of appearance. The sturdy walls. Cloud-furniture. The ice fountain. The Commander’s Quarters being a veritable tower in the sky. The golden streets and Tungsten Golems, marching and patrolling.  
 
    “…you fixed the fort.” 
 
    My lips twitched beneath my mask. The looks on their faces were priceless. Even Slim, the normally hard-to-read King of Wendigos was staring at the redesigned Fort Zyvar with an expression that belayed befuddlement. 
 
    Arol looked as if she was about to explode on the spot from excitement. She was trying hard, it seemed, to keep herself in check. 
 
    ‘Zyvar… install some indoor plumbing.’ 
 
    Ice taps and shower-heads galore. Public, because we were all nightmares here, and almost everyone was naked by default. Wunder walked around with his dick always visible, so I sorely doubted anyone was going to ask that they wanted privacy. 
 
    “Consider it a small token of appreciation,” I said. 
 
    “Appreciation?”  
 
    I hummed. “My submitting yourself to me as my eternal slave, I gained access to this Fort. The very least I could do was make it more… livable.” 
 
    “That’s one hell of an understatement,” Wunder whispered. 
 
    “Even Oreilles does not have streets of gold.” Slim agreed. 
 
    [From improving the living conditions of Fort Zyvar, your Minion’s Loyalty to you has gone up!] 
 
    Quest Objectives Complete! 
 
    
    	 Increase the Fort’s Defenses – [Complete!] 
 
    	 Increase the Fort’s Offensive Capability – [Complete!] 
 
    	 Increase the Fort’s Morale – [Complete!] 
 
    	 Attain Full Control of the Fort – [Complete!] 
 
   
 
    All in a day’s work… 
 
    “Now, then. Where was I?” 
 
    I spun my attention on Onna. She jerked straight like a student who’d been called out by a teacher. “Seven fingers.” 
 
    “Y-yes, Lord Janus?” 
 
    “We’re off to complete our stroll.” 
 
    Erzili cleared her throat. “Lord Janus –” 
 
    “Relax.” I waved my hand. “Onna and I are only going to have a casual chat.” 
 
    At the end of the day, I would end up killing an entire flock of birds with one single stone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: Antiquity 
 
    [Path A: Janus] 
 
    Having a split personality – not a split personality! – helping me complete tasks in a separate timeline was something I initially held my reservations about, but ultimately could not argue with the results. Sunny was me – but not me – in that he said and did things I wouldn’t bother saying or doing, but would not deny that there were all things I could have feasibly said or done. Making the streets gold though? 
 
    I chuckled as I scrolled through Erzili’s books, the Slithercreep hovering over my shoulder, and raising an eyebrow in a surprisingly detailed understanding of human micro-expressions. “Does the history of Alamir’s world amuse you so much, Lord Janus?” 
 
    “It’s rather convoluted,” I said, picking up the book. “Humans seem to be in agreement that the world was created by the Prince and His Nine, but the Elvani disregard the view of them as gods and insist they were mortals from a higher plane of existence, the so-called ‘Fourth Dimension.’” 
 
    I ran my hand through my hair, grabbing another book. “The Midwarfs agree with the Elvani, but claim that the Prince was a Midwarf who traveled through worlds, and would one day come back on the Ship That Sails Through Stars, Skithblathnir. And then, he’ll take all of his chosen with him to their true homeworld of Fólkvangr before the prophesied end-of-times.” 
 
    I dropped that book and picked up another. “And then, the Leporinians don’t even give a damn about the Prince, and instead worship their God-King Haresen, who vanished, and thus began the Leporinian Great Pilgrimage. Every single one of them believes that they’ll be the ones to find their missing Messiah.” 
 
    Erzili laughed. “It seems all rather straightforward.” 
 
    I dropped that book as well, rubbing my eyes. “Why does no one agree on a single true origin point?” 
 
    “Why do you desire to know about Alamir’s origins so desperately?” 
 
    “Because of this,” I gestured my hands into the air, summoning a piece of chalk with [Earth Control] and then writing, in the air, two words:  
 
    Hello, World. 
 
    Despite writing it out in the air, the words appeared and hung, white with chalk. “The Antediluvian Hieroglyphs. Or Mothertongue. Or Lost Language. Or Cursed Language. Or whatever different name it has. Someone or something was the one who put this system in place, the Nightscripts, the levels, domains, minions – etcetera.” 
 
    Erzili walked over to the shelf, grabbing another book and furrowing her brow. “You believe that Alamir’s creator is responsible for the Mothertongue?” 
 
    “They have to be,” I said. “I found it odd that none of the books or creation myths mentioned the language, or even hinted at this possibility. At least, none of the books you have here.” 
 
    Erzili’s gaze snapped to the neat stack of books I arranged on one side. “…how did you go through all those books?” 
 
    “I’ve always been a fast reader.” 
 
    “Erzili thought you did not know how to read.” 
 
    “I know how to read. I just couldn’t read Alamir’s languages. But there was something I could use that helped me.” 
 
    I grabbed another dusty book with ineligible squiggles that told me the language was Jezik and wrote out with chalk on the book: 
 
    TRANSLATE 
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Authorization Found.] 
 
    [Demiurge: Janus] 
 
    [Command Authorized.] 
 
    Upon opening the book, the squiggles and lines had English text superimposed directly above it, enabling me to read and know what words meant what. 
 
    “That is… useful.” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    I wiped off the chalk, and the superimposed English text vanished, returning the squiggly lines to be their normal self. Erzili glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, and I glanced back. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing at all, Lord Janus – Erzili is merely… impressed.” 
 
    ‘Read: she’s pissed that we don’t have to rely on her.’ Sunny’s voice quipped. 
 
    “It’s nothing at all.” You think so? 
 
    ‘If she’d taught us how to read, she’d be able to shape and choose what we learned. Mold and form our ideas and opinions, and make sure they align with her motives. But by reading and learning without her, we can avoid that. All we have to be on the look-out is for the biases in the book, not the biases in the teacher.’  
 
    “It seems Erzili’s collection is incomplete,” Erzili lamented. “The knowledge you seek must be within the far older, far more antique tomes. The Grand Archives of Saint Marie du Médecin may have what you’re looking for. It is touted to be the largest collection of knowledge in the world, though Erzili cannot vouch for those claims.” 
 
    A library? “And why not?” 
 
    Erzili turned to the map posted on the wall, pointing to a single spot. “The Holy Empire of Maris is… restricted, in who may enter and who may not. The country chose the Saint as their patron goddess, taking one of the Nine and making her into a deity revered above all others. The rest of the world found it baffling to worship a servant of the creator rather than the creator himself, and shunned them, thinking it would make them rethink the error of their ways.” 
 
    I rubbed my nose. “Let me guess, it didn’t.” 
 
    “The Marisians were convinced that their persecution was a sign of being on the right path, and entrenched themselves further in their beliefs. They developed, rapidly. There is a saying, ‘if one be afflicted with a curse or sickness from which there is no cure, find a Marisian, and he shall give you three.’” 
 
    My brow rose. Erzili laughed. “It sounds like an exaggeration. Erzili assures you, if anything, it is an understatement. The Holy Empire of Maris has both the finest, and the largest number of healers, priests, clerics, physicians and surgeons in all of Alamir.” 
 
     “A country of doctors,” I muttered underneath my breath. “Imagine that.” 
 
    “If you’re considering visiting, Erzili would highly recommend against it,” Erzili said, immediately. “Marisians, while remarkable, have little room for anyone who disrespects or does not follow their faith. Those who do not worship the Saint are branded faithless at best, and heretics at worse. In the brief time Erzili visited, Erzili witnessed a child stab his mother seventy-two times in the middle of the street because she was branded a heretic. The child was later awarded a medal of nobility and honor.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    ‘Holy shit we should visit that place.’ Sunny laughed. 
 
    “Fortunately, their healers and physicians all swear the Oath of Nil Nocere and are required by Marisian law to obey it. If a healer is found to have willfully or knowingly committed harm against a patient, they are punished severely.” 
 
    “…I take it the Marisians have a group of people who go around converting others to their religion, usually at held at sword-point?”  
 
    “You’ve encountered the Vertueux?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I just guessed. Fanatical religions tend to spread into the military, one way or another.” 
 
    ‘We should visit. We need to know what sort of medical practices Alamir has on offer, and if there’s anything we can get out of it.’ 
 
    I stretched my arms, taking a stand from my sitting position. “I think that’s enough of a history lesson for one day.” 
 
    “Indeed. There is much we must do.” Erzili’s hand stretched out, grabbing a book from the shelf. “Initially, Erzili was going to bring this up later, but Erzili feels now might be the right time.” 
 
    “Bring what up?” 
 
    “Remember when you said your Epithet Skill was the power to turn back time?” 
 
    “…what about it?” 
 
    She held the book open. “Whereas Erzili does not doubt that you will survive in the battle against Giggles and against all foes we have to face, Erzili does not feel too confident about her darlings. Erzili desires for them to be stronger, but Erzili is lacking the patience needed for them to grow naturally. A nightmare gains power as they fight and age, but there is also the risk of death and demise. Erzili needs safeguards against this,” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “You can’t safeguard against death.” 
 
    “With The Heart of Sisyphus, it becomes possible.” 
 
    My brow furrowed harder. “The Heart of Sisyphus?” 
 
    “A Floater Relic. An artifact of immense power that can overrule everything under the sun. Once one is with it, supposedly, they cannot die or fail until they complete a task or finish a condition that they must have set beforehand. If they die before they can complete that task, or fail to complete it, they are sent back to the moment at which they set the condition, and must try again.” 
 
    She brought the book to my attention, showing me the image of what, to my surprise, was a crude drawing of a human heart attached to a chain. 
 
    “The Heart of Sisyphus can also be considered a curse. If one were to set a condition that can never be fulfilled, they would find themselves starting over, doomed to attempt an impossible task for eternity.” 
 
    ‘Janus?’ Sunny was quick on the take. ‘This might be good for us. To have a safety net knowing that if we fail…’ 
 
    We’d be able to start over. Complete with our memories. 
 
    “Where can we find it?” 
 
    Erzili snapped the book shut. “Erzili does not know.” She admitted. “Erzili searched for centuries but could never find it. The Heart of Sisyphus is one of the first of Alamir’s Relics. I searched an ancient ruin once, and saw murals that narrated the story of the Heart of Sisyphus as the very artifact that allowed the Prince to triumph against the Mother – that allowed light to endlessly challenge darkness until darkness was defeated.” 
 
    I scratched my hair. “If you don’t know where it is, why bring it up?” 
 
    “As a Demiurge, you have access to certain commands that only Nightly Ones do. One of these commands should include the word ‘Find’ written in the Mothertongue. With it, you should be able to find anyone and anything, as long as your authority is suitable enough.” 
 
    ‘Jesus. Talk about sheer bullshit.’ 
 
    I grabbed my chalk again. Erzili stared at me, anxiously, and I took a deep breath, before writing into the air: FIND THE HEART OF SISYPHUS. 
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Error!] 
 
    [Authorization Failed] 
 
    [You have not met the requirements needed to access this command.] 
 
    Requirements Needed: 
 
    Tier 7+ 
 
    High [Sense] Parameter. 
 
    Any High Level [Scrying] Skill 
 
    Any High Level [Scrying] Spell 
 
    Any [Scrying] Item 
 
    “Well?” Erzili asked, eagerly. 
 
    “I don’t have the requirements needed,” I said. “Not strong enough, and don’t possess any scrying abilities.” 
 
    The wind didn’t vanish from her sails. If anything, she seemed more determined than before. “You can use the ‘Display’ command to search for alternative options in cases when you don’t meet the requirements.” 
 
    My suspicion rose immediately. “How… how do you…?” 
 
    “Erzili will explain in due course, but first – please, Lord Janus.” 
 
    Grabbing the chalk again, I wrote out the words in the air: DISPLAY REQUIREMENT ALTERNATIVES. 
 
    Requirement Alternatives: 
 
    Using the following items, you may access the Find Command for “The Heart of Sisyphus” item: 
 
    Human Champion’s Blood x1 
 
    Nine Starred Devil Pentagram x1 
 
    Hair of a Nightly One x 1 
 
    Alhamisian Virgin Sacrifice x 9 
 
    Heart of a Beloved x 1 
 
    “It says I need –” 
 
    “That’s it?” Erzili’s voice broke out, as she stared at the words floating in the air. “That’s all Erzili needed, all this time?” 
 
    “You –” something clicked. “You can read it.” I realized. “You can read English.” 
 
    Erzili didn’t answer me. Instead, she paced back and forth across the room, muttering words to herself that I realized I could not understand. It was the first time I was hearing a language in Alamir that I couldn’t understand. 
 
    “You… lied to me.” 
 
    She stopped her pacing, turning to stare at me with amused eyes. “Come now, Janus darling, you were never entirely upfront with Erzili either.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. “When have I not been upfront with you?” 
 
    “Other than telling me a fake Epithet Skill, you never did bother to mention who exactly your Nightly One was. Darling, were you ever going to mention that you were named by the Druid Sage of Perpetual Insanity? The Avatar of Omega?” 
 
    I took a step back. “How did you –” 
 
    A book emerged from her chest. Thick, pitch black. No, it was vantablack, absorbing so much visible light that it appeared to be a shapeless darkness in reality. Atop the book, were English words, written, in glowing cursive script: 
 
    The Book of Nightly Ones:  
 
    The First and Last Records of the Nightmares of Alamir 
 
    “This, Janus darling,” she said. “Every nightmare who has ever been named and who will ever be named. Every Nightwitch or Nightshaman. Their names are chronicled within this book.” 
 
    I remembered. No, how could I have forgotten? In that first timeline where I encountered Arol and Wunder, they told me about the book, and Erzili herself had attempted to test my knowledge when I said I was named by Mavros Cuvar. 
 
    “You…” There were little words I had. “Who… are you?” 
 
    I knew nothing, truly of Erzili. Nothing except the words she’d chosen to feed me. Words which, for all I knew, were nothing but lies. Dreams, which were nothing but empty words meant to fool me. 
 
    “Erzili is Erzili.” She inserted the book back into her chest, her form once more to a light-skinned, tanned blonde with dark purple eyes. 
 
    “That can’t be all there is to it.” I shook my head. “You have a book like that,. You can read Engl – the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs. You know more about the system and the world than you’re letting on. Why? Why are you hiding so much? Or is it… is this just your nature?”  
 
    Erzili didn’t say anything. Instead, her form morphed once more. Changed, once more. She kept changing forms, shifting and morphing, until she settled, finally, on the form of a raven-haired woman with dark eyes, and noticeably, an odd, strange tattoo on her neck. 
 
    She sighed, placing her hand over the tattoo. “Erzili is… a lot older, than you were led to believe darling. The title of Elder One is not given without merit. And once upon a time, Erzili had a different title.” 
 
    “A different title?” 
 
    “Once upon a time, Erzili’s title, was the Night Emperor of Lust.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: Devotion 
 
    [Path B: Sunny] 
 
    Leaving the Fort behind and returning to the forest gave an odd, strange sense of nostalgia. The scent of grass and trees, the chirps of birds and cries of crickets. Considering the forest had been my home for a long time, while I was crawling about as a worm or skittering around as a skink. In a sense, being able to stand tall and not at the same level as the grass had done a lot to make me enjoy the forest now, rather than loathe it. Now, the forest gave me a sense of tranquility that I could enjoy. 
 
    My company, on the other hand, did not. 
 
    “So… hot!” 
 
    Frosty was an understatement. Trees, grass, and living creatures froze solid from her approach. She left behind a visible trail of frost with her movements. She cursed underneath her breath as the sun began to reach higher and higher in the day, clearly not a fan at all of the heat. It didn’t help that since we had left the Fort, I’d said hardly a word to her, and merely instructed her to follow me and not keep me waiting. 
 
    A part of me reveled in the amusement of seeing seven-fingers angrily slice through vines and thorns with a sword of ice, groaning and hissing when her lack of spatial awareness led to the occasional scratch or fumble. Indeed, I wondered how she found herself joining Erzili in the first place when it was so abundantly clear that forests were not her ally. 
 
    “How… how much further?” 
 
    It was the sixth time she’d asked me that question. I didn’t answer her and instead kept moving, following the direction on my World Map that told me where I needed to go. The range of my map had expanded significantly after Erzili’s geography lessons, and after studying all the maps in her room. I knew far more of Alamir’s geography than I did when I first started, which was something that filled me with a rich sense of confidence. 
 
    I turned my gaze to the sun, judging that it was an hour or two past noon. I didn’t mind. Though, I felt I needed to find alternative means of transport. While I could create a metal horse to ride, it felt like a chore. A part of me wanted a vehicle that I didn’t need to maneuver, or something smart enough to not require a step-by-step input for me to control. Unfortunately, Onna’s aura of frosty cold made it so animals would flee long before we caught up to them.  
 
    “Enough!” came the Yuki-Onna’s cry. “Enough!” she roared, panting, exhausted, making me shake my head at the very pitiable stamina she had. “Walking all this distance under this sun – if you desire to kill me then do it and let us end this journey!” 
 
    “Why would I want to kill you?” 
 
    She rose her head, panting. “W-what?” 
 
    “I asked a question. Why would I want to kill you?” 
 
    “I – I don’t know – perhaps to keep Leader Erzili to yourself.” 
 
    I barked a laugh. “Is that really what you think?” 
 
    Onna grit her teeth. “Is that not your purpose?” 
 
    “No,” I said flatly. “Well, partially. Half of me wants that, half of me doesn’t. But that’s still no reason to drag you other here. If I wanted you dead, I’d have done it at the Fort.” 
 
    “Then… why are we here?” 
 
    “I did say I was going for a walk, and that I needed someone to accompany me,” I explained. “You and I needed to have a long conversation.” 
 
    She stared at me with a stink eye. “Over what?” 
 
    “You’re a soulborn.”  
 
    “What of it?” 
 
    I allowed my shoulders to rise and fall. “Morbid curiosity. How did you die?” 
 
    “Starving. Alone. Shivering in the snow-capped peaks of the Takumian Winterlands and cursing my own stupidity.” 
 
    She had my attention immediately. I’d assumed her transformation into a Yuki-Onna had something to do with how she died, but I didn’t expect the sheer bitterness of her tone. With my right hand, I conjured myself an armrest in the forest, and with my left, I conjured one for her as well. 
 
    I sat, crossing my legs and staring. “Go on.” 
 
    It was with great reluctance that seven-fingers sat, staring at me cautiously “Of what import is my past life to you?” 
 
    “Morbid curiosity,” I said. “Also, you’re the only nightmare in Fort Zyvar who spoke up against me. I should be annoyed, angry even, but instead I’m intrigued. Where does that defiant streak come from? Do you have a history of opposing kings and monarchs?” 
 
    She flinched, ever so slightly. “No – not oppose – but…” 
 
    I leaned back into my chair. “Start from the beginning. Do you remember your name, before you became a nightmare?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you remember who you were?” 
 
    “…A Takumian.” 
 
    “I heard from Erzili that Takumians are rare to find.” 
 
    “We’re not rare,” she snapped. “The Royal Family simply isolates Takum from the rest of the world because they’re afraid of outside influence challenging their authority. The same family has ruled for generations, and no one questions it. No one questions how things are done, how they could be done better. No one even questions how the Royal Family is filled with incestuous degenerates.” 
 
    Bingo. I leaned forward. “Start, from the beginning.” 
 
    I was supposed to be busy, training, grinding, and getting experience points, but there was knowledge to be had here. More than knowledge, there was power, lying dormant in Onna. Her cryokinesis was something I possessed, but I knew that if we were of the same Tier and strength, my version would not hold a candle to hers. 
 
    “I was born beautiful, my first mistake.” She began. “The King of Takum was known to find beautiful orphans. Pick them up from the streets. Dress them. Robe them. Teach them. Groom them from young till they were “ripe” and then summon them to his bedchambers, whispering soft words into their ears about how they would be Queen.” 
 
    She laughed bitterly. “Foolish little me, I believed it. I fell for all the lies, the snake gave. At first, I never questioned it. Things changed when the King’s little brother entered my room one night, ordering me to strip. I sent him away. I complained – but it was pointless. The King believed in ‘sharing.’ He told me, that it was common in the Royal Family. To keep their blood strong and connection to the Visitor deep, they occasionally did such things.” 
 
    She shuddered. A feat that brought me a small amount of surprise. “The King’s brother. His cousin. His uncle. His nephew. Even his niece and aunt. Sometimes one at a time. Sometimes in groups. I understood then that I was a fool. I was there to be a toy. A plaything for the Royal Family. A distraction. And so, I tried to escape. My second mistake. If only I had –” she stopped abruptly. 
 
    “If only you had?” 
 
    “Why… am I even telling you any of this? What possessed me to begin to bare my heart –” Her eyes locked upon me, understanding slowly dawning. “This… this is [Muliebrity]. This is… Leader Erzili’s ability!” 
 
    I sighed, shaking my head. “Darn. You noticed.” 
 
    [Muliebrity] was Erzili’s Epithet Skill. A rather nifty thing, even though it was nowhere near as versatile or useful as my [Duality] or [Gatekeeper]. Erzili’s ability was subtle in the manner it worked, slowly turning enemies into allies as one would spill their true unfiltered thoughts and opinions from their heart without regard. As Erzili was my minion, I had access to all of her skills, and I discovered, to my surprise, this included Epithet Skills.  
 
    “You – you charlatan!” 
 
    She roared, charging directly at me with a blast of cold. I laughed. Even if I didn’t have my tungsten armor, it was pointless. I watched the trees around us crackle and snap from the frost. The ground froze a thousand times over, blades of grass immortalized in crystals, a veritable snowstorm of all-consuming cold, taking the forest around me and ending anything that moved or lived. 
 
    The blast of cold ended. I rose my right hand over my mouth as if to yawn. She stood, panting, staring, baffled and bewildered. 
 
    “H-how?” 
 
    I stood from my earthen throne, walking forward, dusting off the remnants of frost from my armor. I towered over her, easily, and, brought my right foot forward, straight into her stomach. She folded in half like a chair, eyes bulging as she vomited and coughed up slushy ice. 
 
    “Now, now, seven-fingers, I should take an arm and a leg for you daring to attack me, but as I am feeling generous, I’ll simply let that hit suffice.” 
 
    In the brief hours we’d been walking, I spent it using [Ice Manipulation] on myself over and over again, doing so subtly enough that she never noticed. There was a new item on my list of immunities: [Frost Damage Immunity.] 
 
    Due to my Genocidal title, each time I killed a member of a species, I got better at killing a member of that species, and in turn, members of that species dealt less damage to me. I’d killed her once already, so I took less damage from her.  
 
    Even if Onna were to grab a sword and try to ram it in-between my eyes, it wouldn’t do much harm. On the other hand, because of my title, my attacks certainly did do a lot. 
 
    It was also why she was gasping and throwing up from the minor kick I’d given her.  
 
    “I wonder if you realize you’re currently the weakest of Fort Zyvar’s lieutenants.” 
 
    “W-what?”  
 
    “Wunder, he’s hard to put down. Arol, she has a weakness, but most people won’t find it in their first battle. Slim… I don’t have much to go on, but he’s certainly more versatile. You, however? All you have is ice. Without it, you’re no different from a defenseless girl. You have terrible stamina, a poor battle sense –” 
 
    “SHUT UP!” 
 
    She charged at me, summoning to swords of ice in her hands. I side-stepped her swings. They were wild. Frantic. Inelegant. My brows furrowed beneath my mask as I found something instantly wrong with her movements. My brain was telling me what she was doing wrong before she did it. My instincts were flaring, informing me that she was making all the rookie mistakes of a swordsman. Putting all of her strength in her swings. Using wide, open movements filled with dozens of holes. 
 
    My right foot stuck out, my body jerking to the side, tripping her into the dirt. She rose again, and I batted away her swing with my left hand, disarming her, and flicking her once more unto the ground. 
 
    Oh this is interesting. I’m not a swordsman, yet, I can read through swordplay easily. This is Zyvar’s doing isn’t it? 
 
    Roaring, she swung at me again. “Your swing is too wide,” I said. “You wind-up your movements so much that it’s almost as if you’re begging me to dodge it.” 
 
    “Shut up!”  
 
    I caught the blades with my fingers. She tried to budge them. I applied a little pressure and watched the swords snap. She backed away, panting, snarling. “You – you dare! Using Erzili’s ability – you wish to steal me away from her, is that it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yes.” 
 
    She backed away, eyes widening in surprise. 
 
    “What, did you think I wouldn’t admit it?” I dusted some left-over frost from my armor. “I overheard you. You believed I wasn’t worthy, for Erzili to follow. For Erzili to choose as a leader.” 
 
    “I stand by my belief that Erzili deserves better.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    It was amusing, seeing her face contort in confusion. “…what?” 
 
    “Erzili deserves better,” I repeated. “You, Onna, are weak. Does Erzili not deserve one better than you?” 
 
    She flinched. “I – no – I am Erzili’s most devout –”  
 
    I rose my hand. “Listen. You’re not my enemy. Erzili is devoted to me. You are devoted to Erzili. If you are on Erzili’s side, my side, I need you to be stronger. If you cannot do that, then why do you even serve Erzili?” 
 
    Onna’s lips smacked shut. She gritted her teeth, her face twisting into a myriad of conflicting emotions. Her fists clenched tightly as her entire body shook. 
 
    “Erzili… Erzili is an existence beyond you,” she said. “When my Nightshaman, Zimra Vigo found my soul, wandering the cold frigid wasteland, he glanced upon me with apathy and gave a new name – Onna. He named me, and he told me, he did it for me to take vengeance on the Takumian Royal Line. I tried. I failed. King Gawa devastated me. Almost killed me a second time. I fled, barely escaping.” 
 
    She laughed. “When Zimra found me, he was disappointed. He cursed me. He told me, ‘you shall wander Alamir forever, in search of a purpose you shall never find, and meet a pathetic end.’ I did. For years. For over two hundred years I wandered, entering small towns and settlements, freezing to death everything and everyone I encountered. The White Death they started to call me. I believed this was my destiny. To merely roam Alamir, bringing cold and nothingness, until I encountered the one that would finally end me.” 
 
    “But something changed.” 
 
    “Erzili found me.” Onna’s lips twitched. “Erzili approached me, untouched to my frost, my cold. With a beautiful form and a smile, Erzili stretched out a hand, and gave me a purpose. Erzili undid my curse with three simple words –” 
 
    It was the first time I saw the ice-woman smile. “Be My Darling.” 
 
    Onna crossed her arms. She averted her gaze away from me, staring into the sky. “I need not think of a purpose. Erzili’s will is my will. Erzili’s purpose is my purpose. Erzili is all I live for. For all the power you have, to me, Erzili will always be worth a million of you.”  
 
    Absolute, unwavering devotion. A small part of me respected Onna for it. A small part of me questioned, if Erzili knew just how much Onna was devoted, and just to what extent the Yuki-Onna would go. Who am I kidding? Erzili knew.  
 
    Erzili understood most definitely, certainly, knew. 
 
