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Prologue
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On a hot afternoon after I’d spilled lemonade onto my pants, my father told me that the ability to hide awkwardness was one of the greatest virtues of a human being. I remembered following his words, ignoring stickiness, stares and giggles as I hung my pants over my shoulder and walked without them. As I was seven at the time, the sight and deed was nowhere near as impressive as it could have been as a teen or older. However, as a teen or older, I would prepare by ensuring never to spill lemonade on my pants in the first place.

I remembered my father’s words, and realized that its inverse existed in the form of the woman sitting before me. 

She couldn’t stop shuffling. She creased her business suit three times, adjusted her collar four times, dragged her skirt to her knees twice, and her fingers entered a trademark steeple that could have been used in a body-language book as the picture for nervousness. All the signs of a person who knew very little about interviewee etiquette were painted, nay, engraved on her.

“Miss...” I took a cursory glance at the papers. Thin. I’d seen strippers with larger résumés. “Goldsmith... is it?”

“Y-yes?”

I closed the documents, promptly crossing my arms over them. “The hiring procedure here is unique. Often times, glowing ‘recommendations’ and accomplishments on paper mean less than the parchment they are printed upon, so I’m going to be brief.”

I pulled off my wristwatch. Digital, because my father, and thus, all his sons, could never fathom the obsession with analog devices. I clicked the side of the watch, the numbers changing to a digital 5:00. I turned it towards her.

“You have five minutes to impress me.”

Had I given her five years, she would have still failed. I counted six self-boasts, four textbook-interview statements, three anecdotes, two redundancies, eight pauses and stopped counting after the fifth textbook statement about being diligent and hardworking. The only redeeming aspect she possessed was how much she amused me with the long, aching valuable seconds of silence as she racked her brain about things to say.

The five minutes ended. Sharp, rapid, beeping and Miss Goldsmith flinched at the noise. She stared at the device as if it were pranking her. 

“Miss Goldsmith.”

“Y-yes?”

“Yes, sir.”

She possessed a wonderful inability to hide her facial expressions. Her grimace was stunning in its readability.

“Yes, sir?”

“I will be entirely honest with you.” I adjusted my rectangular glasses, taking it off and reaching into my breast pocket for a neatly folded white handkerchief. “You are utterly ill-suited for this job.”

“I –”

“Do not interrupt me.”

She cowed. 

“Not only do you lack the necessary minimum qualifications, you are also admittedly, by your own admission, incapable of a utilizing the mandated computer software and your proficiency at secretarial duties is nonexistent.”

I wiped my glasses, slowly, once, twice, smoothly in clean motions. I placed them back upon my nose, adjusting them with my index finger. “Indeed, it seems the only reason you applied for a job that you did not possess the skills or aptitude for, and actually believed that I would not immediately feed your application to the nearest shredder is because...?”

Biting, seemingly subconsciously at her lower lip, her gaze tried it’s hardest to avoid mine. “I- I need this job. My... my financial situation isn’t very good.” She grimaced, again. “No – it’s horrible. I... I’m desperate.”

I folded my handkerchief, returning it to my breast pocket. “If only desperation could grant people employment.”

“Please I –” She bit down on her lower lip. “I’m willing to do anything.”

A stretch of silence followed her declaration. She leaned forward, clearly. I noticed her blouse seemed to have one of the top buttons mysteriously undone. Cleavage bared in my chest, a small tattoo of a bird’s wing popping up as she locked her gaze with mine.

Again, I took off my glasses. Again, I brought out my handkerchief. I began cleaning my glasses in counterclockwise motions with my hanky. 

This was either a very deliberate ploy by my brother and father in order to test the integrity of my hiring process, a trap conducted by individuals who possessed grievances against me in order to see me removed from my position, or, potentially the least likely, a woman who believed she could spread her legs and use them to soar across the corporate ladder.

I settled my glasses on my nose. “Miss Goldsmith.” I began. “The word anything is rather damning. Are you certain that is what you mean?”

Her cheeks flushed. “Yes. Anything. I’d do anything.” 

“Would you mind telling me who hired you?”

Miss Goldsmith falters. “Hired me?”

“The person responsible for making you put on this façade. Was it my brother? My father perhaps?” Her brows furrowed deeply. “You genuinely seem confused.”

“I don’t understand. I wasn’t hi–”

“Shh.” I stopped her with a palm. “I’m still talking.”

She flinched again. 

“It seems you were not indeed hired.” I let my fingers steeple against each other on the desk. “Why are you here then?”

“I need a job –”

“No, you do not.” I corrected her. “Your pitch was lackluster and halfhearted. Your credentials are heavily lacking, and you did not even attempt to do basic spelling corrections on your Curriculum Vitae, which, might I inform you, is spelled with two R’s rather than one.”

“A person truly desperate for a job would have lied tremendously on their application with the hopes that they never get caught. They would be far more meticulous in their design and planning, and would never waste valuable seconds scratching their index finger across their scalp eight times. If anything, I am more inclined to believe that you came in here with the full intention of failing this interview. So, I ask again, why are you here?”

Valuable seconds passed. She seemed intent on paying attention to the floor, as though it were a television set playing an amusing sitcom.

“Very well.” I acquiesced. “That will be all for this interview Miss Goldsmith.” I gestured at the door. “I have other applicants to attend to.”

She rose, stiffly. I paid no heed to her expression as she left, nor did I bother myself with it. Rather, the inconsistency of her performance amused me. Shy, meek and barely confident women did not suddenly turn around and attempt to use sex as a bargaining chip. No professional would make that mistake, so it ruled out the possibility of this being a set-up by my brother or a trap by his competitors. 

Perhaps if she had gone for someone more sex starved than I was, with considerably less self-control, it would have been a different matter. However, there was nothing she possessed that I required or could not attain on my own. This night, if I so chose, a visit to a bar could grant me what I needed –

A young fidgeting man in a gray business suit entered next, and the curious case of Miss Goldsmith slipped from my mind. Instead, plans of a new challenge began to stem forward.

/∞/

“Oh – oh – oh god! OH GOD!”

She alternated between screams and whimpers, no doubt unable to accept dichotomy of thoughts and sensations. She found herself squirming and moaning beneath me, if not riding and buckling above me.

Her breasts were firm and nipples were stone. She attempted her best to cover her mouth and prevent her traitorous whines. My hands would come down, ever so often, smacking against sensitive flesh, leaving a red imprint on her cheeks as I watched her bite pillows to hide her shameful mewling.

I gripped at her thighs and pinned her against the matrass, bucking my hips with a frantic roar as I listened to the woman’s voice that was contorted in pleasure.

“Moan harder!” I ordered. “I want to hear you! I want the world to hear you!”

She complied. Her sounds, her voice, her scent, the feeling of true and utter victory –

Our sweaty bodies departed. I rolled her on her back on the bed, and I finished my deed. She seemed to lack the strength to complain, or perhaps she realized that I would not give her the chance to do so.

I wiped myself clean against her stomach and the sheets. My mission complete, I basked in her sweaty panting form for ten seconds. Satisfied, I reached for my shirt and pants.

“Y-you – you’re leaving?” she panted.

“Yes.”

“B-but –”

“Did you think I would stay the night and cuddle?” I mused. 

My shoes were on. My shirt, my tie, my jacket, complete. I knew that the smell of sex would be rank on my form, and I wore it, proudly, the aroma of victory. I reached for the door.

“W-wait,” she called out. “T-that’s it? After all sweet-talk and buttering me up at the bar you just put on your clothes and leave once we’re done?”

“I’m afraid social conventions dictate that hugging and kissing strangers is more awkward than sleeping with them.”

She laughs. “Jesus.” She sits up. “Maybe I should have expected it since you brought me to a hotel instead of your place...” Her breasts, hung in the air as her eyes seemed to lose the haze of lust and desire. “...but you really are once callous bastard.”

The words gave me pause. Looking over the woman, I noticed a significant resemblance she bore to Miss Goldsmith I met earlier in the day. No, I could even say that the reason I chose her for this night was because she looked similar to Miss Goldsmith. Coincidences of this nature did not simply happen. 

“I assume you are an acquaintance of Miss Goldsmith?”

“Goldsmith?” the woman frowns. “I don’t – oh. That must be the name she used.”

“How fascinating. One sister attempts to get me to sleep with her under the guise of an interview, and the other just happens to be at the bar I occasionally frequent. Fate seems to have pulled out all the stops tonight.”

“I don’t believe in fate.”

“Nor do I.” I bow, as gentlemen should. “I can’t help but notice that you did not deny being sisters, nor do you seem confused by what exactly I’m talking about.” I leisurely adjusted my tie. “If it is money you are after, I would sadly inform you that as the fourth son, I am not entitled to my father’s fortune.”

“This isn’t about money!”

“It’s always about money.” I said. “If you wish to beat around the bush, do go on. Tell me. What is this really about?”

“Tom Kingsley.”

“The old man?” I remembered him. “A Former employee; a terrible one. Tardy, always distracted, vanished at odd hours and left before official closing time. He was highly inefficient.” There was one rather pressing detail. “I heard he committed suicide after he lost his job.”

“Don’t you mean after you fired him?” 

“No. He lost his job.” It was merely fact. “What part of ‘tardy’, ‘inefficient’ and ‘distracted’ is associated with corporate success? Do I need to draw a Venn diagram?”

“But you knew why.” She argued. “You knew why – and you didn’t care.”

“His sick son, yes.” I shook my head. “Personal reasons are not an acceptable excuse for poor performance.”

“His son had cancer.” She said, her words thick and laced with venom. “He worked, hard and diligent! He – he was doing different jobs and as many as he could just to get enough money to pay for treatments! Every day he’d come home a past midnight, and then wake up six am to go to work again, day after day. He was trying – trying his hardest.”

“I’m touched, however, it does not matter how hard one tries. His hardest was not good enough, for if it were, he would still be employed at my company, and he certainly would still be alive.” 

She grit her teeth. I could see the manner in which they grinded against each other behind her cheeks. “Did you even care about his circumstances?”

“This is business. I am not paid to care about circumstances.” I said. “Admittedly, I was not aware of the severity of his son’s illness. If I were, I could have contributed to his cause and provided financial aid, and not-so-subtly spread details of my deed throughout the office. A boss that appears to look out for his employees is more respected than one that doesn’t.”

I frowned. “My apologies for your loss. This was a failing on my part. I missed an opportunity for better PR.”

“Better PR?” she shouted. “My father is dead and you’re thinking about fucking PR?”

“I’m thinking about why you and your sister went to such excessive lengths to try and sleep with me, the man you hold liable.” I paused. “I assume you did this because you have a reason? Or is this some new sexual fetish that I am unaware of?”

She hesitated. Her glare was still on me, but her gaze flickered away for a moment. It flickered to her bag, innocuously kept on the ground, and I gained a suspicion that I should not let her grab it.

I was too slow.

She picked up the bag, and a gun trailed itself in the direction of my forehead. I rose my hands up as non-threateningly as I could. 

“A Sig Sauer P238? Interesting gun choice. I’m particular to the M1911 myself –”

“Shut up!” she snarled. “Do you ever listen to yourself talk?”

“It’s one of the downsides of having ears I’m afraid.”

“I said shut up!” she yelled again. Her finger rested softly on the trigger, and I took a step back. She reached into her bag with her left hand, while the right hand held the gun to my face, and she brought out a small packet of white pills.

She slid the pills across the ground until they landed beside my feet. “Pick it up. Slowly.”

I did. I was not ashamed to say that I recognized the pills.

“Swallow it.”

“Usually the date-rape drug is used before you have sex with someone –”

“Shut up and swallow it!”

I took a pill. One pill, and with years of pretending to swallow drugs, I let it slip down my sleeves while making an exaggerated show of swallowing.

“Your hands.”

I showed her my empty hands.

“Your mouth. Raise your tongue.”

I showed her my empty mouth.

“Take off your clothes, and give me your wallet.”

“So it does come back around to money doesn’t it?” I began to slowly unbutton my shirt. “I assume you have a camera in your bag. Is this your plan? Drug me and make it look like I raped you and then blackmail me for millions? Or, are you going to handcuff me to the bed, surrounded by large packets of cocaine and then give an anonymous tip to the police? No – you wouldn’t need to sleep with me otherwise.”

“Do you ever shut up?”

I opened my lips to respond just as three sharp knocks landed against the door. 

“Room service!” a voice called from the other side of the door.

She sharply turned to me. “When did you order room service?”

“I didn’t.”

“What do you mean you didn’t?”

“It means at no point in the past did I commit to the action of ordering room service.”

“Well neither did I.”

Three more knocks landed against the door. They were sharper than before. Sharp and impatient. She opened her mouth to tell them off and I rapidly shook my head at her.

“Don’t.” I whispered.

“What?” she turned the gun back at me, holding it with both hands.

“That’s not room service.” I kept my voice low.

“You called someone?”

“No.” I whispered. “We were followed.”

“Why would anyone follow us?”

“Coming from the woman holding me at gunpoint? What do you think?”

Four sharper knocks, almost reaching the sound frequency of angry banging. The door rattled from the force.

“Listen, you have a gun, and they most likely have a gun.” I said quickly, putting my hands down. “You have surprise on your side, so that’s good. Open the door, and shoot them before they shoot us.”

“I – no – I can’t.”

“You can, because they are most certainly going to –”

“You don’t understand – I can’t shoot them.”

She rose her gun, her expression going from uncertain to worried in seconds. It hit me.

“Your gun isn’t loaded.”

She looked away, biting down on her lower lip.

“Wonderful.” I cursed. “Simply wonderful.”

“I didn’t come here intending to kill anyone!”

“No, simply to drug them.” I let the pill slip out from my sleeve and held it in front of her. “Which, might I add, you failed to do successfully.”

Five angry thuds slammed against the door and she grimaced. There was no time for this discussion.

“Get dressed. Quickly. We’re leaving.”

“Leaving?”

I pointed to the balcony. I always picked a room with a verandah or balcony.

“No.” she shook her head. “This is the thirty-third floor.”

“I wasn’t asking.” I said. “Get. Dressed.”

The knocks on the door became full bangs, and the knob was moving furiously, followed by the sound of a body slamming against it. I dashed for the balcony, pushing aside the large doors and standing out in the open night breeze. 

Searching for someplace to hide or something to use brought my attention to a familiar object off to the side. It was a lift. A lift used by the window cleaners. I was familiar with it. When I was sixteen my father forced me to clean the windows of my brothers offices every day throughout the summer as my punishment for getting suspended. 

“Hurry!”

She followed me, dressed back in her sensual nightdress that was part of the reason I chose her at the bar. Thankfully she had enough sense not to wear her heels. 

“There’s a cleaner’s lift over there.” I pointed. “We’ll move across the edges and make it straight to it. From there, we can get to the ground floor.”

“Move across the edges? I – I can’t – I’m not a god-forsaken circus act –” she turned to me. “How can you say something like that so calmly?”

If there was enough time, I would have explained to her that walking on the thin edges of buildings was something I mastered because I would never have been able to escape my room as a child otherwise. 

However, I’d never attempted it with stakes this high before. The thirty-third floor of a hotel was a bit different from the fifth floor of a mansion.

“Are – are you sure the people after us are going to kill us? Wouldn’t – wouldn’t our odds of surviving be higher if we just gave them what they wanted – I can’t –”

“Then I’ll leave you behind to your fate. I’m sure when they realize that I’m gone, you’ll be happy to give them whatever they want.”

She went pale.

“I – I don’t understand, why – why are people after you?”

“My father’s name has been on the Forbes top ten list for two consecutive decades. You don’t get to accomplish that without making a few enemies along the way, intentionally or otherwise.” I said, turning my eyes to her. “Like women who try to drug you because you laid off their hardworking fathers.”

She bit her lip. “I – My plan was –” 

“There’s no time.” I pointed to the nearest foothold. “Just follow my lead. Don’t look down. Press your body against the wall and shuffle. Pretend you’re a spirit that can’t let people see her back or pretend you’re playing a realistic version of the floor is lava.”

“I – I can’t – this – this is too much! All I wanted was –”

The door burst open with the sound of wood shattering. A clap not unlike thunder echoed throughout the room and my ears rang. She screamed at the sound of the gunshot, panicked, and slipped over. 

I grabbed her right hand. Her bodyweight slammed my ribs against the protective railing. She shrieked as my hasty catch dislocated her right shoulder. 

But at least I caught her. It was a rather long way down after all. Grunting from the exertion of holding her entire body weight with one hand, she was too incoherent with the pain of her dislocated shoulder to realize that I just saved her life.

Why am I saving her life?

It would be easy to just let go –

“I don’t want to die – Idontwanttodie – Idontwanttodie –” 

I pulled her up without thinking. I tried to avoid doing more damage to her dislocated shoulder as I did, and ignored the potential threat of an armed man behind me.

I underestimated what people would do to survive. 

She grabbed my tie, cutting off my flow of air in her desperate attempt to climb up. It became leverage. Like a see-saw, an exchange occurred. One person went up, and the other went down. 

My descent was filled with more surprise than terror. Surprise at the lull of falling, the sensation of weightlessness, and surprise at my own folly. Had I focused on myself and nothing else, left the woman to whatever fate would find her, I would not be weightlessly embracing the wind. 

I could not fly or sprout wings to stop the rapidly gaining concrete from making contact with my body. I found myself cursing my tendency to frequent a particular bar to pick-up women for casual sex. Perhaps being in a stable relationship, or changing my habits would have saved me this encounter. 

I wondered what her plan with drugging me was. I supposed it no longer mattered.

You could have let her die.

My decent was endless. I felt as though I was falling from space, instead of from a marginally tall building. I was hearing words in a voice that did not sound like my own voice. 

Why did you save her life?

“Instinct I suppose. Instinct and the fact that her death would be problematic for me in the long-run.”

You have no value for life?

“I did not state that. Even thieves, conmen and criminals have value; insurance investigators and prison wardens would be unemployed otherwise.” 

I was certain that one’s subconscious did not suddenly start asking people questions like these when they were falling to their deaths. 

“What exactly is going on?”

Do you believe in the existence of a higher being?

My first instinct was to laugh. “Which one? There are hundreds, thousands, with contradicting faiths and perspectives and arguments even within their own belief systems. No – I found myself sorely lacking in faith.”

“Although, finding myself falling off a rooftop for what feels like several minutes is clearly not a normal occurrence. Are you god? A god? Some god? Am I to believe that some being beyond my perception and form of existence has prolonged the seconds before my death in order to have a casual conversation with me?”

“I am honored. Amused, but honored.”

Amused?

“Oh, yes, certainly amused. Do you do this for everyone about to die or perhaps there is something that makes me special?”

The circumstances of death: 

Dying to save an enemy. 

To save a person who wished you harm. 

To save a person, who, by all means, you did not need to save, but choose to. 

Dying to save a person, who ends up killing you, accidentally or otherwise.

“Accidentally?” 

Disoriented, panicked and in severe pain, she reached out blindly and pulled you to your demise.

“That... does not entirely make things better. Had I known – ”

Had you known, I would not be speaking with you.

“I suppose one positive thing came out of this.”

One positive thing. Confirming the existence of higher beings. Not that it had any value at this point.

“How many people die in these ways you’ve listed? Dying to save an enemy, to save someone who hates you?”

Not many. Most are martyrs. Others are souls with empathy your world does not deserve.  You however –

“Yes?”

You are an oddity. You do not harbor hatred or loathing for the woman, in spite of her actions.

“Should I?”

Had you never met her, you would still be alive. Had you not tried to save her as well, you would still be alive.

“Her brother died of cancer, her father committed suicide and she slept with the man she held responsible because... she wanted to drug him? Honestly? I never understood what her and her sister’s plan was, and considering how badly it ended up failing... I pity her.” 

There are few humans so arrogant, or perhaps so sympathetic, they pity their own murderer.

“Thank you.”

It was not a compliment.

“It validates my uniqueness. So I count it as one.” 

Do as you will. Your test commences now.

“Test?”

A series of questions and trials that shall determine if you will have a peaceful afterlife or one of eternal torment.

“I’m not interested in either.”

I stopped falling. Time, the world, everything around me froze as I was suspended in air.

You do not desire an afterlife?

“Other than not wanting eternal torment for obvious reasons,” I began, “I am not keen on a peaceful afterlife either. A peaceful afterlife is... pointless. Of what purpose is there in a world where I have everything I already want? Or of a world where there is nothing I want? Or of a world where the things that I desire are not allowed?”

“I would rather take oblivion.”

The things you desire? What makes you believe these things will not be present?

“Even assuming I can have unprotected sex with no risks of children or contracting STDs in this afterlife, I doubt I can possess extravagant wealth and power to laud over others. But more important than my own vanity, the struggle to attain said wealth and power is what I want most.”

“A peaceful afterlife defeats the point of struggle. It defeats the purpose of competition. If I have nothing to struggle for, and no reason to compete... why would I want to keep existing?”

You desire... competition?

“Ask anyone who has ever bested their friend at a sport, defeated a rival at a game, or even so much as lip-synced to a bad song better than their cohorts. Competition is an innate part of man’s existence. Conquering not only your fellow man but yourself, delivers an immense satisfaction that can ever be imitated or replicated in an afterlife – in a place where there should be no need for competition.”

This... is unexpected. 

“You can’t expect me to believe I’m the only person who has brought this argument to you.”

Those I meet tend to oft be religious or openly trusting. I suppose it is because there are few pragmatics who would bother saving someone wishing them harm.

“I am honored... and insulted.”

So would deny a peaceful afterlife, because you desire competition?

“At the risk of being smote by lightning, if you are indeed a form of omnipotent, omniscient being, should you not have known this before meeting me?”

I never claimed to be all-powerful nor all-knowing.

“So what are you? ‘God’ would be a bit of a misnomer, and as a being who seems unaware of my responses, thoughts and ergo destiny, calling you a ‘deity’ would be... inappropriate.”

“The manner in which you offered to grant me access to an afterlife almost sounded rather as though I was not having a conversation with a god, as more I was being offered a deal by –”

The Devil?

“Not really. That would be attributing to you some level of omniscient power you do not have. I mean, if you were the devil, you could have tempted me with things you knew I would fall for.”

I thought it over.

“How about I call you Oblivion?” 

Oblivion?

“In lieu of your obliviousness, and my preferred method of existence after death.”

I have rendered tests and judgments of millions and none but you have had the gall to give me a name, yet alone call me oblivious.

“Seeing as how I have proved my uniqueness time and again, I take it this means you will grant my desire of eternal slumber?”

You did not bother attempting to plead for a second chance at life. Have you no desire to continue in the world of the living?

“Second chances are on the table?”

They are not. Once you die, you can never walk this world as a living being again.

“So why bring this up?”

Because you did not. Most, would at the least, attempt to know all their options before choosing to forever end their existence. Yet you made the decision hastily, almost as though you have long decided upon it. Why?

“I don’t have to answer that.”

No. No you do not. Nevertheless, I have heard all that I wish to hear.

“Good talk Oblivion. Now, is this the part where I stop existing?”

Earlier, you said you said there was no purpose to living in a world where you have everything you desire, where there is nothing you desire, and where the things you desire are not allowed.

“Where are you going with this?”

I take it that means, a world where you have nothing you want, a world, where you want to gain everything, and a world, where even the worst of your desires are allowed would be suitable to your tastes?

“No – no no no – that is not what I want – you are misinterpreting my words –”

My decision has been made.

“Wait – Oblivion – you –”

Try not to die prematurely this time.

Time continued. There was ne’er an opportunity for me to scream or curse as my body succumbed to gravity, resuming my fall, and the cold pavement appeared before me.
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Chapter 1
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Oblivion

When I woke, I was hit with an inexplicable sense of wrongness.

I was intimately familiar with my body and my senses, for it was my body, and they were my senses. My sense of balance, of temperature, of the space around me and even of time... all were eschewed. I knew, immediately, that my body, was wrong. 

I could not feel my arms. I could not feel my legs. I could not feel my shoulders nor my fingers nor head nor my mouth nor anything. All I could feel was that my body was small, unnaturally compact, and narrow. I was an armless, legless, headless being, and my ability to move was confined to pitifully writhing across the ground.

I quelled my desire to scream. I failed, realizing that I did not desire to scream out of horror, but rather, out of rage. So, I desperately wanted to scream.

But I had no mouth.

What I had was a narrow, tiny passageway that disgustingly was incapable of so much as a whimper. I tried, again and again and again to scream, to be able, to have that right, the right to communicate my rage and indignation to the world. To be deprived of my limbs, I could endure, painstakingly, I could endure that. But to be deprived of my ability to express anger?

OBLIVION! I roared. I tried to roar. Nothing. No sound emerged. Save for the small recesses of what I knew to be my consciousness crying out, the world did not stir.

I moved, wriggling my body however I could, desperate to slam myself against whatever rough surface I could find and end this farce of an existence. I wanted an eternity of dark nothingness, as such would be far more preferable to an unknown amount of time as... this.

It was hard, to move. With no eyes, I could not see. With no ears, I could not hear. With no arms or legs, the only thing I could do, was fold my ‘stomach’ against itself, then push forward, skidding against the moist coldness. Again, and again, I did this, blindly, this body, moved. I was unsure how long I went. In what direction, I went. All I knew, was that I moved. I kept moving, spurned by the overwhelming desire to end this lie of a reality.

And as I moved, it became... easier.

[Skill {Crawl} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Crawl Lv. 2} acquired]

The words, bright, brilliant, floating on a translucent blue screen, appeared. Simultaneously, the words preserved my sanity, and at the same time, they served as the one thing that almost shattered it.

OBLIVION! I roared again.

I knew what it was. My younger self was intimately familiar with them. The days when I was a reclusive child who sat in front of a computer consuming wish-fulfilling, escapist fantasy seemed to have finally come back to mock me. Did Oblivion know about my childhood? Was this the being’s way of mocking me? Of telling me that he was not as ‘oblivious’ as I thought?

The screen both damned me and saved me, and I knew, I knew, intimately, that if I possessed a mouth, a throat, and I was capable of using them, this would have been the moment I laughed. Laughed in a manner that would have me in straitjackets, with bulky men in white robes holding me down and pushing me into a room that stank of sterilizers and antiseptic.

I needed information. Urgently, I needed to ascertain that this was indeed the situation I believed that I was in. Being unable to speak, the first thing I did was to think as hard and as loudly as I could. I did my best to remember the terms, and went through them. Menu. Help. Tutorial. Status.

Status

It seemed it was as I suspected.

Status

Name: [Unnamed]

Race: [Lesser Annelid]

Specie(s): [Common Earthworm] 

Level: 1

HP: 5/5

MP: N/A

HP Regen: 0.5/Day.

MP Regen: N/A

Negative Effects: [Starved] 

Positive Effects: [N/A]

Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User]

I was now glad, for my inability to speak. I was not sure what I would have said, to the information that appeared before me. I did not know what sort of response would be apt, to the realization that it was exactly as I suspected. No, it was significantly, tremendously worse than I suspected.

Common earthworm.

Earthworm. I was an earthworm. As a creature that crawled upon the soil and shriveled up under the sun. As the very being that was synonymous with feebleness. A creature that was used as unit of measurement for the pathetic, the spineless and the laughable. I was that creature.

OBLIVION! THIS WAS NOT WHAT I DESIRED!

He could have merely reset the clock. Take me back to the loathed days of my childhood where my three older brothers outshined me in every way and won the adulation of my father. Where being the ignored fourth son of the owner of a multinational business conglomerate turned me into an awkward pubescent child obsessed with fictional worlds as a form of escape. 

No. I was not back to my childhood, to the days I wanted everything, to the days I groveled in the sand, as a boy larger than me pressed his foot at the back of my skull and ordered me to eat sand while my older brothers told me to fight my own battles. This was not the galling, trying times of my infancy. It was far, far worse.

A pitiful human was at the very least, still human.

An extraordinary worm, was still a worm.

Was this supposed to be some form of karmic irony? Was it Oblivion’s way of teaching me ‘humility’ or making me regret not choosing a peaceful afterlife?

OBLIVION!

Nothing. Utter silence left me with nothing but the solitude of my own thoughts. The lack of communication with the being did not calm me, nor did it settle the bubbling pit of fire I felt within.

The fire died, eventually. Its smoldering embers lost to the ravages of time as all things would be, and it left me feeling cold. Cold and naked. Cold and naked and alone. Cold and naked and alone and silent.

In this cold and silence, a sharp piercing sensation stabbed at me. The realization of what it was came afterwards.

Cold and naked and alone and silent... and hungry.
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Chapter 2
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Hunger

What does an earthworm eat?

Given the task of figuring out what the basic diet of a common annelid was something that I never entertained contemplating. I knew, perhaps, that there were individuals out in the world who possessed this knowledge. There were people who cultivated and grew worms for the purpose of aerating the soil or perhaps as bait for their fishing trips. I, unfortunately, was not amongst such individuals.

Hence, my answer followed deductive reasoning. They were not predators. I knew this for a fact because it would have been notable if they were, with news stations informing about worm bites and people referencing it. I did not believe they were capable of consuming meat or flesh. If one was not a carnivore, then they were clearly herbivores. Hence, I deduced that they thrived on eating leaves and other greenery.

Fruits, also, were a possibility. I could not count how many children books or cartoons I’d seen with the evocative image of a worm being found within a shiny red apple. I believed I had one such coloring book in my prepubescent days.

[Intelligence has risen by 0.1]

I desperately wished I possessed the ability to scoff. For goodness sakes, deducing that a worm ate fruits and leaves was not worthy of an increase in my base intelligence. A child could have accomplished such a feat.

Ah, but I suppose a worm could not have. A worm was clearly dumber than a child after all. Regardless, I needed to attain more information about the basic nature of my abilities. I started immediately with the ‘titles’ I had attained.

Title: [Reincarnated]

Details: A unique title. As a reincarnated being, you are granted access to select skills, memories and knowledge of your past life.

Indeed, it seemed to provide me with nothing other than telling me what I was. I mentally commanded the information to dissipate, and focused on my second title.

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.

The ability to attain the specialties of any being or object I conquered, dominated or consumed? That was... vague. What exactly entailed in the act of conquering and dominating? Lying flat upon leaf could be construed as ‘dominating’ it. Conquering, indeed, was perhaps significantly vaguer. Conquer, in the manner that armies overtook nations, or conquer, in the manner that men did women within the bedroom?

[Warning!]

You are suffering from the Negative Effect: [Starved]

You will lose [0.1] HP Every Hour until [Starved] is mitigated.

I calculated. I possessed a meager 5 Health Points, if I lost 0.1 HP every hour, then in fifty hours, or, two days and two hours, I would die from starvation. However, because I regained 0.5HP every twenty four hours, I had an extra ten hours added to that, which brought my total up to sixty hours, or two and a half days.

This worked under the assumption that the traditional “0 HP Equals Death” rule that seemed to be prominent amongst videogame media of all types. If so, I possessed exactly two and a half days to find food and eat – or I would die.

This was problematic.

I needed to find leaves, fruit, or other greenery in the next sixty hours. This was a difficult task when I had no eyes to see, nor ears to hear. I knew not how a worm was capable of navigation if they could neither see nor hear. Surely this was not how they existed, perceived the world, blind and incapable of perceiving auditory information? Evolution was not so unforgiving to have allowed such a being to exist and thrive for millions upon millions of years if such was the case.

No, a worm, most likely, was capable of some way of perceiving the world. As I could feel the earth beneath me, I could sense the moistness of the soil, I knew that I was capable of feeling tactile sensations. My sense of touch was nowhere near as complex as it should have been, but it existed, it existed and in its own way... it was... acute.

Boom.

When I focused, truly, unmoving and still, I could feel the soil beneath me shake. Tremble. It was almost unnoticeable, but the stiller I stayed, the more I could... feel the earth.

Boom.

There was something, dropping unto the ground. Heavy, large.

Boom.

When it landed, it split, separated, creating smaller, tinier versions which created even smaller, tinier vibrations. Almost as if – almost as if it was –

Boom.

A droplet.

[Skill {Vibration Sensing} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Vibration Sensing Lv. 2} acquired]

My world exploded in a cacophony of ambiances. Different, echoing, countless tiny objects that I could now feel around me. There was a droplet of water, landing, intermittently, ahead of me. The soil around me, everywhere, as far as I could sense, resonated with the sensation of microscopic organisms. I contemplated how I knew they were microscopic, but no answers were forthcoming. I just knew. 

I could not see, no, not truly, but I could sense the world. I could sense the word via vibrations.

Worms could sense the world around them via vibrations on the soil.

Of course. Worms were creatures of the earth to begin with – this – this was how they navigated, this was how they knew what was ahead of them and what was not. Blind, they sensed vibrations across the soil with their body, and they reacted, moving in response.

It reminded me of the days in my youth when I enjoyed a series about the elements and individuals who molded the elements to their wills. Those attuned with earth could sense the vibrations on the floor to pin-point precision levels of detecting heartbeats. What I could do was clearly nowhere near the levels of that fictitious ability... however, I set up that image as my eventual goal. Reincarnation had been nothing but a fictitious, unproven event once upon a time... I could no longer act as though the word ‘fiction’ had any true meaning.

Basking in the success of being able to ‘see’ around me, I immediately planned my next task, which was to find food.

Being able to sense vibrations aided in navigation, but it was unlikely that it possessed any practical use in finding meals, as worms were neither hunters nor predators. So there had to be another sense... a sense that enabled them to perceive their food and then move in the general direction of it.

Evolutionarily speaking, the most appropriate ‘sense’ for this task would be the sense sight. However, as a worm lacked that, the next most appropriate would be that of ‘smell.’ I already knew that I possessed no nostrils, but, it was entirely possible that worms could smell using another organ.

So I focused.

Smell. Smell. Smell.

...

Nothing. No reaction. No matter how much I tried to ‘smell,’ I could not compare my previous ability to perceive smells as a human to that of a worm. Truly, I doubted if worms were indeed capable of smelling at all.

Then how? I pondered. How does a worm find food?

In the end, I decided that it mattered little. It mattered little how a worm did things, because I was not a worm. I had the knowledge and experiences of a human being, and that would certainly be more than enough to make up for the deficiencies that I could not fathom in my biology.

There were currently sixty hours before I would die of starvation. To prevent that, I needed to be well-equipped to begin my search for food. If one was giving eight hours to cut down a tree, one needed to spend seven hours sharpening their axe. People feared not the man who had practiced a thousand kicks once, but the man who had practiced one kick a thousand times.

This was the mantra I forced myself to believe, as I began the admittedly degrading task pf crawling in circles.

I’m training. Yes, yes, it was training. Crawling forward, inch by inch, around and around and around in circles, this was my strategy to improve my ability to crawl. Improving my movement would be crucial to avoid or evade predators, which were a more formidable threat to ending my existence than mere starvation.

So around and around and around I go.

I knew I would look back at this moment and laugh. I knew.

Admittedly, right now, crawling in circles was not amusing. This will be funny in five years’ time. It will be funny. It will be amusing, and I will laugh. Yes, in time, this would all be humorous. This would be humorous.
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Chapter 3
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Vulnerability

An ant was faster than a worm.

This perhaps, was common, obvious knowledge. Ants were insects and were gifted with legs which enabled them to traverse terrain at a much quicker and rapid pace than worms. While my movement consisted of making my lower body grip the soil, coiling and stretching my upper body, then gripping the soil with my upper body, and allowing my lower body to follow, an ant’s movements were steps.

[Skill {Crawl} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Crawl Lv. 3} acquired]

I was scarcely done celebrating my achievement of attaining an increase in my speed and ease of crawling against the dirt, when I ‘sensed’ the presence of a fast – fast moving being rapidly approaching me. My skill to sense vibrations was not fine-tuned or high enough to sense all the details, but my brain was capable of taking note of the number of legs and basic shape to deduce what the unwelcome visitor was. Furthermore, the ‘system’ practically spelled it out to me.

Common Fire Ant

Lv. 4

It was effortlessly at a higher level than me, and the fact that an ant was stronger than me did not particularly grant me any ease. I had a feeling that the ant was not here for a casual inspection of its new “neighbor.”

[You have attained the skill: {Sense Danger} from anticipating a potential threat.]

[Skill {Sense Danger} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Sense Danger Lv. 2} acquired]

Fantastic. How, utterly fantastic.

The ant charged at me, and I attempted, pitifully to escape. Alas, an ant was marginally faster than a worm, and such was a foolish endeavor. The ant charged at my lower body, and I braced myself for the sensation of a tiny ant bite, which would –

–2HP!

Pain! Pain!

Maddening pain! 

I thrashed around as pitifully as I could in order to stop the burning, stinging, sensation that poured itself through my entire body.

[You have attained the skill: {Lesser Pain Resistance} from enduring significant pain.]

[You have attained the skill: {Lesser Poison Resistance} from enduring enemy venom.]

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Poison Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance Lv. 2} acquired]

[Skill {Lesser Poison Resistance Lv. 2} acquired]

The words were meaningless in lieu of the pain – irritating pain – and the ant, the god-forsaken ant responsible had not released me.

[Warning!]

You have attained the Negative Effect: [Minor Poisoning]

You will lose [0.1] HP Every Minute until [Minor Poisoning] is mitigated.

HP: 2.8/5

Ridiculous! I wanted to roar. Ridiculous!

I was fighting against a god-forsaken ant! An ant! I would die if it bit me again. I would die if an ant bit me. Oh, more than that, I would die within twenty-eight minutes from being poisoned by an ant!

Think! Think!

Combat was not an option. What was I supposed to do? Smother it to death? It was too fast to be caught. I lacked combat abilities, and did not believe myself capable of winning against the ant even if I did. I was slow, incapable of defense, lacking offense, lacking durability, lacking everything.

The ant’s mandibles tossed me to the side and I writhed across the dirt. It stayed back, I could tell from the vibrations that its antennae was scanning the air, searching for information on me, its prey, waiting, most certainly, for my death. I was not going to bloody sit back and watch an ant wait for my death!

Think.

I remembered the water. Yes, the water. The droplets. The giant droplets that splashed and vibrated against the ground. I began a desperate, fast paced crawl towards it. My top crawling speed was at least twice as slow as the ant’s rapid strides.

It chased after me, catching up with little effort. It attempted another bite from the side, and I managed, only by luck, to curl my lower body sharply in order to avoid being stung. An idea sprung to me in that instant.

If I can –

I curled my entire body, tightening and compacting it, then, I did my best to move every muscle that I could, and –

[You have attained the skill: {Roll} through concentrated effort.]

I would have cackled with glee if I possessed lips and lungs capable of the action. My rolling speed was not particularly impressive, but it was, however, significantly faster than my crawling speed. I rolled across the soil, now managing to match the pace of my nemesis, the accursed fire ant.

It took me six seconds for my roll to eventually come to a stop upon feeling the familiar cool sensation of liquid moistness.

Water.

[You have attained the skill: {Swimming} through concentrated effort.]

I moved deeper and further into what was most likely a shallow puddle, however, as a worm, it felt like a lake. Deeper and deeper still I ‘swam’ until I was certain that I was beyond the reach of the ant. Worms were considerably harder to drown than ants, and if it made the foolish mistake of attempting to follow me into water –

It didn’t. 

The ant stayed at the edges of the puddle, moving, back and forth, but it did not enter. Eventually, I sensed it leave, scuttling off in the distance, out of the range of my ability to sense vibrations.

I hesitated to rejoice, waiting, watching, for the creature’s familiar vibrations. Thirty full seconds passed with nothing disturbing my stay upon the still water, and I allowed myself to relax.

To think I almost got done in by that ant. Fire ants, now that I remembered, were notorious for being one of the most aggressive species of the insect, and a swarm of them could often take down frogs, snakes and small birds –

A swarm of them.

That realization instantly turned my short lived victory into a moment of dawning horror.

Ants travel in colonies.

They did not move alone. That ant, however, that attacked me, it had been alone. Or, had it? Had it been alone, or was it merely a ‘scout’ sent on ahead? Barring that, it was most likely separated from its colony.

I cannot take down a colony of ants.

I barely managed to survive one lone ant. Against dozens, against hundreds – it was an unmanageable task.

You will lose [0.1] HP Every Minute until [Minor Poisoning] is mitigated.

HP: 2.7/5

I hissed, mentally, as the familiar throbbing pain from where the ant bit me flared. A painful reminder of the fact that I was still poisoned, and if I did not find a cure within the next twenty-seven minutes, then I would not need to worry about facing a colony of ants, because I would be dead.

This could not do.

This could not do!

I could not continue like this. A worm was prey to all and predator to none, and if I were a predator to nothing, I would not be able to become stronger. Already, I was on the verge of dying less than a few hours after being reborn, because this was the nature of the world I found myself in. In nature, the strong preyed on the weak: no exceptions.

I needed to become a predator. I needed to shake up the natural order.

But how? How?

What in this world was potentially weak and defenseless enough for a worm to defeat? In the scale of things that were considered pathetic, a worm was only ranked marginally higher than maggots and –

The answer struck me promptly.

I ‘jerked’ in the water, trying my hardest to feel around me for what I hoped to find. I swam around the shallow puddle, ripples washing against my skin and sending further vibrations out that helped me form a vague outline of the puddle.

You will lose [0.1] HP Every Minute until [Minor Poisoning] is mitigated.

HP: 2.6/5

Fortune smiled on me, as I was able to find that which I was looking for at the shallowest edges of the puddle. I swam, slowly in its direction, spurred by the realization that a solution was finally within my grasp. An answer to my problems, in the shape of a small creature with a well-developed head, a body, formally called a thorax, no legs, and a segmented abdomen. ‘Large’ as it was, it was still smaller than a worm.

Common Mosquito Larva

Level 1

Often found in still waters, the being that would later grow to become a blood-sucking insect was something both small and defenseless, on the surface of the shallow pond, they most likely sensed me coming. They attempted to flee by dipping their heads back into the water, and I let them have the foolish notion of safety. Mosquito larva were incapable of breathing underwater for too long, so they would come up for air. Surely, they would come up, and I would be waiting.

Three seconds.

Six seconds.

I moved into position.

Eight seconds.

The creature emerged and I struck.

It was hard, latching around the larva, it was harder still, focusing and expanding my ‘mouth’ the mouth of an earthworm around the head of the larva. The hardest, perhaps most revolting part, was understanding that I had no ‘teeth’ to chew, and instead, all I could do was swallow the creature whole.

It struggled, however weakly, however vainly, but it could not succeed. It could not escape. I would not let it escape.

Seconds ticked.

The struggling stopped.

[Common Mosquito Larva x1 Killed]

Satisfaction poured through me. No, not just satisfaction, energy flowed through my body as well. I felt it burst around my skin, travel from end to end, and the skin, the skin seemed to be incapable of handling the energy.

[15 Experience Points Gained]

[You have gained a level]

[You have gained a level]

[You have gained a level]

[HP Fully Restored]

[All Negative Status Effects have been mitigated upon level up.]

My skin molted three times, sharply and without warning, I emerged from the remnants of dead skin feeling smoother and better than I was before. Accumulated fatigue and damage vanished, along with the dull throb from where I had been bitten by the fire ant.

I felt like a new worm. 

Status

Name: [Unnamed]

Race: [Lesser Annelid]

Specie(s): [Common Earthworm] 

Level: 4

HP: 8/8

MP: N/A

HP Regen: 0.8/Day

MP Regen: N/A

Negative Effects: [N/A] 

Positive Effects: [N/A]

Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User]

All this experience... from killing a single larva?

Perhaps it was because no one expected a worm to be a predator. No one anticipated that a worm could do anything other than eat leafs and burrow in the dirt. So, every accomplishment I did would grant me more experience than if it were done by a stronger creature, a creature that was expected to be capable of performing such feats. This meant...

My growth rate would be higher.

Hah.

If I had lips, I knew they would be so wide it would hurt.

Lacking lips however, I instead settled for displaying my satisfaction to the world in a far more entertaining way. I turned my ‘head’ in the direction of the shallow puddle where I could sense the vibrations of at least a dozen other tiny creatures.

Poor, poor, pitiful larvae....

The hunt began.

[Common Mosquito Larva x3 Killed]

[Common Mosquito Larva x3 Killed]

[Common Mosquito Larva x4 Killed]

[You have attained the Title: [Gorger] from overeating past your body’s limits]

[You have attained the title: [Larvae Slayer] from constant decimation of a specific enemy.]

[140 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 attained the Maximum Level (10) for your current species]

[You have unlocked the suitable conditions for evolution.]

[Would you like to Evolve?]

[Yes]

[No]

Yes! The thrums of success were ever sweet. 

[As this is your first evolution, you are granted the privilege of choosing what you evolve into. All further evolutions will be based on your actions, endeavors, achievements and other hidden criteria.] 

I could only choose what I became, once? If such was the case, I needed to make this one choice count.

You can evolve into:

[Large Earthworm]

[Small Predator Earthworm]

That... that was it? I would still remain as an earthworm?! How – how could –

No. No – I would not be deterred. This – this was just the first step. There were still significant many more evolutions to come. Clearly, I would not be able to emerge from being a common earthworm into suddenly becoming something else entirely. It did not stop the sting from the realization that I would remain a worm for far longer than I was comfortable with, but I took it in stride. I would not give Oblivion any satisfaction in witnessing my despair.

Instead, I checked the information on my evolutions. Attempting to see if I could find something on either of them.

[Large Earthworm]

The Large Earthworm is three times larger than the common earthworm. With greater size comes a greater sense of hunger and a reduction in its overall mobility. However, it makes up for its slowness by being capable of healing from harm faster than the common earthworm.

[Small Predator Earthworm]

The Small Predator Earthworm is a type of earthworm that has adapted to consuming larvae and insect eggs. It is slightly sturdier than a normal earthworm, and can survive in aquatic environments. 

The decision on the evolutionary path I would follow was not agonizing. One was big and slow, and the other was small and predatory. Admittedly, the ability to heal from harm faster was indeed useful, but it came with the mindset that you expected to get harmed and thus, could lead to me become complacent in that aspect.

[You have selected Small Predator Earthworm]

[Is this correct?]

[Yes]

[No]

There was no room for second thoughts.

[Selection Confirmed]

[Calibrating...]

[Installing Title Effects...]

Title effects?

[You consumed: x11 Mosquito Larvae as a Common Earthworm]

[Due to the title {User} you can attain the cumulative skills of these creatures as you evolve.]

[Do you wish to install the skills of the creatures you have consumed?]

[Yes]

[No]

The abilities of mosquito larvae? Creatures weak enough that even I, as a meagre earthworm was capable of consuming? What potential skills could they possess that would be of any use to me?

I nearly, nearly refused the offer. However... I knew, that there was truly nothing in this world that possessed absolutely no value. Even a human who was absolute garbage could still be useful as a guinea pig or a moral lesson.

[You have chosen to install the skills.]

[Evolution Commencing]

The closest equivalent of going to sleep as a worm that I could compare to human, was to being wrapped in a latex bag in a soundless room and submerged into water. Considering I was inside of a puddle, it was not entirely a wrong comparison. My perception of the world through vibrations muted, softly, vanishing, as I found myself sinking deeper into the depths of the murky waters.
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Interlude I
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Juma

“This is the stupidest idea you’ve ever had.”

“It’s my dream.”

“To die a dog’s death?”

“I won’t die.”

“You’re not the first one to think that, Juma.”

Juma’s hand balled into a fist. He turned away from his friend, his gaze instead settling on the bustling movements of the city. Even without trying, he could pick out the Prominents from the crowd. Their feet, were the ones that never fully touched the earth, gliding and hovering instead, their gazes ever-forward and their paces being far too quick for most to match. Yet, they paled in comparison to the Eminents, not that Juma had ever seen one.

“Juma!” his friend hissed. “Don’t stare.”

“I wasn’t –”

“You looked like you were –”

“I wasn’t.”

“If they caught you staring––”

“I said I wasn’t!” snapped Juma. “Drop it Kuri!”

Kuri did not speak. His friend’s gaze still remained on him, Juma could feel it. He always knew when Kuri was looking at him. He always knew when someone was looking at him. At times he believed this to be a Flair – but he doubted it. The Flair to know when someone was looking at you would not be of much value to Alhamis. There was one way, however, it could be of use. Yet, he knew that this way was not one most people considered.

“Just forget about it Juma. Let’s just head back. Father Shiga is making pork stew, and if we get back early, we might be able to avoid getting just the bones this time. ”

“I’m not hungry.”

Kuri frowned. “Don’t be stupid.”

“I hate it when you use that word.” 

“I hate it when you do or say things that make me use that word.”

“Like telling you about my dream?” Juma turned around on his friend.

“If the dream is stupid – then yes.” 

“You dismissed it without even giving it a second thought!”

“Yes! Because I want to live, and I thought you did too. But that –” He pointed straight ahead. “That isn’t living.”

Juma slapped his hand down. “Don’t point you idiot!”

It was not as though there were any need to point. The structure with the large encouraging roof. Smooth roads connecting to two massive black jagged gates, dwarfing everything around it. Fourteen men, standing in uniforms the color of murky water. Sacrosanct Rifles held stiffly to their side. They did not budge. They did not blink. They did not seem to breathe or itch. They were not as much living beings as they were decorative ornaments and trinkets; features of the landscape.

No sound ever emerged past the giant gates and accompanying walls. Seven meters high. Four meters thick. Juma remembered hearing that information from Father Goma. The most fortified place in Alhamis.

