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For my wonderful wife. I could not have done this while our kids were using me as a jungle gym.
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Prologue

Waves crashed beneath the bow of the small ship, sending freezing sprays across the deck. While normal people may have been bothered by this, the woman seated directly in the line of the spray completely ignored as it turned to vapor a foot away from her skin. Normally, she would have moved belowdecks if only to protect her book, but given their current circumstances, she had to stay where she could keep her eyes on the horizon.

A man approached her, wringing his hands nervously, clearly intimidated and not wanting to disturb her. It must have been urgent, as he didn’t leave, even after she’d ignored him for a solid minute.

“I don’t see any enemy ships on the horizon, captain,” Jade said, not looking up from her book. “This better be good.”

This was the longest stretch of time she’d had to read in a long while, and despite the seriousness of this journey, she’d found herself relaxing as the days passed.

“We’ve seen land on the horizon, ma’am,” said the captain, a broad-shouldered sealian.

“And?”

“Making landfall will be impossible at our current course,” the man replied. “We can try to take a detour, but given the current weather conditions, I can’t give any estimate on when we might be able to land.”

Jade tsked and snapped her book closed, rising gracefully to her feet as she fixed her eyes on the horizon. Sure enough, she could see the faint outline of land, her sharp eyes also catching the low smudge on the horizon that signaled a storm. Normally, she wouldn’t care what happened to this captain and his ship, but they were both on loan from a friend and she didn’t want to owe them any more than she already did.

“Very well,” she said, turning to the captain. “I guess this is my stop.”

“Ma’am?” the captain asked, clearly confused.

He let out a yelp, staggering back as a pair of purple-feathered wings exploded from Jade’s shoulders, extending to cover a good portion of the upper deck. Flexing her muscles, Jade got a feel for her wings in this strange land without the presence of thievery or any form of underworld.

She knew her wings would work, though many of her other abilities would be severely limited. Teleportation was out of the question, meaning she was going to have to reach Keith the old-fashioned way.

“Thank you for getting me here, captain,” Jade said, nodding to the man. “I won’t be requiring your services for my return trip. Feel free to turn back now. That storm’s looking pretty nasty, and I’d hate for you to die.”

The captain swallowed nervously as Jade’s wings whooshed upward before she drove them down in an explosion of wind that knocked him off his feet. Jade soared into the air, climbing far slower than she liked but still managing a good pace. She climbed to a height of over fifty feet before angling toward land, leaving the small ship bobbing on the waves.

Although she’d heard plenty about the Frigid Seas’ weather patterns, she hadn’t quite been prepared for how cold it was. Despite having spent many years governing the far north of Humania under the Glutton, cold like this had been a rarity, and with that storm moving in, she knew it would only grow colder still.

Flapping powerfully, Jade struck out for land, looking back over her shoulder and grimacing as she spotted another shape not too far off. She should have had a significant head start, but the second ship had made shocking progress. Jade had still beaten them, though, and if she kept moving when she made landfall, she should be able to outstrip them.

Though Lihng’s hunting party was comprised of strong members, none of them were Avatars, which meant they’d have to travel the old-fashioned way. In all likelihood, they’d brought some carriages to help cover the vast terrain of the Frigid Seas.

A freezing gust of wind slammed into Jade, trying to hurl her back toward the ocean. She tucked her wings and fell into a steep dive, only allowing them to snap wide when her booted feet were an inch from the ground.

The snow crunched underfoot as she landed, the wind tossing fine powder into the air and shrouding the landscape before her. Jade pulled the ruff of her fur coat a bit tighter, double-checking the clasp to make sure it was secure. Once that was done, she closed her eyes, concentrating on an item clutched in her gloved hand.

It was the second half of the communicator Keith had given her. It cost her a pretty coin to get it enchanted the way she had but it would now act as a homing device to its twin. The further apart they were, the weaker the impulse, which was why she needed to concentrate so hard.

After another minute, Jade got a weak return signal.

“North,” she muttered to herself, tucking the item back into her inventory before spreading her wings once again.

The winds were starting to pick up, though now that she was no longer out at sea, they had weakened somewhat. Still, they did slow her further as the light slowly bled from the sky and a howling blizzard came roaring in. The drop in temperature was immediate and steep, going from around ten degrees to about -20 in an instant.

A shiver ran through Jade’s body as she was forced to the ground. She growled under her breath, the sound lost in the screaming winds and whirling snow. Had she been on any of the other previous continents, a storm like this wouldn’t have been able to slow her down. But here, it had grounded her, forcing her to continue on foot until it passed.

Still, Jade trudged onward, covering steady distance even through the blizzard. She’d come here for a reason and that was to save the one man she cared about. Years ago, if someone had told her she’d meet the swarthy man straight from one of Baron Roster’s books, she would have laughed at them. Now, after all he’d done for her, Keith was someone she’d be willing to die for, which was saying a lot, given how unbelievably selfish she tended to be.

It helped that Opal was back home, managing Jade’s operations while she was away on this self-imposed mission, but Lihng had to be stopped. Jade still wasn’t entirely sure what the drakeling woman had handed over to her subordinate, but it gave her a bad feeling, and Jade trusted her instincts above all.

The storm raged for the next day and a half. Jade continued on, silently cursing herself for not packing a carriage of her own. She hadn’t thought she would need it, as she could normally get around by flying or teleportation. She’d already known the latter would be out but hadn’t accounted for the ferocity of the storm, nor how much weaker her flying power would be.

At last, the storm blew itself out, revealing a glittering landscape covered in jewels, illuminated by the moon and the shifting green lights in the sky above. The sky lights were a sight she’d never tired of back north, and an oddly nostalgic feeling overcame her as she watched the rippling lights.

She crushed that feeling mercilessly as she reminded herself why she’d been stationed somewhere where she had such access to these lights and who had put her there. Shaking her head, Jade was about to spread her wings, when an echoing roar shook the landscape.

Frowning, she turned a quick circle, her eyes scanning for any signs of danger. She almost missed the flicker of movement as a figure exploded from a snow drift, its furred body colored an icy blue and sporting dozens of strange runes. The creature didn’t make so much as a sound, pulling back an ice-covered cleaver and swinging at her head.

Jade stepped back, a dagger flicking from beneath her coat to bury itself in the creature’s forehead. It slammed home, then exploded, shrapnel ripping through the thick fur and hurling the creature backward off its feet, a spray of icy blue blood fountaining from the wounds.

The creature still didn’t cry out as it sprawled on the snow, the strange runes on its face glowing brighter. Jade whirled as she heard another scuffle to her left and saw another creature, this one looking distinctly like an elf, only with the same icy blue coloration and strange runes cloaking her body.

She threw herself at Jade, slashing with an ice-covered saber, which Jade deflected with a drawn poniard. Twisting, she lashed out with a powerful kick, the blow slamming into the woman’s stomach. There was a light click as a short, poison-covered blade extended from her boot heel, puncturing deep into her opponent’s abdomen and hurling her off her feet.

Spinning again, Jade was just in time to block a blow from the fur-covered one, who’d attacked as though he didn’t so much as feel the stab wound to the head nor the torn skin and fur. This may have unnerved a lot of people and caused them to make a mistake. It wouldn’t work on Jade, though.

She threw up an arm, deflecting the blow, then drove a fist up into the furred man’s gut, empowering her muscles with the small bit of spiritual power she could draw on in this space. Even her armor was off-limits, which severely weakened her ability to fight. Jade had been a powerful fighter, even before becoming an Avatar, and having a little extra power was better than none.

The man was thrown clean off his feet, purple light trailing his body as the runes glowed brighter. Jade dropped to her knees, avoiding a horizontal slash from the female elf, who was moving as though the deadly poison in her system wasn’t bothering her in the slightest.

Jade grimaced as she leaped back to her feet, stepping in and hooking the woman’s sword arm. With a powerful twist of her hips, she threw the woman to the ground, ripping back on the arm as she did so and flooding her muscles with power once again.

There was an audible snap as the bone shattered at the elbow and the woman’s grip on the blade went slack. Pulling up on the arm, Jade stabbed down with her poniard, the glittering blade sinking up to the hilt in the woman’s skull.

Ripping the blade free, she was about to go face the fur-covered man. A powerful grip seized her ankle then, tripping her up. She landed on her hands in the snow, twisting back to see what had gotten ahold of her. It was the woman she’d believed dead clutching her ankle with a vicelike grip.

The furred man came charging in, once again ignoring what should have been a grievous injury. For the first time, Jade became a bit nervous. Damage notifications had been coming sporadically, so she knew she was hurting them, but how in the world could they keep fighting like this? Even if they were undead, a stab wound to the head should have killed them.

Twisting in place, she kicked at the elf woman’s hand, at the same time raising her poniard to block the downward blow from the furred man’s cleaver. Jade’s arm trembled as she caught the powerful blow, then shoved it aside, causing the man to stumble. Her blade flicked forward, carving a line across the man’s Achillies tendon.

The man toppled sideways without a sound as his foot gave out. Jade twisted, dragging herself closer to the elf woman and stabbing down into her wrist. The grip loosened and Jade pounced on her back, stabbing down through her ribcage and into her heart.

This time, there was a noticeable reaction as the damage notification flashed a Massive Critical. The glowing runes covering her body shattered and disappeared as the elven woman expired, her body growing immediately still when her health hit zero. This, once again, spoke to how unnatural these creatures were, but Jade didn’t give herself time to think about it as she rolled to her feet and strode over to the downed fur-covered man.

He raised an arm – not to save himself but to attack, clawing at her chest as she approached. Jade smacked the hand aside, kicked the man in the face, then sent him sprawling. She was on him in an instant, her poniard flashing down and slamming into his chest, sliding through the fur and between his ribs to find his heart.

The runes on his body shattered, just as the elf’s had, and the creature went still. The entire battle had been silent, aside from the scrabbling in the snow and Jade’s own breathing. The entire thing was extremely unnerving, and it became even more so when a new quest showed up, one involving a creature known as the Terror and his minions, the Frost-Ridden Cursed.

Shaking herself, Jade dismissed the notification, silently promising herself to be even more alert to dangers like this. There was nothing to take from the corpses, so she spread her wings and took to the sky once more, making sure to stay low enough to limit her chances of being seen. In the open tundra, though, there weren’t many places to hide.

That didn’t deter her as she turned and set her course once again, flying as quickly as she could in Keith’s direction, hoping to reach him before Kiara and her allies did. The storm had been a wild one, so there was every chance their group had outstripped her. If they had, now would be her best chance to make up some of that lost time.

Jade just hoped she wasn’t too late.
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Icy wind blew into the house, causing the fire in the hearth to flare brighter as Keith pushed the door open, stomping snow from his boots as he entered. Bob, who’d been hiding under his cloak, popped his head free, looking hungrily at the small spread of meat and bread placed on the table in the makeshift meeting room.

“Keith, I’m glad you could make it,” said Laya, the elven Princess of the Frigid Seas, as he closed the door behind him.

Keith grunted in reply, taking in the room at a glance. Fernando was already here, as was Falcon, the hulking fur-covered apeian, and Geesa, the glowering goatian battle commander. The two of them had never gotten along, and that hadn’t changed simply because Keith had led the mission to secure Old Saltflow City for them just over two weeks prior.

“Now that he’s here, can we get started?” Geesa asked. “I have more important things to do than sit around in meetings all…”

The man trailed off at the withering glare Laya shot him and promptly shut up.

“Ha! That guy shriveled faster than my cousin Dunky’s⸺”

“Let’s try and focus,” Keith said, cutting off the artificial mind.

He did not want him to finish that sentence. He had better things to occupy his mind with than Tac’s limitless supply of never-ending cousins and their disturbing stories, most of which involved their gruesome deaths.

“We’re waiting for one more,” Fernando said, giving Keith a welcoming nod as he went over to stand by the fire, ignoring the food.

The past couple of weeks, since the mission to retake the city, had been oddly quiet, all things considered. Keith had transported everyone back in the blink of an eye with his World item, The Heart Between Worlds, which allowed the teleportation of entire armies and all their equipment twice per day.

Settling in had been a bit of a chore, and after some exploration, it had been decided that they would seal off the center of the city where the ruins of the old castle stood. Keith agreed wholeheartedly, glad that Laya hadn’t insisted she take up residence in the space that had once housed the terrifying artificial raid boss that could camouflage itself so well that even he hadn’t been able to see or sense it.

Only with Tac’s help and some good luck had he managed to render it visible and taken it out. The mission had cost the leader his arm, and that was the man they were presumably waiting for. Sure enough, just a minute later, the one-armed frost elf, Treyvor, opened the door, allowing the freezing wind in once again. Shutting it quickly, he bowed to those assembled before coming over to the table to join them.

“Apologies for the late arrival, princess,” Treyvor said. “I had some urgent business to attend.”

“You haven’t spotted anything out on the tundra, have you?” Laya asked, the worry clear in her voice.