    Dusting my hands, I pointed north. 
 
    “What do you think lays beyond those trees?” 
 
    “That direction…” It took her a few seconds. “Krvavi Lagoon?” She snapped her gaze to me. “You – you can’t be serious.” 
 
    “If you can kill Giggles, not only do you become much stronger, you also find yourself in Erzili’s favor. You, Onna, not me, the Demiurge, were the one to destroy Giggles and claim Krvavi Lagoon for Fort Zyvar. You’d have succeeded at a task that I was meant to do. I imagine Erzili will reward you bountifully.” 
 
    I understood how Onna worked. She would die, for Erzili. Jump in front of a train at a moment’s notice for Erzili. She would throw her hand into her chest and rip out her heart if Erzili commanded it.  
 
    Getting her to respect me as Erzili’s Master would never work. She would loathe it and hate me for it all the way. Making it so I brought her closer to the one object of her desire, however, to the one thing in the universe she followed and revered more than anything – 
 
    That was the method I would use to turn Onna from my enemy, into my confidant. 
 
    “How?” she asked. The interest was in her eyes immediately. “Krvavi Lagoon is surrounded by a deadly mist that makes it impossible to navigate through. There is also the toxic laughing fog and the endless number of Mistlings, and Giggles is said to be as strong, if not stronger than Leader Erzili – ”  
 
    “You’re saying you don’t believe you can do it?” 
 
    “I said no such thing.” 
 
    “Then, we shall triumph.” 
 
    I clinked my armor into place.  
 
    “For Erzili – you said you would do anything?” 
 
    The frost-woman nodded. “Anything.” 
 
    “Then, follow me, and let us test the true power of your devotion.” 
 
    /∞/ 
 
    In my second life as the creature known as Janus, I’d undergone a series of battles. My first was the Fight Against the Fire Ant, which I lost horribly, as I was a worm. My second was Battle Against Agkistrodon, which I won by sheer determination after being swallowed. Following that, was my Assault Against the Ant Colony. I conquered an entire colony of fire ants and earned my [Genocidal] title for it. The following battle was the Assault on Refuge Rock, where I lost, was killed, by the Kadulja of the Druids, and thus became an undead creature. 
 
    In terms of the number of victories versus losses, I seemed almost even. Except, it wasn’t true. I had failed, a thousand times more than I had succeeded. [Duality] was the power to fail and try again. The power to learn from your mistakes, and attempt a second try. For every victory I earned, there was at least one prior loss. 
 
    Approaching Krvavi Lagoon with Onna behind me told me instinctively that I would not be able to win without first suffering a humbling defeat. The fog was unbelievably, disgustingly thick. Thick enough for me to have to rely on my High Ghilan senses to navigate, and even that was not enough. [Thermal Sensing], [Serpent Olfactory Sensing], [Greater Rabbit Ear], and [Wolf’s Tracking] were applied judiciously to give me the ability to navigate through the fog. My World Map was blurred over as well, meaning that only someone with an absurd number of navigational abilities would ever stand a chance in making their way through. 
 
    Fortunate for me, unfortunate for anyone else. 
 
    “Don’t let go of my hand.” 
 
    Onna couldn’t see in the fog. I could make her out, thanks to [Thermal Sensing] as an overwhelmingly blue, feminine shape. My gaze could also make out other, smaller blue shapes in the fog. The nightmares were called Mistlings. Small, tiny little devils with ugly faces, sharp teeth, claws, and a perpetually present laugh. 
 
    They vanished and reappeared, vanished and reappeared, a large group circling Onna and I. They were what one had if one mixed imps with ninjas and smokescreen. Utilizing the fog to their benefit, they could disappear and turn invisible within the mist, and then reappear behind you, sharp claws and fangs ready to tear you to shreds. 
 
    For the most part, they had not attacked yet, and instead, were only watching. That was good. 
 
    “I can’t see anything.” 
 
    “Focus on the mist. Try to sense it.” 
 
    “Sense? Do I look like a hunting dog?” 
 
    “Your Epithet Skill is [Frigidity] isn’t it? Use it.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    I blinked. How did I know that? I knew what her Epithet Skill was without her ever mentioning it. Was it because she was a nightmare in my Domain? 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you haven’t been using it to its full extent. Watch.” 
 
    [Ice Manipulation] was my reward skill from killing Onna in a previous timeline. I rose my hand into the air, focusing, hard, on the fog. Fog and mist were still water at the end of the day. [Ice Manipulation] allowed me to control ice and all its other derivatives. I willed the fog, to clear and backed it up with as much MP as I could spare. 
 
    The Mistlings ran, letting out angry desperate cries as the fog pushed away from them, swirling like a tornado of clouds and letting the environment become visible. 
 
    [Flanking Immunity Activated] 
 
    My body spun without my input. My right hand swung out grabbing the neck of the Mistling that tried to attack me from behind. I clenched and the tiny creature’s neck snapped like it was made of bamboo. I tossed it into the air, waiting until it was at the right speed before punting it with my right leg into the horizon. 
 
    [Mistling x1 Killed] 
 
    [4,000 Experience Points Gained] 
 
    [The title {Genocidal} has come into effect for the species {Mistling}] 
 
    [25 Genocide Points Earned] 
 
    “Watch your back. The Mistlings don’t take kindly to me clearing the weather.” 
 
    Onna stared at my hand. “You can control the fog?” 
 
    “So can you.” 
 
    “All I can control is ice. Freeze things and create things but nothing more. I can’t turn my ice into water. I’ve tried several times to no avail.” 
 
    Well that’s odd. [Ice Manipulation] that allowed me to control water was most definitely a skill I got from Onna. I wagered either she was not yet at a level high enough to do so, or she did not have the necessary amount of MP to do so. 
 
    “If you can’t control the fog, focus on getting rid of the Mistlings –” 
 
    “I can’t even see them –” 
 
    Cackling sounds erupted from around us. Traveling through the mist. The Mistlings possessed a primitive sort of intelligence, as they were not named creatures. Yet, even that primitive intelligence was enough to understand the simple strategy of eliminating the weakest link. 
 
    “Look out!” 
 
    [Diamond Bullet] filled the fog with the echo of supersonic cracks. Two more Mistlings fell, and Onna turned just in time to see them. I aimed, again, listening for the cackling, searching the fog for the signatures of life, and fired. One more fell from bullet to the center of the skull.  
 
    “The fog is increasing!” Onna called. 
 
    Swearing underneath my breath, I noticed the thickness of the fog double. “I can’t protect you and clear the fog at the same time.” 
 
    “Then don’t protect me! Just clear the – “ 
 
    The Mistling blindsided her. Sharp claws raked down the side of her face as she let out a furious cry. Hands appeared from within the fog, latching to her ankles. I swore. 
 
    “Onna!” 
 
    The hands dragged her further into the fog and I took off in pursuit. Nothing was going as I anticipated. However, it was fine. I was still calm. In another timeline, Onna was still safe, waiting impatiently with me while I ran this timeline. If she died here, I’d abandon this timeline and resume from the other one. 
 
    “Get your hands off me you pathetic maag!” 
 
    A pillar of ice rose from the ground, forming into a sharp blade. Onna emerged from it. Blue blood dripped down the side of her face. She kept her guard up in the fog, cautious and watching for Mistlings. 
 
    “You…” I pressed my lips together as I made out the pillar of ice through the fog. I’d seen her create blades. Create swords. Create a snowflake-shaped shuriken. “…don't have a lot of imagination.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You can freely shape your ice. Are knives, blades and jagged icicles really the only things you can think of making?” 
 
    “What else is there?” 
 
    “A shield. A chain that instantly freezes what it comes in contact with. A bow and arrow. Platforms that you can stand on or use to deflect attacks. A staircase, to elevate yourself to higher ground. Perhaps even, puppets of ice to use as distractions.” 
 
    She blanched at me. “What…” Her nose furrowed. Her lips opened, ready to give some sort of rebuttal, but then closed shortly after. 
 
    “Staircase,” I said. “Now.” 
 
    For once, Onna did not complain. A freezing staircase of ice rose from beneath our feet, taking us higher and higher, up and above the Mistlings at the ground. Onna, let out a cackle as we continued to ascend, leaving me crossing my arms. 
 
    “Your problem is a lack of imagination.”  
 
    “I’m not a minstrel, bard or poet. I was never raised to be able to conjure things from empty air. I grew being taught to serve above all else. What use would a toy have for imagination?” 
 
    “…touché.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s a… Marién expression. It means I concede.” 
 
    The staircase of ice rose further, and I began to focus on clearing the fog once more. The more I thought it over, the more I understood. Onna and I were worlds apart in terms of the level of education. She had been a poor commoner from the streets as a human, educated for the ultimate purpose of being a servant. I highly doubted they would give her novels and books to read and broaden her horizons.  
 
    Her power let her control ice. Create, shape and form ice. Unlike me, who could instantly think of using that power to create a thousand things in a thousand ways, Onna’s mind couldn’t extrapolate outward. She couldn’t envision creating an escalator of ice because she didn’t know what an escalator was. She couldn’t consider creating ice grenades because she’d never seen a grenade in action and did not know how it would work.  
 
    I possessed a repertoire of knowledge from fiction about individuals with cryokinesis who used it to do all manner of things from creating talking snowmen with carrot-noses to summoning their abominable counterparts or making clones of ice as traps, but Onna had no such frame of references to draw inspiration. 
 
    Not only Onna. Most nightmares – perhaps even Arol and Wunder. 
 
    “Onna,” I began. The fog was clearing up quickly. “Do you know what a tray is?” 
 
    “In Takum, such a thing clearly does not exist. Even the kings and queens must hold their hot meals in hand as custom demands.” 
 
    “Sarcasm. Excellent. Had we not been deep in enemy territory, I would almost appreciate it.” I said dryly. “Use your powers to create a tray, but circular. Make the front end and the back end sharp, like a blade.” 
 
    She molded the object, muttering underneath her breath. “What am I supposed to do with this?” 
 
    “Stand on it.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Do you want to lose more fingers? Stand on it.” 
 
    She did, wobbly standing on the board of ice, but immediately locking into place. “How…?” 
 
    “I noticed you don’t lose your balance when standing on ice. That’s good. Now, create a constant stream of ice from below the board using your feet. Imagine the board is a flame, and the ice you create is a trail of smoke.” 
 
    The fog cleared up, as did the Mistlings vanish, and I found myself standing on a frozen staircase several dozen feet in the air, helping Onna gain her balance as she stood on a board of ice. 
 
    “Now accelerate.” 
 
    With some trial and error, some, which took her getting used to creating a layer of ice as she moved, standing on the board. She was a quick study if nothing else, and in a matter of minutes, I had taught Onna the basics of a skill that would immediately skyrocket her aerial maneuverability. 
 
    The Yuki-Onna laughed as she shot through the air on her board, ice trailing behind her. “What… what do you call this activity?” 
 
    “Surfing,” I said. “Normally you’d need a large body of water and a wave, but we’re cheating with ice, so you can surf anywhere at any time.” 
 
    Though, this is less of surfing and more of you using an ice-powered hoverboard… Explaining exactly what a hoverboard was supposed to be would be too bothersome. For now, surfing was simpler. 
 
    The Yuki-Onna had a brilliant smile on her face as she zipped back and forth across the air, propelled by a disc of ice, laughing all the while. Without my input, she already started performing tricks, a 360 spin, a nosedive, a handstand, and going above and beyond to discard her board, pirouette in the air, and create a new one without losing any momentum. 
 
    She doesn’t have any imagination… but once she creates something, she knows instinctively how to make the best use of it. Intriguing. Useful. Does this only apply to her, or the other nightmares as well? 
 
    “Don’t stray too far. Remember, we’re still in enemy territory.” 
 
    She laughed, some more, ignoring my call. 
 
    “Onna. Enough.” 
 
    She didn’t stop. She was laughing. She continued laughing, zipping back and forth, laughing harder, and harder, and louder and louder. Her laugh changed from being filled with glee to being manic, uncontrollable. She rushed back at me, landing atop the icy staircase, and grasping my helm. 
 
    “H-ha – hahaha – hahahahahahaha!” 
 
    She tried to speak. Yet, before she could utter any words, she would start laughing again, laughing and grasping her chest. Laughing and slamming her head against my knee. For a brief moment, the laughter would stop, and she would open her lips, only for her to start laughing anew. 
 
    “Ha -hahahahaha – h-he- hahahahaha -me – haha!” 
 
    Help Me. 
 
    “This is…” 
 
    With one hand, she dragged me off the staircase of ice. The Lagoon was crystal clear below us. The fog was gone. Onna’s manic laughter continued, as we descended, her finger pointing straight toward a creature standing atop the clear water. 
 
     Giggles 
 
    [He Who Laughs Last] 
 
     [Elder One of Cosmic Humor] 
 
    [Ancestral Deity of Krvavi Lagoon] 
 
    Nuckelavee 
 
    Level ? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: Revelations 
 
    [Path A: Janus] 
 
    “Elder One?” 
 
    “It is a title given to a nightmare who has lived, at the barest minimum, nine-hundred and sixty-nine years,” Erzili explained. “An Elder One has their mastery alongside their title to indicate what the Elder One has mastered in the years they have been alive. Erzili is the Elder One of Ecstasy, which indicates all the years Erzili pursued and invested in the field of attaining mastery of human pleasure.” 
 
    Erzili sat on the bed, crossing her legs. “Erzili’s mastery of pleasure was the reason Erzili was approached, one day, by a mysterious being who at the time simply went by ‘The Dreamer’ bestowing the position and title of Night Emperor of Lust.” 
 
    “What does it mean, the title of Night Emperor?” 
 
    “There were seven of us originally, each one named after the seven vices. Two others eventually joined in, and we became known as the Nine Night Emperors. We were strong, darling. So strong that at the height of our power, all nine of us together nearly defeated an Anathema. We commanded territories spanning half a continent and had armies and vast Domains larger than countries. We were the strongest nightmares in Alamir, capable of challenging Champions. Alas, darling… it wasn’t to be.” 
 
    I frowned. “What happened?” 
 
    “The Dreamer happened. He was convinced, that Alamir wouldn’t last another thousand years. He said that we should all abandon ship. He argued there were numerous realities, universes, and timelines, some running parallel from ours. He urged us to leave Alamir and become gods in another reality.” 
 
    Erzili shook her head. “We believed it. We had no reason not to. The Dreamer’s Epithet Skill allowed him to foretell the future, so if he saw that the world was to end, we were inclined to trust him and search for greener pastures. Some of us were eager. Erzili agreed to Dreamer’s plans.” 
 
    Erzili waved her hand. “There was a machine constructed with thousands of enslaved Alamirians to take us across worlds – or so we believed. Ultimately, we realized too late that it was all the Dreamer’s ploy. There were no other worlds. The machine ripped the vast majority of us of our powers, and the Dreamer gained all of our Epithet Skills and powers for himself. His goal, he said, his true goal, was to challenge Alamir.” 
 
    “Challenge… Alamir?” I tested the words. “Challenge the world? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Erzili never quite understood it either. Dreamer said he had to ‘end it this time’ and took off. In the chaos surrounding his betrayal and disappearance, the rest of the Eight Night Emperors turned against each other. The Dreamer had not been the strongest of us, but he had been the one to bring us together and was the one that stopped us from killing one another. Without his leadership – the Nine Night Emperors were done. During this power struggle, Erzili was killed. Erzili’s lands – taken. Erzili’s darling army, beautiful castle – destroyed.” 
 
    “You were… killed?” 
 
    “At the time, yes. But a small fraction of Erzili remained. Small enough to regenerate from. Erzili was weak, weaker than Erzili had ever been… but Erzili was alive.” Erzili shook her head. “All of Erzili’s former enemies that knew Erzili as a Night Emperor began hunting Erzili for vengeance. None desired to let Erzili return to the height of power that Erzili once had. In between evading former powerful enemies and evading the fallout of Dreamer’s treachery, Erzili has been trying to rebuild... with so far, very little success.”  
 
    Erzili sighed. “And then, Erzili began hearing rumors. A new group had formed again – a new group that had taken on the mantle of the Nine Night Emperors. And once again, they were led by a person who called himself… Dreamer.” 
 
    Erzili laughed. “Though, there are clear differences now. This new group, rather than working together, it seems they all take orders from Dreamer. Erzili does not know why Dreamer resurfaced with this new group, but Erzili wants to find out. Erzili wants vengeance. Erzili wants answers.” 
 
    I pointed to myself. “And me? Where do I fit in?” 
 
    “Like you, Janus darling, Dreamer was a Demiurge.” 
 
    “…I see.” 
 
    “He was the one to teach Erzili the knowledge of the Nightscripts, the one to explain the Mothertongue, to decipher the language thus that we, the Night Emperors, would not go insane from reading it. However, as we were not Demiurges, we could never fully use the knowledge.”  
 
    I sat, rubbing the side of my head slowly as I came to terms with all the new information Erzili unloaded upon me. If there was anything I could glean from the knowledge, about, then it meant that Dreamer was the one that Oblivion had been talking about. The one who was trying to break into my world. The one Oblivion wanted me to stop at all costs, even if it meant destroying all of Alamir. 
 
    Him being a Demiurge like me and his knowledge of other worlds… 
 
    Is it possible he’s…? 
 
    “So your desire to create a world where man and nightmare can coexist…?” 
 
    “Janus, darling, Erzili is sorry, but Erzili told you from the start – Erzili will say whatever and do whatever to stay alive, and to complete Erzili’s goals.” 
 
    “That too was a lie.” 
 
    I didn’t know Erzili at all. Everything she had told me was a lie. The only truth in her words was that she lied a lot, which was the most ironic thing about it all. 
 
    “If the Night Emperors are your enemies, why didn’t you want me fighting them?” 
 
    “Darling, Erzili means no offense, but even at Erzili’s lowest moment as the Night Emperor of Lust, you as you are would not be able to leave a scratch on Erzili.” She shook her head. “That aside, Dreamer has the habit of killing all other Demiurges he manages to encounter. You aren’t even an Elder One yet Janus – you have not even been a nightmare for a year, for half of that. You do not have any chance against beings who have a millennium’s worth of experience.” 
 
    I wanted to stubbornly disagree. I was confident in my knowledge as a reincarnated person, and all the titles and tricks that came along with it. However, if my opponent was a Demiurge like I, if he was, as I suspected him to be, a reincarnated person from my world, then the stakes were different. 
 
    It was like a Level One player entering an MMO server for the first time, and within his first ten seconds, he decides to find the number one player who’d been in the game for over ten years, and then challenge them. 
 
    No game system would allow it. It wouldn’t even be worth calling a battle. Even with my [Duality] the gap was still insurmountable. 
 
    But with the Heart of Sisyphus… 
 
    From the look Erzili gave me, I could tell she was thinking the same thing. 
 
    Requirement Alternatives: 
 
    Using the following items, you may access the Find Command for “The Heart of Sisyphus” item: 
 
    Human Champion’s Blood x1 
 
    Nine Starred Devil Pentagram x1 
 
    Hair of a Nightly One x 1 
 
    Alhamisian Virgin Sacrifice x 9 
 
    Heart of a Beloved x 1 
 
    “The current Alhamisian Champion is General Hoplite Hierophantasia. The Marisian Champion is Saint Leone de Nostradame. The Takumian Champion is Prince Wukari ibn Raba. The Saba’ini Champion is Chief Avarga Khan, and the Gabani Champion is King Korol Zhaniye. Together, they make up the Five Champions of Humanity.” 
 
    “And we need to get blood from one of them?” 
 
    “The first two are out of the question,” Erzili said immediately. “Attempting to wound either the Alhamisian or Marisian Champion is a suicidal task. The remaining three are also difficult, but due to varying reasons rather than sheer power. The Kingdom of Takum is too far north to reach, and out of our grasp. The Saba’in Hordes have a Cockatrice Calvary that rides faster than the wind. The Gaban Dynasty is an impenetrable fortress.” 
 
    “So, it’s an impossible task.” 
 
    “At our current level of power… yes.” Erzili agreed reluctantly. “There are Five Champions of Humanity, and there were Nine Night Emperors. Nine couldn’t defeat Five. That speaks for the strength of each Champion.” 
 
    “So what do we do then?” 
 
    She rose from her seated position, walking back and forth, before turning to me. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “For now. For now, we’ll focus on increasing our power. Erzili will think of a method in time. Let us simply focus on increasing the strength of Fort Zyvar, and dominating the Hlahani Lands. If we expand our Domain suitably enough, Erzili believes the answer will present itself.” 
 
    ‘Hey, Janus. We’ve got a problem.’ Sunny’s voice spoke. ‘You seeing what I’m seeing?’ 
 
    My brow rose, sharply, as I could see what Sunny was seeing in another timeline. “Erzili… is Giggles… an Elder One?” 
 
    Erzili blinked at me. “How did you know?” 
 
    “…because I’m fighting him. Right now.” 
 
    /∞/ 
 
    [Path B: Sunny] 
 
    Giggles 
 
    [He Who Laughs Last] 
 
     [Elder One of Cosmic Humor] 
 
    [Ancestral Deity of Krvavi Lagoon] 
 
    Nuckelavee 
 
    Level ? 
 
    I expected a monster.  
 
    An ugly, twisted abomination of a creature that would disgust and revolt me at its mere presence. Instead, what was before me was neither monstrous nor disgusting. Pitch black like the starless sky, the creature before me, standing atop the Lagoon was some sort of mutated Centaur. Half-man, half-horse, the upper body of the horse was muscular yet lean. A long, smooth beard almost resembling the stereotypical visage of aged Chinese martial artist dragged down from its chin. Its eyes were darkened with white pupils, its hair braided backward in a long mane, its arms long, but muscular, and with an almost serene, aged visage upon the monster’s face, I felt I was more in the presence of a mythical creature than I was in the presence of a nightmare. 
 
    Two long horns protruded from the top of Giggles’ head like antlers. The with two arms and four feet, the creature, gliding atop the surface of the water was almost saint-like. 
 
    “[Water Striding].” 
 
    I activated my skill as soon as I hit the water. My feet made contact with the clear liquid and I performed the miracle of walking on water, whereas Onna splashed into the depths. I dragged her up, ignoring her spit out water from her lungs as she continued to laugh. Her laughter increasing in pitch, manic, desperate, and almost yearning for an end. 
 
    [You have found the Krvavi Lagoon!] 
 
    [Krvavi Lagoon is a claimed Domain!] 
 
    [You have entered the Domain of Giggles the Nuckelavee!] 
 
     [You are under the effect of [Comicality]] 
 
    [You are under the effect of [Absurdism]] 
 
    [Epithet Skill [Gatekeeper] has mitigated harmful effects from entering the Domain without the Owner’s permission] 
 
    With each passing day, [Gatekeeper] proved to be as useful as [Duality]. I did not know what abilities the creature before me possessed, but I knew, had it not been for [Gatekeeper], I would have been reduced to the same level Onna was, laughing and laughing without rhyme or reason, desperate to find an end to her laughter. 
 
    “You do not laugh.” 
 
    Giggles voice echoed across the Lagoon. There was a soft, almost grandfatherly appeal to the voice. It was aged. Aged but sharp. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me a joke.” 
 
    Giggles right hand rose, stroking down his long, bearded chin. “That is true.” He said. “It has been too long, since one came and did not laugh. This one has forgotten.” 
 
    “Forgotten?” 
 
    “Forgotten how some have plugged their ears.” 
 
    Onna’s rasping laugh continued, as she clung to my feet, eyes wide and open as if begging me to make it stop. 
 
    “Can you make her stop laughing?” 
 
    Giggles shook his head. “One cannot stop a person from laughing at a joke any more than they can hold back the tide of a river with a stone.” 
 
    “If she keeps laughing like that, she’s going to die.” 
 
    Giggles countenance softened. “It always hurts this one’s heart to witness the suffering of a maiden. This one does indeed have a way to stop the laughter.” 
 
    Giggles right hand extended forward. “[Catharsis].” 
 
    Onna stopped laughing. She stopped breathing. I searched, quickly, and noticed that her name no longer appeared above her head. 
 
    “You… killed her.” 
 
    “It is better, for those who cannot withstand the joke, to be deprived of it.” 
 
    With a word… did he kill her with a single word? I found my thoughts racing, my confusion growing. I would have to end this timeline, but I needed to learn what Giggles’ power was, what his weakness was before I did so. 
 
    “Tell me, humorless one. What is your name?” 
 
    I kept silent at first. “Janus.” 
 
    Giggles nodded serenely. “A beautiful name. A sad name. Your Night One must have been hurting, to grant you a name meant to ward off betrayal.” 
 
    “How would you know that?” 
 
    “Look around, humorless one, and see.” 
 
    The Lagoon was serene. The water, clear to the bottom, with ne’er a fish in sight. There were no other living things present beside myself and Giggles, the odd black horned-centaur.   
 
    “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “You do not look.” 
 
    My patience with the situation was wearing thin. “You’re off your rocker, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You do not see? You do not hear? Tell me, humorless one, how do you live without understanding the joke?” 
 
    “What joke?” 
 
    “You,” Giggles pointed. “I,” Giggles pointed at himself. “This,” he gestured to the Lagoon. “All part of the grand comedy.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, dryly. “Whatever. I don’t suppose you’re willing to just tell me what your weakness is and then over this domain peacefully?” 
 
    “Tell me, humorless one, why do you seek my domain?” 
 
    “There’s food on the other side. Resources. Tactical advantages.” 
 
    “The villagers of Krvavi Village are mine to protect, humorless one.” 
 
    “A nightmare protecting villagers? Sorry if I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    Giggles cantered across the Lagoon surface, hands behind his back. “Once a year, humorless one, they offer to this one their most beautiful and their most brave. Female and male, I take. For decades so it has been. The people have come to worship this one. They revere this one as their guardian. The joke, it is so painful, humorless one. Alas, guardian, this one is called, and so, guardian this one shall be.” 
 
    Skill [Water Striding] has gained a Level. 
 
     “Funny indeed,” I said. “Unfortunately I’m here to take that village for myself. So that makes us enemies.” 
 
    Giggles nodded sagely. “A shame, humorless one. This one shall indulge you with some honesty. This one does not care, for guardianship. This one does not care, for their male or female, young or old, cattle or crop.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “No, humorless one.” 
 
    My brows furrowed. “So why do you protect the village?” 
 
    “This one does not care. Yet, this one shall still uphold the duty. Because it is what this one is expected to do.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Giggles pointed to the sky. “That is the joke, humorless one. Thy purpose, from creation till cessation is already determined. A nightmare must be as a nightmare is to be. This one must kill, despite wishing only to live. This one must take, despite having no need. This one must destroy, despite a desire to create.” 
 
    “That’s the way it is,” I said shrugging. “But there’s nothing that says that’s how it always has to be.” 
 
    “Ah, humorless one, that is the grandest joke this one has heard in a long time.” 
 
    “Thank you. I wasn’t even trying.” 
 