“This isn’t something you just... decide on a whim.” said Kuri. “It’s for life. And you know, you know what they do to deserters – you’ve seen it –”

The memory burned hotly in Juma’s chest. Of a man on his knees, knives and daggers and swords embedded into every joint and every crevice. Of the lightning that runs through the daggers and the man’s body seizing up, the smell of burning meat and fat lingering in the air, blending with ozone. Of the fire, and the whips, and the ‘volunteer’ sessions, where one person’s screams are dwarfed by the cheers of a thousand spectators. Then of the Clerics who heal all damages save for those imbued on the mind, as the knives are affixed anew. 

“I don’t plan on deserting.”

“No one who signs up does.”

“I won’t.”

“Juma... think – come on, think – there are other options –”

“We failed the Eminency Test. We failed the Mystic Aptitude Test. We failed the Fate Latency Test. We don’t have much other options except becoming reminite miners at Warehouse 7.” The thought of doing mining for a living irked him. “If that’s what you want to do for the rest of your life – then fine. Me?”

Juma closed his eyes. “I want to drink wine.”

Juma could not help the smile on his face at Kuri’s reaction. Equal parts bewilderment, equal parts disbelief. “Wine? Are you joking? Only Eminents drink wine.”

Juma stretched. “I know.”

“The odds of becoming an Eminent from joining –”

“I know.”

“The requirements –”

“We did the research together Kuri! For the Sycophant’s sake stop treating me like an idiot.” Juma took a deep breath. “I’m going.”

“Juma –”

“Tell Niha I’m sorry I couldn’t give her a proper goodbye. And be sure to thank Father Goma for me when you get back. His stories really helped.”

The walk was the most nerve-wracking thing. In truth, Juma needed Kuri there. He needed Kuri because he knew that he would not be able to live with the teasing that his friend would heap upon him unendingly if he got cold feet halfway. If he reached a point and was unnerved and ran back, Kuri would tell Niha, and Niha would tell everyone. The tale of his cowardice would spread like wildfire across the church – and Juma didn’t want that.

The knowledge still wasn’t enough to calm his beating heart. It wasn’t enough to still the blood pumping heavily in his chest. He knew that Kuri was still looking at him, feeling the gaze of his friend on his back. He knew, once he’d crossed the defining purple line that separated the borders of the pedestrian world from those of their world... fourteen distinct eyes locked upon him.

Sweat trickled down the back of his neck as he took calm breaths and forced his hands not to fidget. His gaze pointed straight, forward, and the Statues that guarded the black gates converged on him in an instant.

There was no sign that they left their posts. There was no precursor to their sudden encirclement. One second, they were standing still, features of the landscape, and the next, they were in a perfect circle around him, gazes unerring.

“Information?” One spoke.

“Race: Alhamisian. Status: Middling. Age: 17. Name: Juma. Surname: Unknown. Origins: Orphan of West Sycophant Church. ET Score: 140/1000. MAT Score: 102/1000. FLT Classification: Stage-Three Apparent.” Two answered.

“Stage three Apparent?” Juma stopped himself, realizing that in his surprise he spoke out of turn. I was Stage One Nonent when I took the test.

“State your reason for approaching.”

The oppressive weight of the combined presences of the Fourteen almost sent him tumbling to the ground. He stilled himself. Forced himself to breathe, and with that same breathe, he spoke.

“I want to enlist in the AAA.” There. Juma thought. I said it.

“Your confirmation is required.” One spoke. “Be aware of the following: You cannot leave the gates once you have entered. You cannot leave the AAA once you have joined. Should you fail orientation and AAA drill camp, you are still not permitted to leave the AAA. You may hold no titles while within the AAA. You may have no wives or husbands, hold no land, claim no properties and bare no children while within the AAA, unless otherwise permitted. To desert the AAA is to encounter a deliberate, agonizing suffering for the rest of your existence, to which death is not a respite. To disobey the rules of the AAA is to forsake your every right. Knowing this, do you still desire to join?”

Juma felt the burden of their gazes nearly cripple him. He sensed the gaze of Kuri still locked on him. He knew, several Middlings, and even some Prominents had also paused on the street to witness the rare occurrence. There was no going back now. 

“I do.”

The circle of fourteen broke apart. Moving, in uniform, they formed a straight line. Seven on the left, seven on the right.

“Confirmation registered.”

Juma’s heart throbbed in his chest.

“Welcome to the Alhamisian Adventurer Army.”
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Chapter 4
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Larvae

The world around me was vibrating. I could make out every single vibration and was capable of roughly determining what they were based on their shape. Beyond that, I could sense the fact that the tiny ‘puddle’ I was in was currently being besought by droplets upon droplets of water. They were slow, but recurrent enough to be notable. I ‘awoke’ feeling significantly... lighter.

[Evolution Completed.]

[Installing {User} skills...]

[Skills Installed]

[You have attained the skill {Lesser Molting Lv. 1}]

[You have {11} copies of this skill.]

[Copies Combined] 

[{Lesser Molting Lv. 1} has become {Lesser Molting Lv. 10}]

[{Lesser Molting Lv. 10} has evolved into {Basic Molting Lv. 1}]

[You have attained the skill {Swimming Lv. 1}]

[You already possess this skill. You have additional {11} copies of this skill.]

[{Swimming Lv. 1} has become {Swimming Lv. 10}]

[{Swimming Lv. 10} has evolved into {Fast Swimming Lv. 2}]

[You have attained the skill {Lesser Metamorphosis Lv. 1}]

[You have {11} copies of this skill.]

[{Lesser Metamorphosis Lv. 1} has become {Lesser Metamorphosis Lv. 10}]

[{Lesser Metamorphosis Lv. 10} has evolved into {Insectoid Metamorphosis Lv. 1}]

[You have attained the skill {Minor Diapause Lv. 1}]

[You have {11} copies of this skill.]

[{Minor Diapause Lv. 1} has become {Minor Diapause Lv. 10}]

[{Minor Diapause Lv. 10} has evolved into {Diapause Lv. 1}]

The veritable storm of information rushed through my ‘vision’ through the translucent screen. Disbelief, I believe, was the primary sensation that ran through me. I could not, had not believed that skills attained from mosquito larvae would possess any merit, but it seemed I had been proven wrong.

I wished I possessed eyes capable of seeing my reflection, in which I would be able to see the aesthetic changes that came with my evolution. Unfortunately I did not, and I could only make out the basic changes to my form in minor ways. I did feel smaller, however, I also did not feel as constrained nor as slow as I had been prior.

Status.

Status

Name: [Unnamed]

Race: [Mutated Annelid]

Specie(s): [Small Predator Earthworm] 

Level: 1

HP: 10/10

MP: N/A

HP Regen: 8/Day

MP Regen: N/A

Negative Effects: [N/A] 

Positive Effects: [N/A]

Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User] [Gorger] [Larvae Slayer]

8HP regenerated per day? This was phenomenal compared to the meagre amount of 0.5HP per day I possessed earlier. This meant... every twenty-four hours, I would be back to nearly-full health. This – this was invaluable.

Predators in the world did not have the ability to go home and lick their wounds after a failed hunt, and come back the next day feeling near-completely refreshed and ready to hunt again. Human professional fighters and boxers could not fight a heavy match today, get beaten into unconsciousness, and then return the following day with nigh-all their wounds healed, and ready to fight again. However, I could do such.

I could attack an opponent, leave them with wounds and flee. I would rest, becoming healed, and return the next day to pick up where I left off, with my opponent nowhere near healed. In this manner, I could whittle down foes vastly superior to myself merely by the virtue of my ability to come back for more each and every day.

The ripples in the water increased in tempo. I took note of the numerous vibrations, before turning my attentions to my latest titles.

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.

Reserve health? Extra health attained at the cost of merely eating more? With my 10HP, consuming twice as much as my body weight would provide me with 1HP extra health. Consuming eight times my body weight would give me 5HP as extra health. This was useful. There was potential in possessing more health and being overly fed.

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.

Essentially a title that made it considerably easier to continue hunting larvae. However... ‘infantile opponents’ was, again, rather vague, not to mention sounding rather dastardly. It sounded as though I was some eater of babies –

... Ah.

Nevertheless, I was not going to stop now. The larvae were easy, an untapped well of experience. Besides, they were mosquito larvae. They would grow into become bloodsucking creatures whose existence was only good for spreading disease and culling population. They would most certainly not be missed.

Regardless, it was time to investigate the latest skills I acquired.

CRA-BOOM!

The sensation of immutable waves of pressure rolling over the world struck me abruptly. The water droplets cascading down into the puddle became a fusillade. I knew, instantly, what this meant.

A storm.

A thunderstorm, to be precise. My body burst through the puddle at speeds that I previously found myself sorely lacking. Movement in the water was natural, easy, and most significantly, it was swift. No longer was I a slow waddling creature, rather, the aid of [Fast Swimming] and my newest evolution enabled me to traverse water as though I were a fish. A slow, finless fish. 

I contemplated my next, most immediate and pressing need. On a certain hierarchical pyramid, the physiological needs of food, water, warmth and rest came first. Food, predominantly was the biggest hurdle, as this thunderstorm would most likely sweep away all the larvae within the puddle. Mosquitoes often laid eggs on what they believed should be stagnant water, and this puddle would have qualified, had it not been for the rain.

The ‘puddle’ was no longer a puddle and was instead now a ‘stream’. Accumulating enough momentum to pass the areas of least resistance, it began flowing, and I possessed little compunctions against attempting to stop it from dragging me along.

“Swimming against the current” was an expression used for something difficult, if not often impossible, and I was not going to attempt such a feat. Rather, I moved out of the way of potential obstacles I could sense with my vibrations, ensuring that I maintained a steady path.

The more I thought, the more I gathered that I knew not the terrain or the type of environment in which I was ‘reborn.’ I could only assume I was within some sort of dense forest because of the water puddles and the rain and the richness of the soil, however, I could also be in someone’s private backyard garden. My sense of ‘scale’ as a worm was limited, tiny, and until I became something capable of further exploration, or perhaps, increased my Vibration Sensing skill, then I would never know truly where I was.

However, if I was flowing from this puddle, downhill, most likely I would arrive either at a river, a pond, or an even larger puddle. The difference in vastness would be problematic, because a pond would feel like an ocean, and a river would be an ocean beset by hurricanes.

It took only a few minutes for my journey through the puddle to end and for me to find myself splashing into a significantly larger pool of water. The water was clean, at least, considerably cleaner than the puddle which possessed granules of sand and mud weighing it. Most likely this meant that it was a local source of freshwater – either a pond or lake.

[Intelligence has risen by 0.1]

Again? I was being awarded intelligence for assumptions? Why did I have intelligence as a statistic, and truly, what other statistics did I have available?

Stats.

Status

Name: [Unnamed]

Race: [Mutated Annelid]

Specie(s): [Small Predator Earthworm] 

Level: 1

HP: 10/10

MP: N/A

HP Regen: 8/Day

MP Regen: N/A

Negative Effects: [N/A] 

Positive Effects: [N/A]

Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User] [Gorger] [Larvae Slayer]

The stat screen came up, and I dismissed it. This was not what I needed.

Specs.

Nothing.

SPECIAL.

Still nothing. 

Attributes.

Further, there was nothing. I began thinking of other potential keywords, before another one immediately popped into my mind.

Parameters.

[Parameters]

Attack: 0.3

Defense: 0.1

Intelligence: 0.2

Magic Power: 0.0

Sense: 0.3

This is odd. Attack, Defense, Intelligence, Magic Power and Sense? Was that all that was truly available? There was no Charisma or Luck, no Perception or Agility, no Endurance or Strength. Why then, was intelligence present, if all of the other customarily accustoming parameters were absent?

Further, how did I measure my parameters? What was the base average in order to know how powerful I was? What exactly was sense? 

More questions came out of this than answers, as there was no helpful tutorial to answer my questions. Instead, I could only assume and deduce and hope my assumptions and deductions were correct. Considering I was rewarded with more ‘intelligence’ for this, it was indeed possible that I could use the system as a way to discover the answers.

[Intelligence has risen by 0.2]

So my assumptions were correct. Now, I was going to assume that I was in a forest of some sort.

... No? Well, this was odd. How could I not be in a forest, when I was in a pond? Or was it that the system only awarded me points for correctly assuming or deducing things that were slightly difficult to assume or deduce?

[Intelligence has risen by 0.1]

Helpful. Truly the beacon and pinnacle of benevolence. Whatever would I do without such a vague system of attaining information? 

If only I possessed an ‘appraisal’ skill or something similar, then I would not need to rely on this ridiculous method. It didn’t respond to me assuming that I was in a forest, which was understandable. Although there was soil and there was rain, I had yet to ‘sense’ anything remotely resembling trees or leaves or grass. So, where then, was I? A place where a freshwater pond could form had to be outdoors, did it not? Freshwater ponds often included all sorts of aquatic –

Fuck.

Ponds... ponds often included all forms of aquatic creatures.

I could sense it, up ahead, vaguely through the distorting ripples of water, one of the plants synonymous with ponds: the lily pad. This plant, unfortunately for me, was also commonly used in stock images as a natural foothold for a certain amphibian species. 

I need to leave.

I struggled, less than a few hours ago, against an ant. There was little chance or possibility of me somehow becoming victorious against an amphibian, or a fish should either choose to make me their next meal.

The thunderstorm continued to buffet everything, and swimming was difficult, more so difficult when I was relying on vague vibrations to find my way out of this pond and back unto the soil. I’d been hit, consecutively by raindrops, which felt as though I was repetitively drenched in buckets of water. However, as a species adapted to aquatic life, the force of the impacts of raindrops did not hurt me.

It did, however, make things harder to ‘see.’

Constant vibrations from the impacts against the water overloaded and ‘glitched’ my ability to properly detect other shapes through the endless noise that was millions of tiny droplets of water crashing around everything. I could not make out land, nor did I even know the direction to swim in order to find land. I was relying on depth alone, which was still sorely limiting. 

The situation was tremendously frustrating, and I felt that the longer I stayed within this pond, the closer I came towards death.

I reached out, finally, for something upon the surface which felt familiar. Jagged and rough, it was most likely a stone, but to me, it felt like a mountain. It was not particularly what I desired, but it was a starting point.

I ascended my way to the top, crawl after crawl. I fell after being hit by a raindrop.

I climbed up again, gripping harder.

The wind pushed me off, hurtling me back into the water.

ARRRRRGHHH! A mental roar went unheard.

A third time, I tried, gripping as hard as possible, knowing that this rock was my salvation, it was my saving grace, it was my only ho–

[Skill {Sense Danger} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Sense Danger} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Sense Danger} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Sense Danger} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Sense Danger} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Sense Danger} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Sense Danger} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Sense Danger} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Sense Danger} has evolved into {Greater Sense Danger}]

[Skill {Greater Sense Danger} has evolved into {Superior Sense Danger}]

[Skill {Superior Sense Danger} has evolved into {Sixth Sense}]

[Sense has risen by 0.9]

[Skill {Vibration Sensing} has gained a Level.] 

[Skill {Vibration Sensing} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Vibration Sensing} has gained a Level.]

I couldn’t move. Could barely think. Even as the world exploded around me in a cacophony of sounds and sensations that I was previously unable to comprehend or perceive, the only thing on my mind, was the distinctively slender shape of the coiling creature, that had no rights, no right whatsoever, to be in a pond.

Agkistrodon

[Guardian of the Creek]

Venomous Water Snake

Level ?

And to think I’d been worried about amphibians.
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Chapter 5
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Serpent

Ignore me. Ignore me. Ignore me. Kindly ignore me. Kindly ignore me.

I repeated the mantra over and over again within my mind, already confident that should the giant serpent chose to turn its gaze upon me, my fate was sealed. Neither outrunning nor defeating it was feasible, and attempting was insanity.

Agkistrodon

[Guardian of the Creek]

Venomous Water Snake

Level ?

I was a worm.

It was a snake.

There was an incomprehensible gap in abilities and powers, such that I could not even identify the level of the being. Even though I was now capable sense the world far more acutely than before, even though I could make out the long coiling creature, the sensation of its keratin skin scrapping softly against the rock as it moved, make out the vibrations in the air around it and detect its hissing from soundwaves assaulting me – there were no delusions of defeating such an opponent right now.

Would it not be better if it simply ignored me? I would not constitute to it, even the most basic of snacks. Surely there was no reason for it to attack a small, measly worm?

It disagreed. I could sense its body tense up and coil before it did, and I knew that dropping from the rock back into the pond would not allow me to escape its range. No, it would lunge straight through the water and swallow me whole.

How do I escape? Howhowhowhow – 

There was no escape.

The creature lunged. I fell back into the water. Its wide, open jaws stretched above me like an all-consuming cavern. It broke through the water, jaws closing instantly. Gone, immediately was the water and the cool sensations. The world was replaced with pulsating flesh and a strong, burning – burning liquid.

[You have attained the skill: {Lesser Acid Resistance} from enduring enemy digestive fluids.]

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

...I was swallowed whole.

[Warning!]

You have attained the Negative Effect: [Severe Acid Corrosion]

You will lose [1] HP Every Minute until [Severe Acid Corrosion] is mitigated.

HP: 9/10

Nine minutes.

It was all I had until I was completely and utterly digested.

Why? Why? Why would a snake attack a worm? Why would it feast on something so minor? For what gain? What reason? This – this almost felt like a cruelly constructed joke.

Was this the end? Was it truly, ultimately, impossible for one to rise from a worm into something else? Into something greater? 

It irked, burned at me that I would die in the stomach of a predator that was tremendously stronger than me because of bad luck? Ill timing? What? Why was this snake even in that pond? Why was it there despite the thunderstorm?

No – no – no. 

I was not letting myself die here. 

[Skill {Lesser Acid Resistance} has gained a Level.]

I searched immediately through my skills, desperate to find something there that would aid me in surviving this situation.

Skill: [Basic Molting Lv. 1]

Details: This skill enables the user to shed their skin. This action removes any negative effects and regains 50% of the user’s total health. Can only be used once a day.

This was the equivalent of applying a band aid to a bullet wound. It was useful, but using this would only increase the amount of time I had left to live by an extra ten minutes. It wasn’t going to help me get out of this situation.

Skill: [Insectoid Metamorphosis Lv. 1]

Details: This skill enables the user to attain a single physiological feature possessed by any known insect. The feature lasts for thirty seconds. Can only be used once every 72 hours.

Any physiological feature? Already, the gears in my head were turning. I could gain the physiological feature of any insect in the world, for exactly thirty seconds, and I could do this once every three days?

[Skill {Lesser Acid Resistance} has gained a Level.]

I immediately re-established my assessment of the situation. Things were neither as grim nor as bleak as I previously believed. Things were certainly not hopeless. No, far from it.

Skill: [Diapause Lv. 1]

Details: This skill enables the user to halt the spread of negative effects inflicted upon them in unfavorable environmental conditions by entering a pseudo-hibernation. The user will be incapable of movement, using skills, or any other action, and may or may not acclimatize to the unfavorable environment once the skill is ended. Can only be used once a month.

Did I truly attain such skills from mosquito larvae? 

No – it was not the larvae. On their own, these skills would have been useless and far weaker. However, what I had was the accumulated versions, stronger versions gotten from killing eleven of them. Essentially, I attained their skills, boosted, eleven-fold. This – this was the power of the [User].

[Skill {Lesser Acid Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Warning!]

You have attained the Negative Effect: [Severe Acid Corrosion]

You will lose [1] HP Every Minute until [Severe Acid Corrosion] is mitigated.

HP: 8/10

I needed more time to think of a way to escape the snake’s intestines. I possessed only eight minutes before I died, and there was no guarantee that a passable solution would come to me in such a time-frame.

Hence, I made my decision.

[Diapause]

My ‘muscles’ felt stiff. My entire body became, vaguely, rock-like. Hardened, incapable of motion or any other movement, this was my best choice to extend my survival.

You have activated [Diapause].

Negative Effect: [Severe Acid Corrosion] has been paused for 24 Hours.

Your HP Regen has been suspended for 24 Hours.

You cannot utilize any skills for 24 Hours.

[Diapause] will end in 24 Hours.

Twenty four hours.

I needed to think of a way to escape this snake’s stomach within the next twenty-four hours and eight minutes. [Insectoid Metamorphosis] could only be used for thirty seconds, and could only be used once in three days. Likewise, [Basic Molting] could only be used once per day.

The snake’s acidic venom on the other hand evaporated my HP by the minute. This meant, I had only one chance, one opportunity, to think and think about the appropriate usage of my skills that would grant me my opportunity to escape.

Once [Diapause] ended, I could not use it for another month, so, I truly had only one chance. With that in mind, I began to think, my hardest, about all the insects in the world I knew of, had heard of, and which one possessed the ability to deliver me from the belly of the beast. 

Alphabetically... A is for Ants. B is for Bees, C... C... C is for Cicadas. I remember that one. Cicadas.

The clock was ticking.

[Skill {Lesser Acid Resistance} has gained a Level.]

/∞/

Being unable to move for hours upon end in the stomach of a snake was, admittedly, the event that almost frayed what was left of my already slipping sanity. There was nothing in my past that could compare to this. I could sense nothing outside of the walls of flesh and heat, and every sound and throb of the creature’s inner organs reverberated against me like loudspeakers. My ability to sense vibrations meant I knew, I could feel, every single vibration and process that went on within the creature’s body.

I knew where its heart was. Where its lungs were. I could tell, that as a snake, its heart was encased in a sac, and it was located some ways off from the head. I knew, that the snake lacked a diaphragm and was capable of moving the heart around. I knew, that the ability to move its heart around protected it from potential damage when ingesting prey. I knew that it possessed only one working lung, although I did not understand the evolutionary benefit that provided.

I knew, because although I could not move, I could still sense the world around me. The vibrations were clear, inimitable, and shrill. From the pumping of blood to the beating organ, everything was available to my perception.

I would probably never attain another chance for something like this. The snake was no doubt strong, it was named – something of apparent significance – it was venomous, and I was a tiny, petty little worm that it swallowed because it possibly did not like the sight of me in its territory.

I was concerned that this spelt the end for me. There was, after all, not a single chance in the world for a creature like myself to escape once it was ingested. However, the more time passed, the more time I spent within the snake, the more I realized that I was not the one who was truly in trouble here.

No – oh no –

I was not the one who was in danger.

The city of Troy was famous for the inability for it to be conquered from the outside. But – from the inside –

Yes, from the inside – 

[Diapause will end in five minutes, thirty one seconds]

Twenty three hours and fifty four minutes dragged on, slowly, agonizingly, with nothing but the sounds of the snake’s insides to comfort me. I counted mentally, the seconds go by. I sung and hummed to the tones of toons from my childhood. I crafted morbid jokes within the silence of my own mind and laughed at them within my own mind, lacking the ability to voice laughter to the world. It was enough time to realize that I accrued certain benefits.

[Skill {Lesser Acid Resistance} evolved into {Acid Resistance}]

[Skill {Acid Resistance} evolved into {Greater Acid Resistance}]

[Skill {Vibration Sensing} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Vibration Sensing} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Vibration Sensing} has gained a Level.]

I spent hours thinking about every reference to insects I knew, trying my hardest to remember the one I needed, hoping and assuming that the choice I had decided upon would not backfire horrendously on me. I was weak and I was small, but weak things and small things possessed benefits that big things often did not.

[Diapause will end in two minutes, eight seconds]

If I failed... then I died. However, if I succeeded –

[Diapause will end in twenty seconds]

All or nothing risks were not my favorite to take. 

[Diapause will end in ten seconds]

I wondered, truly, how many individuals put in this scenario would be capable of doing what I have done? To be reborn as a worm and contemplate rising to slay beings above your species – 

[Diapause will end in five seconds]

Perhaps it was because there was the potential of becoming stronger present that I had not utterly lost my sanity. Perhaps it was because my stubborn pride wished to find Oblivion and laugh in his face as I conquered this second attempt at life. Or perhaps, it was merely because I was too stubborn, bull-headed, and assured of my destiny of greatness or delusions of grandeur that I simply refused to give up.

[Diapause will end in three seconds]

Or perhaps it was because I gave up time and time again. Gave up on my brothers to ever treat me as something other than an unnecessary annoyance. Gave up on my father to stop comparing me to my ‘prodigious’ siblings. Gave up on people who constantly failed to keep their word and their promises. I gave up a lot as I became a worm.

[Diapause will end in one second]

I was tired of giving up.

Skill [Diapause] has worn off.

You can now use skills.

I [Rolled].

Your HP Regen has been resumed.

You have spent 24 Hours within a highly acidic environment.

[Skill {Greater Acid Resistance} evolved into {Acid Immunity}]

[You have attained the skill: [Weak Acid Secretion] from exposure to digestive acids.]

[You have attained the Title: [Jonah] from surviving within a creature’s stomach.]

I paid little heed to the information bombarding me, focusing my direction through the snake’s body forward, forward, faster – faster – 

The Negative Effect: [Severe Acid Corrosion] has been mitigated by [Acid Immunity]

I did not stop until I reached it, the vibrations coming from the organ being unmistakable. It was indeed protected by a lung, but that didn’t matter to me. The lung was still an acceptable target.

[Insectoid Metamorphosis]

The body part grew, oddly, freakishly, from my ‘rear.’ Black, small, round and sharp, it was the stinger of a specie of insects particularly known and infamous in one part of the world: The Asian Giant Hornet.

Thirty seconds.

I attacked.

I felt the snake writhe and vibrations from its movement indicated clearly, that it had felt that. Oh, yes, it had definitely felt that.

So, I attacked again.

And again.

And again.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Again.

The snake thrashed. It lashed around, painfully, slamming itself against everything and nothing, but there would be no reprieve from me. I chose the Asian Giant Hornet because I could sting as much as I wanted, as quickly as I wanted, as rapidly as I wanted, without needing to stop. The venom of the Asian Giant Hornet was a neurotoxin capable of killing infants, small pets and elderly, and this was when they stung you from the outside.

Imagine, the sensation of your heart being stung by bees within your chest, and you could do naught to stop it.

This was my retribution.

Again!

Again!

Again!

I lost count of how many times I stung the snake’s tender internal organs before my stinger vanished, before I would find myself incapable of utilizing that skill for another 72 hours. It did not matter though, because I knew the damage had been done.

The lungs and heart were pulsating at erratic, infrequent paces, stopping and restarting, stopping and restarting, increasing in tempo, faster, and faster, and faster, until, slowly... it stopped vibrating altogether.

It was done.

[You have slayed Agkistrodon]

[You have attained the Title: [David] from defeating an enemy more than eighty levels above you]

[You have attained the Title: [Parasite] from defeating an enemy from within its body.]

[You have attained the title: [Agkistrodon’s Slayer] from the defeating a named enemy.]

[16000 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 attained the Maximum Level (10) for your current species]

[You have attained the Maximum Level (10) for your next species]

[You have attained the Maximum Level (10) for your next species]

[You have unlocked the suitable conditions for evolution.]

[Would you like to Evolve?]

[Yes]

[No]
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Interlude II 
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Sophos

“Cynthia, when I purchased you as my amanuensis, did I not instruct you to never interrupt me in my lab?”

It was hard to look into his eyes. Humming with an overwhelming brightness that reminded her of lightning streaking across the night sky. “Y-yes, your Eminence, you did.”

“Galling. Why have you done that which I ordered you not to do?”

“I –”

“Upsetting. You were the least inept of your peers, so this refusal to comprehend explicit instructions is justified?”

He did not walk, for as an Eminent, as one of the High Eminents, his feet would forever remain five inches above the earth. He strode forward, hovering, his hands going straight to the tattoo drawn on her neck. She resisted the urge to flinch, and instead spoke rapidly.

“I was instructed by the Eminent of Diplomacy to inform you that the entourage from the Takum Kingdom has arrived!”

His hands stopped short of the tattoo, and she released the breath she did not know she was holding. Towering over her, regardless of the extra five-inches, she watched his expression sift rapidly.

“Amusing. Why did Media deem it fit that I should know of this?”

“She wishes for you to meet them, your Eminence.”

“Unamusing. That is not my business.”

“I told her as such.” She paused. “In official terms, so as to not lose my head.”

His brow rose. “Continue.”

“She stated that the Gathering had already voted in favor of the matter. The Eminent of Espionage, Eminent of War, and Eminent of Culture proposed that your methods would be the most...” Cynthia hesitated. “...convincing.”

“Puzzling. Even with Media, that is still four votes. The Gathering requires a minimum of six.”

“The Eminent of Faith, Eminent of Trade and Eminent of Famine also voted in favor of the idea. The Eminent of Structures and Eminent of Penance were against it.” She informed. “That is a total of seven votes against three, with the supposition that you would also be voting against the plan.”

“Deeply unamusing.” Sophos muttered. “Perplexing. Despite awareness of my contempt for the needless nuances of socio-political affairs, I was chosen to meet with the delegation?” Her master slowly trailed his fingers across his nose in irritation. He took several breaths, each one deeper and longer than the next.

“Significantly Unamusing. Do you suppose this is punishment for skipping Gatherings?”

She did not provide her input on that matter. She was not allowed to provide her input on the matter. Her tongue was held still, and she waited until her master took another, deeper and more fulfilling breath.

“Trivializing. The decision has been made; its lack of logic notwithstanding.”

Cynthia knew that trouble was brewing from those exact words. “Your Eminence, if I may –”

“You may not.”

She kept her lips shut. Her master strode out of the privacy of his laboratory, and she did her best to chase after him. It was hard to keep up with an Eminent, as she needed to run and dash merely to catch up to the men and women who glided across the earth. She caught up to him with her best dash, rapidly checking her Slate for more information.

“Evaluating. Where are they?”

“They are currently outside Rubicund Plaza – and if I may –” she began, “I have taken the liberty of attaining information about the entourage. They are led by Prince Wukari and his sister, Princess Kwana –”

Her master let out a distasteful hum. “Monarchies? No nation I am aware of on Alamir still utilizes a monarchy. Considering... are the Takumians savages?”

“Well,” Cynthia hesitated. “They hail from an island across the Kankara Sea and arrived on small shipping vessel... with horses, iron swords, shields and goods for trade.”

“Amusing.” Her master said. “Iron swords and spears? This is not the Fabled Era. How have they fared in conflicts against the ‘mares?”

She huffed under her breath as she rushed to keep up with him. “Decently. The Eminent of Espionage has acquired information from the crew of the Takumian ship that indicate the Takumian Capital City, Zoma, possesses reinforced enchanted walls and is surrounded by a moat of sanctified water. Their defenses against the nightmares hold strong, and so far, they have not yet lost to the creatures.”

“Fascinating. Why have they come to Alhamis?”

She checked to discover as much information as she could. She opened her mouth, but was too slow.

“Assuming. It is has something to do with the Floater.”

She nodded.

There was nothing more to be said. Her master’s expression sifted again. She knew he was thinking, as he always did. The hardest working mind in Alhamis was almost certainly possessed by him, or at least, this was what Cynthia believed.

They reached Rubicund Plaza in little time. Whereas she struggled her best to not immediately keel over from having to race the entire way, her master paid no heed to her physical state, and instead turned his attention to the delegation.

“Ah, here are the savages.”

Cynthia did her best to avoid closing her eyes at that utterance. No, she needed them to see and document the eventual outcome of this, lest the Eminent of Diplomacy punish her for not doing so.

Indeed, the entourage did appear and look like individuals from the Era of Fables. At the forefront was Prince Wukari, clad in shiny iron armor that reflected the sun’s gleam. A longsword remained at his right hip, a visor was held to his hand and a shield was strapped across his back. It had been so long since Cynthia saw anyone dressed in actual Knight armor. The last time she remembered it, was during the Fable Remembrance Festival fifteen years ago.

Princess Kwana wore what Cynthia found personally distasteful. Robes, of sort, in place of armor. They seemed to highlight the woman’s curves and suppleness, her raven hair and slender legs, and they did not seem to provide any form of defensive benefits. She wielded a long crooked staff in her right hand, and the Cynthia contemplated if the woman was a practitioner of the Mystical Arts.

Notable individuals amongst the entourage included a tall bearded man wielding a bow and quiver filled with arrows, – not even a crossbow at the least? – another woman, this time, blonde hair and blue eyes in skin-tight white robes that were reminiscent of that belonging to Priests or Clerics – why are the women’s clothes so sensual? – and finally, a man with three scars across his right eye and a falcon on his shoulder – a beast tamer perhaps?

“Did he just call us savages?”

Her master clapped. “Inspiring. I see you have learned to speak Alhamisi. Your accent is off and your pronunciation is atrocious, but I assume it was your best effort.”

Cynthia could tell that there was a shift in the air. Learning to speak the Alhamisi language in the brief time they had been here was not what savages did, but she did not voice her observation. If she realized this, no doubt her master did as well. She wondered if her master knew that his words could be construed as an insult, or perhaps, he did not care. 

Prince Wukari stepped forward. “And who are you?”

Cynthia seized her moment. “Visitors from Takum.” She declared. “You stand before one of the Ten High Eminents of the Alhamis Empire.” She bowed and gestured. “His Exquisite Eminence, Master of Technology and Scientist Paramount: the Eminent of Progress, Sophos the Sagacious.”

There was immediate muttering amongst the entourage. The spoke in their native language, a tongue Cynthia had only begun to learn earlier this afternoon. Nevertheless, their words of confusion were clear.

“A sage?” Princess Kwana asked. “Why are we meeting with a sage? I thought we were to meet with the Emperor, or one of his aides.”

It was rare Cynthia found herself stumped. Emperor? “Emperor?” Sophos asked her unasked question. “Deeply amusing. Where does this assumption that Alhamis possesses an Emperor stem from?’

“It is an Empire, is it not?” Princess Kwana responded. “The Empire that has conquered and subsumed all the kingdoms of men close to its borders. Why would it not have an Emperor?”

“Misleading.” Sophos said. “Not all Empires must possess Emperors. Regardless, such a method of governance is inefficient.” His gaze trailed to their swords and their iron weaponry. “I suppose I should not expect you to know of efficacy.”

“Still your tongue sage!” Prince Wukari snarled. “We will not be insulted a second time.”

“Disconcerting. If you consider the statement of facts to be insults, then by my count, you were insulted three times.”

“Enough of this!” Princess Kwana declared. “We came here to meet with the one who rules this Kingdom, not a Sage!”

Sophos let out a long sigh. “Vexing. Cynthia, educate these savages.”

“If you call us Savages one more time –” the Prince threatened.

“Highly amusing. What will you do? Leave? Attack?” Sophos asked. “If you choose the former, then you will accomplish a feat of crossing an entire ocean to turn around because you could not accept that through the lens of a scientifically superior nation you are comparable to barbarians wielding stone tools and discovering pottery.”

Sophos waved his hand. “If you choose the latter, I assure you, your deaths would occur in a way certain to continually awaken me from my sleep in uncharacteristic fits of giggling.”

The Prince grasped his sword. “I’ll give you something to giggle about –”

“Wukari! Enough!” Princess Kwana moved to her brother. “We must remember that we are guests in this land, and we must remain civil, even if our hosts do not extend to us the same courtesy.”

She’s the calmer one. Cynthia noted. The Princess seemed to be the one gifted with guile. She flickered her gaze to her master, wondering if Sophos was intentionally riling them up to witness their responses. It was not unlike him to be blunt, but never had his bluntness seemed so hostile. He always did things with a purpose, even if she were not always able to ascertain what they were.

“Revising. I gave you an instruction, Cynthia.”

She remembered, and cleared her throat, turning her attention to the Princess. “The Alhamis Empire is collectively ruled by the Ten High Eminents, each of them presiding over an aspect of the empire.” She explained. “They have absolute unrivaled control over their aspect, and are free to utilize resources and manpower in the pursuit of projects within their aspect.”

She gestured to her master. “High Eminent Sophos is the Eminent of Progress. He is in charge of handling the development of mystic devices, inventions, innovations, and has absolute control over the scholars, specialists, annals, and colleges in the Empire. He has patented numerous new mystic devices and elixirs that has made the lives of the people of Alhamis easier, notable amongst which is the Slate, the Ambrosia-IX, and –”

“Excuse me,” Princess Kwana interrupted. “You expect me to believe that this Empire is run by ten individuals?”

Cynthia forced herself to maintain her smile. “Yes, it is.”

“How do ten people come to a single decision? How do they agree? To have ten captains on a single ship –”

“They vote.”

“What is a vote?” Princess Kwana asked. “I do not understand many of the terms that you speak of. I cannot tell if it is because my understanding of your language is incomplete, or if there is something I am missing.”

Cynthia pressed her lips together. She hoped for the best. “What terms exactly?”

“What is a patent, a scientist and... a technology?”

Cynthia opened her mouth, uncertain as to where to begin, she closed it.

“Reiterating. As I said,” Sophos droned. “Like barbarians discovering pottery.”
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Chapter 6
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Domain

It was admittedly both fascinating and disgusting to know that I ate my way outside of a snake’s body. Consuming it from the inside out, working my way through meaty flesh and tissue before piercing the tough, keratin-like material that encompassed its outer skin was an endeavor that took me almost six full days. Of course, considering I was a creature with a mouth capable of actually eating now, it made things considerably easier.

Status

Name: [Unnamed]

Race: [Mutated Annelid]

Specie(s): [Small Toxic Leech] 

Level: 4

HP: 45/30 (15 Reserve)

MP: N/A

HP Regen: 15/Day

MP Regen: N/A

Negative Effects: [N/A] 

Positive Effects: [N/A]

Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User] [Gorger] [Larvae Slayer] [Jonah] [Parasite] [David] [Agkistrodon Slayer]

I was no longer a worm. Gone was the existence of weakness, and instead, I found myself now possessing the body of a leech. Creatures, if my memory served correctly, that were synonymous with ‘bloodsucker,’ and ‘parasite.’ Considering the manner in which I conquered that snake, it was not entirely surprising that my evolutionary path would follow a creature known for leeching off the life of others. 

A leech was faster than a worm. I now possessed a definite ‘mouth’ and a row of small, sharply curved teeth which I could use to ‘hook’ unto objects and proceed to drain out their blood, courtesy of the new skill [Lesser Blood Sucking]. However, the major benefits I possessed was not from my evolution into a leech, rather, it was the [User] benefits I attained from defeating Agkistrodon.

[Evolution Completed.]

[Installing {User} skills...]

[Skills Installed]

[You have attained the skill {Water Striding Lv. 1}]

[You have attained the skill [Strong Venom Secretion Lv. 1}]

[You have attained the skill [Thermal Sensing Lv. 1}]

[You have attained the skill [Body Temperature Regulation Lv. 1}]

[You have attained the skill [Serpent Skin Lv. 1}]

[You have attained the skill [Serpent Olfactory Sensing Lv. 1}]

Six skills in total were attained from my defeat of Agkistrodon. All of them possessed great value to me because they were skills vastly superior to what anyone expected a worm, or rather, a leech to be capable of doing.

Leeches were often used in ancient times as medicinal creatures to suck out the blood of human beings. Something about ancient doctors believing that possessing an excess amount of blood in the human body was a major cause of illness. I knew not what era I was reborn into, however, if I was lucky, I would be picked up by a passing human with that same belief, clearly unaware of what they were getting themselves into.

Alas, that was just one fanciful whim out of dozens. For now, I crawled out of the perfectly round shaped hole I had eaten my way through, and emerged, for the first time in five and a half days, outside of the snake’s body.

The thunderstorm had long stopped. The pond was still, and seemingly motionless. The vibrations in the air resounded softly, telling me of the wind that blew from east to west, the buzz of flies and the flapping of butterfly wings that were like heavy claps in the atmosphere.

Agkistrodon’s corpse, unsurprisingly, was pestered by numerous guests come to feed on the meal. Maggots, by the multitudes. Flies, perching and landing with reckless abandon. Nature cared little for the mighty serpent, its remains rapidly being consumed.

I’d already had my fill, so I did not bother chasing them away. The mighty rock upon the pond on which the snake once stood was now mine. The throes of victory had not yet worn off, but I knew I could not allow myself to get needlessly overconfident. Defeating Agkistrodon was a feat I could only have accomplished from inside of the creature’s stomach – and I would prefer if I did not have to be swallowed time and time again just to take down difficult predators.

Regardless, my new goal was to grasp and understanding of just where truly, I was. My skill [Vibration Sensing] was currently at Level 8. I knew that two more levels were required before I could evolve it into something stronger, something which would help me navigate and discover where I was and how best to proceed. The skill [Sixth Sense] was apparently a precognitive ability that forewarned me of immediate danger before it activated, but it did not have any immediate use in mapping out the topography of the land.

Hence, the skills I attained from Agkistrodon came into play.

[Thermal Sensing]

The ‘color’ of the world changed. The vibrations I could sense had always been grey and colorless, but upon activating my ability, the world was transformed into a sharp hue of reds, blues and yellows. Agkistrodon’s corpse and the pond below were both a steady blue, the maggots were blues with slight shades of yellows, and I could make out small, red spots far off in the distance.

[You have activated a new method of sensory input.]

[You can simultaneously activate methods of sensory input for a larger comprehension of the world.]

[Would you like to activate {Thermal Sensing} and {Vibration Sensing} together?]

[Yes]

[No]

I failed to see any true disadvantage, and hence, I accepted the option.

[Sensory Input Systems Upgraded]

[Skill {Vibration Sensing} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Vibration Sensing} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Vibration Sensing} has evolved into {Motion Sensing}]

[Skill {Motion Sensing} has been combined with {Thermal Sensing}]

[Sense has risen by 2.5]

The age old adage of attempting to describe color to a blind man was rather fittingly apt in my current situation. I was blind. Now, I could see. Albeit, “see” was something of a misnomer. Most humans relied heavily on the ability of sight to navigate the world, and yet, ironically, they did not even possess the most acute and powerful vision of all living creatures. I did not rely on my eyes anymore, but somehow, I felt as though I could “see” more than I would have been capable of doing if I did.

The world was filled with dozens of tiny, indescribable motions so infinitesimal that one could argue for their nonexistence. Scurrying of insectoid legs, the wind against tree branches and leaves, specks of dust floating and landing gently upon the surface of water. Movements profound and tiny, all of them were acute when you were the size of a human pinky.

The blues and reds and yellows informed me of the relative temperature of living beings and objects. Reds were body temperatures and the brighter the red, the higher the temperature. Yellows were fairly tame and blues were the tamest. I could sense more than just the temperatures of creatures, but their effects on the environment as well.

It would take some time, getting accustomed to the new sensory input, although at the very least, I was glad that organisms were constantly red, as it would help me in identifying prey and evading predators. For instance, that rapidly moving mass of red that soared above the heavens above was one enemy I did not wish to anger.

[Special Notice]

The words appeared without warning.

From slaying the previous owner of a Domain within their Domain, you may now claim the Domain as yours.

Would you like to lay claim to the [Refuge Creek Rock] Domain?

[Yes]

[No]

What was a domain?

There was no particular forthcoming information about it. Information in general was the scarcest resource I possessed, and merely attaining knowledge that the name of this pond I found myself in was apparently “Refuge Creek” was the most information I attained since being reborn.

I selected the [Yes] option because there was no benefit to refusing.

You are now the possessor of the Domain [Refuge Creek Rock].

Information about your Domain(s) can be accessed through the [Domain] Page.

There was a Domain page?

Domains 

You currently have (1) Domain:

[Refuge Creek Rock Lv. 1]

I possessed an inkling of an idea as to what I was getting myself into. I selected the option for Refuge Creek Rock.

[Refuge Creek Rock Lv. 1]

A Domain previously belonging to Agkistrodon, the lovelorn pet serpent of the First Druid Sage of Final Sanctuary Woods and one of the Three Keys. It is located within Refuge Creek, forty gallops north-east within Final Sanctuary Woods, three hundred stretches East of the Alhamis Empire and five stretches West of the Kataramenos Forest. The current range of the domain is 60 inches. The Domain’s size and bonuses can be increased by increasing the level of the domain. The Domain’s level can be increased through various methods such as fortifying its defenses, increasing its aesthetics and/or successfully repelling intruders and challengers.

Core Domain Bonuses:

+15% HP Regen while within the Domain.

+3% EXP Gain while within the Domain.

Bonuses from Domain Defenses:

N/A

Bonuses from Domain Aesthetics:

N/A

Lovelorn pet serpent? Final Sanctuary Woods? Alhamis Empire? Druid Sage? 

I knew what Druids were. Creatures often portrayed as women created or born from trees and possessing an innate, inimitable connection with nature. “Druid” was a word that belonged in the realm of fantasy, and seeing that word here...

What sort of world did Oblivion send me into? Druids? Empires? This was beginning to sound like the set-up of some type of medieval fantasy. A world where I have to gain everything and where even the worst of my fantasies are allowed... That was the terms he put in place. 

I pushed whatever grander realizations about the nature of the world I was in aside. It was pointless to agonize over it when I was a leech and was limited to small, insignificant portion of the world in question. I focused instead, on that bonus. +3% EXP Gain. While within this tiny sixty-inches of rock in the middle of this pond, I gained an additional three percent gain to experience? Not to mention the extra fifteen percent HP Regeneration?

And this is only at level one, a voice whispered. At higher levels, how much of an increase would I attain? Could I, theoretically speaking, gain a 100% HP regeneration within my own Domain, and become invincible?

Well, true invincibility was unattainable, but I would, at the very least, be tremendously hard to kill. The harder I was to kill, the easier it was for me to kill other things, and ergo, the easier it was for me to gain experience and levels, and abandon the form of a creature that crawled and return once more to something resembling human.

One step at a time, I told myself. One step at a time. For now, I needed to see about increasing the Domain’s level, and the methods to accomplish that gave me pause.

Fortifying defenses? Increasing aesthetics?

I was on a rock. A rock in the middle of a pond... creek... whatever. How did one go about fortifying a rock? How did I make a rock look beautiful?

I sincerely hoped ‘aesthetics’ merely translated to any form of decoration, and not actual aesthetics. The only thing on this jagged, uneven rock with me was Agkistrodon’s rapidly decaying corpse being feasted upon by maggots – and unless I wanted to somehow use it – 

Could I?

Indeed the serpent’s skin and fangs would be tremendously useful, however, I was a leech. I did not possess the means or the ability to skin and defang a dead snake. The only means by which I could perhaps do something of the sort, was to use my [Insectoid Metamorphosis] skill repeatedly to grant be the abilities of insects that could perform the task. However, that skill came with a 72-hour restriction, which meant, I could not use it again for another seventy-two hours, at which point any work I did would be decayed to the point of uselessness.

No, Agkistrodon’s corpse was not the answer to my problem.

A secondary option was to gather sticks and twines and build something of a barricade. Perhaps with some stones, I could also create a miniature fence. However, the problem, again, was that I was a leech. Moving up and about was problematic because I did not have the liberty of fast speed nor did I have the liberty of ease of movement. It certainly would have been terrifying if creatures capable of sucking blood could swim in the water with the same speed as a –

Did... did I not recently acquire...?

[Water Striding]

I did not hesitate before moving off the rock and landing on top of the water. My body, as if on its own accord, began to slide and skid across the surface of the pond as though it were an ice-rink and I were skater.

There was an exhilarating joy to it that I could not truly convey as I moved across the surface, lacking in grace what I made up in sheer speed, evading and darting past the occasional lily pad, my movements took me around the pond, once, twice, three times for good measure, again and again and again I circled, always aware of the little blimps of red and yellow that told me of the creatures below and above the waters watching me, but I could care less as I felt, truly, the bliss of speed again.

[Skill {Water Striding} has gained a Level.]

Control came, as did the increase in speed, and righteously did I hate my inability to convey glee as I dashed across the surface of the pond faster than I could have ever done before. If anything, I was glad for the reminder that even the ability to express delight was deprived from me as this sort of lifeform. Yes, it was good that I was reminded, so I would not forget, so I would not become complacent, so I would strive harder and harder to become stronger. Harder and harder, I would strive to evolve into something more.

At the very least, I wanted to become something that could laugh.

The initial exhilaration from testing out [Water Striding] died bitterly, and I re-oriented myself on focusing back on my goal. Strength, power – evolution. Increasing my level, increasing the level of my domain, and rising. Now that movement on water was not an issue... there was a significant amount of work to be done.
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Chapter 7
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Colony

I never truly realized how cold nights could get.

My first ever night as a worm was spent at the bottom of a lake, and it did not bother me. The next six nights were spent eating my way out of a snake, so, again, I was not faced with a particularly challenging problem of the elements. However, alone, on a rock in the middle of a pond, I was suddenly deeply aware of how cold it was.

Perhaps leeches could not handle cold weather better than worms? I was not sure. I found myself rolling every now and then to generate warmth, and upon failing to successfully do so, I resorted to using one of the skills I acquired from Agkistrodon, [Body Temperature Regulation] in order to keep myself warm.

Nights were unique, at a miniature scale. The decrease in temperature was noticeable when you crawled everywhere, and so the difference in sounds was unique as well. Hoots, screeches, and howls informed me, dangerously, that the forest was filled with owls and bats and wolves at night, and I made the decision that I would not be venturing out to meet them. Crickets also played their tunes, their legs rubbing against each other in search of potential mates, and there were the toads as well, croaking, sometimes in rhythm.

Nature was not beautiful, however. No – not at all. Several of the sounds of nature were nothing more than the attempts of animals to attain sex and mate, to varying levels of success and failure. My position on the rock granted me access to know who succeeded and who failed, which was information I would have rather not possessed.

A rather notorious chill blew, and I could tell that the temperature reduced significantly. Adjusting my own temperature to be even hotter was my answer, but I knew it could only be a short term solution. If it were to rain again, I did not want to be caught under the elements, nor did I wish to dive into the pond to avoid the rain.

I needed to build something. A small roof, perhaps made of interspersed or woven leaves and held up by branches; it would improve my living conditions. Some additional sharpened twigs here and there could also serve as a barricade or a form of defense against potential intruders. At the very least, it would protect the Domain while I was not present, and there was the possibility that it could offer additional benefits.