“A few low-hanging clouds in the distance,” Treyvor responded. “Looks like one of the Terror’s, but I can’t be sure from here. But that wasn’t the main concern. Mayvee told me one of the hunters reported sightings of something headed this way, though they couldn’t be sure what it was, as it blends with the landscape too well.”

“How far out was the monster when they spotted it?” Keith asked.

As this was his area of expertise, no one interrupted him.

“Around two miles, give or take,” Treyvor replied. “Though distance can be hard to gauge around here.”

“If they spotted it from that far out, we’re likely dealing with a raid boss,” Keith said, activating his monster radar.

The invisible wave washed out of him, flowing across the city and out into the tundra surrounding them. Sure enough, a blip appeared on his radar about a mile and a half from the city.

“It’s a raid boss alright,” Keith said, turning to the man. “It’s making a beeline for the city. I’ll let Bleetee know to gather the hunters and prepare for a fight.”

“Will you be going to join them, or are you just going to cower behind the walls again while we do all the work?”

Keith gave Geesa a hard stare but the goatian didn’t back down.

“If you’d like, you’re free to go out and join them,” he said in a calm voice. “Though I think we can all remember what happened the last time you tried to fight a monster.”

Geesa bristled as Falcon covered a laugh with a loud cough.

“Enough of this,” Laya said, slamming a fist on the table and getting everyone’s attention. “The hunters can handle this. If Keith showed up to every battle they would never learn. If they really need backup, Bleetee can always request aid. Falcon, you will go join them once this meeting has concluded. You’re still the highest-ranking monster hunter here aside from Keith, so you’ll be in charge of assuring they don’t mess this up.”

Falcon nodded as Laya turned to address the group at large.

“Now, we’re here to discuss our current predicament and find some solutions. The fact of the matter is that despite us being relatively safe, this is only a temporary solution. While Old Saltflow City was converted to withstand an endless siege, many of the old resources we’d be able to count on, such as fresh water and access to things like food, are long gone, claimed by time and the frost. Hunting in the area is sparse and the only way to get water is by going out into the tundra for ice. We have a small surplus inside the sealed-off inner wall, but I would much rather leave that closed unless we’re in dire need.

“On top of that, as soon as one of the Terror’s storms hit, he’ll know where we are. Warding a city like this is all but impossible, and while we can hold out if we’re sieged, we can’t do so indefinitely.

“Additionally, there are no other ways out, so if the Frost-Ridden Cursed surround us, we’ll effectively be trapped, either forced to fight our way free and likely lose the majority of our remaining population or starve to death inside these walls.”

“What about Keith’s transportation ability?” Falcon asked. “If he’s amenable, he can take us anywhere in the blink of an eye. If we’re surrounded, he can help us escape. On top of that, he can always shuttle in goods and other items.”

“That would be a good idea if I had no other loyalties or goals of my own,” Keith said. “I can’t always be here, and importing goods won’t always be possible, especially if you don’t have the money to pay for it. I can loan my own services on credit, but actual goods cost money, and at the moment, I’m a bit tapped out on that front. Sustaining this many people on only imports is also a very bad idea. The ideal solution would be to find somewhere that’s more friendly to settlement.”

“Which was exactly what I was leading up to,” Laya said. “We spoke in the past of the city of Layman’s Turf. It’s perfectly located, has access to multiple waterways and islands, and is the single-most defensible city on Mountaintooth Isle.”

“Yes, but that place is overrun by the Cursed,” Geesa said. “We’ve already gone over this. Additionally, our intel says that the Terror himself likes to spend time there. How can we expect to take a month-long crossing, leaving ourselves exposed all the while, only to attack a fortified city inhabited by an enemy that does not need to eat, sleep, nor feel any real pain or discomfort? They also outnumber us by ten to one. We won’t stand a chance. Better to stay and take our chances here. I’m sure we can find a way to manage without Keith. We have up until now.”

“We’ve been dying for the last decade,” Laya said flatly. “Our numbers keep dwindling while the Terror grows in power. If we do nothing, we may as well abandon our homeland completely and go settle somewhere where the Terror cannot reach us. If we do nothing, we’ll die, which is why I’m proposing the expedition we spoke of previously.”

This part, she addressed to Keith, who nodded.

“I did agree to go to the city,” Keith said. “So long as I had a guide to show me the way. I don’t know how we’ll take the city once we’re there, but that will depend entirely on the layout, defenses, enemy numbers, and so on.”

“I do believe there’s a secret way into the city,” Laya said. “Something the old noble houses built into almost all their strongholds in case of an attack. We’ll get you a proper guide to show you the way, our very best.”

Keith raised an eyebrow.

“Someone I haven’t met yet?”

“He’s afield now,” Falcon said. “Has been since before you arrived, but our scouts report that they’ve seen him, so he should be in sometime today, assuming he can beat the storm.”

“Very well,” Keith said. “I do have a bit of my own business to attend to, but so long as your guide is up to snuff, we should be able to get going in the next couple of days.”

“I estimate we have three months before things take a turn for the worst,” Laya said seriously. “Once that happens, the Terror will likely have found us and have our city surrounded. It’s been a while since we’ve fought one on one, but I suspect I will no longer be a match for him.”

“Even with your new weapons and armor taken into account?” Geesa asked.

“Weapons don’t make you stronger,” Falcon said. “They only even the playing field. If the princess really wants to stand a chance, she’ll need some higher quality weapons and armor, quality that we neither have, nor can we afford.”

“We have plenty of monster parts,” Geesa said.

“And no blacksmith,” replied Falcon. “Aside from Selena, who will leave as soon as Keith does.”

“If you need to attract some blacksmiths, I might be able to help,” Keith said. “But their services won’t come cheap, especially considering your current circumstances. Seeing as I have a vested interest in keeping you all alive, though, I’ll see what I can do. Now, is there anything else you need from me?”

Geesa opened his mouth to say something, but Laya cut in before he could get anything out.

“No. Thank you for coming. I honestly don’t know what we would do without you.”

Keith dipped his head, then turned and left the house, catching Geesa muttering something derogatory about him as he stepped out into the cold.

“You know, I don’t think that guy really understands how dead he would be in any civilized city if he talked that way about a Sage,” Tac said.

“It’s a good thing for him that he doesn’t,” Keith replied. “But keep watching out for him. The slightest move to indicate he might try turning his words into actions and I’ll bash his skull in.”

“Now there’s the Keith I know and love!” Tac said as Keith headed down the street, the powdery snow crunching beneath his boots.
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Keith entered the bunker, which he’d set up at the edge of town, just a few minutes later. The temperature was starting to drop, which meant that a storm was likely on the way. If they were hit by one, it wouldn’t really matter, as his business was elsewhere, where things like blizzards weren’t of much concern.

“I still don’t understand how we could go to a meeting filled with food and not even have so much as a nibble,” Bob complained as he stepped to the bottom of the ladder.

“We have plenty,” Keith said. “They need all they’ve got. If you really want a second breakfast, you’re free to go ask the robot chef for something. Though, I do have to warn you that if you go stuffing your face, you’ll be exercising twice as hard.”

“You know, on second thought, I am pretty full,” Bob said, rubbing his stomach. “Maybe I’ll wait for lunch.”

Keith hid a smile as he walked into the main area of the bunker, where the living room and kitchen were located. Selena was crouched in the center of the room, a flat sheet of metal on one knee as she hammered away with it, a look of concentration on her face.

“We’re back, if you didn’t hear,” Keith told her, taking a seat on his favorite couch. His armor vanished into his armor box, replaced by a set of comfortable indoor clothes.

“I could hear Bob’s complaining from the second you opened the hatch,” Selena replied, banging on the metal a few more times before looking up.

She looked as she always did. Selena was sleek and lithe, with silver hair growing to her shoulders. She had bright blue eyes, a small nose, and full lips. Her leveling had brought about several transformations, and by this point, she looked about as sleek as he believed possible. Her pseudo skin/metal armor looked realer than when she’d been created, and at the same time, also looked tougher and more durable. The joints in her limbs had become less obvious, though he knew that she could turn herself into an armored killing machine in the blink of an eye, thanks to her Phase Change skill.

“How’d the meeting go?” she asked, setting the metal aside and moving to sit next to him.

“About how we expected,” Keith replied. “They want to relocate as soon as possible, now that they know I can take them.”

“They won’t even enjoy the security for a couple of weeks before they come begging for more?” Selena asked, looking affronted. “And after everything you had to go through just to make this space safe for them?”

“We always knew this space wouldn’t be tenable in the long term,” Keith said, placing a calming hand on her shoulder.

“So why bother then?” Selena asked. “Why didn’t we go straight for Layman’s Turf?”

“Because there’s an army currently occupying that city,” Keith said. “And possibly the Terror himself. I personally wouldn’t go charging into a situation like that without gathering a significant amount of intelligence first, which is something we’ll be doing when he goes there. According to Laya, there’s a secret way in, and they’ll be sending a guide who’s supposed to be the best they have.

“In the meantime, if they don’t have to be running scared for a few months, it was worth the effort of having cleared this place. Besides, those nodules we collected from that artificial raid boss more than makes up for any trouble.”

“You mean the items you collected,” Selena said, the note of bitterness still clear in her voice.

“You need to let go,” Keith said, turning to face her. “You were ambushed and were rendered helpless. To just about everyone alive, that would be a death sentence. Instead, you got a one-hour time out. I’m still alive, so there’s nothing to feel guilty about.”

Selena’s lips pulled down further and Keith could see she wasn’t ready to give up those feelings of guilt just yet. He didn’t understand the logic of dwelling on something like this. It had already happened. A crisis had been averted and they’d come out of it better than when they’d gone in. In his mind, this was a win.

“Have you given any further thought to what sort of automaton you’d like me to create?” Keith asked.

“A sister,” Selena said, her countenance changing a bit. “I feel like I could use someone who understands me and what I’m going through. As far as ability, I feel like deferring to you would be the best course of action, given how you created me.”

Keith nodded. He had, in fact, already come up with the perfect automaton to compliment Selena and himself. He had an Archstone of a much higher quality than he’d had when he’d created Selena, and he had significantly more knowledge of how they functioned.

“I’ve been looking into alternatives as far as metals, but I’m going to need some very specific Essence if we want to impart some good skills right off the bat,” Keith said. “Speaking of, it’s just about time to go pick up our latest recruit. Care to tag along?”

“And get out of this dreary place for a day or two?” Selena said. “Count me in.”

“I just have to grab a couple of things from my room and then we can get going,” he said, pushing himself off the couch.

“That’s fine. It’ll give me time to pack up,” Selena replied, placing the item she’d been working on into her inventory, then heading out to the pool area to collect her smithing equipment.

While she did that, Keith headed up to his room, going into the new safe he’d bought and installed inside his closet and retrieving his Currency Transfer Kit. The gleam of gold tempted him to take more, but he closed the safe, imprinting his hand on its surface to lock it before closing the closet.

Keith had decided that he needed a place to stash some gold outside of his own inventory – a safety deposit of sorts. That had led him to buy himself a spatial safe that allowed for far more volume than the space would suggest. Inside the safe, he stored 500 large gold bricks – the majority of his remaining currency – as well as the Barren Wasteland World item, War’s Spiritual Helm, a few elixirs and potions, as well as a spare set of armor.

This was his contingency if things went horribly wrong and he somehow lost access to everything all at once. In such a case, he could destroy all his items to try absorbing their effects with his title’s ability. He certainly hoped things would never come to that, but he needed insurance just in case.

The bunker, like his carriage, was Soulbound. That meant that it could not be stolen, nor opened by anyone else. Even if it was somehow taken, it would return to him within a set period of time and be useless to the thief in question.

Keith checked the kit, removing the stacks of small and large gold bars before placing them in his inventory. He was still waiting on Petal to sell off more of the pillar that he’d taken from the Affluence organization, but it seemed to be taking a while. Still, with the revenue from Beastland coming in every week, he was still making a bit of money.

Once he’d gotten what he needed, Keith headed downstairs, donning his armor again.

“What was the point of getting out of it if you were just going to put it right back on?” Bob asked.

“It’s nice to get out of armor when I can,” Keith said with a shrug as he reached the bottom of the stairs. “I honestly thought we would have a bit more time.”

Upon entering the living room, he found that Selena was still busy packing up. Seeing that it was going to take her a couple of more minutes, Keith opened his status to give himself his daily refresher, though he didn’t go into each individual skill, as it was now taking him close to ten minutes to look through all of his skills, item effects, and the abilities of his weapons and armor. It was starting to get a bit overwhelming, and Keith couldn’t help but wonder if there was a way to compartmentalize all his resources and have them available any time he went into a fight.