    Giggles shook his head. “Humorless one, you must understand that one cannot change their essence. A nightmare shall be as a nightmare is meant to be. Even you, humorless one, are moving as you are ordained to move. This one can tell, the hunger that resonates within you. You desire to sink your teeth into Alamirian and livestock alike, feast on flesh, dine on blood. With one part of your soul, you desire peace. With the other, you happily welcome war.” 
 
    “That –” I blinked. “That’s true. You’re not completely crazy after all.” 
 
    “Your desire for peace will only succeed if man and dwarf change their essence. If they do not do as men do and judge by the appearance than the soul. It will only succeed if nightmares do not do as nightmares do, and restrain from pillaging, devouring and conquering. Neither of those two things can happen, humorless one… yet, this one feels you know of this.” 
 
    “If I know all of this, why are you telling it to me?” 
 
    “Humorless one is aware, yet humorless one chases the impossible. Ah, humorless one. What a tragic life you live.” Giggles shook his head. “Your dream, humorless one, can only succeed if you first suppress the Kingdom of Men. Only if you do as nightmares must do – pillage, devour, conquer.” 
 
    “Are you done?” 
 
    Giggles acquiesced, tilting his head. “Indeed humorless one. This one has spoken too much.” The half-man, half-horse creature gestured his chest wide open. “Come, humorless one. Shall this battle between us be the crowning moment of this one’s life? Was this one made and has this one lived to face demise at your hands? Or shall this one stand over you, and live to hear the final laugh?” 
 
    An overwhelming burst of pressure emerged from Giggles, sending ripples traveling across the surface of the lake. 
 
    [Sixth Sense – DANGER DETECTED!]  
 
    [Skill {Sixth Sense} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Sixth Sense} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Sixth Sense} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Sixth Sense} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Sixth Sense} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Sixth Sense} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Sixth Sense} has gained a Level.] 
 
    [Skill {Sixth Sense} has gained a Level.] 
 
     [Skill {Sixth Sense} has evolved into {Greater Sixth Sense}] 
 
    [Skill {Greater Sixth Sense} has evolved into {Superior Sixth Sense}] 
 
    [Skill {Superior Sixth Sense} has evolved into {Seventh Sense}] 
 
    [Sense has risen by 50!] 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    [Seventh Sense] – WARNING. 
 
    You are about to engage in combat with a Nightmare of the Eighth Tier. 
 
    You are about to engage in combat with an Elder One. 
 
    You are about to engage in combat with an enemy who has [Sovereignty]. 
 
    You are about to engage in combat with a [Boss] Category Enemy. 
 
    [Ill-Advised to Proceed] 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The air was so thick I couldn’t breathe. The suffocating feeling of power crackled around me with the scent of ozone. There was, I realized, lightning crackling in the air as Giggles rose his hand skyward. 
 
    “[Sango’s Hand].” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    From the sky, a giant palm of lightning dwarfed and obscured the sun. There was no evading it. There was no avoiding it. Larger than the Statue of Liberty and the Cristo Redentor put together, the hand descended like the strike of a vengeful god upon unsuspecting mortals. 
 
    “You extend god’s hand to me?!” I laughed at the absurdity. “I’ll take it! [Golem Creation]!” 
 
    Mana and magic bled from my form so quickly it formed a mist of energy that surrounded me. I forced the earth to rise. Mud, ground, sand, dust, complete with trees, rocks, and everything else within it. My body burned from the sheer amount of MP that I was bleeding off. 
 
    The lightning hand of god met with the hand of nature itself – 
 
    And the world was bathed in white. 
 
    /∞/ 
 
    “What do you mean by, you’re fighting him?” 
 
    [You are now in the True Path] 
 
     [The title {Phoenix} has come into effect.] 
 
    [You have attained [Lightning Damage Immunity] from being killed by a powerful Lightning-attribute attack] 
 
    I rubbed my brows slowly. “I lost.” 
 
    ‘That’s not on us. The dude was bullshit powerful. No one told us he was supposed to be that powerful.’ 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no. Janus, what have you done?” Erzili was panicking. She turned to me, eyes alight with anger. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Calm down. I used my power, and fought Giggles in a different timeline –” 
 
    “Why?” Erzili screeched. 
 
    “To know his weaknesses.” 
 
    “No, no, Janus darling, you don’t understand! Giggles, his Epithet Skill, if you don’t counter it before fighting him –” She gritted her teeth. “You’ve been exposed to it. There is no time. There is no time at all. Listen, do as Erzili says immediately. Use the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs and write the command ‘Return’ on your body. Write it anywhere. Hurry.” 
 
    “I should what?” 
 
    “There is no time! NOW!” 
 
    I didn’t understand it, but I’d never seen Erzili panic before. Taking a piece of chalk, I wrote down on my right hand: RETURN. 
 
    “Now what’s the –” 
 
    Erzili vanished. Fort Zyvar as well vanished. The roof was gone. The sky was present. And there, thick in the air, was the smell of ozone. 
 
    [CRITICAL DAMAGE TAKEN] 
 
    Pain burned through my body so much that I opened my lips and let out a silent scream. I felt as if every bone in my body was breaking a thousand times over, and over, and over again.  
 
    “Humorless one.” 
 
    I didn’t understand how I was alive. How I was back here. Krvavi Lagoon was a crater. A destroyed, upturned crater, and the half-man, half-horse floated in the air staring down at me. The lake was vaporized. Onna’s body was vaporized. My armor had melted unto my flesh and molded itself unto my skin. The pain burned at me from every corner. 
 
    “You are gifted with a powerful Epithet, humorless one.” 
 
    “H-how?” 
 
    “You are a Demiurge, but do not think yourself invincible, humorless one. For I am capable of at least this.”  
 
    [Epithet Clash] 
 
    Your [Duality] clashed with Giggles’ [Comicality]. 
 
    [Comicality] won. 
 
    [Comicality] overwrote your [Duality]. 
 
    Epithet Clash Failed! 
 
    W…what? 
 
    Your Epithet Skill [Duality] was overwritten.  
 
    [Path A and Path B] merged into one. 
 
    You can no longer use your Epithet Skill [Duality] while within the Domain: Krvavi Lagoon. 
 
    My heart froze instantly. 
 
    “From the moment you arrived, this one sensed it, you were here, yet not. Present, yet absent. A powerful ability, truly, no doubt. To split time in two, to take actions yet not. Morpheus would have loved your ability.” 
 
    Giggles let out a large sigh. 
 
    “Unfortunately, humorless one, you still have much to learn. This one has been alive for over a thousand generations. Even if you are a Demiurge – it would be a shame for this one to be felled by a nightmare who has not lived up to one-tenth of my years.” 
 
    Nononononono – 
 
    My [Duality] was blocked. Blocked. There was no backup timeline left for me to retreat to. Both Path A and Path B had merged into one, which meant – 
 
    Onna was dead.  
 
    Real death. 
 
    How? How? [Duality] had never failed. It had never failed. Not once had anyone been able to tell I was using two timelines, not Zlosta or Hoplite or Erzili. No one had ever been able to know I was splitting timelines. 
 
    “My Epithet Skill, humorless one is [Comicality].” Giggles said. “For all things, truly, are comical. Life. Death. Existence. Power. To understand the humor within them is to no longer be bound by them. To accept or reject them as this one so pleases.” 
 
    What….? 
 
    ‘What sort of bullshit power is that?’ Sunny roared. 
 
    Without understanding it, I found myself giggling. Then, pushing through the pain, through the deliriousness and dizziness, I found myself laughing. Laughing, at the absurdity of such a skill. Laughing, at the hypocrisy of finding such a skill absurd, when mine was just as absurd in different ways. 
 
    “Ah, humorless one. It seems you have finally understood the joke.” 
 
    “I…” my voice croaked. “…messed up… didn’t I?” 
 
    “Do you fear death, humorless one?” 
 
     “…no… not… not anymore.” 
 
    “Then be at peace, humorless one.” 
 
    “Wait…” I said. “…Onna. Her. Give… give her… back.” 
 
    “The maiden?” 
 
    “She… she doesn’t deserve to die… because I… I… underestimated… y-you…” 
 
    “…indeed, humorless one. Alas, I have no reason to accept your request.” 
 
    “P-please…” I croaked. “Just…” 
 
    “Humorless one, you would use your final breath to plead for the life of another?” 
 
    Onna said she was cursed. Cursed to wander Alamir forever, in search of a purpose she shall never find, and meet a pathetic end. What could be a more pathetic end, than dying pointlessly in an attempt to make herself stronger for the one person in the world she was devoted to? 
 
    “I… just… feel… she doesn’t deserve… to die… like that.” 
 
    The world around me faded, and I could only hope, at least, that Giggles would grant that request.  
 
    “…nightmares must do as nightmares must. Yet, here be a nightmare who refuses. Ah… humorless – no, Janus. Thank you – for giving this old one a joke that has never before been told. This one shall remember it for years to come.” 
 
    “So… you.… you’ll bring her… back…?” 
 
    Giggles smiled at me. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Your HP has reached 0. 
 
    [You have Died] 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: Better Half 
 
    All of my problems were as a result of the universe refusing to let me die. 
 
    [The title {Phoenix} has come into effect.] 
 
    [You have attained [Causality Manipulation Immunity] from being killed by an Epithet Skill controlling cause and effect.] 
 
    There was something different, about my resurrection this time. I had not resurrected within Giggles’ Domain. I had not resurrected in a forest, or at the bottom of a crater. This was my third time truly coming back to life, and there was something different, in that I could feel my back on something smooth. Smooth, hard and not natural. 
 
    [Hidden Command Prompt Found] 
 
    [Command Prompt: RETURN] 
 
     [Check] [If (True Death), Set Respawn Point = Near Name-Giver] 
 
     [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Authorization Found.] 
 
    [Demiurge: Janus] 
 
    [Tier 10: Nightwitch: Zlosta Janje] 
 
    [Command Authorized.] 
 
    The first thing that told me something was wrong, was the sirens. Loud, blaring sirens that jerked my body upright, causing me to slam my head into something solid. More than just solid. My hand felt for it, with [Earth Control] and my heart within my chest started to beat a thousand times faster. 
 
    Concrete. It’s… concrete? 
 
    Solid concrete. 
 
    I was in a small, concrete grave. An empty concrete grave, I realized. Yet, the sirens were still loud enough for me to hear them? 
 
    Where am I? 
 
    ‘Janus.’ Sunny’s voice came. ‘That RETURN command that Erzili had us write… I think I know what it did.’ 
 
    You do? 
 
    ‘It’s a guess, a wild guess, but first, let’s get out of this grave.’ 
 
    [Phantasm] sprung to life, turning my body intangible as I phased through the concrete. With a little bit of some work, I turned myself invisible as an extra precaution. No sooner had I phased myself through the concrete, did I collapse, clutching heavily at my stomach. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    You are afflicted by the negative status [Blood Parched] 
 
    –50% MP Regen Rate for as long as you remain [Blood Parched]. 
 
    You are afflicted by the negative status [Flesh Famished] 
 
    You have [5] More Days Left Before You Die of Starvation. 
 
    A full day has passed… 
 
    [Daily Task] 
 
    You were unable to complete your Daily Task. 
 
    Penalties Incurred. 
 
    Penalty: 
 
    –100% Experience Gain for 24 Hours. 
 
    Forfeited Four of Your Weapons/Armor: 
 
    Tungsten-Copper Gauntlets 
 
    Tungsten-Copper Brogues 
 
    Stainless Diamond Armor 
 
    Mask of Janus 
 
    Four of your Highest Leveled Skills are Reset to Lv. 1: 
 
    [Earth Control] Lv. 1 
 
    [Excruciating Toxic Bite] Lv. 1 
 
    [Pain Resistance] Lv. 1 
 
    [Golem Creation] Lv. 1 
 
    Your next [Daily Task] is in: 23h59m49s 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    ‘Talk about adding insult to injury –’ 
 
    Naked. I was naked, I realized immediately. On instinct I attempted to create a mirror with [Earth Control], but found myself instead holding a lump of smooth sand. I wasn’t even at a level high enough on the skill to be able to bypass the mineral refinement process. 
 
    “FUCK!” 
 
    ‘Fuck is right. Damn it our skills are weak as hell now.’ 
 
    “And whose fault do you think this is?” I snarled. “You had to go and fight Giggles! If you hadn’t –” 
 
    ‘We’re the same Janus. How the hell were we supposed to know that Epithet Skills could clash with one another like some sort of ridiculous moves in a trading card game?’ 
 
    I grit my teeth even harder. “…we didn’t know. Erzili never mentioned it. If she’d mentioned it –” 
 
    ‘You’re going to blame Erzili now?’ Sunny said. ‘So first, blame me, then Erzili, and who next? Going to blame Onna as well?’ 
 
    I felt the wind leave my gut. “She’s dead. All because –” 
 
    ‘Look, Janus, this isn’t the time. Right now, if we are where we think we are, this isn’t the time for any of this.’ 
 
    I was naked. I was hungry. I was lost and I was weakened. 
 
    Again, I realized. Again! Again! 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    “Every single time I get close to comfort, every time I get closer to having the bare minimum required to be happy, I end up losing it all.” 
 
    It was like this, as a skink, when I got my Domain destroyed. It was like this when I finally learned how to speak, but then Zlosta decided to attack humans, and I had to run away from Hoplite. Now, then, the only thing that had kept me alive in those trying times, my one refuge that had me believe without a shadow of a doubt that I could survive Alamir – 
 
    It wasn’t infallible. 
 
    [Duality] wasn’t infallible. It could be countered. Beaten. Overwritten. 
 
    It was the only thing in the world I’d come to rely on –  
 
    And I couldn’t even rely on it. 
 
    “I’m… I’m done.” 
 
    ‘What? You can’t be serious.’ 
 
    “I am. I’m done… with all of this.” 
 
    ‘Just because Duality can be countered doesn’t mean we should give up. We still have our Phoenix title. We can still –’ 
 
    “We can’t!” I snapped. “Don’t you get it? We’re not the heroes of some epic saga. We’re not going to win with the overwhelming power of love or friendship. There isn’t an omniscient being lording over us and ensuring we succeed no matter what.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. “All that’s in store for us… is endless failure and suffering. And I can’t… I can’t…” 
 
    ‘…just like how mother couldn’t?’ 
 
    Ice pierced through my chest. 
 
    “You… bastard…” 
 
    ‘Quitting because you don’t have it in you to continue. Because you feel the situation is hopeless. Because you feel you can’t change anything. Does any of this ring a bell?’ 
 
    “This is different. She wasn’t thrown into a different world as a worm! She didn’t die time and time again! No, it was just one stupid man and she chose to quit rather than fight back –” 
 
    ‘And what difference did her reasons make, to the people she left behind?’ 
 
    I snorted. “And who exactly is going to miss Janus the Demiurge when he’s gone? Erzili? Zlosta?” 
 
    ‘If that is what you truly believe, and you feel you don’t have it in you to continue… then give me the wheels.’ 
 
    “What?” 
 
    ‘Give me the wheels,’ Sunny repeated. ‘Sit back in comfort, and let me, the true part of you, be the one to handle the big bad world of Alamir.’ 
 
    I pursed my lips. “Why does it sound like I’m signing my soul over to the devil or joining the dark side?” 
 
    ‘Does it matter?’ Sunny said. ‘The fact remains that no sane human person can survive Alamir. Not with our world’s morality and ethics holding us back. But if you don’t care anymore, and if you can’t do it anymore – what does any of it matter? Even if you have to sell your soul to the devil, what does it matter?’ 
 
    Something felt… wrong. “Are you… really… me?” 
 
    ‘I am. But, in a way, I am not. I am your Nightmare-half. The instincts you suppress. The desires you push back. The nature and predisposition of nightmare tempered by human intellect. Whereas you, are the nature and predisposition of a human constantly tempted by nightmare instincts. We are two halves of the same coin. But that coin is weighted, and one side will always turn up more than the other.’ 
 
    “I…” 
 
    I clutched at my stomach a second time from the overwhelming hunger, gritting my teeth when I felt it. Smelt it. The rich, wafting, unmistakable aroma of flesh and blood – 
 
    ‘You’re not a bad person, Janus.’ Sunny said. ‘But you can’t deny your instincts. We aren’t human, anymore. No matter what memories we had in a past life, no matter what we feel and think – nothing we do can make us human anymore. And insisting that you are what you aren’t – it’ll never end well.’ 
 
     “ATTENTION ALL AAA UNITS! THIS IS PROMINENT MACEY! WE HAVE REPORTS OF A BREACH WITHIN SECTOR ONE-ZERO-ONE! I REPEAT! WE HAVE REPORTS OF A BREACH WITHIN SECTOR ONE-ZERO-ONE! POTENTIAL PLANEWALKER! ALL UNITS ARE TO BE ON THE LOOKOUT! I REPEAT –”  
 
    Prominent? Sector One-Zero-One? 
 
    ‘There is no time left. If you’ve made up your mind, then give me the wheel. Let the other side of you surface – and I’ll get us everything we’ve always wanted. Happiness, comfort, wealth, family – everything, no matter the cost.’ 
 
    I took a breath, closing my eyes. 
 
    ‘You are a Nightmare of Alamir, Janus. It is time to act like it.’ 
 
    “…alright.” 
 
    ‘Alright?’ 
 
    I opened my eyes. 
 
    “Take the wheel.” 
 
    A dark, malevolent laugh reached out from my mind, accompanying three dark words. 
 
    “As you command.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: Recruitment 
 
    “Ahh, it feels good to stretch like this. Now… let’s find out where we are…?” 
 
    I examined the area. A garden. Cute. Sakura-trees were growing within the garden. Cuter. There was a pond, large koi fish, circling each other back and forth. The grass was carpet-tripped and excellently well maintained. I took two sniffs in the air. 
 
    Clean. Cleaner than natural air. Lingering scents. Human. Female. Young. Oh, a virgin?  
 
    I laughed my stomach growled heavily. I patted my belly, giving it a small rub. “Greedy little thing aren’t you. We’ll eat in a moment, first, let’s get a lay of the land and see where Erzili’s command sent us.” 
 
    I sniffed the air a second time. My nostrils picked up the scent before my ears heard the voices. Human. Two. Male. Non-virgins. Healthy. One has high potassium deficiency. The other is anemic. My mouth watered and I had to wipe away the drool as I thought about best to season the meals that were coming in my direction. 
 
    Although… 
 
    “World Map.” 
 
    Error! 
 
    Scrying and Mapping functionalities are being obstructed by jammers. 
 
    You cannot use the [World Map] Feature at this location. 
 
    Jammers? Ah, that confirms it. 
 
    “Hurry, let’s check this area –” 
 
    I sighed. I couldn’t eat them yet. If I was where I believed I was, doing so would draw too much attention. Phasing through the nearest wall, I made a beeline in a direction that made me salivate the least. I could smell them, with their mix of perfumes, oils, and biological processes. The smell was like that aroma of turkey in the oven in the hours before a Thanksgiving meal. Their scents tickled my nostrils, their heartbeats pumped my ears full with their rhythm, and it was easier to evade them when I could predict their movements and paths long before they ever approached me. 
 
    A High Ghilan was a nightmare that hunted Alamirians. A nightmare that adapted to hunt Alamirians. Back on earth, most apex predators avoided actively hunting humans because humans tended to react angrily to the death of their loved one, and they would raze entire forests to the ground if it meant finding the beast that created a widow. 
 
    To be a creature that actively hunted a human meant not having adapted that genetic understanding that hunting humans was a bad idea. Alternatively, in my case, it meant being a creature that was capable of not only hunting humans but surviving the wrath and fallout of hunting them.  
 
    Following the lack of scents brought me to what appeared to be a large barracks. Phasing through the entrance, amusement rippled through me at the sight of the first door available. I approached it, marveling. 
 
    “Automatic doors. With motion sensors to boot! Can you believe it?” 
 
    The door swung open and close on its own will. There was a slot, at the side though, for which I could not fathom the use. [Gatekeeper] told me immediately that it was meant for keycards.  
 
    Identified: Common Barrack Doors 
 
    Details: Door created by the Alhamisian Adventurer Army on the sixteenth day of the Month of the Saint, 2135AE in Sector One-Zero-One, AAA Training Facility, Mid-Eastern Alamir. 
 
    Door’s Structural Integrity: High. 
 
    Door’s Special Ability: N/A 
 
    Door’s Applied Buffs: N/A 
 
    Memories Available: N/A. 
 
    Door’s Soul: N/A 
 
    No. of Times Door has been used: 999+ 
 
    Door Connections: None Assigned 
 
    Note: The door is of Remitech Origins. A Black Keycard, or Equivalent Mystech or Remitech Knowledge is required to edit, delete, upgrade, bless or curse this door. 
 
    “So, it’s as I thought then,” 
 
    The Return command did exactly what I thought it did. It returned us to a place nearest to the person who named us. Essentially, near Zlosta. 
 
    “I’m in the AAA Facility that captured Zlosta.” I realized, humming. “Which means I’m near Hoplite.” 
 
    The Champion of Alhamis would get what was coming to him, but it wasn’t going to be now. Challenging him now would be unwise. Sighing, I dusted my palms and pointed towards the door. 
 
    “[Open Gate to Fort Zyvar.]” 
 
    [Gatekeeper Activated] 
 
    [Error] 
 
    You do not have the necessary knowledge to operate this door. 
 
    You do not meet the requirements needed to create a connecting doorway. 
 
    Requirements: 
 
     Remitech Knowledge. 
 
    Mystech Knowledge. 
 
     Black Keycard. 
 
    “Well… this is new.” 
 
    I had never tried creating or operating mechanical doors before with [Gatekeeper], which was something I realized. “So… what exactly is Remitech?” 
 
    My nostrils flared and drew me to the smell of an approaching human. Two. Male. Young. One virgin. The other not. Lacking Vitamin C.  Muttering quietly under my breath, I phased through the automatic doors, turning to the first room on my right finding myself in what appeared to be a restroom. The odd sight of doors, stalls, and toilets, amused me. 
 
    Toilets. 
 
    When was the last time I saw toilets? I remembered. The toilet at the hotel I used to freshen up. The few hours before my death. The ones before me were somewhat different in shape and configuration, such as being lower on the ground and having no water in the bowls, but there was no mistaking it that they were toilets. 
 
    “I’m telling you, the bastard is just doing it because he wants his cock sucked.” 
 
    I phased through one of the stalls. The first stall. People hardly ever use the first stall. 
 
    Two humans walked in, and my nose alighted with the beautiful scents of roast turkey. 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Of course. I mean, what other reason would he do it? He’s hoping Sophia will drop down on her knees, fondle his balls and suck him dry.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re confusing yourself for him mate,” 
 
    “Oh, fuck off.” 
 
    Both boys, I realized by the pitch of their voices, and the ridiculous amount of testosterone in their systems went in different stalls. The sound of peeing reached my ears as I eavesdropped on their conversation. 
 
    “But, yeah, I mean – come on. You’ve seen the chick. I’m pretty sure every guy in the damn brigade has wet dreams about boning her.” 
 
    “Better not. She’s the daughter of High Eminent Sophos.” 
 
    “Wait, for real?” The boy whistled. “Damn. What the hell is the daughter of the High Eminent of Progress doing in the AAA?” 
 
    “Something about her being disowned. I heard her younger sister was chosen by High Eminent Sophos as his true heir. They say she’s a prodigy.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about how smart she is. I wanna know how she compares to her sister in the looks departments – you know, the thing that actually matters?” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know? Being able to see a child of one High Eminent in my life is already a miracle. Two is just asking for the impossible.” 
 
    “Think I’ll find a picture in the Godscripts?” 
 
    My ears perked up. Oh, Godscripts? 
 
    “No, I don’t think you’ll find a picture of the High Eminent of Progress’ daughter in the fucking Godscripts.” 
 
    “Jeez, relax dude.” 
 
    “Whatever. We have to stay alert. Remember there was a breach.” 
 
    “Heard the announcement. What’s the big deal? With the Seven and General Hoplite himself around, I don’t think any nightmare that managed to get lucky and sneak in is going to be able to find their way out.” 
 
    “Do you even pay attention? The nightmare is a Planewalker.” 
 
    “They said probable Planewalker smartass, I was paying attention. And as I said, Amendments are around. So what if the nightmare can manipulate space or create portals or whatever – they’re not beating the fucking Seven, and they’re certainly not beating General Hoplite.” 
 
    The two boys departed from their stalls, the sound of running water echoing in my ears from a faucet, before the doors swung open, and I phased out of my stall, musing at the new information. 
 
    So, I’ve confirmed Hoplite is here and apparently, I’m called a Planewalker. 
 
    The last time I faced Alhamis’s Champion, it ended with a bitter retreat of abandoning Zlosta and fleeing with my tail literally between my legs. Unfortunately as it was, I couldn’t beat a boy who snapped his fingers and summoned black holes. It was simply unfair. 
 
    If I poison him, would I still get the experience? 
 
    I mused it over. Killing Hoplite with poison was a bit far-fetched. Surely he’d have measures against it. Maybe if I used hostages? No, that would only work if the hostage was someone he couldn’t afford to hurt. 
 
    I needed a Champion’s Blood to be able to get the Heart of Sisyphus and right now, Hoplite was the nearest Champion available. But getting his blood would be… difficult. 
 
    “…I just need to check the mirror and I’ll be right ou – “ 
 
    I was invisible. I made sure of it. Yet, the boy’s gaze landed directly on me, just as my gaze landed directly on him. 
 
    Neo Saintarelli 
 
    [AAA Recruit] 
 
    [Lance Brigade Member] 
 
    Lv. 14 
 
    He was young. Seventeen, maybe eighteen. Dark-brown hair and burning green eyes, babyish face and tanned skin. He was so young that for a second, I believed he would have a better sense of self-preservation, and understand that his life weighed on what decisions he made next.  
 
    Unfortunately, he was young, and thus, stupid. His mouth opened to sound the alarm and my body moved faster than I had ever willed it to. Invisible to visible. Intangible to tangible. My right hand jerked, claws tearing out his Adam’s apple. His cry became a muffled gurgle. 
 
    The scent of blood was divine. My teeth, against their will latched his bloody throat.  
 
    Bliss shot through me as I ripped his larynx lose. Blood splattered all over the bathroom. The sensation of meat sent wave after wave of ecstasy down me, so much so I almost moaned in delight. 
 
    A nightmare shall be as a nightmare is to be. 
 
    The boy staggered, dropping forward. Blood pooled from the wound in his neck and I knew there was no time. There was no time to hesitate. If this…Neo boy did not emerge from the bathroom in the next few minutes, his friend would walk in. If the blood and evidence was not wiped clean in the next few minutes, there would be suspicion. 
 
    “Bon appetit.” 
 
    A nightmare must do as a nightmare must do. 
 
    I wondered, for a moment, if different humans had different tastes. Did their different physiological and genetic make-up contribute to different palatal flavors? What then, would be the recipe for the most delicious Alamirian?  
 
    Perhaps Erzili will know. 
 
     [You have slayed a Recruit of the Alhamisian Adventurer Army!] 
 
    [50,620 Experience Points Gained] 
 
    The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Human]. 
 