The wind blew once more, and I found myself feeling restless.

I could not ‘sleep.’ Not truly. Not in the manner of a human. Sleep was a waste of potential time that I could be utilizing to become stronger, to evolve into a creature capable of at least giving a middle-finger.

I crawled my way from the center of the rock to the front, where Agkistrodon’s corpse still lay, and I crawled above it. It was nighttime, and it was dangerous, but danger was where my ability to grow lay. The more dangerous the opposition I conquered, the faster my growth.

Gathering materials should be my first priority... If I were capable of eliminating a spider and attaining their ability to weave webs, it would make my existence much easier. With webs, I could weave bags or create makeshift satchels with leaves which would enable me to transport things back and forth.

Theoretically, I could use my [Insectoid Metamorphosis] to just imitate a spider and create the weaves I needed, but I was not sure if it would work because spiders were arachnids, not insects, and the exact terminology might be important. It was also why I did not attempt imitating a Scorpion’s stinger when I was trapped within Agkistrodon, because technically, scorpions were not insects.

Assuming it would work, it would still be a potential waste. [Insectoid Metamorphosis] was a skill I could only use every three days after all. Although, if I did not use it often, I would never be able to level it.

A large howl ripped through the forest, and seconds later, numerous howls followed, echoing and reverberating like thunderclaps. The wolves were out hunting it seemed.

Time for the leech to go hunting as well...

[Insect Metamorphosis]

Flight was one of the most coveted abilities of mankind. Man could not truly fly, no matter how hard they tried, and relied instead on devices and machines to do this for them. Flying unaided, without instrument or tool, with nothing but your biological body-parts – it was an unattainable dream of humanity.

Not so much for me. Not anymore.

The wings I chose were that of the dragonfly. I possessed a small fascination with the insects, famed for their ability to fly backwards and forwards, they were also, indisputably, the fastest flying insects in the world. With only thirty seconds on the clock, I needed them to be fast.

The world was a blur and I was a speck moving through it. The resistance of the wind seemed to slap forcefully against my body as I attempted to properly maneuver myself with wings I had no right possessing, and the sudden shift from two-dimensional movement to three-dimensional was both dizzying and disorienting.

If an outside observer were to have been watching me, they would have pointed, confused, and asked if I was drunk. I was not, clearly, however, I had never flown before. Attempting to move at full speed sent me hurtling and spiraling like a haplessly thrown boomerang, and I knew I went in circles at least once.

Then, I started to ascend.

Up. Higher, and higher, and higher, past the trees, past the tallest branches, I ascended, a drowning man emerging from a lake. Higher, and higher, and higher – 

It got colder, and colder – the world beneath me smaller, and smaller –

Until my wings vanished.

My thirty seconds of beautiful unaided flight was over.

My thirty seconds were over, and I became Icarus.

The first thing I did was to curse my folly for getting lost in the beauty of flight. The second thing I did, was to note how ironic it would be for me to die a second time from falling. The third thing, was to wonder if the effects of gravity would be a bit more merciful on me this time around since I was a leech.

The foliage of trees grew ever closer and I searched my arsenal for a skill that would save me. Nothing I possessed was capable of ‘stopping falls’ but there was a skill that could aid me in reducing the amount of damage I would take from them.

[Serpent Skin]

It granted my feeble form the toughness of the snake. It was not much, but it was the only thing I possessed. So I braced myself, readily, as I approached the trees.

[You have sustained Fall Damage]

Ouch –

[You have sustained Fall Damage]

Oh fu –

[You have sustained Fall Damage]

Motherfu –

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[You have attained the skill: {Fall Damage Resistance} from enduring significant pain.]

Five levels in pain resistance did not stop the pain from hurting. Dulled it, barely, but it did not stop it. I would have groaned if I possessed the ability to do so. Lacking that option, I settled for examining the full extent of the damages in its numerical state.

HP: 14/30

More than half my HP gone from the fall. It could have been worse, much worse. I was still alive, which was saying something, considering I did not have the best track record in surviving falls from great heights.

Considering I was not a smear on the ground, the next thing I did was to evaluate my current location and estimate how far or near I was to Refuge Creek and my domain. Sensing around me provided me with a wealth of information, also with the knowledge that I was on a tree, a small one, and the surface beneath me was the tree’s branches. The area around me seemed... familiar for some reason, although it should not have –

What were the odds?

Did I... truly, land here? The familiar environment of the first place I awoke to my existence as a worm was unforgettable. Imprinted upon me even when I lacked the proper sensory mediums to fully experience and observe it. It was not possible for me to forget this place.

I was also, now, tremendously glad I left this place when I did. 

I ‘watched’ from up above the branch at the small legion of fast moving insects that brutally invaded and consumed what seemed to be a small rodent. The rodent screeched, its nigh-silent cries being unheeded as more and more of the legion of insects invaded through its mouth and invaded through every other orifice.

It was devastating. It was brutal. It was neither quick nor painless, and I witnessed it, the rodent’s final struggles before succumbing to them. 

Fire Ant Colony

Level ?

The ants were a veritable red-sea, a fast moving plague that mercilessly stripped fur and flesh away from the dead rodent, and their accumulative numbers created an enemy that was perhaps as dangerous, if not more so, than any serpent.

I was not a petty individual.

Yet, upon locking my ‘gaze’ with one particular member amongst the swarm, an ant at least three times larger than its peers, one ant that seemed to be bright to my senses, I knew, innately, that it was him.

Elite Fire Ant Soldier

Lv. 10

He – it – was no longer a common fire ant, the difference in size being the most prominent feature that proved it, however, I was no longer a mere worm. 

I still remembered, fleeing from that sole ant, diving head into a puddle and doing my best to survive against it. 

Against an ant.

...I should be thanking it. Yes, yes, if I’d never encountered that ant, I would most certainly still have been in that spot, crawling around in circles like the pitiful worm I was. I doubted I would have encountered the larvae and killed them. I doubted I would have been capable of killing a snake.

Everything started from me fleeing that ant. Now, here I was again, and here the ant was, surrounding by tens, hundreds, potentially thousands of his members. I was stronger, he was stronger and had back-up.

I was not at full health, but that could be remedied easily.

[Basic Molting]

The damaged skin shed from my body in a mix of fluids and unmentionables. I felt the pain from my fall vanish completely, becoming entirely a new, fully refreshed leech as I ‘gazed’ down upon the horde of ants. [Basic Molting] restored 50% of my HP and could only be used once a day, but I only needed one chance to do this.

HP: 34/35

I wanted to thank that ant. I wanted to thank him for chasing after me. For giving me the opportunity to become stronger.

Yes, I thought. I will thank you, the best way I can.

Some would have called my action, madness. Others would have looked upon it and declared that this was the moment I succumbed to insanity in lieu of my misfortune. My only regret, however, was the fact that I lacked vocal chords that would have voiced out my glorious descent from the trees as I dove straight into a swarm of fire ants.

My landing immediately flattened some of the unsuspecting insects. The rest reared their antennae, searching frantically for the source of the sudden disturbance. There was no time for me to hesitate, for I knew that even the tiniest second of hesitation would spell my doom.

Skill: [Strong Venom Secretion] Lv. 1

Details: This skill enables the user to secrete a Tier-4 serpent-based venom from any part of their body without restriction. The user is immune to the venom. Inflicts [Fatal Poisoning] on creatures with no Poison Resistance. Inflicts [Severe Poisoning] on creatures with Weak Poison Resistance. Inflicts [Minor Poisoning] on creatures with Average Poison Resistance. Inflicts [Mild Poisoning] on creatures with Strong Poison Resistance. 

It was one of the abilities granted to me by my [User] title upon successfully taking down Agkistrodon. The poison of a venomous water serpent, I created, drenched myself with it, and continued to secrete as much of it as I could.

I was essentially using snake venom to eradicate ants.

It was glorious.

The creatures in closest vicinity and contact to me shriveled and danced madly like an epileptic man set ablaze. They literally sizzled and burned from a toxin that was vastly superior to anything they were capable of creating. A small pool of venom secreted in the area around me, and those ants that landed and raced out, would only end up brushing their brothers and sisters with the venom, spreading more and more carnage.

A dozen of them charged at me at the same time. They stepped into the increasing pool of my serpent venom, and collapsed in a frenzy like the rest. It was poison too potent, too concentrated, and potentially capable of taking down frogs, rabbits and larger animals. What was an ant to a serpent?

I continued my reign of terror, moving and spreading my venom. The ants fled from the corpse of the rodent, and I hunted them down. I hunted, and hunted, those I could find and those I could reach. They scattered to the winds like men uttering gibberish before the fallen tower of babel, and I stood above a small valley of dead red ants.

It was at that point I saw him. It. My nemesis.

It stayed off at the distance, warily watching the chaos. I knew it was watching, because it was not fleeing. Did it know, or recognize me? Or was I truly going insane and attributing too much intelligence to a mere ant?

Attack me... I’m waiting....

It ran.

Coward!

Fled, away from the carnage as swiftly as it could, like the rest of its brethren. A small part of me wanted to give it chase. To hunt it down and corner it, force it into a pool of my venom and witness it dance and die to gain that sweet, sweet satisfaction of revenge.

I wanted to claim that I was the bigger person. I was, after all, a human in the body of a leech. There was no reason for me to hate, and vilify, and torture one pitiful ant. Except: I wanted to.

I chased after my nemesis the best I could. I never stopped secreting the venom, trailing after the ant’s rapid movements until I spotted him, burrowing sharply into the ground, burrowing into a hole, a hole that was most likely – 

That was its worst mistake.

I flooded as much venom as I could down the hole. The thick, sizzling liquid trailed, and I did my best to create a veritable pool of it that would keep on going down. Down, and down, and down –

There was an adage about not making mountains out of molehills. However, there was nothing about not drenching entire anthills in serpent venom because one ant in the colony tried to kill you. 

Many of them tried to escape by tunneling different routes in the dirt. It did not help. The venom was spreading the more holes they created, the more avenues there were for it to seep in and wrought havoc upon their home. I did not stop secreting venom until I felt shriveled up and dried, did not stop until I ensured that I could not detect a single moving arthropod anywhere in my vicinity. If I had become a madman, then I would see this madness to the end and ensure that there would be no survivors from this onslaught.

The night became silent.

Thirty full minutes after my assault began, it ended.

[Common Fire Ant x11 Killed]

[Common Fire Ant x18 Killed]

[Common Fire Ant x24 Killed]

[Common Fire Ant x45 Killed]

[Common Fire Ant x68 Killed]

[Common Fire Ant x95 Killed]

[Common Fire Ant x245 Killed]

[Common Fire Ant x1246 Killed]

[Common Fire Ant x5329 Killed]

[Common Fire Ant x14534 Killed]

The numbers grew exponential.

[Worker Ant x1034 Killed]

[Elite Fire Ant Soldier x213 Killed]

[Sturdy Fire Ant x154 Killed]

[Young Fire Ant x654 Killed]

[Fire Ant Larvae x11054 Killed]

Ah.

[Fire Ant Queen x2 Killed]

[You have successfully defeated Fire Ant Colony]

[You have attained the Title: [Genocidal] from mass extermination of a single type of enemy.]

[You have attained the Title: [Retaliator] from defeating an enemy who previously wronged you.]

[25348 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 attained the Maximum Level (10) for your current species]

[You have attained the Maximum Level (10) for your next species]

[You have unlocked the suitable conditions for evolution.]

[Would you like to Evolve?]

[Yes]

[No]
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Interlude III
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Kadulja

“Please Shutila!”

“We’ve gone over this Vuna.”

She was an intruder in their conversation. She did not intend to, but it was merely a consequence of being at this place, at this time. Perhaps they assumed she would not have long gone to rest like most others, the calm night breeze and cool air being perfect for the occasion. Her staff hummed in her hand, reminding her of her duty, the ancient wood connecting her to her predecessors almost had a chiding, sarcastic tone to it. Eavesdropping on your apprentice? How the title of Kadulja has fallen. She ignored the rest of its comments. 

Shutila’s gaze met that of Vuna. She did not look away, nor did she hide nor falter. It was good, that she did so. Bad, that she did so.

“But Shutila –”

“I do not love you Vuna!”

She winced at the volume and the force of the declaration.

She watched Vuna stagger. “But –”

“You are my friend Vuna. That is all you will ever be to me.”

She watched as Vuna’s shoulders dropped. His expression souring. The green of his face turning a dark, autumn red. He dragged his feet, one after the other, slowly away. “I cannot be your friend Shutila. I cannot stand by you, and know that one day, you will belong to another. It is... too painful a task to ask of me.”

“I understand.” Shutila acquiesced. “Thank you, all the same.”

A cloud of discontent remained on Vuna’s face. She could feel the whispering of the spirits speaking heavily of the young man’s turmoil. The blue spirits sang of his sadness. The red spirits sang of his rage. The purple spirits told tales of his soul’s yearning, and a single, dark spirit lingered around his shoulder, telling a danger of his thoughts.

The black spirit vanished as he gazed up at her. “K-Kadulja! I – I – did not know you were here –”

“This is the Kadulja’s River, Vuna.” She said. “It would be rather odd if I were not here.”

He nodded, slowly, unable to speak. He wished to ask if she heard, but he most likely knew that she had. She reached out her right hand, softly placing it on his shoulders. There was not much that needed to be said that could be spoken in their language. Instead, she let the spirits speak on her behalf. Guide him. She let them sing, and whisper, their voices narrating the tales and details of those who had come before him, of those who would come after him. Of those who had loved and never proclaimed the desire for the melding of souls, and of those who had melded but never loved. The trees told the spirits, and the spirits told the soul.

Vuna stood, stiffly. His eyes gleamed in the moonlight, and his body fidgeted.

“My soul yearns for her, Kadulja.” He whispered softly.

“I know.”

“Why does she not yearn for me in the manner that I do? This... this sensation... in me... it hurts, Kadulja. It hurts.”

“In time, you will come to understand.”

Vuna let it be. He sagged, defeated, and his spirits played a lamenting tune. Yet, the dark spirit was gone. The danger of his thoughts, of his dangerous thoughts – were gone. Time and patience would come to heal all wounds.

He departed from the river, and Kadulja moved forward. Her apprentice sat at the bank, her legs crossed and her eyes cast to the moon, her throat lightly singing a soft melody. It was one of the songs often told by the white spirits – a melody unheard and unknown to those except a select few.

“Kadulja,” she greeted formally. “It is late. Should you not be resting?”

“I am old, yes, but not so old as to be treated like a sapling by my own apprentice.”

The apprentice allowed herself to smile. “Your age is one of the most debated topics in the tribe. Everyone tries to guess. No one succeeds.”

“Nor should they.” Kadulja said. “For as long as someone chooses not to inform them.”

“Oh, but surely Kadulja,” Shutila added. “If the younger ones knew how old you truly were, do you still believe their pink spirits would be so lively?”

“Flattery belittles you Shutila.” She said simply. “Also, do not think you have grown enough to hide your spirits from me.”

Her apprentice’s smile vanished. The spirits around her were wispy, vague, as the art of masking one’s spirits from another was something that took decades to master, and her apprentice did not have time as a teacher.

“I do not wish to discuss it Kadulja.”

“Your spirits –”

“Ignore my spirits. Their confusion will die in time.” she said. “I cannot allow myself to be sidetracked.”

“Being my successor does not exempt you from pursuing your own desires.”

“Even if that were so, there is my pilgrimage,” said Shutila. “I don’t know how long I will be gone. A winter? Seven? Fifty? A hundred? Should I expect him to wait?”

“He would.”

“That doesn’t comfort me,” said Shutila. “Life must move forward Kadulja. I will not be the same person when I return, and he will be waiting for a person that no longer exists.”

She dipped her hands into the river, the water facing the obstruction, and following the path of less resistance. Kadulja watched her apprentice, her own eyes closed as she remembered a time, similar.

“Enough about Vuna. There are more important things to talk about. I noticed the dark spirits have been increasing in number.”

Kadulja frowned. “Shutila – I hope you have not attempted purifying them on your own.”

Shutila hesitated, and Kadulja felt her concern skyrocket. “Shutila! Answer me!”

“No!” her apprentice replied. “No – I – I haven’t. I almost tried, once – but – I didn’t. I wasn’t sure if I could.”

“Do not attempt it.” Kadulja said. “Ever.”

“But –”

“Ever.”

Her apprentice grumbled something under her breath. “I could, if only I –” She stopped and went ramrod stiff. Kadulja nearly questioned it, until she as well possessed the exact same reaction.

There was an odd chill in the air. A pressure of wind. Rhe spirits all around them fled and scattered, an odd, foreboding pit of darkness emanating from the depths of the forest.

“Kadulja.” Shutila said, shuddering. “I felt something, just now. In the woods –”

Kadulja closed her eyes. “As did I.”

“It – it was dark Kadulja. Dark, and cold, and hungry. Desperate and self-loathing and miserable – victorious and angry and – wrathful and –”

“Shutila!” Kadulja shouted. “Come to your senses!”

Her apprentice shook like a leaf in the wind. Kadulja rushed to her side, already seeing the sweat pooling around her, her breaths increasingly frantic and heavy. Darkness replaced the moonlit shine her eyes possessed, and most alarmingly, her spirits crashed and smacked into each other, darkness growing on them like an overzealous weed.

Kadulja chanted without respite. She urged her own spirits to come together, to cast the respite and form the magic of [Dispel Curse].

“Breathe Shutila – breathe. Control your spirits, as I taught you – purge the darkness from your soul –”

Her apprentice breathed. In, and out, to the rhythm of the melodies hummed by the spirits of happiness. In, and out. The darkness receded from her eyes, and the darkness encircling her spirits washed away.

“W-what... what was that?”

Kadulja shook her head. “It is what I feared.” She rose, striking her staff upon the ground. “You are not yet ready for your pilgrimage.”

The young and her spirits froze as one. “What? Kadulja – I –”

“You have always possessed a greater sensitivity to the spirits than most of the tribe. No, of the tribe, you possess the greatest affinity to the spirits than anyone else, myself included. But for this same reason, you are weaker to influences of darkness; weak to negativity and can easily be overwhelmed by greater wills.”

“Kadulja – no, I – I was unprepared – it was sudden – if – if I had been prepared –”

“Outside of the boundaries of the Sanctuary, no one will wait for you to be prepared.”

Her apprentice flinched. “I – I will be ready.”

Kadulja closed her eyes. “Three winters.” She opened them. “You will be ready, in three winters.”

“Three winters? Kadulja I can’t –”

“Then I will find an apprentice who can.” 

Crickets chirped idly in the background. The spirits around them were both silent. The spirits in the trees watched and those in the river poked their heads to witness the proceedings.

“...as you wish, Kadulja.”

“Your words and your spirits say two different things.”

Her apprentice did not respond. Kadulja resisted the urge to sigh and smack the girl with her staff. She did neither, because to express a sigh would be to give her apprentice the ammunition needed to press the issue, and one did not merely use the Staff of Mudar as a rod to punish recalcitrant saplings, a sentiment that the staff appreciated. 

If she will not listen, then you must find another apprentice. The ancestors intoned. Her affinity with spirits already raises concerns. We must never have another Zlosta.

The tiniest hint of some youthful obstinacy and you are comparing her to the worst Kadulja in our history? Kadulja shook her head. Shutila is nothing like that.

Before Zlosta was the worst Kadulja, she was the best. Her madness began as she sensed too much and was overwhelmed until she cared too little. Does this not sound familiar?

Kadulja did not deem the comment worthy of a response.

“That... darkness I felt...” Shutila began, the change in topic being neither subtle nor unnoticed, but Kadulja welcomed it regardless. “Was it a masakh?”

Kadulja’s gaze turned skywards. She closed her eyes, for a second, reaching out the spirits dwelling much deeper in the Sanctuary. They opened, and her head swayed to the side. “No. No masakh has entered the Sanctuary for over a thousand years. Many have tried, none have succeeded. Not even those from her forest.”

“Then –” she hesitated. “Is – is it them? The... Krvavi?”

Kadulja’s launched a piercing stare at her apprentice. “You have been listening to Kurjak’s stories. I told you explicitly –”  

“I could not help it! He’s the only one other than yourself to leave the Sanctuary and return – and if I am to do so someday I needed to know!”

“No.” Kadulja interrupted sharply. “You did not need to know. You wanted to know. You desired to know so much about the Krvavi that you would go against my explicit instructions!”

“But –”

“Listen to me Shutila!” Kadulja roared, slamming her staff into the earth. The Staff of Mudar sent waves of power and wind traveling in all directions from the impact. Shutila flinched at the fiery gaze upon which she had never before seen from her mentor.

“The point of the pilgrimage is for you to form your own opinions of the Krvavi! For you, to see and decide for yourself if the tribe will continue to remain in the Sanctuary, or if we will extend an olive branch. For you to see yourself the creatures of red blood with chalk and charcoal skins and decide if you could come to trust the beings who so haphazardly fell entire forests and vanquish spirits to great cold! The Kadulja must be objective and decide what is best for the tribe. But to have your head filled with stories from Kurjak –”

“Why do you hate him so much? You travelled together –”

“And he sold me to the Krvavi!”

Her spirits roared. Red, the red spirits sprung to life and the wisps of destruction surrounded her and sent other spirits scurrying away. Her apprentice cowered, eyes wide as she witnessed for the first time what the red-flowers of ruin that the Kadulja could unleash in her fury appeared like.

The wisps vanished. The smell of smoke lingered along with a dry heat. Kadulja sagged, appearing for once, as old as she was.

Shutila audibly swallowed. “He – he never said –”

Kadulja pushed her palm against her face. Tired, she pressed her fingers against her nose, closing her eyes. “He was younger then. Younger and foolish. He never understood what he did. He did not know the extents. He did not know of the cruelty of the Krvavi.”

“And... you still let him back into the Sanctuary?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I am the Kadulja.” She affirmed. “It is my duty as overseer of this Sanctuary to give refuge to all of our kind, be it those fleeing from the masakh, those fleeing from the Krvavi, or those who have committed offences against another. As long as it was not done in the Sanctuary, I must grant them refuge.”

The spirits hummed a lowly tune. Soft. Placating. Calming. Kadulja knew it was the blue spirit. It was always the blue spirit. It loved to sing at moments like these.

“The Krvavi... do... do I have to meet them?”

“Yes. You must.” Kadulja declared. “On your pilgrimage. To the West of here is a dense forest of earth and stone erected entirely by the Krvavi. It is a land called Alhamis. It will be your first step on your pilgrimage, and you cannot continue without passing through its borders.” Kadulja reached out the blue spirit. The small creature danced on two legs atop her fingers. “But you are not ready for that. Not yet.”

“As of now, we must focus on controlling your sensitivity. The creature we sensed within the Sanctuary, the spirits cannot identify it as Krvavi or masakh. We will investigate, and perhaps, use it to help you prepare.”

Shutila did not complain. Kadulja could not tell if it was because her apprentice was digesting the information, or for once, starting to understand the scope of the responsibilities that lay before her. 

“Will it be dangerous?”

“I do not know. However, as long as The Ancestors protects the Sanctuary, nothing truly dangerous mere enter. We are safe within its boundaries, as we have been for thousands of years.” Kadulja said.

“I see. I understand, Kadulja.” Shutila rose to her feet. “I am off to rest. This has been a long and trying night.”

Kadulja watched her apprentice. “Are you having second thoughts?”

“About what Kadulja?”

“Everything.”

Her apprentice gave her a smile. Her spirits sang again, or so they tried. She watched, marveling, as one by one, her apprentice’s spirits faded from her own perception, until there was nothing but a single green spirit.

“No, Kadulja. I have no doubts.”

/∞/

“Dear Spirits –”

The rotting corpse of rabbits was the first sign that something was wrong. The manner in which they were killed indicated poison, yet, at the same time, their necks were broken. The creatures were eaten, consumed, but only halfway, and only about three of them. The rest were killed, yes, but they were not eaten. 

They were killed for sport.

“What could have done this, Kadulja?” Her apprentice asked, cradling one of the dead rabbit within her hands. 

Kadulja could not answer.

Dead rabbits littered the environment, rotting away under the sun. Kadulja checked the environment for tracks, attempting to find clues to the source of the creature responsible. She followed the trail of down a winding path, coming to stop at a small clearing. A small clearing littered with dozens of dead animals.

Ants in the majority. A sea of dead fire ants, and around it, numerous dead lizards, birds, and smaller creatures. None of these creatures were eaten, and she could tell at a glance that there was only one method in which they died.

Poison.

It seemed they came across the dead ants and ate them – unaware that the ants were killed with poison, poison which entered into their system. Kadulja did not know of any animals that could secrete enough poison to do this. She did not know of any animals that would be bothered enough to kill so many, many ants.

This was not the work of any animal.

“Kadulja?”

“Shutila, you must tell no one in the tribe of this. Do you understand?”

“I –”

“Do you understand?”

Her apprentice nodded. “Y-yes, Kadulja.”

Kadulja’s thoughts raced heavily. A masakh... here? It was not, should not have been possible. This was the Sanctuary. The Ancestors blessed the Sanctuary and prevented any masakh from entering within. Years without danger or incident turned her people peaceful. They knew not how to wield weapons or fight danger. It was the Kadulja, the protector of the people, the one gifted with the Staff of Mudar, who stood as the sole defense against danger and death.

“It is likely that a masakh has entered the sanctuary grounds. We must find it and eliminate it before it is found by others, or before it finds our village.”

“Eliminate a masakh? On our own?” 

“If it preys on rabbits, ants and smaller creatures, it is most likely a small creature itself. Were we to meet and seek assistance from Silva Wolves at the top of the mountain, or perhaps the Yonder Bears beneath it... we should be capable of taking it down before it grows in strength.” 

“Are you certain, Kadulja?”

“I am. Hurry, we must make haste. I will seek out the wolves, you, meet with the bears. We must find and end this threat as quickly as we can.”

Thankfully, the masakh were unintelligent creatures ruled by instinct. They were a threat, yes, they were a threat that could be handled by herself and her protégé. The same could not have been said if the creature had been something else.

Thank the spirits it isn’t a Krvavi.

In the end, it was just a masakh, Kadulja told herself. They could handle a masakh.
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Chapter 8
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Success

Limbs were beautiful.

It was easy, to take them for granted. The ability to stand or pick up objects, the ability to move a part of your body and use it for creation of tools, utilization of said tools, survival, combat, navigation and recreation – 

Even something as banal as rising up to change the channel required utilization of limbs. Something as rudimentary as picking up a portion of your meal or wiping your mouth utilized limbs. As a human, I never realized just how greatly I took them for granted until I died and no longer possessed them. There were hundreds upon thousands of anecdotes about one not recognizing the value of something they possessed until they lost it, and never once did I even think that such a thing would apply to something as basic as limbs.

No, not just limbs. To eyes as well.

The first thing I did upon the completion of my evolution, was to run.

I forgot what it was like to simply run. Not in fear of any danger, not in chase of any prey, but to run simply because I could run. I scurried back and forth across sand and grass. I raced up trees and down rocks, I moved, I swiveled, and, with significant amount of effort, stood on my hind limbs, a comical sight that was not expected of creatures of my species. 

I could, once more, see. 

I could see the grass. I could see the sand and soil. I could see the sky, the leaves, the trees, the numerous, numerous piles and piles of dead red fire ants. I regained not just my ability to move, but to see as well. The colors were nowhere near as numerous as they should have been, but even if I were seeing the world in black and white, I would not mind. Sight was invaluable. Movement was invaluable. 

This was all granted to me with my new species.

Status

Name: [Unnamed]

Race: [Mutated Reptile]

Specie(s): [Purple Tongued Skink] 

Level: 1

HP: 70/70 

MP: 20/20

HP Regen: 35/Day

MP Regen: 10/Day

Negative Effects: [N/A] 

Positive Effects: [N/A]

Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User] [Gorger] [Larvae Slayer] [Jonah] [Parasite] [David] [Agkistrodon Slayer] [Genocidal] [Retaliator]

I was a skink. A creature often mistaken for a gecko and often mistaken for a snake. Numerous types of skinks were simply ‘legless lizards,’ however, I was not amongst the category of the ‘legless’ anymore.

I. Have. Legs!

My attempt to scream out those words came out as a long stressed, nigh inaudible hiss. It sobered me immediately. Indeed, I regained arms and legs, however, I was still considerably far from my goal:

A creature that can laugh.

A creature capable of expression of the broad range of distinct emotional states. Once I attained a creature like that, I would be content, and I could begin focusing on finding the being responsible for my transformation into a worm, and vividly express my lack of amusement to it.

[You consumed a significant number of creatures as a Small Toxic Leech]

[Due to the title {User} you have attained the cumulative skills of these creatures as you evolved.]

[Do you wish to install the skills of the creatures you have consumed?]

[Yes]

[No]

The skills... of an entire ant colony?

[You have chosen to install the skills.]

[Installing {User} skills...]

[Skills Installed]

[You have attained the skill {Ant’s Strength Lv. 1}]

[You have {9999+} copies of this skill.]

[Combining copies...]

[This process may take a while.] 

Surely, this was profitable.

[Copies Combined]

[{Ant’s Strength Lv. 1} has undergone massive evolution into {Herculean Strength Lv. 9}]

Herculean?

[You have attained the skill {Ant’s Exoskeleton Lv. 1}]

[You have {9999+} copies of this skill.]

[Combining copies...]

[Copies Combined]

[{Ant’s Exoskeleton Lv. 1} has undergone massive evolution into {Steel Exoskeleton Lv. 9}]

Was... was this... was this what I believed it was?

[You have attained the skill {Crawling Lv. 1}]

[You already possess this skill. You have additional {9999+} copies of this skill.]

[Combining copies...]

[Copies Combined]

[{Crawling Lv. 5} has undergone massive evolution into {Cheetah Sprint Lv. 9}]

How I craved the desire to laugh as a madman.

[You have attained the skill {Burrowing Lv. 1}]

[You have {9999+} copies of this skill.]

[Combining copies...]

[Copies Combined]

[{Burrowing Lv. 1} has undergone massive evolution into {Earth Control Lv. 9}]

More. More and more.

[You have attained the skill {Fire Ant Bite Lv. 1}]

[You have {9999+} copies of this skill.]

[Combining copies...]

[Copies Combined]

[{Fire Ant Bite Lv. 1} has undergone massive evolution into {Excruciating Toxic Bite Lv. 9}]

I could think of nothing less than a hundred different ways I could immediately begin utilizing my abilities. Hunting would go from being a challenge to being light exercise. Increased speed, strength, defenses and the ability to manipulate earth against ordinary forest animals?

There was no contest.

[Notice!]

[You have unlocked one or more of the necessary criteria required to constitute a formal Monster Classification]

Pardon?

[You are now classified as a {Monster} and will be treated henceforth accordingly]

[Your evaluated Monster Rank is: {Tier 2}. Your evaluated Threat Level is {Devil}]

Monster Rank? Threat level? 

Note: There are (Ten) Tiers of Monsters, Poisons, Potions, Remedies, and Threats. Tier {1} is the weakest, and {10} is the strongest. Threat Levels are used to classify monsters, each level is given a name. 

Threat Level 1 is [Vermin], Threat Level (2) is [Pest], (3) is [Fiend], (4) is [Hellion], and (5) is [Demon]. Monsters of Threat Level Demon (5) and above are universally considered dangerous.

Threat Levels, however, are not always a direct indicative of the Tier a Monster may be in or the power they may possess, but often of their potential ability to cause death, destruction and/or suffering.

My Threat Level was [Devil]. There was no indicator of what level that was supposed to be, only that it was most likely higher than five.

It mattered little to me.

My goal was unchanged. Monster or not, so long as I ascended back to a being with two walking legs capable of the finer arts of speech and laughter, I would be satisfied. Once this was complete, my search for Oblivion would commence.

With my latest armada of skills and titles, the first thing I needed to do... was test them.

/∞/

Skill: [Herculean Strength] Lv. 9

Details: This skill enables the user to lift and withstand 105,000 times their own body weight without effort. The user’s striking force is also significantly increased as well. 

The poor, pitiable rabbit looked up at me with what was most certainly confusion within its eyes. I gazed back at it, unable to stop the triumph that overcame me as I crossed the clearing faster than it could turn around and hop away, and with a mighty crash of my tail against the back of its neck, the rabbit dropped to the ground, immobilized.

Skill: [Cheetah Sprint] Lv. 9

Details: This skill enables the user to move with the speed of a fully sprinting cheetah, without the need for recuperation.

It was common knowledge that Cheetahs were the fastest land mammal. The little rabbit may have been fast by its own right, however, I was a lizard that could move at the speed of a cheetah. There was quite literally no way for it to beat me in the aspect of speed.

I climbed over the back of the rabbit’s head, precisely targeting its neck, where I believed its spinal cord should be, and with a small recitation of the grace, for irony, I sunk my teeth deep into it.

Skill: [Excruciating Toxic Bite] Lv. 9

Details: This skill enables the user to deliver a bite with the same bite force of a rampaging crocodile. Upon completing the devastating bite, the user injects a Tier 9 insect-based paralyzing neurotoxic venom into the victim. The user is immune to the venom. Inflicts [Fatal Poisoning] on creatures with no Poison Resistance, Weak Poison Resistance and Average Poison Resistance. Inflicts [Severe Poisoning] and [Paralysis] on creatures with Strong Poison Resistance and Superior Poison Resistance. Inflicts [Minor Poisoning] and [Paralysis] on creatures with Master Poison Resistance. 

The rabbit went utterly still. Even now, I knew not if the rabbit died because of the sheer pain of the enduring what was essentially a crocodile bite, or if it was merely the poison which immediately spread throughout its entire body rapidly that killed it instantly. Or perhaps it was both, a combination of the pain and the poison.

[Common Rabbit x1 Killed]

[250 Experience Points Gained]

––––––––
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It was somewhat harder to gain experience now, or it seemed that my experience threshold would only count depending on the difficulty (or the numbers) of the kill. Killing a single rabbit did not seem to be viewed as a difficult task anymore, hence, I would not be gaining massive experience from doing such.

The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Common Rabbit].

One of my titles? I wondered if it knew what I was going to do before it activated. I went forward, effortlessly stalking and catching up to another rabbit, crashing down on it and unleashing a devastating bite on its neck. I did not wait to confirm my kill, and moved on to another one, and another, and another. The more I killed them, the easier it seemed to become to kill them. Sometimes, I’d merely slap them with my tail and they would die, other times, I would land on them and they would die. It was... odd.

[Common Rabbit x5 Killed]

[1250 Experience Points Gained]

[You have gained a level]

I was not sure how many hours I spent hunting rabbits before I grew tired of them, and before the eventual experience returns started diminishing.

[Common Rabbit x10 Killed]

[1000 Experience Points Gained]

Now, I was only getting a mere 100 Experience for a single rabbit, which was far lower than the initial amount I started with. Deciding to call it a day, I turned my attention towards scavenging and foraging for items and materials I could take back to my domain.

I knew I must have made for an unusual sight. Several rocks, pines, sticks, leaves and vines tied and steadily secured on my back, to which I barely felt the impact as I deftly made great strides through forest, relying now on sight and my numerous senses to navigate properly.

Racing at the speed of a cheetah at full sprint, and doing so with luggage on my back made most creatures dart and flee away from me the instant they sensed me coming. I was a skink, I doubted I was larger than the size of an average human palm, but there was no longer any doubt about my ability to outrace creatures far, far larger than I.

Within a manner of minutes, I pushed past a clearing and returned to the sight of still, clean water. My Domain remained unbothered, and thus, I strode across the surface of the water, and immediately set myself to work.

Skill: [Earth Control] Lv. 9

Details: This skill enables the user to be capable of swimming, bathing, and burrowing unobstructed through earth, rock and stone. For a cost of [0.5MP/sec] the user may mold dirt, mud and clay into whatever shape they desire. For a cost of [2.5MP/sec] the user may mold rocks, stones and granite.  For a cost of [5MP/sec] the user may change the composition of the earth and rocks. For a cost of [10MP/sec] the user may create and mold earth, stones and rocks where there is none. The clearer and precise the knowledge and details, the sturdier and better the earth created. 

There was no need to be excessive with my fortifications. The worst I would be facing would be wild animals without a lick of intelligence, however, I decided to be prudent.

Picking up a pebble I gathered from the woods, I felt for my [Earth Control]. The object became mushy in my claws. Soft, malleable, almost like I was holding a lump of meat or fat rather than I was holding a stone. I molded it, stretching it out as much as I could, until the pebble’s shape turned distinctively conical, and its point extending like a pencil and reaching a fine-tuned level that I was comfortable with.

It was the first time using a skill that cost “MP.” There was a drain I felt that was unexpected. Not a physical drain, but a mental one, as though I spent several hours solving a taxing puzzle or writing challenging examinations. Once I was satisfied with the shape, I stopped using my skill, and the object returned to its regular hardness. Harder, and stiffer, with a clearly defined point, it was an oddity of nature. A perfectly smoothed rock in the shape of a perfect cone.

Perhaps I should make it jagged? Like an arrow head instead...

The power to mold the earth as I wanted. I was limited by the amount of MP I possessed, but that was an arbitrary limitation. For the first time since I was reborn, I could confidently feel that things were looking up. 
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Chapter 9
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Opposition

I awoke to the sounds of heavy growling. Thick, malevolent roars and the rapid pounding of feet against the surface of the earth.

Before night fell, I’d spent hours molding the rocks within my care into sharp dagger-like stalagmites and creating an area of pointy rocks around my Domain like a cage. The sticks, leaves, twines and vines I collected made for a roof, crafted by layering together the leaves and standing the sticks, it was something that was designed to help me against rain.

It would not help me against my invaders.

Silva Wolf Pack

Level ?

The serpent attacking me was merely a run of bad luck. The ant attacking me when I was a worm was merely a chance occurrence. However, the sight of six, seven – nine wolves gathered around the Creek was most certainly not.

Each and every one of them was at least ten times my size. Even if I were to have been a fully grown adult male, the wolves would still be large, with the smallest amongst them reaching over five feet in height.

The nine wolves circled the creek. There was no ‘Alpha’ wolf for that was mere human conjecture that had been disproven time and again. Regardless of the lack of a clear Alpha, the wolves still seemed to possess one amongst their nine that was larger and more ferocious than the rest. Scars littered its form, and its unerring gaze fixed upon my rock.

This is ridiculous, I thought to myself. A wolf pack, a pack of wolves, gathering, to hunt a lowly lizard. Why? For what purpose? Clearly it was not to eat me for I was less than an entrée in relative size to the creatures. Yet, they surrounded the edges of the creek, one after the other, snarling.

OBLIVION!

What else could it be? Who else, but the being whose idea of fulfilling my desires included turning me into a worm? No doubt, he set motions into event once more in order to spite me, to teach me “humility.”

The wolves did not seem inclined to move or to attack, yet, they watched me, warily. I took this as a chance to prepare a plan that would not kill me. Perhaps I possessed something in my titles – 

My titles –

It seemed I only ever reviewed the information of my titles when I was in mortal danger. One of these days, I knew that it come back to punish me.

Title: [Jonah]

Details: A rare title. 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.  

I had no intention of staying within the stomach of any of the wolves if I could avoid it. This led me to checking the next title.

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%. 

No. This was not it either – there would be no opportunity to ‘linger’ on any of the wolves. I moved on.

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.

I read the details of the title again and again, and I found myself wondering if this was why my attacks on the rabbits always seemed to kill them so effortlessly. I wondered, if this was to be my saving grace. Extra damage, reduction in damage, and it worked even well against multiple opponents?

David indeed. The biblical allegory did not slip my notice. The shepherd boy who felled a giant with but a stone. Was I to take it then, that these wolves were my own personal Goliath?

One of the wolves answered with a reverberating howl. It was deafening from my perspective, as it wound up on its hind legs and sent its body to the air, the declaration of the start of the hunt being proudly conveyed to the rest of its species.

The howl was the battle-cry and the army’s trumpet. Nine wolves charged straight into the creek, splashing water into the air from their collective assault. Ripples raced across the water’s surface as did waves follow. The calm reflection of the moon distorted in lieu of charging wet canine.

I knew I should be worried. I knew I should be bothered by the attack. I knew, that the wolves would swim and reach my rock within the center of the creek in very little time. However –

They were slow in the water. Painfully slow. On land the wolves would have been a nightmare to face, yet, they all charged straight into a creek, knowing full well about the fact that their movements in water was restricted? I could stride across the water faster than they could swim. 

[Earth Control] burned to life as I picked up one of the small pebbles I had left over from my scavenging. I molded it into the shape of a needle, and with literal [Herculean Strength], slapped it in the direction of one of the Silva Wolves with my tail.

The title [David] has come into effect.

The makeshift spear struck the wolf’s left ear, tearing a portion of flesh and tinting the water red. It howled, snarled, its attempts at swimming immediately becoming frantic.

I picked up another pebble, keeping an eye on my MP as I molded it into a spear, and this time spat out a glob of poison with [Strong Venom Secretion] unto the weapon. I hoisted it into the air with ease aimed, and fired.

I missed. The poisoned spear of rock sailed past my target. It wasn’t easy firing these things with my tail, [Herculean Strength] or no.

MP: 13.5/20

Water splashed against the rock as the wolves converged, closer than ever. I decided that firing rocks at them was not feasible with my aim, and leapt straight onto the water’s surface. [Water Striding] blurred to life along [Cheetah’s Sprint] and my first target appeared before me in seconds.

Why?

It was pitiful, watching the wolf attempt to bite me while in the water. The depth of the creek was about eight or nine feet, and half of its energy was focused on swimming and trying to stay afloat. A wiser strategy would have been to simply wait for me on land than try to converge on me via the water.

I was beginning to doubt if this was Oblivion’s work. Surely, the being was oblivious, but certainly not to this extent?

The wolf in front of me opened its mouth again, and I released a glob of poison from my own straight into it. [Strong Venom Secretion] did its work, effortlessly, and I possessed no doubt that my [David] title also contributed to the damages. The wolf sputtered, coughed and hacked in the water. Its eyes burned a brilliant red as it panicked frantically in the water. Blood poured deeply from its nostrils and eyes as it thrashed and splashed, desperate, confused – hurting.

I landed the back of its neck and took one, [Excruciating Toxic Bite].

The wolf went still in the water.

[Silva Wolf x1 Killed]

[15400 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 defeated an intruder within your Domain]

[You have defeated an intruder above your level in your Domain]

[Your Domain’s Level has risen]

[Your Domain’s Level has risen]

[Your Domain’s Level has risen]

[Your Domain’s Level has risen]

[Your Domain’s reach has expanded]

[Your Domain has evolved!]

This was... too easy.

Nonsensically easy. This was a wolf, a proud, ferocious creature that took down opponents with coordinated tactics and possessed an impeccable survival sense. Charging headlong into a creek to face an unknown enemy was not something it should do. Not something that any animal living in the wild should do. I was not even something worth dying for.

The other eight wolves mourned the death of one of their members by letting out group howls, as they collectively swam to my location.

This does not make any sense.

The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Silva Wolf].

This again?

There was no time to pay heed to the details of the title. One of the wolves to my left charged at me, drool and water slipping through sharp fangs as it attempted to bite down on my nimble form. I did not bother trying to dodge or run or evade this time around, instead, I focused on my [Herculean Strength] and a skill I had never used before, [Steel Exoskeleton].

The canine’s jaws came down upon me –

The sound of shattering bone resounded through my body as teeth imitated glass.

Blood rapidly filled the creature’s mouth as it attempted to cry out in pain, and I shot another dose of poison directly into its mouth. Unlike with its predecessor that thrashed around upon swallowing the poison, this one merely went still as its eyes became vacant.

[Silva Wolf x1 Killed]

[15400 Experience Points Gained]

You have gained a level]

[You have gained a level]

[You have gained a level]

[You have defeated an intruder within your Domain]

[You have defeated an intruder above your level in your Domain]

[Your Domain’s Level has risen]

[Your Domain’s Level has risen]

[Your Domain’s Level has risen]

[Your Domain’s Level has risen] 

The experience I gained from slaying the wolves was unbelievable. I had progressed from being a Level 1 creature to a Level 8 merely from taking down two of them.

Seven more to go.

The wolves stopped attempting to charge at me. Somehow, there was a renewed spark of intelligence in their eyes. The two corpses floating in the creek, and the tiny lizard, I, standing upon one of them, seemed to have made them re-evaluate their decision to attack.

They were retreating.

Swimming as quickly as they could away from the water and trying to return to land, the remaining seven wolves paddled in entirely different directions. The option to let them go was not even an option. I was not going to take the chance that the wolves would let bygones be bygones after I killed two of their kind – I was not going to take the risk that they might not become even worse enemies in the future.

They made the erroneous decision to attack me. They had to understand that there would be consequences.

I raced across the surface of the water more akin to a shark detecting blood than a lizard. The wolf was a defenseless lamb as it retreated; its neck exposed and it possessed no way to turn around or cover it. I landed, sinking my teeth deep into the neck, feeling my fangs pierce through skin dipping into bone. The paralysis was effective immediately, and I jumped back onto the water’s surface, sliding as though I was a skier being dragged by a speedboat. Another wolf, another prey, another animal defenseless in the water, weak to my teeth. This one was even easier, it felt as though I was biting into foam, into a soft, spongey cake than a flesh and blood animal.

I raced again, feeling my small heart pumping blood faster and faster. I would cackle in glee were I capable. 

[Silva Wolf x2 Killed]

[25200 Experience Points Gained]

You have gained a level]

[You have gained a level]

[You have gained a level]

[You have attained the Maximum Level (10) for your current species]

[You have unlocked the suitable conditions for evolution.]

[It is not advisable to evolve in the midst of battle]

Fools! Yes – yes they were fools indeed. Their attempts to kill me would only literally go on to make me stronger. For every wolf I fell, I garnered experience for myself, experience for my domain, and upon my next evolution, the skills and abilities of the wolves would become mine for the taking. I would have all of their strengths and none of their weaknesses, I would move on and progress and evolve – and there would be nothing, nothing that would stand between myself and my goal of walking amongst the world with my own two legs – 

[Sixth Sense – Danger Warning!]

The forest attained sudden brightness.

A spherical ball of fire descended upon me from the heavens like a meteorite of extinction. My entire body screamed for salvation from the fire, as the overwhelming heat loomed like the sun plummeting onto the earth.

I dove into the water, and the heat pursued. The water sizzled and I found myself in a makeshift pot, as an improvised ingredient.

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Warning!]

You have attained the Negative Effect: [Severe Burning]

You will lose [10] HP Every Minute until [Severe Burning] is mitigated.

HP: 51/150 

I swam, emerging out of the water and unto my familiar rock, rolling and letting out tiny screams that came out as haunted hisses in order to stop the burning sensation.

[Sixth Sense – Danger Warning!]

Another one? No – no –no –

It was smaller than the previous one. Rather than being the size of a shopping cart, it was the size of an over-fluffed pillow. I was the size of an infant’s palm, and as such, the ball of fire was not any less intimidating.

The water was boiling, and my options were to either jump in or to face the wrath of the fire.

No. There was always a third option. Always.

I slammed my claws into the rock, and burrowed deep within. [Earth Control] granted me that ability, the ability to burrow through rock as though it were earth, a tribute from my days as a worm.

I burrowed myself, deep, and deeper still, the tail ends of the flaming ball sending waves of heat down and across the rock. The heat was sweltering, but survivable, unlike the water of the creek that was boiling and hissing.

What exactly was the temperature required for fire to flash boil water? To immediately boil an entire creek? How hot were those flames? 

The rock shook as another ball of fire crashed into it. The heat continued to rise as I hid, I hid, and decided to wait out the passing fusillade.

The barrage continued for at three minutes. I could do nothing but hunker down within the rock, my HP dropping from 51/150 to 21/150. Even as portions of the rock began to glow red, as merely touching anything sent agonizing scalds of heat down my body, I hunkered down and waited.

I waited, I breathed, and I wracked my brain for answers.

Things had appeared easy from the start – too easy, and I knew, I felt it, that something was wrong. Yet – yet – I let myself get carried away after a small taste of victory. Watching the wolves retreat, I chose to hunt them down instead of retreating as well and calling it a night. 

And the wolves – were the wolves all an elaborate plan? A trick? Were they used as a distraction in order to get me overconfident? Used, as a sacrifice in order to deliver the bombardment? Why? For what reason? If one could fling fireballs, you did not need wolves – 

Another fireball crashed against the rock and it began chipping away.

No –

This was irritating. Irritating – for I had fallen prey to overconfidence, I had idiotically allowed myself to believe that circumstances were becoming more favorable. Now, unless I did something, I would die, hiding within a rock, whilst an unknown assailant rained fireballs upon me.

[You have attained the skill: {Lesser Fire Resistance} from enduring significant temperatures.]

[Skill {Lesser Fire Resistance} has gained a Level.]

The sensation of the hot rocks cooled, minutely, and it enabled me to think. Think. I could not assume that my enemy was limited in the amount of fire they could rain down upon me. If, perchance, they were not, then waiting out the bombardment would be a pointless endeavor. I needed to return fire – however I could manage.

Failing that, I needed to stop the enemy from firing, or get out of the range of their attacks.

[Warning!]

You have the Negative Effect: [Severe Burning]

You will lose [10] HP Every Minute until [Severe Burning] is mitigated.

HP: 11/150 

My entire body was blistering with burns. Healing myself with [Basic Molting] would buy me some extra time, but it would not be enough until I escaped this situation. But how?