Status

Name: Keith the Ancient Spirit-Sage

Race: Monster-Soul

Class: Monster-Soul Hunter

Level: 77

XP: 1,370,930/2,421,000 (Reduced from 2,690,000)

HP: 107,460/107,460

STA: 30,890/30,890

Strength - 3,993 (Base 1,689)

Vitality - 10,746 (Boosted 1,530 + (Base 3,072 X3)

Endurance - 3,089 (Base 1,446)

Agility - 3,093 (Base 1,657)

Wisdom - 785 (Base 255)

Luck - 2,002 (Base 1,010)

Skills

Passive

Sage of War: Sage – Peak

Probability: Sage – V

Peak Health: Sage – V

Hunter of Myth: Sage – VI

Discerning Eye: Sage – IV

Quick Learner: Sage – IV

Punisher: Sage – III

Judgment: Sage – II

Prodigy: Sage – I

All-Terrain Psycho: Grandmaster – IX

Prodigy: Sage – I

Spirit Crafting: Master – III

Spiritual Resistance: Master – III

Intimidation: Advanced – X

Duo: Advanced – II

Monster-Soul Scourge: Advanced – III

Massive Booster: Intermediate – X

Stacked Odds: Advanced – VII

One-Man Raid: Advanced – VIII

Extender: Advanced – II

Unconquerable Aura (Conditional): Advanced – V

Wood Carving: Intermediate – I

Peak: Novice – X

Active

Ancient’s Fury: Sage - V

Shadow Puppet: Sage - IV

Skyform: Sage - I

Heatstance: Grandmaster - VIII

Hammerrang: Grandmaster - VII

Armageddon Spear: Grandmaster - X

Speed Demon: Master - X

Stone Chucker: Master - X

Magician: Master - V

Chronosphere: Master - I

Shattering Snowflare: Master - IV

Combustive Body: Advanced - IX

Equipped Items

Armor

Terror Helm

Draco Breastplate

Queen’s Bracers

Queen’s Greaves

Dragonfire Belt

Terror Pants

Queen’s Boots

Eldritch Power Cloak

Total Armor Rating: 15,640 (7,820 + 100%)

Weapons

Field Leveler

Other

The Whisperer’s Endurer

Markorviel’s Ring of Regeneration

Hayshun’s Megan Mauler

The Diamond Mine

Hidden Ring of Affluence’s Praise

Trickster’s Ring of Negative Spirit

Terracotta’s Mithril Life Ring

Slinker’s Mithril Stamina Ring

Tough it Out Ring of Toughness

Quad-Element Raider

The Unconquerable Sylven

The Unconquerable Fortress (Socketed)

The Unconquerable Will

Dreadfish Totem

Salantoa’s Mighty Totem

Strengthening Belt Clip

Speedy Belt Clip

Enduring Belt Clip

Healthy Belt Clip

Lucky Belt Clip

Rhinototh’s Five-Pronged Star

Shard of Humanity (Socketed)

Mist Beast’s Vital Ring (Socketed)

Mist Beast’s Endurer (Socketed)

Sylverana’s Mist Token (Socketed)

The Heart Between Worlds

Traits: Fireproof, Heatproof, Coldproof, Frostproof. Magic-Resist, Physical-Resist, Darkvision, Monster Scent, Monstrous Endurance, Monstrous Speed

Keith’s defeat of a powerful monster had skyrocketed his total health, and since his highest stat was now boosted by a factor of three, thanks to one of his title effects, he now had over 100,000 HP, which was honestly hard to believe.

Then again, when he thought of people like Alvin, whose monstrous health pools topped more than 10 times that, it didn’t seem quite as impressive. Even Astrid, Sigurd, and many of the other powerful figures in the Fourliance had more health than this, which only reinforced his commitment to raising his base stats with his elixirs.

“All done,” Selena announced, coming back into the house. “You ready?”

“Yup,” replied Keith, already heading for the ladder.

It was time to pay a visit to his favorite city, where, if he was caught, he would be hauled before the tyrant leader and killed for all the trouble he’d caused. That was, if anyone was strong enough to force him to do so.
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“It’s so warm,” Selena sighed as they stepped through the gates of Lihng Capitol, taking a left as they headed for the long train of public carriages which would take them where they needed.

“It is,” Keith agreed, enjoying the warmth as much as she did.

Although the armor protected him from the elements, the cold was still felt despite him technically not being cold. It was strange, though Keith suspected it was more psychological than anything else.

Selena got a few looks as they boarded, but seeing as she had – with extreme reluctance – agreed to wear a large cloak while they were in the city, they weren’t the open-mouthed stares Keith would have expected to get otherwise.

“There’s nothing like a nice, safe train ride through the city while eating some cake on a stick,” Bob sighed, taking a bite from the fluffy, sugar-covered pastry that was, indeed, on a stick.

“It would be much faster if I could just drive,” Keith complained. “Or teleport straight in. Lihng is a real pain in the neck, if only for the fact that she keeps costing me time.”

If not for the dragonling’s ability to lock down space and even affect his World Item’s spatial travel in her domain, he could have popped in and out of the city in five minutes. Instead, he now had to take an entire day to get this done, and he was not happy about it.

“I did say safe, didn’t I?” Bob retorted. “With the way you drive, my cake would have been splattered across the windshield rather than in my stomach.”

“Teleporting is safe,” Keith muttered.

“Then why don’t you go ahead and try?” Bob countered. “See what happens.”

“Wow, you really woke up on the right side of the bed this morning,” Selena said, scratching Bob’s head. “I’ve never seen you this fired up before.”

“Safe travel and good cake make Bob a happy monkey,” he replied. “And I won’t let Mr. Sourpuss ruin it for me just because he has to take a break from world domination to travel like a regular person who can’t teleport all over the place.”

Keith chose not to respond to that, mainly because Bob made a good point. It was rare for the monkey to get the better of him in an argument, so he decided to sit back in silence and try to enjoy the ride. At least with Selena sitting next to him, Keith didn’t need to put up with the horrendous body odors of some of the more pungent travelers he’d been forced to sit with on his previous trips. Though, his sensitive sense of smell still wasn’t enjoying the inside of the public carriage.

Time passed slower than he’d have liked, but by the time midafternoon rolled around, they were getting off at their stop near the center of the city. They had to then proceed on foot for another couple of hours, stopping on the way by a food stall to shut Bob up and quiet Keith’s grumbling stomach.

Finally, after hours of travel and with Keith’s patience at an all-time low, they finally reached the blacksmith shop where Farah used to work, and where their latest recruit was supposedly waiting for them.

“Can I help you?” one of the staff asked, recognizing Keith almost immediately.

“I’m here to see Hunk,” Keith said. “Is he around?”

“He’s in the back,” the man said, narrowing his eyes. “You’re not trying to poach him or anything, are you?”

“Me? Poach your staff? I wouldn’t dream of it,” Keith blatantly lied.

The staffer still looked suspicious, but he couldn’t stop Keith from going back – not when Keith had provided them with business in the past and Hunk had made it clear he liked where he worked.

“I thought you’d never come,” Hunk said when Keith entered the oxian’s smithy. “I was beginning to think Farah was pulling my leg or something.”

“I’m not exactly the most welcome in this city,” Keith said, hiding his annoyance. “So, we had to come in the long way. You could have saved us all that time by simply traveling to the gates. If you had, we would already be in the Alchemist Faction by now.”

“I needed to see if you really were committed,” Hunk said with a shrug. “Do you have it?”

Keith removed the gleaming chunk of Archstone, in addition to a stack of thirty large gold bricks. It was an exorbitant amount of money to hire the smith away from this place.

“A quality chunk of Archstone,” Hunk said, nodding excitedly as he examined the piece. “I’d say we have a good shot of getting two pieces out of this. If we’re really lucky, we can get three, though if you want my opinion, I wouldn’t risk more than splitting it in half.”

“So, can you guarantee your cut?” Keith asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Hey, this was your offer, not mine,” Hunk said, handing the chunk of Archstone back and lifting the gold.

“Just sign the contract and we’ve got a deal,” Keith said, extending the piece of parchment.

Hunk examined it, his eyes flying over the paper and nodding as he set it down.

“Everything looks good.”

The man signed the contract and their deal was sealed. Hunk now belonged solely to the We Hunt Monsters Guild and would produce arms and automatons for no one else. On top of that, he would be crafting Keith another automaton free of charge. In exchange, Keith had to give up a chunk of his Archstone. It would be enough for Hunk to craft an automaton for himself, though Keith very much doubted the man would be using his for battle.

“Great,” Keith said. “I’ll be heading out. I’ll expect you at the city gates tomorrow morning.”

Hunk gave him a thumbs up and Keith headed out of the shop, earning another suspicious glare on the way out.

“You know you’re never going to be able to walk in there again, right?” Bob said.

“I got everything and everyone I need from them,” Keith said with a shrug. “Now come on, if we move fast enough, we might still be able to get a room at Luxe Stay. If I’m going to be stuck in this city, the least I can get out of it is some quality food and a good bed.”

“Weren’t we trying to cut back on our spending?” Selena asked.

“There’s a difference between personal and business spending,” Keith said. “This is personal, and I have enough in my personal funds to justify this stay.”

“Also, they have some pretty amazing baths, and I don’t think he wants to miss them,” Bob said with a knowing smile.

They made it to the city walls just as night was falling, and sure enough, they were able to book a room at Keith’s favorite expensive inn. The people there already knew him and his usual staffer was sent to attend them.

“Can we please eat in the main dining room tonight?” Selena begged for the tenth time as Keith came out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his waist and his muscles feeling loose and relaxed.

The lines of glistening scales running down his shoulders, arms, and back stood out prominently against his tanned skin. He caught a look at himself in the foggy mirror as he passed, his golden eyes with the red sunbursts at their centers seeming to glow back at him. His facial features hadn’t changed all that much with his previous transformation, though they had been enough that he’d almost not been recognized when he’d first come in.

“Why do you want to eat in the dining room?” Keith asked, taking a seat on the edge of his bed. “You can’t eat.”

“I want the experience,” Selena said, placing her hands on her hips. “I’ve never eaten with a bunch of people in the same room before.”

“It’s not all that great,” Keith said. “Trust me.”

Selena crossed her arms and stuck out her bottom lip.

“Fine,” Keith said. “We can go, but you’re going to have to wear some clothes if we do. I can’t have you drawing every eye in the room. We are trying to stay under the radar, after all.”

“Can’t I just wear my cloak?” Selena asked, pointing to the garment she’d discarded the instant they’d come into the room.

“This a fine dining establishment,” Keith explained. “They’ll expect you to dress a certain way, and I can assure you that cloaks are not on the approved clothing list.”

Selena bit her lip, clearly torn between wanting to go sit where a bunch of people were eating and the revulsion of the idea of having to wear clothes while doing so. While she had gotten better about it, it still wasn’t something she liked doing or even thinking about for that matter. It was an odd quirk of the Automaton race that they refused to wear clothing, and Bob had explained that the system designed them that way.

The system was always nice to Selena. Always. She got the best treatment, while Keith was treated like a second-rate criminal without two brain cells to rub together.

“Oh, fine,” Selena finally said. “I’ll agree to your terms, but only if you let me try the food.”

“So long as you don’t scream how disgusting it is and spit it out, that sounds fine to me,” Keith said.

He didn’t want to spend the extra money on food she didn’t need nor would enjoy, but this was getting her mind off the moping she’d been doing for the past couple of weeks. They were about to embark on a very dangerous trip across uncharted lands, facing unknown challenges, and he needed her to be at her best. Being stuck in the past was not conducive to a successful mission.

“Great,” Selena said, brightening visibly. “So, what am I going to wear? I assume you don’t have any clothes for me.”

“I don’t, but I know someone who will be more than happy to get you a dress for the evening. It will mean that you can’t rip it off as soon as we get back, though.”

“I don’t like all these conditions,” Selena said, rubbing her arms subconsciously as she thought of the itchy fabric. “But fine. This will be an experience, and I’ll enjoy it, even if I have to wear,” she shuddered for dramatic effect, “clothes.”

Fifteen minutes later, someone arrived with a few dresses for Selena to try on, but she just grabbed the one with the least amount of fabric and rejected the rest.

“Thank you,” Keith said, making sure to give the woman a tip. “She can be a bit picky.”

“Oh, it’s no trouble at all,” the ink elf said, flashing him a smile. “I’ll make sure to have your table ready by eight o’clock.”

“Alright,” Keith said, gesturing to the bathroom door. “Go ahead and change. I’ll be waiting for you.”

“Can’t you help me into this thing?” Selena asked, eyeing the dress dubiously.

“No,” Keith answered flatly.

Selena glared at him, then let out a long sigh as she stepped into the bathroom to change. In reality, there wasn’t any point in her leaving to do so, as she wasn’t wearing anything to begin with, but there was some propriety to getting dressed that Keith refused to compromise on.

When Selena stepped out of the bathroom a few minutes later, Keith had to suppress a long sigh.

“Well, if you weren’t looking to attract attention, I think you would have been better off leaving the dress,” Tac said. “Good luck out there.”

Keith didn’t suppress the sigh this time, silently praying that the night would be uneventful.
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“You knew perfectly well what you were doing when you picked that dress, didn’t you?” Keith muttered as the two of them were escorted through the dining room to their table.