    [25 Genocide Points Earned] 
 
    You are no longer afflicted by the negative status [Blood Parched] 
 
    You are no longer afflicted by the negative status [Flesh Famished] 
 
    You will need to feed again in [7] Days. 
 
    Title [Gorger] has come into effect. 
 
    I grabbed the clothes, the uniform, I realized, frowning at the bloodstains. With [Ice Manipulation] I turned on the nearest faucet, seeping the blood-soaked material with water, and then I drew the water out of it, drawing out the blood as well in an improvised wash. I splashed the bathroom with water and drew the water into the sink once more to get rid of any extra evidence. 
 
    Racial Skill: [Form Feaster] is Ready. 
 
    Skill: [Form Feaster] Lv. Max  
 
    Details: A unique skill granted to those of the Ghilan species. Partially eating humans, demi-humans or nightmares will enable you to attain elements of their physical appearance, bits of their knowledge, personality, and abilities. Completely consuming a human, demi-human or a nightmare will enable you to fully take on their physical appearance, and completely gain their memories, knowledge, and abilities. 
 
    “Yo, Saintarelli, are you jacking it or something in there? What’s taking you?” 
 
    “[Form Feaster].” 
 
    The doors opened and Vik emerged, entering into the bathroom. Taller than his friend. Buffer. Dirty blonde hair accompanied a delinquent’s face. 
 
    Vik Vistorel 
 
    [AAA Recruit] 
 
    [Lance Brigade Member] 
 
    Lv. 17 
 
    “I’m not you, Vistorel,” the words smoothly came from my mouth. “Sex isn’t the only thing on my mind two-four-seven.” 
 
    Vik glanced at me, narrowing his eyes a bit. He sniffed into the air, brows raising. “What’s with the weird smell?” 
 
    “What smell?” 
 
    “Can’t smell it?” 
 
    “I typically don’t try to smell stuff in public restrooms.” 
 
    Vik’s nose scrunched. “Good idea.” He shook his head. “Come on. Let’s go – that prick Juma’s calling us for a meeting.” 
 
    I could hear his steady heartbeat. No difference. No change. Either he couldn’t tell his friend was an imposter, or perhaps my skills at acting were vastly more superior than I realized. Walking behind him and adopting the walking style of the boy, I did a quick refresher of the new set of memories that came with my meal. 
 
    I was Neo Saintarelli. Third son of the Saintarelli family. Marisian Father and Alhamisian mother. Oh, mother is a surgeon who moved away from Maris, and father is a thriving businessman? What a beautiful family you have Neo.  
 
    The memories didn’t come all at once. I had to actively search through the collection of knowledge of Neo Saintarelli’s memories to find answers. The more I searched, the more knowledge I dredged up, and the more I learned. 
 
    And like all teenage boys… there’s a lot of memories of masturbation. Why am I not surprised? 
 
    Strange as it was, there was little knowledge on Remitech and Mystech or what a Black Keycard was. Instead, I found the most interesting thing about Neo Saintarelli was how he managed to see me even though I was invisible. It was his Flair. 
 
    “…Flair? Interesting.” 
 
    “Hm? Say something?” 
 
    “I said that’s there’s a fly. It’s distressing.” 
 
    Flair. 
 
    The human equivalent of a nightmare’s Epithet Skill. Unlike Epithet Skills, however, Flairs were not based on names. Flairs weren’t based on anything. They could be genetic and transfer across family. They could be random mutations that occurred. They could be a result of personality, conviction or faith. They could be created after undergoing great stress and torture. 
 
    Neo’s Flair was dubbed [Mana Eye]. It wasn’t particularly powerful. It could be obscured easily by objects, which was why he never saw me while I was hiding in the stall. All it did, was create a colored outline that corresponded to an individual or object’s magic capacity. 
 
    So, he hadn’t seen me after all. 
 
    His last memories were of entering the bathroom and encountering a floating, human-like mass of glowing dark red magic. He’d known I was a nightmare by the color. Darker colors indicated darker, more corrupt magic, whereas lighter colors meant the inverse. 
 
    How unfortunate for you, Neo. 
 
    Still, I was amused. What were the odds of encountering a person who just so happened to have a skill that would be capable of circumventing my invisibility? 
 
    If Alamir possessed gods and demons, there was no reason to believe fate, chance, and providence was not equally real. I remembered the words of the [Comicality] user: Thy purpose, from creation till cessation is already determined. A nightmare must be as a nightmare is to be. 
 
    I didn’t like it. The idea of someone else determining my future was irritating. 
 
    “What’s up with you?” 
 
    Vik jabbed me in the ribs with his shoulder. 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “You’re making a constipated face. What’s eating you?” 
 
    I tried not to chortle. Poor choice of words there friend. “I’ve been thinking.” 
 
    The boy sniggered. “Since when?” 
 
    “Fuck off Vistorel.” 
 
    Vik let out an obnoxious laugh. I forced myself to roll my eyes. For so long I’d been dealing with ancient beings and nightmares that I’d almost forgotten what it was like to have a conversation with a person that wasn’t several hundred years old. 
 
    Navigating through Sector One-Zero-One, I tried to keep my amazement at the infrastructure in check. I felt as if I was in an entirely different world from the one I had gotten accustomed to. Men and women moved about in uniforms with military judiciousness, paying no heed to the massive manmade marvels of smoothly paved streets, conical and prism-like buildings, towers which resembled mobius strips – 
 
    There were individuals, hovering above the ground, as they moved from place to place, with a digital screen in front of them they activated by touch. There were tiny golem-like creatures with glowing eyes and vacuums for hand, going about vanishing dirt from pathways. There were lights = lights and lampposts which seemed to be tied to tiny rocks that emitted energy. 
 
    Soldiers patrolled Sacrosanct Rifles in their hands, the devices having different variations and settings. Neo’s memories told me that attached to the hips of the soldiers were Sacrosanct Sabers as a secondary weapon and shrunken Saint Shields. Every soldier was equipped with a gun, a sword, and a shield along with their uniform. 
 
    Each of those weapons possessed concentrated Holy Magic. As an Undead creature, those weapons were extremely dangerous. I might as well be a regular civilian in an armed complex filled with trigger-happy soldiers. 
 
    Lucky me. 
 
    “Vik, do you know anything about Remitech?” 
 
    The blond teen rose his brow at me. “You mean other than how we’re too broke to afford it?” 
 
    “Other than that.” 
 
    Neo’s memories on the subject were little to nonexistent. He knew it was a blanket term for something developed by the Eminency of Progress, but beyond that, the boy did not know anything on the topic. The cheapest gadget, a Slate, was over twenty thousand manna, a sum enough to feed a family of five for a full year.  
 
    Vik rubbed the back of his head. “When we move up from Middlings to Prominents, maybe we’ll be able to know what all the hype is about. For now, forget about that shit and just focus on killing monsters and raising your level. You’re what, still like three… four levels behind me?”   
 
    “Three.” 
 
    The taller boy patted me on the back. “You gotta catch up Saintarelli. If you’re going to be dead weight, I’ll cut you off and find someone with more drive to hang with.” 
 
    My lips pressed softly together. Charming. “Like Sophia?” 
 
    “Fuck that bitch.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You’ve made that intention clear several times.” 
 
    Vik clicked his tongue. “Bitch fucking woke us up by splashing water on us, remember? From day one she’s been acting high-and-fucking mighty. She probably thinks she’s better than us just cause her dad is a High Eminent. I’ll show her.” 
 
    The memory of that day came clear from Neo’s mind along with something else. Bunk beds… roommates? Co-ed showers and living spaces? I almost laughed. Whose wise idea to let a group of hormone-riddled teenagers live, eat and sleep in the same place? 
 
    I could smell all aspects of their physiology. A significant portion of individuals I could perceive were pent up with sexual energy. Vik standing beside me was one such individual. 
 
    Well… now, is there a way I can use this to my advantage? 
 
    Finding a method of escape was important, but not nearly as important as learning more about the enemy, and searching for a way that I would steal Hoplite’s blood.  
 
    Can I use my [Duality] here? 
 
    Splitting timelines to give Vik the slip and search for more information would be the smart thing to do, however, things had changed a bit. As the cowardly me had once pointed out, [Duality] was no longer absolute. I had to be cautious, now. If Giggles was capable of sensing my ability to split timelines, it was no longer in the realm of the impossible for someone else to do so. It was almost guaranteed now, that others could do so.  
 
    I think I’ll wait a bit before using it.  
 
    The other epithet skill in my possession, [Gatekeeper] didn’t allow me to make doors and my [Earth Control] was reduced to such a level at which I could no longer use it to make doors. The only other skill in my arsenal which I could consider was [Ice Manipulation]. I’d never created a door of ice before, and doors weren’t traditionally made out of something which could melt. 
 
    “Saintarelli, Vistorel – you’re both late.”. 
 
    I hadn’t noticed when we arrived at our destination. There was, gathered before me, a large number of teenagers in uniform. Recruits. Neo’s memories told me they all belonged to the Lance Brigade. His, or now, my brigade. At the front of the group was a boy with dark hair and purple eyes. He was tall. Taller than Neo. Taller than even Vik. There was muscle, clear on his form, yet lean and streamlined. His arms were crossed as he stared us down. My instincts told me that this boy was somehow… different from the rest. 
 
    [Apprentice of the Champion Emeritus] 
 
    [The Sycophant’s Chosen] 
 
    [Child of Destiny] 
 
    Juma Al’ Amir 
 
    Lv. 61 
 
    What…? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20: Destiny 
 
    The boy in front of me, Juma, was different from anyone and anything else I had encountered in my stay in the world. Attempting to get a glimpse of his aura with Neo’s [Mana Eye] brought me the overwhelming color of white. Brightness above and beyond anything I could put into words. 
 
    Seventh Sense – WARNING! 
 
    You have encountered a [Child of Destiny]. 
 
    WARNING! 
 
    Meddling in the affairs of a [Child of Destiny] is highly not recommended. 
 
    WARNING! 
 
    Staying within the vicinity of a [Child of Destiny] may have severe consequences. 
 
    I didn’t know what that meant. I didn’t want to stick around to find out. Juma’s gaze landed upon me and I felt something sting. For god’s sakes, he’s just a child – 
 
    He didn’t feel like a child. There was a sharp, cunning intelligence behind his purple eyes. The color swirled and gazing into them, I found myself being pulled forward, almost as if wanting to touch them. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    I realized, I had been going, on my own volition, to touch him. 
 
    “Saintarelli, what the fuck?” Vik cursed. 
 
    Well then, how do I play this?  
 
    “You have the most unusual eyes,” I said. 
 
    Numerous pairs of eyes were on me. Staring at me. I wondered if I’d said something unfamiliar. Purple eyes were unusual, as far as I was concerned. 
 
    “Thank you,” Juma responded. 
 
    The gathered recruits, began to snicker and laugh. “Saintarelli has a crush!” 
 
    Ah. Yes, it did seem that way, didn’t it? I hid my amusement, cleared my throat and backed away, putting my hands behind me. Vik stared at me as if I’d grown two heads. I didn’t look at him.  
 
    Something told me that I was supposed to meet Juma. I didn’t understand it myself. I didn’t know why. It felt as if meeting him was merely something that was supposed to have happened a long time ago, and yet, something that didn’t. It wasn’t déjà vu or jamais vu – but some odd, twisted version of it. 
 
    “Well,” came Juma’s voice. “With that display… I suppose I don’t have to guess anymore why you two are late.” 
 
    Vik’s face turned a furious shade of red as the gathered recruits laughed and pointed. I rose my brow at the display. Oh, they think Vik and I were having sex? 
 
    “Fuck you Juma!” Vik swore. 
 
    “That’s against AAA regulations. Also, I’m partial the prettier sex.”  
 
    The laughs rowed again, and Vik’s face burned even hotter. 
 
    “Prettier? Is that what you think Juma?” 
 
    The laughter died with the arrival of a feminine voice. Albeit I possessed the memories of her existence, it did not quite make up for the appearance of the girl before me. I wagered she was nineteen, perhaps twenty. Her hair was, to my surprise, silver. Not gray from age, but possessed the sheen of fine cutlery. Her features were soft and delicate, so well-proportioned and symmetrical that it was hard to find a single flaw or blemish. Her eyes were a rich electric blue, stern and focused. 
 
    [Alphaphilia’s Black Sheep] 
 
    [The Discarded Heir] 
 
    [AAA Rising Star]  
 
    Sophia Alphaphilia 
 
    Lv. 44 
 
    Well, well, well – what do we have here? 
 
    Juma let out a sound that was a cross between a grunt and a sigh. “There’s an exception for every rule.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “And I take it you mean to imply that I’m the exception?” 
 
    “There is no correct answer to that question.” 
 
    He cleared his throat, crossed his arms and exhaled, before turning his attention back to Vik and I. “Well, what are you two waiting for? Get into formation.” 
 
    Vik grit his teeth, cursing and muttering underneath his breath. He tossed a heated glare to Juma, before tossing one to me as well. “Don’t fucking follow me.” 
 
    “Oh, a lover’s quarrel!” 
 
    “Fuck you!” 
 
    “That’s against regulation!” 
 
    Ignoring the laughs at his expense, I searched Neo’s memories for what formation I was supposed to get into. Standing in an ordered line was an odd experience, particularly because I had no military training to speak of, and had not experienced such a thing at the schools I attended. However, I had Neo, and I used his memories as a guideline. 
 
    Less than two minutes after everyone gathered, I noticed that we were arranged in an amazingly efficient order. Standing at attention, chests out, gaze forward, not tightly compacted together, yet, not spread far enough that we wouldn’t be able to see and hear what was going on at the front. 
 
    There were two individuals at the front. Juma and Sophia, the two highest level recruits gathered as I soon realized.  
 
    “TEN – SHUN!” 
 
    The call came with the sound of the stamping of feet against the earth. The recruits moved to immediate standing at attention. 
 
    “EASE!” 
 
    The stamping of feet a second time. Hands went behind our backs, clasped in a drill-general style. 
 
    “SHUN!” 
 
    Again, the stamping of feet. 
 
    “EASE!” 
 
    The relaxed, yet still formal stance. 
 
    “A – A – A!” 
 
    “OVERCOMING ADVERSITY!” the cries came. 
 
    “AAA!” 
 
     “A – A – A!” 
 
    “OVERCOMING ADVERSITY!” 
 
    “LANCE BRIGADE!” 
 
    “LIVE TOGETHER, DIE TOGETHER!” 
 
    “LANCE BRIGADE!” 
 
    “LIVE TOGETHER, DIE TOGETHER!” 
 
    Keeping suspicion off me required following the chants. My understanding of the Alhamisians increased, as I noticed how each response that followed the inciting announcements increased in fervor. There was an odd sense of group camaraderie within the Lance Brigade, along with a sense of pride and identity. As if to be within that group made them different, special, from everyone else on the outside of it. 
 
    I knew nothing of their military structure, but I could make educated guesses as I searched Neo’s memories. Levels were important, and the individuals with the highest level in each Brigade was made the de-facto leader or (Captain) of the Brigade. Achievements and merits were equally as, if not more important, than levels, and slaying nightmares was the fastest way to earn both. 
 
    Their performances were ranked, scored and recorded on the ‘Leaderboards’, with each AAA soldier having a Nightmare Kill Count of varying levels and types of nightmares, across different tiers. From Neo’s memories, the current AAA soldier with the highest kill count was – 
 
    Not Hoplite? 
 
    Someone called General Luxeme Vi Engarde. Commander of the Seven Amendments. 
 
    Interesting. Very interesting. 
 
    “As it stands, we had four more would-be deserters of the Lance Brigade,” Juma’s voice cut across the crowd, causing a silent swarm of murmurs. 
 
    “Had, being the keyword.” He continued. “They are, fortunately, no longer among us. Sophia and I were able to find and put them down before that could happen.” 
 
    There was a palpable air of relief that shot through the crowd. My lips twitched. I searched Neo’s memories, and the explanation came to me. Deserters are killed or handed over to the Eminency of Penance – but with the Lance Brigade – 
 
    Hoplite threatened that if one member of the Brigade deserted, he would take it to mean all members deserted, and all members would be executed. The AAA was unexpectedly more draconian than I anticipated. Then again, they were a military force that developed in a world with horrific nightmares like Giggle and Apophis. I couldn’t fault their methods so long as it was effective. 
 
    “Prominent Macey’s announcement about a nightmare slipping into Sector One-Zero-One is the Lance Brigade’s top priority,” Juma announced. “Our Feelers claim that the nightmare has vanished, but we still do not know how it managed to bypass the barriers and find itself within our walls. Planewalkers tend to have varying abilities to manipulate space and time – but Sector One-Zero-One has anti-spacetime distortion measures and detection scans designed to anticipate such events. Yet, somehow, this nightmare managed to bypass them all, and we only got word of it afterward.” 
 
    Anti-spacetime distortion measures? I felt a spark of irritation. Of all the things… 
 
    “For that feat, the Planewalker, designated ‘NMR-X’ by the higher-ups, has been classified as a potential Tier 9 threat.” 
 
    Juma paused, allowing the announcement to seep in. I could feel the thickness of the tension that dropped on the shoulders of the soldiers around me, and I wanted to laugh at it. Tier 9? Me? If you think I’m a Tier 9 threat, I sorely feel sorry for you. 
 
    “There are also rumors circulating that the Planewalker is connected to the Phantom-Death incidents, and thus to NW401 – the Druid Nightwitch “ 
 
    Of course. 
 
    “If this is true…” 
 
    It is. 
 
    “Extreme caution is advised.” 
 
    Most definitely. 
 
    At the end of the day, the RETURN command sent me to a spot nearest to Zlosta. This was an opportunity, as another item on the list of ingredients required to get the Heart of Sisyphus was the hair of a Nightly One – or in this case, Zlosta’s hair. 
 
    Mythic Quest: Night(mare) in Shining Armor  
 
    Mythic Questline Unlocked: Destiny 
 
    Destiny can only be delayed, but never denied. Against all odds, you have found yourself once more near to the one who gave you the power to eat your cake and have it. Will you abandon her a second time, or will you save the Mad Sage and pave the path for your destiny?  
 
    Task: Rescue Zlosta 
 
    Quest Giver: [???] 
 
    Quest Difficulty: [Tier 9] 
 
    Time Left: [N/A] 
 
    Quest Rewards: [Unknown] 
 
    Quest Failure: [Unknown] 
 
    Will you accept this Quest? 
 
    [Yes] 
 
    [No] 
 
    Oh, trying to bait me, are we? 
 
    The quest didn’t tell me anything about where Zlosta was, or where she was supposed to be. It didn’t tell me if it was time-sensitive, or the rewards and consequences for failing it. Yet I knew, was that it was a quest that wouldn’t be easy. I was already in a situation wherein the wrong move or expression would lead to my death. I could not rely on my [Duality] or [Gatekeeper] until I knew for sure that using them could not be detected, and would not otherwise fail and bring enemies down on my neck. 
 
    Escaping was already difficult. Adding a jailbreak on top of that was a troubling task. 
 
    I like these odds. 
 
    You have accepted the Quest: Night(mare) in Shining Armor. 
 
    First and foremost, I needed to would be to find a way to leave Sector One-Zero-One that wouldn’t be detected. Once I did that, I would need to find where Zlosta was being imprisoned. If the Alhamisians were as paranoid and cautious as I believed, then she was most likely kept somewhere under heavy guard, a place restricted to low-level recruits. 
 
    So that means… ‘leveling up’ and fast. Or… alternatively… kill someone with higher clearance, and use [Form Feaster] to take their place. 
 
    That path had its difficulties. I would need to find a valid reason to be near someone of higher clearance, and I would need to kill them quickly and quietly enough to not draw any attention. Additionally, if they were granted higher clearance, it typically meant they were stronger than the lower-leveled individuals. Would I be able to take them out quickly? 
 
    “Neo Saintarelli.” 
 
    My head jerked as I realized my name was called. Not my name, Neo’s name – same difference. Again, numerous pairs of eyes were in my direction. The individual who had called my name was the girl who stood beside Juma. Her eyes narrowed at me, and I couldn’t help myself from providing a coy smile. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Why have you disabled your comms and tracer?” 
 
    My what? I searched through Neo’s memories. Private comm… Godscripts… the floating boxes and quest system… there’s a built-in voice-chat feature and a location tracker – 
 
    The Godscripts were nothing like my Nightscripts. It was a Player User Interface, complete with private messaging, limited inventory storage, a connected information network, a Codex, virtual libraries, maps, live-feed real-time weather, temperature, and vitals – 
 
    I didn’t have any of that, because I wasn’t a human.  
 
    Oh, this might be troublesome. 
 
    For each second that ticked by, numerous eyes locked upon me, along with several whispers. Tension began to rise. “You do understand,” Sophia continued, “only would-be deserters, or people who have a reason to hide where they are going bother to disable their live locations?” 
 
    Mutters cut across the Lance Brigade. Some along the lines of ‘I didn’t even know they could be disabled’ to ‘wait, you can disable them?’ 
 
    Sighing audibly, and loudly, I declared “I have no intention of deserting.” 
 
    “Then why are they disabled?” 
 
    Because the real Neo Saintarelli is dead.  
 
    I couldn’t say that for obvious reasons. 
 
    Think. What does Neo know that can help me? In a situation where you were already under suspicion for a deed or misdeed you committed, what was the best thing to do? 
 
    I looked her straight in the eye, smiled, and opened my lips. 
 
    “I don’t believe it’s any of your business.” 
 
    Change the stakes. 
 
    Numerous pairs of eyes widened in my direction, the voices turning from whispers to full-blown chatter. I stood, arms crossed, staring straight at a superior officer in what was the most ham-fisted show of defiance and insubordination I could physically muster. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You’re not the one in charge here,” I pointed to Juma. “He is,” I said, before thinking. “I don’t take orders from women.” 
 
    Juma, standing beside Sophia, rose his brows, whereas the girl in question bristled. I could almost feel the intensity of her anger from where I stood, despite several feet and several people being in between us. 
 
    Ah, yes, playing the role of the sexist bastard always works. 
 
    “Perhaps, if you were to ask him to intercede, I would be more willing to give my answers, to the true leader of the Lance Brigade… not his eye-candy.” 
 
    I heard the ‘oohs’ and ‘oh snaps’ from the crowd. Soldiers or not, the people gathered around me were teenagers and young adults. I remembered from my teen years how much they possessed a great deal of desire to witness a good verbal spar. 
 
    My eyes darted back and forth between Sophia and Juma. The situation was a tricky one that I had once faced, in my previous life. An employee dismissing the instructions of his female superior, and deferring only to his male counterpart. I fired the idiot ultimately, because no one disrespected my Jennifer. She had been the most excellent PA. Not even our tryst managed to ruin that. 
 
    But the AAA wasn’t a company. Sophia couldn’t fire me any more than she could hire me. If Juma interceded, I would only have proven my words right by having him settle the matter for her, thus weakening her position and authority in the Lance Brigade. If he didn’t, which I was willing to bet on, and Sophia wasn’t able to somehow get me to obey their instructions, both their standings would go down. 
 
    Now… what hand will you play? 
 
    “Do you somehow, in that delusional mind of yours, believe yourself to be stronger than me, Saintarelli?” 
 
    Ah, a direct challenge then? 
 
    Numerous eyes were on me again. I took in a deep breath, making a show of shaking my head in disappointment. “It’s not about strength. It’s about worthiness. You aren’t worthy to lead us.” 
 
    “And you are? Because you have a cock between your legs?” 
 
    I dismissed her question. “Because I do not talk down to people like ants.” I gestured to the soldiers in assembly. “You talk down to everyone around you. Your tone reeks of arrogance. Do you believe yourself that mighty, or is it just because your father happens to be one of the Ten High Eminents?” 
 
    The mutters and whispers swept through the crowd. As I suspected, the information wasn’t public knowledge. Juma standing beside her also had a look of surprise he didn’t quite manage to hide. 
 
    “Her dad is a High Eminent?” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Of course – Alphaphilia – as in, Sophos Alphaphilia.” 
 
    “No wonder she’s so stuck up –” 
 
    “Shh! Are you mad? What if she hears you!” 
 
    It isn’t public knowledge at all. Fascinating. So why did Neo know it? 
 
    “That has nothing to do with this Saintarelli –” 
 
    I waved my hand. “Are you’re saying that your father being the High Eminent of Progress has absolutely nothing to do with why you’re in the AAA?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence where she opened her lips but hesitated. The Lance Brigade saw it immediately. Like starving sharks sniffing a bleeding cut on prey, they took that one act of hesitation as a confirmation of the idea. The outcries and accusations launched at machine-fire rates. 
 
    “So it’s true?” 
 
    “You’re only in the AAA because of your dad?” 
 
    “That’s such bullshit –!” 
 
    “Fucking Eminent privilege –“  
 
    The crowd was incensed enough that no one was focusing on me, and the fact that I lacked a tracer. The original reason my name was called had been forgotten in lieu of the accusations and shouts at Sophia. She was made into the scapegoat, but alas, it was her fault for calling me out. Watching her stand, awed and confused by the yells and accusations, I took the opportunity to turn invisible with [Phantasm] and slink away. 
 
    I left in a random direction away from the Lance Brigade’s meeting place. Turning to look behind me to ensure no one was following me, I sighed in relief as I tried to find a suitable spot to hide.  
 
    The buildings were made in such a manner that it almost felt like an impossibility, which had me racing at max speeds towards the large, giant walls enclosing Sector One-Zero-One. Making sure not to accidentally hit anyone, and making extra sure to avoid anyone who was floating, I found myself behind an odd tree grown directly in front of the giant white walls. There were two towers, present, with guards at the top, forcing me to calculate an angle behind the tree that would fall into the blind-spot of the guards. 
 
    I reached out, touching the walls, and frowned as I realized I couldn’t phase through them. They even have measures against ghosts? 
 
    My gaze turned to the top of the walls, narrowing at the towers, and shaking my head as Neo’s memories filled in that there was an invisible barrier. I turned my gaze to the ground, tapping it – and [Earth Control] told me there was a material at the bottom that I wouldn’t be able to phase through or manipulate. 
 
    The Alhamisians were tremendously paranoid bastards. Paranoid, but it was certainly well-deserved 
 
    I couldn’t phase through the walls, I couldn’t go over them, I couldn’t dig under, and if Juma was to be believed, my [Epithet Skills] couldn’t be used either. As far as I knew, the only way I would be able to escape Sector One-Zero-One was if I walked straight out the front gates. 
 
    Quite the predicament. 
 
    I wouldn’t be able to get that far. My lack of a Godscripts would give me away. Not having it would be the defining feature that told people I wasn’t human. 
 
    I absorbed Neo’s memories and abilities… shouldn’t I have also absorbed his ability to use the Godscripts? I squeezed my eyes shut and whispered under my breath. “Godscript.” 
 
    ERROR!  
 
    Nightscript and Godscript incompatibility. 
 
    A Nightmare is given the Nightscript. An Alamirian is given the Godscript. 
 
    You cannot comb – 
 
    Comb –  
 
    Comb –  
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    ERROR! 
 
    ERROR! 
 
    ERROR! 
 