My [David] title would have helped me against the opponent, and my [Jonah] title would be useful, allowing me to enter into a creature’s stomach to escape, but my major issue was the fire. I needed a way to avoid the fire and to escape the creek without touching the sizzling water. The cooldown for [Insectoid Metamorphosis] and [Diapause] were not over, leaving me with no skills capable of escaping this situation. 

Another minute passed. The barrage continued.

[Warning!]

You have the Negative Effect: [Severe Burning]

You will lose [10] HP Every Minute until [Severe Burning] is mitigated.

HP: 1/150 

I could felt myself get weaker. The world around me began to fade to black, and I frantically used [Basic Molting].

My skin shed, the burns and damages slowly slipping away behind the old, and replaced with one that was new and unblemished.

HP: 75/150

The Negative Effect: [Severe Burning] has been mitigated by [Basic Molting].

You have attained the Negative Effect: [Minor Burning]

You will lose [3] HP Every Minute until [Minor Burning] is mitigated.

[Skill {Lesser Fire Resistance} has gained a Level.]

Buying myself some extra minutes of time also bought me some moments to think and recollect. I thought about my mistakes. Thought about the moment in which things went wrong. Attacking the retreating wolves felt right. Felt instinctive. They were prey and I was predator, yet, there had lain in me the desire to kill and destroy all of them. I possessed a title that called me [Genocidal] due to my destruction of the anthill, but... was it truly something that could affect me?  

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 16 = +160% Attack, +160% Defense, +160% Damage Dealt, +160% Damage Reduction against [Common Rabbits]. You Gain: 425 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.

Available Points: 3,650

For the first time since my reincarnation into this world, I found myself silent. Ramifications ran through my mind, each one less pleasant than the last. To kill a species of living creatures and become better at killing species of living creatures –

If I kill a human... does that mean – 

There was no opportunity for me to think about the grander connotations. The rock shattered as it was consumed by fire, and I was engulfed by the inferno. I tried to scream and failed. My lungs were turned to ash. My blood boiled, sizzled and evaporated. My skin melted off my bones and my eyeballs exploded in their sockets.

[Warning!]

HP: 1/150 

My brief life flashed before my eyes as I screamed out a single word that would bring me salvation from perdition.

[It is not advisable to evolve under critical conditions. Would you like to evolve anyway?]

[Yes]

[No]

The boiling water claimed what was left of me as I descended into its depths and the world became silent.
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Interlude IV
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Masakh

They knew nothing of this creature.

They were confused. The creature existed, yes, but it possessed neither the aura of the living nor the cold air of the dead. It possessed neither the songs of triumphs nor the odes of defeat. Instead, there was noise. A screeching, scratching noise that droned with neither meaning nor order. The noise lacked a beginning and an end, and the further they listened, the further the noise grated.

“This is unusual.”

Indeed. They watched their champion, guide the wolves to surround the creature. Despite the noise that emitted from its soul, the physical form of the creature was small. It was a reptile not longer than the back of Kadulja’s hand. Its skin was a mesh of purple and black, its tail was upright and active, swaying to the side. Its golden slit eyes gazed forward – 

Be careful Kadulja. They warned her. There is more to this masakh than meets the eye.

“Those twigs and leaves... it created a home?” Kadulja sounds as confused as they feel. “I have never heard of such a thing.”

Send the wolves first. They urged. Let us observe how it reacts.

Kadulja does not complain. Their leader, the strongest amongst their number, howls, and the spirits sing in harmony.

“Spirits of the Sanctuary, grant these noble hounds your aid in our time of need.” Kadulja chants. “[All Boost].”

They filled up the bodies of the Silva Wolves. Strength, Speed, Toughness – all was doubled in preparation. The wolves, felt their aid. The Wolves charged, entering into the creek, charging forward at blinding speed toward their foe.

Something is wrong.

Indeed. Their foe did not flee. It stood upon its home, raising a pebble with its tail and then –

Kadulja! They roared at once. THIS MASAKH –

“It can cast?” Kadulja’s voice is hollow. The pebble is shaped into a smooth spear of the likes they had never seen, and the masakh whips it into the air with its tail. Effortlessly, it tears away a good portion of a wolf’s ear. The howl of pain the creature emits shudders them.

Kadulja falters, tripping over her own feet. “Impossible.” She whispers. They understand why. The hide of the Silva Wolf was strong on its own, but combined with the spirits [All Boost] it could survive direct attacks from spears, knives and daggers. 

It should have.

The creature fired again and missed. Without warning – it vanished from its position. No, not vanished. They witnessed a small trail of water appearing on the surface of the pond and found the creature upon the back of a wolf. They did not sense it move, but it had. It moved at speeds they did not, could not register.

Kadulja’s grip on their staff was uneven. Shaky, weak. This is not the time for fear! They demand. Gather courage! We must use the Flowers of Destruction – 

The Masakh bit down upon the neck of the wolf, and it went still in the water. Kadulja’s breath went stiller. They could not hear the wolf’s songs anymore. The spirits that hovered around the wolf turned a dull ashen grey. One by one, they ceased.

They react before she can scream. Their staff, the home of their collectiveness, leaps out of the hand of the protector and horizontally slam into her mouth,

QUIET!

“I – It – it –”

We saw it as well.

“The soul – the spirits –” she whispered. “Spirits cannot be killed!”

FOCUS! They roar. Focus Kadulja! Abandon your fear, for if you do not, then not only your spirit, but that of your people will be destroyed by that Masakh!

It took mentioning her people to snap her to realization. The Kadulja possessed a fear for her own life. She, like the rest of their kind, was averse to conflict and fighting, easy to demoralize. Yet, the mention of the threat against her people was the trigger. The Kadulja’s life was no longer important. Her fear was no longer an issue. She would stand and die against a thousand enemies a thousand times before one were to strike against her people.

She stood. Her grip against their staff is stronger and firmer than ever. Her gaze is sharpened as she watches the masakh vanish across the pond, leaping to kill another wolf. All it takes is her aim.

We will lend you our power.

The Flower of Destruction roars to life with the red and orange spirits, sending those averse to the heat and warmth fleeing away from it. Its petals danced wildly in the wind as they channeled their collective energy into it.

They unleash it upon the creek.

The impact shook the earth. Water reaches past the trees and into the heavens, turning to steam. The heat melted away at the creatures within the pond, and Kadulja’s cheeks are wet. They know why. The smell of burning meat and the silent cries of the Silva Wolves are telling.

It is better they die and their spirits re-enter this world, than to be permanently eliminated by that Masakh.

“I understand.”

Again, she fires, the flowers of destruction reaching out to the creek, the red spirits singing a song of woe. Again, she fires, raining down the fires upon the creek that now boils and sizzles, all living creatures within its range suffering for the sake of others. She fires a third time, and they feel their energy rush through her veins. They know, and understand that there is a limit to which she can continuously send out the consuming flower.

She fires again, her body becoming weaker, but her conviction only increasing.

Kadulja –

Again, she fires. The water in the creek is bubbling, hissing harshly in the silent woods around them. Kadulja does not stop. She does not let up. Her target is the stone upon which the masakh stood. Its home. They understand that she will not stop until that rock is destroyed.

They help her.

Again, the flower assault the rock. Again, they strike the water. Again, the rock is hit, glowing red from the heat. Again – and again – and again –

Kadulja – enough.

There is no water left in the creek. Burned husks of creatures lay at the bottom of a gouge in the earth. Steam emits constantly from the scar, and the rock in the middle finally fell to the fire. 

This rock... could it be?

No. No. Surely it could not be. Surely, they think. It cannot be that rock.

There is no need to inform her of their worries. The Kadulja is weakened and disoriented from the usage of the flower of destruction. Now is not the time to fill her with fear. For if it is, indeed, that rock, and if this is, indeed, that creek – 

Then her victory was hollow and meaningless.

“What is it?”

She senses their discomfort. They forget, sometimes, that the ability to sense the other was shared, linked. Nothing. They reaffirm. You have done well.

Kadulja takes the compliment without complaint. “I feel... nothing.” she states. 

It is expected. They tell her. The flower of destruction is fueled by your passion; fueled by the most colorful spirits. To use so much of it, is to expend a vast amount of your spirits.

“They will return on their own?”

In time, yes.

Kadulja nods. “Speaking of returning... Shutila failed to do so.”

The Yonder Bears must have refused their assistance. If such is the case, you apprentice may be in danger.

Kadulja breathes heavily under her breath. “I’ll have to use the [Live Root] to get to her in time.”

We will allow it.

She nods and turns, her expression vacant. She gives one last glance out to the destroyed pond, muttering a silent prayer. She would return to cure the damages to the earth and refill the spring’s life, now that it was safe.

“That masakh... what was it?”

They do not know how to answer.
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Demise

I felt... nothing.

[You were defeated in battle]

[Your Domain has been destroyed]

[Evolution under Duress Completed]

[You have attained the Title: [Phoenix] from completing an evolution under duress.]

[The title: [Retaliator] has come into effect]

The lack of the ability to feel anything was the first sign of something having gone awry. I was vaguely aware of being conscious, and I knew I was buried under rock, ground and rubble, yet, I could not feel that either. 

I reached for the earth, and as I felt myself go through it.

Status

Name: [Unnamed]

Race: [Undead] 

Specie(s): [Shade] 

Level: 1

HP: 200/200 

MP: 400/400

HP Regen: 20/Hour

MP Regen: 40/Hour

Negative Effects: [Extreme Weakness to Light]

Positive Effects: [N/A]

Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User] [Gorger] [Larvae Slayer] [Jonah] [Parasite] [David] [Agkistrodon Slayer] [Genocidal] [Retaliator] [Phoenix]

I phased through the ground, attempting to glimpse at myself. I lacked hands or arms or legs and was nothing but a dark floating blob. A dark floating blob that could not touch anything. Not the earth, not the soil, not a tree or a leaf –

I was a ghost.

I... died.

[NOTICE]

[Your physical body was destroyed at the point of evolution]

[You have unlocked the Racial Class: [Undead] and their specialties]

[As an [Undead] you gain significant weakness to light, holy items, exorcisms, prayers, good emotions and the seven virtues.]

[You are strengthened by darkness, demonic essences, rituals, negative emotions and the seven vices.]

[You do not require food or water to exist, however, you can still die a second and final death if your health reaches zero.]

I died.

The realization that I died was strong. I always believed that I would survive until I became something that walked on two legs and could speak. I believed I would progress from being a skink into being something else, and more –

But this was not an evolution.

It was a regression.

I lacked hands and legs again. After spending time as a worm and then as a leech, I believed I was past the predicament of lacking hands and legs – but now –

Not only did I lack hands and legs, I lacked the basic ability to interact with my surroundings. I tried to touch the earth, and I simply went through it. I tried to feel a stone and it ignored my existence.

Could I, at the very least, speak now?

I tried to say something –

And I had no mouth.

No –

I tried to scream and silence mocked me. No sound emerged from my form for there was no place for sound to emerge from. No vibrations could be felt. The world remained ignorant and uncaring of my plight, and save for the privacy of my thoughts, the universe was unaware that a person was screaming. 

No – not a person – a shade – a ghost – 

I wanted to laugh bitterly but I could not do that either. I desired to strike my hands against the floor in frustration, but I lacked hands and I could not impact the world. I was a ghost of a floating blob, unheard, unseen and unfelt. 

I cannot even end my own life.

It was a morbidly amusing thought. The only way I could die now was if someone were to kill me. The ability to decide whether I lived or not was no longer within my palms – ah, wrong analogy, I did not have palms.

Fantastic! Oh, indeed, wonderful. How many days has it been since my reincarnation? Six days? A week? Yes, yes – I believed it has been a week or so. In merely a week after being reincarnated, I managed to die again. Merely a week –

I wanted to giggle. One week. I managed to survive and live for one week as a small forest creature. The absurdity of it all was ridiculous. This entire situation was ridiculous. I was a floating incorporeal specter, breaking fundamental rules of physics and reality – this was overwhelmingly ridiculous.

So what now?

The smoldering, steaming remains of Refuge Creek left me with nothing. I floated above the simmering heat, noting how it failed to affect me, and found the ashy remnants of my corpse. There was nothing salvageable from it. The crumbled pieces were just... dirt. I touched it, attempting to see if I could do something with it. My form phased through it as though it were not there, rendering my attempt moot.

Or so I thought. I noticed, slowly, that the ashes were shifting. Vibrating. Excitement flowed through me at the thought of regaining my body –

Except, it was not only the ashes that were vibrating. Pebbles and sand were moving erratically on the ground around it. The earth itself seemed to be in a constant state of flux. I knew that this was not my own doing, so there was no doubt that this was the doing of something else.

Something cracked. It was the earth splitting. The creek, or rather, what was left of it, was becoming highly unstable. The ground split with cracks spreading outward from it, except these cracks were not random. They were organized, inexplicably so, forming into what almost looked like... writing.

The splitting stopped.

I hovered upwards to gain an aerial view. The sight that lay before me that of numerous cracks in the earth forming a large, concentric diagram. It reeked of something that one would effortlessly call ‘occult’ or ‘demonic’ and as I was about to scoff at the notion of ‘demons’ being real, I remembered the fact that I was currently a ghost.

“Come.”

A single word delivered crushing gravity unto my form until I found myself slammed against the floor. The realization that I could touch the floor was disregarded in lieu of the overwhelming amount of pressure that wrinkled me against it.

“Child of the Mother. We have watched your progress.”

My lack of ability to speak made it impossible for me to ask the thousands of questions barreling through my mind.

“The death of the serpent is the first key. The death of the creek by the Kadulja is the second. The death of the Kadulja is the final requirement.” 

I do not understand –

“Accomplish this feat, and you shall be rewarded. Hurry now, Child. The curtains of opportunity draw to a close.”

The ominous pressure ended. The voice vanished alongside with it. The cracks on the ground rapidly receded, healing over like a scar until their presence vanished entirely. Where it not for the fact that I was still touching the earth, I would have believed that everything I experienced was an extremely vivid hallucination.

[The special title [Agkistrodon Slayer] has come into effect]

You have unlocked the ability to undergo Quests!

Quest: Felling Trees – I accepted.

You can find more information about Quests on the Quests page.

The further things progressed, the further I began to wonder if I was somehow inserted into a game of sorts. Now, I was being tasked by some sealed evil being to kill something called a ‘Kadulja’ in order to free it, textbook fantasy at its finest. I did not have to do it, although, I wagered the benefits of doing so.

I lacked direction. Indeed, I could continue onwards killing rabbits and animals in order to gain levels and evolve, but my knowledge of this world was limited. I was vulnerable to be blindsided by something I did not know or something that I thought I knew, only to realize I was wrong. I wondered how far I would go, before suddenly being ambushed again. If that happened, there would be no second chances.

Additionally, as a ghost, my odds of integrating in normal human society was already laughably low. This was not even counting the fact that I was no doubt considered some sort of monster, hence why I was attacked by nine wolves and that spell-caster, who no doubt fashioned themselves the champions of good.

In traditional fantasies I knew of, there was always a battle with the forces of good against that of evil. Regardless of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ being arbitrary, I was not daft to the fact that I was rapidly aligning towards the range of the latter. I possessed titles that called me genocidal and one that made it easier for me to kill infants and children, which were things that some would firmly call ‘evil.’

Even if it was ‘evil’ by such terms, there was little to lose from setting this being free and killing whatever creature a ‘Kadulja’ was. There was everything to gain, such as access to more information, and the favor of a being that was no doubt tremendously more powerful than I was. Ingratiating myself with those of superior power would guarantee my safety until I no longer needed their protection and promptly overthrew them. This was the method my father used in his younger days before creating his conglomerate.

It was simply business.

Of course, playing the role of a loyal employee/minion was going to be immensely degrading, but nothing in this world could ever be more degrading than crawling on the earth as a worm and eating larvae to survive.

I now possessed a feasible short term goal.

Quests

Quests are doable activities, missions and/or exploits which will always grant you great rewards, but often have large consequences on your fate and that of the world at large. They are divided into (Special Quests), which are unlocked upon completing a certain criteria, (Epic Quests) which can only be given by beings of great influence and power, and finally (Mythical Quests) which are only unlockable under the rarest of circumstances.

You have (1) uncompleted Quest.

Epic Quest: Felling Trees – I

You have been tasked by an unknown being of great power to kill something called a ‘Kadulja’ in order to free it from its imprisonment. It is most likely not a benevolent being, and the ‘Kadulja’ may be a truly fearsome opponent. 

It is advised that proper preparation is done before undertaking a quest of this difficulty. 

Quest Giver: [Unknown Being]

Quest Difficulty: [Tier 8]

Time Left: 6 Days, 23 Hours, 59 Minutes and 31 Seconds.

Quest Rewards: [Unknown]

Quest Failure: [Unknown]

Perfect. There was enough time to make sure my skills cooled down, and enough to get the hang of this body before I charged headlong into battle with an unknown opponent.

Proper preparation. True, I needed to prepare against this enemy. More than just preparing my offense and defense, I needed to know everything I could about it before hunting it down. Was it another snake? It could be, considering Agkistrodon was one. I hoped it was not something ridiculous like a dragon.

[You have regained your ability to physically interact with the world due to concentrated exposure to immense magical energy]

[You consumed a significant number of creatures as a Purple Tongued Skink]

[Due to the title {User} you have attained the cumulative skills of these creatures as you evolved.]

[Do you wish to install the skills of the creatures you have consumed?]

[Yes]

[No]

These were the skills of the wolves and rabbits I killed weren’t they?

[You have chosen to install the skills.]

[Installing {User} skills...]

[Skills Installed]

[You have attained the skill {Rabbit’s Ear Lv. 1}]

[You have {16} copies of this skill.]

[Combining copies...]

[Copies Combined]

[{Rabbit’s Ear Lv. 1} has undergone massive evolution into {Greater Rabbit’s Ear Lv. 6}]

[You have attained the skill {Rabbit Leap Lv. 1}]

[You have {16} copies of this skill.]

[Combining copies...]

[Copies Combined]

[{Rabbit Leap Lv. 1} has undergone massive evolution into {Greater Rabbit Leap Lv. 6}]

[You have attained the skill {Wolf’s Tracking Lv. 1}]

[You have {4} copies of this skill.]

[Combining copies...]

[Copies Combined]

[{Wolf’s Tracking Lv. 1} is now {Wolf’s Tracking Lv. 5}]

[You have attained the skill {Intimidation Howl Lv. 1}]

[You have {4} copies of this skill.]

[Combining copies...]

[Copies Combined]

[{Intimidation Howl Lv. 1} is now {Intimidation Howl Lv. 5}]

Convenient. Indeed, the ability to track with the scent of the wolf would be useful in hunting this Kadulja creature, but more than that, maybe I could use it to hunt the person that attacked me. 

Wait. I remembered the words that the creature spoke. The death of the creek by the Kadulja is the second key. The death of the Kadulja is the final requirement. The creek was destroyed by this... Kadulja. That meant...

I was killed... by this... Kadulja?

The urge to prepare burst through me at the thought of the sheer irony of the task in which I was given. To kill the being that tried and attempted to kill me. Indeed, the irony drove me to rapidly commence my plans. The first step, was with my title.

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 16 = +160% Attack, +160% Defense, +160% Damage Dealt, +160% Damage Reduction against [Common Rabbits]. You Gain: 425 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.

Available Points: 3,650

My death could have been avoided had I merely bothered to look up what this title did before now, had I allocated the available points, before now – had I been prepared for the eventuality of an attack –

Yet, my overconfidence and my defeat brought me the destruction of the creek, and an opportunity to gain further power and influence. Had I never lost, I would never have been found.

Are you certain you wish to allocate points to these stats?

[Yes]

[No]

It was simply part of life’s unpredictability.

HP: 1000/1000 

MP: 3000/3000

HP Regen: 245/Hour

MP Regen: 265/Hour

Six hundred points to HP, and two thousand six-hundred points added to MP, two hundred and twenty-five points each, added to HP Regen and MP Regen. With the aid of my [Genocidal] title, I could quickly acquire power. It came, of course, at the cost of killing creatures, but this was the beauty of it. Rabbits, I could kill in the hundreds, the thousands, and be capable of breathing in their general direction and watching them die.

I needed to begin my immediate preparations for the Quest. The first was to find a place lay low and plot my plan of attack. Following that, I needed to understand all my titles and benefits so as to avoid the mistake of ignorance. The next was to meticulously go through my skills to ensure I was not underutilizing any one. Succeeding that, I would start hunting creatures by the dozens. The final task was to begin tracking down this ‘Kadulja’ person.

Once I found this ‘Kadulja,’ I would be sure, to give it them my thorough thanks.
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Chapter 11
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Purpose

I trailed away from the wreckage of the creek and hovered deeper into the forest. My [Extreme Weakness to Light] negative effect said that as soon as the sun came up, I would begin to take heavy damage. Already, I could tell that the world around me was regaining the vibrant energy of the sun, and I hurried to find a place that was suitably dark and isolated enough for me to take cover.

I discovered that I could no longer use most of my physical skills. [Herculean Strength], [Cheetah Sprint], [Excruciating Toxic Bite] and anything that required I had a hands or legs or a mouth was permanently locked to me until I became tangible again.

Thankfully, the speed at which I floated through the woods made up for the inability to sprint as I used to. In addition to that, physical attacks or other forms of damage phased through me harmlessly, so I did not have to worry about being attacked by anything in the forest.

I went in deeper than I ever bothered to explore before. Leaving the areas filled with trees and shrubbery, I found myself approaching what seemed to be a small mountain. I did not even know that there was a mountain within the Final Sanctuary Woodlands. I did not even realize how vast said woodlands were.

Flowing adjacent to the mountain was a river. As it was still early in the morning, the river appeared to be unvisited by anyone or anything, and I went to it, marking it mentally as a notable feature on the landscape in case it was ever important.

I followed the river upstream, attempting to find its origins and perhaps find a suitable cave or cavern that I could hide within until nightfall again. The sun was slowly creeping up, and I was rushing my best to avoid being caught by its glare.

The harder I searched, the less I seemed to be able to find what I was looking for. The river twisted and turned itself numerous times and continued to expand the further up I went.

The sun’s harsh rays peaked over the horizon just as a cave finally appeared before me. I barreled into it, going deeper within until there was not the slightest whiff of sunlight. Deeper until the light from the entrance faded.

I came to a rest at that moment. Mentally, for I did not feel the physical need to rest. The cave was spiral in pattern. Bats hung upside down upon stalagmites at the top, and the sound of dripping water resounded.

I moved to a small rocky outcropping and attempted to ‘sit’. I phased through the rocks instead and grumbled within my mind. I needed to will myself to touch objects or I would just phase through them. I tried again, managing to ‘sit’ this time, and I began scrolling through my titles, searching for vital pieces of information I may have missed.

Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User] [Gorger] [Larvae Slayer] [Jonah] [Parasite] [David] [Agkistrodon Slayer] [Genocidal] [Retaliator] [Phoenix]

Of the titles I possessed, I knew what [Reincarnated], [User], [Gorger], [Larvae Slayer], [Jonah], [Parasite], [David] and [Genocidal] did. However, I was still unaware of what [Agkistrodon Slayer] [Retaliator] and [Phoenix] entailed, except for granting me that quest.

Title: [Agkistrodon Slayer]

Details: A special title. You slayed Agkistrodon. Grants [Special Title] benefits.

It seemed the only benefits I gained from slaying that serpent was the quest. Or was there something else that I would find out from it later? I pondered the thought before moving on to my next title.

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.

Revenge is best served cold. Indeed there was no title that did not have specific benefits, and each one seemed to have a central theme. I questioned the origin of the taxonomy of some of the titles. “Jonah” and “David” as titles were names that contained stories commonly associated with Abrahamic religions and stories from my world. Where and why were they the titles I was assigned?

The titles also seemed to have ranks. Some were [Uncommon], others were [Rare], some were [Special] and then the most useful of them seemed to be [Epic]. Were these all the title classifications available, or were these just the ones I was fortunate enough to unlock?

There was only one left.

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: 0.9%

Immunities Gained: 0

Mythical. A rank that seemed to finally be above epic. It was indeed worthy of the name, mythical. Again, it seemed there was a connection that the title possessed with myths that I knew of. The phoenix was a creature that rose from the ashes of its demise, repetitively trapped in an eternal state of life, death and rebirth.

With this title, I needed to survive an approximate thirty brushes with death just to be capable of being guaranteed that I could resurrect after my death. If I did indeed survive thirty different brushes with death, it would be something noteworthy.

I organized what I knew of titles so far. It seemed to rank from [Uncommon], to [Rare], to [Epic] and now to [Mythical]. There was also [Special] which was the outlier, and my [Unique] titles, [Reincarnated] and [User]. Where they above [Mythical], or was it that they did not fall into that classification? 

“Ah? A guest! A guest! I have a guest! Oh – a guest!”

It was the second time I heard a voice and could not determine the origin. This voice did not arrive with the unexpected slap of gravity and pressure, but was soft, perky, and feminine. 

I swiveled and pivoted as much as I could in order to locate the source. For a second I contemplated if I imagined it, then I dismissed the contemplation. I did not believe myself to have reached that level of insanity yet. More so, I would not have imagined a woman’s voice, nor would I have imagined her speaking in an accent that was unrecognizable.

“Hello there little masakh! You – you can understand me can’t you? You can can’t you?”

Who are you? I asked, feeling apprehension. Oblivion? No, the voice of Oblivion was indeterminable, it boomed and commanded authority, and it was neither male nor female. This voice however, was clearly feminine. Was this part of the quest?

“Oblivion? No, no, not Oblivion. My name... name...” there was a pause in the voice. “I think I was Janje. Janje. It has been years, oh, years, so many years since anyone called my name. Yes – yes, yes, Janje is Janje.”

You think? I responded. You don’t remember?

“Oh, it’s just been several thousand years!” The voice laughed. “Stupid Janje. It’s been so long! Oh so long! So, so, little clever masakh, what’s your name?”

My name? 

It felt like years since anyone asked me that question. Most of the time, people knew who I was on sight, and any introductions I made were redundant.

My name is –

I stopped.

My name is –

How was it possible?

My... my name –

“You don’t remember? Don’t worry, Janje understands. It has been long since anyone called Janje by name too! Or – or is it, you don’t have a name?”

No, I have a name! I just –

How could I not remember my own name? How was it possible? I still remembered that I had three brothers, and I remembered their names were –

Their names – My eldest brother, his name – it – it started with a –

How... how is this possible? Why can’t I remember?

“Oh, poor little Masakh. Masakh without a name! Masakh without a name!” Janje sang. “People aren’t born into with names! Silly masakh, you should know that! No one chooses their name!”

But I had a name. I had –

“I can give you a name! I can! Do you want one strong? I know plenty strong names?”

I pushed away the unease at not remembering my own name and focused on changing the topic. The voice of the woman was excitable, almost childlike. What is a masakh?

She laughed again. “Funny masakh. Masakh doesn’t know it’s a masakh. That’s funny! I like you masakh!”

I was not joking. 

“Masakh is funny! Masakh is funny! But Masakh should not repeat jokes. Repeating jokes bad. Boring. Not funny. Masakh are masakh. Masakh will eliminate all suffering from world! Masakh are masakh!”

Eliminate all suffering? How?

“What? How? How what?”

It was rare for me to have my patience tested so. How do masakh eliminate suffering?

“Oh silly masakh! Masakh eliminating all suffering, by eliminating all who suffer! Simple! Easy! You can do it! Go masakh!”

She wasn’t wrong, in that, in a cutting off a head to cure a headache kind-of-way. I assumed the masakh were the monsters of fantasy that people slew around here. But why use the word masakh, when she could have just used the word monster? No, how was it that I could even understand her? How was it that I understood that ominous presence?

How are you speaking English?

“Infish? What’s infish? Janje does not know infish. Janje would like fish though! Hey! Hey! Masakh, can you get me some fish? I like fish! Fish are cute! Big fish with sharp teeth make Janje happy!”

This was like talking directly to a hyperactive child. I calmed myself and tried another approach. Janje, what... language are we speaking now? 

“Oh! Oh! Janje is speaking Ancient Dryadi! I like it! It’s my favorite language! Masakh speaks it as well! Masakh speaks it very well! But you’re too old school masakh. You sound like an old man! An old man! A really old man! Hey! Are you really an old man masakh?” 

Ancient Dryadi? I’d never even heard of that language before today. I was wary about taking the words of a being that did not seem to be... all there. Actually, Janje was... nowhere. I could hear her voice, but I could not see her or point out any clues as to where she was positioned exactly.

Janje, where are you?

“Janje is here! Janje is here with masakh!”

I turned, but, as I expected, there was no one in the cave. Where exactly?

“Janje is here! Stupid masakh! Stop pretending like you can’t see Janje! Janje is here! Janje is here!”

I searched again. Her disembodied voice filled the cave, but there was no one to be seen. 

“Stop that masakh! It’s not funny! Janje is here! I’m here! Here! Here! I’m here! I’m here! I’m here! JANJE – JANJE IS HERE! STOP PRETENDING! STOP! STOP! JANJE IS HERE! JANJE IS –”

I was not prepared for the screaming, or the rapidly increasing sensation of being suffocated.

“MASAKH IS MEAN! JANJE IS HERE! JANJE IS HERE! JANJE IS HERE! I’M HERE! MASAKH LYING! STOP! STOP LYING! I’M – I’M HERE! YOU CAN SEE ME! I – I’M HERE!” 

[You have attained the skill: {Spirit Damage Resistance} from enduring phenomenal spiritual pressure.]

I felt my breath cease as the cave itself turned inexplicably dark. Blackness trailed from the shadows like inky tentacles and began to coil around reality itself. The world tinted red as the dimness morphed and coiled and extended, and I witnessed with utter horror as something began to approach from within. A long withered arm and thousands of fingers, each one possessing several smaller clawed hands, and each one possessing even more in a never ending loop –  

Something from within the darkness with seven rows of teeth and nine eyes smiled at me. 

YOU’RE REAL! I CAN SEE YOU! I CAN SEE YOU! I practically screamed. JANJE! I CAN SEE YOU!

The suffocating feeling vanished. The darkness vanished along with it, but the haunting smile did not. It hovered in the air above me, for several seconds, before erasing like a glitch in reality. 

[You have attained the skill: {Fear Resistance} from encountering an Anathema.]

[You have attained the skill: [Insanity Resistance] from encountering an Anathema.]

The pressure left, and despite my lack of a physical body, I could still feel the tremors and shakes rushing through my form.

“Really? You – masakh, masakh can see me?”

Yes, I lied. I can see you.

“What does Janje look like?”

Pretty. I say without thinking. Very pretty. Like a princess I would marry.

“Masakh is funny!” Janje laughs. “Janje would never marry masakh! Masakh too ugly. Masakh too weak.”

I did not trust myself to say anything else.

“But – Janje like Masakh. Masakh nice. Masakh funny. Masakh clever. Janje go get something for masakh! Masakh wait here! Janje be right back! Promise not to leave? Promise! Promise! Promise!”

I promise. 

“Yay! Janje’ll be right back!”

Janje was silent. Her voice vanished from the cave. The sound of dripping water and screeching bats reverberated left me to my silence. I kept waiting for the nine-eyed being to return. For the darkness to come back, and that horrific looking arm to extend forward and grab me. I wanted to throw up, but lacked the means and body to do so, and thus was left with a permanent sense of nausea.

Anathema – it was called. I could think of no better name. The further I thought about it, the less I desired to remember the feeling and sensation. I wanted to pretend as though I did not see it. As though it were a pure figment of my imagination.

I could not.

I was someone without faith who met something that could genuinely be compared to Satan. I knew truly nothing of the world I was in. A world with spirits, ghosts, and cosmic horrors.

Surviving was going to be significantly harder than I thought.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 12
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Terror

I thought over everything that happened with an odd sense of discomfort. I was not one to believe in ghosts or malevolent spirits, but considering I was technically a spirit myself, I could not count out the possibility that Janje was something similar. Her voice was childlike, but it was not that of a child, and it brought me more questions than I could answer. My best theory was holding that she was a spirit bound to this place somehow, and that creature, that... thing, was either her protector or her jailer. I did not know which would be better for me.

In order to make myself stop thinking about it, I turned my attention to something else. To thinking about my past. To thinking about the fact that I could not remember any names, and wondering if Janje had anything to do with it.

My eldest brother, even though his name escaped me, the details of his life did not. Born first, he was the first one of us to gain experience in handling employees and making tough decisions. After about six years, he realized he did not want to work under our father. My father fought angrily against him for this decision, and in the end, my brother proved himself. He left home, acquired a scholarship to go to Medical School, graduated, did his residency, and became a top name Neurosurgeon.

My father finally acquiesced to let him live his life only after seeing his face on the cover of certain journals and newspapers. He would not have accepted anything less from his first son. At the same time, he would never accept anything less from his remaining three. We not only had to live up to our father’s standards, we had to surpass that of our brother.

My second eldest brother wanted to impress our father the most. He went the arts route, entering Law School and eventually becoming a Prosecutor with his own reputable law firm. Of course, the fact that several of the people he sued and cases he had just happened to be against corporate rivals of my father was coincidence. Pure coincidence.

Then there was my third brother. Arguably daddy’s favorite. Studied Business, runs the company, once compared me to a human tampon. Numerous corporate takeovers were instigated by him, he bought and funded certain start-ups that seemed to have no potential, only for them to end up bringing in revenue in the hundreds of millions. Shrewd as he was charismatic, three times he ran for political offices and three times he nearly won. Winning was never actually his goal, and that was the only reason he didn’t. He was the sparkle in my father’s eye. The prick.

Finally was me. The fourth son. The one who could neither become a doctor nor a lawyer, and lacked the Midas Touch. Even as I brought up memories of my life, my past life, I still could not remember my name. I could not remember my brothers’ names or my father’s name or even the name of my father’s company where I worked the position of “Chief Human Resources Officer.” A position my brother created and handed to me and called the C.H.O, indicating that it was the only title I would ever have that began with a C and ended with an O. 

When I was nine, my goal was to become a videogame creator. I was great at drawing and starting learning to code and program. I still remember my brothers laughing when I told them during dinner. I remember my father failing to see the humor and forcing me to break all my consoles and cartridges with his golf club. I remember he let me keep the club afterwards, muttering to my brothers about ‘spoiling J too much.’ I remembered how the amount of private tutors I had doubled after that. Foreign languages, western philosophy, physics, chemistry, biology, anatomy, law, business –

Drowning me in lessons was his idea of telling me: what you love isn’t prestigious enough. His way of hoping he did not make a mistake in having a fourth son.

The memory brought me to a pause. My name – it – it started with the letter J– 

... It was coincidence. Surely? Pure, random coincidence that my name also started with that letter. Coincidence.

The cave rumbled and drew me from my reverie. I was almost ready to flee if that... thing came back, but it hadn’t. Janje did not seem to have returned either. I did not have time to sit down and reminisce about the past, or flinch in fear about whatever Janje was. If this world possessed cosmic horrors, I needed to start becoming as strong as possible, as quickly as possible. If not to slay them, then to survive them. I hoped the creature that gave me my quest was not of the same one as the type guarding Janje. Regardless, killing enemies and gaining levels and powers that would help me in taking down the Kadulja was the path to follow.

There was only one problem: 

You have the Negative Effect: [Extreme Weakness to Light]

Direct exposure to Sunlight will consume [100] HP per Second. 

Exposure to Magical Light will consume [50] HP per Second.

Exposure to Artificial Light will consume [25] HP per Second.

As a [Shade], this effect cannot be mitigated.

Calculating from six am when the sun began to shine, to six pm, when it began to set, there were twelve full hours in which I was incapable of leaving this cave or moving out and about, as though I were a vampire. This meant that I would have to do all of my hunting and attacking at night, and left me without much I could do in the day time.

Speaking of vampires... I turned my attention to the gathered mass of bats hanging upside at the stalagmites on the roof of the cave. I could sense their warmth, and they were excellent targets. The only problem was my lack of physical skills I could use to kill them. [Excruciating Toxic Bite] and [Greater Venom Secretion] were physical skills requiring a physical body. There was only one skill I knew that was not entirely physical, and it was the only one I could think to use at this moment.

Skill: [Earth Control] Lv. 9

Details: This skill enables the user to be capable of swimming, bathing, and burrowing unobstructed through earth, rock and stone. For a cost of [0.5MP/sec] the user may mold dirt, mud and clay into whatever shape they desire. For a cost of [2.5MP/sec] the user may mold rocks, stones and granite.  For a cost of [5MP/sec] the user may change the composition of the earth and rocks. For a cost of [10MP/sec] the user may create and mold earth, stones and rocks where there is none. The clearer and more precise the knowledge and details, the sturdier and better the earth created. 

With 3000MP I could abuse this skill to my satisfaction. 10MP per second for creation and molding, going into three thousand, meant three hundred seconds, and this meant five non-stop minutes of me breaking fundamental forces of the universe. My MP Regen rate was 265 per hour, or roughly about, 4MP per minute, so it was not enough to make me be capable of spamming the skill, but this was where my [Genocidal] title came to play.

I focused on a target, one of the sleeping bats. I poured my energy into the idea of creation, and imagined a lump of earth in front of me – imagine –

I felt the accompanying sense of slight mental fatigue as a clump of sand appeared in the air and promptly fell back unto the ground. Creating earth from nothing was significantly more difficult than molding pebbles into spears.

“Janje is back!” I heard Janje’s voice return. “Janje brought food for masakh! Will masakh eat?”

There was no food. Nothing visible. I was not going to be stupid enough to point it out.

Thank you for the food Janje.

“Hehe! Janje is happy! Janje has not had any guests in so long! Janje has been lonely! Come on! Eat with Janje! Eat! Eat!”

I... what was I supposed to say? What could I say that would not set her off and summon back that... thing?

It – it is too little! Can you – can you add some more for me?

“Oh no! Stupid Janje! Cheap Janje! Janje’s first guest in so long and Janje serves small meal! Why did Janje do that? I don’t know – Janje is odd – Janje’ll be right back! Don’t go anywhere Masakh!”

I noticed it again. A shift from the way she referred herself. From the third person to the first person. She sparingly used the letter I, for some reason, and as much as I wanted to find out more, I needed to think of ways to get stronger and to get as far away from this cave as I could.

Focusing on my powers, [Earth Control] indicated that the clearer and more precise the knowledge and details, the sturdier and better the earth created. I thought it over. What was earth? What was soil? Sand? I knew that soil was a mixture of different types of organic matter, microorganisms, gases, liquids and... minerals.

Minerals? I thought about it, and almost dismissed the thought. As though I would have such a ridiculous power. Sand was granular material majorly made up of rock and once again, mineral particles. The most commonly known being silica. I could create sand, did that then mean...?

I focused sharply on my ability once more. In the air, I focused on creating, this time, I added details. Twelve cm long, three cm wide. Flat ended, conical shaped, white and porous. Sedimentary carbonate, from mineral calcite –

The accompanying mental drain from using my MP came along with the appearance of a single stick of white chalk.

The cave felt dead-silent. 

The stick of chalk dropped to the ground and to my surprise, did not break. I suppose chalkboard chalk and raw mineral chalk were not the same in strength.  

“...Did masakh cast?”

Janje’s voice came out of nowhere and almost had me fleeing. I chastised myself for being so terrified of a woman’s voice that sounded like a little girl, and focused on what she said.

Cast? Did she mean my magic?

“Masakh is cool! Only Tier Three masakh and higher can cast!” she sounded excited. “Masakh is a shade! If masakh can cast as a shade, then masakh will be really really strong! Not as strong as Meg, but still really strong!”

I was afraid to ask. Meg?

“Meg is Janje’s friend! He’s a masakh like you, but Meg is different. He’s a suuuuper masakh. Meg sticks beside Janje! But Meg doesn’t talk much. Meg is boring. Meg only ever wants to paint blood and switch off lights. He’s grouchy. He doesn’t talk about the mother or other masakh often. Do you want to meet –”

NO! I shouted. I mean – it’s best if we don’t disturb... Meg.

“Okay!” Janje chirped. “Meg says you’re funny though.”

I felt cold. You... you can talk... to Meg... at any time?

“Yep! But Meg never responded before. Janje wouldn’t be so lonely if Meg did. Meg says that he doesn’t like immigrants. He’s using some naughty words now. Now he’s saying some naughty things. Bad! Bad Meg! What’s gotten into you?”

I felt even unusually colder.

“Janje has to go – Meg is being too vulgar. Meg wants to do bad things to masakh. Janje won’t allow it!”

I was left alone, in relative silence with a piece of white chalk on the floor. I pushed aside the gathering unease and tried to clear my mind to focus on what I was doing. Creating chalk from air.

Yes, yes, focus on creating chalk, not on the invisible ghost girl and her “friend.”

Creating minerals from air was not something I ever dreamed about. I knew the specifics of chalk because I had a medical practitioner for a brother, and during his time at medical school, he made mention to something about a child entering the ER for overeating chalk. It brought me some amusement as I researched whether or not classroom chalk was poisonous, and discovered that most classroom chalk was actually made of gypsum because it was vastly cheaper. This was years ago.

How was it, I could recall this seemingly random conversation that happened years ago, and remember the details that followed and the few minutes I spent perusing the details of chalk, and yet, I could not recall my own name?

The piece of chalk was firm as I tried to touch it with the limits of my ghostly body. Firm, and slightly heated. Matter, created, by me. If only my father could see me now.

MP: 2950/3000

It took me about four seconds create the chalk, and one second for the lump of sand. I still possessed enough energy rearing and available to go, but I felt as though I was still underutilizing my ability. 

The clearer and more precise the knowledge and details... I repeated to myself as I focused, harder, on creating what I wanted to create. It was something that I had seen dangling off the necks of the various women by prick of a brother brought home for dinners and business meetings. 

Size – 12mm. Density – three point five three grams per cubic centimeter. Native mineral. Cubic crystal system. Octahedral crystal habit, irregular fractures, Mohs scale hardness of ten. 

As I began molding, pouring all the details I knew about the mineral, I remembered that the bats were still hanging there, and I needed to take down at least one. I needed amazing aim, unlike when I was tossing rocks at the wolves in the water and missed. That annoying woman that yanked my tie and led to my death had precise aim, as I remembered her firing my phone out of my hand with a single shot.

If... if I could mold... then...

Additional Details: Cut. Sharp. Conical structure. Rotate clockwise, six-hundred miles per hour. Thrust forward at one-thousand nine hundred miles per hour.

[Earth Control] ready, set – Fire.

The cave echoed with the thunderous crack that sent vibrations travelling through my incorporeal form and brought down the inimitable sound of an object breaking the sound barrier. The waves of displaced air and cloud of mist came after a clear hole punctured itself squarely through the forehead of a bat, and then it went through it, piercing four more bats in a line behind it.

The remaining screeched, the suddenness of the loud sound waking them from their slumber and sending them flying haphazardly around, as the five bats with holes in their skulls collapsed to the ground. They thrashed for several seconds, several short, brief seconds of agonizing consciousness.

[Common Bat x5 Killed]

[900 Experience Points Gained]

The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Common Bat].

[325 Genocide Points Earned]

[You have created a subsidiary skill through concentrated effort.]

[Subsidiary Skill: [Diamond Bullet] has been created!]

Sub-Skill: [Diamond Bullet] Lv. Max

Details: A subsidiary skill of Earth Control. This skill enables the user to instantly fire a [12mm] conical projectile made of cut diamond at the currently set speed of [1900mph] at the cost of 250MP. Increasing the speed and size of the projectile increases the MP Cost at a rate of 50 MP per millimeter, and 300 MP per mph. Reduction in speed or size reduces the MP Cost by 10MP per millimeter and 100MP per 500mph. 

Note: Once a reduction has been made, it cannot be reversed without paying the higher MP Cost.

I pondered at the damage caused to the bats, the perfectly clean entry and exit holes. As though someone used a scalpel or a laser to carve out the skull, flesh and brains. Unless I would always be making headshots as I did now, then diamond was not an effective choice of material for bullets. Firing these against a humanoid opponent would not be as lethal as a regular bullet because the diamond would pierce straight through flesh and emerge out, rather than hitting my target and dispersing the full concussive weight of the shot as normal lead bullets did. 

It was amazing and awe-inspiring, but alas, impractical.

I could shoot diamond bullets from air. I knew I was supposed to feel thrilled at this development, but I couldn’t. Diamond bullets won’t save me from “Meg.”

Ignoring the morbid thought, I found the remains of my bullet, shattered across roof of the cave, confirming that despite diamond’s hardness, it was, paradoxically, a brittle little thing. I suppose anything would be considered brittle when propelled at more than twice the speed of sound.

Realizing that I could create mineral elements did open up several new avenues for me that were exciting and lackadaisical. Exciting, because I could not only create them, I could mold them into whatever shape I desired, as any geologist knew, cut diamonds were not naturally occurring. Lackadaisical, because I was no geologist, and my knowledge of minerals were limited to the most popularized ones, or the ones I may have casually read about at one point or another.

Still, this was just the start of my experimentation. The utilization of bullets as an offensive mechanism meant that the enemy was close enough to for me to eliminate them. I would prefer to only utilize bullets for long-range decimation rather than close range protection. I would prefer to have minions that would do my fighting for me, whilst I merely backed them up.

And so, I began to play god.

Clay-base. Mold into bipedal shape. Height: three meters. Separate lower form into two. Extend upper form. Spherical shape above upper-form head.

I was going to need more information than that. Floating before me was a basically a man-shaped blob of clay lacking any definition and features. I tapped deep within the well of knowledge I possessed and tried to remember my brother when he was cramming for his anatomy exams. Tried to remember my own biology and anatomy lessons with my tutor.

Enable flexion and extension, abduction and adduction, internal rotation and external rotation, dorsiflexion and plantarflexion, palmarflexion, pronation and supination, eversion and inversion.

I knew they were all terminologies relating to movement, varying from movement of the neck, to movement of the feet and wrists. The skill said that the more details I possessed and gave to what I created, the stronger and better it came.

Angular jawline, segregated phalanges, curved lips thin –

I could feel my MP draining as I poured as much focus and detail as I could into making something slightly worthy of Michelangelo or Donatello. There was a benefit to adding aesthetic value to a sculpture that was more than my own vanity speaking, and that benefit was that people tended to avoid or hesitate in destroying that which was beautiful. It was why looks mattered, and attractive people were treated better than their unattractive peers.

Finish, harden, and  –

[Earth Control] – create!

The nine-foot tall clay stood firmly on the ground. With a chiseled jawline, broad chest and details that gave the impression of abs and muscles, it was my greatest work yet. It was my greatest work – ever.

It was not moving, however. It was not alive. It was just a mound of clay in the shape of a nine-foot tall handsome man. Once I was done with clay as the base, I changed it to granite. A grayish tint covering the entire sculpture until it was done. 

It still was not moving. It was entirely unanimated, although I knew it could be.

Hence, I started adding some basic logic cues and commands. It was not alive, but if I could make a piece of diamond into the shape of a bullet and fire it faster than the speed of sound, there was no reason for me not to be able to code a set of basic instructions into a granite man. Floating above it and activating my powers again, I started extremely simple with conditional statements.

IF: enemy present; THEN: attack. ELSE; sit. End IF.

...Too simple; too broad. What constituted an ‘enemy?’ would it even be able to tell? What type of attack was it supposed to render? Charging forward blindly could constitute an attack. Furthermore, ‘sitting’ was not clearly defined either. 

First test. [Earth Control] activate.

Granite Man turned his neck around. He turned his body around as well. He turned around again, and again, and again – until he collapsed flat on his back and began to roll around in circles. As I expected, if this was going to be anything like the brief time I spent learning to code, this was going to be difficult. I started adding details.

IF: biological object exuding heat within 50ft; OR: biological object moving greater than or equal to 2.4mph; THEN: pursue at 120mph; AND: strike with 20,000N of force. ELSE: advance to point of origin. End IF.

Granite Man stopped rolling. He stood straight, turning his ‘gaze’ toward the entrance of the cave, and before I could stop him, he raced out of the cave at a speed that I did not believe a construct of his size and shape could have possessed. I chased after him as quickly as I could float, cursing my stupidity at telling it to run at a hundred and twenty miles per hour. Had I possessed access to my [Cheetah Sprint] I might be able to move that fast. 

Granite Man charged out of the cave and into the sunlight and I could not follow it lest the sun burned me into nonexistence. My work, the work I spent several dedicated minutes and consumed all my MP on, ran out of my reach.

It was a good idea to have inputted a statement telling it to return.

[Common Deer x1 Killed]

[900 Experience Points Gained]

The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Common Deer].

[25 Genocide Points Earned]

The notification brought me an immediate pause. A deer? I did not kill – 

The realization slapped at me instantly. 

[You have created a subsidiary skill through concentrated effort.]

[Subsidiary Skill: [Golem Creation] has been created!]

Sub-Skill: [Golem Creation] Lv. Max

Details: A subsidiary skill of [Earth Control]. This skill enables the user to create a non-sentient golem that can be programmed by a set of instructions to act out the user’s bidding, at a base cost of [1000MP], which increases and reduces based on size. More complicated instructions may be programmed and given to the created golem, and the golems may be edited for minor MP Costs, created out of different minerals, or made from combinations of minerals. 

Note: As the Golems are not sentient, sapient or summoned creatures but simply extensions of the user’s magic, they are considered ‘weapons’ and hence, all of the user’s Titles and Stat Modifiers apply to the created golems. Therefore killing enemies with Golems will grant the user with the same experience as killing enemies themselves.

You currently have (1) Humanoid Golem.

Would you like to name your Golem?