Though the cost to stay here was quite high, simply dining at the restaurant was apparently a bit more affordable if you ordered from the cheap menu, which made sense, given how popular the place was. There were plenty of individual tables, all set with colorful tablecloths and cutlery, while spheres of steading blue hovered at the centers, allowing the guests to see in the dimly lit space.

While there was also a bar, it was far more upscale than anything he’d seen in this world, leading Keith to wonder if he could create a dining hall like this.

“And let all those rough, uncultured monster hunters inside? Have you seen what they do on an average night?” Tac asked. “Also, Selena definitely knew what she was doing. Probability puts that at 98%.”

“I really appreciate you telling me in advance,” Keith mentally growled.

“Anytime, bro. I got your back.”

The whole point of coming here was to not attract attention and yet, here he was, arm in arm with Selena who was doing the exact opposite. If not for the fact that he’d already given his word, Keith would have refused to leave the room.

The gawking stares Selena received as they passed table after table put Keith on edge. He was thankful that their waiter was a woman and would be seating them near the back.

“Here we are,” the waitress – a well-dressed ink elf named Pylena – said as they arrived. “If you would like to look at our wine menu, feel free to ask.”

“Oh, that sounds nice,” Selena said, pulling her dress in as she sat down. “Yes, please.”

Pylena smiled and dipped her head before heading off to fetch the menus.

“I don’t know why you would even want to try it,” Keith said, taking his seat opposite her. “You have immunity to most poisons, and as far as I know, alcohol is considered one by the system.”

“It is,” Bob chimed in from his spot on Keith’s shoulder. “If you have any poison-nullification skills or are inherently immune, it’s impossible to become inebriated.”

“I just want a taste,” Selena said, adjusting the front of her dress a bit.

If Keith was gratified by one thing, it was that she was still uncomfortable, despite the fact that she’d done this on purpose. The clinging blue dress that revealed more than it hid, did more to accentuate her body by showing off her impossible proportions than her simply walking in without anything whatsoever. The dress implied there was something to cover, which was what was causing all the stir.

He should have insisted on being allowed to pick the outfit, but he was worn down from the day of needless travel and just wanted to get something to eat. Keith had also made the mistake of allowing Selena’s mood to open up a bit too much, and like the predator she was, she’d pounced on the opening with obvious ferocity.

She seemed happy, so Keith decided to do his best not to ruin it for her. Picking up the menu, he began scanning through, seeing all sorts of fine dining options. He’d eaten his fair share of good food throughout his many lives – some far better than others – but the whole fine dining experience had never been for him.

He much preferred simple, tasty, and filling meals to the seventeen-course tasting menus with so many strange – and in some cases disturbing – flavors that he left feeling confused, full, and somehow completely unsatisfied. Thankfully, there was a section of the menu to simply order regular food, though still at elevated prices. He’d suspected they would be plunking the expensive menus in front of them, rather than the affordable one, and he hadn’t been wrong.

“I wonder what I should order,” Selena said, looking over the menu as Pylena returned with the wine menu.

“Here, let me help with that,” Bob said, leaping across the table, barely catching himself on one of the neck straps of Selena’s dress and scrabbling his small feet to gain purchase.

It was only when Selena had mercy on him and helped that he was able to climb into position, breathing hard and swiping at his forehead. Keith gave him a hard look, which he pointedly ignored as he and Selena began oohing and ahhing at the menu and wine list.

Keith made his selections, then sat back and idly scanned the restaurant, leaning into his Tactician and Judgment skills, while focusing on his hearing, trying to pick out snippets of conversation.

The three tables nearest them were filled with a few women, clearly out for the night with their friends, but the tables past those were filled with a mix. More than one was talking in envious terms about the two of them.

“Can you give me what the odds are of trouble?” Keith asked as Pylena returned to take their orders.

“Nah. I’d rather it be a surprise,” Tac said.

If Keith could have reached into his mind and throttled the artificial intelligence, he would have. If Tac was refusing to say anything, it could mean one of two things. Either nothing at all would happen and he’d have worried over nothing, or something would happen but neither of them would be in any actual danger. If real danger did become a factor, Tac wouldn’t remain silent for the sake of a practical joke.

“This feels so nice and cozy,” Selena said, squeezing her shoulders together as she leaned forward. “Is this how all human women feel on dates with their men?”

“I wouldn’t know, since this isn’t a date,” Keith said with a shrug.

“Oh, come on, Keith. A handsome man like you? You wouldn’t have had any trouble with women, so I’m sure you have your share of experience.”

“I have,” Keith said. “And I don’t really care to talk about it.”

“That’s fine by me,” Selena said with a winning smile. “I’d prefer not to talk about other women when it’s just the two of us.”

Bob cleared his throat, and Selena flicked the top of his head.

“Ow!” Bob complained, rubbing at his scalp.

He shot her a glare, then leaped back to Keith, this time managing to catch himself and pull himself into place all on his own.

“That’s what you get for ruining her fantasies,” Tac snickered.

“Anyway,” Selena said, returning her glowing eyes to Keith, her lips pulling up into a smirk. “Why don’t you tell me what you ordered? I might be interested in trying some.”

Keith leaned back a bit in his chair, resigning himself to a long night. It was hard for him to get a read on Selena at times. She acted flirty or dropped small hints to be picked up sometimes, while others, she simply acted like a subordinate. There were instances where she acted like a vulnerable child, which, in a sense, she still was, despite the rapid growth and development of her character and personality.

There was one stance she always took, though, assuring that any and all women kept their distance from him unless he approved. Which, in most cases, worked out just fine for him, though the possessiveness could become a bit tiring at times.

“You know, you think Selena is the only one causing problems here. You really should expand your search radius,” Tac said as the first course was served.

Keith had noticed it almost immediately, despite what Tac said. He was so attuned to it by this point that it would have been hard to miss the stares. The main difference was that while it took a special type of woman to be bold enough to walk over, men only needed a drink or two to build up their courage, and some were so deluded that they believed they could swagger right up, like the man walking over from the rear.

He could hear Tac trying to suppress laughter as he lifted his fork, intent on getting at least one bite before their meal was interrupted. However, the confrontation he’d been dreading never happened, as Selena looked past him and narrowed her eyes, her face contorting into one of pure loathing and disgust.

Keith saw the man blanch from the corner of his eye, before turning around and slinking away. He continued to eat all the while, pretending not to notice. Selena’s features relaxed once more as she lifted her glass of wine and took a sip.

Her eyes bulged and she looked like she was going to spit it out, but after a monumental effort, she forced it down her throat.

“You know, on second thought, I think I’ve decided I don’t like wine,” she wheezed, sticking her tongue out and shivering.

The next course arrived, and while Selena was busy sampling one item after the next, declaring each one horrendous after only a single bite, Keith ate his steak and roasted vegetables. Bob was busily finishing her untouched food, making all sorts of disturbing noises, which earned them more than a few stares.

Overall, the meal was pleasant once Selena got off the dating topic and onto more interesting things, like her continued study of books and smithing, so that she could better understand the mortal races and improve her work to the point where Keith didn’t constantly have to go to other blacksmiths instead of relying solely on her.

“From what I hear, the continent of Monstros is basically uninhabited,” Keith said. “Having a Grandmaster or Sage-level smith would be extremely useful.”

“I’m getting closer every day,” Selena said, beaming widely as she leaned even further across the table, to the point where the wood began to groan.

“Unless you want the table collapsing, I’d stop pushing down so hard,” Keith said. “Don’t forget your Strength.”

Selena flushed a bit as she leaned back, looking embarrassed. It was because of this distraction that she didn’t notice the pair of men who approached their table until it was too late.

“Hey there, pretty lady,” one of them said as he swaggered over. “What brings you here tonight?”

His blonde-haired companion moved to the other side, crossing his arms and half-turning his body, as though to try intimidating Keith to remain where he was. For his part, Keith just began eating his dessert.

“Dinner. Obviously,” Selena said icily. “Now, get lost.”

“Come on,” the man said, undeterred, his smile never faltering. “There’s no need to act like that. I’m just here for some friendly conversation.”

“I’m sure you are,” Selena deadpanned as Pylena came rushing over, looking a bit worried.

“Excuse me, I must insist you leave these two alone. This is not the time or place.”

“Buzz off, lady. This is a free city, and I can do as I please,” the man said, waving her off.

Keith stood up abruptly, causing the blonde man to take a step forward.

“If you don’t back out of my personal space, you’re going to get hurt,” Keith said, his voice deadly calm.

“Pipe down, loser,” the other man said, moving to slip into Keith’s seat. “Can’t you see we’re talking here? Now, be a good man and go fetch us some drinks. I’m feeling thirsty, and I’m sure the lady wouldn’t mind something as well.”

“We’re done,” Keith told Pylena. “Just bill the meal to our room, along with a tip.”

Selena glared at the two men before getting to her own feet.

“Thanks for ruining a perfectly pleasant night,” she growled.

“Hey, where are you going?” the man said, reaching out and seizing her arm as she tried to pass.

“Yeah,” the blonde-haired man said. “We just got here. No need to leave already.”

“Sir, please,” Pylena said, starting to look a bit panicked. “Release our guest and leave. You are causing a disturbance and are not welcome here.”

The man turned, a sneer already forming on his face, when he saw a pair of hulking oxians dressed in black suits coming toward them. With obvious reluctance, he released Selena’s arm and got up.

“Fine,” he huffed. “I was just about to leave this dump anyway.”

He and his blonde companion turned to leave, though he couldn’t resist one final comment as he walked away.

“I’ll be waiting for you, gorgeous. Don’t settle for mediocre losers like that guy.”

Selena’s fingers twitched, and it was only thanks to a restraining hand on her shoulder that she didn’t rip both their heads from their shoulders.

“I am so sorry about that,” Pylena said, looking both relieved and mortified.

“I’d keep a better eye on the riffraff you allow in here,” Keith said, pulling Selena close and interlocking his arm with hers.

While this may have appeared as though he was escorting her, it was to make sure she didn’t take off after the two men who’d accosted them.

“You can bill the meal to our room,” Keith repeated. “We’ll be going now.”

Pylena nodded, looking a bit pale as the oxians reached her and began speaking in lowered voices as Keith steered Selena from the restaurant. They were nearly to the exit, passing a table of pretty young women, when one of them turned to him, a dazzling smile on her lips.

“We overheard the conversation you had with those two,” she said, batting her eyelashes at him. “I think they must have been blind or something. My friends and I all agree that you’re the best-looking man we’ve seen in our entire lives.”

There were a series of giggles around the table and Keith felt Selena’s grip on his arm tighten.

“That’s very kind of you,” Keith said, giving her a polite smile and dipping his head.

“Shame you’re already taken,” she sighed, looking at Selena with obvious envy. “Not that I blame you. Never seen a gal with such a killer figure before in my life. That dress is fabulous, by the way.”

“Oh, thank you,” Selena said, clearly taken off guard.

“If she ever decides to dump you, I live just around the corner,” the woman said, turning to Keith.

“Well, I certainly hope our relationship is long and fruitful,” said Keith. “Now, if you ladies will excuse us, we’ve had quite the day and would like to get to bed.”

“I bet you would,” one of the women muttered as they left, followed by a round of giggling that followed them out of the restaurant.


5

“What an unexpected night,” Selena said, flopping backward onto her bed, back arching and hair splayed across the white sheets.

Her dress lay in a crumpled mess by the door, the automaton woman having stripped out of it the moment they’d stepped inside, scratching herself all over and groaning in obvious relief. Despite the unexpected compliments from the table full of women, nothing was going to keep that garment on her for a second longer than she was required to wear it.

“Not unexpected,” Keith said. “At this point I expect trouble, no matter where we go.”

Selena arched her back further, bringing the defined musculature cording her body into sharper relief.

“I’m surprised you didn’t send any of those men through a wall after the way they treated me,” she said, twisting her shoulders as she pushed herself up.

The movement was so unnatural that anyone watching it would have nightmares for weeks. Keith knew there were gears and a metal skeleton beneath her skin which allowed for these movements, especially due to her Phase Change and Liquid Grace. Keith averted his eyes, his mind still not liking how unnatural the movements were.

“This is one of my favorite places,” Keith said. “Why would I cause that sort of property damage just because a couple of guys were being rude? Also, we’re trying not to attract attention, and cracking a couple of skulls would definitely not go unnoticed.”

“I suppose you have a point,” Selena said, flexing her stomach as she pushed her hips to one side. “So, what did you think of that woman who stopped us before we left?”

He could sense the loaded question, but he answered it with the truth.

“I don’t,” he said plainly. “I have other, more important things on my mind.”

“You’re not just saying that, are you?” Selena asked, twisting her hips further and pulling her head back the other way, her chin flat on the bed as she stared at him.

“You know, it’s a bit hard to have a conversation while you’re twisting yourself into a pretzel.”

“A what?” Selena asked, cocking her head to one side.

Keith pinched his temples, rubbing them in slow circles before he just walked away.

“Where are you going?” she called after him.

“To take a bath,” he replied, stepping into the room.

“But you already took⸺” Her words cut off as Keith closed the door, sinking to the bathroom floor and closing his eyes.