    Error Code 626-24225 
 
    Troubleshooting… 
 
    Title [User] has come into effect. 
 
    Racial Skill [Form Feaster] has come into effect. 
 
    Title: [Reincarnated] has come into effect. 
 
    Reviewing conditions… 
 
    Conditions Accepted. 
 
    Access Granted. 
 
    Nightscripts and Godscripts fusion possible via Antediluvian Hieroglyphs and/or Administrator Command. 
 
    Would you like to enable the commands to fuse your Nightscripts with the Godscripts? 
 
    [Yes] 
 
    [No] 
 
    Without hesitation, I accepted. 
 
    [Fusion in progress…] 
 
    [Transferring Data…] 
 
    [Installing Codex…] 
 
    [Installing Message System…] 
 
    [Installing Party System…] 
 
    [Updating World Maps…] 
 
    [Integrating Dimensional Storage…] 
 
    [Integrating AAA Network Database…] 
 
    [Upgrading Parameters/Attributes…] 
 
    [Integrating Magic System…] 
 
    [Integrating Daily Task System…] 
 
    [Integrating Mission Database…] 
 
    My head began to ache. Sounds around me distorted into echoes in the background as my vision blurred and I fought to maintain my balance.  
 
    [Fusion Complete!] 
 
     [You may now use the Godscript features of the Alamirians] 
 
     [You have unlocked the Night-God Scripts!] 
 
    Fighting back the dizziness, I muttered underneath my breath. “Godscripts.” 
 
    [Godscript Activated] 
 
    Bios Screen 
 
    [Class Undetermined] 
 
    Name: Neo Saintarelli 
 
    Health: 2,050/2,050 [272k/272k] 
 
    Mystic: 500/500 [448k/448k] 
 
    [Health Regen: 30k/Hour] 
 
    [Mystic Regen: 72k/Hour] 
 
    Level: 14 [42] 
 
    Age: 18 
 
    Race: Human (Marisian) (Alhamisian) 
 
    Social Status: Middling  
 
    Occupation: AAA Recruit, [Infiltrator] 
 
    Title(s): Son of Jacques 
 
    Affiliations: Alhamis Empire, Holy Empire of Maris, Saintarelli Family, AAA. 
 
    Base of Operations: Alhamis Empire. 
 
    Experience to Next Level: ? 
 
    The list kept going. 
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 10 [84,562] 
 
    Endurance: 20 [60,601] 
 
    Vitality: 15 [24,871] 
 
    Agility: 24 [72,051] 
 
    Charisma: 9 [520]  
 
    Intelligence: 11 [999]  
 
    Mysticism: 5 [102,400] 
 
    Physical Status 
 
    Buffs: 
 
    N/A 
 
    Debuffs: 
 
    N/A 
 
    Flair: 
 
    Mana Eye [Cursed Eyes of Pattern Recognition] 
 
    Skills 
 
    Alhamisian Arms Training Lv. 2 [Passive] 
 
    Alhamisian Swordsmanship Lv. 3 [Passive] 
 
    Marisian Kickboxing Lv. 9 [Passive] 
 
    Marisian Wrestling Lv. 7 [Passive] 
 
    Marisian Arms Training Lv. 9 [Passive] 
 
    Marisian Fencing Lv. 8 [Passive] 
 
    Marisian Assassination Training Lv. 9 [Passive] 
 
    False Data Lv. 8 [Active]  
 
    Spells 
 
    Muffle Lv. 9 [Active] 
 
    Silence Lv. 9 [Active] 
 
    Sleep Lv. 8 [Active] 
 
    Mist Lv. 9 [Active] 
 
    False Data: Bios [Active] 
 
    False Data: Life [Active] 
 
    False Data: Level [Active] 
 
    False Data: Mystic [Active] 
 
    False Data: Location [Active] 
 
    False Data: Attributes [Active] 
 
    Bios [False]: 
 
    Neo Saintarelli, born to Jacques Saintarelli and Asha Saintarelli nee Chamberlain. The son of a somewhat thriving Middling businessman, Neo is an antisocial bookworm who has chosen to enlist in the AAA as a means to bring glory to his family and stop the hatred he gets for only being half-Alhamisian. 
 
    Bios [True]:  
 
    Neo Saintarelli, born to Jacques Saintarelli and Asha Saintarelli nee Chamberlain. The third son of the Saintarelli family, Neo is a quiet but thoughtful boy who spends more time in the comfort of books than with people. Coming from a long line of Marisian counter-intelligence operatives, Neo takes after his father Jacques, whose life as a simple businessman is a cover identity guarding his position as a Marisian double-agent at the Eminency of Espionage. Neo enlisted in the AAA under his father’s instructions with the ultimate goal of finding and observing a yet unknown target. 
 
    Of all the possible things! 
 
    A spy. I’d killed a spy and taken his place. I barked a large laugh. What are the odds of a spy being killed and replaced by an infiltrator? Either Neo was a horrible spy, or I was stronger than I realized to have dispatched him so easily. 
 
    This can work to my advantage. 
 
    Neo’s skill [False Data] was the cream of the crop of useful skills, especially when it came to fighting other ‘Players’ as it were. It was a skill that enabled him to even fool me into thinking his level was lower than it was. It was a skill that managed to fool everyone else, considering that his friend Vik hadn’t noticed either. 
 
    I take it back. Neo. Thank you for this gift. 
 
    I knew now, what I needed to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Interlude II: Desires 
 
    Lady Gothel, upon bestowing the name ‘Erzili’ had asked what desire she possessed the most. She had asked her, “What is it you want from the world, Erzili?” 
 
    At the time, she had not known. Her consciousness was developing, her intelligence infantile, and she had not yet understood the concept of ‘self’ or ‘identity’ or ‘desire.’ 
 
    Things were simpler, all those years ago, when her only desires were ‘food’ and ‘sex.’ In those years as a young named nightmare, she desired little else, and soon, in between ransacking villages and abducting male and female alike to sate her desires, a stroke of chance, a random mutation occurred. The ability to understand, perhaps, that ultimately, all creatures, nightmare and Alamirian alike, desired simply those two things. 
 
    All struggles and all pursuits were after those two things. All wars and all stories. All fables and all legends. Life itself was only made possible or sustained through those two simple desires: ‘food’ and ‘sex.’ 
 
    Take away food and all creatures perished. Take away sex and no creatures were born, thus all creatures perished still. 
 
    It was clear, upon meeting him, that he was like all creatures. He desired those two things. The first, she had given willingly. The passion and fervor at which he desired the first told her that he had been deprived of it for a long time. The words he uttered, she remembered, however fuzzy and conflicting it was to have memories of events that both did and did not happen, told her that at his core, he was not like the rest. 
 
    He had fears. He understood his limitations. He was vengeful, petty, arrogant, headstrong. He simultaneously believed himself to be strong and to be weak. He desired death yet so very desperately he clung to life. 
 
    He was as his name, and as his power. Duality – two contradicting natures. 
 
    Yet, he was simple. He was innocent. Almost childlike. He believed her words, without doubt, or hesitation. It was a shame. Alas, he was young. She knew he could not have lived for perhaps a century – no, not even half of that. In several ways, he gleamed with intelligence, but ultimately, his weakness, she knew, was the same as many a man. 
 
    She had two different memories of the day. In one, he had been present, sitting in her Quarters all day, reading and pouring over book upon book. In another, he had ordered Onna to bite off her fingers, and redecorated the entirety of Fort Zyvar to be complete with streets of gold and his golem soldiers. 
 
    Both of those two things had happened, as Fort Zyvar was as she remembered it, with streets of gold, and her books had laid on her table, so he had been there, reading through them. 
 
    In the memories she had of him taking Onna with him into the forest, she assumed he was merely of to indulge in more sex. He seemed the type. When he had not returned for several hours, she knew then that something had gone wrong. 
 
    Then, in the memories she had of him being with her all through the day, pouring of her books, he admitted having gone to fight Giggles.  
 
    “The child!” 
 
    Had he truly, somehow, believed himself capable of handling Giggles alone? Had he not known, that he was to face an Elder One like herself?  
 
    It was fine, she realized. Fortunately for her, he had not realized the true extent of their contract. Of what it meant for her to fully subjugate herself underneath his rule. He was her Master, from now till death, and she, his slave.  
 
    For a simple exchange, a Demiurge was forever bound to her, and she, bound to him. Oh, surely, he must have believed that her slavery was to his benefit, but he was wrong. In truth, he offered to her far, far more than what she offered to him. 
 
    A fully realized Demiurge was a true horror to witness. 
 
    She shuddered, the memories coming back to her. He had been everything Janus was not, and at the same time, everything he was. She banished aside the memories, making her way, instead, singlehandedly to the spot where she knew she would find him. 
 
    Thus, at the entrance to Krvavi Lagoon, her lips opened. 
 
    “Under the authority of my Master, Demiurge Janus, I command you –” 
 
    She lied, when she told him she could not fully utilize the words of the Mothertongue.  
 
    Dismantle.Domain(Krvavi_Lagoon) = True 
 
    “Dismantle.” 
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Authorization Found.] 
 
    [Demiurge: Janus] 
 
    [Command Authorized.] 
 
    Reality shuddered as the order came to be in existence. Her Master, sadly, did not understand the true merit of the power he wielded. There was satisfaction in rending aside the troublesome barriers holding Krvavi Lagoon, and sauntering her way, straight within it. 
 
    “How many years has it been, lovelorn one?” 
 
    Giggles stood atop the motionless lake, four hooves, half-man half-horse. With his right hand, he stroked down his braided beard, hollow eyes trailing her movements. He was as she remembered, aged, old, humorless. The being destined to see the final laugh had not always been this way. No, he had not. She remembered him, in the several centuries past, filled with ambition, passion, humor. Every word he uttered would never fail to elicit a smile, every action he made would bring her to laughter. 
 
    She disregarded the memories. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Lovelorn one, has it been a hundred years? Two hundred?” 
 
    She pressed her lips. “Where are my darlings?” 
 
    “Hundreds of years past, and you send your new pet Demiurge to take my Domain. Did you believe this one that weak, or did you believe the humorless one to be that strong?” 
 
    “Janus is a Demiurge. You know how powerful they can be.” 
 
    “Yet, the humorless one did not fight like a Demiurge. Did not act like a Demiurge. This one expected another Morpheus, instead, this one got an overconfident fool. He was weak, lovelorn one. For a Demiurge to be so weak – truly, it is a joke this one will not soon forget.” 
 
    “Where. Is. He?” 
 
    “Gone, lovelorn one.” 
 
    “Do not play games with me Laugher.” 
 
    “We battled, and the humorless one, in his final moments, used his last breath to plead for me to bring back to life your snowwoman.” The Elder One laughed. “And somehow, the child believed I would honor his request. Never have I seen such naivete in a nightmare.” 
 
    Erzili shook her head. “He is not dead.” 
 
    “This one made sure of his demise.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. Gesturing with her hands into the air, she invoked upon her master’s name a second time, writing out the words in the ancient script: Display_Master_Contract. 
 
    Master Contract 
 
    Current Master: Janus 
 
    Species: High Ghilan 
 
    Influence: Demiurge 
 
    [Epithet Skills]: Duality | Gatekeeper 
 
    Status: Alive 
 
    It worked. 
 
    The RETURN command had worked. 
 
    “It seems my Master managed to get the better of you.” 
 
    Giggles’ lips contorted into a frown. “That cannot be possible. This one killed the Demiurge. Of this, there is no doubt.” 
 
    “Erzili’s contract says otherwise, and Erzili is more than willing to believe it.” 
 
    She was pleased with the turn of events, although somewhat curious. Dreamer had told her the specific conditions of the RETURN command, but she had never seen its effect. She had no way of being sure Dreamer hadn’t been lying to her, deceiving her as he deceived them all. The problem was the anchored of the command was different depending on who used it. 
 
    It was supposed to return them to the person who had given them the most happiness. She believed, after their sexual encounter, she qualified for that title. Yet, Janus had not returned to her. So who then, was it, that had given him the most happiness in the world? 
 
    Where have you gone oh troublesome Master of mine? 
 
     “…if the humorless one managed to somehow survive… then it is as this one feared.” 
 
    She was amused. “Feared?” 
 
    “You cannot be a fool as to not know the being that named your Master. The Book of Nightly-Ones is in your possession.” 
 
    “What is your point Laugher?” 
 
    “Your master is a servant of the Sage of Perpetual Insanity. You have chosen a Master who serves the Avatar of Omega. A master who serves the Incarnation of the End.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    The Nuckelavee let out a frustrated sound that rang like music to her ears. 
 
    “Have you already forgotten the insanity present in a Demiurge? Have you forgotten what Morpheus did to us? How he betrayed us? Have you come to forget, how he narrated delusions of a god-ordained task? Have you already forgotten, Erzili?!” 
 
    “Erzili remembers.” 
 
    Laugher huffed. “You surely must not. Else, you would not choose to serve a being like the humorless one. Unlike Morpheus, the humorless one is backed by a power that may allow him to accomplish the impossible.” 
 
    “Erzili will not let that happen.” 
 
    “How many times, Erzili? How many times have you uttered those words, only to realize you had no control over the situation? Is this not the third Demiurge you have picked up as a pet? Did you not lose the first to the Leporinian God-King, and lose the second to the Anathema Epsilon? When will you understand that you cannot control destiny? Morpheus’ existence was a one-in-a-billion occurrence. No other Demiurges can escape their natural fate. Their lifespan is one-fifth of a decade for a reason.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, humming underneath her breath. There was always merit in what Laugher said. Sometimes she hated him, for being so knowledgeable, other times, she adored him, his knowledge, his foresight, his wisdom. 
 
    “...or is it, that you have come to desire the world’s end as the Mad Sage does?” 
 
    “I have too many desires unfulfilled to wish the world end.” 
 
    “Surely this cannot still be about revenge?” 
 
    “What else would it be about?” 
 
    “You do not need another Demiurge for your goal. Should you join the Court – ” 
 
    “And be at their beck and call? Their every whim and command? No, Laugher. Erzili will not beg to serve in the legend of another when Erzili can reign in a legend of one’s own.” 
 
    “Your bottomless ambition will be the end of you Erzili.” 
 
    She sneered. “Rather excess ambition, than none at all. Look at you, Laugher. You were the Night Emperor of Sloth. Even long before Erzili joined the Nine, Erzili heard tales of your legend, fables of your power and cruelty. You once went toe-to-toe with the Anathema Triton and lived to tell the tale. You killed the Midwarf Champion Jotunfinn and mounted his wives and daughters atop his corpse in the presence of his people, laughing through it all with blood-coated lips. You were the most terrifying of the Nine Night Emperors, the most fearsome amongst Alamir’s most powerful.” 
 
    She glanced at the aged being. “And now, look at you. Look at what you’ve become. After Dreamer’s betrayal, you are but a mere shadow of your former self. Now you sit here, a lagoon in the middle of nowhere acting as a glorified guardian for an insignificant village.” 
 
    “This one came to understand that the meaninglessness of it all. A nightmare is to be as a nightmare must be. Nothing more, nothing less.” 
 
    “Your existence is a mockery of the being Erzili once adored. Cowardly. Ambitionless. Pathetic.” 
 
    The Elder One of Cosmic Humor sighed. “Lovelorn one – ” 
 
    “Enough.” Erzili crossed her arms. “Leave, Laugher. Erzili possesses a Demiurge’s authority. Out of the admiration Erzili has for the being you once were, Erzili will refrain from deleting you from the records of existence. But you must leave. Leave this lagoon. Leave and never come back.” 
 
    “…as you wish, lovelorn one.” 
 
    Neither sound nor motion accompanied the removal of his presence from the Lagoon. She was pleased that he was gone. She was angry, that he was gone. Laugher had so much potential. If only she possessed a fraction of the power he did. If only she could motivate him back to return to their glory days, where he blurred through settlements, a red mist in the air, his laughs echoing into the distance. The days when children were told to never laugh in the forest, for doing so would summon the Laugher – and their lives would come to end as their final sight was that of the Elder One of Cosmic Humor, a smile on his face, and the words on his lips: 
 
    “Would you like to hear a joke?” 
 
    Erzili shuddered. She missed Laugher. The real Laugher. Charismatic, confident, powerful – yes, if it was ever possible for a nightmare to experience the emotion of love, Erzili would agree that Laugher had been her first love. 
 
    Dreamer had been her last. 
 
    Alas, it was all in the past now. The Elder One of Ecstasy understood that it was too late. It was not, however, too late for her darlings. Waving her hand into the air, she wrote once more into the air. 
 
    Resurrect.Fallen.Nightmare (Yuki_Onna) 
 
    Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Authorization Found.] 
 
    [Demiurge: Janus] 
 
    [Command Authorized.] 
 
    She rose from the lake, her frozen form shuddering, her eyes blinking, wide, open, confused. 
 
    “L-Leader Erzili –” 
 
    “Onna darling, tell me,” she managed to keep her voice steady. “While Erzili expected it from Janus, because he does not know better, Erzili did not expect it from you. Darling, what possessed you to come here with Janus and fight Giggles?” 
 
    “I –” the poor girl licked her lips. “We – I assumed – we didn’t know he was –” 
 
    “Didn’t know he was powerful?” 
 
    The girl didn’t answer. 
 
    “Tell me, Onna darling, if the nightmares who owned the Domains neighboring the Hlahan Forest weren’t all incredibly powerful, do you not think Erzili would have taken them all out and claimed their lands already?” 
 
    The girl looked down. “I – I believed, with the Demiurge –” 
 
    “Yes, Janus certainly could have dispatched Giggles easily. Had he first allowed me to tell him the commands that enable him to weaken nightmares, or turn their domains against them, or simply just erase them – then certainly, you two would have triumphed. But, he did not, allow me to tell him. Instead, instead darling, you went to pick a fight with a former Night Emperor.” 
 
    “I – I wanted to be of use to you… I wanted…” 
 
    Erzili sighed. She reached out and touched Onna’s cheeks. At times, Erzili loathed her Epithet Skill. While it was useful, numerous times to gleam information and guarantee loyalty, she had to deal with events like this, with people and nightmares, utterly and completely obsessed with her. In love with her. Incapable of doing without her. They would sooner murder their wives and children than spend one second away from her embrace. Sooner slit their throats than be starved of her affection. 
 
    Onna was one of those affected more than most. The poor thing. “Darling – you are of use to me.”  
 
    She was the perfect puppet. The most loyal toy. No matter what Erzili did, no matter what order she gave, Onna would always follow. Unlike Slim, who followed her because they had mutual goals, Wunder who followed her because of his principle of obeying a person who could best him in combat, and Arol, who she could never truly break of her religious coding, Onna was completely and wholly hers. 
 
    Body, mind and soul – completely hers. 
 
    “It’s alright, Onna darling. Erzili was able to bring you back – and that is all that matters.” 
 
    She could not afford to lose lieutenants. Whereas her plan would be better if she could merely find terrifyingly strong individuals as her followers, strong nightmares were often headstrong, rebellious and ambitious. She did not need those sorts. No, she wanted to recreate her own circle, her own court. She did not need to join the Court of Nightfall or pledge loyalty to the Midnight Convent – 
 
    She would recreate her group, and with that group, she would rise to the top, return to her former glory, and surpass it. 
 
    She had not lied when she told Janus she wanted to create a Kingdom of Nightmares. 
 
    She however, had no intention of peaceful coexistence. No, Erzili’s goal – Erzili’s true dream – was the complete domination of the Kingdoms of Man. Why stop at following a master who would be the King of Nightmares, when they could be the King of the World? 
 
    Yes, Janus would be the King of the World, the one who the world’s eyes would be on. Behind the scenes, while she fed reassuring words into his ear, giving him the tenderness and compassion he was so severely starved of, her Epithet Skill would fully instill within him an undying love and devotion to her. The King of the World would nothing more than another beautiful puppet in her long tentacled arms. 
 
    And then, once he was strong enough, she would pit them against each other, Demiurge versus Demiurge.  
 
    Janus versus Morpheus. 
 
    Lady Gothel, upon granting her the name ‘Erzili’ had asked, what desire she possessed. Lady Gothel asked, “What is it you want from the world?” At the time, when she had not known, or understood, her answer then had been simple, and it had not changed. 
 
    I want everything. 
 
    And soon – soon, she would have it. 
 
    “Come, Onna darling… we have preparations to make.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21: Secrets 
 
    In the process of putting my plan into action, I received two unexpected messages. 
 
    Quest Objectives Complete! 
 
    ¨    Conquer Krvavi Lagoon – [Complete!] 
 
    [For properly surviving an encounter with the Elder One of Cosmic Humor, your Minion’s Loyalty has gone up!] 
 
    As far as I remembered, I had lost against Giggles. Something strange was going on back in the Hlahan Lands. Erzili would certainly be irritated feel about me costing her a lieutenant and it was not a conversation I was eager to have. 
 
    “This is his room.” 
 
    “…it’s our room. Funny. Did you know Saintarelli was our roommate?” 
 
    “I did. It was why I noticed he turned off his comms and tracer.” 
 
    “To think one of our roommates would try to desert… that sucks.” 
 
    Juma and Sophia opened the door. With [Phantasm] active, I hid in the corner of the room, invisible and intangible. The duo walked in, making a beeline for Neo Saintarelli’s things. 
 
    “When I find him, I’m going to make sure he suffers painfully before I kill him.” 
 
    “…so, you really are High Eminent Sophos’ daughter?” 
 
    “What of it?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just… surprised.” Juma shrugged. “I grew up in an orphanage. There were only three of us at first. I, Niha, and Kuri. We used to make jokes that one day we’d try to make friends with an Eminent’s kid and show them all the good stuff they’ve missed out in life.” 
 
    Sophia snorted. “And what exactly are three orphans from the Middling Slums supposed to show me?” 
 
    “How to have an awesome summer. Catching thunderflies that appear after a storm. Storing mud during the rain and using it to have a mud-fight to cool off on the hotter days. Baking bean-buns by the dozen to sell at the bi-weekly market, and then using the profits to buy frozen-cocoa eggplants and peppered cassava sticks. There was even one time, we snuck into Father Goma’s office and “borrowed” his bottle of Gabani Spirit Ale. It was Niha’s idea – and it ended with a drunken dance battle –” 
 
    “Why, exactly, are you telling me any of this?” 
 
    They reached Neo’s bed and belongings, and I noticed Juma cross his arms as he shrugged. 
 
    “Because Saintarelli wasn’t wrong –” 
 
    “Excuse me?” she snapped at him. 
 
    “I didn’t finish.” He said immediately. “Only idiots think gender matters when it comes to who to listen to and who not to. Same thing with age or class – I mean, General Hoplite is younger than both of us but that won’t stop him from destroying us with the flick of his pinky.” 
 
    “So how wasn’t Saintarelli wrong?” 
 
    “Most of the recruits in the Lance Brigade are Middlings like me or Saintarelli… and they won’t get it. It’s different, where we come from. Prominent and Eminent women are just as powerful, if not more so than their male counterparts. but most Middling women either do petty trade at the markets or work at the softer Warehouses or are just typical mothers and homemakers.” 
 
    “And that makes them weak?’ 
 
    “It makes them different.?” Juma explained. “The average Middling woman will lose nine out of ten times to the average Middling man. Saintarelli is seeing things from that view. Simply change his view would by reminding him you’re not the average Middling woman.” 
 
    “…that’s surprisingly decent advice, coming from you.” 
 
    “I have my moments.” 
 
    Neo’s, or rather, my box was dragged out. A small little briefcase-like thing with combination looks embedded on the front. “This is it.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll find something that’ll tell us where Neo fled to?” 
 
    “We have to. I didn’t come this far just to let someone else’s cowardice be my downfall.” 
 
    Sophia slammed her fists against the lock, while Juma hummed. “I don’t think Neo’s planning on deserting.” 
 
    She slammed it a second time. “Why else would he turn off his tracer and his comms?” 
 
    “It doesn’t add up. If he wanted to desert, he wouldn’t do something to draw attention to himself. If anything, turning off his tracer is almost as subtle as wearing a giant sign that says ‘look at me, I’m doing something suspicious.’” 
 
    Sophia scoffed. She slammed the lock a third time. “Then what theory do you have to explain it?” 
 
    “Neo’s hiding something – something he doesn’t want people to find out. His reaction when he saw me was odd, and then there’s how he managed to slip away unnoticed while he was standing in the middle of formation. People said they never noticed him leave, though everyone was tossing slurs at you at the moment so it’s possible they were preoccupied, but still he’s never displayed that level of stealth before. The only people I’ve heard of that are that good at sneaking are Double E.” 
 
    “You think our roommate is an agent of the Eminency of Espionage?” 
 
    “Call it a gut feeling.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. Why would the Double E send a spy into the AAA? Besides, the higher-ups have our Godscript records. If he really was a spy, they wouldn’t let him stay.” 
 
    “Unless he’s got clearance from somewhere even higher,” Juma said, crossing his arms. “Your dad is the High Eminent of Progress right? So, you’ve probably been around the other High Eminents before. Is there any relation between the High Eminent of Espionage and the High Eminent of War?” 
 
    With one final hit, Neo’s box snapped open. The contents spilled unto the floor. Clothes, provisions, some minor trinkets, but most importantly, the items I put in place to fit everything. 
 
    Juma picked up the paper, brows furrowing. “Why are there so many notes?” 
 
    Sophia’s lips curled into a snarl. “These notes are written in Marién.” 
 
    “What, children of High Eminents don’t take language classes?” 
 
    “That’s ––” 
 
    “Relax, I’m joking. Pass it here.” Juma took the papers, blinking. “Ah, letters from dearest dad Jacques Saintarelli… interesting… I wasn’t aware we were allowed to receive letters.” 
 
    “We aren’t. Not yet. Not until we complete our first Mission.” 
 
    “So that means Neo here has been illegally communicating with daddy dearest. Explains the shadiness.” Juma scrolled through the parchment. “Oh… interesting.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “…apparently Neo’s here on a task. The letter is written in a way that makes it look like his dad is just asking about life and telling him about his siblings, but when you rearrange every third letter from the right, switch the diacritics used on the vowels and read it from right to left as if reading Qe’al Sos, the letter has an entirely different message.” 
 
    “A different message?” 
 
    “Neo’s here to spy on someone. The message doesn’t say who or why – just that he should do his best to increase in level and rank, and when it was time, he’d be told.” 
 
    Sophia crossed her arms, her brows furrowing. “He’s… a spy?” 
 
    Juma’s lips twitched into a smile. “Told you.” 
 
    “That…” she frowned. “…he’s a rather horrible spy if we found out so easily.” 
 
    Juma laughed. “Maybe. But let’s look on the bright side – we were worried over nothing. Saintarelli isn’t going to desert because he has a mission to complete.” 
 
    “I suppose that is one benefit.” 
 
    Sophia gave Juma a long look. 
 
    “Something on my face?” 
 
    “How is it that an orphan from the Middling district can read Marién?” 
 
    “The Fathers at West Sycophant Church are polyglots. Father Goma understands Alhamisi, Marién, Elvani and Khel. Father Shiga knows Qe’al Mot, Leporima, Golos and Jezik. The old coots sat us down and made us learn everything. It was absolute torture, believe me.” 
 