Granite Man was a name that sounded like something a child would come up about their fictional superhero. What I had on my hands was a giant lump of granite that could outpace horses and was capable of punching at forces superior to those of a direct collision between a speeding car and a brick wall. A moving force of destruction that would not stop until there was nothing exuding heat or moving within fifty feet of it. It was created with the goal of earning me as much Experience Points and Genocide Points I could gather. With that in mind, I named it.

Your Golem has been named [Adolf].

I doubt there was anyone in this world who would appreciate the morbid humor. Then again, I would. I would, and that was all that mattered.
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Interlude V
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Adventurer

“UP AND AWAKE YOU COCKROACH INFESTED SLIME!”

The hardest day was surely going to be the first.

“UP! UP! UP!” she heard the Corporal bark. “IF YOUR ROOMMATE IS THE LAST PERSON TO ARRIVE AT THE GROUNDS, EVERYONE IN YOUR ROOM GOES WITHOUT DINNER!”

She was assured of her ability. There was no doubt in her confidence and her aptitude. However, the same could not be said of the people around her. The rooms were large and cramped, six bunk-beds in a slightly open corridor made for a total of twelve people per room, and with a little over one sixty rooms that made for three hundred and sixty beds, and seven hundred and twenty people.

And of that potential seven hundred people, she was cursed to have been allocated in a room with a slacker, a daydreamer, three perverts, two cowards, two entitled brats, one criminal, and one junkie. None of which possessed any idea as to what the AAA would do to them.

Leaping down from her bed and arranging it took only six seconds. Dental care and bathing was done earlier so as to restrain herself from personally neutering the three perverts from their pathetic attempts to ‘score.’ She was robed in the AAA training gear before the lieutenant arrived to wake them up at the earliest signs of sunlight, and she was prepared to rush out to the field and begin the start of a stellar military record.

All of which were defenestrated as she realized that no one else in her room had taken the same logical preparations for the start of their training camp. She felt the spark of her anger, and she did her best to quell it. Her bunkmate, daydreamer, was just waking up, sleep still groggy in his eyes, and she knew that she did not have time to start convincing them all nicely to do what they were supposed to.

The fastest solution was a bucket of water she grabbed from a person rushing past, ignoring their complaints, and proceeding to splash the water in a wide arc into the room. Several shouts and shrieks followed her action, as she noted the now soaked individuals were wide awake, the majority of them glaring in her direction.

It mattered little. She was certain more than half of them would die or be critically injured during the training. The other half would most likely be transferred to logistics departments. They possessed no future here. She could manage their hatred for the short time they would have it.

“Fucking bitch!” Pervert one.

“What the fucking hell?” Entitled brat one.

“I’m soaking wet! My things are soaking wet!” Entitled brat two.

Typical that it would be those three that would complain first. Daydreamer was blinking, but he did not seem unused to the method of awakening. Pervert two and three were giving her a cold glare. Coward one and two immediately leapt up and began to prepare, slacker was still sleeping, criminal looked as though he was contemplating another crime, and junkie merely wiped the water away from his face.

“You heard the Corporal!” she barked. “Last person goes without dinner! I don’t know about you, but I do not want to starve tonight.” She stomped. “To the field, now!”

“Fuck you!” Pervert two yelled. “You’re just a fucking recruit like the rest of us! What makes you think you can act so damn high and mighty?”

“Because I know why I am here.” It was the simple fact. “None of you do.”

She marched out of the room, and thrust the now empty bucket into the arms of the man she took it from. There was no need to waste breath on people that might not even live to see her in action. She jogged at a leisurely pace, leaving the large hostels provided for new recruits, and taking in a fresh breath of the cold morning air.

She knew the location of this training camp was Far East of the capital. An expanse of land that existed before the Disremember Woods.

She reached the Grounds, pleased to see that she was the first one there. Displeased to realize that she would have to wait for everyone else to catch up. She greatly disliked waiting. She greatly disliked inefficiency. They were here for a reason, for the protection of Alhamis from the threats of the Saba’in Hordes, the Gaban Dynasty and the Holy Empire of Maris. These were just the human threats, there still existed the Floater, the Hatsari Mercenaries, and the nightmares.

She knew why she was here. She wished everyone else did as well.

Time passed and the first step of the day was attempting to gather the one-seven hundred or so individuals that willingly chose to commit themselves to the AAA, and put them in an organized formation. It was a task that was as difficult as herding cats, as majority of the people here had never been in anything more organized than a queue or a crowd of onlookers before.

Every single aspect about their body was to be positioned at precise angles. Heels so and so apart, toes pointing this and that way, arms aligned perfectly parallel to the body, gaze forward and unblinking. She practiced, rigorously her basic stances before entering, and it was easy for her to seamlessly excel in such a task.

They stood within arm’s length of each other, separated into groups of five rows somewhat resembling a rectangular formation if viewed from above. They lined up from tallest to shortest, and she found herself being placed on the slightly below-average side of tall. It was something she did not mind, as she was still growing, and there would be enough time to attain height. 

A dull wooden podium stood before them, the color having clearly faded over time, but still possessing the brilliantly shining insignia of ten five-pointed silver stars encircling a blazing gold sun. There was no mistaking the flag of Alhamis, not after the 4th Eminent of Culture enchanted the sigil to always be visible to those born within its borders.

A man strode onto the podium. Blonde hair air short and cut, cap on his head, dressed in uniform decorated with three medals and his feet hovering slightly above the floor. A Prominent. Whispers and hushed conversations rushed through the gathered recruits, and indeed, she knew several Middlings had never been fortunate to see a Prominent before, yet alone listen to one speak.

“Welcome to my training facility! The greatest bloody facility in Alhamis!” The Prominent lacked any device to use and augment his voice, yet, his voice carried across the entire grounds without issue. She knew it was some sort of vocal augmentation spell, but she could not decipher when or how he cast it.

“Out here in the backyards of the Disremember Woods, this is not only the greatest bloody facility! It is also most effective facility! This facility recycles! It recycles slime, milk-drinkers and human compost into soldiers!” His voice barked. “THIS IS THE AAA! What does that stand for?!”

“Alhamisian Adventurer Army!” They answered as one, the chant almost deafening.

“I can’t hear you!”

“Alhamisian Adventurer Army!” the chant grew even louder, and she forced her voice to elevate.

“Do you human equivalents of leftovers think you are good enough for my facility?!”

“Sir yes sir!”

“LOUDER!”

“SIR! YES! SIR!”

“Good!” The Prominent said. “Now, recruits, you have taken the first steps into entering the sacred and respected rank of the Adventurer. Do not hear that word and believe that it is your job to seek adventure – no!”

“The Adventurer is the protector of the people! The Adventurer is the one who charges to slay creatures of the night so the farmer may farm and the baker may bake! The Adventurer is the one who delves into the Domains of abominations to acquire herbs, so the doctor may heal and the sick child may sleep! Your work here shall be of great value to all of Alhamis!”

She remembered the tales often sung by minstrels of the Fabled Era. Of the days when Adventurers were the only line of defense against the nightmares, when their tasks often included slaying Elder Drakes to rescue princesses from towers. She found most of it ridiculous. An Elder Drake would sooner melt the skin and bones off the princess and use her femurs as toothpicks than whisk her to some tower to be held hostage. A single man slaying an Elder Drake was even more disconcerting, as that man would have more power than entire nations combined. Frightening, but still nowhere near the Floater.

“There will be no sugarcoating this. At least half of you will die before the month is over.”

The air suddenly felt a bit colder. The announcement brought in a deep, uneasy silence. The Prominent turned his sharp silver eyes to the formation, as though waiting for the first person to mutter.

“You cannot leave the AAA once you have joined.” He began. “Should you fail orientation and AAA drill camp, you are still not permitted to leave the AAA. You may hold no titles while within the AAA. You may have no wives or husbands, hold no land, claim no properties and bare no children while within the AAA, unless otherwise permitted. To desert the AAA is to encounter a deliberate, agonizing suffering for the rest of your existence, to which death is not a respite. To disobey the rules of the AAA is to forsake your every right. Knowing this, do you still desire to join?”

She knew those words. Everyone here did. Everyone here joined in spite of hearing those words.

“Do you know why we treat deserters worse than stray dogs?” the Prominent continued. “Why deserters are stripped of their humanity and become objects for the fascination and enjoyment of the masses?”

No one breathed. No one spoke. She had her guesses, but she could not tell what they were. Her father never told her, nor did her caretaker. It was something that everyone saw and accepted as commonplace. Deserters were tortured and people cheered. No one asked why they deserted, and asking why no one asked why would immediately have you ostracized.

“To enlist in the AAA is to uncover a secret of this world that should never be told to civilians or those without proper clearance. Deserters are those aware of this secret, and those who have chosen to attempt to benefit from it, or flee in spite of it.”

Everyone was uneasy. She could feel the pressure and weight of the declaration.

“At the founding of the Alhamis Empire, the first Ten High Eminents combined their might and eliminated knowledge of this secret from the masses. Today, I, Prominent Lance, Lieutenant of the AAA, Class of the Knight Rank 7, acting under the authority of the High Eminent of War, Hoplite the Heroic, hereby grant these recruits access to the Godscript.”

The godscript? She had never, not once, heard of such a thing. For several seconds, everyone was uneasy. Everyone waited, wondering what exactly was supposed to happen. No one knew what to expect, nor did she. It was an odd experience to be entirely ignorant of something.

“Repeat after me!” Prominent Lance barked. “Praise the High Eminents, let the Godscript be seen.”

There was confusion, but everyone did as told. She opened her mouth, and uttered the magic words. “Praise the High Eminents, let the Godscript be seen.”

Words began to float in her vision.

[Godscript Activated]

Bios Screen

[Class Undetermined]

Name: Sophia Alphaphilia

Health: 3750/3750 

Mystic: 3400/3400

Level: 26

Age: 18

Race: Human (Alhamisian)

Social Status: Upper Middling (Disgraced Prominent)

Occupation: AAA Recruit

Title(s): Forgotten Daughter, Black Sheep of the Alphaphilia 

Affiliations: Alhamis Empire, Alphaphilia Family, AAA.

Base of Operations: Alhamis Empire

Eminency Test Score: 650/1000. 

Fate Latency Test Classification: Stage-Nine Apparent

Experience to Next Level: 2332/32,000

She stared in disbelief at the floating words that hung before her. The damning words in air that were called the Godscript. Around her, she could hear cries of shock, suspicion, and several sharp intake of breaths. She turned her gaze back to the Godscript and could interact with it. She reached out to the floating words, moving her finger upwards as more information that no one should have known revealed itself.

Attributes

Strength: 34

Endurance: 21

Vitality: 50

Agility: 97

Charisma: 35 (–20)

Intelligence: 49 (+24)

Mysticism: 64

Physical Status

Buffs:

N/A

Debuffs:

N/A

Flair:

Zero Encumbrance

Skills

Alhamisian Arms Training Lv. 3 [Passive]

Alhamisian Swordsmanship Lv. 7 [Passive]

Street Fighting Lv. 9 [Passive] 

Mystic Augmentation Lv. 5 [Passive] [Active]

Lesser Gravity Magic Lv. 3. [Passive] [Active]

Spells

Lesser Slow Lv. 3 [Active]

Lesser Haste Lv. 9 [Active]

Greater Lighten Lv. 7 [Active]

Greater Encumber Lv. 5 [Active]

Haste Slash Lv. 4 [Active]

Heavy Blow Lv. 5 [Active] 

She closed the godscript as quickly as she could. Hiding it, ensuring that no one saw the information it revealed. Indeed there was potentially more information, as she was yet to see an end to it. Those in formation beside her failed to realize that she could see their information clear as day. She could read from it and gleam their strengths and their weaknesses, she could –

The realization snapped her to her senses.

“Recruits!” the voice of Prominent Lance cut across the murmurs and whispers. “The Godscript displays all! It tells you a person’s history! Life! Strengths and weaknesses! Those who gain the Discerning Eye or the Appraisal Gaze can view even more through the Godscript! They can view your secrets! Your precious desires! Your darkest, twisted fantasies! And they can use them against you.”

The realization that the Godscript was open to anyone to see had people scrambling to hide it from others. Some, stupidly tried to block view of it with their bodies, others, smart, realized there was a small scroll at the top which they could press to make it vanish. The formation was almost scattering as people scrambled to keep their privacy in check.

Prominent Lance continued as though he did not care for the break in formation. “Once the Godscript has been unlocked, it cannot be reverted back to its hidden state! This is why we cannot allow deserters! This is why we restrict you from relationships! Lands! Properties! As Adventurers, as those granted access to the Godscript – you would hold invaluable information and power that the common man does not have.”

He turned his sharp gaze unto the recruits. “Wittingly or unwittingly, you would abuse it.”

She wanted to deny the claim. She wished she could.

“This is the bloody AAA!” Prominent Lance roared. “There are no secrets in the AAA! Do you understand?!” 

There were numerous disgruntled murmurs. Several people disagreed with that sentiment, and she was amongst them, although she would not visibly express that opinion. She needed to keep secrets, otherwise how was she supposed to become the best? If everyone knew what she was capable of, how would she outshine them? Surprise them? The secret to success was never telling anyone everything you knew. It was simply common sense.

“I said do you understand?!”

No one responded to the vocal cue. Everyone was deep in their own thoughts of the ramifications of what they just learned.

“If only I had this godscript when I was working my job –”

“Damn, I wish I could have known about this. I could have scored with so many girls –”

“Would my wife have left me if I knew what was wrong?”

“My sister’s sickness... she... she wouldn’t have died if I had this –”

“[Genuflection].”

She recognized the tier eight gravity spell before it hit her. She, like the rest of the seven hundred or so recruits found themselves with their faces buried into the earth. She felt as though several heavy bags of rocks had been placed on her shoulders and back. The weight was crushing her against the mud and dirt, and she could not so much as move her jaw, yet alone her finger.

The entire field was silent as everyone was overwhelmed by indescribable gravitational force.

Amidst this silence, came the sound of chewing. The distinct crackle of something fried being grinded upon by teeth. The sound was the sole thing that could be heard other than the harsh, forced breathing of seven hundred recruits attempting to survive the crushing gravity.

“[Triple Genuflection].”

She resisted the urge to scream at the sensation of gravity tripling against her, her body now indenting deeply into the earth with enough force to nearly shatter her bones. She rushed to activate her spell, [Greater Lighten] and her skill [Mystic Augmentation] and she was able to barely prevent herself from passing out.

“Y-your Eminence, Sir! We – I was not expecting you –”

The sound of crackling and chewing continued, followed by that of a heavy swallow. With dread and awe, she discerned who had cast the eight-tiered magic.

“Prominent Lance,” the man’s voice was surprisingly soft, almost pure. “Is there a reason why you lifted the veil on the recruits Godscript before commencing their first expedition?”

“I – I believed it would be better to increase their chances of survival –” she heard him say. “We – we lost seventy percent of the recruits last time, and before that, we lost eighty-five percent –”

The sound of chewing continued. Crackling and chewing.

“Your Eminence, I know it is against protocol, but –”

More crackling, more chewing, and gravity – gravity magnifying in strength.

“P-please, sir – if you would –”

“Quality over quantity.”

“Sir – I -”

“Always choose quality. Like these plantain chips. There are only ever ten in a bag, and so the taste is savored. Would you care for a taste, Prominent Lance?”

“S-s-sir – please, your Eminence, – I was only acting in what I thought would be the best interests of Alhamis –”

“I know.” The voice responded. “So am I.”

There was a horrifying scream and the bone-chilling sound of bones snapping like toothpicks. One after the other, one after the other, the sounds of the breaking bones grated against her eardrums and blended with the sound of someone eating chips.

She could smell urine in the air, and those recruits still unfortunate enough to be awake soiled themselves. She could not fault them. The screams coming from a grown man were the type of screams grown men were not supposed to let out.

The screaming ended abruptly, leaving behind only the silent crunching of teeth against chips.

“Recruits.” The voice whispered. “Prominent Lance committed insubordination and made an error in telling you of the godscripts before you are ready. This means you are all illegally registered, no different from deserters.”

She felt a cold sensation pierce her chest.

“By law you should either be executed or handed to Timoria.”

She could hear sobbing. She could hear the dripping of liquids from others. No one wanted to be handed over to Timoria. Death was a preferable alternative to being given to the Eminent of Penance. She was ready to bite down on her tongue and choke if it came to such a fate.

“But...” the soft voice continued. “...my chips were sweet today. I am in a nice mood. I will overlook Lance’s mistake.”

Her breathing went still.

“You are now the Lance Brigade.” She heard him say. “You will outdo every other. Outshine every other. Your quality of work and record of service must be stellar. If any one member of the Lance Brigade deserts, then the entire brigade deserts.” 

She almost choked at that declaration.

“Enjoy your time in the AAA.”

The sound of crunching chips left along with the soft voice, fading off into the distance. Slowly, the tremendous gravity faded. She was one of the first who could have stood, but did not. Nothing prepared her for this sort of entrance into the AAA. Nothing she read or heard told her that this was how the AAA was.

“H-hey – a-are you o-okay?”

The voice shook her. She turned, turned to notice the source, her bunkmate, daydreamer, who looked as shaken as she felt. He extended out a hand to her, and she stared at it. Slowly, she took it and stood.

“S-so... that – that was an Eminent.” He said, swallowing.

“A High Eminent.” She corrected without thinking. “The High Eminent of War. Hoplite the Heroic.” The heroic. What aspect of that terrifying being was supposed to be heroic?

“I – I’ve never seen one before today.”

“You still haven’t. You were buried with your face into the ground.”

Daydreamer managed an awkward laugh. “Guess you’re right about that.” She could tell he was trying to calm his nerves. No doubt, all of them were trying to calm their nerves.

“I should have given this some more thought.” He said. “Joining the AAA.”

She gave him a harsh look. “You didn’t?”

“I thought about it for like a year.”

“A year.” She said, scoffing. “Knowing the AAA is for life? That was overwhelmingly stupid of you.”

“I really hate that word...”

She tried to avoid turning her gaze to the podium, were several sanitary staff mopped away whatever was left of Lance off the platform. She swallowed, forcing herself to not empty the contents of her stomach as she got a glimpse of the carnage there.

It surprised and annoyed her that daydreamer seemed to be capable of looking at the stage. His brows were narrowed in focus, concentrated, almost as if he were trying to decipher something, or to at least understand something.

She almost felt the same. Now, now that her fate was intertwined with that of over seven hundred people.

“You were right, about this morning.” He turned to her. “I didn’t know why I was here. I thought this would be my ticket to riches and fame–”

“And now?”

“Now I’m just thinking about whether or not I’ll be the next one squeezed like an orange on a podium in front of seven hundred and fifteen people.”

She blinked at the number. It was close to her estimates. “How do you know the exact number of people here?”

Daydreamer blinked as well, slowly scratching his head. “I... just do?”

He just... did? She wanted to pursue the question, but didn’t. There would be time for that later. He lightly nodded in her direction, changing the topic. “What about you?”

“What about me?” she responded sharply. Too sharply, she realized. Daydreamer made a gesture to the podium. “Do you still know why you’re here?”

She swallowed heavily. If anything, her reasons for being here just became more prominent, more real. “Yes.”

Daydreamer nodded. “Good. I’d hate to have been splashed by water this morning for nothing.”

She did not grimace or back down. It was, in her mind, a justifiable action. He did not seem to be fishing for an apology, and instead he extended his hand forward again. “We never had the chance to introduce ourselves properly.”

They hadn’t, had they? She took his hand, noting his attempt at giving her a strong grip. She smiled, and gave him the same treatment, watching him try his hardest not to wince. “I’m –” he cleared his throat to return it to a deeper sound. “I’m Juma.”

“...Sophia.”

“Well...” he coughed. “Sophia, what do you think of taking charge of things in the Lance Brigade? You know, seeing as how if one person ends up running, we’re all dead.”

Taking command? Could she? They hadn’t even undergone the actual training with ridiculously high mortality rate. The training that was supposed to weed out the weak from the strong.

“Survive the training... and we’ll see.”

He tossed her a goofy smile, and she resisted the urge to scoff. She doubted a peasant boy with zero combat experience would last a minute against a nightmare, and so, she smiled back at him.

It was most likely the last pretty smile he was going to see.
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Chapter 13
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Past

When I was twelve, my father attempted to teach me the difference between how wealthy and non-wealthy people thought. He posed a hypothetical scenario:

You are placed in the center of a soccer field, given a ball and asked to score three consecutive shots to a small painted circle in the center of the goalpost. You are given five hours to prepare to do this. If you successfully score the three shots, you are given five million pounds. You may not move closer to the goal post, pick up the ball, throw the ball, or increase the size of the target. Miss one, and you receive nothing.

He asked me, “How do you spend your five hours preparing?”

Younger and not yet savvy, my answer was along the lines of, “Practice as hard as I can for the five hours.”

My father hadn’t responded. Instead, he called my brother, the prick, and asked him the exact same question. Five hours to prepare, three shots, five million. As much as I hated my brother, his answer was better.

“I’ll use my contacts, search for a suitable professional player, call him up, and tell him that I’m willing to pay him £25,000 per shot, if he can make three shots in a row in the perfect center of a post.”

My brother’s method would guarantee a higher chance of success with monumentally less effort, and losing £75,000 was considered an acceptable loss for the remaining gain of four million nine hundred and twenty five thousand pounds. I, on the other hand, would have spent five hours kicking and practicing, exhausting myself, actually reducing my chances of succeeding once the time came, and would end up with zilch.

I felt it was cheating. “But no one said I was allowed to hire people to do it for me!”

My father responded: “No one has to.”

I never forgot that lesson. It was one of the things my father taught me that I saw the value in. Here, in another world and lacking a physical body, I recognized the fact that attempting to continue levelling and garnering points as I had been doing, was essentially me practicing hard for taking a shot. Practicing hard, when I could merely find ways to delegate the menial task of farming experience for survival, and invest my time in other areas of focus.

I assigned the 325 Genocide Points I got from killing the bats and tossed it all into my MP Regen, bringing it up to a total of 590MP/Hour, or approximately 9MP/Minute, or 0.15MP/sec. It was still nowhere near as fast as I wanted it to be, considering I had 3000MP available, and thus, it would take me approximately four hours for my MP to be refilled once I was out, but it was a decent starting point.

Three hours after my creation of Adolf the Golem, I checked my [Genocidal] Title to see just how many creatures the monster had gone through, and how many points I gathered from it all. 

Species Kill Count: 

[Common Rabbit] x 16 = +160% Attack, +160% Defense, +160% Damage Dealt, +160% Damage Reduction against [Common Rabbits]. You Gain: 425 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.

Available Points: 2575

So far, Adolf had killed 12 Elk, 5 Deer and 4 Mountain Goats since I unleashed him unto the world three hours ago. The experience had bumped me up from Shade Lv. 1 to Shade Lv. 4, and it was getting increasingly harder to gain experience points from animals. Each kill reduced the total number of Experience Points, however, it increased the total number of Genocide Points. I did a quick rundown of the numbers.

4 Goats = 25 + 50 + 75 + 100 = 250

5 Deer = 25 +50 +75 +100 +125 = 375

12 Elk = 25 + 50 +75 + 100 + 125 + 150 + 175 + 200 + 225 + 250 + 275 + 300 = 1950

Total= 250 + 375 + 1950 = 2575.

I had 2,575 points to assign to either my HP, MP, or Regen, all garnered from the cost of killing twenty one animals. I was having a hard time seeing the downside of this ability. The sanctity of the life of the animals aside, I could not see any incentives to stop me from continuing to accrue power in this manner.

I decided to store the GP for now, to see how much Adolf would be able to accrue before nightfall. With the major task of farming points currently out of the way as a challenge, I rapidly formulated a list of things that I needed to complete.

Manipulating the single stick of chalk I created when testing my powers, I began to write on the ground in English. Seeing as how Janje did not know English, I doubted she would understand what I was writing.

To-Do List

	Complete the Falling Trees – I Quest.


	Find information about this “Kadulja” person.

	Plan a way to kill this “Kadulja” person.


	Discover more about this world.


	Find out what the world was called.

	Find out its major threats and issues that could potentially kill me.

	Find out its strongest players and find ways to ally myself with them.


	Find out more about Janje.


	Discover if Janje was a ghost or specter bound to this cave.

	Find out what exactly is the Anathema attached to her.

	Find ways to escape or destroy it if need be.


When I finished writing, nearly every single thing on my to-do list would end up coming back to Janje. It was currently getting close to noon, and as a Shade, I could not go out in the daylight. Thus, the only avenue of information I possessed was with Janje, as she most likely had the answers to every single one of my questions, regardless of how unstable she was. The problem was knowing when to tow the line to avoid summoning that Anathema.

“Janje is impressed! Janje did not know Masakh could use Antediluvian Hieroglyphs! Masakh is scary!”

Antediluvian Hieroglyphs? It was English. Plain, simple, English letters. Do you understand these words?

“No, Janje can’t read it. Meg can though, but Meg wouldn’t care to. Meg is a meanie.”

Of course your horror of a bodyguard/jailer could read English. Just perfect. I was tempted to snark out something, but I doubted if Janje would understand sarcasm. At the risk of the being appearing, I asked the question on my mind. What is Meg?

“Meg is Meg. Meg is a masakh like you masakh, but Meg is a super masakh.”

There it was again. “Super” Masakh. I found it hard to believe that something like that was an average monster. If we were using tiers, where did it rank? I was Tier 2, according to the message I got when I received my Monster Classification, and Janje said that only monsters of Tier Three and higher could cast.

Janje, what Tier... is Meg?

There was a soft hum. “Janje can’t really say. But Janje guesses Meg is around Tier 7.”

That can’t be possible. It should not be possible. There were ten tiers, and if I was Tier 2, and Meg was Tier 7, what in the world was Tier 10? 

“Of course it is silly masakh. Tiers go up in a logarithmic scale you know! That’s why masakh are always scary!”

Never before had two words settled such an uneasy chill over me. Logarithmic scale?

“Oh! Silly Janje! Janje forgets masakh doesn’t know things. It means the Tiers go up in orders of magnitude. So Tier 2 is ten times stronger than Tier 1, and Tier 3 is ten times stronger than Tier 2, and one hundred times stronger than Tier 1. Tier 4 is ten times stronger than Tier 3, one hundred times stronger than Tier 2, and one thousand times stronger than Tier 1. Tier 5 is ten times stronger than Tier 4, one hundred times stronger than Tier 3, one thousand times stronger than Tier 2, and ten thousand times stronger than Tier 1. Tier 6 is a hundred thousand times stronger than Tier 1, and Tier 7 is ten times stronger than Tier 6, so, it is one million times stronger than Tier 1.”

I knew what a logarithmic scale was. It was used in decibels for measuring sound and Richter scales measuring the magnitudes of earthquakes. My surprise came from the fact that Janje knew what it was, and more than that, the realization of the fact that “Meg” was a monster approximately a hundred thousand times stronger than I was. No, worse than that was the fact that “Meg” was just Tier 7. Meaning somewhere out there, there was a being of Tier 8 that was ten times stronger than it, a being of Tier 9 that was a hundred times stronger, and a being of Tier 10 that was one thousand times stronger.

One thousand times stronger than that?

What sort of insane world had Oblivion sent me to?

I knew I said I wanted competition and I wanted to struggle, but this – this was absurd. Utterly, entirely, completely absurd.

“Masakh? Masakh? What’s wrong?”

I can’t win. 

It was simple, really. Oblivion clearly was smarter than I thought. The power of the [User] and the [Genocidal] titles had felt like a way to acquire strength at a rapid pace that would trivialize my problems. Except, it was not. No – if anything, had I lacked these powers, I would not be able to survive. I could create bullets of diamond at a snap and yet, there were beings over a million times stronger than I was. How? My limited mind could not even begin to create or imagine what type of power that was. Was it the power of gods? Molecular manipulation on an infinite scale? Power over the fundamental forces of the universe? What?

So Oblivion sent me to a world where I could struggle all I wanted, and, at a point, I could acquire enough power to feel like a god, except, I would still be a small fish in a tiny barrel, unaware of the vastness of the ocean.

A struggle in utter futility.

“Hey – hey! Janje can feel masakh getting sad! Bad! Bad masakh! Don’t give up! You can still become strong! It might take a thousand years or so, but you can reach the higher tiers! Janje believes in you!”

Now I was getting a pep-talk from a disembodied voice. It was funny, amusing. Yet, there was some merit in what Janje said. I had come from a literal earthworm to being able to create Golems and fabricate diamonds from air. It took me only a week to do it. If I were to assume that I would continue to grow phenomenally in this manner, then Tier 10 was not unreachable. It might take centuries, perhaps millennia – but it was not impossible.

Just really, really difficult.

“Janje can tutor you!” she continued. “Janje is a master of Spirit Casting, Nature Casting and Soul Arts! Janje can help masakh become stronger!”

Tutoring? I never even contemplated the possibility. My experience with tutors was never something I willingly sought out, but something forced upon me. 

Why would you tutor me?

“Silly masakh! Janje is Masakh’s friend! Friends always help each other!”

Friend? That was ridiculous. She was not my ‘friend’. She was a disembodied voice attached to a cave that I only met less than six hours ago. I was a floating blob called a Shade, and through our brief interactions, she believed I was her friend?

Okay. I acquiesced. If she believed I was her friend, I was not going to waste my time attempting to correct her.

“Masakh hasn’t had any friends before. Janje can tell. Don’t worry! Janje will be Masakhs best friend!”

It was annoying. The amount of importance people placed on something as trivial as “having friends.” I did have numerous friends, in my past life – 

No. I was not going to lie. There were acquaintances, play-dates and the few times I was in a relationship, but I had no “friends” to speak of. I never entered kindergarten, and was home-schooled until my preteens. Despite attending a prestigious school with people of my social class in, I was socially awkward and erroneously thought that showing off my advanced knowledge from copious tutoring would win me adoration and adulation. It did not. Labeled a teacher’s pet on the first day, on the second people rolled their eyes when I rose my hand to answer questions. On the third, their legs began to ‘accidentally’ trip me.

Moving past my preteens into my teens, the stage of social awkwardness died and was replaced by that of paranoia and distrust. I stopped bothering to actively participate in class and entered a rebellious stage that my father started forcing me to do menial work in hopes that it would humble me. I remembered constantly believing that the only reason people interacted with me was for the sake of having me as a “contact” should they require my assistance, or should they wish to have an “in” to my family.

My college years had me realizing that life was transactional. I spent money, threw parties, and was surrounded by friends who were awed by how much of a splendid person I was, despite many of them even not knowing my first name yet alone capable of listing five facts about me. My first girlfriend was someone who “liked me for me,” and I was certain that taking her shopping to foreign countries and buying her an Italian car had nothing to do with it. Breaking up after refusing to spend millions on a party for her birthday was merely coincidence.

It brought about a brief stage where I actively pursued conservative Church girls out of the desire to find someone who truly could not be bought. In the end, moral values were worth less than financial security.

I pushed aside memories of the past and focused on the present. Janje was offering to tutor me in her magic. Janje believed I was her ‘friend’ and was unaware of how much “Meg” frightened me. I could use this.

Janje can you teach me this... Soul Arts?

Janje giggled. “No silly. Masakh cannot learn the same type of magic used by the –”

The cave abruptly went silent. I gained the unusual sensation that Janje was remembering something.

Janje?

“Soul Arts... is used by the... Dryads... no – but – no – they don’t... it was not – wasn’t it – ” Janje’s voice was much lower, and much less childish than usual. I could already feel myself getting nervous.

“Janje mastered Soul Arts... but... Janje is a masakh... isn’t... she?”

The second I heard the third person pronoun, I knew that there was going to be trouble. Janje, calm down – calm down – 

“But – Janje surprised masakh could speak Ancient Dryadi – so – Janje calls Masakh, masakh – why – why would Janje call masakh masakh if Janje is masakh?” Her voice was reducing slowly in pitch. “What... what is Janje?”

Janje is Janje right? I said, already planning to make my escape in case Meg showed up. Janje is Janje – you – you are you.

“Janje is... me? But... who... who is Janje?” Janje’s voice was hollow. “Who am I?”

Special Quest: Rooting Out Evil accepted.

It was the clearest I had heard her speak. It was jarring, hearing her cutesy childish voice becoming one of desperation. 

“Meg says Janje is Janje.” Her childish voice came back like a switch flipped. “Meg says Janje should stop thinking unnecessary things. Stupid Janje. Janje should know better. Janje is Janje. That is all Janje is. Nothing else matters! No one will stop Janje from being Janje!”

I possessed the mental equivalent of a bone stuck in my throat. Janje’s cheerful childish voice was magnitudes more disturbing than it had been before.

Does Meg... always do this?

“Do what? What is masakh talking about?” Janje’s voice paused. “Ah, what was Janje and masakh talking about? Janje seemed to have zoned off. Stupid Janje. Silly Janje. Janje is right here and Janje doesn’t pay attention. What was masakh saying?”

I did not trust myself to say anything.

“Hey! Why is masakh quiet? Hey! Hey! Janje is sorry for zoning off! Janje is sorry! Don’t be like Meg! Meg is always giving Janje silent treatment. Please? Please? PLEASE? PLEASE DON’T IGNORE ME – ”

I’m not ignoring you – I tell her. I just – want to focus on a new magic. If it goes wrongly, I could die. So... could you –

“Ah! Janje understands! Casting can be very very super dangerous! Janje will let Masakh focus!”

Thank you.

“No problem! Masakh is Janje’s friend! Janje will do anything for friends!”

Janje’s voice receded from the cave once more. I was left with my to-do list, written on the floor in chalk, the soft reverberation of dripping water, and the discomforting silence of my own thoughts.

Special Quest: Rooting Out Evil

The disembodied voice in the cave has been ignorant of their own identity for thousands of years. A few hours of social interaction has brought about the realization that they do not know who or what they are, and neither do you.

It is up to you to find out what and who Janje is, and deliver this information to her.

Quest Giver: [Janje]

Quest Difficulty: [Tier 5]

Time Left: [Unknown]

Quest Rewards: [Unknown] 

Quest Failure: [Unknown]

I remembered what Janje told me about the logarithmic scale of the monster Tiers. I wondered if this applied to my Quest Difficulties as well.

My greatest challenge so far was Meg. The monstrous Anathema whispering in Janje’s ear, preventing her from thinking about her past. I was nowhere near strong enough to defeat that creature. I did not even know how I would go about expelling it from Janje. I could not even see Janje, and if I could, it might have provided me with all the necessary insights I needed to know what she was.

Why do I even want to do this? Was it because it was a quest? Was it because I was beginning to care for a disembodied female voice in a cave? Was I truly that starved for companionship and social interaction?

No. No. Having Janje on my side would drastically increase my chances of living. If I learned what she had to teach, I would become more powerful, and hence, better increase my odds of survival. This was purely practical. Purely pragmatic. I had a lot to gain from helping Janje, and if, per chance, I could somehow kill Meg and absorb his powers, it would make everything far sweeter.

Yes, this was pragmatic. I would help Janje, and in turn, Janje would help me.
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Chapter 14
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Advancement

Nightfall came after what felt like years, and I was granted the freedom to leave Janje’s Cave and explore the outside of the Final Sanctuary Forest once more. Being a Shade was essentially being a vampire with most of the drawbacks and none of the benefits. It was a form of existence that I was desperate to permanently rid myself of, and to once more become something with legs and hands.

Thankfully, Adolf was here to help me in that respect.

The three-meter tall granite golem had returned a little sometime in the afternoon, covered heavily with splashes of dried blood and flecks of flesh that told me all about the activities it had done. Utilizing my [Earth Control] I fixed any aesthetic damages and strengthened the granite, before making some rough editions to Adolf.

Alloy formation, blend: limestone, bitumen, aluminates and ferrites – 

It was damning, whenever I read my [Earth Control] skill, there was something there I had missed. For instance, the fact that I could mold mud and clay into whatever shape I desired. I could create mud.

Mud was earth. Except, mud was earth, that was semi-liquid, or, most times, liquid. It was any combination of soil and water. Where did the water come from? I thought [Earth Control] only allowed me to control earth? All these questions were irrelevant when one could merely choose to abuse the loophole that allowed for the creation of water as long as it was muddy water.

Adolf changed, slowly, from his feet morphing in color to the rest of his body. Gone was the Man of Granite, replaced with Man of Reinforced Concrete. Created from wetting, hardening and instantaneously drying the required combination of aggregate material, Adolf was now far, far stronger than he was mere seconds ago.

But I was not stopping there. Certainly not in the slightest. The realization that I could change earth into muddy water and bitumen was gave me a giddy sensation as I pushed further.

Magnetite, hematite, goethite, limonite and siderite. Liquefy and –

A thick, dark sheen began to spread over Adolf, further and further, until the Golem was engulfed by it. I ensured there was no part of him that was uncovered by it, then, I allowed the sheen to harden.

Most people, did not know about a substance called bitumen because they never had a chemistry tutor who was once burned by super-heated tar. A compact, glassy, brittle black little thing that is a viscous liquid or semi-solid which can be present in mineral deposits, and is one of the main ingredients in a something called asphalt.

Apply.

The Man of Reinforced Concrete became the Man of Reinforced Concrete with asphalt coating. A black luster not unlike that one would see in freshly made commercial highways covered Adolf’s form, adding an additional, perhaps arguably over-the-top layer of defense.

I doubted bears, wolves, tigers or crocodiles had a bite force strong enough to shatter asphalt, or claws sharp enough to break it. If I met one that did, I doubted they could break asphalt and then break reinforced concrete. 

The asphalt coating was not intended for wildlife, however. It was intended for Kadulja, on the off chance I encountered them tonight. Of course, the trap I planned on setting could attract literally anyone else, but if it did attract Kadulja, it would be a bonus.

I added a new set of instructions to Adolf. Instructions for movement, which required me to rewrite the previous set of instructions I gave him. Together, just as the night began to truly start, we left Janje’s Cave.

Departing south at a leisurely pace, there were no creatures I met on my way. Adolf’s thunderous steps could be heard from quite a bit far away, but I did not mind. Heavier as he may be, he was stronger, and that extra boost in strength would be what I needed tonight. 

It was easy to know what one was looking for at night when one had [Thermal Sensing] and [Motion Sensing] as skills. When I possessed eyes, I did not need to rely on these skills as heavily as before because I could see. I lacked eyes again, although I did have some form of vision which presumably worked under the same logic as how ghosts could moan or screech without vocal tracts, hence, the two sensing skills rapidly regained their value.

With the aid of the ability to detect warmth from far away, and the ability to detecting moving creatures, it took about thirty minutes for me with Adolf in tow to finally find something to hunt. I spotted the creature, drinking from a river, and I remembered this river as being the one I passed when I was hurrying to search for a shelter of some sort. It was small, white-fur that seemed entirely out of place in a forest, with a black circular streak running from nose to petite tail.

Yonder Bear Cub

Lv. 5

I’d never heard of a Yonder Bear before. Regardless, this was clearly a young of the species, and if it was present at the river, there was no doubt that adult members were close. Approaching could startle it and completely eliminate the element of surprise... but I did not need surprise when I possessed Adolf.

I rapidly accessed my ability, [Earth Control], and conjured a sharp, pointed granite spear. I took aim, carefully, adding final instructions, and then fired. 

The bear cub cried out in pain as the spear slammed into its hind legs and skewered through them like shish kebabs. The final instructions I added came into effect, creating large equal weights on both ends of the spear. The end result was a bear cub with deadlift dumbbells skewered through its legs, preventing it from running away, and preventing it from doing anything other than crying out in pain.

Some would argue that it was inhumane, but I would argue that it was effective. The cub’s cries would no doubt call its parent or parents, and that may in turn bring more of its kind, which meant far more enemies to slay, and far more experience to gain.

The bear cub tried to run with its front paws, but couldn’t, as blood began to leak from the rear legs, it let out several loud cries and whines. The forest began to rustle, as the sound of something rapidly charging came from the foliage of trees and darkness, and with my [Thermal Sensing] I could make out the large form of my would be enemy.

ADOLF!

As programmed, Adolf began a heavy charge. Moving at speeds that an object of its sheer weight should have no right to, it charged across the space between our hiding point, rushing over to the incapacitated bear cub by the river, just as adult bear charged out and gave a loud, angry roar.

Yonder Bear Matriarch

Level 40

Perfect. The adult mother bear was slightly taller than Adolf when standing on its hind legs. It brought down its right paw in an attack that I knew would effortlessly have shattered the skull of a normal human being. Adolf brought up his right hand, effortlessly blocking the blow with little damage, and it reared back his left, stomping hard on the ground and twisting in the manner of professional baseball player scoring a home run and striking the matriarch bear with a punch directly to the side of the head.

The result was a bone-wrenching crack that echoed across the forest like a miniaturized thunderclap. The bear’s neck twisted and snapped backwards at a limp angle, her skull caved in from the point of impact, and the white-fur of the creature was stained an unmistakable red.

Adolf’s right fist came down, slamming the creature to the ground and burying its twisted head and broken neck into the soil. The Man of Reinforced Concrete and asphalt coating entered a boxing stance with both hands raised, an unnecessary defensive gesture, as his opponent was down and out in a one-hit K.O.

[Yonder Bear Matriarch x1 Killed]

[21,400 Experience Points Gained]

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: [Yonder Bear].

[25 Genocide Points Earned]

Typically, in fantasies and games, Golems were weak creatures of the earth, cannon fodder to be destroyed and no one truly gave thought to their creation. Making a golem from reinforced concrete and giving it kickboxing instructions was probably something no one thought of before. A way to make an otherwise weak thing become something immensely strong.

Now, I gained four full levels from killing the Yonder Bear with no threat to myself in the least. I was two levels away from reaching Shade Level 10, and from reaching my next evolution.

The bear cub was still crying out, still in pain and still trapped and unable to move. I allowed it to continue crying, merely to see if another creature would come out of the forest drawn to the cries of their young –

And I was right.

Yonder Bear Patriarch

Level 60

This one was large. Easily towering at six meters, with its white fur possessing numerous black streaks, a large scar running down its left eye and a dangerous feral expression, I could tell that taking it down was going to be slightly more challenging.

It lunged straight for Adolf, and with its vast size and strength, it pushed the Golem to the ground. Fangs longer than the arm-length of toddlers bared themselves and came crashing down against Adolf’s skull.

It was unfortunate that he attacked second. I had already killed one Yonder Bear, and because of [Genocidal], it meant I had a 10% Attack, Defense, Damage Reduction and Damage Dealt against Yonder Bears. Hence, so did Adolf.

The Patriarch’s fangs shattered upon impact with Adolf’s skull, sending fragments of bones flying outward, and leaving it rearing backwards in pain. Adolf rose from the ground, reentering the boxing stance, and firing an uppercut directly unto the Patriarch’s lower chin. The sound of bones breaking like a stone through a glass window raced throughout the forest as the Yonder Bear Patriarch toppled backwards into the river with a loud splash.

Adolf followed, wading into the river, raising his left foot high until it was parallel with his body, and bringing it down for an axe kick that was perhaps the most literal use of the term. I did not need to see the damages to know that the patriarch’s spinal cord was crushed instantly from the impact.

[Yonder Bear Patriarch x1 Killed]

[40,400 Experience Points Gained]

[50 Genocide Points Earned]

[You have gained a level]

[You have gained a level] 

[You have attained the Maximum Level (10) for your current species]

[You have unlocked suitable conditions for evolution.]

[It is not advisable to evolve in the midst of battle]

Finally! I resisted the urge to cheer as I was still considered in the midst of battle. My two major enemies were down, and the only other “enemy” on the field was the crying wounded bear cub. 

Except, several heat signatures began to become visible from the forest. All of them large, all of them huge, all of them charging heavily in this direction. It was almost as though they knew that I’d killed two of their members and were here for vengeance. I counted three, no, four? Five? Eight? The numbers kept growing.

I contemplated retreating. There were about twelve of them now, seconds away from breaking through the foliage and attacking Adolf. My Golem of Reinforced Concrete could most certainly take the damage, but it would be hard with dozens of opponents to dance with.

The river turned red and stained with blood from the killed enemy deposited within it, and I rapidly contemplated my options. As of now, I had a 20% increase in attack, defense, and damage dealt against Yonder Bears. Adolf could reasonably take down several more, and the more he took down, the more he would be able to take down.

I can do this.

The river was positioned to the west, and it ran from Northwest to Southeast. The clearing where the bears came from was north. I was hidden safely south, and could go up the river and flank the bears while they were distracted with Adolf. Alternatively, I could merely provide support as I was from here.

Both. I focused on my [Earth Control] turning the ground around Adolf into slippery mud that would make it difficult for the bears to gain traction. I could do this because Adolf acted as a conduit for my powers, being made of earth and being my creation.

I proceeded to go up the river just as the first of the Yonder Bears charged through the foliage, lost its footing, and slid carelessly over to the Adolf, who delivered roundhouse kick that tossed the several hundred pound bear aside like it was made of papier-mâché.

[Adult Yonder Bear x1 Killed]

[20,400 Experience Points Gained]

[75 Genocide Points Gained]

In the end, there was no need for flanking tactics. The environmental hazard in the form of mud was all it took to disorient the charging bears and have Adolf go through them one at a time. Two charged at him, and with a 30% bonus attack and defense against them, he did not even budge as they collided with him. Instead, it was easier than ever to kill them with well-placed punches to the neck.

[Adult Yonder Bear x2 Killed]

[40,800 Experience Points Gained]

[100 Genocide Points Gained]

[125 Genocide Points Gained]

Adolf tossed body after body into the river. The Golem was far more effective than I imagined it would be. No attacks came close to hurting it, and with each bear he took down, the less time it took for him to take down more. Punches, kicks, and the occasional bound of knee-strikes and elbow-strikes sent large mammals to their deaths.

[Adult Yonder Bear x5 Killed]

[111,000 Experience Points Gained]

[150 Genocide Points Gained]

[175 Genocide Points Gained]

[200 Genocide Points Gained]

[225 Genocide Points Gained]

[250 Genocide Points Gained]

The total kill count was at ten bears. At the sight of the dead ten bears with broken skulls, shattered jaws, caved-in skulls and crushed spines, the charging Yonder Bears stopped. They stopped attacking, and starting retreating.

I learned my lesson from the time with the Silva Wolves. I was not going to chase after them, not when there could be a trap or an ambush in place that came from chasing after a fleeing opponent.

When all was done, there was only one enemy left in the clearing. The wounded bear cub. It lacked the strength or energy left to cry, and the blood from its wounds had almost completely killed it, and there was no use left for it.

Adolf.

The Man of Reinforced Concrete moved over to the wounded trapped bear cub and trod over it like a cockroach.

[Yonder Bear Cub x1 Killed]

[5,400 Experience Points Gained]

[300 Genocide Points Earned]

[You have attained the Title: [Merciless] from slaying an injured and incapacitated enemy of no threat to you.]

That was a bit inaccurate. It was a mercy to kill the cub, considering the alternatives were to leave it to die a slow death. It did not matter. No doubt the title would have benefits, and as long as they had benefits, I did not care what I was called.

[You have attained the Maximum Level (10) for your current species]

[You have attained the Maximum Level (10) for your next species]

[You have unlocked suitable conditions for evolution.]

As you are now in the Monster class [Undead], your evolutionary path will be based on accomplishments and hidden criteria. Failing to complete enough criteria to evolve will permanently end your ability to evolve, and will forever leave you as your current species.

I felt joy drain from me. The haunting words felt like a noose and an executioner’s blade all at once. If I lost my ability to evolve before I became human, or something vaguely resembling it, what would I do?

Evaluating Criteria: 

Title [Genocidal] – Found. 

Title [Merciless] – Found.

Title [Philistine] – Absent.

Title [Cain] – Absent.

Title [Gluttonous] – Absent.

Title [Wrathful] – Absent.

Title [Lustful] – Absent.

Title [Prideful] – Absent.

Skill [Fear Resistance] – Found.

Skill [Insanity Resistance] – Found.

Any Intimidation Skill – Found.

Any Magic Skill – Found.

Any Active Grudge – Found.

Kill at least 30 creatures as a Shade – Complete.

Remain unharmed during your time as a Shade – Complete.

Kill 20 Bats as a Shade – Incomplete.

Kill 20 Monsters as a Shade – Incomplete.

Kill 20 Vertebrates as a Shade – Complete.

Haunt 10 Beings as a Shade – Incomplete.

Possess 5 Creatures as a Shade – Incomplete.

Evaluation Complete.

I looked over the words, and uncertainty building up. There were things I should have, or could have done to aid my evolutionary path, and I did not know of them. Possession? Haunting? What was I supposed to haunt? Who was I supposed to possess? Then there were those odd titles and the information telling me that I should have killed more bats.

Evaluation Score: 10/20.

You have the minimum score to evolve.

I looked over the criteria and tried to commit them to memory. I did not know if they would change for my next species, but I needed to know them. I could not afford to be stuck as some legless, handless creature. Noting my titles, I was confused and bothered that both [Genocidal] and [Ruthless] were considered as criteria for evolution. Killing things and haunting things as well. Shouldn’t it be the opposite? Should doing these things prevent me from evolution? So far I had only killed animals, but, this system was set up in a manner as if it wanted me to go out and kill as many things as I possibly could.

Masakh eliminate suffering from the world of the living, by eliminate all those who suffer.

I was reminded of Janje’s words and found them... distasteful. I did not want to become some sort of genocidal maniac, regardless of what my titles said. If there was no one in the world, there was no point in riches, fame or success. No point in struggling or striving to be better.