Bob, who’d hitched a ride in with him, hopped off his shoulder and walked over to turn the water on.

“What are you doing?” Keith asked, cracking an eyelid.

“Starting the bath,” said Bob. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“Can you please leave?” Keith requested, opening the door.

Bob looked affronted and left with a huff, muttering under his breath.

“See if I’ll share my cake with you next time…”

“Wow, bro, you really seem on⸺”

“Tac.”

“Yes?”

“Shut up.”

The artificial mind did just that. Keith closed his eyes, straightened his posture and allowed his mind to go blank. The sound of the running tub was a pleasant background and he purged all the raging emotions storming around in his head. He knew it had been a long day, which was why he’d become so frustrated and his ability to remain calm was so compromised.

If Keith had liked this place any less, he would have sent both men through a wall. As it was, he was feeling pent up, and sitting with his eyes closed just wasn’t working for him, which was a rarity as far as he was concerned. Meditation almost always worked to soothe his stress and center him, but it seemed like he was going to have to find another outlet to settle his frustration, one that involved him punching something repeatedly with no small amount of force.

Sometimes, physical violence was the answer.

***

Shump did his best not to punch the lantern pole as he passed, knowing that the unyielding metal would hold up better than his fist, and thus, worsen his bad mood. His friend Clem, on the other hand, did not have any such self-control.

“Son of a Spirit’s backside!” Clem yelled, shaking his hand and gritting his teeth, his handsome face twisted into an expression of pain and anger.

“I think you might have dented it,” Shump offered, looking over his shoulder.

Throwing a look back, Clem saw that he had indeed put a sizable dent in the side of the metal pole and his sour mood abated somewhat. At least, until his thoughts returned to the events leading up to this walk in one of the city’s public parks this late at night.

“If I ever see that man, I’m going to beat him within an inch of his life,” Clem snarled.

Shump nodded along seriously, though his mind was more on the woman than the man. She’d caught both their eyes the moment they’d walked in for a drink. Normally, common sense – and no small amount of cowardice – would have kept him in his seat. But Clem had been with him and his friend typically got his way. Though, if Shump were being honest with himself, he’d have had a hard time staying away, even if Clem hadn’t been there.

There was something about that woman, some sort of magnetism that had drawn him to her. He’d been overcome with an irresistible urge to go over and speak with her. Common sense had prevailed once Clem had started talking and he’d taken up his usual position of blocking the would-be man, which, in this instance, had actually succeeded in keeping Clem away from his woman through no action of his own.

Logic would have dictated that the two of them blame the staff and security for intervening, but that woman still floated at the forefront of Clem’s mind, her beauty so magnetic that he wanted to return to the inn if only to catch a glimpse of her.

“She was the prettiest woman I’ve ever seen,” Clem said, clearly echoing Shump’s sentiment as he took a seat on one of the benches, the sounds of a splashing water fountain nearby doing little to soothe his anger.

Shump sat next to him. The bench was hidden in a small sort of nook, flanked on both sides by hedges. This, in effect, hid them from everyone not directly on the path before them while at the same time allowing them a good view of the park itself.

“Tell me about it,” Shump groaned. “Did you see the way that dress was sticking to her? Like it was glued to her skin.”

“And all of that tone,” Clem nodded. “I’ve never seen a woman look so muscular and fit, yet so feminine and filled out at the same time. It’s like she was built that way. Even her strange skin tone somehow works on her. What race do you think she is?”

“No idea,” Shump sighed. “Maybe some kind of elf?”

“Nah, she didn’t have pointed ears,” Clem replied. “Her eyes were also glowing. I wonder if that’s a magical effect or something that’s unique to her race…Gah! I’m so mad I just let her walk out like that! I can’t get her out of my head. Feels like I’m gonna go crazy if I can’t see her again.”

The man thumped the bench by his side, his anger growing once more. Shump was nodding along, his mind still mostly on the woman, when he caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye. Turning and peering thought the bushes, he felt his eyes widen and his heart skip a beat.

“Clem,” he said, elbowing the man.

“What?” Clem exclaimed, far too loudly.

Shump quickly hushed him, pointing fervently to the path running opposite the fountain.

“What are you pointing…?” Clem trailed off, his eyes lighting up as he recognized the man from the restaurant. “It’s him,” Clem said, his voice holding a hint of eagerness that Shump wholeheartedly agreed with.

“Come on,” Clem said, pushing himself off the bench. “If things go like I think they will, we might still get what we want after all.”

Shump was right behind him as he shoved himself off the bench, moving quickly to intercept the man who looked to be out on a quiet stroll. As they crossed around the fountain, the man spotted them and froze, his mind likely realizing what kind of trouble he was in. He stood there for a couple of seconds, then turned and ran.

“Ha!” Clem laughed, then took off after him, Shump running to keep up, feeling his blood pounding in his ears.

“Stop! We just want to talk,” Clem called, but the man didn’t slow down, turning off one path and leaving the park, running for a part of the city Shump and Clem knew quite well.

“He’s a fast one, but not fast enough,” Clem said, putting on a burst of speed and beginning to close the distance.

Shump had a bit of a harder time keeping up, but desire drove him forward. He would have what he was owed, and nothing would stand in his way. They left the park at a sprint, the man throwing panicked glances over his shoulder as the two of them shortened the distance.

“You’ll only make this worse for yourself if you keep running,” Clem laughed as the man’s speed began to flag.

He turned abruptly, dodging between two buildings, likely trying to cut to the next alley over, but as Shump and Clem darted into the alley entrance, they saw the man standing at the center of the alley, staring between the entrance and the dead end just ten yards away.

“Nowhere to run,” Clem said, grinning widely as he and Shump blocked the entrance. “Now, are you going to give us what we want, or are we going to have to beat it out of you?”

“I…I don’t know what you want from me,” the man said, backing toward the end of the alley, half stumbling until his back met the stone wall.

He craned his neck upward and saw a sheer wall rising over thirty feet before looking back at the two of them, clearly sizing them up and wondering if he might be able to force his way by.

“You know what we want,” Clem said, drawing a gleaming knife as Shump pulled a wand from his inventory. “Tell us where the woman is, and we’ll leave you alone.”

He was lying, of course. Shump knew that the moment he gave up her location, Clem would spit him like a pig. The man continued looking for a way out, clearly too terrified to talk. Clem stepped further into the alley, swaggering forward. He held his knife easily at his side, while Shump came a couple of steps after with his wand raised in case the man tried anything.

“We won’t ask again,” Clem said, his expression suddenly turning ugly as they closed within ten feet. “Give us the woman’s location or I’ll start cutting little pieces away until you do.”

Shump nodded, keeping his wand raised, his mind already in the room with the beautiful woman.

The man finally stopped looking for an escape and turned to look at them directly. Something seemed to change in his demeanor. Shump wasn’t sure what it was, but the feeling of helplessness he was giving off just an instant ago was gone. In its place was an air of very obvious danger. The feeling was so strong that Shump found himself taking a step back.

“I never realized how strong her False Charm was,” the man said, his voice oddly calm. “I’ll have to talk to her about working on suppressing it when we’re not in battle.”

“What nonsense are you jabbering about?” Clem asked, clenching his teeth. “Are you so scared your brain was fried?”

“Of you? Hardly,” the man replied.

There was no malice in his words. It was delivered in a flat, almost-bored tone, as though he found this entire exercise beneath him.

Shump wasn’t sure what was going on, but the terrified man of a moment ago was no more. In his place was a calm and collected individual who seemed not at all bothered by the fact that he’d been cornered by two armed men.

His mind was suddenly flooded by fear as all images of the beautiful woman were driven from his thoughts. His instincts screamed at him that he was in danger – very real and imminent danger.

He took another step back, a cold sweat breaking out across the small of his back as Clem growled.

“I’ve had enough of this. Maybe you’ll decide you want to walk once I’ve gouged out one of your eyes!”

With a yell, Clem leaped forward, stabbing his dagger into the man’s face. The man didn’t even try to block, and for a moment, Shump felt relieved. Perhaps he’d allowed his imagination to play tricks on him and overreacted to nothing. The man was clearly trying to bluff his way out of a bad situation but had been too slow for Clem’s lightning-quick attack.

His relief turned to sheer gut-wrenching terror when the man reached up, grabbed Clem’s hand and ripped it clean off in a single smooth motion. The tearing, popping sound of the limb shattering, and the muscles and ligaments separating from his shoulder would haunt Shump for the very short remainder of his life.

The sound of the tearing flesh was coupled with the agonized scream from Clem’s lips as blood fountained from his torn shoulder, the man dropping to his knees and howling in agony.

Shump hadn’t seen what had happened. Had the man somehow blocked the attack? Whatever the case, he needed to leave. Now. But for some reason, his legs simply refused to move, keeping him rooted in place.

“Was that really your best?” the man asked, sounding oddly disappointed. “I think you can do better, don’t you?”

There was a clatter as the man dropped Clem’s knife at his feet.

“Why don’t you try again?”

Clem, understandably, just remained on his knees, clutching his bleeding stump of a shoulder and screaming in pain.

“If you keep sitting there, I’ll just kill you. I am the sporting type, though, so I’ll give you another chance.”

Clem clenched his teeth, seizing the dagger in a sudden fit of rage as the man half-turned and stepped forward to walk past him. He lunged upward with the knife in an explosive movement, the blade flying towards the man’s face.

“Die, you cocky bastard!”

His aim was perfect. The gleaming blade flashed faster than Clem could follow and slammed directly into the man’s left eye. Shump felt another small flood of relief until he realized what had actually happened. The knife remained there, Clem’s trembling arm shuddering as he tried to force the blade to penetrate the man’s eyeball but seemed to lack the strength.

Shump felt something wet trickling down his leg at that point and knew that if he looked down, he’d find that he’d soiled himself. His fingers went slack as the wand dropped from his hand, the man staring straight at him as he reached down, seized Clem’s head in his fingers and squeezed.

Clem’s head shattered like an overripe melon; blood, brains, and bits of skull splattering across the man’s arm, clothes, and the alley wall.

There was a clatter as the dagger hit the floor and that sound snapped Shump from his stupor. He whirled, intending to run as fast as he possibly could, but before he could take so much as a single step, he felt an iron grip land on his shoulder.

Shump didn’t know where he got the courage, but he spun, stabbing the hidden knife directly into the man’s throat. It felt like he’d tried to stab a block of solid steel. His fingers and arm throbbed as the weapon bounced off the man’s skin.

“W-what are you?” Shump asked as he looked up, staring into the pair of glowing gold and red orbs, the rest of the man’s face shrouded in shadow.

“Death,” the man replied.

Those brilliant glowing eyes were the last thing Shump saw before the world went black.

-15,900, Massive Critical

Your HP has hit zero.

You have died.

***

Selena looked up from her position sprawled out on the bed, shifting the book she’d been holding up so she could see Keith as he exited the bathroom.

“Had a nice bath?” she asked.

“Yes,” Keith replied. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to bed.”

“Have a good night,” Selena said, raising the book once again.

She only allowed the smile to spread across her lips once the door to Keith’s side of the room closed, leaving her alone. She’d seen him walking away from the inn and noticed the trace amounts of blood clinging to his clothes as he snuck back in through the window.

It seemed he had gone out to avenge her after all. It made her feel warm inside. She continued to smile to herself throughout the night, pleased with how it had all gone.
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“Ahh! That was quite the trip,” Hunk said in way of greeting as he walked through the city gates and saw Keith and Selena waiting for him. “I’d forgotten how long it took to travel from one side to the other.”

“I hope that makes you feel at least some remorse for making us come all the way to you,” Keith said.

“Not even a little,” Hunk replied with a wide grin.

The world twisted around them as Keith teleported them all without warning, Hunk staggering as they appeared in the center of the guildhall in the Alchemist Capitol. To his credit, the massive oxian managed not to lose his footing. His breakfast, on the other hand, was another matter entirely.

“Oh!”

“Gross, man!”

“Yuck!”

Several exclamations sounded from people who quickly dodged out of the way to avoid being hit by the wave of sick exiting the man’s mouth.

“Welcome to the We Hunt Monsters Guild,” Keith said, doing his best to hide his smile.

It was petty, he knew, but the man’s complete lack of empathy for the time he’d forced Keith to waste made him less sympathetic to his current plight.

“Couldn’t you have given me a bit of warning?” Hunk groaned as he straightened, wiping his mouth with the back of his massive hand.

“You know, I could have, but I used up all my spare time yesterday when I had to travel the entire breadth of Lihng Capitol to make you the offer in person,” Keith replied. “Normally, I’d ask you to clean that up, but lucky for you, I’m not the guildmaster here, so it’s not really my problem. Now, if you’ll follow me…”

With that, Keith began heading for the forge, Selena using her body – which had shifted to give her a bit more bulk – to part the crowds and keep them away from Keith so he could get to his destination in a timely manner.

“Well, if it isn’t the old cow,” Farah said when the three of them arrived.