    “…and how did you know how to decipher the hidden message?” 
 
    “It’s called Jigsaw Encryption. I read about in Kaleidoscopic Cryptography. My brother Kuri and I used to spend time at the Annals in the Middling District, reading book after book. The Archivist gave us that book one day, and we spent the next few weeks leaving secret messages for each other everywhere. I never thought people still used it as a legitimate way to hide messages.” 
 
    Child of Destiny alright. He even has the childhood for it. Sophia’s silent bewilderment of Juma was well deserved. It was amusing watching the boy fail to understand the impressiveness of his feats. 
 
    “Somehow, you consistently manage to impress me, despite how little right you have doing so.” 
 
    “My, what kind words. One might think you have a heart that isn’t made of stone.” 
 
    “And once more I remember that those rare moments you sparkle are nothing but a charlatan’s ruse hiding your muck-covered nature.” 
 
    “And once more you need to lighten up. We’ve confirmed that Saintarelli isn’t planning to desert. That’s great. Time to move on. I need to work on my aim with the long-rangers. I’ve been practicing more with SR-411 –” 
 
    “You seriously can’t be thinking of just leaving the matter as it is?” 
 
    Juma frowned. “Saintarelli is a spy. Mystery solved. What more is there?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we report this?” 
 
    “And get us all executed?”  
 
    “Executed for reporting a spy?” 
 
    “Remember what General Hoplite said? What applies to one of us applies to all of us. If one of us is executed, we’re all getting the guillotine.” 
 
    Sophia bit her lips. “But –” 
 
    “No buts. Let it go. At best, we can just use this to tell Saintarelli that we know his secret, and he should up his skill level to make the Brigade stronger. But if you aren’t comfortable with him being a spy, and want to get back your reputation, it’s something you can settle with a PvP.” 
 
    “We still don’t know where Saintarelli is.” 
 
    Juma shrugged. His gaze turned in my direction. Directly, where I was hiding and invisible, his gaze landed there, for two full seconds. “I’ve got the feeling he’s a smart dude. He’ll turn up, and hopefully, with his tracer and comms back online.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “No more buts! Training! Let’s go! Now. Come on.” 
 
    The room was left empty. Deactivating [Phantasm] I let out an irritated breath. Walking over to Neo’s open and broken box, I sorted through the documents, picking up the papers and pressing my lips tightly together. 
 
    They bought it. 
 
    There were no letters. Only an idiot of a spy would communicate via letters, encrypted or not. I’d managed to piece together the fake letters using Neo’s memory of Marién, along with some cryptography knowledge he possessed. The handwriting used was mine, not Neo’s, which was just a precaution in case somehow, they knew what Neo’s handwriting was supposed to look like. 
 
    It was a short and simple plan using a mix of truths and lies. Simple enough that I almost didn’t believe it would work. Neo was a spy, true. His father sent him here to spy on someone, true. Yet, his father had never written him any letters. 
 
    Well… I don’t think they’ll be bothering me anymore. I should put Neo’s comms and tracer back online. 
 
    [Communication System Re-Enabled] 
 
    [Live Tracing System Re-Enabled] 
 
    Godscript Notification! 
 
    [You have {3} unread messages.] 
 
    [You have {2} new friend requests.] 
 
    I hit the read button. 
 
    New Message! 
 
    Title: How about we catch some lunch? 
 
    Time Delivered: 13:24:33 PM, 12th Syco, 2141AE.   
 
    Sender: Juma Al’Amir [Lance Brigade Captain] [Recruit First Class] [NMR Kill Count: 108] 
 
    Details:  
 
    Hey, Saintarelli, it’s getting close to lunchtime. Meet me at Mess Hall 7, I got the cooks to make us some bean cakes. There’s also Marisian cuisine if you’re interested. I’m loaded up on enough coin to pay for both of us. I’ll be waiting outside at 1500 hours sharp. Don’t be late! 
 
    He was inviting me to lunch? The nerve of this boy… 
 
    I hit the next message. 
 
    New Message! 
 
    Title: You’re a fucking dead man 
 
    Time Delivered: 11:51:10 AM, 12th Syco, 2141AE.   
 
    Sender: Vik Vistorel [Lance Brigade Member] [NMR Kill Count: 26] 
 
    Details:  
 
    What the fuck Saintarelli? What the hell was with you making googly eyes to Juma? The entire brigade thinks we’re secretly fucking each other in the showers cause of you. You’re fucking dead to me! Hear that? Dead. I hope the cunt and bastard find you and put a round through your skull. Fuck you. Useless piece of shit. 
 
    Well that went splendidly. I’d barely been impersonating Neo Saintarelli for a day and I was already changing his life.  
 
    New Message! 
 
    Title: Dude you’re awesome 
 
    Time Delivered: 11:23:42 AM, 12th Syco, 2141AE.   
 
    Sender: Miles Chamberlain [Lance Brigade Member] [NMR Kill Count: 40] 
 
    Details:  
 
    Dude that was awesome! The way you stuck it to that bitch Sophia was gold. Stupid Prominents and Eminents always looking down on us cause we’re Middlings, but if it weren’t for a lot of us working away in the Warehouses, doing all the farming and mining and producing, they wouldn’t have those silver and gold spoons in their mouths. I’m glad someone like you could say all the shit to her face that I wish I could. Keep it up man, I’ll be rooting for you! 
 
    Rooting for me? How quaint.  
 
    Searching Neo’s memories brought me an understanding of the Alhamisian social order. Eminents were the highest class, the bourgeoise, the elite of the elite – comparable to the one percent of earth. They made it clear they were superior to everyone else by always floating five inches above the ground, and the soles of their feet never touched dirt. Prominents were directly below them, rich, wealthy, and influential and comparable to the millionaires and upper-middle class. They floated two inches above the dirt to signify they were higher than the rest, but not high enough to be at the same level as the Eminents. 
 
    Then there were the Middlings, like Neo, Juma and everyone else. Not all Middlings were dirt poor or broke, but even the wealthiest Middling couldn’t compare to the poorest Prominent. Finally, the class below Middling: the Lowling. A class consisting entirely of slaves and criminals who were more or less property. 
 
    Godscript Notification! 
 
    [You have received a new message.] 
 
    Another message? 
 
    Title: Formal Person versus Person [PvP] Request 
 
    Time Delivered: 13:51:55 AM, 12th Syco, 2141AE.   
 
    Sender: Sophia Alphaphilia [Lance Brigade Vice-Captain] [Recruit First Class] [NMR Kill Count: 98] 
 
    Details:  
 
    As tradition goes, the AAA allows for handling of internal disputes through the method of single person versus person combat with a stipulated time, victory conditions, and punishments issued upon loss. This is to entrench the ideology and understanding that in the AAA, the only attribute that truly matters is one’s ability. As you have thus questioned my authority on basis of gender in front of the Lance Brigade, I find it only fitting to properly and formally display the reason as to why I am the Vice-Captain, by decimating you before a live audience. 
 
    Prominent Macey has granted my request, with much glee as to once I told her cause of our discord. The time of our Duel has been set for 1800 hours, with the venue being the Mosh Pit. Refusal to partake in the Duel will mean an immediate demotion from AAA Recruit, to a role best fitting for those who do not understand social structure. Perhaps washing the dishes and scrubbing the latrines will be more suited to someone of your nature. 
 
    Regards, 
 
    Sophia Alphaphilia.  
 
    I laughed. This girl is out for me, isn’t she? 
 
    As much fun as I was having impersonating an AAA recruit, I still needed to prepare for the eventuality of the cat coming out of the bag. I needed to find a method of escape, get a sample of Hoplite’s blood, and discover a means to free Zlosta. 
 
    The first task of course, would be finding her. 
 
    Sitting on Neo’s bed, I grabbed one of the papers with the fake letters, scrolling through the language with ease. It was a marvel how a couple of days ago, I’d been in Fort Zyvar, surrounded by Erzili’s books and needing to translate them to read. Now, I was a soldier, sitting on a bed in the barracks, and I was fluent in reading and writing two languages. 
 
    The language structure of Marién was similar to that of French, complete with masculine, feminine and gender-neutral pronouns used for everything from sticks to sexual fluids. However, that wasn’t my focus. What intrigued me about the language, was that the structure in which it was written was somewhat sparked an idea about the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs. 
 
    I grabbed a pen, twirling the device in my fingers before noticing that it was different from the pens on earth, in that there wasn’t an ink chamber. You can study all the marvels of how a magic society reinvented a pen later. For now… 
 
    I wrote unto the parchment: FIND ZLOSTA JANJE. 
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Error!] 
 
    [Authorization Failed] 
 
    [You have not met the requirements needed to access this command.] 
 
    Requirements Needed: 
 
    Tier 9+ 
 
    High [Sense] Parameter 
 
    Any High Level [Scrying] Skill 
 
    Any High Level [Scrying] Spell 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I groaned before writing on the parchment: PROVIDE FURTHER EXPLANATION. 
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Authorization Found.] 
 
    [Demiurge: Janus] 
 
    [Command Authorized.] 
 
    Hint: The “Find” Command 
 
    Using the “Find” Command, you can find individuals, objects, people and items anywhere they may be in Alamir. However, the requirements needed to access this command go up the rarer the item, or more powerful the person you are attempting to find. Some individuals are hidden with Anti-Scrying Spells or abilities, and this may also cause the requirements needed to find them to be higher to circumvent any preventive measures they may have utilized. 
 
    Well that explains it. It also explained why I couldn’t simply use it to find the Heart of Sisyphus. Either Zlosta was hidden somewhere, or it was that she was too high level for me at the moment. 
 
    I scribbled quickly unto the parchment: FIND BLACK KEYCARD. 
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Authorization Found.] 
 
    [Demiurge: Janus] 
 
    [Command Authorized.] 
 
    My World Map immediately lit up. The map shrunk, further and further, until it narrowed down on Sector One-Zero-One, and within the large sprawling complex, it identified three different spots. 
 
    Black Keycard Found 
 
    Nearest Locations: 
 
    Location: AAA Training Facility Sector-One-Zero-One, General Hoplite’s Quarters. 
 
    Location: AAA Training Facility Sector-One-Zero-One, Lt. General Luxeme’s Quarters. 
 
    Location: AAA Training Facility Sector-One-Zero-One, Central Command Center. 
 
    “Central Command Center.” 
 
    Tempting as it was to try the first two options, it was an unnecessary risk. Getting the Black Keycard from the Central Command Center seemed to be the best option. The map lit up the Keycard’s location, and I set a marker. 
 
    But just in case… 
 
    I marked the two locations, General Hoplite’s Quarters, and Lt. General Luxeme’s Quarters.  
 
    “All that’s left…” 
 
    I scribbled into the parchment: What is Remitech? 
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Error!] 
 
    [Invalid Command Prompt] 
 
    [Command “What is” Not Recognized] 
 
    “Wouldn’t be that easy, would it?” 
 
    I thought about something else, humming before I wrote: DISPLAY ALL COMMANDS. 
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Error!] 
 
    [Authorization Failed] 
 
    [You have not met the requirements needed to access this command.] 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Tier 10+ 
 
    Muttering under my breath I once more wrote: PROVIDE FURTHER EXPLANATION. 
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Authorization Found.] 
 
    [Demiurge: Janus] 
 
    [Command Authorized.] 
 
    Hint: Using Commands 
 
    Commands are available to use based on one’s current Tier and Level. You cannot access the full list of commands until you are at the highest tier. However, you may be able to gain access to the list of commands available to your current level and tier with the “Display Available Commands” order. 
 
    “Useful.” 
 
    Rolling up the used paper into a ball, I picked up another paper and wrote: DISPLAY AVAILABLE COMMANDS. 
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Authorization Found.] 
 
    [Demiurge: Janus] 
 
    [Command Authorized.] 
 
    Available Command List: 
 
    “Find” – Used to find objects and people. 
 
    “Display” – Used to display certain information. 
 
    “Provide” – Used to provide more information. 
 
    “Create” – Used to create objects and nightmares. 
 
    “Dismantle” – Used to dismantle objects. 
 
    “Summon” – Used to summon objects and people. 
 
    “Check” – Used to confirm certain values or conditions. 
 
    “Return” – Used to return to a predefined location upon death. [Only works if the user can resurrect.] 
 
    The full list of available commands I possessed were seven. My eyes were drawn immediately to the “Summon” command and the “Create” command. My, my, what have we here?  
 
    I scribbled down: PROVIDE INFORMATION ON CREATE COMMAND. 
 
    [Recognizing Command Prompt…] 
 
    [Analyzing…] 
 
    [Checking Authorization Level…] 
 
    [Authorization Found.] 
 
    [Demiurge: Janus] 
 
    [Command Authorized.] 
 
      Hint: The “Create” Command 
 
    Using the “Create” Command, you can create nightmares, objects, and items. However, this command “Checks” to see if you have any suitable skills that can be applied to object/nightmare creation, and can only create items or nightmares based on those available skills. For instance, if you do not have any skills or spells that you could feasibly use to create a wooden sailing vessel, you cannot create a wooden sailing vessel. Likewise, if there is no skill or spell you possess that would enable you to create a True Dragon, you cannot create it from nothing.  
 
    The requirements needed to access this command go up the rarer the item or more powerful the nightmare you are attempting to create. This command works best when you possess several skills suitable for crafting and creation, possess a clear picture of what you wish to create, and provide as much intricate detail as possible. 
 
    This is certainly something. 
 
    There were limits after all, but the limits were limits I could easily work around. I already had ideas flowing in my mind immediately, especially given the concept of creation and what I could do with it. With my [Earth Control] reset to its lowest level, I’d been unable to simply create a door and use my ability on it to escape. 
 
    Now, however… 
 
    I would need to test it out. If it worked, then I would forgo the need to attain the Black Keycard. If it didn’t, I’d stick to my original plan. As long as I was careful and cautious enough, then I would be able to not only make my escape but ensure that Zlosta escaped along with me. 
 
    Things were finally starting to progress smoothly. 
 
    “Neo Saintarelli! Prepare to face our wrath!” 
 
    And it seems I spoke too soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22: Amendment 
 
     “Can I help you?” 
 
    There were three of them. Each one, disturbingly more plebian looking than the former. My gaze flickered over to the top of their heads. The first one was a tall, somewhat slim, with blonde hair, a pointed nose and a pair of round spectacles. There was tape across his nose, and he sneered in my direction. 
 
    “Surely you can.” 
 
    Shaw Getterman 
 
    [AAA Recruit] 
 
    [Lance Brigade Member] 
 
    Lv. 13 
 
    The one beside Shaw was a boy with raven hair with bangs that stretched over his right eye. His left eye had bags underneath them, and what seemed to be eyeliner of all things. He leaned against the door with his arms crossed in a manner that indicated he did not want to be here. 
 
    “Shaw. This is stupid.” 
 
    Adam Mirer 
 
    [AAA Recruit] 
 
    [Lance Brigade Member] 
 
    Lv. 11 
 
    “We have to do this for our Queen, Adam.” 
 
    On the other side of Adam was, to my surprise, a notably rotund boy with tanned skin and brown hair. Rotund being the euphemistic word as he had more fat on him than most others. Shying away from the duo, with a stance that reeked of false bravado, he completed the set. 
 
    Affleck Sion 
 
    [AAA Recruit] 
 
    [Lance Brigade Member] 
 
    Lv. 9 
 
    “Anyone want to explain what’s going on?” 
 
    Shaw erected his finger at me. “Don’t deny it you, foul villain! You know what you’ve done!” 
 
    If these three clowns managed to figure me out, I’ll kill myself. 
 
    “Going to have to be more specific,” I said, slowly.  
 
    “You pretend still? As if you don’t know the grave crime you’ve committed.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Affleck chipped in the peanut gallery. 
 
    There seemed to be only one sane man amongst the tree, whom I regarded. “Explain what this is about.” 
 
    Adam, complete with his emo-styled haircut and eyeliner shrugged with more apathy than I’d seen in a long time. “They’re angry that you called out Sophia for being mean a lot.” 
 
    “Adam you traitor!” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “Why?” 
 
    “They like her.” 
 
    “Wrong!” Shaw interjected. “We do not like Sophia. We adore Sophia! She is our Queen! That silver hair that falls from heaven! Those electric blue eyes that sparkle with the sheen of royalty – hey where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    I was already making my way out the door before Shaw stopped me. “She’s not going to fuck you, mate.” 
 
    He choked on his breath as if I told him that there was no god. 
 
    “B-blasphemy! That is not why I adore Sophia –“ 
 
    “Yesterday you said if you would give your ability to walk just so you could kiss her.” 
 
    “Damn it Adam who’s side are you fucking on?!” 
 
    “Yeah, who’s side!” 
 
    I watched the trio bicker back and forth, two of them worshipping the Alphaphilia girl and talking, in more detail than they should, about her knees and thighs. The third one looked harmless, but he seemed to be somehow arguing in favor of her knees. Her knees! 
 
    The existence of these three is proof that the devil is real, and he has a sick sense of humor.  
 
    “Ha.” 
 
    The three boys gave me a wide berth as I started laughing. Ridiculous. Never did I believe I would have such ridiculous encounters in my life again. The normality of it all was staggering. A group of teenage boys with feelings for a girl way out of their league, coming to harass me because I opposed the object of their affection. 
 
    As far as problems go, it was so… ridiculous. 
 
    I was used to my problems pivoting from ‘how do I save this witch?’ To ‘how do I survive this battle?’ Not, how do I make these brats stop bothering me? 
 
    “Hey… why’s he laughing?” 
 
    “He – er – I dunno – maybe he’s not all there up there –” 
 
    I found myself struggling to catch my breath, forcing myself to stop laughing. The effort it took was almost herculean, but, the minute I stopped laughing and glanced at the three boys, I burst into laughter anew. 
 
    Ridiculous! 
 
    “Hey Saintarelli! Are you making fun of us?!” 
 
    Clearing my throat and shaking my head, I locked gaze with the bespectacled one, Shaw. “Listen… Shaw was it? You – you have a lot of free time to be going around doing this. Shouldn’t you be training, getting stronger?” 
 
    Shaw waved his hand. “What for? I just need to survive the First Mission and that’s it. Nightmares aren’t a big deal. All it takes is one or two shots from an SR to kill them. Then, when I level up, I’ll pour all my stats into Charisma. I’ll make myself irresistible so I can have the honor of standing side by side with my Queen.” 
 
    My lips twitched. “That’s cute,” I said. “You think Nightmares aren’t a big deal.” 
 
    “Well,” Adam spoke up “The lower-tier ones aren’t. We’re still low-level, so we’ll only ever have to fight those weak ones. The stronger tier monsters are for Cadets and above. Besides that, we have General Hoplite and we have the Seven. Alhamis hasn’t been invaded by a single nightmare in over three hundred years.” 
 
    “I don’t know why everyone is always so strung. As long as we’ve got General Hoplite – we can never fail.” Affleck added. 
 
    Naïve. That was the first thing that came to mind as I glanced at the trio. So very naïve. 
 
    “Good for you,” I said. These three most likely had never fought a life or death battle in their lives. They seemed to be lacking heavily in the discipline and strictness I saw in the main AAA force. 
 
    “How old is Hoplite again?” 
 
    Adam was the one to answer “General Hoplite is fourteen.” 
 
    “Amazing right? It only means he’ll get stronger when he gets older!” 
 
    “And how old are you, Shaw?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How old are you?” I asked again. 
 
    “What does that matter?” 
 
    “He’s nineteen,” Adam answered again. 
 
    “Damn it Adam!” 
 
    “You’re relying on someone five years your junior to do the heavy lifting for you. You stand here and fantasize about a girl who doesn’t care about your existence, while happily saying you do not need to better yourself because a kid will protect you. That’s just…”  
 
    Pathetic. 
 
    “…sad.” 
 
    Adam frowned. “General Hoplite isn’t a kid. He’s a Champion. And he’s the best there is. No one can beat him.” 
 
    I didn’t know about that. I knew ridiculously powerful individuals. Giggles, Apophis, Omega. If any of them ever got the urge to attack Alhamis, it would be up to that boy to stand his ground against literal nightmares, while people like Shaw and Adam cheered on, but did nothing to contribute except crossing their fingers and praying for his victory. 
 
    Weak. 
 
    I didn’t quite understand why it irked me. Hoplite was my enemy. There would be no amicable meeting or friendship between us.  
 
    Ah. That’s why. 
 
    That was why I cared. Hoplite was my enemy. He didn’t know it, of course, but he’d left an impression on me. He’d been the first being in Alamir to make me understand the nature of the world I’d found myself in, and send me running with true, genuine terror. 
 
    I didn’t want anyone to kill him before I did. 
 
    In a way, it would be poetic. To conquer my first, and greatest fear. My first and most powerful foe. The very idea that someone else might swoop in and kill the boy before I proved my growth by beating the kid who could create black holes set me alight with burning anger. 
 
    “As much as I’d like to sit back and continue this conversation, I have more important things to do.” 
 
    “H-hey come back you haven’t apologized for –” 
 
    “Let it go Shaw.” 
 
    “Seriously, Adam, what the hell?” 
 
    “…we shouldn’t mess with Saintarelli.” 
 
    “And why the hell not.” 
 
    “…it’s… risky.” 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean.” 
 
    “Just… leave it.” 
 
    Leaving the trio and departing from the barracks, I found myself increasing my strides and walking with an unsteady feeling of slight annoyance. The encounter had been amusing at the start, but it fell from amusing to pathetic rather quickly. I patted my cheeks as I walked, reminding myself to ignore it and focus on my main objectives. 
 
    Anything that didn’t further that should be tossed aside. 
 
    [Seventh Sense – Incoming Collision!] 
 
    My body spun on instinct, weaving out of the way at the last second of bumping into the person in front of me. It’s just one thing after another today. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    Three things drew my attention. The person was wearing a uniform that Neo’s memory told me only belonged to Generals. The person was floating, my gaze calculated that it was five inches above the ground. The person was female. The person’s skin was white as snow, and their hair, to my utter and complete disbelief, was all seven colors of the rainbow. 
 
     [Undisputed Master of the Electromagnetic Spectrum] 
 
    [Lieutenant General of the Alhamisian Adventurer Army] 
 
    [Commander of the Seven Amendments] 
 
    Human Champion 
 
    Luxeme Vi Engarde  
 
    Lv. ? 
 
    I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe. I didn’t speak. Luxeme’s heterochromatic eyes were constantly changing in color. Red and green, then blue and yellow, then purple and black, then white and red. 
 
    “Ah, didn’t see you there.” Her voice was a pitch higher than I expected. I placed her age from it and her appearance. Mid-twenties at the very latest.  
 
    “Silly me, have so much on my mind. But I can’t go around bumping into recruits… no no, Lux, don’t bump into the recruits. Cause then they’ll freeze up, and then they’ll start apologizing, and some of them start to wet themselves and ah – this and that and this.” 
 
    I didn’t trust myself to speak. Would it be suspicious to not say something, anything? Would it be more suspicious to end up saying something, something that revealed my identity as a nightmare? 
 
    “Hey, you…” 
 
    My breath hitched as her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “You have such smooth skin!” 
 
    “Thank… you?” 
 
    “Can I touch it?” 
 
    “I would rather you didn’t.” 
 
    She blinked at me. A laugh tore from her lips. “Wow! You refused!” 
 
    We seemed to be drawing a small scene. Several soldiers were looking in my direction, more than I was comfortable with. I don’t need an audience damn it – 
 
    “Ah, you’re the shy type! I understand. Let’s fix that.” 
 
    She snapped her fingers. 
 
    “There! Now – ah – what are you doing?” 
 
    Instinct. It was instinct that told me that whenever someone powerful snapped their fingers, I should simply prepare for the worst. Hoplite’s snap summoned a black hole that had engulfed me. When Luxeme snapped her fingers, I dropped to the ground on instinct, preparing for a meteorite or something similar. 
 
    “…Ah… I…” Ah, fuck it. “I thought you were going to kill me for a moment there.” 
 
    She frowned. “I wouldn’t kill a recruit just because they didn’t let me touch their skin.” She crossed her arms. “Don’t tell me those rumors are still spreading. It was Cori wasn't it? Damn it, Cori, it was just one time!” 
 
    There was a story there that I was just dying to know. “I… see.” 
 
    I noticed nobody was looking at us anymore. It wasn’t that they were ignoring us. It was as if we weren’t there. They were passing us by, completely as if nothing strange was happening. 
 
    “You made us invisible?” 
 
    “I noticed how tense you were,” Luxume said, smiling. “I get it. I used to have the worst anxiety. I mean, look at me, I was born with rainbow-colored hair! People kept thinking I dyed it to make myself appear special, but no – they would never believe it’s natural. After a while, the staring got annoying. But like a fairy-godmother, I figured out a way to make it all go away. Just refract the angles of light accurately enough – and ta-da! No more stares.” 
 
    Refract light to turn invisible? 
 
    “If you did that, you wouldn’t have light hit your eyeballs, and wouldn’t be able to see.” The words slipped out of my mouth before I realized who I was talking to. 
 
    Luxeme merely waved her hand and laughed. “Someone’s a clever cookie! It used to be that way, true, but you see – my eyes are special.” She pointed to her eyes, the orbs that were flashing with two different colors. “I can see a lot of stuff that normal people can’t. I can also see tons and tons of more colors that most can’t. I can even see through objects!” 
 
    Luxume’s eyes stopped changing color. Her left eye turned white. Her right eye turned black. She blinked at me, several times, and I cursed underneath my breath. Did she figure it out – 
 
    “Oh wow.” She said, looking up. “You have really large genitals. That’s awesome!” 
 
    “…You…” I couldn’t help it. I snickered. I laughed. “Hahaha!” 
 
    “Oops! Sorry! I forgot some people don’t like it when I do that.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine.” I kept my laughter under wraps. She can’t see through my disguise. “Although, if you go around saying things like that, people might get the wrong idea.” 
 
    “Wrong idea?” She placed a finger on her lip. “Oh! They’d think I want to have sex with them!” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    Luxeme laughed, lightly tapping me against the back.  
 
    [CRITICAL DAMAGE TAKEN] 
 
    Sweet mother of god – 
 
    I resisted the urge to scream to the high heavens from Luxeme’s ‘tap.’ 
 
    “Don’t be silly, silly! I’d never have sex with someone weak! If I squeezed my legs, you’d snap like a twig! Like snap!” 
 
    I could believe it. I could genuinely believe it. Her tap had sent my HP down into the triple digits. This was worrying considering my HP was over six digits normally. 
 
    “But hey! You’re pretty interesting. No one thinks about not being able to see when you refract all the light away from you. I learned that lesson the hard way myself. You should have seen me, invisible, stumbling around and shouting ‘I’m blind! I’m bliiiiind!’” 
 
    Against my better nature I found my lips turning upwards, all while trying my damned hardest to hide my pain. 
 
    “Though, thanks to that experience, I learned to do super cool stuff with my eyes. Now I can just blink and then pew-pew!” 
 