At the same time, I did not want to remain as a weak creature. I did not want to lose this ability to evolve that so far had kept me alive. I would do whatever it took to keep it, but I needed to draw a line somewhere, somehow. 

If I did not decide now the lines I was not willing to cross, it would be decided for me.

[You have completed enough criteria to evolve]

[Evolution Commencing]
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Interlude VI

[image: image]


Archivist

“Fuck this is hard!”

“Language.” Entering the room, his gaze across the room to where six of the younger orphans gathered. The deck of cards Niha managed to smuggle out of the Lusty Mare seemed to be fully occupying them. He just wished she hadn’t gone to Lusty Mare at all.

“Royal flush bitches!”

“No way! You’re totally cheating!”

He also wished she didn’t teach them to gamble.

“Oi!” he yelled. “Language. Don’t let Father Goma hear you, or it’ll be the soap.”

They muttered and grumbled and he kept his ear out for any more swear words. He turned his attention to Niha. Her chocolate skin exposed itself through a small top and a pair of remodeled shorts. She sat with her legs crossed on the top bunk, papers and scrolls scattered across her lap. A quick drag of a bedsheet with his right hand obscured it all.

“Hey! What the fu –”

“Language.”

“Blow me.”

“First. That’s gross. Second, language. Third, you’re a girl – there’s nothing to blow.”

“Like you would know.” A cocky smirk landed itself on her lips as she made crude gestures involving her tongue, cheek, and rolled her eyes until they were nothing but white.

It made it easier for him to slam the pillow into her face. Perhaps with more force than strictly necessary. 

“Ow!”

“You’re a horrible influence.”

“No, you’re just boring Mr-Play-It-Safe. Take some risks once in a while and live a little.”

The unspoken accusation stung. “You mean like following my best friend into joining the AAA on a whim?”

She rose her hands slowly in surrender. “Hey, I’m just saying if I was the one there and couldn’t change Juma’s mind, I wouldn’t just have stood by and watched.”

“No, you’d have followed him, because you think jumping into a river with your hands tied behind your back is the same as helping your drowning friend.”

“Royal Flush again fuckers!”

He grabbed the pillow, spun on the balls of his feet and slammed it into the person who swore, before barking. “I said watch your LANGUAGE!”

The group of gamblers quickly gathered their cards and raced out of the room. “Kuri’s on a rampage again! Quick, hide anything fun!”

He retracted his extended arm, muttering softly under his breath as he picked up the pillow he’d used as a projectile, and turned back to Niha who let out a soft whistle. “Someone needs to unwind.”

“If I unwind, you’d turn this orphanage into a cesspit of booze and debauchery in hours.”

Niha placed her hands over her chest, looking scandalized. “I’m offended that you think I’d need hours.”

He resisted the urge to say something terribly biting, and instead, slowly began counting down from ten. 10, 9, 8 –

“Relax Mr. Inquisitor.” Niha said. “I can’t make shower the world with my awesomeness today. I’m busy.”

He rose a skeptic eyebrow. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you use those words before.”

She stuck out her tongue at him. “I’ll let that slide because I really need your smarts for this.” She ruffled the papers atop her bed and grabbed one that was yellowing from age. “Just listen to this: Naturally mined from deposits of high concentrations of mystical power and/or nightmare essence, reminite is one of the major reasons for the geometric rate of growth experienced by the Alhamis Empire in the last two centuries. Discuss.” 

She ran her hands roughly through her auburn hair and raised her hands in exasperation. “Then there’s this one: Mysticism is the art of manipulating the fundamental forces of nature governing the world of Alamir. Some have argued that there are no limits to the specialties of Mystic Arts because it was given to us by the Prince and his Nine. Others claim the lack of limits is inherent to the boundless possibility of human ingenuity. Using relevant examples, make a case for both arguments.”

He stared. No, he openly gawked.

“I know I’m fucking hot but you can stop staring now.”

“Language.” He said automatically. The use of the swear word brought him back to what made him stare in the first place. “Those are COMMA exam questions.” He said. “Why do you have exam questions from the College of Mysticism and Mystic Arts?”

“I’m going to enroll.” 

As with everything Niha did, there was a certain passion and certainty to it. As though the possibility of failure did not occur to her. As though the consequences and risks where irrelevant and meaningless.

“Your MAT scores are worse than mine.”

“I know – I know – but –” she began, “COMMA will accept people who create a new field of Mystic Arts... or people who place really, really high on their auxiliary examinations for the provisional courses.”

“You mean the Stop Courses.” He found his voice slowly rising. “For the Sycophant’s sake, why is everyone around me so desperate to die?”

“I know it sounds bad –”

“It’s nicknamed the Stop Courses because people who enter it usually stop living!” He yelled. “You willingly want to sign up to a place that once created Night-Witches?” he whispered. “A place that uses human suffering as a source of Mystic Arts?”

“Those are just stupid rumors.” 

“Rumors don’t start without reason Niha!” 

Niha growled. “This why Juma and I hate telling you about shit.”

“Language.”

“Fuck language! And fuck you! I asked for your help, not to sit down and listen to you fucking go off on another tantrum.” 

“I’m the one throwing tantrums?” he asked. “I’m telling you the risks.”

“Because I’m too stupid to read about the fucking risks right?” Niha scoffed. “This is what you do – this is what you’ve always fucking done. We’d pitch an idea, and you’d be the first person to shoot it down because you think it’s bad, or you think it’s not safe, or you can find a million fucking reasons why it won’t work, or some other condescending bullshit, but you never – ever – come up with anything of your own.”

His throat felt tighter than it should have. Niha leapt down from her bunk, grabbing her papers and books and he found himself reaching out. “I– I just don’t want anyone to die or get hurt.”

“If you really wanted that, then instead of always fucking telling us how shit can’t work, you’d help us find ways that it could.”

She shoved him aside, and papers tossed into a rough satchel as she slammed the door behind her. The sound of it caused him to flinch a second time. The words played back over in his mind and the first thing he felt was incredulity. Why can’t they see it?

That positivity – that belief that things would somehow work out for them – they did not realize how naïve it was. Things didn’t always work out. People made mistakes, and some mistakes were costlier than others. This wasn’t the stories told to them by Father Goma about the Fabled Era where heroes and righteousness won the day. This was real life – and in real life – bad things happened to people with good intentions.

She wanted him to help them? Help them? Help someone charging headlong into something destined for catastrophe? Someone was willingly attempting to swallow poison and he was expected to make the action somehow more efficient?

Incredulity gave way to a slow burning in the pit of his stomach and a heavy lump stuck in his throat. Like Father Goma said, when you feel heat, count forward. 1, 2, 3, 4 –

He let his body move on its own. He left the room still counting, forcing his mind to focus on nothing but the counting. 21, 22, 23 – 

Fine. It was fine. If Niha wanted him to help her damage herself, he would do it. If Juma wanted him to help in killing himself, he would do it. They would consider him as a better friend for it, and that was what they wanted, right? His support?

31, 32, 33 – 

Making his way past the Orphanage, past the church and onto the streets, he kept counting. He would help them – since that was what they wanted. He’d get books and do as much research as he could and give them the information. He’d go to the Annals and checkout all the materials he needed to help them.

46, 47, 48 –

He found himself reaching the Annals of the Middling District. The large building dwarfed most things around it, the walls were white and pristine, and mystic scripts could occasionally be seen glimmering around it. His increased his pace as he felt the sting return from remembering how many times he came here with Juma. How many hours was spent here, perusing books about the world? Researching random topics? Finding more clues to the stories told to them by the Fathers?

63, 64, 65 –

He felt himself pass the first Mystic Ward, the sensation of coldness washing over his skin as he approached the counter.  

“If it isn’t my favorite little orphan?”

Just like that, he began counting faster. 77, 78, 79, 80, 81 – 

He refrained from insulting the bespectacled Archivist in front of him, slipped his hands into his pockets and reached for a handful of coins.

The second he began counting the stipends he’d gotten from Father Goma, he lost his initial count. He lost his initial count, and the full weight of the lump in his throat was heavily discomforting. 

He placed the coins on the counter. “I’m not little. Haven’t been in years.” 

The Archivist grabbed the coins. A smile drew itself on her freckled face and revealed dimples on both cheeks. “So you keep saying. I’ll have you prove it one day.”

He restricted his first instinct again. He could not tell if there was a secondary meaning to those words, or if it was Niha’s influence making him read into it. Juma once said that he always felt the woman’s eyes linger on them. He dismissed the feeling. Was that, again, another moment where he failed to support his friends?

“You’re one manna and twenty-five vittles short.” 

Not enough money. You always had just enough money... “I’ll pay the rest next time.”

“You know the rules Kuri.”

“I know, but... I need to enter – I need –” He stopped himself. Never beg. That was their motto. Sycophant Orphans Never Beg.

“Never mind. I’m sorry for wasting your time.” 

The Archivist gave him a lingering gaze. “Did you have a fight with your friend?”

He stopped to stare at her. “How did you know?”

“You usually covered the costs together.”

Oh. He realized. She’s talking about Juma.

“No – I didn’t fight with him. He’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“Gone.” Kuri said. “Enlisted in the AAA.”

There it was, the slight widening of eyes behind her oval shaped glasses. “Another young orphan joins the AAA. Another youthful soul protecting all of Alhamis from nightmares and savages and the Floater. You must be very proud of him.”

Was he? Should he have been? No – he spent his time believing that Juma threw away his life. No, not believing – he knew. He knew it was a bad decision. Perhaps the Archivist understood as well?

“Was that you being sarcastic?”

The Archivist straightened up. “I’m not being sarcastic. The AAA is to be respected. Every single member of the AAA deserves our respect.”

“Until they desert.”

“Well, yes.” The Archivist admitted. “Anyway you don’t have the entrance fee Kuri. I can’t let you in.”

“I understand. Sorry for wasting your time.”

The Archivist’s gaze lingered on him. She had a gaze that he often saw whenever a Penance was held and the deserter was someone that piqued interest. A deserter that stared at the crowd with apathy often drew speculation. One that laughed often drew curiosity. The Archivist’s gaze was a mix of both speculation, curiosity... and the last one. The one drawn by deserters with sensual bodies, rich breasts or large cocks. Father Goma called it lust and he preached against it. It made Kuri uncomfortable seeing it directed at him. Especially by someone older.

“What is it you want to know so badly?” she asked. “You came in here with a really serious look on your face.”

“It’s nothing to bother yourself over. Just... some personal matters.”

“Girl trouble?”

“No.” He was waiting for her to give him back his money so he could leave. Leave and go where? Juma and Niha where his only friends. The Orphanage and Church were his only home. The Annals were the closest thing he had to a hangout.

“Alright – I can tell when someone doesn’t want to share –” 

“My friends are doing things that has a high chance to get them killed or maimed, and I feel like I’m in the wrong for not supporting them.”

“You’re talking about the AAA?”

“And joining COMMA’s Stop Courses.”

The Archivist frowned. “That’s intense.”

“How am I in the wrong for not wanting them to risk their lives – for not helping them risk their lives?”

“Did they or are they going to do it if you don’t help them anyway?”

Juma did. Niha most likely would. “Yes.”

“And what are the odds they die if you don’t help them at all?”

“Very high.”

“And the odds they die if you tell them what the dangers are, and help them prepare?”

He found the words making him pause. “It’s still high.”

“Is it as high as it would be if they went at it blind, alone and unaware of the dangers?”

There was no need to answer. The answer was obvious to both himself and the Archivist. The freckle-faced, bespectacled woman smiled at him. “A lot of times in life, friends or family people will make choices that we do not understand and cannot fathom. Still, it is their life, and as their friends, if we are aware of the risks and dangers, the least we can do, is make them prepared to face it.”

“No matter how seemingly stupid their choices might be?”

“No matter how much.” She confirmed.

“I don’t think that’ll work in all situations.”

The Archivist laughed. “That’s the thing about advice – it’s not all-encompassing.”

The throb in his chest and lump in his throat was still present, but he knew the Archivist’s words had merit. They were logical. Even if his chest didn’t want to admit it.

“...thank you for the advice.”

“It’s the least I can do for my favorite little orphan.” She said. “Or not so little as he likes to say. How old are you anyway?”

The reminder of his age brought him a slight feeling of discomfort. “Too old. I have four months left before I’ll have to leave the orphanage.”

She adjusted her glasses, slowly. “You’ll be sixteen in four months?”

“Seventeen.” He said. “We – my friends and I – pleaded with the Fathers to give us an extra year in exchange for less meals, more chores, grunt work, supervising the younger ones...”

Not that Juma and Niha helped much in that respect. Somehow, the role of supervision and order fell to him and they just did whatever he instructed them to. If it were up to Juma – the kids would never bathe or do chores. If it were up to Niha... he shuddered to think of the amount of innocence that would be lost.

“Do you have something planned for when you leave?”

He winced. “I... requested for nine apprenticeships across the Middling District, two in the Apparent District, and one in the Prominent District.”

“I’m... sorry, did you that with actual belief that you’d be accepted, did you just want to see how a fancy rejection letter looks like?” The Archivist said. “I’ve seen your scores Kuri.”

“I hoped at least one would accept.” He admitted. “Twelve letters for apprenticeship to blacksmiths, bakers, and artisans, and I didn’t get one offer.”

He turned his gaze to the side, and muttered a bit under his breath. “If I don’t have something in four months, I’ll probably head to one of the Warehouses and do tedious labor. It’s not the highest paying or the safest job but... it’s a living.”

“Or you could always attempt a life of crime.” The Archivist chuckled. “It’d be a short one, but a good one.”

He gave her a long look. The risks of crime were far higher than the rewards. The Eminency of War, Eminency of Progress, Eminency of Culture, Eminency of Penance, the Eminency of Espionage and the AAA were all involved in ensuring that the general rate of crimes committed in Alhamis was about the price of bread – two manna, fifty vittles, or 2.50%.

“I was joking, in case that was not obvious. Don’t – actually, enter a life of crime. The last thing I want to see is a group of obese men sodomizing you like they did to those deserters three months ago.” She said.

He grimaced. The Archivist handed over his coins, placing them softly into the palm of his hands, before slowly grabbing the palm. Her hands were warm and soft and he could feel an uncomfortable heat begin to rise to his cheeks.

“There are other jobs, you know. The Double E is always looking for new companions.”

“I don’t think prostitution is my calling.”

“That’s not all they do.” She clarified. “You people make it sound like the Eminency of Espionage is all about sex and sex-craved people who join because they’d have the chance to seduce and fuck as much as they want.”

“Language.”

She stared at him. “What?”

“Sorry – it’s... a habit. Whenever I hear someone swear it slips out.”

“That’s the cutest thing.” 

He coughed and ignored the rising heat on his cheeks. “The Double E – isn’t it all about debauchery?”

“It’s what they want you to think.” She said. “They take refuge in audacity. At realizing that the Eminency is a brothel with an orgy going on, most people flee for the hills, not noticing they’re being tailed by six agents who’ve profiled them, know where they live, know who they have the hots for and what tickles their fancy. And they will be paying a visit past midnight.”

Kuri found the information... odd. “How do you know this?”

“Before I became an Archivist, I worked at the Double E as an amanuensis for a really annoying prick of a Prominent.” she said.

He only managed to prevent himself from slipping out the word: “Language.” The Archivist’s lips twitched.

“Anyway, there are other jobs than just the seducing and sleeping around. Only, it depends on how much you can stomach the smell of dead bodies and the sounds people make when tortured.”

Kuri found himself looking everywhere. Thankfully, no one seemed to be leaving the Annals, and there was no one approaching it either. He thanked the Sycophant for the small mercies. 

“Are you... allowed to tell me that?”

“Only the AAA is sworn to secrecy. Besides, the Em-Pen does commercialized monthly torture exhibitions of AAA deserters and criminals, so I don’t think telling you that the Double E tortures people is much of a big deal. It’s just torture. Doing it for information rather than fun doesn’t make it any more interesting.” 

“I don’t think torture is interesting... or fun.”

The Archivist gave him a smile. “That depends on what end of it you’re on.”

He wanted to say that he’d feel the same on both ends. He could not see himself possibly finding it ‘fun’ to drive nails into someone’s fingers and needles into their tongues. Except, he, and most of the people brought up in the West Sycophant Church were the outliers. Father Goma’s methods of teaching provided them with a different view than most.

“How about this... I’ll write you up a formal introduction to an old friend in the Double E. If you impress him enough, he’ll take you under his wing. Benefits include better pay than you can get from Warehouse grinding, a place to live, and some training in diplomacy and foreign relations. I think it’s a generous offer.” 

It was generous. More than generous. So generous that he was starting to get suspicious. “What’s the catch?”

The Archivist smile returned. “I like church boys. I find your innocence... refreshing.”

“I – er – I mean –” she gave solid advice, yes, but this? “I’m not – I don’t –”

“Want to sleep with an older woman? I’m not that old you know. Just entering my twenty-ninth year.” 

“Could you simply help me without me having to sleep with you?”

“Oh sweet little orphan Kuri. I am helping you. You’ll have to learn sooner or later that no one gets anywhere in Alhamis without having to do things they would rather not.”

“Even you?” 

“Especially me.”

There was a certain weight that was held to those words that Kuri did not wish to bring up. For as long as he had known the Archivist, he never knew anything about her. She was merely the one on duty at this Annals on weekends. For five years, he’d seen her, greeted her, and entered to peruse more information and stories to expand on the ones Father Goma told him. For five years, she’d been here. He wondered how long she’d had her eye on them. He did not want to know.

“If... If I agree...” Kuri began. “You’ll have to give me something.”

“That’s cute. You’re negotiating.”

“You’re an archivist.” He continued unperturbed. “And you worked at the Eminency of Espionage. You must know a lot about things. About Alamir, about the AAA, about Mysticism and how Alhamis rose to power...”

“You want me to teach you?” The Archivist frowned. “You’re sweet and all, but I’m already helping you more than you are helping me. What do I get for playing the role of teacher?”

“My loyalty.”

“Adorable, but it doesn’t have real value to me.”

“If I rise up the ranks in the Double E, wouldn’t it be great to have a loyal spy who can tell you all the important news before anyone else?”

“I already have contacts that do that.”

Kuri pursed his lips. “I’ll give you ten percent of whatever I earn.”

“A noble sentiment, but I don’t need your money.”

“Then what do you want?”

“I already have what I want. You, however, need more. So, you need to figure out what it is that I could possibly want that you can trade with me.” She winked at him. “First lesson: in a negotiation, never let it be known that you have no idea what the other person wants.”

At the words, first lesson, Kuri was forced to stop. He gave an unsteady look to the Archivist, and found her smiling. “You’ll teach me?”

“Now I didn’t say that. It just slipped. It seems things like that tend to slip out of my mouth from time to time.”

Kuri was a lot of things, but he was not slow on the uptake. He didn’t question it. He knew it was better to not question it. Instead, he nodded, slowly. “The letter of introduction you mentioned –”

“Sixth house on 14th Bard Street. Red gates, blue door. Come by with a nice outfit, I’ll have it for you.”

He wasn’t sure what to say. Would thanking her be appropriate? Would it be inappropriate? He decided it was always best to follow Father Goma’s teachings on gratitude.

He bowed formally. “Thank you.”

“You do realize I’m extorting you?” she frowned a bit. “Are you sure you should be thanking me?”

“You gave me good advice. You’re helping me solve one of my problems, and whatever little I learn from you can help keep my friends alive.” He bowed again. “I’m grateful for all of that. So, thank you.”

“...Now I feel guilty.” She sighed. “And somehow that makes me want you more. Church boys are my weakness. Everyone has a weakness.”

He walked away, faster than he had approached, if only to get away from the awkward silence that followed her statement. Had he stayed, perhaps even thirty seconds more, he would have noticed the woman’s expression rapidly shift from melancholy to stone-faced flatness in seconds. He would have noted the transition, and more than that, he would have seen the man that arrived in a cloak of shadows directly beside her.

“Report.” She intoned.

“I have a message from High Eminent Hoplite.”

The Archivist nodded. “Operation F.E.A.R. was a success?”

“Confirmative. The newly minted Lance Brigade are under the impression that they live only by whim. Prominent Lance, now dubbed Prominent Archer is ready to resume his duties in the Espionage Corp. High Eminent Hoplite sends his thanks.”

The Archivist nodded again. “And Operation D.E.P.E.N.D.?”

“High Eminent Sophos’ unintentional condescension is slowly convincing the Takumians of our Empire’s technological prowess. They are undergoing a tour of the Warehouse 9, the Sacrosanct Arms Factory, as we speak. Several of the Prince’s servants are currently receiving Class A treatment at the Lusty Mare. More information about Takum should come within the day.”

“Keep at least one agent on the Takumian Prince at all times. Have two lilies on standby as well.”

The shadow nodded. “As you command my lady. But if I may?”

“Yes?”

“That orphan boy –”

“He is one of three special children raised by Goma and Shiga. I have an interest in him.”

“Despite being raised by such people his FLT and MAT scores were below mediocre?” 

“Are you doubting the value of my investment?”

“No, my lady. I could never doubt Pochteca the Perspicacious.”

“Flattering. Return to your post and keep me updated on the Takumian situation. Their presence is surprising, and I profoundly hate surprises.”

“As you command, your eminence.”
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Interlude VII
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Decision

“Thank you for accompanying me Vuna.”

“Of course. Did you believe I would leave you to this task on your own?”

“After what happened between us, at the river –”

Vuna’s spirits were mellow. She could tell the blue spirits and the red spirits were fighting. His expression was not readable, but the spirits told her enough of what she wished to know. She bit her lip, but otherwise did not speak. There would be a time where they would have their discussion. This was not it. 

“Have you spotted more tracks?”

Vuna crouched low upon the earth, scurrying forward in the manner of an elongated monkey. “Large.” He said simply. “Heavy. Each stride leaves its mark. Each stride is strong. This creature... what exactly is it that we are hunting, Shutila?”

“I don’t know.” 

“Does this have something to do with the amount of spirits Kadulja exhausted last night, and why she is taking rest?”

She said nothing. They had been trying to find the monster since the beginning of the day.  Although Shutila had not been present at the battle, she knew for a fact that Kadulja would not lie when she said she eliminated the masakh. She utilized the flowers of destruction to utterly decimate it to ash. She did it all to ensure that no one would ever discover that a masakh breached the Sanctuary.

So why, then, did the trail of dead elk and deer arrive? Why had she spent hours burying and hiding, accumulating grime and dirt of the physical and mental all to ensure no one else discovered the dead animals?

She already failed her master once by not being able to acquire the help of the Yonder Bears. The winter-guardians of the sanctuary were a peaceful lot, they would not fight or attack unless one of their own was killed or wounded. Kadulja trusted her to gain their aid, and she was rebuffed by the patriarch. They possessed no interest in helping her. They did not respect her. They lacked any reason to listen to her. In the end, she was left pleading and begging while her master fought alone and exhausted herself.

She wished her master had been the one to request the aid of the Yonder Bears instead, whilst she met the Silva Wolves. Except, the wolves were aggressive, dangerous, they kowtowed only to power and ability, neither of which Shutila could impose upon them. Had she failed to impress them, they would not hesitate to rip her to pieces. At the very least, the Yonder Bears would only ignore her, rather than attack her, unless she began pestering them.

In the end, her master arrived on the scene just as she was about to start manipulating the spirits in order to force the bears to listen. The look she delivered upon her still made Shutila feel like the dung of bovine.

She needed to prove to Kadulja that she was ready for her pilgrimage, that she did not need an additional three winters to prepare. If she found this second masakh, found and eliminated it, then Kadulja would see. Kadulja would realize.

Alas, it was a task she could not accomplish entirely on her own. Not after seeing the manner in which the animals were killed. Whereas the masakh they first encountered was small and killed with bites and poisons, this one had large tracks, and everything it killed had died of as though clubbed to death. There was no way it was the same creature, and hence, it meant not one, but two masakh were in the sanctuary. No one could know.

How many more? How many more would come? 

“You must tell me Shutila.”

“I can’t.”

She saw his red spirits flare. “Cannot or will not?”

“I promised Kadulja.” she stated. “That I would tell no one.”

“Do you trust me so little Shutila?”

Was he surprised that she did not? He approached her with the guise of friendship, then declared he wished for more that she could not give him, and claimed the friendship could no longer continue because he could not stand the thought of her being with anyone but him. She remembered how dark one of his spirits had gotten, she remembered the idea it sang of. No, she did not trust him.

“This is not a matter of trust Vuna.”

Vuna rose from the earth. His quiver of bone bows rattled against his bow, and he forcefully adjusted it. “Does this give you pleasure? Abusing me so?”

She was regretting the decision to let him accompany her already. “Vuna, I am not abusing you.”

“You know what I feel for you,” he continued. “You are the Kadulja’s apprentice. You must be able to see the spirits. You can see mine. You know that everything I feel for you is true.” 

She turned away from him, marching forward. “This is not the time for this Vuna.”

“I know you were worried about me waiting, but now that the Kadulja has postponed your pilgrimage – there is no reason to pretend or hide or hesitate. Shutila – I know you secretly yearn for me in the manner I do you.”

“You do not know anything about me Vuna.” 

“Then tell me. I want to know!”

She couldn’t. She could never tell him the truth. Tell him that she did not see anything special in him. She did not find him appealing, for she did not find anyone appealing. She did not consider him humorous, nor did she find herself drawn to his monotonous life, devoid of any desires or thirst for the knowledge and mysteries of the grander world.

What she enjoyed from him were his spirits. His pink and purple spirits that sang of unspoken desire for her. That lamented and mourned every moment away from her. That played wonderful melodies to her hearing when she was nearby. Vuna’s spirits performed for her, danced for her, sung for her, and she, in turn, had grown to gain affection for them. She watched them, learned from them, understood from their actions, and unwittingly, became inebriated on their warmth.

She knew this warmth would vanish the day she accepted Vuna’s advances. She had seen it, dozens of times before, once the chase ends, once the desire is fulfilled, the spirits return to rest. The passion is gone, replaced with the dull familiar tunes of normalcy and banality.

“Vuna, I –”

She stopped. A sound entered her ears, a wretched, hurtful sound that staggered her. 

“Shutila?”

“Spirits... the spirits are crying. Spirits are crying – so many – so many of them –”

Her legs began moving before her mind caught up.

“Shutila, wait!”

She did not wait. She could not wait. Could he not hear the sounds? Could he not understand the sheer agony? The spirits never cried like this! They never mourned or lamented like this! They never wailed like this!

“...dear ancestors.”

Yonder Bears. The Yonder Bears – they were –

The brutalized corpses of the proud Yonder Bears of the Sanctuary littered the Kadulja’s River. Their blood flowed down the river and the spirits of the river wailed. The Yonder Bears their spirits... were gone. Gone.

Gonegonegonegonegone –

“Shutila!”

He grabbed her aside. She found herself up in the trees, panting and shaking, unable to understand –

Gonegonegone – no spirits –

Killing spirits was not possible. No – it was not. Killing the physical body, yes, but to kill the spirits was to kill the existence. To utterly and completely erase one’s proof of having breathed and eaten and walked – 

It was to wipe away one from past, present and future –

“Shutila! You must be quiet – there – there is something out there.”

It was the first time in her life she heard Vuna whisper. The first time she heard fear in his voice. She craned her neck behind the trees –

Her chest turned to winter at the sight.

“Vuna...” she whispered. “Listen to me very carefully. I’m going to need you to do something for me... and if... if you care for me as you claim to do... then you will do it.”

“Shutila –”

“Please.”

Vuna’s gaze shot away. She could see his warring spirits. Hear their conflict and confusion. She listened to them, and she knew what they decided.

“What would you have me do?”
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Visitors

It had been so long since I stood on two legs that I forgot what it felt like. Intoxicating. That was the word. It was utterly intoxicating to stand and stretch my legs. It was intoxicating to be able to spread out my arm and crane my neck. No, beyond intoxicating. This level up, this particular evolution brought sheer euphoria. Pleasure. Sweet maddening pleasure not unlike the sensation of orgasmic bliss. I possessed toes that could curl and curl them I did. A body that could shudder, and shudder I did.

Adolf stood before the massacred bears and I stood before Adolf. Almost equally, but not quite. I estimated I was about six feet seven. Adolf’s asphalt-black chiseled chest shines in the darkness and my hand extends towards it. Slowly, I touch. Slowly, I trail a finger. A thick line follows my finger along with the sound of something scraping. I look over the bony white phalanges with sharpened edges. 

I was human-like, now, but I was not human.

Legs lacked skin, muscle and blood. Fingers lacked flesh. Sockets lacked eyes. Jaw lacked tongue, ribs lacked lungs, pelvis lacked genitalia and skull lacked brain. A new addition came in absence of everything: a long, bony prehensile tail connected to my spine. It swung in the air as I commanded. The edge of the tail was shaped in the manner of the head of an arrow, and I found moving it akin to moving a whip.

Correction: I was vaguely human-like, not human.

The sense of weightlessness came with the lack of organs and blood. Each step took me more than nine and a hop took me above the trees. I remained above the trees, floating slowly like a polyethylene bag in autumn breeze. My feet, human-like, with five sharpened toes touched back on the ground, gently beside Adolf. 

I lacked eyes yet could see. I lacked ears yet could hear. I lacked nose yet could smell. So, believing that it would work, despite lacking lips and tongue and lungs and throat, I opened my mouth –

But I could not speak.

Status

Name: [Unnamed]

Race: [Undead] 

Specie(s): [Stalker Skeleton]

Monster Rank: Tier 3 

Level: 1

HP: 2000/2000 

MP: 3600/3600

HP Regen: 250/Hour

MP Regen: 600/Hour

Negative Effects: [N/A]

Positive Effects: [N/A]

Title(s): [Reincarnated] [User] [Gorger] [Larvae Slayer] [Jonah] [Parasite] [David] [Agkistrodon Slayer] [Genocidal] [Retaliator] [Phoenix] [Merciless]

I felt something change with this evolution. Stalker Skeleton. I couldn’t place my finger on it. The euphoric bliss was certainly new, and never before did I feel this... serene. I should not be feeling so serene. I was a skeletal creature with sharp claws and a tail. A bipedal skeletal creature. There was a sense of accomplishment that came with walking on two legs.

[You are now a Tier 3 Monster]

Your minimum level requirement for evolution is now Level [100].

Your estimated Threat Level has risen from [Devil] to [Eldritch].

[Passives] have been unlocked!

Several skills have been converted into [Passive Skills] having a continuous effect that do not need verbal or mental activation to occur. You may review your list of [Active] and [Passive] Skills in the Skills Menu.

You have unlocked the Tier 3 Monster Passive Skill – [Kataramenos’ Gift].

Skill: [Kataramenos’ Gift] Lv. Max

Type: Passive 

Details: This is a skill awarded to Monsters of the Third Tier that inflicts varying levels of the [Fear], [Panicked], [Silenced] or [Paralyzed] effects on all living beings that encounter you. The magnitude of effect, range and percentage of success of the skill is calculated by the total number of titles you have divided by your available MP, versus the being’s resistance level plus the sum of their Intelligence and Mysticism.

Note: [Kataramenos’ Gift] does not affect fellow Monsters. 

Note: Creatures without resistance skills, Intelligence or Mysticism, will immediately die upon exposure. You do not attain any benefits from creatures killed in this manner.

Note: Should your available MP be [0] the calculation process will divide by [1].

A gift? Gift? This was not a gift. A literal aura of death that killed animals and frightened people surrounded me? How was this a gift? Who was this Kataramenos and what misguided ideas did she have as to the meaning of the word, gift?

There were two major problems that arose from this. One, I could no longer gain levels from killing animals. Two: I could no longer gain levels from killing animals. This was bad. My minimum level for the next stage was Level 100, and I could not kill animals to contribute to it. Ignoring the hidden criteria I needed to complete before I could be granted evolution, I had no feasible means of leveling anymore, unless I was fighting against something that could ignore the effects of [Kataramenos’ Gift].

Or someone.

So far, I had yet to kill any human being or equivalent otherwise. I massacred wolves and rabbits and bears yes, but they were animals, their lives were worth less than that of a human. Even if they were dogs or cats I would still have killed them. Could I kill a human – a sentient, sapient being to which I possessed no grudge against? 

My quest required me to kill a person called Kadulja. I suspected that this person was the same one who tried to kill me. Burned me to ash. There were personal stakes involved. Failing to kill a person attempting to kill me was where all of this madness started. Making the same mistake twice would be stupid.

Regardless, this new... passive, was annoying. I felt like I’d seen that word before. While in my domain, the location said that the Sanctuary was near somewhere called the Kataramenos Forest. What or who was Kataramenos?

There were more questions piling up and fewer answers approaching. The night was still young, and now that I could no longer hunt down animals with Adolf –

I turned, slowly, to look at Adolf.

I am an idiot. The passive affected me personally, but it did not affect Adolf, my asphalt-concrete golem. As long as I was nowhere near the vicinity, I could continue hunting as many animals as I want through him. All I needed to do was to ensure I programmed the right – 

[Motion Sense – Proximity Warning]

[Greater Rabbit Ear – Sound Warning]

[Sixth Sense – Danger Warning]

I heard the rushed footsteps before I felt the telltale disturbance of an object in motion. Instinct, more than anything else I could claim to possess on my own, drove me to raise my hand and pluck a slow moving object out of the air.

The object was narrow, thin, possessed a pointy flat end made from sharpened stone and a body made from wood. There were leaves attached to the bottom of the stick, and it took me a few seconds to realize that this, was, indeed, a crudely made projectile.

An arrow? It flied too slowly. I was surprised that someone actually shot an arrow at me. I turned my attention to the foliage and thickets of trees. It was low, soft, but I could hear it – the sound of breathing. Heavy breathing.

[Thermal Sense] flared to life at my command. There were two humanoid figures exuding heat hidden behind trees, nigh-motionless. Adolf began moving without my need for instruction, charging directly through the foliage in the direction of the identified enemies. Trees toppled in the path of the golem, and the two humanoid shapes were forced to emerge from their hiding spot unto the riverbank littered with bear corpses.

It had been ages since I saw people. I did know, however, that people did not have avocado-colored skins and chalky white hair. I turned my attention to the man first, as he was the one wielding the bow and with a quiver of arrows strapped to his back. His white hair was short and bristly, his body was small and lacking any form of musculature and reminded me of an awkward gangly teenager. He was short, about five feet, bare-chested, barefoot and notably lacking nipples, his groin area was covered by a small collection of leaves worn like a Hawaiian skirt. 

Vuna

Druid Archer

Level 5

A druid? It explained the green skin. His companion, on the other hand, was a female. Long braided locks of white hair framed her face, the structure of which was oddly reminiscent of Asian with some African characteristics, even though she was clearly neither. A small necklace holding an emerald hung on her neck, and her chest was secured with wrappings of what I could only assume was lemongrass. She was only marginally taller, was barefoot as well, and I noted she lacked a belly-button on her slightly chubby stomach. Another Hawaiian-skirt-like apparel obscured her lower modesty. She had eyebrows and eyelashes as white as her snowy hair, and the first thing I noted about her, was that she was shaking at the sight of the dead bears. I could not tell if it was in anger or in fear.

Shutila

[Kadulja Apprentice]

Druid Mage

Level 12

My neck spun and created an audible crack that made both Druids flinch. Kadulja Apprentice? That title – I believed the Kadulja was the name of a person, but it was entirely possible it was the name of a title. So, this Druid Mage was connected to the Kadulja?

Trees crashed as Adolf charged after my attackers, heavy strides shaking the earth. The Druid Archer grabbed an arrow from his quiver and fired it. 

It impacted against Adolf’s asphalt covering and bounced off like a rubber ball. Adolf locked on to his attacker, and several hundred pounds of reinforced concrete created an impact like a train slamming a toddler.

The sound of several twigs snapping filled the riverbank. The Archer rolled across the mud and earth and crashed into the water.

“VUNA!”

I can understand her? I rose my hand. Adolf. Cease and Desist.

The Golem reentered his boxer-stance. The Druid Mage chanted a series of words under her breath, stumbled forward, and thrust both hands in my direction.

“[Flower of Destruction].”

[Sixth Sense – Danger Warning]

A baseball sized flame soared towards me and I was insulted. I sidestepped. The flames flickering by with all the warmth of a hastily microwaved burger. Apprentice indeed.

“[Flower of Destruction].”

A basketball sized flame attempted a repeat performance. Again, I sidestepped. 

“[Flower of Destruction!]”

This is getting tedious. I dodged the ball of fire, crossed the river and stood before the Mage before she could let out the spell. Slowly, I grabbed her hands and shook my head from left to right.

No.

Her green skin imitated winter.

[The passive skill [Kataramenos’ Gift] has come into effect]

[You have inflicted {Grand Silence} on Druid Mage. Druid Mage may no longer cast spells.]

[You have inflicted {Greater Fear} on Druid Mage. Druid Mage can no longer attack or defend.]

[You have inflicted {Paralysis} on Druid Mage. Druid Mage can no longer move.]

[You have inflicted {Panicked} on Druid Archer. Druid’s Archer’s attacks and actions will be less refined.]

She stared at my bony hands holding hers and metamorphosed into a statue. White. Complete whiteness. She was a marble sculpture, a chalky doll. Waving my bony hands in front of her face did not provoke a response. I sighed, mentally. Communication was out of the question.

[Sixth Sense – Danger Warning]

I plucked an arrow aimed at my head out of the air and snapped it. The Archer actually survived a body-slam from Adolf. I could not tell if this was the benchmark for the durability of Druids, or if I just happened to meet one particularly hardy one. Drenched in water, with liquid the color of jade pouring from his skin, he snarled something at me. There were several words I could not make out, but there was one I could.

“...Masakh!”

The Archer snarled some more words, knocking his bow again. I wondered if it was the [Panicked] status making him behave this way, or if he could not realize that arrows were simply not going to work. 

[Sixth Sense – Danger Warning]

I ignored the warning and the threat of the arrow. He let loose. 

[The passive skill [Serpent Skin] has come into effect]

[The passive skill [Steel Exoskeleton] has come into effect]

The arrow bounced off my skull. It felt like someone poked me with a capped pen. The Archer began to go as white as the Mage. Slowly, he staggered backwards, holding unto the wounds inflicted by Adolf. His eyes flickered back and forth between myself and the Mage as he took measured unsteady steps rearward.

He spun around on the balls of his feet and started running.

The sight of her companion fleeing only seemed to make the Mage go whiter. It was interesting to watch. From an anthropological standpoint, a rapid discoloration in one’s natural skin color to indicate fear would have definitely helped survive. Or so I assumed. I didn’t know how long it would last, or if this was a feature just limited to these two, who were the only Druids I’d ever met.

I really did not want to kill them. I wanted to learn. More. Where did they come from? Who or what was the Kadulja? What was this world like? I had questions upon questions and the only way I could get them was if I communicated –

But I couldn’t speak.

Attempting to speak did not produce any sound because I lacked lungs to draw in air, a throat to make velar sounds, a tongue to make vowels, and lips to make labial or labiodental noises. I stood in front of the petrified woman, and I racked my non-existent brain about how exactly I could start asking questions.

I scooped a handful of mud and immediately used [Earth Control] to mold it into large English letters: I AM NOT YOUR ENEMY.

The Mage took one look at the words and collapsed frothing at the mouth. Her body convulsed on the floor in an epileptic fit for several seconds, before going still.

[You have inflicted {Horrified} on Druid Mage. Druid Mage has been rendered unconscious. You have permanently traumatized Druid Mage.]

What... just happened?

[You have attained the Title: [Demiurge] from repetitively displaying your knowledge of Antediluvian Hieroglyphs.]

Antediluvian Hieroglyphs?

It took me a second to remember that English letters were considered something else here. I remembered Janje saying she couldn’t read it, but I hoped someone else could. She called me scary for knowing it. She said Meg could read it –

That perhaps should have been the first clue that something was wrong.

The cool night breeze assaulted my bony form along with the smell of death and rotten flesh. Most of the bears Adolf slayed were lying around, littering the environment with the eventual smell of decay. For all the ‘game-like’ aspects I possessed, the sight of the dead bears that didn’t fade into pixels reminded me that it was very much real.

The Mage was unconscious, and there was nothing left for me to do here. Verbal communication was already out of it, and now, so was written one. I doubted that ‘charades’ and ‘sign-language’ would be of any use in a world where simple English was unspeakable.

Adolf. Bring.

The man of reinforced concrete and asphalt plating picked up the unconscious Mage and tossed her over his shoulder. She did not stir or wake despite the slight rough-handling, and I turned my attention back to the sight of the massacred bears.

Approaching one, I felt for its white fur that had been dirtied with blood and mud. My sharp fingers cut into the flesh, and I worked at a slow pace to properly skin the animal. I’d never skinned anything on my own before, and it showed in the uneven manner that I tore at the animal’s hide.

In the end, I had a rough, dirty-white rug made from the hide of a Yonder Bear. I draped it haphazardly over my skeletal form and ensured it covered my tail. I was not expecting it to suddenly conform to my exact size and shape.

Loot Obtained!

Apparel: [Yonder Bear Pelt]

You have equipped [Unworked Yonder Bear Pelt] as your primary apparel.

You may view more information about Weapons and Apparels in the Equipment Menu.

I never knew I had an equipment menu. There were a lot of things I didn’t know. My power did not come with a tutorial or guide to help me, so I suppose it was to be expected.

The [Yonder Bear Pelt] was snug and fitted. It felt more like a rough leather jacket than something I’d haphazardly cut out of a bear. The transformation began churning more ideas in my head as I turned to the bears and pondered if all this while I’d been losing out on one of the core elements of most typical RPGs –

Loot.

I reached for the same bear I got the pelt from and slowly pulled out an eyeball.

Loot Obtained!

Ingredient: [Yonder Bear Eye]

You may view more information about Ingredients in the Crafting Menu.

Would you like to place the [Yonder Bear Eye] in your Inventory?

...Inventory?
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Promises

“Masakh is back! Masakh is back! Masakh is –” Janje’s excited singing stopped abruptly. “Masakh –you – you’ve changed. You’re not a Shade anymore!”

Returning to Janje’s cave had me doing so with Adolf hoisting an unconscious Druid on his right shoulder, and a Yonder Bear corpse on his left. In the end, the power of hammer-space was not available to me. I picked up a small stone, trying to send it to my Inventory –

[ERROR]

You currently do not possess any Skills, Titles, Mystic Arts or Items capable of dimensional storage.

I tossed the stone aside and commanded Adolf to drop the Mage on a soft pile of earth I conjured with [Earth Control], and place the bear corpse on a stone altar I fabricated.

“Masakh has evolved! Masakh has evolved! Oh! Masakh brought Janje a new friend!”

She’s a Druid. I pointed out. Do you know anything about Druids, Janje?

“Of course I do silly Masaskh!” Janje’s shrill voice echoed. “Janje knows all about Druids! Janje is –”

Her voice stopped.

“Janje is...”

I think you’re a Druid. I said. Or at least, you were one.

“Janje... was... a druid?” her voice became smaller. “Janje... does not... remember –”

You called me a Masakh. You said you can understand a language called Ancient Dryadi. It fits. I gestured to the unconscious Druid Mage, Shutila. We’ll find out for sure when she wakes up.

“Janje will know... what Janje is? Janje will... remember?”

Yes. 

“But – but what if Janje is bad? What – what if Janje ends up being very bad? What if knowing will make Masakh hate Janje?”

I sorely doubted there was anything she had done that could mortify me or even be considered remotely upsetting. Creating for myself a small granite chair before the altar, I sat on it, and turned my attention towards the Yonder Bear Carcass.

“Masakh didn’t answer Janje! Why won’t masakh answer Janje!”

Janje, there’s nothing that I could know about you that would be enough to make me hate you.

“Masakh is just saying that.”

I shrugged my shoulders. Dear lord it felt good to be able to shrug. To have shoulders to shrug. It’s up to you to decide whether or not you believe me. I’m your friend, aren’t I?

Janje was quiet for several seconds. “Masakh is Janje’s first friend in forever! Janje and Masakh will be best friends forever!”

Whatever makes you happy Janje.

“Yay! Masakh is awesome! Janje really likes Masakh! Janje wants to give masakh hugs!”

There was nothing I could quite say to that.

“Masakh should hug Janje back!”

It was the most awkward thing I had ever done, bar none. “Hugging” the air and making hugging motions to nothingness.

“Naughty masakh! You’re not supposed to touch Janje there!” Janje let out a giggle.

I didn’t know where there was, and I didn’t want to know. I returned my attention to my work, to the altar in front of me, and to my newest Titles.

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 did not know what an appeal skill was, but I was going to assume it was something that let people beg for their lives. I skipped over the generic title, and moved on to the next one.

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.

I could make people go insane merely by writing words in English? I doubt this was what was intended by “the pen is mightier than the sword.” I did not even understand why English was seen as some sort of taboo. Sure, grammar rules could be vexing and often irritating, and arguably enough to drive one up walls –

On second thought, I completed understood. English was madness.

Janje... what’s so special about the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs?

“They’re scary!”

What makes them scary?

“It’s the language used by the Mother. The Pretender also used it to create masakh hordes! It’s very very scary! Words in unknown language created masakh. Just words – and woosh! Bad masakh appear!”

They were used to create monsters? English? Was it English alone, or was it other language from Earth? I created a stick of chalk, and rapidly began to write on the wall:

Bonjour, comment ca va?

Konnichiwa, ogenkidesuka?

Ni haou ma?

Hola, como estas?

Hallo, wie geht’s dir?

I knew I was missing important diacritics to convey tonal pronunciation, but they were not needed for this experiment. Janje – can you read any of these?

“Stop! Stop! Scary! Scary! Bad masakh! Antediluvian Glyphs are bad! Bad! Bad!”

I extended my hand and wiped the words off the cave walls. Sorry Janje. It confirmed what I thought. It wasn’t just English that was considered as words of madness inflictment+1, it was languages from earth in general. 

Somehow, this only seemed to apply to the written words. I’d never heard of the word Janje before, but it was very possible that it was a word originating from a language on earth. Or was this just me developing a new form of anthropocentric bias?

No. If the words from my world existed here and were taboo – then there was a reason. A connection. I just did not know what it was yet.

Janje, who is the mother?

“The mother is the mother.”

Well, that was certainly helpful. Asking her who the Pretender was would most likely yield the same result. I thought about something else to ask.

Who is Kataramenos?

“That’s the Pretender’s name! Masakh shouldn’t be using the Pretender’s name! Don’t use the name! Don’t use the name! Don’t use the name!”

Why not?

“Masakh can’t! Masakh shouldn’t! Masakh shouldn’t! Masakh doing strange things! Masakh writing evil glyphs and using evil names! Masakh is getting scary! Janje can’t stand it!”

Janje – 

Janje’s voice retreated. The cave was silent save for the soft breathing of the unconscious Druid Mage. My only source of information was gone because I pushed too hard. Perhaps I’d give it some time and ask Janje again later. I couldn’t expect all the answers in the brief time we’d known each other, no matter how much she believed we were “friends.” 

[You consumed a significant number of creatures as a Shade]

[Due to the title {User} you have attained the cumulative skills of these creatures as you evolved.]

[Do you wish to install the skills of the creatures you have consumed?]

[Yes]

[No]

I looked over the message. This was no doubt supposed to give me the skills of the bats, elk, deer, goats and Yonder Bears I killed. The Yonder Bears and bats were the only two that I could think of with actual practical skills that would be of help to me at this point, and even then, I didn’t feel as though I needed it. I did not need echolocation from the bats because I already possessed motion and thermal sensing. I didn’t need the strength or speed of the bears because I surpassed them. There was no need to tack on an unnecessary about of abilities, because I was not certain if the number of skills I could attain was without limit. From this point on, I’d have to be more selective of the skills I took.

[You have chosen not to install the skills.]

Swiping aside the message, I perused the menu of accumulated skill so far.

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

	Lesser Pain Resistance Lv. 8 


	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. 2

	Lesser Fire Resistance Lv. 3


	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

	

	
	Wolf’s Tracking Lv. 5

	

	
	Kataramenos’ Gift Lv. MAX

	


In the week and a half since my rebirth as a worm, I’d acquired thirty-one skills in total. Thirty three if I counted the two sub-skills from [Earth Control]. It was odd to realize that [Cheetah Sprint], [Greater Rabbit Leap] and [Wolf’s Tracking] where classified as Passive abilities. Was that why arrows felt so slow and why I could jump so high?

There were skills I possessed that I had not utilized in a while. [Insect Metamorphosis] being one of them, as was [Weak Acid Secretion]. Could I still utilize them despite possessing a purely skeletal body?

I begin the first test. Using [Weak Acid Secretion] and gesturing out a single bony finger over the altar with the Yonder Bear carcass. A single drop of clear liquid emerged, dripping down from the finger and landing on the skin. It barely sizzled or did any damage whatsoever. Weak was accurate. However, skills could evolve. Skills could evolve, and with constant time and practice, I could make better use of it.

I sat back a bit, and took the time to realize how far I’d come from a lowly worm. Now, Adolf, my man-of-reinforced-concrete and asphalt stood as a protective bodyguard to the side. There was a person, unconscious, sleeping on a soft mound of earth across me. There was a voice, Janje’s humming a soft tune in the background.

Oh, I was certainly far from extravagant wealth and political power, but I had come a long way from having to eat mosquito larvae to survive an attack from an ant. Of course, there were still tiny hiccups in my lack of ability to speak and communicate with anyone except Janje, who I could neither see nor touch, but I would find a way to defeat that problem soon enough.

“Hey... masakh?” 

Yes Janje?

“Janje is glad Janje met masakh.”