“Never thought I’d see you again, you furless blood sack,” Hunk replied, staring down at Farah.

Both were smiling as they traded insults, though even if they hadn’t been, Probability told Keith that there was about as close to a 0% chance that these two would actually fight, let alone come to blows.

“I see you decided to take Keith up on his offer,” Farah said as she stepped back from her embrace of the much larger man.

“He made an offer I couldn’t refuse,” the oxian replied.

“Ha! That’s what Papa said when he forced the mayor to hand him the key to the city at gunpoint…Allegedly, of course,” Tac said.

“Well, your space is ready at any rate,” Farah said.

“Was he really that confident I’d take the offer?”

“Not from him, obviously. From me? He was pretty confident, especially considering how far I’ve come.”

Keith stayed out of the conversation, not wanting to get sucked in. All he wanted was for the work on his new automaton to begin. That was his goal for the day. Well, that and finding someone to temporarily run the day-to-day operations of his shipping and other businesses until he could find someone steadier to hold the job.

“Let me show you to your new forge,” Farah said, gesturing to the other side of the massive shot dedicated to her and her family.

The two of them began to walk, still chatting as Keith and Selena brought up the rear, though Selena’s attention was clearly fixed on their surroundings and what she could learn from them.

“I’ll never get over how loud it is in here,” Bob said, plugging his ears as they passed a smith who was banging away at a flattened piece of metal, several monster parts stacked neatly at the side of his forge as he worked on what looked like a piece of armor.

“You can’t hear anything from the hallway outside, which is enough for me. I’m not paying extra for sound dampeners inside the smithy itself. It’s unnecessarily expensive.”

“Talk about cheap,” Bob said.

“I have more important things to spend my money on,” Keith replied. “Mainly things that will aid in my destruction of the remaining World Monsters.”

Even as he spoke, he brought up the quest description, reviewing the challenge given to him by the Trickster what felt like ages ago.

A World to Conquer

Being a conqueror isn’t easy, and you’ve found that out the hard way. Orne Skull-Stomper, Markorviel the Whisperer, and Solana of the Dark have all died, but there are still two other World Monsters far stronger than they were. Good luck out there and try not to die.

Difficulty: World

Current Objective: Defeat Sartori the Ore-Guzzler, Mythic Mountain of the Frigid Seas

Current Reward: 4,500,000 XP, 1 World Item, 100 Legendary monster pieces, 50 Legendary+ monster pieces, 5 Mythical monster pieces, 350 large gold bricks

Progress: 3/5 Defeated

It was honestly hard to believe he’d already taken three of them out. If not for the fact that he was wearing a set of armor made from parts of the last one, he might not have believed it. The next challenge was getting a comprehensive team together to face the next monster, and he had a sneaking suspicion that Sartori the Ore-Guzzler wasn’t going to be a pushover – not that any of the World Monsters were, only that this one was going to be especially difficult.

If the leveling progress held true, Sartori should be sitting between level 85 and 90. While Solana, the Terror Queen, had been a big step up in terms of difficulty, her level had still been somewhat manageable at 70. A level 85 to 90 monster was squarely out of the league of most people alive right now, which very much included him, not to mention all the leaders of the friendly factions in the Fourliance.

In fact, the only single person he knew to carry a level that high was Princess Laya, and her combat effectiveness, while impressive, wasn’t nearly to the standards he’d have expected of someone that powerful. He was working on rectifying that, but as Bob had once told him, not all high-level fighters were created equal.

Laya was strong. She had to be, to keep the Terror at bay, but she was lacking so many fundamentals that her level would be her only advantage if she went up against Astrid for instance. After all, there was a reason she’d had to send for help. Still, she was getting better, as were the other fighters Keith was bringing up to speed. Still, it would take a whole lot more work and resources to bridge the gap, and that was one of the many reasons he was here today.

“Not bad at all for something you slapped together in a few days,” Hunk said as they entered his private forge.

“Not bad?” Farah said with a snort. “Given the conditions you were working in in Lihng Capitol, this is practically a gold mine, so quit your complaining and thank me for a job well done.”

Hunk snorted out a laugh but conceded her victory.

“You do have a good point,” he admitted. “So, I’ll give you this one. Now, if you don’t mind, please give me some time alone so I can get acquainted with my new space.”

“You know where to find me, old man,” Farah said, giving him a wave as she walked past him. “Are you coming, Selena?”

“Yes,” Selena said, ditching Keith without a second thought.

“Don’t forget to ask that favor,” Keith said as she walked by.

Selena gave him a smile and wink before she left, leaving Keith alone with Hunk. Well, relatively speaking, of course. Bob was always with him and Tac lived in his brain, so he was as alone with someone as he could be without kicking Bob out and cutting off his connection with his artificial mind, though he wouldn’t have to for a conversation like this.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to get to business,” Keith said, removing the sizable chunk of Archstone and setting it on one of the tables.

“Yes. To business,” Hunk said, rubbing his hands together. “You want another battle automaton. Have you given any thought to what you’d like it to be?”

“Selena fills the role of an attacker pretty well,” Keith said. “She’s flexible and fast. What I need is a powerful defense. Someone who can tank both physical and magical attacks. Someone who can take a hit from a World Boss and keep fighting.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Hunk said, though his expression told Keith that his request was anything but.

He could understand why. Designing Selena was one thing. She could take some hits but ultimately didn’t do very well with regenerating his own health and stamina. Even at the Master level, her regen only kicked in when she was down at 25% of her maximum health, and then at only 50 points every five seconds, which was basically nothing, considering how quickly she burned through her stamina when she used her skills. Yes, she did have some skills to mitigate stamina loss, but ultimately, she wasn’t nearly as efficient as Keith.

Potions were also out of the question, another shortcoming of the automaton race. She made up for that shortcoming by basically being immortal. So long as he was there to inject some of his own power into her, she could die repeatedly and be totally fine.

Taking all of that into consideration, it meant he was asking for someone who had the stamina or mana capacity to absorb an attack like that and be fine to keep going.

“Just tell me what you need,” Keith said.

Hunk let out a sigh and rubbed his temples.

“Look, Selena is really special. A masterpiece if I’ve ever seen one, and judging by her evolution, she’s come further than anyone could have imagined. Even me. What you’re asking me for is basically impossible. Mythicallium is tough. It’s the toughest and most flexible metal I know of. I’m sure Selena can take quite a beating and still keep going, but the level of defense you’re asking for simply cannot be attained in an automaton. I would need a metal that’s both rigid and flexible, and half-again as tough as mythicallium, while still retaining its lightness and ability to take enchantments.”

“So, what you’re saying is that you need a metal you don’t have,” Keith said.

“What I’m saying is that I need a metal that I do not believe exists,” Hunk corrected.

“Bob, is it possible to find what he’s asking for?” Keith asked.

“In theory, I suppose it is,” Bob said, rubbing his chin. “Though automatons are uncommon enough that I really can’t be sure where the limits in the system are. There are just too many unknown factors involved.”

“Well, we’ll see about that,” Keith said, feeling a renewed sense of determination.

When someone told him something was impossible, that was all he needed to do his utmost to make it happen.

Ding!

Quest Available: Automaton 2.0

It seems one perfect being isn’t enough for you. You know, some people might say that when enough is never enough, happiness is forever out of reach. I tend to agree, but you know what? I like Automatons. They’re perfect, unlike you squishy, flawed beings. Hunk has placed what seems like an impossible task on your shoulders: find a metal that doesn’t exist. You don’t know the meaning of the word ‘no’ – I mean it. You literally don’t know what that means, otherwise you wouldn’t be getting this quest – so you’ve decided to go on yet another hunt, this time for a yet-to-be-discovered item in this world’s history.

I can tell you one thing. You’re not going to find it on this continent.

Difficulty: Quad-S

Objective: Find the impossible metal and bring it to Hunk

Rewards: 500,000 XP, ???, ???, ???

“Well, I guess that answers our question,” Tac said.

“Is there any part of the automaton you can make while I’m out hunting for this metal?” Keith asked. “Also, how will I know it when I see it?”

“You really are crazy,” Hunk said, shaking his head. “And I like it! Your automaton seems to have become quite proficient in smithing lately. Have her examine any metal you find, and she’ll be able to tell you if it’s good or not. As for what I can work on right now, I can start on some of the basic systems, as well as the spinal column and some of the internal structure, assuming you have the mythicallium for me to work with?”

“I do still have a bit left,” Keith said, thinking of the coins he’d had minted.

It would be a shame to lose the precious resource, but what was the point of something if you would never use it?

“It’ll take me a couple of weeks to get everything made,” Hunk said. “My work time should be faster this time around, given lab conditions and lack of other projects. I would still remind you about the need for proper Essence to be injected, though, given that you’re bringing a new metal, the limitations we’re used to might not exist. Who knows? You might be able to inject three Sage-level Essences for all I know, maybe even four or five. If you’re looking for defense, I’d recommend at least two Essence of Endurance, and perhaps one of Strength or Vitality, depending on where you want your boosts. You might also want to find monsters with powerful shielding against attacks, both physical and magical.”

“I can help him track those down,” Bob said, waving a paw.

“I’ll have Farah bring the mythicallium,” Keith said. “I’ll have your metal in two weeks or not at all, in which case, we’ll change tactics, and I’ll have to bring you some more mythicallium.”

“Sounds good to me,” Hunk said, rubbing his hands together, clearly eager to get to work.
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“Did you get everything I asked for?” Keith asked, popping his head into the smithy, where Selena was working with Farah on something.

“Yes, I got your stockpile of weapons,” Farah said distractedly. “Though I do have to warn you that they’re all from apprentice smiths. Nothing special, you understand.”

“Weapons are weapons,” replied Keith. “Having a surplus will help. What about smiths?”

“I can spare two,” Farah said. “But they still haven’t agreed to my proposal. I think you need to sweeten the pot.”

“What about access to materials they’ve never seen before?”

Farah looked up at that, a glint in her eye.

“We’ll be on a new continent,” Keith said. “Did you know there are streams of mercury just running through the landscape, completely untouched? Not to mention all the other natural resources untouched by any hands for decades. Can you imagine what you might find in a frozen wasteland like that?”

“Can I come?” Farah asked.

Keith grinned.

“I think you’re needed here, but if your smiths need any more motivation, let that be it. I’ll be back in a bit, Selena. Be ready to leave.”

“Will do, boss man,” Selena said distractedly as she concentrated on her work.

Keith left the smithy, heading back into the guild proper and going to hunt down the vice commander. Finding Maylee wasn’t too difficult, which was mainly due to how high-strung she was about keeping everything running in the absence of their would-be Guildmaster Servo.

The man had become a lot less lazy – for the most part, anyway – and at the moment was out leading a large raid against a powerful Section Boss that had cropped up. The warning against the new type of Boss had already spread to all branches of the guild and everyone was on high alert for any Assault Bosses that might put in an appearance.

“Oh, good morning, Keith,” Maylee said as Keith found her by a large information desk, speaking with one of the monster lore experts hired on by the guild to catalogue all interactions and knowledge involving monsters, their known weaknesses and how many people it would take to bring one down.

“Good morning,” Keith replied, giving her a once-over. “You’re looking well.”

“I can barely keep my head on straight,” Maylee said, shaking her head and sending her long iron-gray hair waving around her platinum-colored face.

“Well, I don’t suppose you’d be up to taking another job then?”

Maylee’s eyebrow twitched.

“Don’t worry,” Keith said, giving her a smile. “You can hand off more of your responsibilities to your deputies and the job would only be until I can find someone I trust to permanently fill the position.”

“And what job might that be?” Maylee asked.

“My fledgling shipping empire, of course,” Keith said with a wide smile.

Maylee looked like she wanted to hit him.

Over the next few hours, he gave her a tour of the ice cream factory, filled her in on the shipping and distribution networks they were building and inventory of current available ships. He also brought her down to the docks, where he went over all the manifests and what was set to go where.

“Okay, it’s not as bad as you first made it out to be,” Maylee admitted as Keith walked her back to the guildhall.

“No, it really isn’t,” Keith agreed. “I just don’t have the time to oversee everything. You’ll have a direct line of communication with me if you have any questions you can’t answer. Most operations will run themselves, seeing as there’s someone constantly overseeing each separate task. It’s just making sure that the overall business runs smoothly.”

Maylee took a bite of the puffy cream-filled pastry, her teeth crunching through the flaky dough and leaving trace amounts of powdered sugar on her lips, which she quickly licked away.

Bob was staring at her in obvious envy as she chewed. He was not happy Keith had bought her one of those. He hadn’t allowed Bob one as well, and he was forced to watch as she slowly ate the delectable-looking treat. Keith had also crossed a line when he’d told Maylee not to share with Bob, no matter how much he begged. Bob had tried and failed spectacularly to garner any sympathy from the woman, which was why he was sulking and hadn’t spoken to Keith in the last hour.

“So, what do you say?” Keith asked as she swallowed her bite, picking crumbs off her sleeve with her free hand.

She’d been eating the treat extremely slowly, which was why there was still so much of it left over.