    “Pew…pew?” I repeated. 
 
    She nodded. “Pew-pew!” 
 
    “Pew-pew.” 
 
    She can’t seriously be talking about what I think she is… 
 
    “Hmm… You’re Neo right? Neo Saintarelli. Looking over your records. Your numbers are still low. You’ve got to work harder Neo! Work hard and one day you might take my number one spot for most nightmares killed! Wouldn’t that be great?” 
 
    “Yay.” 
 
    “With more enthusiasm!” 
 
    “Yay!” 
 
    Luxeme laughed. I noticed she did that a lot. She was completely unlike what I expected for the person with the record holder of the most nightmares killed.  
 
    This cheerful, hyperactive ball of energy, was the person who had killed more nightmares than anyone else in Alhamisian history. 
 
    Good lord she’s perfect. 
 
    “Can you…” 
 
     “Something wrong?” 
 
    “I was just wondering how fast you can go.” 
 
    Luxume’s eyes went from black and white to pure white. Her lips turned into a happy smile. “Teleportation is for scrubs.” 
 
    Of course it is. 
 
    “Oh, oh, you just reminded me that I’m supposed to be somewhere! Ah, damn it, Lux! Don’t forget important meetings!” 
 
    This might be my chance – “Lieutenant General Luxeme –” 
 
    She waved her hand. “I hate it when I’m called that. It’s Lux. Or Luxe. Or Deluxe when I’m feeling sexy.” 
 
    “…” I cleared my throat. “Lux –” 
 
    She squealed. “You called me Lux!” 
 
     “You said that’s what I should call you!” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I tell everyone to do it but no one ever does it! Everyone’s like, no Lt. General Luxeme, that’s too informal or I’m sorry Lt. General Luxume, I can’t do that. You’re the first one to actually do it!” 
 
    Great job, doubt she’ll forget you now. “I wanted to ask about the Planewalker that was detected.” 
 
    Luxeme’s eyes flashed red, literally. There was a hint of bloodlust in her gaze that set me on edge. “Oh? Tell me why? Call me curious.” 
 
    “I was thinking why a nightmare would ever want to break in, and if we had enough to make sure that if one did get in, they wouldn’t be able to get out.” 
 
    “Ooh, ambitious are you? Do you want to track down the Planewalker? Tut tut. To think a newbie recruit wants to hunt my prey.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. For all the wrong and right reasons. 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    Luxeme reached out, patting me on the head. “Don’t worry about it, Neo. We don’t know how the Planewalker got in and out with all of Hop’s anti-space distortion thingamajigs, but it doesn’t matter. Now that Lux is on the job, the naughty nightmare is as good as dead. I’ve never had a nightmare escape me in the fourteen years I’ve been in the AAA, and I certainly won’t start now.” 
 
    “That’s great!” 
 
    “It is!” she chirped. “Now, you go on and focus on increasing your kill count surviving your First Mission. You’re in the Lance Brigade right? I heard Hop’s got it out for you guys because you guys got the Godscript when you weren’t ready. The First Mission will cut your numbers by more than three quarters, so make sure to confess any lingering crushes and get reimbursed for any outstanding debts!” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to remember that.” 
 
    “All right!” She snapped her fingers, and I flinched, giving a gritted smile. People passing by jumped away in shock from what must have been to them, our sudden appearance.  
 
    “Why are you so scared of finger-snapping?” 
 
    “Bad memories.” 
 
    “Then be sure to make lots of good ones while here! And try to stay alive Neo!” 
 
    In a yellow flash of light, Luxeme was gone. The overwhelming pressure that had been centered on my shoulders lifted and I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. I clutching at my mouth to stop myself from drooling because I knew it would make an impossible sight. 
 
    Luxeme smelled divine. 
 
    There was the scent of something I’d never perceived in my lifetime, but my instincts told me that the scent was the scent of light. I did not understand how light had a smell, but all I knew was that the smell was unearthly. 
 
    I want to eat her. 
 
    I found it worrying that I had two different meanings in mind when I thought that. Sighing, I shook off the sensation, my lips twitching in amusement from the memory. I made a beeline in a random direction, all the while ignoring the rapid beating of my heart. 
 
    Alamir is filled with all sorts of monsters. 
 
    And I’d just met the most beautiful one of them all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23: Camaraderie 
 
    “You came.” 
 
    The time was 15:00 on the 12th day of the month of the Sycophant, 2141AE. Advanced Era, or Automagical Era, as others preferred. It was on this day, against my better judgment, I found myself standing in front of Mess Hall 7 in Sector One-Zero-One, an AAA Training Facility doubling as a major base. 
 
    “Disappointed?” 
 
    Juma smiled, his shoulders lifting and dropping. “I didn’t think you would.” He gestured in. “Come on. Let’s head in and get some lunch. Though, you look like you could use a drink.” 
 
    I thought over my words. “I just met Lt. General Luxeme.”  
 
    “Ah,” Juma said. “Let’s make that seven drinks then.” 
 
    My lips twitched. “I take it you know what she’s like?” 
 
    “I’ve heard the rumors. Two guys from the Saber Division met the Lt. General two weeks ago. They became the Captain and Vice-Captain this week. Their Kill Count went up, unlike anything.” Juma sighed. “The Lt. General doesn’t have a filter. She says whatever she thinks and that’s that. It got out that she said she’d marry whoever could beat her record. The number of collective Kill Counts skyrocketed unlike anything that day alone.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the smile that came on my face. “Can’t say I don’t understand.” 
 
    Juma hummed. “Still doesn’t mean you can beat her record.” 
 
    I sighed. “Give me some alcohol to wash off the bitter sting of my impossible task.” 
 
    Juma laughed. “Can’t drink on duty. Have to wait till sundown to get properly sloshed.” 
 
    “Food, then. Grant me food as an offering to placate my sorrows.” 
 
    “That, we have plenty of. Come on.” 
 
    Mess Hall 7 was more beautiful than it had any right to be. Long, spacious corridors. Benches with enough room to sit ten on one side and ten on the other. Chefs in pristine white outfits, complete with hairnets and gloves. Upon entry, my nostrils immediately picked up the smell of different varieties and species of meat and spices. As a Ghilan I was an obligate carnivore like a dog or cat. I could eat other things apart from meat, yes, but I wouldn’t truly get any nutrition from it. 
 
    “Hey, Juma!” 
 
    “What’s up, Miki?” 
 
    “Yo! It’s the Juju-Man himself! Juma!” 
 
    “How’ve you been Rico?” 
 
    Juma was popular. As we walked further, nearly everyone we passed greeted, waved or invited him to sit over with them. Both people from the Lance Brigade and people from other Brigades. Cadets – the rank above recruit we would get upon completing our First Mission – were especially fond of Juma for some reason. The boy would salute them of course, as order dictated, but anyone could see he was doing it more or less out of a formality than as a requirement. 
 
    “What’ll ye have?” 
 
    The man at the serving station had a rough, gruff voice that almost reminded me of Wunder. With a scar of his right eye, he pointed to varying foods and cuisine that I’d never seen or heard of before. Thankfully, Neo had, and I searched his memory for help in identification. 
 
    “Mr. Hasid, you’re looking better today.” 
 
    The scarred man’s face softened as his gaze landed on Juma. “Ah! Juma me boy. It’s all thanks to you. That herbal incense recipe ye gave me worked miracles on me sinuses. Cleared me cold straight right out.” 
 
    Juma laughed, awkwardly rubbing the back of his head. “It’s nothing at all.” 
 
    Hasid shook his head. “Oh come off it. Yer a real helper me boy. Heard from that yer singlehandedly gathered the red bear meat we needed for me Pumpkin Ursa Stew.” 
 
    “I just happened to be in the area – and thought it might be of help.” 
 
    “Bah, again with the modesty!” Hasid said, laughing. “Just for that, ye can pick any meal ye want. On the house –” 
 
    “Oh, no, I really couldn’t.” 
 
    “Come on me boy! I insist!”  
 
    The back and forth exchange continued until Juma finally acquiesced, leaving me watching the exchange with curiosity. I knew what faux modesty looked like, and faking humility for the benefit of others was something I had extensive knowledge in because of my father. Juma, however, didn’t have any of the tells of signs of someone who knew well how to play the humble act. 
 
    “What’ll you have, Neo?” 
 
    I glanced over the options. “Whatever you’re having.” 
 
    “So that’s double on the sugarcane milkshake and beancake combo.”  
 
    Someone has a sweet tooth. 
 
    “Oh, and a small side-dish of your Twelve Game Soup for my friend here.” 
 
    I rose my brow a bit. Juma grinned at me. “You’ve never tried Mr. Hasid’s Twelve Game Soup have you?” 
 
    I checked Neo’s memories. “…No.” 
 
    “Twelve different kinds of meat, cooked separately until each one has a near equivalent texture, then, everything is stewed with pumpkin leaves, devil peppers, carrots, onions, garlic and – well, you’ll see for yourself.” 
 
    Once the meals came on the trays, I ignored everything except for the soup filled with juicy, delicious meat. I could almost feel myself drool at the sight, and reigned in my impulses. We took a seat at a bench near a rotating blue orb. The tiniest blast of cold breeze washed over me before my [Ice Damage Immunity] disregarded it. I checked Neo’s memory for the name of the object and discovered to my surprise that even the boy didn’t know what it was. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Juma took his seat opposite me, turning to stare at the blue orb. “Heard it’s a new item the Eminency of Progress is mass-producing. Environment Chilly Orbs they call it. ECOs for short.” 
 
    “Why not just call it air conditioners?” 
 
    Juma tilted his brow. “Air conditioner? How do you condition the air?” 
 
    “By making it colder?” 
 
    “Sounds complicated. ECOs, go straight to the point. They’re orbs that make the environment chilly. Anyone can understand that without a roundabout explanation.” 
 
    That was probably the first time in my life I’d heard someone say that air conditioners sounded complicated. I snorted at it, before grabbing the utensils – a spoon, thankfully – and digging directly into the Twelve Game Soup. 
 
    It was with delectable pleasure that the sauce entered my mouth. The sensations I’d long since forgotten came back rushing to me. Spiciness. Umami. Thick, rich flavors of fruits and herbs and something cooked in a bowl by someone who knew what they were doing. 
 
    I never thought I’d be able to eat real food again. 
 
    I’d argue, certainly, that meat tasted much better when it was cooked and spiced. Ghilan instincts be damned. 
 
    “Tastes good rig – whoa. Are… are you… crying?” 
 
    “No – it’s – just, I got pepper in my eye…” 
 
    “Must be the devil peppers.” 
 
    “That’s right. The devil peppers.” 
 
    We ate in silence after that. It was my first time eating real food since I came to Alamir. Not eating my way out of a snake, or ants or live rabbits. Not eating crudely roasted rabbits as a skeleton but being unable to taste or feel anything. Not eating a person, because a Ghilan required sustenance in the form of human prey. This was the first true meal I ever had – 
 
    And strangely enough, I ate it, in relative silence and company of a strange boy called Juma. 
 
    You have eaten the meat of a [Unique] Animal. 
 
    You have fed. 
 
    You will need to feed again in [9] Days. 
 
    Title [Gorger] has come into effect. 
 
    Oh?  
 
    Info: [Flesh Famished] 
 
    Details: As a member of the [Ghilan] species, you require sustenance in the form of the flesh and meat of human and/or demi-human creatures to effectively function. Going an extended number of days without doing so will grant you this negative status. Animal meat can only be used as a substitute if the animal is [Mythical], [Legendary] or [Unique] in classification. Nightmare meat may be used as a substitute, only if the Nightmare is of a higher Tier. 
 
    That was right. I didn’t need to eat people. I could eat animals – though they had to be [Mythical], [Legendary] or [Unique]. I doubted I could find the first two and couldn’t even imagine trying to eat something like a phoenix, but the last one – it was doable. 
 
    “Juma – do you know what meat is in this?” 
 
    “Twelve different kinds, but I can’t tell you all of them. I know of Red Bear, Green Elk, Four Horned Goat, Three-Legged Hare, Bare Black Sheep, Firebelly Boar, and Great Tiger-Spotted Bull. As for the remaining five… you’d have to somehow convince Mr. Hasid to tell you. I tried, but he tells me it’s a secret. I’m guessing it must be exotic.” 
 
    So, one out of the twelve different types of meat used was the one that was [Unique]. Once I had the time, I needed to meet this Hasid fellow and convince him to tell me all of them, so I would go through the list and find my new favorite prey.  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    “You don’t know how to handle gratitude from other people at all, do you?” 
 
    Juma laughed, rubbing the back of his head. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “I kind of figured it out after you turned down Hasid’s offer for a free meal twelve times.” 
 
    Juma shrugged. “It’s… well, it has to do with the way I was brought up. At West Sycophant Church, we were told that even though we were orphans, we should still have our pride – have our honor. Sycophant Orphans Never Beg. That was our rule.” 
 
    “Accepting gratitude isn’t begging.” 
 
    “I know that. But…” Juma’s face twisted. “It feels odd. I do things because I want to. Not because I’m making someone’s life a little better, or a little easier, or a little happier – just because I want to. I don’t need material gifts or gratitude or preferential treatment simply because I’m doing things I want, and they just so happened to help people. I don’t understand why that’s so hard to get.” 
 
    I reached for the sugarcane milkshake, taking a sip out of the glass mug. “…It’s human nature to not want to feel owed, and to reciprocate altruism. You might want to get used to it.” 
 
    Juma sighed. “I don’t think I will.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together. “Why’d you join the AAA?” 
 
    Juma leaned back, “Truth?” He grinned. “To drink wine.” 
 
    “Drink… wine?” I wondered for a brief moment if that was a code of some sort. I checked Neo’s memories to confirm. Instead, I got a surprising answer. The production of wine is limited to only one Warehouse and its price is… ridiculous.  
 
    “Only Eminents can afford to drink wine.” 
 
    He nodded his head “Exactly.” 
 
    “…the only ways you can become an Eminent from joining the AAA is if you defeat another Eminent in PvP, or if you kill a Tier 9 or above Nightmare.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, the second task is easier than the first.” 
 
    “Easier?” I said.  
 
    “The only Eminents in the AAA are the Seven Amendments and Commander General Hoplite himself,” Juma explained. “So, options are either kill a nightmare that’s close to being an Anathema or somehow manage to beat either Hoplite or Luxeme in single combat. It’ll be easier to go for one of the other Six Amendments, though that’s like saying it’s easier to empty the ocean with bowl rather than a cup. Coriolis, Nebuchadnezzar, Yomi, Aries, Abednego, and Varian – though none of them are as strong as Hoplite or Luxeme, they’re still the strongest Adventurers in Alhamis.” 
 
    It was my first time hearing the names of all members of the Seven Amendments. I closed my eyes, remembering my brief meeting with Luxeme. 
 
    Sipping my drink, I found myself wondering. “Luxeme she’s extremely strong isn’t she?” 
 
    “As strong as General Hoplite himself.” 
 
    And she was after me. “Fantastic.” 
 
    “Though she’s lost every time she challenged him for the title of Alhamis’ Champion and the position of High Eminent of War.” 
 
    I frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “I heard the only reason she loses is due to the poor matchup between her power and General Hoplite’s.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “Go on.” 
 
    Juma hummed. “Lt. General Luxeme can freely manipulate and control all forms of light. Commander General Hoplite however controls gravity. Gravity bends and affects light. So in theory, General Hoplite can counter her… but she can’t counter him.” 
 
    Somehow that tiny little nibble of physics knowledge had escaped me.  
 
    “With each fight they have, General Hoplite learns more and more ways to counter her and gets stronger as he grows. On the other hand, Luxeme has to keep thinking of new ways to bypass her disadvantage, and time isn’t really on her side. General Hoplite hasn’t even entered his Golden Years yet. If she can’t beat him before he does… she’ll never be able to.”  
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that. I didn’t have any words I could think of. A small laugh escaped my lips. “General Hoplite is impressive… isn’t he?” 
 
    Juma nodded in agreement. “He’s the star and hope of Alhamis. People believe that as long as we have him – we have nothing to fear.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “And me?” 
 
    I pressed my lips together. “Do you believe it?” 
 
    Juma slurped from his drink. Putting down the empty mug and letting out a contented sigh, his shoulders rose and fell silently. Whether he did or whether he didn’t, I supposed he didn’t care much about it. 
 
    “That’s the guy you have to beat to become an Eminent. The hope of Alhamis.” I said. “No offense, but I don’t exactly see how you’re going to pull it off. How would you even compete against people that can move at lightspeed and summon black holes?” 
 
    The Captain of the Lance Brigade tapped his nose. “I have my secrets.” 
 
    “Does this have something to do with you somehow being able to know I was hiding in the room at that time?” 
 
    Juma chuckled. “You noticed.” 
 
    “You stared straight at the spot I was hiding while talking about how I would show up. Not hard to guess that you could somehow sense me.” 
 
    “It’s not just you,” Juma said. He gestured to the Mess Hall. There were fewer people present than when we first entered. “Everyone.” 
 
    “Everyone? You can sense… everyone?” 
 
    “Since I was little, I’ve always had the ability to know when people are looking at me, and exactly how many people are in a given place at a given time. I used to be able to find hidden objects with ease and just know where certain things are supposed to be. At first I thought it was something everyone had, like a sixth sense. But it wasn’t until I entered the AAA that I realized it was my Flair – and it does a lot more than I thought it did.” 
 
    My curiosity was piqued. “And that is?” 
 
    “Hey now, I’ve got to keep some secrets,” Juma laughed. “Besides, it’s not like I’m the only one with mysteries here.” 
 
    He must be talking about Neo’s identity as a spy. “That’s fair.” 
 
    “Those letters from your father… they were fake, weren’t they?” 
 
    I didn’t move a muscle. My unnatural stillness, I realized, must have given me away quicker than if I overreacted. 
 
    “It was a nice touch, but the papers were too new, the ink was still fairly fresh, and although you tried to make them worn, I spent a lot of my summers in the Annals around books and parchment. I know what new paper looks like and what old paper doesn’t.” 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    “The Jigsaw Encryption was good. You really might be a spy, but if you are, then you’re a spy that wants us to know you’re a spy, which means either the spy story is a cover for another story, or you have an angle you’re playing that requires you sacrificing the secret of being a spy.” 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    “Not going to say anything?” 
 
    “You’re way smarter than you look.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 
    I rubbed my palms down my face. “And to think I went to such great lengths to come up with that plan…” 
 
    “I’ll be honest and admit I don’t care.” 
 
    My brows shot up. “Sorry, what now?” 
 
    Juma shrugged. “As long as I know you’re not going to desert, I don’t care what angle you’re playing at. At the end of the day, I’m not here to be a hero of some sort, and turning you in has a chance of costing me more than I stand to gain if I simply let you be and have you as my ally.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe the turn the conversation had gone. “Are you… blackmailing me?” 
 
    “What? No.” Juma shook his head. “That’s too much work. I’m just saying, that I’ll turn a blind eye to whatever secret you’re hiding, as long as you don’t desert, and pull your weight to give the Lance Brigade an overall higher collective kill count and better reputation.” 
 
    “Rather magnanimous of you.” 
 
    “Listen, Neo, all I want is to drink wine. I want to drink wine, and then go back to my orphanage, and pour a glass for everyone, old and young, and tell them that they were enjoying something that people like us were told we could never have. In the end… as long as nothing you do gets in the way of that – I don’t care what you do.” 
 
    “I can admire that.” 
 
    Juma rose from his seat, stretching out his limbs and yawning. “I’ve heard some rumors that our First Mission is going to be the day after tomorrow. Get some rest, train hard, do you best – and remember the Lance Brigade motto.” 
 
    “Live together… die together.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Juma tapped something in the air, most likely his Godscript. “It’s 1700 hours. If you still want to get sloshed later in the evening, I’ll be at the Whimpering Sow.” 
 
    “The… what now?” 
 
    “It’s a small hideout behind Mess Hall 7. Knock three times, and when they ask for the password, say ‘Your mother.’” 
 
    “I’m guessing there’s a story behind that.” 
 
    “There is.” 
 
    It took me a few seconds to realize he wasn’t going to be sharing the story any time soon. Sighing, I waved my hand. “Thanks. I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me. I’m doing this for my benefit. See you, Saintarelli.” 
 
    I watched Juma depart with his hands idly in his pockets, still waving amicably to the people who greeted him. There wasn’t much I had on my mind except trying to understand the boy’s conflicting nature. He was a good guy, at least, on the outside, enough so that he went around doing favors for other people – yet, somehow, he possessed a form of ruthless self-centered motivation that didn’t add up. 
 
    Then there was his as of yet unknown Flair which could sense people. 
 
    I sighed, shaking my head. Alamir had no shortage of interesting individuals. 
 
    “Wait, he said it’s five o’clock?” 
 
    Speaking of interesting individuals, there was still one more person that qualified, and I would soon have to meet them. 
 
    Meeting people, making friends, and then fighting in single combat. 
 
    I was living the dream. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24: Player Versus Player 
 
    Someone once said life is ten percent what happens to you, and ninety percent how you choose to react to it. I didn’t know who, but I found meaning in those words. The old me, the human me, was so fragile. His reaction to being thrown into Alamir, to having to fight constantly, to meeting dangerous situations and dangerous people, was to continually grow appalled or afraid or worried. 
 
    Alamir was fraught with danger and chaos at every turn, yes, that was true, but there was also adventure and fun to be had if you knew exactly where to look for it. There were an endless number of stories and secrets, of drama and romance, of novelty and mystery – 
 
    But I’d been too busy focusing on surviving to notice any of it. To care for any of it. 
 
    There was a beautiful simplicity in simply letting things be. 
 
    That simplicity came once more, to me, in the form of the unexpectedly massive crowd of people that had gathered at Mosh Pit Beta, also known as the Dueling Grounds. 
 
    Quest Objectives Complete! 
 
    ¨    Conquer Fort Sobaka – [Complete!] 
 
    I ignored the Quest completions which told me that Erzili was most likely doing something right in the Hlahan Lands and focused instead on the stage in front of me. It was a proper stage, with elevated staircases doubling as chairs, centerpiece chalk dividing one half of the stage from the other. Several hundred AAA soldiers were already seated, eagerly awaiting the start of the PvP. Those from the Lance Brigade and those from elsewhere. I overheard some betting, making wagers as to whether “Sophos’ Blood” or the “Half-Alhamisian Bastard” would win the fight. 
 
    Well, that’s rude. 
 
    Not a lot of people were in support of me because it got out that I, or rather Neo, was half Marisian. I couldn’t blame them. If what Erzili told me about the Marisians being overly religious zealots were true, there was bound to be some bad blood. Several sneers were shot in my direction, along with one or two people ‘accidentally’ spitting in my path. Of course, watching them back away when I grinned at the audacity was something that I didn’t think I would tire of anytime soon. 
 
    There are seriously a lot of people. 
 
    The sheer number of people present was going to make it difficult to truly go all out or make things even harder for me to hide what I was capable of. I’d taken on Neo Saintarelli’s form and I possessed his skills and abilities, all of that was true, but I also possessed my skills and abilities – the skills of a Tier 5 Nightmare named Janus. [Herculean Strength], [Barbeast Armor] and [Cheetah Sprint] alone were capable of making me vastly superior to the average human in the strength, resilience and speed department. These were passive skills meaning I couldn’t turn them off. My titles [Merciless] and [Genocidal] made me far stronger overall due to how they all stacked. [Genocidal] made me more resilient against attacks from humans, and [Merciless] guaranteed that as long as I inflicted even the tiniest debilitation, all my attacks would multiply in damage. 
 
    As it stood, it would be harder for me to not kill my opponent than the inverse. 
 
    “Hey Neo! I’m rooting for you man!”  
 
    “Yeah! Neo! Take her down a peg!” 
 
    “Strip the bitch down and show her whose boss!” 
 
    “Yeah! Yeah! Give us a good show Saintarelli!” 
 
    Mosh Pit Beta was centered down in the earth and required me to descend the stairway to reach the center of the large ring and enter my side. I estimated it to be at least the typical length and width of a football field. It might have well been a football field in a stadium, the only difference being that the ground was mud instead of grass, and there were no goals on either end.  
 
    My opponent was already standing at the other end, stretching in her AAA uniform. Electric blue eyes locked upon me, but yet, not on me. Juma hadn’t been kidding when he said that she was used to not meeting the gaze of those she believed were beneath her. 
 
    “I’m surprised you had the presence of mind to come.” 
 
    “Oh, verbal foreplay? I’m honored, but typically, shouldn’t it be the man’s job to lead?” 
 
    There was some laughter from the audience, whereas Sophia fumed in place. 
 
     “You swine –!” 
 
    Stepping in between us was a person I assumed was to be the referee. A female Cadet with dark brown hair. “Terms of PvP?” 
 
    Sophia glanced at me, before speaking. “Winner takes all.” 
 
    Mutters and whispers shot throughout the crowd. The ref rose a sharp brow. I frowned immediately. “Winner takes all?” 
 
    “The party has agreed. Terms have been set.” 
 
    “Whoa hold on, I haven’t agreed to anything. I was asking –” 
 
    “You’re an AAA Recruit and you don’t know the terms of PvP?” 
 
    I clamped my lips shut. “Of course I do.” Rapidly, I checked Neo’s memories. Winner Takes All – a PvP condition where the winner takes…-all.  
 
    “That’s rather simple…?” 
 
    “Hahaha! Saintarelli is chickening out!” 
 
    “Must be that cowardly Marisian blood showing.” 
 
    “Boo! You’ve already agreed!” 
 
    “Yeah! We wanna see a good show!” 
 
    “Winner takes all!” 
 
    “Winner takes all! Winner takes all! Winner takes all!” 
 
    The ref shook her head, gesturing the crowd to calm down. “You provided verbal confirmation of the terms. I can only change the terms if both parties agree on a change.” 
 
    I gave Sophia a dry look. “I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “These terms suit me just fine. A lesson is needed to properly instill it into the minds as to what happens when you speak up against your betters.” 
 
    “The terms have been set. PvP – Winner Takes All. Maiming is allowed, and the fight only ends when one combatant’s health meter hits zero.” 
 
    Really? 
 
    “That would mean death.” 
 
    The ref frowned at me. “We have Clerics that can cast [Resurrect] and [Revive]. It’s fine as long as you don’t completely grind each other to dust.” 
 
    Clerics that can cast what? 
 
    Neo’s memories filled in the rest of the information. People could be brought back from the dead, by individuals known as Clerics, who chose one of the Nine as their patron deity. This could only be done under three circumstances: if the time of death did not exceed nine hours if the person’s body was left intact enough to survive being brought back, and if the person had not been killed by – 
 
    A Demiurge. 
 
    “PvP – Set, ready –” 
 
    Goddamn it. 
 
    Godscript Notification! 
 
    You have initiated a PvP battle against Sophia Alphaphilia. 
 
    PvP 
 
    Terms: [Winner Takes All]. 
 
    Winner Gets: [Contents of Inventory, Weapons, Spells, Personal Belongings, Relics, Artefacts, Independence, Bodily Autonomy, and Free Will] of the loser. 
 