The words sent a slow ringing of alarm bells. Janje – is everything alright?

“Janje is fine. Janje – Janje was lonely. Lonely. Janje talked to bats and stones. Stones didn’t talk to Janje. Bats didn’t talk to Janje. Janje sang, and no one listened to Janje. Janje screamed and no one heard Janje. Janje... counted and counted, and Janje lost track of counting. Janje was alone. Janje was scared. Janje wanted to go, but Janje couldn’t go.” 

“But masakh came! Masakh came... and someone could hear Janje. Someone could hear Janje.”

Janje’s voice was hovering about the cave.

“Janje knows masakh can’t see Janje. Janje knows masakh lies. Masakh lies.”

I felt a chill.

“Janje doesn’t mind. Masakh has been lying to make Janje feel better. Janje is... thankful.”

The sound of movement reached me, and I snapped my gaze to the Druid Mage who was regaining consciousness.

“Janje... Janje hasn’t been truthful with Masakh too. Janje is sorry.”

What do you mean? What did she mean by she hasn’t been truthful?

“Janje is –” Janje stopped. “Masakh – look out!”

I spun. My first instinct was to lock my gaze on the slowly awakening Druid Mage. She was confused and disoriented, but she was certainly not planning an attack. There was no one else in the cave, and none of my instincts were telling me of any danger.

Look out? Out for what?

“Enemy using [Live Root] spell!”

[Live Root]..? I cracked my tail in the air like a whip. What is – 

[Sixth Sense – Danger Warning!]

The heat came first. An abrupt realization that the temperature skyrocketed above and beyond limits to which I felt comfortable. The next thing that came was the noise. The roar that mimicked cascading waterfalls, and the sensation of the heat moving from one area to another. The duo combined and I saw the brilliant orange and flecks of reddish yellow. I was bathing in it.

An ocean of flames engulfed the cave and submerged it into a deeper layer of Dante’s hells. The flames disintegrated the Yonder Bear Belt I wore into ashes, and fires pierced from my back and surged through my ribs. I could see nothing but the fires that swished before my eye sockets and lingered between my teeth. 

[The passive skill [Body Temperature Regulation] has come into effect]

[Skill {Body Temperature Regulation} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Body Temperature Regulation} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Body Temperature Regulation} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Fire Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Fire Resistance} has gained a Level.]

The fire sung and scorched and my body dueled with the heat. Hastily as I could, [Earth Control] spurred to life as I created a cascade of muddy water from my bony hands and skeletal tail. The torrent of murky water squabbled with the flames like a divorced couple and left a child of vapor and steam in the aftermath.

Steam hissed akin to a pressure cooker crying for attention. I knew I’d be sweating and covered with severe third degree burns if I had any skin. My muddy water cascade put an end to the flames and left only thick obscuring mist between myself and my attacker. Fortunately, golems did not need sight to be able to attack.

ADOLF!

Adolf spurred to life at my command, the man of reinforced concrete and asphalt charging through the mist with his hands up, hopping forward with his feet like a boxer approaching an opponent. I followed in the golem’s slipstream, using him for cover. It was not a moment too soon, as sphere of fire crashed against Adolf’s form, the force almost being enough to halt his forward momentum.

Janje! Who’s attacking us?

“Janje doesn’t know!”

I grit my teeth against each other. It was the first time since having teeth that I’d done that, and I did not like doing it. How did you know someone was going to attack?

“Janje... Janje could feel –”

“[Destruction Lotus.]”

An uneasy haze of heat settled down unto the cave and all my danger senses screamed at me to move. I rolled away from Adolf’s cover just as three blades of fire in the shape of leaves bifurcated him in half.

I staggered backwards as the fire in the shape of leaves neatly divided Adolf into two. The asphalt covering boiled and sizzled like a witch’s brew in a cauldron as his left and right parts separated. Adolf’s reinforced concrete failed to hold up against the magical blowtorch. No, not a blowtorch – a magical thermal lance.

The mist was cut aside by the spiraling flaming blades, and for the first time, I was able to procure a view of my attacker. With the same green skin, she was taller than the Druid Mage and Archer’s, almost at about five-seven, her features were slightly middle-aged and her white hair flowed down her face in the manner of a waterfall. Her eyes were deep and amber, she was garbed in a long set of robes that looked to be made from hardy tree-barks, and she stood with a curled staff that was as long as she was tall. Despite this being the first time I had met her – I knew.

Milost Yanje

[Kadulja of the Sanctuary Dryadi]

[Protector of the Druids]

Druid Sage

Level 65

The mountain had come to Mohammed.
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Consequences

A terse silence followed the meeting between myself and the Sage – the Kadulja. So far, she was yet to attack, and so far, we were merely sizing each other up. Her spinning blades of fire had proven themselves strong enough to slice through reinforced concrete, and I had no delusions in my mind that it would fail to do the same to me.

Under different circumstances, I would have been in awe at the sheer ridiculousness of pyrokinesis, and the fact that Druids traditionally were not supposed to have such an ability. However, I was busy trying to ensure that the Kadulja and her apprentice who stood awkwardly behind her, did not decide to immediately start attacking me.

[You are facing an enemy that has previously defeated you.]

[The title {Retaliator} has come into effect.]

[You are encountering a {Mid-Tier} Opponent.]

[The title {David} has come into effect.]

The Kadulja locked her gaze upon me warily, as I did her. I knew that this fight would ultimately be decided by whoever attacked first. It was the simplest truth. With my [Herculean Strength] and [Excrutiating Toxic Bite], all I needed was to get close enough to deliver a single blow and it would be game-over. Likewise, with her pyrokinetic abilities, if she sliced through me in the same manner that she did Adolf – it would be over.

Personally, I would still prefer not fighting if it were possible. An agreement could have been made if only I could speak, but I couldn’t. I could not even try to write words or I’d risk turning them insane. Devoid of communication, devoid of the ability to speak and talk, I was nothing more than a monster that needed to be put down to them.

A shame. They would have been charmed by my humor.

“That – that staff –”

I heard Janje’s soft voice whisper.

“That’s – that’s the staff of Mudar –” her haunting voice whispered in my ear. “The Staff of Mudar. The Staff of Mudar. THE STAFF OF MUDAR! THAT TRAITOROUS STAFF!”

It was the first time I’d ever heard her get angry. Upset, yes, but not angry.

“JANJE WANTS THAT STAFF! GET JANJE THAT STAFF!”

Janje was screaming, screaming, and neither Druids seemed to notice. They can’t hear her. Somehow, only I could hear Janje’s voice. Was it because I was a masakh? A monster? Was it because I was reincarnated? Or was it something else – I didn’t know.

Momentarily, I pondered why they were yet to attack me. Why they were merely watching me with intrigue. Why the Kadulja seemed content to stare at me with revulsion and bewilderment as if attempting to solve a jigsaw puzzle left by a butcher and a serial killer. A part of me wanted to believe that she was seeing something that convinced her that I was more than just the average monster. A part of me hoped she would open her lips and ask me questions. A part of me wanted to assume she would look past my terrifying physical form and see the intelligence lurking underneath.

That part of me was called naiveté.

“[Destruction Lotus!]”

The air rapidly tinged with the smell of smoke and burning. A brutal heat existed that did not belong in the cave, and along with it, there was a thunderous crack of an object breaking the sound barrier.

“KADULJA!”

I knew the fight would be decided by whoever attacked first. I knew it and on some level, I believed the Kadulja did as well. However, I doubted she expected me to have something ranged in my arsenal. No one expected a skeleton creature with a scary sharp tail and claws to have long-ranged attacks, when it looked so clearly attuned to close-range combat.

It was why [Diamond Bullet] was so effective.

My aim was not perfect, and rather than piercing her chest as I intended, it aimed lower, piercing through the wood-like dress she wore, leaving a hole in her stomach in one end and neatly coming out the other. Jade-colored blood spat from the Kadulja’s mouth and spurt from her wound, and her fiery spinning blades sizzled into nonexistence.

MP: 3251/3600

[Diamond Bullet] cost 250MP per use. With my current available MP, I still had thirteen shots left. Hesitation was a problem that I thankfully lacked.

[The title {Merciless} has come into effect.]

[Diamond Bullet].

A cry emerged from the woman’s lips as the second crack of an object breaking the sound barrier echoed, and the bullet shattered her right shoulder. The arm wielding the staff hung limply, and the wooden apparatus dropped to the ground.

[Diamond Bullet]

Her right kneecap shattered along with the sound barrier and I discovered that Druids possessed chocolate-colored bones. They also screamed in pain as humans did, and lost their ability to stand once they were down to only one working knee.

Like humans, other Druids would come to the defense of their downed member. The apprentice reached for the Kadulja’s downed staff, rapidly slamming it against the ground.

“[Hedgerow!]”

[Diamond Bullet]

A thick foliage of sharp vines and tree-barks burst into existence as a protective covering, just as another shot of my diamond bullet pierced through it. The apprentice gave out a sharp cry as the bullet tore across her face. The growing foliage obscured the Kadulja and her apprentice, preventing me from seeing them and wasting valuable MP on blind-fire.

I rushed towards the foliage, sweeping my tail and my claws down and slicing them apart as quickly as they grew.

“[Ensnare!]”

The vines started entangling me in the manner that vines typically did. Slicing them aside only prompted more of them to keep growing, and I was forced to change tactics. [Weak Acid Secretion] and [Strong Venom Secretion] came together in my left and right hands, slamming down on the offending vines and melting them to oblivion. They broke down and thrashed like a serpent, dropping me harshly on the cave floor.

“Getting away! THE STAFF IS GETTING AWAY!”

The apprentice attempted to escape with the Kadulja down the cave’s arching passageway. Carrying the staff in one hand and trying to carry her master on her back, it was an impossible task. With a gentle shake of my head, I crouched on all fours and burst past her. Skidding to a stop, I stood before the Kadulja and apprentice as they tried to escape the cave, both of their skins began turning white.

The apprentice was bleeding. A nasty scar lay across her right eye where she’d been grazed by my diamond bullet, and the eye was closed to prevent the jade-colored blood from pouring into it. With one eye, she stood shakily against me, her master on her back, and the staff in her right hand. I had no real quarrel with the apprentice. No reason to truly fight her.

The Kadulja was a different case. It was ironic. I hadn’t started this fight. She did. Summoning her wolves and attacking me, destroying my domain, launching fireball upon fireball at me without justification or provocation, killing me and turning me into a shade, destroying Adolf –

She started this fight. I just wanted to survive, and she wouldn’t let me. 

I was here, fighting for my survival, and she wouldn’t let me.

The apprentice haphazardly rose her master’s staff. I rushed her, slapping it out of her hand with my tail, and grabbed the short woman into the air with my long hands. I tossed her away and she sailed through the air like a haphazardly swung toy, slamming against the walls of the cave with a cry and dropping to the ground. 

The Kadulja lay before me. Shattered knee. Shattered shoulder. Bleeding bullet wound in stomach. Breathing haphazardly, and staring up at me with a hatred in her eyes.

There were many, many reasons to kill her. I had many ways to kill her. It would be easy – too easy – to do it. But could I?  Could I end a life, a potential stream of information, sustenance, wealth of knowledge, abilities and justify it?

This was not the same as killing wild animals or insects. This was killing a conscious person.

Perhaps if – if I spared her –

Wasn’t this how I died last time? Even in another world, even with all the reasons in the world, even despite having died from it – I was still attempting to spare – save – the life of someone who should be my enemy.

If the roles were reversed, would she would show me the same mercy?

I did not know.

What would happen if I let her live? Forgive and forget?

The odds of that were abysmal. Humans did not forget in general, and although she was not human, the odds were high that she lived with individuals who cared for the security of their continued lifestyle. You would not let your children wander about if you knew there was a monster outside your forest that had attacked and maimed one of your own, and you would not be at peace until you personally went and ensured the creature was gone.

If I let her live, she would come back, more prepared, more dedicated, with more animals and more backup, and with a stronger reason to eliminate me. Again, and again, and again – without end.

I could not allow that to happen.

[Diamond Bullet]

The final crack of displaced air was the signal that the battle was over. The bullet pierced a neat hole through the Kadulja’s skull. I could have done without knowing that Druid brains were a dark purple in color. I could have done without the wide-eyed expression, the fact that despite already knowing her fate, she was still surprised at the moment of her own death.

No one ever expected to die until they did.

[You have slayed the Kadulja of Final Sanctuary Dryadi Tribe]

[You have attained the title: [Sage Slayer] from the defeating a named enemy.]

[126200 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]

[You have gained a level]

The title [Genocidal] has come into effect for the Species: [Druid].

[25 Genocide Points Earned]

You have completed all the requirements for the Quest: Felling Trees.

Return to the Quest Giver to Complete the Quest.

The Kadulja’s apprentice let out a choked sound that reminded me of her presence. Her gaze turned and settled on her dead master, before turning back to me. There was fear in her eyes, and there was something else. Her skin turned from green to a dry autumn brown. I did not want to, or see the need to kill her. At the same time, I did not want her to believe I would not do so if push came to shove. I picked up the staff of Mudar with my tail, hunched on all fours, and then forced myself to give out the most convincing visage I could.

She scrambled away from the cave’s narrow passageway, tripping and slipping over her own two feet as she fled. I waited, ensuring that I could no longer hear her footsteps, before standing back on my own two feet.

I dusted my palms and returned deep within the hollows of the cave, where I could hear Janje’s rapid muttering and whispering, with her voice sounding more frantic and agitated than I’d ever known.

“The staff! The staff! Masakh has the staff! Masakh must give Janje the staff!”

There was something off about Janje’s voice. Something unsettling. Still, I gestured the staff forwards, and slammed it into the ground, directly into the tarry black remnants of Adolf’s bifurcated body. 

“STAFF OF MUDAR! BETRAYER! BETRAYER! JANJE WILL NOT BE OBSCURED! JANJE WILL NOT BE BANISHED! JANJE – JANJE WILL BE FREE!”

I felt the world shake. The sound of glass shattering over a thousand times, endlessly –

Chaos. That was the only word that could have been used to describe the scene before me.  Chaos. Screaming noises, a cornucopia of clamors and screeches, as different colors of lights burst forth from the staff and along with it came a hundred wispy Druid souls, then a thousand souls, then more, and more, and –

And the ground rumbled and wailed. The earth cracked and shuffled. The cave squeezed upon itself, and I found myself making a hasty retreat in lieu of the sound of Janje’s senseless laughter. I burst out of the cave just as the earth became the red sea in the midst of partition by Moses. The ground fractured and each fissure expanded further like the torn pockets of a tattered beggar. The further I ran, the further I knew that running was not going to save me from the chasm engulfing everything in a bottomless pit.

Without preamble, everything stopped.

“JANJE! IS! FREE!”

Without preamble, everything exploded.
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Chapter 18
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Satisfaction

I awoke to the smell of ash and smoke.

The forest that was all that I had known of this world was gone. Entire lines of trees felled. Earth, barren and ablaze. Acrid black smoke reaching up into the clouds and surpassing them. Animals crushed underneath trees, burnt beyond any conceivable recognition, and others had guts and intestines pierced by contorted wooden stakes.

I was covered with soot and smoke and ash. Standing and dusting myself brought me confusion. There was a significant amount carnage and destruction on a level that I did not believe I had, or could have created. As much as a small part of me wanted to argue that this was not my fault, I knew that I was the one responsible by providing the staff to Janje.

But nothing I knew of Janje indicated this –

Other than Meg, which was what I assumed was the evil creature protecting or guarding Janje, I had believed she was a simple spirit. A simple lost soul – she had not seemed malevolent in any way or form. So how – why did this happen?

I pushed aside any speculation in lieu of discovering more about the truth. Standing on a broken tree in the middle of a dried up river, I searched out for any sources of heat or noise or vibrations that would give me any clues. It did not take me long to find it. 

Move!

With [Cheetah Sprint] as a passive, I blurred forward. The feeling of the hot ground against my skeletal feet was slightly irritating, but I paid it no heed in lieu of finding out what was going on. I avoided the splinters of shattered wood, craters littering the earth and wide open chasms as I ran. In a matter of seconds, I’d reached what appeared to be a small village. The settlement was burning and littered with dozens of corpses.

Lying face down against the earth was a barely clothed druid with green skin and white hair. Jade-blood poured from numerous holes littering his leg and his skin. His body was still and unmoving, nevertheless, I approached cautiously. For all I knew, he was playing possum and attempting to catch me unaware.

He’s lying face down. That fact occurred to me. If Druid’s required air, then he could only play possum for so long before he stopped.  He’s lying face down. When I thought about it a second time, I understood the implications. 

He was trying to run away. But run away from what?

I wished I could converse with him. Unfortunately, it was not an option. Shapes and figures and caricatures would get me nowhere at all, so my only option was to ignore the downed Druid man and move on.

The further I walked, the more corpses I encountered.

I was grateful that I lacked a stomach and lacked the ability to be nauseated. Bodies, everywhere. Bodies on spikes, vertical, pierced from head to genitals, horizontal, skewered through ribs and dangling unevenly –

Bodies of adults.

Bodies of infants.

Bodies of children.

Bodies and blood and fire.

I ran through the settlement, ran until I could hear the familiar sound of laughter. Ran until I stood before a tall naked figure laughing cheerfully as she repetitively stabbed a Druid in the face. Laughing, laughing and singing.

...Janje?

A woman with smooth black hair contrasting against her dark emerald skin turned to face me. Naked, covered in jade-colored blood, her red pupils widened and her lips contorted into a smile upon seeing me.

“Masakh! You’re still alive!” she smiled. “Janje is happy! But – I can’t keep going around calling myself Janje anymore and talking in the third person. Ugh – it must have been maddening to listen to me speak like that.”

I was not sure what to say. Seeing the blood on her lips, the smile on her face, and the cheer she possessed. I found myself remembering my own words: “there’s nothing that I could know about you that would be enough to make me hate you.”

Do you know who you are?

Janje’s lips curled into a smile. “Of course I do. And I never would have remembered if it weren’t for you.”

Special Quest: Rooting Out Evil Completed.

She extended her hands forward. “Come, give me a large hug!”

I stood, stiffly, as Janje hugged me. She was naked, pressed against me, but there was no sexual reaction for I had no sexual organs to react. Instead, a deep sense of unease landed upon me as I allowed myself to read her name and titles.

“Oh, yes, Janje was my root name. My full name is –”

Zlosta. I managed to say. Zlosta Janje.

Zlosta Janje

[The Mad Kadulja]

[Sage of Perpetual Insanity]

[Avatar of the Anathema: Omega]

Druid Night-Witch

Level ?

Jan – Zlosta, gave me an odd look. “Yes. How did you know?”

I did not answer her. I turned my attention to the massacre instead. I did not know these Druids, or why she went through the trouble of killing them. I did not know her reasons for doing so, or if there was anything to gain from such a pointless massacre. All I knew was that Zlosta felt it was necessary. Felt it was necessary to burn down the forest and kill children and infants.

Why did you kill them?

“Ah, masakh – masakh.” The witch shook her head. “That’s a long and triflingly boring story I will not go into right now. In short, I was betrayed and placed in an eternal border between this world and Nocturnal. Trapped in-between worlds for thousands of years where no one could see me or talk to me, well, until I met you of course. You special little thing.”

She patted my cheekbones. A frown came unto her face as she did so. “You’re too special to go on without a name.” she clapped her hands. “A present! I’ll give you the name of one of Meg’s old war partners. He’ll find it amusing.”

She cleared her throat, spun around and thrust her hand out towards me. Sputters of darkness spread from her fingertips like lightning bolts and rooted me to the spot before I could as much as voice out a complaint. 

“I, Zlosta Janje, Sorceress of the Night and eternal servant of the Mother, hereby beseech the night to aid my request, and grant this masakh with a name.”

Purple fire engulfed me, and yet it did not burn. Wind howled and swallowed silence, and one of my knees dropped on their own accord.

“In nightmares of men and beast, let it be known that this masakh has a name! Thy name is Janus!”

Thunder crackled through the cloudless sky and a bolt of lightning fell from nothing. It surged through me not unpleasantly; a sensation of euphoria that made me stagger backwards and open my mouth to gasp. 

I could hear the sound of myself gasping.

[NOTICE!]

You have encountered a Night-Witch and have been named!

Your name is now: Janus!

Note: Names have power, and can only be given once in a monster’s lifetime. The power of a name is dependent on the power of the person granting the name multiplied by the inherent meaning and associations the name possesses.

You have received bonuses and hidden skills as the wielder of the name: Janus.

It is up to you to discover them.

“What just –” I flinched. I could hear sounds. I could hear sounds originating from my mouth. Despite lacking tongue, lips or throat, I could hear my voice. A voice that emerged was soft and whispery, different from anything I remembered having before. It reminded me of the voice possessed by a soft-spoken don of a certain Mafia cartel.

“Why do I sound like the Godfather?” was officially the first complete sentence I spoke in my second life. 

Janje tilted her head in confusion. “Who is this Godfather? I did not know you were acquainted with any gods, and I have certainly not known them to have fathers.”

I could – could have decided to start explaining, but I chose not to. Instead, I focused on the realization that I could speak.

“How... how is it that I can suddenly speak?”

“All named masakh are immediately granted the ability to speak upon being named.”

That was it? All I needed to do all this while, to be able to talk, was to have a name? It seemed so stupidly obvious in hindsight that I’d never even bothered considering it. And to think that Janje had offered me a name when I first met her –

No, not Janje. Zlosta. It was Zlosta now.

I wanted to feel bad about the deaths of the Druids. I wanted to look around and feel something remotely resembling empathy for their suffering. Perhaps feel some righteous sense of anger at their torture and demise, and transfer this anger to the one responsible.

Yet – I couldn’t.

I couldn’t care less.

If anything, I was more concerned about the fact that I did not care about them, than I was about their deaths. Now that I could speak – I could communicate – the lives of a few hundred strangers were irrelevant in lieu of my grand prize of sweet, beautiful communication.

“Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of water –”

“Twinkle twinkle little star –”

“To be or not to be, that is the question –”

“It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen –”

“All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way –”

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way –”

Zlosta looked at me in further, increasing confusion, and I laughed at her befuddled expression.

I laughed.

The realization only brought on more laughter. The sound reaching I could hear was better than anything in the world I could have ever conjured. It was madness, madness that I had no lungs and yet laugh... and laugh I did. I laughed until I dropped unto the floor and rolled, and I kept laughing –

Zlosta giggled, confused, but amused, and her giggling only made me laugh even harder. “Why are we laughing?”

I laughed even harder at the question. Why was I laughing? She was asking me why I was laughing? I was laughing because of only one reason:

I can laugh.

Amidst a burning village in a scorching forest, before a mass murderer of a witch having slaughtered dozens, I laughed, and she laughed as well. Nothing else in that moment mattered. Nothing else in the world mattered. The sight of Zlosta’s blood-splattered form laughing forced me to laugh until I was trying to force myself to stop. Forced me to laugh until I was slamming my fist into the earth in order to abate it. Zlosta laughed harder when she realized I could not stop laughing, and I laughed harder at Zlosta laughing harder, and on the cycle continued.

I can laugh.
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Interlude VIII
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Adversity

Every consequent boom from the artillery fire rattled his teeth and shook his bones. He could feel the shockwaves traverse across his entire body, feel the pressure of wind from the thunderous impact that slammed against the approaching drove of creatures.

Creatures the size of pillows, all with dark purple sheens and a liquid, gelatinous form moved across the flat terrain like a cup of honey spilling in excess. They lacked fangs, hands, legs, or identifiable lips and mouths. Dark purple blobs, merely stirring forward against blackened soil, approaching in the multitudes.

There in lay the problem. Approaching in the multitudes. There were too many to count. Even as the sky streaked red of fire and white of lightning, and artillery laid waste to their numbers, they were still too many to count.

Amidst the fact that a horde of nightmares approached them across the battlefield, they stood in formation, all six-hundred and forty-eight recruits, garbed in dull black uniforms, all of them holding a Sacrosanct Rifle in their arms.

He wondered if he was the only one aware of the mysterious decrease in numbers, but he doubted it. He still remembered the foreboding chill and crushing weight that was inflicted upon him by the High Eminent of War, and no doubt, several others did. 

“Lance Brigade!” the woman that replaced Prominent Lance was tall and twice as intimidating. She strut across the battlefield, seemingly unbothered by the constant tremors, shakes and explosions. Her feet were actually, touching the ground, which was an unusual sight for a Prominent. 

“Welcome to Sector One-Zero-One!” She said. “I am Prominent Macey, the one who oversees this particular sector, and here, we call this sector: the DD. That stands for Disvirgining Dome.”

Already, he could tell that some people were not comfortable with the affectionate nickname for the battlefield.

“This is where you pathetic lots pop your nightmare-killing cherries in a relatively safe and controlled environment.”

A particularly heavy shot slammed into the approaching herd of creatures, shaking the ground, raising dust and bespattering the purple blobs into indistinct splatters against the scorched earth. He, like many others, held his reservations about this being considered relatively safe.

“Before you is an approaching swarm of nightmares designated as NMR-003. You may be familiar with them.” She reached out, activating the godscript, and a roll of words and information immediately appeared before them.

[Nightmare Detected]

NMR-003

Common Slime

[Tier 2.0 Nightmare]

Info:

NMR-003 is a lower level nightmare which lacks significant attack, defense or magical power.  It crawls at turtle’s pace and is often considered to be the weakest nightmare in Alamir. NMR-003 is generally harmless, until it comes into physical contact with a living creature. 

NOTE: Escape from NMR-003 after direct contact is impossible. 

More information about Nightmares and their dangers can be reviewed in the Nightmare Bestiary menu of the Godscript.

Several people muttered and scoffed under their breaths. “It’s just a slime.” He heard one say. “They’re like the fucking weakest things in the world.” Another grumbled. “I’ve put down dogs more dangerous.”

He would have complained, like the rest of them, but he knew the rhyme. Did no one else here know the rhyme? Slimes were weak, yes, and there was nothing particularly nightmare-inducing about them worthy of giving them their names or classification as nightmares –

Until they touched you.

He still remembered the midnight horror stories Father Goma whispered into his ears as he was growing, about the horrors of what happened to people that got touched by them. The rhyme that followed the stories – Don’t do crime or you’ll be grabbed by a slime – was something he passed down to his juniors at the orphanage. 

Amidst the mutterings and snorts, he lightly flickered his gaze over to his left, where he could find Sophia narrowing her eyes in suspicion. He was thankful that she was at least taking it a bit more seriously.

Of course she is.

He’d seen her godscripts. In that brief, tiny moment following everyone’s shock and awe at realizing the information available, his gaze had stuck on his bunkmate who splashed him awake with a bucket of water. The information he saw was enough to make him realize that she was more than just hot air.

He was a lot of things, but he wasn’t stupid, no matter how much Kuri would state otherwise. Sophia was one of the most talented recruits here, if not the most talented. Befriending her early before she began to shine, having her on his side before the stellar recognition came – it would go a long, long way to accomplishing his goal.

The taste wine has better be worth all this.

“You have all been equipped with SR-88s.” Prominent Macey continued. “Some of you may know how to utilize Sacrosanct Rifles, in which case, you are privileged. To those of you with no knowledge of Alhamisian arms, REFER TO THE GODSCRIPT!”

He winced at the increase in volume.

“The godscript is your guide! It is your partner! It is your lover! Your favorite sex-worker! Your Holy Book! You will know it inside and out, and understand every aspect of it!” she continued. “EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO KNOW IS IN THE DAMNED GODSCRIPTS!”

Prominent Macey turned her attention to the slowly moving drove of slimes, before raising her hand into the air. Just like that, the artillery barrage stopped. Sector One-Zero-One was dead silent.

“In a perfect fucking world where all are created equally, the AAA would have focused on the collectivism of its members. Foolishly, we tried that one-hundred and seventy-five years ago.” She gestured her palm outward. “This was before the Fate-Latency Test. Before we knew for sure if a person was destined for greatness, or had the latent ability to alter their shitty lives and change their mediocre fate. This was when we understood that in Alamir – no one is born equal.”

She clenched her fist, a stony expression landing on her face. “Know that a great destiny can only ever be forged from bloody hellholes. A farmer destined to become king will never attain it unless his crops wither and die, his lands are set ablaze, his wives and daughters captured by slavers and fucked in front of his barren lands. Adversity! Adversity will turn the farmer’s hoe into a weapon! Adversity will drive the farmer on a path to ruin or salvation! Overcoming adversity after adversity – this is how greatness is made!”

The silence was thick. Damning. Slowly, he began to understand what Prominent Macey was implying.

“This is the same for us lucky Adventurers. We grow from adversity. The greater the adversity we overcome, the faster our rate of growth. The Godscripts help us quantify and understand this growth in the form of ‘Levels’ and ‘Experience.’ Through this, we can structure ourselves however we desire. Want to be super strong? You can. Fast? You can. Want to charm the pants of someone? As long as you remember the AAA rules, you can. And if you want to be able to use the esoteric Mystic Arts – overcome adversity, and make that your bitch.” 

There were murmurs. Excited whispers. He could feel his chest suddenly beating harder behind his ribs at that revelation. He could improve every aspect about himself from slaying nightmares? Was that – was that possible? No, it was, it was and the ramifications were as exhilarating as they were terrifying.

“Some of you here are blessed with extraordinary aptitudes for Mysticism and some of you are not. Some of you possess a Flair, and some of you do not. Your FLT Scores and MAT scores tell us in theory the differences you possess, but out here on the Disvirgining Dome – I don’t give a fuck about your scores.” 

She pointed toward the battlefield. “What I, and the AAA, and every damned person in Alhamis gives a fuck about, is whether or not you’re capable of killing as many fucking nightmares as you can to ensure that none of them ever reach our streets. Whether or not you’re capable of overcoming adversity.” She rapidly turned to them. “Well, are you?!”

“YES MA’AM!” 

“Then your task is simple.” She said. “There are about seven-hundred of you. NMR-003 approaches. Eliminate every single slime from the field utilizing whatever you can. You will be scored depending on how many you kill, and the person with the highest kill-count can make one request within the AAA, regardless of what it is, that will be accepted.”

The air burst with excitement. One request that will be accepted. Juma’s mind raced. Is this my ticket?

“This is because the person with the highest-kill count has gained the most experience, and therefore will be the most worthy. If you desire to attain notability, overcome adversity. If you desire power, overcome adversity. If you desire wealth, overcome adversity. Overcome Adversity, and what you desire will be yours. Fail, and you will be redacted from the pages of history.”

“Do you understand your mission?!”

“YES MA’AM!” 

“Are you ready to overcome adversity?!”

“YES MA’AM!” 

Prominent Macey snapped to attention. “WHEN I SAY AAA, YOU SAY OVERCOMING ADVERSITY! AAA!”

“OVERCOMING ADVERSITY!”

“AAA!”

“OVERCOMING ADVERSITY!”

“A – A – A!”

“OVERCOMING ADVERSITY!”

“GO! GO! GO!”

The woman’s voice was electrifying. He almost found himself charging headlong into combat without the slightest preparation. People behind him did. They jostled and shifted him aside, letting out exhilarated battle cries as they faced down the horde of nightmares. It took him a second to follow them in their charge. It took him two seconds to catch up. It took him six seconds to outpace those who’d clearly never done much in the way of running before. Ten seconds was what it took for him to realize that there were people attempting to get physically close to the slime.

He locked his gaze down on his own weapon, the SR-88. Information about the schematics began to display itself nigh-automatically.

Weapon:

Sacrosanct Rifle-88

Owner:

AAA Recruit Juma

Creator:

Eminency of Progress, COMMA

Information:

The SR-88 is a high-performance long-ranged rapid-fire arm capable of firing repeated shots of mystic energy infused with the “Holy” Element. A long blade is attached to the end of the weapon which can be detached and used against opponents in melee range, and the conservation of ammunition. It utilizes a cartridge of specialized reminite and can fire an average of one-hundred and eighty-eight rounds before the cartridge requires replacement. Effective against most Tier 0 to Tier 2 nightmares, easy to assemble, clean and maintain, the SR-88 is the weapon of choice for most AAA recruits and NCOs. 

Information about what end to hold and how to hold it rushed through his mind from the godscripts. He took aim, took a deep breathe, and immediately squeezed the trigger. There was no overwhelming sound or kickback as Father Goma said the Firearms of old had. There was only a brief flash of white, a sudden heat that permeated the weapon, and his target was suddenly no longer there.

Ping!

Nightmare Slayed!

50 Experience Points Gained!

Current Nightmare Kill Count: 1

There was a burst, a flush of adrenaline that rushed through his system at the realization that he killed something. He killed a nightmare.

“Hah! Like I’m going to waste ammo on a bunch of slime!” 

He whipped his head over to source of the voice. It was one of his roommates, if he recalled. “Don’t get close!”

The tall raven-haired boy rushed forward toward the approaching herd of slime and slammed the blade of the SR-88 directly into the one closest in vicinity. “See? They’re just –”

The purple blob did not die. It was not even phased by the attack. Instead, it dragged the weapon, and thus, the boy holding the weapon into its fold. The boy swore, attempting to free himself with his second hand, only for them both to be engulfed.

All action on the battlefield ceased when the boy started convulsing. His eyes turned blank white. His face expressed bliss and his jaw was left wide open. People knew that the signs were, but they could not explain why he was having them.

“What the fuck –”

“Someone get him out of there!”

Juma was amongst the first to rush forward. Two other recruits appeared by his side. One took aim with his SR-88 directly at the creature and pulled the trigger before Juma could let out a shout.

The slime grabbing the boy exploded, and the boy exploded along with it. Blood, guts and gore splattered from the impact zone and it took Juma everything he had to avoid losing his lunch as pieces of intestines rained around him.

“W-what – what the hell just happened?!”

“I – I shot the slime! I – I shot it – why did he –”

“Look out!”

They – they’re noiseless. Juma understood. Just like in the stories – The slime did not generate any form of noise to announce their approach. They did not generate heat or charge with splendor, and if you made the mistake of not putting your eyes on them –

Two more fell to the slime grabbing their legs. Ramrod stiff they went, body shuddering and soft gasps escaping their lips before their eyes immediately lacked pupils. Drool fell from their opened mouths and their blissful visages, and Juma knew immediately that they were lost.

The slime climbed upon them, engulfed them, and raced until it started pouring itself down their mouths and throats, leaving it visibly bulging. It forced itself up their nostrils, forced itself into their ears and through their eyeballs, literally popping them out of the skull. It rushed into their fingers, sending the nails flying, and then it went down, down into their uniform and clothes where it was entering every possible orifice and attempting to create new ones.

Something started sizzling. The men’s stomachs inflated like balloons and their jaws rattled like a child’s toy.  Skin melted like ice over an exposed matchstick, dripping off their body in layers and plopping to the floor. Flesh fell off bones like a skimpy nightgown on a tavern wench. 

The bones did not fare any better. They dribbled like wax on an nervous candle, the remnants of whiteness blending into flesh and coalescing in a small shiny puddle. 

The slime emerged from the puddle, and it belched.

It was the single loudest sound audible to every person in Sector Zero-One-Zero. 

“FALL BACK!”

“FALL BACK!”

“DON’T GET CLOSE!”

“DON’T LET IT GRAB YOU!”

The forward charge became a hasty retreat to gain distance, and Juma was not comforted at the realization that the nursery rhyme was apt.

Don’t do crime or you’ll be grabbed by a slime!

Don’t do crime or you’ll be grabbed by a slime!

It’ll make you feel good for a really short time,

But it’ll enter your body and turn it to grime!

Your skin will melt,

Your bones will puddle,

All because tiny little slime wants a cuddle!

Melting skin and puddling bones had sounded so innocuous when he was younger. Perhaps because it was hard to conjure the image, hard to imagine what it would look like for someone’s skin to melt. Now, he didn’t need to imagine.

“Check your godscripts!” he heard a voice roar. “Check the Bestiary! Check it now!”

Everyone rushed to do so. Everyone swore as they did.

Nightmare Bestiary

Entry No. 3

NMR-003

Common Slime

[Tier 2.0 Nightmare]

Important Info:

NMR-003 possesses an alchemical physiological make-up that constitutes an exceptionally addictive hallucinogenic aphrodisiac. Physical contact will render animals and people immobile with allegedly incomparable sensory pleasure. This enables NMR-003 to start the process of thorough consumption of their prey, by forced entrance through biological orifices. 

Additionally, NMR-003 has been noted to create a biological connection with any living being it comes into contact with. Any damage or sensation delivered to NMR-003 while it is touching any biological matter will also damage the aforementioned biological matter as though it and NMR-003 were a single entity.

Beware that a single drop of NMR-003 on exposed or unexposed skin is capable of triggering the psychedelic effects, and is often irreversible. It can and has driven men, women, children and animals towards a desperate unending pursuit of another drop at the cost of friends, family, livelihood, dignity, sanity and their own lives. 

Note: Unauthorized collection, possession and use of bodily liquids of NMR-003 (street-named: euphoria, bliss, euphie, heaven-seven) is considered a Class 10 Offense under the Restricted Alchemical Tonics and Substances Act of the Eminency of Penance. For more information, kindly refer to the Illegal and Restricted Drugs article found on the Godscript Codex menu.

“They knew!” One man with red hair roared. “They fucking knew and they didn’t tell us –!”

“She did tell us!” another with a grey beard cursed. “She said it herself: everything we fucking need is on the Godscripts!”

She wasn’t exaggerating. The Godscripts included a compendium of knowledge and a wealth of information that could effortlessly make the difference between life and death. The problem was, like most things that came with a manual, most people would never bother reading it. They would ‘figure it out as they went along’ or choose instead to only glimpse through.

But it’s not possible that absolutely no one here choose to read it. There were now six hundred and forty three recruits around him. It was impossible that not one of those people read it. If anything, it meant that there were several people who did, and yet, choose not to provide such crucial information.

Why? It was a stupid question. He knew why. They were competing for that favor. For that one request. Everyone wanted it, no one wanted to be in the Lance Brigade. 

This chaos, this competition, the manner in which lives were disregarded – this, this could not be how the AAA operated. No – the image everyone in Alhamis possessed of the AAA was that of order, of diligence and unity and uniformity –

This was not it. This was the exact opposite.

There was something more going on, Juma was certain. Something bigger, grander, and perhaps all of this was supposed to be some sort of test. If it were, he could not see it, he could not identify what it was or what its purpose was or how to correctly pass it.

He did however, know that the only way to find out would be to complete the challenge and attain the highest number of kills against the nightmares. It would be a step forward in the right direction, it would be the first thing he needed to do in order to survive the AAA.

With that in mind, Juma took a deep breath, and he accessed his Godscripts.

He nearly slipped up by telling Sophia about his flair. Almost slipped up by telling her the exact number of people present in the vicinity. It was something he discovered and confirmed to be his flair when he first activated his godscript. 

“Activate flair.”

WARNING: The Godscript counsels against uses of flairs capable of distorting the user’s personality and perspective of reality. Would you like to proceed with the activation of your Flair?

“It’s now or ne –”

A ground-shattering explosion nearly deafened him as he crashed to the ground. The earth vibrated with thunderous aftershocks, and a roar of superheated wind sent people tumbling backwards. Numerous shouts and screams of confusion tore through the air.

“THIS IS NOT A DRILL! I REPEAT! THIS IS NOT A DRILL!” 

Prominent Macey’s voice boomed through the air.

“AN EXPLOSION HAS EMERGED FROM THE DISREMEMBER FOREST! POTENTIAL ENEMIES DETECTED! WE HAVE REPORTS OF A – ”

The speakers went silent.

“ALL AAA RECRUITS ARE TO RETREAT TO SAFETY IMMEDIATELY! I REPEAT ALL AAA RECRUITS ARE TO RETREAT! A NIGHTWITCH HAS BEEN DETECTED IN THE VICINITY! I REPEAT! A NIGHTWITCH HAS BEEN DETECTED IN THE VICINITY!”
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Chapter 19
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Isolation

“You must be joking.”

Zlosta sat with her legs crossed on nothing but empty air. I wondered if it was telekinesis, or simply some sort of magic levitation spell that enabled her to so blatantly insult the laws of physics.

“The goal of all masakh is to follow the will of the Mother. To end suffering by ending all who suffer, and you mean to tell me, you do not have any desire to obey this will?”

“None.”

“At all? Not even in the slightest?”

“I have literally everything to lose from mass genocide. What exactly do you gain?”

Zlosta furrowed her brow. Once the blood was gone from her face along with the insane cheer and glee, Zlosta was attractive.

That was an understatement. An understatement that slipped into the territory of a lie. Zlosta defied expectations. Reminded me that this was indeed another world. 

Dark locks of hair flowing down the sides of her face like an advert for women’s conditioner that made growing girls insecurely twirl their finger through their own mediocre locks. Dark green skin a shy shade away from a fresh watermelon agreed upon by art students as an ideal muse. A face that one would gaze upon and immediately swallow a building lump in the throat as the subconscious mind identified and highlighted the gap between oneself and one who could raise blood pressures and elevate heartrates by the upward movement of their lips.

For now, I was grateful for the lack of an organ capable of sexual arousal. Dealing with Zlosta would be difficult otherwise.

“It has nothing to do with personal gain. It is merely about principle. The world is filled with too many who suffer, and too many who enable this suffering or ignore it. Injustice upon injustice is wrought daily, lives are treated without dignity, people strive for greatness – and fail. There is inequality, and I wish to end it.”

“By killing everyone?”

“Death is the ultimate equalizer.”

I chuckled. It felt good. 

“What amuses you?”

“Death is only an equalizer if there’s no afterlife.”

“That is why the Anathema constantly raid the Kingdom to steal souls and spread terror.”

I digested that slowly. “Heaven has terrorists?”

Zlosta’s laughed. She placed her hands to her lips in that dignified, upper-class lady laugh I’d expect to find from a bourgeoisie woman in the early fifties. It was hard to believe this was the same person who’d been stabbing a face with barely restrained glee merely a few hours ago.

“If you want to put it that way, although no one calls the Kingdom... what did you put it...? Ah, heaven. That’s... another odd word. Godfather, heaven, and your ability to read and understand the Antediluvian Hieroglyphs...”

A benefit of being a skeleton was the lack of a face. The lack of a face was the definitive poker-face. Zlosta’s haunting red eyes locked on me. It was eerie.

“I like you, Janus. I really like you. But – you don’t make sense. You do and say things that no masakh should do or say. You’re... odd. A wildcard. Wildcards can be really, really great, or they can be really, really bad.”

The air felt heavier than it should be. Tentatively, I took an odd step away. She smiled. “Oh come now, I’m not going to kill you after going to the trouble of naming you. Not yet anyway.”

“Not yet?”

“No. Not yet. For all I know, you’re either a newborn spawn of an Anathema lacking memories, or you’re an agent of the Prince and his Nine. Either possibility sounds interesting.”

“I’m neither. I’m not acquainted with any princes, last I checked.” At least, in this world.

“Oh, but you know godfathers?”

“A ‘Godfather’ does not necessarily mean the ‘father of a god.’ Or the ‘god of fathers.’ It’s an honorary title –”

“And you know someone who is honored with this title?”

The answer to that question was condemnatory. I did, in my previous life, have a godfather, but I could not explain that it was a title given by parents to an individual who they would like to be honored as the child’s mentor or guardian. For starters, a monster should have no way of knowing that, and secondly, it was entirely possible that such a convention did not exist in this world.

“No. I don’t.”

“But the first words that you spoke indicated otherwise.”

I remembered those words. Why do I sound like the Godfather? 

I cursed my slip-up. I had not needed to lie or deceive or play the intricate game of social power struggles via communicative competence to anyone in ages. It felt like a lifetime ago. 

“I’m impressed Janus. You’ve had the ability to speak for less than three hours, and you’ve already begun to lie.”

The air felt thick again. A part of me, however small, contemplated telling Zlosta the whole truth; I was reincarnated as a worm and brought into this world from another. I dismissed it once I saw the gleam in her red eyes. The contemplating gleam that was eerily reminiscent to that of a professional lawyer who just discovered a loophole in a client’s contract that could be used to make herself millions.

She was driven by a pseudo-religious belief that a mass genocide of all living creatures in the world was perfectly justifiable. There could be no positive outcome from telling her of other worlds, i.e. other targets.

“Is there anything you need me for?”

“You make it sound like you’re leaving.”

“There’s no reason to stay here anymore.”

Zlosta gestured to herself. “And me? You’d just... leave me?”

A warm breeze blew ash and sand across the small clearing. The smell of blood and decomposing flesh filled the air as did the buzzing of flies perching against recently deceased. I knew, however damnable it was, that my answer to that question would have changed if there was a functioning cock between my legs. 

At the same time, I was being practical. Zlosta was not the best guide to have, as everything she knew was most likely several thousand years out of date. Several thousand years was a considerable amount of time, and misinformation could be more fatal than a complete lack of information. There was no real reason for me to stay with her, not now when I could speak, and travel and learn about the world for myself.

Then, there was Meg. I did not want to be anywhere near it.

“I don’t believe I owe you any outstanding debts.”

There was something considerably less warm about her. 

“I named you.”

“And I freed you.”

Zlosta stopped floating in the air. Her feet, complete with toes and fingers, dropped to the ground. “Do you know what I am, Janus?”

“I’ll assume you’re about to tell me.”

“I assumed you’d know. Seeing how you knew my name before I told you.”

Another slip-up.

“You’re a Druid.”

Zlosta nodded. She approached me, one step at a time. “Druids, or Dryads as we were called in the old days, naturally have the ability to sense and commune with spirits. These spirits are often metaphysical representations of emotions, feelings, and the most powerful of them... concepts.”

Zlosta reached out, she trailed a single long finger down my exposed ribcage. “Even the masakh have spirits. Dark spirits we call them – the foundations of negative energy and emotions. The desire to terminate and plunder – it exists in all masakh, and often appears in Dryads or Krvavi.”

“Krvavi?” I asked.

“Any race of bipedal creatures with red blood, most often, humans.” Zlosta said, smiling. “Fascinatingly, only a select few Druids can see spirits, and only an even smaller few can manipulate them – turn them off or on, and therefore turn creatures happy or depressed enough to throw themselves off cliffs. We can make beings inexplicably enraged to kill their own children or unusually aroused that they would attempt to copulate with a smooth rock. Or, we can use the spirits around us to cast – turned into energy, we manipulate the fundamental forces of nature.” 

Fascinating and game-breaking as it was, “Where are you going with this?”

“Oh Janus you special little thing,” She took a step back, still smiling at me. “I just told you I can manipulate the fundamental forces of nature. Where do you think this is going?”

Zlosta’s question came with a sudden desire to kneel. Both my knees dropped on to the earth before I had any say in the matter. My head slammed into the ground following it in an undignified grovel, and I found my hands, moving against their own will, moving until they were in position beside my head, bowing. 

“Ah! There we go.” I heard her clapping. “That’s the proper response you’re supposed to have. What took you so long?”

“What are you do–”

“Shhh.”

My jaw snapped shut. I found, with growing rage, that I could not open them on my own will.

“Your spirits when you laughed – they intoxicated me. Such pure, unbridled joy from something as banal as laughter. I was stunned, I was in love. It would be a shame, really, if you never laughed again.”

Different feelings tore through me in an instant. I tried, tried to force myself to stand, to rise, to lift my head, to lift my finger or a single tail –

“I don’t want that, Janus. I don’t. As I said, I like you. The problem is, however, you don’t seem to understand that you can’t just walk away from me. We promised we’d be best friends forever, didn’t we? We’d be best friends, and best friends don’t abandon each other.”

Stand! STAND! STAND!

“I’m not sure if I’ve been gone for a thousand years or ten, or fifty. Alamir will be different. It means it could be more dangerous, there could be strong empires and adversaries who oppose the Mother’s plan. Attempting to do things without caution could get me sealed again, if not killed. And I need you, to be my best friend – to watch my back and make sure that doesn’t happen.”

STAND DAMN IT! FUCK! STAND! 

My legs refused to obey. Zlosta sat on my back and made herself comfortable, as though I were a decorative chair. 

“Of course you’re a bit too weak right now to really help me, but I’m not exactly at full strength either, so this helps. You have a nice growth rate. I know there are many hidden talents and secrets you have. There are going to be numerous benefits from having you Janus. Numerous benefits.” 

She preened my tail and ran her finger down my hipbones.

“I’m sure you might be thinking that there’s no way you’d join or help me, but, there is always a solution for things like this, a solution for moments like these.” 

A burning sensation ripped through me. Zlosta wrote down my spine with her finger, and every motion she made felt as if she was carving out of me with a blowtorch. With horror, I knew what she was doing.

“With this, Janus – we’ll stay together. Forever.”

STAND!

[You have attained the skill: [Lesser Paralysis Resistance] from fighting paralysis.]

[You have attained the skill: [Mental Resistance] from exposure to mind-controlling mystics.]

Our positions were reversed in seconds. My tail hooked around her neck and slammed her into the ground. Stakes of granite pierced her hands and feet. I was surprised to hear her scream in pain. Somehow, I expected that she wouldn’t.

“Janus –”

I placed one skeletal hand over her mouth, and the other over her throat.

“You were going to turn me into your slave.”

I placed pressure on her throat.

“I will not be a slave.”

I swung both my hands in opposite directions. The crack was disconcerting. I had never snapped someone’s neck before. Never seen someone’s neck twist around three-hundred and sixty degrees and witness their wrinkled neck as the flesh stretched beyond what it was meant to.

“Did you think it was that easy, Janus?”

Despite her clearly broken, snapped neck, Zlosta spoke. It was unnerving, watching her smile and listening to the sound of her bones snapping back in place.