“I’ll take it, but on one condition, and I don’t want any money,” Maylee said.

“Yeah, she wants a date with you,” Tac said. “Lucky dog. Not that she’s got the courage to just come out and say it, which is a real shame. She’s cuter than my cousin Lessie. Of course, she didn’t look so cute after that wiener dog mauled her face, though, she was kind of asking for it, smothering herself in hot dog juice and starving it for as long as she did…”

Keith, as per usual, ignored the odd commentary. Though, not for the first time, he had to wonder about Tac’s clearly insane and extremely messed-up family.

“What is it you’d like instead?”

“An item,” Maylee replied. “You always seem to come across the best loot and monster parts during your travels. I want something rated Legendary+ at the very least, though I wouldn’t say no to something of Mythical quality.”

“We’ll see how well you do your job,” Keith said. “But that doesn’t sound unreasonable. I can agree to that.”

Maylee grinned, her bright smile seeming to illuminate the entire alleyway. Truthfully, she was asking for a lot, and if it were anyone but Keith, they likely would have refused. However, he regularly came across powerful items due to the nature of his work and quests. At this point, it would be easier and cheaper to simply hand her an item, rather than having to pay her in hard currency. He was already short on money, which brought him back to his next task.

After parting with Maylee at the guild’s entrance, he headed back to the smithy where he found two humans already packed and waiting eagerly for his return.

“This is Kiln and Bellows,” Farah said, introducing them. “And yes, they have strange names, but their parents are real weirdoes who literally think about nothing other than working metal and couldn’t be bothered to think up proper names.”

“Hey, don’t talk about our parents like that!” Kiln snapped.

“Anyway, I’m busy so I’ll leave you to it. Selena has your weapons.”

Keith looked over at Selena as she emerged from a side room, smiling from ear to ear. It seemed she was in a good mood and a quick check showed him why. It seemed she’d brought her Smithing skill up a level from Master 1 to 2.

“Are you ready to go?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” said Selena.

“You might want to brace yourselves,” Keith warned Kiln and Bellows.

They were coming voluntarily and had been waiting for his arrival, ready to go, which was in stark contrast to how Hunk had behaved.

The world twisted around them, and a moment later, they stood at the center of the frozen city, pale moonlight beaming down on them. Keith sniffed at the air. Something was wrong.

“It’s too quiet,” Selena said, instantly on guard.

“You two, get inside that house,” Keith said, triggering his armor’s flight effect.

Jets of eldritch green flames shot from the small ports in his armor, propelling him up into the air, with Selena following using Magnetic Warp to throw herself through open space.

Keith flew over the towering walls and immediately saw what was wrong. A battle raged out in the open tundra. A massive creature cloaked in twisting blue fire was attacking a group of small specks who were clearly having a rough time of it.

“Can you see what it is?” Selena asked, appearing next to Keith and grabbing onto his shoulders.

Keith narrowed his eyes as he blasted towards them, pumping extra Stamina into the gems set in his armor as he burned through the reserves far faster than at any other time in recent memory. He could have teleported over in an instant using Lightswap, but the skill had a finite number of uses per day and he didn’t want to burn through one of them trying to reach the fight.

As they closed, his sharp eyes began picking out more details. It looked like Falcon was the one leading this fight and several hunters were already down. With a thought, he added the man to his party and designated him as the leader, immediately giving him a healthy boost to his stats.

“Oh, thank the Spirits you’re here,” Falcon said, his mental voice sounding exhausted.

“What happened?” Keith asked as he began to make out the monster’s shape through the twisting fire.

It looked kind of like a giant badger, albeit with thicker fur, longer claws, and a bigger mouth. It had to be over 50 feet long and at least 30 at the shoulder. A lance of fire blasted up from its body before separating into a dozen spheres, then rained down on the battlefield, splashing against the ground and exploding into freezing spines on impact.

“The hunters were dealing with that monster they’d spotted. It was a hard fight, especially given the weather conditions, but not unmanageable. Then, just as things were wrapping up, this thing came out of nowhere, though we think it snuck in during the blizzard that hit. We’ve been desperately trying to take it down, fighting in waves, but we can’t keep this up. We’ve been at it for over six hours and haven’t put a dent in its hide. Worse, there’s a storm on the horizon. It looks like it’s one of the Terror’s.”

“We’ll be there in less than a minute,” Keith said. “Hold out until then. We’ll take it down.”

Keith used Discerning Eye, piercing through the raging flames and pulling up the monster’s information.

Honeysuckle, Storm Eater

Raid Boss

Level: 82

HP: 1,102,000/1,102,000

MP: 844,000/844,000

STA: 512,000/512,000

Str - 6,210

Agi - 4,005

Lck - 401

Keith scanned through the monster’s available skills and found, much to his surprise, that it was well equipped. He’d faced some tough raid bosses before, but this creature had to take the cake. It was well defended, had a mix of close and long-range attacks, and used the terrain to its advantage. There were a couple of skills in there that Keith himself would like to use and perhaps impart on his new Automaton.

“It’s a raid boss,” Keith said, streaking towards the monster.

He could see the clouds hanging low on the horizon. The Terror would know where they were as soon as the storm struck, or so Laya had told them. But he knew that no one wanted to be stuck out in the cold when that thing hit, especially considering that there might be Cursed using it as cover.

There were two ways he could handle this battle. The first was to go in swinging, doing his best to crush this monster with pure physical force. But there was another way. The only problem was that he could only use it once a week.

“Can we take that thing down and get everyone inside the walls before the storm hits?” Keith asked.

“The odds of that being successful are about 3%,” Tac said. “If you want that outcome, you’re going to need to end this quickly, but you already knew that, didn’t you?”

Keith ground his teeth together but nodded. He hated wasting a trump card like this without being desperate. He had his entire arsenal of attacks and skills ready to go, but he needed to preserve his fledgling monster hunters, and they’d clearly bitten off more than they could chew with this one.

Letting out a breath as he flashed over the monster, Keith triggered one of his Hunter of Myth effects. It was the most powerful one he had, Extermination.

A wave of colorless light blasted out of his body, expanding in an ever-widening wave as it struck the battlefield below. The wave washed out over his allies, leaving them untouched, but when it struck the monster of raging blue fire, it went to work. The wave struck and the monster died. There was no fanfare, no great explosion of force or spray of blood.

One second, Honeysuckle was surrounded by raging blue fire, and the next, it was keeling over, its health having plummeted to zero. None of the monster hunters had seen this skill before, and it was immediately obvious to him that of all his feats, this was the one they would deem the most terrifying. There was no great show, but that was the most unnerving part of it all.

Keith hadn’t even lifted a finger, and a monster they’d been struggling against for the last six hours had just died.

“You really weren’t lying when you said you’d take care of it,” Falcon said, staring at the dead monster and breathing hard.

“Get everyone into the city,” Keith said as the extermination message flashed before his eyes.

Extermination triggered!

Monsters killed: 1 Raid Boss

+12,000 XP

+6,000 Bonus XP

“Yes, of course,” Falcon said, looking troubled as he glanced at the colossal dead monster once more.

He gave himself a shake, snapping himself out of whatever had gotten to him and went about issuing orders. While they gathered up the injured and began dragging them back to the city – a walk of well over three miles – Keith approached the monster with Selena trailing behind.

“Why did you drag me along if you were just going to off the thing like that?” she asked, sounding a bit annoyed. “I haven’t had a good fight in weeks, and I was really hoping I’d get to blow off some steam.”

“I don’t think you need to worry about a lack of fighting,” Keith said. “We’ll be facing plenty of enemies soon enough.”
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The storm hit the city walls just as they closed the gates behind them, the howling winds and blinding snow striking like a physical blow, rattling shutters and threatening to tear them from their moorings. Luckily, this city had been built to stand up to storms like this, so despite appearances, they were quite well off.

Keith retreated with Selena into their bunker, while the rest went to find shelter and recover until the storm passed.

“It looks like Laya wants to talk,” Tac said as Keith was climbing down the ladder, with Selena right above him.

“Laya?” Keith said.

“I’m sorry, I just got out of the salt tunnels and found out what happened,” she said, her voice sounding a bit worried.

“What were you doing in the tunnels?”

“Looking for another way out,” she replied.

He could hear the guilt there, clear as day, though he couldn’t blame her for what she’d done. She was their strongest fighter, and if anyone had the chance to find another way out, it would be her.

“Did you find anything?”

“Geesa and I were down there with a few others for the past couple of days. It’s a never-ending maze of twisting tunnels that loop back on one another in ever-more confusing ways. It was so disorienting we nearly didn’t make it back in time. We’re heading to my house now. Would you be able to come for a meeting?”

Keith paused, his foot already on the floor of the bunker.

“Selena, it looks like we’re headed back out. We have a meeting.”

“And here I was looking forward to stretching out on the couch,” Selena pouted, looking down at him.

“You can always stay here.”

“And miss out on all the fun? Not likely,” she said, reversing and beginning to climb.

Keith exited the bunker and stepped into a howling snowstorm. Wind whipped at his cloak, sending it snapping and tearing around him as he and Selena made their way to the main house. He could feel the storm’s ferocity, like it held a sort of sentience, though once again, he had to wonder at the kind of creature that could conjure storms like this on a regular basis.

He bent his head, Selena grabbing onto his arm so she wouldn’t lose him in the storm. Her eyes glowed brightly to illuminate the path ahead of them. Though in all honesty, it did more harm than good, showing them the wall of whipping snowflakes in bright detail.

Still, he knew his way around and found the entrance to the house easily enough, the two of them blowing into the room with a shriek of wind and blowing snow.

“I can’t believe you actually came,” Flacon said, rising wearily from his seat by the fire.

Laya stood by the table, while Geesa loomed over her, still glaring at Keith like the storm itself was somehow his fault. There was only one other person in the room, an old frost elf standing by Laya’s right. His skin was lined with fine wrinkles and his hair showed as a shock of white. He wore tattered furs and looked like he’d spent his entire life out on the tundra, considering how dark his skin was compared to the others of his kind.

“Keith, this is Savyer, our best scout. Savyer, this is the man I told you about.”

“So, you’ll be the one I’m guiding to Layman’s Terf, ey?”

The man’s voice sounded brittle and rough, as though he seldom had to use it. Judging by the tone, he didn’t like talking all that much either, which would explain why he preferred to travel on his own for such vast swathes of time.

“That would be us,” Selena said, answering for Keith as she stepped forward.

Savyer turned scornful eyes on her, though his expression changed the instant he looked in her direction. Keith mentally sighed as the old man’s face cracked into a smile. Perhaps her skill had some uses, though he sincerely hoped the geezer wouldn’t try making a pass at her. He’d hate to have to kill him. As it was, Keith still needed to talk to her about her False Charm.

“Well, I’m surely looking forward to spending time in your company, miss…”

“Selena,” she said, giving him a lazy smile. “But Keith’s the brains of the operation. Also, most of the muscle. The transportation. The monster expert. The⸺”

“We get it,” Geesa snapped, cutting her off. “Perfect Keith is leading the mission while I stay here, doing all the real work.”

The old man appeared by Geesa’s side so fast that had Keith blinked he would have missed it. Though the goatian stood a solid two feet taller than he did, the old man leaped, slapping the side of his head with a slipper, of all things.

“Ow!” Geesa yelled, clutching at the side of his face.

“Mind your manners, whelp! Or I’ll lay you over my knee and tan your backside!”

Keith blinked as Tac mentally hooted.

“See? If I’d told you that would happen, it wouldn’t have been nearly as funny!”

Selena laughed, her voice tinkling out as she held a hand up to her lips. She was clearly laying it on thick, though to Keith’s surprise, Geesa didn’t react how he might have expected, given the goatian’s history.

“Yes, sir,” the man said, bowing his head in embarrassment.

Keith’s estimation of Savyer immediately went up. He examined the elf’s status, surprised to find that his level was nearly on par with that of Laya herself.

Name: Savyer the Wanderer

Race: Frost Elf

Class: Old Battle Tester

Level: 88

The man had dozens of skills involving navigation, terrain specialization, camouflage, and everything else one might expect of a spy.

“Would you mind telling me where you’ve been all this time?” Keith asked as Geesa continued to bow his head, looking supremely embarrassed.

“Who? Me?” Savyer asked, turning in Keith’s direction. “I was looking for other survivors. Didn’t find any, not that that’s any great shock, but the princess was hoping that some of the southern islands might have had some settlements survive.”

“How far out were you?” Keith asked.

“Oh, some six or seven thousand miles,” Savyer said with a shrug. “I’d have gone further, but my supplies began running short. Can’t exactly forage in some of these places and the weakest monsters are too powerful for me to take down on my own. I only just made it back on what I had before that first storm hit. Nasty blizzard, that was, but it’s much warmer here than the other islands, so it wasn’t too bad.”

“Wow, does it get much colder than this?” Selena asked.

“Why does that bother you?” Keith questioned. “You don’t even feel the cold.”