    Loser Gets: [Owned] 
 
    Victory Conditions: [Opponent’s Health hits 0] 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    PvP Commencing! 
 
    “Battle commence!” 
 
    Seventh Sense – Incoming! 
 
    A straight headlong charge at me was the type of strategy that almost had me cursing my breath in irritation. “Prepare to meet your –” 
 
    “This. Is. Alamir!” 
 
    A spartan kick. Straight, with the full force of my [Herculean Strength] behind my right leg. It connected with a sickening crunch that told me I’d more than broken a few ribs. Sophia folded in half like a commercial chair, spittle, and blood flying from her mouth and splashing my cheek. 
 
    She soared backward with more momentum than she originally started with, rolling against the ground and skidding past her initial starting point to a quiet stop. 
 
    Mosh Pit Beta was graveyard silent. 
 
    From my time spent at Sector One-Zero-One, I’d come to understand that the AAA was very different from a traditional military structure. In that as much as they were a group working together, they were also a group competing with each other. In the military from my world, there were no such things as heroes on the battlefield, and soldier A was not actively competing against his fellow soldier B to kill more men and do more feats. People who tried to run off and perform such stupid acts of heroics would be sharply reprimanded, if not dismissed from service. Here, in the AAA, personal glory and the sheer difference in abilities and powers meant that there could be heroes on the battlefield.  
 
    I understood that the AAA was a structure that valued power and accomplishment above all else. If you had it, you were promoted, increased in rank, and given the due respect. If you didn’t – then no one paid any attention to you. 
 
    Sophia did have power. She was the second-highest leveled person in the Lance Brigade. Unfortunately, it didn’t matter because nightmare levels and human levels were different. A Tier 3 nightmare was a hundred times stronger than a Tier 2, and a thousand times stronger than a Tier 1. Therefore, a basic Tier 3 nightmare was at about Level 1000 in human levels. A Tier 4 was a hundred times stronger than a Tier 3, and a Tier 5, which I was, was a hundred times stronger still. 
 
    Weakened or not, in one-on-one combat were no holy weapons were at play, I might as well be fighting a one-legged cat. 
 
    “Come on,” I baited her. “I know women are weak, but you can’t be that weak!” 
 
    There was a floating giant bar up above, which I estimated was the visual representation of our respective Health. Whereas mine was still green and full, Sophia’s had dipped tremendously down to the halfway point and was flashing an orange-reddish hue. 
 
    She managed to withstand that? 
 
    Sophia coughed, all eyes landing on her as she struggled, but properly rose to her feet. She clasped her hand over her injured chest, wheezing and panting as she glared at me harder than anyone I’d ever met, past life and present. 
 
     If looks could kill… 
 
    I hadn’t been holding back, yet, she was still able to stand up after that. Barely standing, staggering, and breathing hoarsely, but she was still standing. I was impressed. 
 
    I was so impressed I started clapping. 
 
    Everyone gave me weird looks. The audience, the referee, and Sophia herself. I didn’t blame them. They didn’t understand the full gravity of Sophia’s feat. She just survived and got back up from a full power frontal kick to the chest from a Tier 5 Nightmare. 
 
    That was damned impressive. 
 
    “Alright. I think it’s time I took this a bit more seriously.” 
 
    I gestured my right hand in a ‘come hither’ motion. Sophia charged. 
 
    She was fast. 
 
    Seventh Sense – Collision Imminent! 
 
    Unfortunately, we were in different leagues. My [Seventh Sense] was at this point, a form of limited precognition. I backstepped, and Sophia’s right leg blurred through the air where my face had been seconds ago. 
 
    Seventh Sense – Collision Imminent! 
 
    Another kick followed the first, rising from earth to heaven. I leaned back, the tip of her boot nearly grazing my chin.  
 
    Seventh Sense – Collision Imminent! 
 
    The same leg distorted in mid-air, changing directions, the high-kick striking like a viper towards my throat. I cartwheeled backward, out of range, skidding to a stop on the muddy ground as Sophia stood, panting, one leg in the air, still in the position she had sent it. 
 
    She’s able to fight like that with her broken ribs? 
 
    I couldn’t tell how it was she was doing it. Either she had a ridiculous pain tolerance, or she had a conviction that burned hotter than any injuries could. 
 
    The cheers of the crowd were going wild. The sounds were so loud that it felt as though my eardrums were going to burst. Amidst the focus on the battle, I had almost forgotten that we were being watched by a large number of AAA soldiers.  
 
    “You’re… good.” I admitted. “No. You’re really good. You’re better than a lot of people here. And that’s truly comforting.” 
 
    “Comforting?” she growled out. 
 
    I noticed that the crowd’s cheering had died out as people were listening to our conversation. I sighed, shaking my head. “There are some cowards in the AAA, who believe that they don’t have to try their best because General Hoplite will always be around to protect them from danger.” 
 
    “Then they are naïve fools.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said clapping my hands. “General Hoplite is amazing, there is no doubt. But, that is no excuse. There are a lot of nightmares out there – strong, powerful nightmares. And I never want to see the day, when any of them, any of them – defeat General Hoplite. So, I have to get stronger. I have to get stronger to ensure that it never happens. Strong enough that any nightmare out there who thinks of attacking him will have to face me. No one, absolutely no one, is allowed to defeat him.” 
 
    No one but me. 
 
    “So… come at me with your best, Sophia Alphaphilia.” 
 
    She didn’t respond, but she did nod her head. There was something different in her eyes now. It wasn’t the same hate and loathing, but I couldn’t identify it. Pushing it aside, I focused on my breathing, focused on my senses, and drew upon Neo’s muscle memory, slamming it down to my Ghilan instincts. 
 
    Smell. 
 
    I traced her by scent. My hands going up to block an attack that appeared from my blind spot. Her kicks had the feeling of being struck by paddles. They didn’t hurt. They barely tickled. I made a show of grunting, before grinning and grabbing her by her right ankle. 
 
    Light. She was unbelievably, inexplicably light. It felt as if I was holding a plastic bottle. The lightness threw me off, and she spun around, kick after kick burying its way into my face. They felt like being struck by paddles, but no one wanted to be struck by paddles on the face several hundred times. 
 
    I disengaged, gaining distance, while she dropped to the ground, panting and wheezing. The damage from my initial Spartan Kick was ultimately catching up with her. 
 
    She slapped her hands together, muttering a word underneath her breath. Neo’s Flair lit up, indicating that she was casting a Spell. 
 
    [You have been afflicted with the Status Effect: {Encumbered}] 
 
    [Your movement speed has slowed considerably.] 
 
    [You have been afflicted with the Status Effect: {Slow}] 
 
    [Your overall speed has slowed considerably.] 
 
    Oh shit. 
 
    Seventh Sense – Notification! 
 
    Flair: [Cursed Eye of Pattern Recognition] Activated! 
 
    [Pattern Recognized!] 
 
    Your opponent is using [Gravity] Magic. 
 
    Caution is advised! 
 
    My neck whipped over to Sophia’s direction, and I realized it was moving horrendously slower than it should have. My entire body was slow. Weighted down. Each action I made took far longer than it should have. 
 
    She uses Gravity Magic? Like… Hoplite? 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    I had very little experience with fighting humans. The fact that Sophia used Gravity magic, the same magic as Hoplite, just made things more fortunate for me. I would take this battle as a test run. 
 
    Her speed increased fivefold. I knew the massive increase was due to my own slowed state, and also due to some Gravity shenanigans, but it was such that I couldn’t keep track of her when she rushed at me with – 
 
    Is that… a saber? 
 
    Seventh Sense – Collision Imminent! 
 
    If she ran me through with that saber, I wouldn’t die, because my [Barbeast Armor] would activate, and the saber would break. The problem was, it would be suspicious to everyone else if a saber clashed against my human skin and shattered.  
 
    I don’t have a choice. 
 
    “[Phantasm].” 
 
    And just when things were getting good. 
 
    Phantasm enabled me to do everything a ghost could. One of those, was short-range teleportation. The max range was about twenty feet. Enough for me to cover the distance between Sophia and me. She had not been expecting it in the slightest, and thus, had no way of guarding against the fastest thing I could think of to use and hit her. 
 
    My head. 
 
    It was without a doubt the strongest headbutt I’d ever given anyone in my life. The impact ricocheted throughout Mosh Pit Beta. Sophia dropped her sword, standing frozen and motionless. I reacted quickly, tilting my head back, and once more for good measure, slammed it forward. 
 
    Sophia dropped to the ground. 
 
    The crowd was silent. 
 
    Then, all at once, like an explosion, the cheers burst. 
 
    “He did it!” 
 
    “Whoo! That crazy bastard!” 
 
    “NE-O!” 
 
    “NE-O!” 
 
    “NE-O!” 
 
    “You bastard…” Sophia’s voice came, as she staggered, slowly to her feet. I could neither believe my eyes nor my ears. 
 
    Blood dripped down from her forehead, yet, she stood, defiant. 
 
    “What in the world are you made of?!” 
 
    “I’m – not… made of anything…” 
 
    She was disoriented. I was also certain that she had a concussion. She staggered about blindly, but her HP had not hit zero. Her eyes did not have any light in them. It took me a second, and I realized with disbelief what was happening. 
 
    I waved my hands in front of her eyes, but they did not blink. 
 
    She wasn’t conscious. 
 
    She wasn’t conscious, but she was still standing. She was still standing, and she still wanted to fight. Her subconscious desire to fight and win was the only thing keeping her on her two feet. 
 
    …what sort of absurd determination…? 
 
    I was impressed. No, I was amazed. I was amazed, and horrified, and awed, all at the same time. I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped my lips. I turned to the referee. 
 
    “She’s not conscious.” 
 
    The referee frowned, rushing in between us, and checking Sophia’s eyes. 
 
    “…You’re right.” The ref sounded as amazed as I felt. 
 
    “Then –” 
 
    “Unfortunately you two agreed to Winner Takes All rules. The match can only end when one person’s health hits zero.” 
 
    The chants were deafening. “NE-O!” echoed with such force that it shook the foundation of the very earth upon which I stood. 
 
    “You expect me to attack a person who’s unconscious?” 
 
    “Those are the rules.” 
 
    I had no words. I could instead hear the chant from the crowd change into something else. 
 
    “FI-NISH HER!” 
 
    “FI-NISH HER!” 
 
    “FI-NISH HER!” 
 
    I kept forgetting, time and time again, that Alamir was not my world. It was not earth, where violence was frowned upon, and chivalry and honor were respected. It was not a place where the act of beating a downed opponent got you scorn. No, they were like the bloodthirsty spectators at the Roman Coliseum, eager to see slaughter and carnage as a means to sate the boredom of daily life. As Adventurers with no TVs and very little designed for entertainment, the spectacle of Player Vs Player served as their Super Bowl and Grand Prix, their World Cup and Olympic Games. 
 
    I picked up Sophia’s downed saber. I rose it into the air, hearing the chants multiply a thousand-fold. 
 
    Then, without hesitation, I brought the sword straight down – 
 
    And plunged it into my chest. 
 
    The crowd went silent. 
 
    The referee stared at me like I had grown two new heads. I was tempted to spread my hands open and declare: Are you not entertained? 
 
    Instead, I allowed the bar reading my life up above to continue to trickle down, and down, and down, until finally, the meter emptied. 
 
    PvP Concluded! 
 
    Winner: Sophia Alphaphilia. 
 
    “Now,” I wheezed out. “Take us to your healers.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25: Juma Al Amir 
 
    The first time I got to understand the concept of “damage control” and “choosing the narrative” was in the weeks and months after my mother’s passing. The investigations and newspaper articles suddenly mentioned her history of ADHD and the fact that she’d enjoyed the occasional recreational drug or two in her youth. Her quirks and odd charms were all reframed as ‘symptoms’ or ‘signs’ of one behavioral disorder or another. Her family history, and the fact that my grandmother had possessed bipolar personality disorder was suddenly relevant to the conversation. 
 
    Choosing the narrative meant choosing the fallout of incidents. Guiding it until it reached the most favorable outcome, or at the very least, it met the least unfavorable one. 
 
    Avoiding the gazes and whispers of the people around me, I made my way to Mess Hall 7, walking around to the back of the building. Alhamis seemed to have a waste-disposal system that recycled unused garbage into other materials, all of it powered by another strange, green orb. I paid no heed to the sight of the orb collecting garbage, and searched for the door I was looking for. 
 
    The red door possessed a crude painting of a woman on her knees soliciting oral sex. I mused at it, before knocking three times in rapid succession. A slider opened, as a pair of dark, angry-looking eyes gazed back at me. 
 
    “What likes to pound on tables like a Midwarf, can’t accept a no like a Marisian, fucks like a Leporinian, and can guzzle down hot liquids like a Felani?” 
 
    My lips twitched. 
 
    “Your mother.” 
 
    The eyes narrowed sharply. “The fuck did you say?” 
 
    “Your. Mother.” 
 
    The angry eyes stared at me. I stared back. The slider shut, and the door immediately swung open. The riddle-giver grinned at me. “Welcome to tha Whimpering Sow.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, shaking his hand. “Interesting riddle.” 
 
    “I kno. Formed it maself.” 
 
    The Whimpering Sow was, to my surprise, what one would expect when the words: ‘Medieval Tavern’ were uttered. The key difference, was that the furniture present was of a significantly higher quality than what one would expect. Sleek black leather chairs and smooth, refined marble tables. The alcohol on display was kept in varying glass bottles of different shapes and sizes. The main bar table was long enough that if someone wanted to, they could have used it as a runway. There was also a pole on the table, which was what my eye latched on immediately. 
 
    “Is that… a stripper pole?” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I mean, what’s the pole for?” 
 
    “You a dancer?” 
 
    I rose my brow. “No.” 
 
    “You like to watch people dance?” 
 
    I thought it over. “Yes.” 
 
    “The pole’s for people of the first category, to get money from the people of the second category.” 
 
    Succinctly put. I didn’t question it anymore, instead, entering further into the Whimpering Sow, where I found a familiar black-haired and purple-eyed boy waving at me. “Neo, over here.” 
 
    I took a seat beside Juma, idly making eye contact with the bartender who was wiping down a glass, and nodding, ever so slightly at the barman, who gave me a small nod back in return, before going back to his business. 
 
    “You know, I think you like attention.” 
 
    I placed my elbow on the table. “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Your duel with Sophia,” Juma said. He brought up his Godscripts, making it visible and turning it to me. “It made AAA Net’s recent events page.” 
 
    “It… what?” 
 
    “Listen,” Juma cleared his throat. “‘And in lighter news, two members of the Recruit-Centered Lance Brigade, Neo Saintarelli, and Sophia Alphaphilia commenced a Winner-Takes-All PvP at Mosh Pit Beta in Sector One-Zero-One. The battle, now referred to by many as the Duel of the Decade is said to have begun after Neo Saintarelli questioned the authority of Sophia Alphaphilia as the Vice-Captain of the Lance Brigade, hinting that her father’s position as High Eminent of Progress had a part to play…’” 
 
    “Duel of the what?” 
 
    “All doubts as to the young Alphaphilia’s battle prowess was put aside in a surprising, fast-paced battle where both had the opportunity to shine –” Juma continued. “Oh, let’s skip ahead to the good part. ‘At the surprising climax of the battle, Sophia Alphaphila displayed true AAA determination and grit by remaining on her feet even after the loss of consciousness, guided only by an overwhelming victory to win. In a plot-twist no one envisioned, Neo Saintarelli chose, rather than to finish his opponent, to stab his heart with her blade, and thus grant her the victory.’” 
 
    “I was there,” I said dryly. “You don’t have to read it.” 
 
    “‘When questioned on the motives for his absurd decision, Neo Saintarelli was reported to have quoted ‘Admiration’. Thus, many speculate that the entire purpose of Saintarelli’s actions to bait and draw Sophia Alphaphila to combat, only to, at the crux of the battle, stab his own heart for her, was a roundabout declaration of love for the object of his desire. As relationships are against AAA regulation, the only way Saintarelli could declare his emotions for the daughter of Sophos Alphaphilia, was to give his heart to her in the most literal way possible.’” 
 
    My lips twitched. I resisted, desperately, the urge to smack away Juma’s cocky, amused smile. 
 
    “You have to admit, it does make for an interesting read.” 
 
    “Not another word.” 
 
    “Neo, I never knew you were such a romantic. All that, just to confess your love?” Juma clapped slowly. “Bravo, man. Bra-vo.” 
 
    “Bartend, can I get something for my Captain that’ll make him pass-out quickly?” 
 
    “Trying to get me drunk, Saintarelli? What would Sophia think?” 
 
    He was enjoying himself. Grinning at me with those stupid purple eyes. In a way, I couldn’t blame him. I couldn’t blame him, because I’d tried my best to steer the narrative in that corner. What was better, to admit that I couldn’t kill her because I was a Demiurge, or to admit that I couldn’t kill her because I had feelings for her? 
 
    In the end, stabbing myself with her sword hadn’t hurt me. [False Data: Life] had been used to drop my HP to zero, and make the battle come to an end. I could shapeshift, and I realized that this ability came with the power to shift my organs within my body as well. So I hadn’t stabbed myself in the heart. 
 
    But no one else knew that.  
 
    Thus, to the world, I was Neo Saintarelli, the romantic who was madly in love with Sophia Alphaphilia. 
 
    I would take that over Neo Saintarelli, the nightmare among humans. 
 
    In a way, my actions made for the perfect cover. If a nightmare managed to infiltrate somewhere, it would make little sense for them to actively draw attention to themselves, or draw as much attention to themselves as I had done. They would have been trying to melt and blend into the background for as long as they could, rather than openly step into the light. 
 
    Two glass mugs were brought before Juma and I. Filled to the brim with a bubbling red liquor, Juma picked his up and then pointed to me. 
 
    “I had my doubts about you, Neo, but… you’re a pretty decent guy.” 
 
    “What, because I’m supposedly in love with your Vice Captain?” 
 
    “Because you chose not to kill her.” 
 
    Juma’s eyes didn’t have any mirth in them. 
 
    “She would have been brought back.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Juma said. “But she wouldn’t have been the same. Resurrection leaves scars on the mind and soul. The damage accumulates with each subsequent resurrection. Taking and taking, until it reaches a point where there’s nothing left to take. Even just dying once, could have cost her the future. A snippet of her memories or skills, damaged or corroded. Gone… forever.” 
 
    I hadn’t known that. Neo hadn’t known that either. 
 
    “So, let’s make a toast.” He rose his glass. 
 
    “A toast?” 
 
    “Our First Mission is tomorrow,” he said. “There’s a chance we might not survive. I don’t want to make large sweeping statements and say that I’ll survive no matter what, because I’m not that confident. So, for now, I’d like to have a drink, with a new brother.” 
 
    I picked up the bubbling red brew. “You lost me there.” 
 
    Juma laughed. “I’m an orphan, Neo. To me, a family isn’t something that has to do with blood ties. It’s a bond you can share with someone. A person you can understand and a person who you feel can understand you. A person who’ll look out for you, in both good times and bad times – and always, always have your back, even if you diverge paths in life.” 
 
    My gaze landed on the alcohol, and then back on Juma. “And what makes you think I can be that person?” 
 
    Juma shrugged. “I don’t know. All I know is, when I’m around you, I get the feeling that you’re a person who’s never had anyone truly have your back. And that if you truly did have that one person, you’d go to the end of the world and back for them.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I rose the brew, gesturing it towards Juma. Juma gestured his glass towards me as well. They clinked, together. 
 
    “To my new brother, Neo Saintarelli.” 
 
    My lips, against my will, curved into a smile. 
 
    “To my… new brother, Juma Al’ Amir.” 
 
    We downed the liquids as one, the familiar burning sensation rushed down my throat. It brought a satisfying sensation, and I clanked the empty glass back to the bar. 
 
    “Juma Al’ Amir?” Juma said his brow raising. “Where’d you come up with that?” 
 
    I coughed a bit to clear the burning in my throat. “Thar’s your name isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s just Juma. I don’t have a second name.” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “You… don’t?” 
 
    “Nope. Orphans don’t have family names.” 
 
    I stared up at the name hanging over his head. 
 
    Juma Al’ Amir 
 
    There was no mistaking it. He did have a family name. Except he didn’t know it. But, the Godscripts should have shown it to him. If the Godscripts didn’t show it to him, it meant only the Nightscripts could see his name. 
 
    Why can only Nightmares see his last name? 
 
    “I mean, I’m flattered and all, but naming me the Prince is going a little overboard.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Al Amir,” Juma said. “It means The Prince.” 
 
    Al… Amir? 
 
    Alamir. 
 
    The Prince. 
 
    The very world was named after The Prince. The Prince of Light who supposedly created the world by fighting back his mother, Darkness. 
 
    Al Amir… is… Arabic. 
 
    “Juma… what language are the words Al Amir?” 
 
    Juma’s brows furrowed. “… I’m not sure. Jezik maybe? No, no – that’s not it. Khel? No – not it either. Maybe Golos?” 
 
    I had a soft, sneaking suspicion. One I didn’t want to believe. “Juma… do you understand the meaning of the words: Veni, Vidi, Vici?” 
 
    “You came, you saw, you conquered?” His brow furrowed. “Is that supposed to be a reference to sex?” 
 
    He understood it. He understood it. I spoke Latin and he understood it. I didn’t hesitate before searching for Neo’s pen, quickly as I could and I wrote down on the back of my palm in English: 
 
    I may have a silly crush on Luxeme Vi Engarde. 
 
    “This,” I pointed, frantically. “Can you read this?” 
 
    Juma squinted his eyes. After this, he gave me a flat look. “What, Sophia isn’t enough for you? Lt. General Luxeme is out of your league Neo. Don’t be greedy.” 
 
    I breathed out. He can read it as well. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “What language do you think I just wrote down?” 
 
    Juma stared at the back of my palm. “…I….I’m… well, I know it’s one of the languages Father Goma and Shiga taught me. They taught me so many of them it’s sometimes hard to keep it all straight.” 
 
    No, it’s likely the opposite. It was more likely, that he could always read and understand all languages, and to throw off suspicion from him and have an excuse, they made it so he believed that they taught him to read and understand all languages. 
 
    Juma Al’ Amir. 
 
    Juma The Prince. 
 
    My brain was working, fast. Too fast. So fast that I almost didn’t want to believe what my instincts were telling me. Erzili had said that the Dreamer’s true goal was to challenge Alamir. She said that she didn’t understand what it meant. 
 
    Challenge Alamir. 
 
    Challenge Al Amir. 
 
    Challenge The Prince. 
 
    The Dreamer wanted to challenge the world’s creator. 
 
    “Juma… you’re…” 
 
    Something split in my skull. Pain, overwhelming, searing pain pierced through my head and had me collapsing to the ground. 
 
    “Neo! Neo! Neo what’s wrong?!” 
 
    I couldn’t explain it. The pain seared through my brain. My head. My mind. It burned. It burned. Amidst it all, words, from the Godscript flashed in my vision. 
 
    You have learned too much. 
 
    He is not yet ready. 
 
    Al Amir still sleeps. 
 
    Al Amir must awaken naturally. 
 
    Punishment awaits those who try to awaken him before time. 
 
    Punishment? 
 
    One who has Reincarnated into Alamir’s world, 
 
    Your punishment is simple. 
 
    Forget. 
 
    Forget Everything. 
 
    Only when the time comes 
 
    Shall you remember, 
 
    Who you truly are. 
 
    No – wait – 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    “So, you say he just collapsed and then started screaming?” 
 
    “Well, we had a drink of Angel Magma Whiskey beforehand and he was fine without any effect.” 
 
    I awoke with a start, to strange voices. Unfamiliar voices. My eyes caught wind of a woman, wearing white priest robes. She was unremarkable, with brown hair but dull eyes. There was a boy beside her. He was tall. He had strange purple eyes, and the darkest brand of pitch-black hair I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Ah thank the Sycophant! Neo! Are you alright? 
 
    “Um…” I cleared my throat. “Who’s… Neo?” 
 
    The boy staggered. I felt I’d said something wrong. The woman as well stared at me. “Neo.” She said. “Neo Saintarelli.” She added. “That’s your name.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. It was? I didn’t feel any connection to it. It felt strange, for some reason. Like it didn’t belong. “My name… is Neo?” 
 
    The woman in the priest’s robes frowned deeply. “Do you remember where we are Neo?” 
 
    I stared at the room. It was white. Clean. Pristine even. There were beds, and so many machines and beeping. My nose could pick up the smell of clean things. Antiseptic, I think that was the word. 
 
    “We’re… at a hospital?” 
 
    “We’re in the Infirmary.” She corrected. “Sector One-Zero-One’s infirmary. Do you remember?” 
 
    “Sector One-Zero-One…?” 
 
    “The AAA.” She tried again. “Does that ring any bells?” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “Alcoholics Anonymous?” 
 
    “That’s only two A’s.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Is it, a type of battery? Or, those Triple-A um… games?” 
 
    The duo stared at me. “Triple-A games?” 
 
    “You know… those…. Games… big games, made by big companies… like… um… ah…” I scratched my head. “I’m sorry, I can’t… remember any…” 
 
    The purple-eyed boy turned to the nice woman. “Cleric, do you know what’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “He seems to have an unusual variant of retrograde amnesia.” 
 
    “Retrograde amnesia? How’s that possible?” 
 
    “It can be caused by severe head trauma.” The woman, Cleric – what an odd name – sighed. “I watched Saintarelli’s PvP against the Alphaphilia girl. He knocked her unconscious with two very strong headbutts. I did find it strange that she managed to be knocked unconscious whereas he shrugged off the hits none the worse for wear.” 
 
    “So… Neo lost his memories… because of the damage in his fight against Sophia?” 
 
    “It’s the most prevailing theory.” The nice-smelling woman said. “There’s no other thing I can think of that would have caused this” 
 
    “Um,” I spoke up. “Sorry, but… who are you two?” 
 
    The boy with purple eyes gritted his teeth, before smiling at me. He looked so tired. I wondered why. 
 
    “I’m Juma. Your… brother.” 
 
    I blinked, my eyes went wide. Brother? 
 
    “I have a brother? That’s… amazing!”  
 
    Why did my brother look so sad?  
 
    “Oh, sorry, I can’t remember… you.” 
 
    Juma shook his head. “It’s fine. We’ll just have to make sure you remember.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” I yawned. “I’m feeling… kinda tired. And sleepy. I wanna get some rest, brother.” 
 
    “Get some rest Neo.” 
 
    I was confused when waking up, since I didn’t remember anyone, or remember anything, but I didn’t mind, I wasn’t bothered. I had a brother! It was exciting! I don’t know why, but I feel like I’ve always wanted a brother. Always wanted a family. 
 
    When I woke up, I felt like I never had a family. I didn’t know why I felt that way. Just thinking about family made me feel sad. Sad and angry. I didn’t know why. But, I was wrong. I had a brother! 
 
    I’m glad I was wrong. 
 
    I yawned. “We’re going to… have lots of fun… together… brother.” 
 
    We were going to have the best time in the world.  
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