“If I could be killed so easily, no one would bother sealing me away.” She cracked her neck, literally, and forcibly pulled her hands out of the stakes that bound them. I leaped backwards, putting as much space between us as possible.

Zlosta rose from the ground, dusting herself. The bloodied holes in her hands and legs from where I’d staked her to the ground sizzled and vanished, as if they were never there to begin with.

“How?”

“Meg, or as he’s known to the world, Anathema Omega. When he chose me as his champion, I gained a lot of benefits, one of which included that I can’t be killed unless you kill him first.”

Kill Meg? Was that even possible?

“I can still feel pain though. Having my neck snapped – it didn’t feel nice Janus. It. Didn’t. Feel. Nice.”

[Sixth Sense – DANGER DETECTED!]

I ran. The broken trees and foliage became a blur in the background as I did my best to escape from Zlosta. There was no point in fighting her if killing her was impossible. Trapping her could be another solution, but even then it was a stopgap measure at best.

“You can’t run from me Janus.”

Something slammed me into the ground with all the force of a charging bull. Again, I found myself unable to move, again, I found her on top of me, carving something burning down my spine.

“I didn’t want to do this, Janus. You left me with no choice.”

You have attained the Negative Effect: [Curse of Loyal Soul]

You are incapable of physically betraying Night-Witch Zlosta Janje. Attempting to do so will generate a shockwave of immense physical pain that deals [1000] HP Damage per second.

You have attained the Negative Effect: [Curse of Servant Soul]

You are incapable of physically disobeying Night-Witch Zlosta Janje. Attempting to do so will generate a shockwave of immense physical pain that deals [1000] HP Damage per second.

My blood would be boiling if I had any blood to boil. Slave, was the term for what I was now. A slave.

“If you’re thinking that you’ll be able to get rid of my curse, I’m sorry to disappoint you Janus.” She said. “I used the Spirit Arts to craft an unbreakable bond. There is only one person in Alamir who might, with years of study and an unyielding will, have the knowledge needed to undo it.” 

Zlosta let out a sigh. “And you’ve already killed her.” 

The Kadulja. She’s talking about the Kadulja. 

“Is this your idea of friendship?” I snarled. “Slavery? Is that what friendship is to you?”

“Often times it’s hard to tell the difference.”

“No, it isn’t! This is insane! Why would you do this?”

“If you weren’t so selfish, things would have gone differently.”

I was astonished by the bullshit. “I’m being selfish?”

“I was betrayed and have been sealed for mother-knows how many thousands of years. I lost my sanity. I found a friend and he freed me. I slaughter my people down to every man, woman and child for their betrayal. I have no people. I have no home. I have no knowledge of the world beyond. Everyone I know and love have been dead for millennia. And then – then, my new friend, the one who freed me, the only being left in Alamir that I know – he wants nothing to do with me.”

Zlosta let out a soft laugh. I’d never heard so much bitterness in a laugh before. 

“You have to understand. This is the way things have to be Janus. I can’t – I can’t afford to lose you. I wish – I wish you hadn’t told me you wanted to leave. I wish... you chose to stay with me instead. All I want is someone – anyone – to stay by my side. Is that so bad?”

Jesus Christ. “You can’t force people to be with you!”

“I just did.”

I lunged. She slammed into the ground and the pointed tip of my bony tail hovered over her face.

“Janus! Stop!”

You have triggered [Curse of Servant Soul]

Sparks emitted from my body and I bit through it as I felt pain assault every single bone I possessed. It was on the level of nothing I’d ever felt before. Pain that wanted to make me crawl into a ball and whimper as I begged it to stop. A second of this pain was enough to cripple me, staggering me backwards and arching my spine to roar to the heavens.

HP: 2600/3600

I pushed past the pain. Animalistic growls escaped from my mouth and I almost did not believe I was responsible for them.

“Remove. The. Bloody. Curse.”

“I can’t Janus.”

I attacked her. I tried to.

You have triggered [Curse of Loyal Soul]

The pain returned. My body was on fire. The world around me was losing color and definition, the ground was losing solidity, and I was falling. Falling –

HP: 1600/3600

“Stop! Stop it! You’ll die!”

“Then let me fucking die!” I spat. “I’d sooner die than be a slave! Even as a bloody worm and I wasn’t a slave! Even as a fucking worm I wasn’t a slave!”

You have triggered [Curse of Servant Soul]

The world was hazy. Zlosta’s form appeared like clouds in my vision. Hallucination. It occurred to me that the pain was making me hallucinate. A sudden difficulty arose in differentiating what was real and what wasn’t – what was solid and what wasn’t. 

HP: 600/1600

I could hear Zlosta’s voice calling out my name. Thick with worry, laced with concern, dipped in the tones of desperation and faintness. Laughter would have escaped my bony jaw had I the strength to do so. The world was nothing more to me but bright lights. Zlosta’s helpless voice was the only thing audible to me amidst the drifting whiteness. 

Helpless? The thought almost made me laugh. She was anything but helpless. She was just irrational. She would rather I die than leave her side. Why? Was it because I let her believe I was her friend? Was it because I freed her? 

Was it because we laughed together?

Was it because she gave me my name?

Janus – 

The two-faced Roman god. The one who could look to the past and present simultaneously. I wondered if she even knew the meaning of the name, or if she just chose it at whim. Maybe if I had two heads I’d have seen this coming. One would have noticed the signs that Zlosta was clingy. The other would debated and made a different choice.

Not that it was any good to me now.

[You have discovered a meaning of your name]

Compiling...

Compiling...

Compiling...

Confusion replaced my bitterness as words began to appear in my vision.

Compilation Complete.

Associations Found.

Trigger Found

Activating Epithet Skill – Duality.

I felt something... split.
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Chapter 20
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Road Taken

“And me? You’d just... leave me?”

Confusion. Confusion and disorientation. The abrupt change of location and change of perception gave me a migraine. Zlosta was floating in the air, her legs crossed and gesturing to herself. I staggered, noticing Zlosta staring at me, expectant.

“What – what just happened?”

“Would you really leave me Janus?”

The scene was familiar. Too familiar. Considering I’d seen it play out less than a few minutes ago, there was little surprise. I opened my mouth, almost ready to say something damning and condemning, but stopped myself.

Did I just... go back in time?

That – that wasn’t possible... was it?

Zlosta’s gaze was unyielding. She was still waiting for an answer. She did not seem to notice or realize that something happened. That we’d had this conversation. That I was on the ground, on the verge of death after she branded me with her curse –

“No.” The smoothest lie I’ve ever told. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. I don’t think I could leave you, not when I want you.”

The best lies are those interwoven with shreds of truth. It was, true, that Zlosta was attractive. Crazy and unhinged, but attractive. The truth and the lie melded as one, and I watched her green face gain a slight tint of red.

“Is that the only reason you’ll stay by me? Because you want me?”

“When I want something, there’s nothing in the world I won’t do to get it.” I said. “And to keep it.”

Zlosta’s lips twitch. The universal gesture for amusement. “You do know you’re a skeleton.”

“It’ll give a new definition to the term ‘boning.”

She laughed. The laugh is entirely opposite to the bitter laugh she gave me previously, to the laugh she gave when I chose to leave her.

“We’ll see about that, Janus.”

Her feet land on the floor like before. She approaches me, like before. This time, she does not ask if I know what she is or explain the power of Druids. She approaches me, and I feel my fight-or-flight instinct screaming at me.

She approaches me –

And she hugs me.

I go stiff in her arms. My bony hands are in the air, unsure of where to place them, unsure of what to do in the face of the sudden physical intimacy. Unsure of what to feel or what to think. The hug is warmer than it should feel. Soft and familiar, it lacks any carnal sentiment. The experience is foreign – conflicting.

“Thank you.”

My voice could not be trusted, and silence was my response. Zlosta pulled away from me, and smiling in a manner that reaches her haunting red eyes and belays only innocence. 

Traitorously, my body misses her embrace. My mouth opens to say something, but no words emerge. We stand, staring at each other, a skeleton and a druid. A monster and a witch. The air between us is thick with something, neither of us know what.

“I’m going to go through some of the records in the village.” She broke the silence, and turned away. “Best to know how things have changed while I’ve been away.”

“Ah,” the word escapes my lips unintelligibly. “I’ll be... scouting around in the meanwhile. In case anyone got away.”

“That’s thoughtful of you. Make sure they suffer before you kill them.” 

I nod. She left the center of the village, moving into one of the old houses carved out into a tree, and as soon as she vanished from my sight, I spun on the balls of my feet and dashed in the opposite direction. 

My mind is a whirlwind of thought as I put distance between myself and the destroyed Druid village. Put distance between myself and Zlosta, battling stupid sentiments bubbling within my ribs. 

[You unlocked an Epithet Skill]

The words obscure my vision and I trip on a root. Rolling across the dirt and grime, my stop is directly underneath a withered tree. A tree without leaves and with branches thinner than toothpicks. The sky is still black with acrid smoke, and despite lacking lungs, I gain the odd feeling of being out of breath.

Epithet Skills are skills that are unique to each and every named monster, as no two monsters share the same name, no two monsters may have the same Epithet Skills.

There was a notification that once said names had power and how the power of the name was dependent on the person giving it, and the meaning the names possessed.

Did I trigger this by knowing what my name meant?

Epithet Skill: [Duality] Lv. Max

Details: A skill unique to the barer 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.

Split my perception of reality?

Right now I was only experiencing one – 

My head nearly torn apart from a sudden influx of sensations, sounds and noises. I was in two places at once. I was in the world where I told Zlosta that I wanted to leave her. The world where Zlosta branded me as her slave, where I cursed and choose death over slavery, and I could feel the pain of her slavery seal wreaking damage on me –

And I was in this world.

This world, where I reassured Zlosta that I would stay by her side. This world where Zlosta hugs me, and there is something – something that I can’t explain between us. This world where I was lying underneath a withered tree and staring at the smoke in the sky. 

The world where I [Chose to Follow Zlosta] and the world where [Zlosta Enslaves Me] were so entirely different it was almost nauseating.

It was too much to take in at once. Far too much to comprehend. Sensations and noises and feelings, running through me simultaneously, yet, differing so vastly. There was no brain within my skull and nothing to overtask, yet, I felt a burning headache. With this, the power to make the right choice, to live two different existences at once – 

Who was I to be deserving of such a power?

But is it enough? Was it? If what Zlosta said about the Tiers held true, then this power, stacked upon the rest, all of it, was like a mice wielding toothpicks against a gorilla with machineguns.

In the world where [Zlosta Enslaves Me] I’m dying, and I attempt one last angry charge at her. A second of futile struggle against her choice to enslave me. 

I drop dead from her slavery seal.

[You are now in the True Path]

I flinch. The experience and sensation of another reality lingers like the afterglow of an orgasm.

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Pain Resistance} has evolved into {Pain Resistance}]

[Skill {Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Pain Resistance} has gained a Level.]

“Janus?”

My body jerks straight as I hear Zlosta’s voice. She approaches, hovering with books and scrolls and pieces of paper in her hands. She blinks, tilting her head as she stares at me.

“I’ve gotten what I needed. Where you able to find anyone I may have missed?”

“No, you were rather thorough.”

“Good. I don’t want any of those traitors surviving.”

There are questions I want to ask, but don’t. Zlosta sits calmly beside me. “I found a map. It’s dated 943F.E.”

“I don’t know what dating system that is.”

“Nor do I,” said Zlosta. “I’ve been gone longer than I thought if Alamir measures time in a different system now.”

“Alamir?”

“The World of Alamir, realm of mortals and beasts and whatnots.” 

So, it was a fantasy world. My mind wants to be amazed, I want to ask more questions, but my thoughts keep going back to my power. Going back to [Duality].

[You have split Paths]

[You are now in Path A]

Shit!

I hadn’t meant to activate it, I just thought about it and it came to life on its own. Reality was split in two, and the experience was odd. I could smell everything twice over, hear everything twice over and see myself sitting beside Zlosta twice over. As if playing a videogame on a split television screen, I made the decision to move a finger in [Path A] and in [Path B] I don’t.

Feeling myself doing something and not doing it at the same time was so far the closest thing that has come to making me question my sanity.

If this... if this works the way I think it does –

I needed to test this. I needed to know what I could and could not do with this.

In this world, [Path A] I make my arm loop around Zlosta’s shoulder like sly teen attempting to cuddle his date at the movies. In the other world, I don’t make any moves.

“Janus... what are you doing?”

It’s juvenile of me. Ridiculous of me. However, I needed to know. I lean forward and push my exposed bony teeth against Zlosta’s lips. It’s awkward, and clearly lacking the slightest hint of any sort of elegance. Zlosta pulls away, staring at me.

“...what was that?”

“I’m... testing something?”

“...Janus, I’m flattered, but I don’t want you to do that ever again.”

I don’t respond. I focus instead on [Path B], on the reality where I didn’t make a fool of myself. I focus on it, and I choose it.

[You are now in the True Path]

The double sounds and double sensations mute into one. Zlosta is sitting in beside me, rifling through papers. Unaware that in another world, she’d been kissed by a skeleton. Ignorant of the fact that in another world, a skeleton made a move on her. Unless I told her, she would never know, and the world would continue as if that one awkward moment had never happened.

No one would know but for me.

This is insane. This is brilliant. This is insane.

How far can I go with this?

I could not help it. I needed to know. I activated [Duality] again.

[You have split Paths]

[You are now in Path A]

In Path A, Zlosta and I sit quietly under a withered tree. In [Path B] I thrust my hand into her chest without any warning. My fingers pierce through, sharply, and I feel it tear her heart emerge through the other end. I know it won’t kill her. I know she can’t die. Yet, the look of surprise and shock she gives me is disconcerting. The way her visage turns into one of utter rage startles me. The way she whispers turns my bones to ice.

“Even you?”

[Path B] ends in fire and fury.

[You are now in the True Path]

[Skill {Lesser Fire Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Fire Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Fire Resistance} has gained a Level.]

Zlosta tilts her head. “Is something wrong Janus?”

“Nothing.”

“If there’s anything you ever want or if there’s anything bothering you – you can tell me.”

I let my head nod. I’m grateful that my expressions can’t be read. I think of the first truthful-lie that comes to mind to divert her. “I’m wishing I had genitals so we could have sex.”

Zlosta rolls her eyes. “You’re not a Slithercreep, Janus – you shouldn’t be thinking about sex all the time.”

She doesn’t suspect. She doesn’t notice. The world where I stabbed her in the chest and where she burns me into nothingness feels like a dream. It feels like a dream than a possible potential reality that could occur, that did occur. It isn’t a dream. It happened. 

I remember the look of betrayal on her face. I remember her words.

Even you?

She told me she was betrayed by her people and locked away. Betrayed by people she apparently trusted. She did not want to feel betrayed anymore. I understood now that Janje and Zlosta were not two different people, they were the same person, just with different active parts. The Janje I knew in the cave was desperate for attention, desperate for friendship and Zlosta is no different. She wants companionship at all costs.

She did not want to be betrayed. She did not want to feel betrayal.

This was problematic for me, considering her goals. It wasn’t a question of if I betray Zlosta.

It was not a question of when I betrayed her.

With [Duality], it was a question of how many times.

But if she doesn’t remember it, if, to her, it never happened – could it be called a betrayal?

I told myself that this was for my own eventual good. For my benefit. This was a way to prepare for the eventual day I would need to leave Zlosta, the day I would stop her from carrying out her insane plan of killing all life. It was for the good of this world, what was it, Alamir? Yes, it was for the good of Alamir, and it was for my good as well.

[Duality]

[You have split Paths]

[You are now in Path A]

For the second time, I thrust my hand through Zlosta’s chest. For the second time, I watched her face contort into pain, rage and disbelief. For the second time, I was engulfed in flames.

[You are now in the True Path]

[Skill {Lesser Fire Resistance} has gained a Level.]

[Skill {Lesser Fire Resistance} has gained a Level.] 

[Skill {Lesser Fire Resistance} has gained a Level.]

How many times could I keep attacking her in an alternate path and letting her kill me until I became completely immune to her methods of killing me?

As many as it took.

[You have split Paths]
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Chapter 21
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Choices

“This – this is the Creek of Refuge.”

“I know.”

“I’ve been looking for this place for years.”

“I had a feeling.”

Zlosta whipped her head in my direction. Her red eyes were as sharp as ever. “How did you find this place?”

“Talent.”

“That – that’s not possible. The Creek of Refuge is enchanted to ensure that no one who is actually ever looking for it, finds it.”

“I wasn’t looking for it.”

“But I was –”

“And you never found it.” I gestured to the burnt, ashy remains of a place that was once my Domain. “I found it for you.”

Zlosta levitated over the empty crater that was once a lake filled with water and life. “The serpent –”

“Agkistrodon. He’s dead. Killed him a long while back.”

Zlosta whipped her head over to me. “You – you killed the First Kadulja’s pet – but that’s not possible, its hide is immune to magic and its venom is –”

“Said to be capable of killing elephants at a graze, yes – yes – I killed it.”

Zlosta gave me a wide berth. Her red eyes were shining, and the way she looked at me reminded me a bit of the few two hundred... three hundred... or so times she looked at me before she killed me. I’d lost count of how many times I’d died at her hands.

“Janus... you’ve been odd for the past several hours.”

“Odd?”

“How did you know that Agkistrodon’s venom was capable of killing elephants at a graze?”

“I fought it, remember?”

“No, I mean –” Zlosta ran her hand through her dark hair. “That expression. That’s the exact expression used when the Kadulja narrates the story of Agkistrodon. How did you know that expression?”

Because you told me. “I don’t know. Maybe I heard it somewhere. I did spend some time as a Shade.”

Zlosta frowned again. I smiled at her and gave her a thumbs up. She rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to the destroyed creek. She was a bit suspicious, but I suppose it was impossible for me to hide everything.

Asides from using it to die by fire, [Duality] could be used in the most literal sense, as far as navigation went. Navigating through the burnt Final Sanctuary Woodlands was task that was made easier when I could walk north and south simultaneously, and then select which path possessed the better merits.

There was also its information retrieval value. Before I attacked her and was burnt to a crisp in another reality, I started asking Zlosta random questions about herself, about Alamir, about the forest, her dreams, and more.

Those realities, [Paths] ended when I died, and Zlosta would never remember telling me any of it, but I remembered. I remembered, and I learned more and more about her without ever letting her realize it. 

I knew more about Zlosta than she knew of me. I knew her favorite color, the fact that she was only nineteen when she was chosen to become Kadulja, whereas the average age was fifty. That she was considered some sort of genius before something happened that changed her view of the world. I learned that she could use Fire, Water, Earth and Wind as magic, and as a Night-Witch, she could control and cast massive buffs on masakh – monsters.

One of the things I could never get her to talk about was how she was betrayed and trapped. Mentioning the Staff of Mudar or her imprisonment would instantly clam her up. 

Another thing I couldn’t figure out was how she could always sense where I was. In three different [Paths] I’d run away from Zlosta rather than attack her, just to see if I could escape. I failed in all three [Paths] as she somehow tracked me down and placed her slavery curses on me.

For all the power I had, Zlosta still dwarfed me in terror. I’d tried dozens of ways to put her down. I randomly beheaded her, and I watched her severed head float up and back unto her body. I beheaded her and then shot the head until it was unrecognizable, and I watched chunks of meat and brain heal and re-attach itself back on her neck. I poisoned her with [Strong Venom Secretion] and [Excruciating Toxic Bite] but neither poisons even registered to her. I tried [Weak Acid Secretion] and other than listening to her skin sizzle for a while before healing, it did nothing.

I eventually tried suffocating her by suddenly burying her into the ground via [Earth Control].

She freed herself with her magic, before the signature ball of fire consumed me and that [Path] ended.

Her claim was correct. She could not die. Not unless I killed Meg first, and if I couldn’t kill her – how was I supposed to kill something that was several thousand times more powerful?

“You... did it.”

“Did what?” I asked, cautiously. I hadn’t been listening to what she said.

The earth beneath our feet rumbled a bit. I could hear the sound of pounding. Something beating against the earth at high speed. Something charging. Many things, all of them, charging. Zlosta turned in the direction of the noise, before turning back at me. 

“Did you ever wonder why you never met another masakh in this forest?” 

“No.” I was a bit too preoccupied trying to survive to care about why I never ran into other monsters. I didn’t look the gift horse in the mouth.

The sound of a storm of charging creatures became loud enough that Zlosta had to shout to be heard. “It is because of the Three Keys!” 

I found myself instinctively using [Duality] in case things went sour.

[You have split Paths]

[You are now in Path A]

“The Creek! The Serpent! The Sage! You’d have to destroy all three to remove the protection... and you did. You did.”

Zlosta floated into the air. “Now they can come here! Now, all of them can leave the Pretender’s forest and come here!”

The Pretender – Kataramenos.

In many [Paths] before I tried killing Zlosta, I asked her about the Pretender, the being called Kataramenos. Sometimes, she answered partly. Sometimes, she was evasive. What I was able to gleam was little. Kataramenos was a woman who was said to be the Queen of Night-Witches. A being so powerful she could whisper and create Anathemas. 

She was called pretender because she claimed to be the Mother. She claimed to be the original creator of monsters. The world at refused to believe that she was the Mother – a physical incarnation of endless darkness. So, they called her the Pretender, and agreed never to speak her name again, lest they insult the Mother by doing so.

It was all very fascinating, but not at all interesting to me. I could care less about who was who or what was what. I just wanted to escape Zlosta, evolve some balls and create a life for myself.

“They’re here!”

It was my first time seeing other monsters. Seeing everything from fantasy books and mythology come to life. Dullahan, headless corpses in faded wispy armor with skeletal horses charging at the forefront. Minotaurs, large beasts that would have dwarfed Adolf, my deceased golem, charged through the forest with rippling, bulging veins, that looked hard as concrete. Black hounds with their coats burning with blue fire howled as they rushed forward. Creatures with the torso of a naked woman, and the bottom of an anaconda slithered forward. From the air, a group of half-bird, half-woman creatures with frightening visages soared.

Spots of standing, bipedal green creatures with pointed ears came following the horde. Objects were in the grasps of numerous of them, long and curved, elongated and pointy – and I knew what these were. No, more than that, I knew what they were.

Goblins.

Armed Goblins. Shields, swords and armor complete. They were not small and diminutive. They were bloody beasts. Several of them reaching at least two meters tall or seven feet tall, they possessed the stockiness and musculature of body-builders or wrestlers making heavy usage of steroids.

By appearance, the goblins were all green-skinned, pointy-eared and point-nosed creatures. However, their eyes were not dumb like the rest of the monsters. Each and every one of those orbs possessed a glint of intelligence and understanding. Some were watching, suspicious. Others were irritated. A small few contained disinterest. They marched forward, in unity, impeccably.

In this reality, I found myself asking, “Where... where did they all come from?”

“From the Pretender’s Forest,” said Zlosta. “Where they’ve been waiting, for thousands of years to be able to march through the Final Sanctuary and unleash chaos on the world of men. Waiting... for you.”

The audible crack from spinning my neck in Zlosta’s direction was deafening. “What?”

In another reality, I asked no questions, and Zlosta still tells me they’ve been waiting for me.

“There must be some sort of mistake here.”

“There is none.”

A goblin stepped forward. Aged, yellow eyes and a sporting long beard like a wizened Asian martial art sensei. A jagged wooden staff rattled in his left hand as he approached. A dark leather cloak obscured his hunched back. He walked forward, his gait quicker than I would expect from someone looking so old.

Old, yes, but not weak.

Muscles ripped on every form of his exposed front. Muscles that had no right being on someone who looked aged.

Ilikbolg

[Servant of the Pretender]

[Leader of the Giblon Tribe]

High Goblin Shaman

Lv. 77

“We told you that we had been watching you, child of the mother,” Ilikbolg’s voice was not soft or raspy. It sounded fresh, youthful, as though I was listening to a man in his twenties.

“We told you to kill the Kadulja, and that you would be rewarded for doing so. This – is your reward. You, Janus the Sage-Slayer – are our champion.”

Special Quest: Felling Trees Completed.

There is a roar and clamor of beasts shouting and hailing – praising me. Numerous eyes of monsters, turned in my direction, not in the form of predators ready to attack, not looking at me as a threat, but as... a leader?

This cannot be happening – 

“It’s an old tale,” Zlosta whispers as she lands by my side. “The one who removes the keys of the sanctuary is the one who will lead the charge of the masakh against Alamir. The one who brings about the Age of the End.”

Zlosta smiles. “I always thought it would be me.” She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

“All I did was kill a snake because it ate me. Kill a Druid, because she tried to kill me. And the Creek was destroyed when said Druid was trying to kill me. I don’t see how that qualifies me to become a champion.”

Ilikbolg laughed. A large, hearty laugh. “Within its Domain Agkistrodon was immune to magic and weaponry. It could grow sixty feet in length in the span of a second and was invulnerable to all conventional forms of damage. You killed it. Sages, Warriors, Shamans and Sorcerers would be nothing but sitting ducks before it – and you say you aren’t worthy?”

I didn’t know that. All I did was sting it to death from the inside – thinking about being a Trojan Horse. I never realized how accurate that sentiment was.

Zlosta grabbed my hand. “We’re going to lead them. You and I. We’re going to spread the Mother’s will. We will return Alamir to darkness, and in doing so, we will end all suffering.”

End all suffering?

End all suffering?

The manner and conviction of which she said something so ridiculous was almost enough to make me laugh. Here I was, being declared a champion of monsters, a title I didn’t even want, and Zlosta was trying to force her way into it. I would be happy to hand it all over to her, I would be happy, if I could get away from this sheer madness.

Most people would only have one choice to make, once, and they would seal their fates and destinies. I on the other hand, realized that there were two roads I could travel.

In this reality, [Path A], I stand tall before the monsters, I raise my hand into the air, and I yell as loudly as I can.

“I WILL BE YOUR CHAMPION!”

The sound of the clamor is deafening.

In another, I stand, and I tell them, “I DON’T WANT IT! PICK SOMEONE ELSE!”

In that reality [Path B], there is silence. There are growls and snarls. There are complaints. There are several hundred angry monsters and goblins and they rush me as one. They rush me faster than Zlosta can intervene. Minotaurs move like speeding trolleys, and Dullahan on horses turn into racecars.

[You are now in the True Path]

Somehow, despite having the power to choose a path I wished to follow, it felt as though I never have a choice in the things that truly matter.

/∞/

The small army of monsters marched behind myself, Zlosta and Ilikbolg. There was an excitement bubbling in the air amidst themselves, eager to move past the Final Sanctuary and begin spreading unspoken levels of carnage to human villages and civilizations. From what I gathered, they had been trapped in the Kataramenos Forest for even longer than Zlosta had been sealed. 

“I cannot wait to find myself a young supple human woman!” Ilikbolg laughed. “My ancestors will be proud when I mount her.”

I kept a stable expression, turning instead to Zlosta. “Did you hear him?”

She nodded. “I did.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“I thought the goal of masakh is to end suffering?” I hissed.

“It is.” Zlosta said. “Their suffering ends when we kill them. The greater the suffering they experience before they die, the more grateful they will be once we end their suffering.”

It was a form of logic so twisted I could not even wrap my head around it. “And what if I were to make you suffer?”

“I already suffer. As Meg’s Avatar, I suffer, and I am unable to end my suffering.” Zlosta lets out a bit of a sigh. “I envy those who can.”

I don’t say anything to Zlosta and we continue the rest of our march in silence. The more I get to know of her, the less guilt I feel from the fact that I would one day have to ‘betray’ her. To betray her irrevocably, in the [True Path] where it could not be undone. I could try to explain to her why her method of thinking was so ridiculously wrong, but it would get me nowhere. Logic would not work on someone who was willing to let me die rather than let me leave her.

Admittedly, dying at her hands several hundred times in the span of several hours was also partly responsible for the increasing lack of affection I felt for her.

We moved until we noticed the terrain change. Until before us, the forest began to recede. Until ahead of us, we realized there was a wall. A gargantuan wall erected, and I realized immediately that something was wrong.

“What is the meaning of this? Someone placed a wall around the end of the forest?”

That wasn’t my concern. No, my concern was the fact that the wall was not ancient. It was not made of bricks or resembled any form of medieval architecture. It looked... modern.

No – not modern... futuristic.

The wall was smooth and seemed to be made of a shiny metallic substance that glistened slightly in noon. Atop the wall was a long stretch of barbed wires humming with electricity. I could spot towers that resembled airplane command stations standing on the other side of the wall, with thick glass obscuring whatever lay beyond. 

It was out of place in a world of Minotaurs, Sages and Goblins – so out of place and jarring that for a second I believed everything around me was a figment of my imagination, and I was finally returning to reality. 

I took the necessary precautions.

[You have split Paths]

[You are now in Path A]

“I need an aerial view.” I told Ilikbolg. “Tell the harpies to fly up and get us news of what they see – and they should not, under any circumstances, try to fly over.”

In another [Path B], I told them to merely wait.

Ilikbolg barked some commands in something I could not understand, and I watched three half-bird half-woman creatures soar into the sky. They flew higher and higher, reaching about equal level with the wall.

Their heads exploded.

Several monsters cried in shock as they were splattered with blood, and the three headless bodies of the harpies dropped effortlessly to the ground, and without hesitation I closed the path.

[You are now in the True Path]

A sniper.

They were shot down with pin-point accuracy. Headshots brutal enough to explode their skulls on impact. I didn’t hear the sound of any gunshots ringing out. I did not hear the telltale crack of an object breaking the sound barrier. Not even a high-grade suppressor could completely and utterly eliminate sound from a fired long range rifle.

“Zlosta, what was the world like before you were sealed?”

“Why?”

“It’s important. Humans, humanity – krvavi – what were they like? Their settlements, their manner of living, kingdoms – anything.”

She frowned at me. “There weren’t any Kingdoms, just a few groups of Krvavi scattered around Alamir in small settlements, hiding and running away from masakh. They were outnumbered, and often times one or two heroes would rise from the Church of the Prince – but the heroes often died because their numbers weren’t enough.”

“Did they have wheels?” I asked. “Carts and wheels that could transport goods?”

“Yes.”

“Bakeries and bread?”

“That too. I don’t see why you’re asking –”

“Iron. Did they have iron and steel?”

“Yes! What does this have to do with anything?”

Shit. Shit.

This wasn’t a fucking medieval fantasy world.

“You’ve been sealed for several thousand years. Enough that you don’t even recognize the current dating system. Zlosta – the world out there is going to be nothing, nothing like what you remember.”

Bring a man from 1903 and place him in the year 2023, and he would be out of place and lost at the insanity of the world before him. He’d be scandalized at the concept of mini-skirts, and bikinis would appear to him as blatantly unthinkable. A smartphone and computer would appear to be sorcery, and a Virtual Reality Headset would make him believe men had become gods.

That was roughly a hundred years of difference, give or take.

But a thousand? Two thousand? Three? Four? Ten? Twenty? Fifty?

Shit. Shit. Shit.

“What is the reason for your hesitation, champion?” Ilikbolg asked. “Let us tear down this wall and do as the Mother has instructed!”

They did not get it. None of them got it. This was suicide. Assuming Alamir was medieval several thousand years ago, then we were screwed. On earth, the difference between the medieval era of man and the atomic era was hundreds of years. Hundreds, not thousands. At the very least, we were going up against people who had invented their own brand of nuclear weapons, and at worst, we were facing people so technologically advanced that they’d discovered Faster-Than-Light travel.

Shit.

“Janus?”

[You have split Paths]

[You are now in Path A]

“We will die if we break past that wall.” I said without preamble. “All of us will die, stupid, pointless, vain deaths.”

I turned to Zlosta. “All of us, except you.”

Ilikbolg scoffed. “I didn’t believe you’d be a coward.”

“It has nothing to do with cowardice –”

“Enough blustering!” Ilikbolg said. “We have waited for this moment for thousands of years, and if you are too scared to do what needs to be done, the proud Giblon tribe will take over from here!”

Ilikbolg rose his staff into the air. “FOR THE MOTHER!”

His people chanted along with him. The monsters rushed forward along with him, charging ahead while Zlosta shot me a look of bitter disappointment. Part of me wanted to care. Part of me realized I didn’t.

“Janus –”

“Go.” I said. “You’ll understand.”

Zlosta charged forward along with them. [Path A] played out with them calling me a coward and leaving me behind, being jostled and pushed aside. In [Path B] I led the charge along with them, rushing forward against the large walls.   

In that world, we stopped when a section of the wall opened. Slid upwards like a mechanical shaft. [Path B], the world where I charged along with them, where I led the charge, had me staring straight at men and women, in sharp, crisp military uniforms. Uniforms the color of muddy water, camouflage, and all of them were holding devices in their hands that looked like high-tech rifles.

In [Path B] the men and women took aim. In [Path B] the men and women, who, at the sight of the charging horde, did not back down, did not flee, and did not look perturbed, twitched their fingers.

That was all it took. 

[You are now in the True Path]

[You have gained the skill {Holy Damage Resistance} from enduring damage from Sacrosanct Weaponry]

[Skill {Holy Damage Resistance} has gained a Level.] 

[Skill {Holy Damage Resistance} has gained a Level.] 

[Skill {Holy Damage Resistance} has gained a Level.] 

The world where I was called a coward became the one and only true world. I gleamed a little from my demise, and the first thing that came to mind, was to question the nature of the weapons.

Sacrosanct Weaponry.

Guns that fired literal beams of holy light. Guns that fired holy light. Holy Laser Rifles. Fuck.

[You have split Paths]

[You are now in Path A]

I ran towards the battle, towards the sight of the goblins and the Minotaurs being gunned down like a player in an open world shooter who decided to go on a massacre. Left and right, skulls and body-parts exploded, harpies fell from the sky like dead birds dropping in a thunderstorm. Dullahan collapsed off their horses as the creatures lost their own heads to match their riders. The goblins with their arrows and spears could barely fire or throw before rain after rain of silent gunfire in the form of bright light blasted them to bloody chunks.

[Sixth Sense – Danger Detected]

I couldn’t dodge and resorted to using goblins and wolves as body shields. The men and women in uniform massacring us barely had to aim. They were shooting light. One didn’t dodge light. They pulled the trigger and whatever that was in the line of sight of their barrel exploded.

The only reason I was making the suicidal decision of charging into this massacre instead of away, was because I was Janus. Was because I could look back and forth, because in [Path B] I was running in the opposite direction, and any information I got in [Path A] would be invaluable.

Less than five minutes after the firing began, it ended. I laid low on the ground, covered in the naked bloody corpses of lamia and harpies. I could spot Ilikbolg’s corpse not far away from me, as for all his bravado, holy bullets of light did not discriminate. I guess he would never mount that woman and provide his ancestors with pride.

The only person left standing, as I’d predicted, was Zlosta.

She roared, charging at the men and women in uniforms, shooting balls of fire at them –

A translucent shield stopped the fire cold. It appeared almost like a hologram, flickering and pixelating, and no matter what Zlosta threw in the direction of the shield, fire, gusts of wind, large spikes of earth, nothing broke through.

Instead, they continued to pepper her with gunfire.

I watched her head blow clean off her shoulders, and regenerate back in seconds. Her stomach and legs were evaporated into nothingness, and they regrew, bone and flesh knitting back sickeningly. She was screaming. She could feel the pain of the assaults, but she could not die.

She could not die.

She would feel the pain of a thousand deaths and not die.

There’s no reason to help her – there’s no reason to help her – 

She wanted to end the world. She wanted people to suffer. She would not look twice if someone was raped or tortured, as she believed it would make it better when she killed them.

I have no reason to want to save her.

Zlosta cried as she dropped to the ground.  The barrage of light bullets did not stop. They peppered her with gunfire until she was stripped of flesh and nothing but chocolate-colored skeleton. She regenerated, and they continued firing. They just kept firing. 

She screamed, and they kept firing.

“FUCK!”

I didn’t know why I was doing this. I didn’t know what spurred me on to shift from my hiding place amidst corpses and use my powers like an idiotic white knight saving a damsel in distress. I was no Knight, and Zlosta was no damsel. It was probably Stockholm syndrome. Yes, stupid, bloody Stockholm syndrome.

“[GOLEM CREATION!]”

Adolf 2.0 came to life, rising from the earth, the exact same size and shape as the previous Adolf, with only one significant difference. Rather than being the man of reinforced concrete and asphalt plating, he was the man of reinforced concrete with glass coating.

The Glass Golem charged with heavy footsteps, and as I anticipated, the soldiers began firing on him. Elementary school physics came into effect and confirmed that even holy light obeyed the laws, blasts of light struck Glass Adolf repetitively and bounced off harmlessly. He shielded Zlosta from the barrage of light, covering her naked green-skinned form and picking her into his arms. Once his task was done, I ordered him to return as quickly as he could. We would need to make a hurried escape if we wanted to get out of range and ensure that we weren’t followed.

[Sixth Sense – IMMINENT DANGER DETECTED!]

“A Stalker Skeleton, creating a non-sentient Golem, to rescue a Night-Witch?”

I froze.

A man hovered in the air above me. No, not a man. A boy. A fair-skinned boy of about thirteen or fourteen, with golden locks of hair tied into a soft bun, and he was eating from a bag of chips. Eating. Like the rest, he was dressed in military attire, but unlike the rest, his military attire was pure black filled with so many medals that I could not even begin to count them all.

How did he find me? How did he get behind me? 

“Sounds like a fairy tale for nightmares.” The boy slowly bit down on a single chip. It wasn’t a potato chip, and the crunching, chewing sound was distressing. “I don’t like it when Nightmares have fairy tales.” 

He thrust his hand at me and I was barely able to make out the words written above his head.

Hoplite Hierophantasia

[High Eminent of War]

[Commander General of the Alhamisian Adventurer Army]

[Undisputed Master of Gravity]

Human Champion

Lv. ?

With one hand extended, he uttered two words that became my definition of fear.

“[Black Hole].”
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Chapter 22
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Revelation

My body was still shaking.

[You are now in the True Path]

[You have gained the skill {Lesser Gravity Resistance} from enduring significant damage from gravitational forces]

I was alone. Alone, in the second path where I’d ran away, in the path where I did not bother to stay and witness the massacre. In the path where I’d fled – this was my reality, my unchangeable, unfixable reality.

I was alone, deep within the forest with nothing but the silence of my own thoughts and the uneven shaking of my bony hands. Without realizing it, I found myself laughing.

Black holes. I laughed, harder. Black holes. Black-fucking-holes. What kind of world has people that can create black-fucking-holes? 

Goblins and magic and Minotaurs I could allow, but this? This? I didn’t know how he’d manage to create it such that the entire world was not destroyed from its existence, and I would never find out.

That reality did not exist to anyone but me. As far as the world was concerned, I’d ran away from the battlefield. No one rescued Zlosta, and she was either still being assaulted by gunfire, or that boy – Hoplite – had ordered them to capture her.

Zlosta was captured – which meant I was finally free of her. Free to do whatever it was I wanted without worry.

Free.

I should feel happy.

Zlosta couldn’t die, and normally, that would be a good thing. But it wasn’t. No matter how much she was tortured or punished or experimented on... she couldn’t die.

I understood now, how it was possible that humans could survive in a world like this. The humans were as dangerous, if not hundreds of times more dangerous than the monsters. Walking on water and raising the dead was probably normal occurrence in this world if it followed fantasy themes of magic.

If this world was anything like mine, but with magic and several thousand years of advancement thrown into the mix... 

“Shit.”

It’s been fifteen days.

I’ve been reincarnated for all of fifteen days and it felt much, much longer. 

“Shit.”

What was I supposed to do now? Where did I go from here? Rescuing Zlosta was out of the question. I didn’t see any reason why I should do it, other than the bit of lingering attachment I had from her being the first person in this world I ever talked to. From the brief moment of laughter we shared and that one hug. Was that enough to risk my life to try and save her?

Zlosta named me. Zlosta named me Janus.

If Zlosta didn’t name me, I wouldn’t be alive right now.

But if I never freed her – she would never have named me.

Do I really owe her anything?

I freed her, she named me, a favor for a favor. It was done. It was time to move on. Time to find another path, find something else, someone else. It sucked that she was captured, but I warned her.

I told her and she didn’t listen to me. I told her everyone would die except you, and she charged headlong into battle anyway. There was only so much I could do. Risking my neck to save someone who may not even appreciate it, who may not even let me leave her side after I’d done it –

I wasn’t going to do that.

For the first time in this second chance at life, I was free to do whatever it was I wanted. What I wanted most right now was to find another way out of the Final Sanctuary. To find another way out, and to learn as much as I could about Alamir, about the humans with weaponized holy light and advanced technology.

I wanted to taste Alamir’s cuisine. Listen to its music. Learn its cultures. See its arts. Read its literature. Comprehend its science.

The world would not end if Zlosta Janje was not at my side. And thus, I left.

I ran in the opposite direction of the wall, I ran, moving and hopping deep through the silent woodlands of the final sanctuary, moving in the opposite direction, because there had to be a different way to get out. A place like this couldn’t have only one exit and entrance. 

[You have split Paths]

I tried north and south first. Running in two opposite directions in two different paths. Running without getting tired or feeling the need to stop and eat. Running until the sun set and the moon rose and the sun rose and the moon vanished.

The road far south ended with a tremendous waterfall. The waterfall spanned the lengths of several football fields, the sound of gushing water like the ocean’s roar deafened me. I could not see anything beyond the waterfall and did not know if there was even anything at the bottom of the falls.

The road far north ended with snow-peaked mountains and frosty frigid weather. It was cold enough that trees lacked any leaves, and I could see frost covering the grounds. I didn’t know what lay beyond the mountains, nor did I know what lay beneath the waterfall.

I ascending the mountain with [Greater Rabbit’s Leap]. I descended the waterfall with [Water Striding].

I knew that at the end of the day, I could only commit to one of these choices. I would end up choosing the adventure beyond the mountains, or the adventure at the bottom of a massive waterfall. For now, I was content in the knowledge that I was seeing different parts of Alamir, and I knew, regardless of which I chose eventually, I would have found myself an adventure, found myself something special.

And it would make all the difference.

END OF  BOOK 1
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PREVIEW OF BOOK TWO

“We wanna here the scary story, Niha!”

“Yeah! The one – the one about the Prince!”

“The Prince’s story isn’t scary!”

“Is too!”

“Is not!”

“Is too!”

“Is not!”

Two sharp raps on their heads was all it took to silence them. 

“Ouch!”

“Owie!”

The twins were easily the most annoying of the bunch. Still, she could not admit that they had a certain likeability about them. Not that she’d ever admit it.

“Come on,” she clapped her hands. “Into bed you rascals.”

“What about the story?”

“Yeah, what about the story?”

“I’ve got COMMA exams tomorrow morning –”

“Please Niha?”

“Yeah, pretty please?”

She sighed. She hated how soft she was getting. “Fine! Fine!”

They’d probably sleep off half way through the story anyway. She reached for the story book, but stopped halfway. Her gaze lingered instead to the textbook she was reading for her exams. Maybe...

“Alright! Listen up! This is a retelling of the Prince’s tale.”

They huddled underneath the blankets, eyes wide and excited, giggling to each other, she rolled her eyes at them. Yaki and Yaji were so opposite at times, but when it came to listening to stories, they put aside their differences. 

“Once upon a time, there was nothing but darkness. A big, scary, infinite darkness that spread throughout all the universe, throughout all the dimensions and worlds. You know the usual. Ages and ages passed, and this darkness... it started to think!”

She spooked them for emphasis, watching them flinch. 

“Darkness, after gaining a personality, felt bored.  I mean, I can’t blame her. The universe was she, and she was the universe. Not much variety. So, she decided to spice things up. She took on the gender of female – the most awesome gender, as you girls know – and gave birth to a son that would hopefully make things interesting. She named her first child – light.”

“Wait, but – if she was the mommy, who was the daddy?” asked Yaki.

Niha opened her mouth. “She was also the daddy.”

“How can she be the mommy and the daddy?” asked Yaji.

That was a good question. Niha hoped it didn’t come out in her exams. “I’ll tell you when you’re older.”

“But –”

“Anyway...” she cleared her throat. “Darkness started feeling really good about herself, and her son was cool too. Seeing as how they were the only two things in existence, Darkness started calling herself a Queen, and Light, being hers son became the Prince – the Prince. After a while, Light got bored and went on to create cool stuff. Galaxies, stars, worlds, and everything else that’s bright and cool.”

“Light is cool! I wanna be like Light when I grow up!” said Yaki.

Niha’s lips twitched. “I thought you wanted to be like me when you grow up?”

“I can be like both of you!”

“Best of both worlds eh? I like that.”

“Continue the story!” said Yaji.

“Alright, alright. Anyway, Light loved the things he created, and soon he began to fill them up. He created the race of mankind and beastkind, of treekind and waterkind and Evalkind Dwarfkind and more. Before long, a complete world was created, in worship of the Prince called Light... and like a badass, the world was named in his honor: Alamir – The Prince.”

“Coooool!”

“Shhh! She’s getting to the scary part!”

She cleared her throat. “Ah, but Queen Darkness didn’t like all the things her son created. She realized that the more he spread his Light, the weaker and weaker she became. And so, they fought.”

“Are there really parents that fight with their kids?”

Niha froze at the question. Yaki and Yaji stared at her, waiting for an answer. “No – not – not the good ones. Don’t worry – if – when, you get adopted, I’ll make sure nothing like that ever happens.”

“You’re the best Niha!”

She smiled at them. “Of course I am. That’s without question. Anyway, Light and his mother Darkness fought – and Light won. He banished darkness to the furthest reaches of the universe, to far, far away, where she would not be able to destroy what he created. But before she was banished, Darkness let slip a portion of her power into Alamir, she took legends and fables and creatures that were meant to be happy, and she turned them dark. Corrupted them, and told them that their sole purpose was to ruin the peaceful dreams of the people of Alamir. For that reason, they were called – Nightmares.”

“The Nightmares created by Darkness were in the billions, more than stars, more than the grains of rice in Father Shiga’s bowl.”

“That’s impossible!” Yaki said.

“Yeah! The rice in his bowl is too many too count!” Yaji said.

“Well, that’s how it was. The Prince knew he could not stop them all, so, in a last ditch attempt to save Alamir, he sealed away the vast majority of darkness along with himself into another realm, far away from our reach. To help battle against the enemy left behind, he created Nine Companions: the Healer, the Protector, the Champion, the Visitor, the Procurer, the Engager, the Saint, the Hierophant and the Sycophant.”

“Hey that’s us!” Yaki cheered.

“West Sycophant Church worships and honors the Sycophant and asks for his blessings. We’re the underdogs you know. Most people in Alhamis worship the Champion or the Protector. In Maris they cream themselves at the Saint. They’re so obsessed with the Saint they say all the other Companions are blasphemers and hate anyone who worship them. Crazy fu – fumblers.”

That was close. She almost swore.

“What does cream have to do with anything?”

Niha swore underneath her breath. “Er... it’s an old expression. Just don’t use it near Kuri, or near any of the Fathers.” She cleared her throat. “Where was I?”

“You were at the Prince! When he created the Companions!”

“Ah, right.” She ruffled through her papers. “So, the Nine Companions of the Prince fought back the majority of the nightmares, and they began granting the people of Alamir the power to fight too. Of course, many – many people kind of didn’t get the hang of it early and er... died. The original descendants of the Nine were the ones who eventually created Kingdoms, and Alhamis itself is said to be created from a descendant of the Champion and a descendant of the Saint. Though...”

She stared over the papers. “It’s... kinda controversial. I’m not really sure why.”

“Niha.”

She flinched at the sound of an elderly voice. An elderly bald man in long ornate robes stood behind her. The spectacles resting on his nose rose as did his eyebrow.

“Father Goma!”

“What are you doing Niha? It’s lights out.”

“I – I was just telling a bedtime story to Yaji and Yaki –”

She gestured to the girls. The two girls who had their eyes closed in a really, really convincing expression of sleep. They even slightly left their lips open, just as they do when they were actually sleeping.

Traitors!

“Well, I was telling them a bedtime story... but I don’t think they need my stories anymore. They’re almost eleven years old... too old for stories.”

They didn’t even twitch. She hated how good they were at this.

“Go to bed Niha.”

“I – I will.”

Father Goma nodded. “I heard from Kuri that you signed up for COMMA’s Stop Courses.”

She resisted the urge to grit her teeth. Kuri you bastard –

“I – ”

“As long as you are not involved with the Lusty Mare anymore. The rumors about you were troubling Niha.”

“I’m not a whore.”

“I never said you were Niha.”

“You don’t have to say it.” She said. “It’s always been clear what you think of me. I’m sorry I stopped being your innocent little fairy. Stopped being the poster-girl for the Church.”

She hated the way he looked at her. With sadness. With so much sadness. Because what? Because she did what she wanted? Who she wanted? Why was that so wrong? Why did he have to reject her because of something that simple?

“Prepare well for the COMMA Stop Courses. May the Sycophant flatter your allies and lead astray your adversaries.”

“That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

“Goodnight Niha. I wish you the best.”

He departed as silently as he left. His feet never made noise in the church, never indicated or announced his presence. She found her stomach bubbling. Boiling. She wanted to punch something, hit something, anything.

“Niha?”

She turned to the twins. Yaji and Yaki were staring at her.

“Is everything okay?”

She balled her fist, gripping it tight. Slowly, she released it, and took a breath.

“It’s fine.” She said. It was. It would be. Once she finally left this place. Once she didn’t have to look in the face of the man she considered her father and see the pity in his eyes.

“I’ll feel better tomorrow.”

The future would come for her, and she would go along with it.
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