“I know, but the warmth feels better on my skin,” Selena said. “I much prefer the sun to the storms and all.”

“Ahem,” Laya said, clearing her throat and getting everyone’s attention. “I called you all here to discuss the mission. Please, it’s been a long couple of days and I’m tired. The fight with that monster also demonstrates another, very real threat. If we can’t fend creatures like that off on our own, it’s all the more crucial we get this mission completed. Now, Savyer, your map, if you will.”

“Right you are, princess,” the elf said, dipping his head.

From his inventory, he pulled what looked like an old animal hide, spreading it out on the table.

“This is a map of Mountaintooth. The most comprehensive you’ll ever see, at any rate,” Savyer said. “This is where we are now and this is where we need to go,” he said, tracing a line from Old Saltflow to the opposite coast, where Laymen’s Terf was marked. “Now, it might look like a straight line over open tundra, but if we really want to do this right, we’ll need to approach via an indirect route.”

He traced a finger partway across the tundra before their path changed, falling into a mountain range and forest, which circled in from the side.

“There’s a hidden pass somewhere in this vicinity,” he continued, marking the spot with his finger and leaving behind a small spec of light. “That should take us right into the heart of Layman’s Terf, which would be here. There are two sets of walls, an outer and inner. We’ll be emerging in the inner set, which gives us a bit of an advantage, as there are only two gates leading through the inner wall. Of course, that’s assuming the Frost-Ridden Cursed haven’t opened any more.

“Now, I was told that you could bring an entire army directly into the heart of enemy territory if you’ve been there, is that correct?” Savyer asked, looking at Keith.

“If you can get me in, I can bring everyone there in the blink of an eye, though we’ll want the area secure if at all possible. People tend to be a bit disoriented upon arrival.”

“If we can clear the inner wall, wouldn’t that be ideal?” Selena asked. “It’ll give us a staging ground and assure we don’t need to take the entire city at once.”

Savyer shook his head, though when he answered, it was with a fair bit more respect than when he spoke to Keith.

“The inner walls are only half as tall as the outer walls and not even a quarter as thick. On top of that, the gates are meant to protect the inner walls from the riffraff on the outside. They can stand up to rioters long enough for guards or soldiers to arrive, but not indefinitely. And, as I said before, we also don’t know the condition of the inner walls or gates. Best case scenario, they’re still in place, though we have to assume the worst.”

“Is that the plan then?” Selena asked. “We travel across the island, find the secret entrance, enter the city, and secure a foothold, then Keith brings everyone in?”

“That’s pretty much it in a nutshell,” Savyer said with a shrug. “Unless anyone’s got a better idea?”

Everyone – Geesa included – turned to Keith, an action which was not missed by the old elf who suddenly realized that perhaps he’d been overlooking something important.

“I don’t see any major flaws,” Keith said after a moment’s thought. “I always have a few emergency measures. I can put a wall up if needed and clearing out a few of the Cursed shouldn’t be a problem, assuming they’re not too powerful. One thing we haven’t considered is what we’ll do if the Terror is in the city. Something else to think about is that I can’t teleport anyone into the city during a fight. The space has to be completely secure and hidden from view, though I suspect that everything I’ve mentioned will need to be taken into consideration on the fly.”

“The Terror is likely to be a lot stronger than he was when I fought him last time,” Laya said grimly. “But, with his storm hitting us like this, he’ll know where we are. If we’re lucky, he’ll decide to test his strength against our walls. If we can hold out, taking the city should be much easier.”

“It’s decided then,” Savyer said. “As long as it’s amenable to you, princess.”

Laya nodded.

“You’ll head out as soon as the storm has passed.”

The notification came an instant later.

Quest Update: The Terror of the Frigid Seas

Having secured a safe place for everyone to hunker down for a while, you’re now heading off on yet another quest to do something these lazy bums won’t do for themselves. Maybe extorting them for all that money wasn’t such a bad idea after all, what with all the work you’re doing while they sit back on their behinds and sip mimosas.

Anyhow, you’ve been tasked with sneaking into a heavily fortified city that may or may not contain the Terror himself. One thing you can be sure of is that there will be a whole bunch of Frost-Ridden Cursed. Luckily for you, we like to take things one step at a time here.

Difficultly: Monstrous

Current Objective: Find the secret entrance into Layman’s Terf

Current Reward: 10,000 XP, 1 piece of Ice Ore, Next quest in the chain

Negotiated Rewards: 10,000 large gold bricks (20% to be paid upon the retaking of Layman’s Terf), Exclusive shipping rights with Frigid Seas, 1,500 acres of prime land with no restriction, 10% take of all imports and exports, rights to bring up to 10,000 new civilians into the Frigid Seas, so long as they fall under the command of Princess Laya and any of her heirs.

Note: All negotiated rewards are the responsibility of the party who promised them. Failure to comply will result in a System inquiry.

+7,500 XP

+3,750 Bonus XP

Though he’d already known it was likely, it was still a bit aggravating, considering his current timeline. He needed to find a type of metal to use for his new automation and had a sneaking suspicion that Ice Ore wasn’t it, or his previous quest would have pointed him in this direction. Still, considering their travel route, he had a sneaking suspicion they’d be running into all sorts of monsters and the chances of them finding something special would go up exponentially the more danger they were in.

“We’ll go as soon as the storm has passed,” Keith agreed.

“I sure hope you like traveling by carriage,” Bob said to Savyer, who had the good graces to look dumbfounded by the sentient monkey. “You might want to consider a light meal beforehand. Oh, and you should pray to whatever Spirit you do for protection. Keith is a maniac on the road.”

“You don’t say,” Savyer said, suddenly looking a bit pale.
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The storm blew itself out a day and a half later, leaving clear, sunny skies in its wake, though everyone in Old Saltflow knew it was only an illusion. The Terror knew where they were and would undoubtedly be coming for them with his entire army of their former friends and family.

Keith was thinking about none of that as he strapped himself into his carriage. Savyer had gotten into the back, while Selena took the seat next to Keith. The carriage was in All-Terrain Mode, perfect for this landscape, though Keith suspected they might have to change to something a bit heavier once they got off the tundra.

“Keep watching the walls and contact me if anything happens,” Keith said as Falcon’s team inventoried all the weapons he’d brought back with him. “While I’d love not to be called in every time something goes wrong, I’d much rather you all live.”

“I will keep you updated on all monster activity,” Falcon assured him. “And I’ll make sure the princess doesn’t take any unnecessary risks.”

“It’s not her I’m worried about,” Keith said, eyeing the walls.

They would be able to stand up to quite a bit of punishment, but without the proper weapons to man them, any monsters would need to be headed off. He could bring in the proper weaponry, but mana cannons were expensive and he was already heavily invested in so many areas he simply could not afford to risk losing them.

“You might want to strap in,” Bob said as Savyer got comfortable.

The elf didn’t ask why, simply pulling the harness over his shoulders and strapping himself securely to the seat. As soon as Keith was properly situated, he jammed his foot on the accelerator, the carriage leaping forward with blinding speed and throwing everyone back into their seats.

Through the rearview mirror, Keith could see Savyer clutching to his seat for dear life, his eyes wide. When Keith took a hard turn to avoid hitting an icy boulder, his skin turned a sickly shade of green.

“Do me a favor,” Keith said as he wrenched the wheel back. “If you’re going to throw up, try not to get it on the seats. I only just had it cleaned from last time and since we’re going to be in here for the next couple of days at the very least, I’d really rather it not smell like vomit the entire time.”

“No promises,” Savyer said, going a bit greener as the carriage left the ground for a moment as he bumped over a small dip.

The carriage crashed down, the entire frame flexing as the shocks absorbed the impact, the carriage not slowing down at all as it continued to barrel forward. The carriage continued to pick up speed. It was going far past its top of 144 in this mode, thanks to his All-Terrain Psycho skill boosting the top speed by 35% because of their off-roading. With his bonus, the carriage topped out at just under 200 miles per hour.

Once he was at his typical cruising speed, Keith and Selena began chatting, while Savyer did his best impression of a statue, frozen in terror as Keith’s driving did not improve throughout the day. While the tundra looked flat when looking at it from the top of a wall, it most certainly wasn’t. There were so many bumps and dips that it was almost like traveling over a boulder-strewn field, only everything was covered in hard-packed snow or ice. By the time night rolled around, they’d made some good progress, having left the tundra behind and winding their way through the mountain pass, which was taking considerably longer than Keith would have liked.

Had it been a straight shot, they’d already have reached the city, but given their current circumstances, it was going to take at least another day, and that was assuming they found the secret pass in.

“You know, being scared half to death seems like a small price to pay, given how quickly we covered the distance between Old Saltflow City and Layman’s Terf,” Savyer said as he slid out of the carriage and landing on shaky feet.

Keith inhaled deeply as he stared up. They were surrounded by mountains on all sides. Frozen trees shadowed the ground where the bright moonlight shone down from above, painting everything in shades of blue. The snow squeaked underfoot and even if he didn’t already know how cold it was, the sound alone would have told him it was well below zero.

“We’ll camp here for the night and continue at first light,” Keith said as Selena stretched her arms over her head, arching her back.

The automaton obviously didn’t get sore sitting in the carriage, but it seemed to be an ingrained habit by now. Keith never bothered commenting on it, though her movements did attract Savyer’s attention.

“Come on,” Keith said, pulling his bunker from his inventory.

He was about to place it when he paused. The bunker would have been great in any other circumstance, but taking a good look around, he could see how precarious some of the larger drifts were holding onto the sides of the mountains. The bunker burrowed itself into the ground, and while that wouldn’t normally be a problem, it might cause an avalanche and the last thing he needed was to be buried inside the bunker with no easy way out.

I guess we’re roughing it tonight, he thought, removing his tent instead.

“No bunker?” Bob asked, sounding extremely disappointed.

Keith explained the risks as he set it up. Selena came to help as Savyer set up his own sleeping arrangements. As soon as the elf was done, he took out his map and began making marks, taking note of the position of the stars and the like.

“Chances are that we’re going to run into some pretty deep snow soon,” Savyer said, walking over to them. “If you take a look at the map, this is our current trajectory.”

The man traced a winding path through the series of mountains to the spot where the entrance was supposedly located.

“If we keep traveling this way, this is where we’ll run into a bit of a problem, especially with the way the winds have been blowing over the last few weeks. But if we take a detour and go around this way, we won’t have that problem.”

“That looks like a lot of extra ground to cover,” Keith said.

“If we were on foot, I wouldn’t bother,” Savyer said. “It would take less time to hike up the side of the mountain over here and make our way around. But since we’re in a carriage, I figured we could always tack on the extra time and not be slowed down too much.”

Keith looked at the map, examining the landscape.

“How deep is the snow in these areas?” he asked.

“They’ve likely blocked in the entire pass,” Savyer said with a shrug. “No way to know exactly. I’d say a minimum of thirty feet, though it’s likely going to be more.”

“And we can’t just drive on top of it?” Keith asked. “With how cold it’s been, everything should have compacted and frozen solid.”

Savyer shook his head, a grimace clear on his lips.

“That’s where you’d be wrong. Remember, this is the Frigid Seas. Many of the rules that would govern most of the rest of the world don’t really apply here, and that’s especially true of the snow and ice. Snow can drift hundreds of feet and still be soft enough to collapse completely under you, while still maintaining a crushing weight once you’ve been hopelessly buried. I’ve seen more than one person die that way and it’s not pretty.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Keith said, gazing up at the mountainside. “What about taking the carriage up over the mountain here instead of going all the way around? You mentioned you would do that if you were on foot, right?”

“If I were on foot, that trip would take me nearly a week,” Savyer said. “The mountains grow steadily taller as we proceed from here. They won’t be quite as tall as the Teeth further back, but they will be sizable. On top of that, there are the snows, ice, crevasses, the risk of avalanche, and worst of all, the monsters. The pass seems to be relatively safe most of the time, but the mountains are crawling with the things.”

“I’m not concerned about monsters,” Keith said, eyeing the mountains surrounding them once again. “Besides, if things look similar to this, then I see no reason we should have to leave the carriage at all.”

“This carriage may be impressive, but unless you can make it fly, it’s going to be impossible to navigate through the denser forests and the boulders,” Savyer said.

“Well, it’s a good thing he can make the carriage fly then,” Selena piped in, coming over. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m tired and really want to go to sleep. We can talk about this in the morning, right?”

“Of course we can,” Savyer said, immediately tucking the map away and giving her a smile. “I hope you sleep well. The cold out here can be a nasty thing.”

Selena gave him a small wave as she headed back to the tent, and Keith followed her as she ducked inside.

“Thanks for that,” Keith said as the warmth of the tent began seeping into him immediately.

“I figured the conversation was going nowhere and we could always figure it out on the fly tomorrow,” she replied with a shrug, taking a seat by the small table. “He doesn’t know I don’t need sleep. Better to keep it that way, don’t you think?”

“It sure is, at least until we can trust him completely,” Keith replied with a nod.

It was always hard to get a completely accurate read on a person. Discerning Eye allowed him to read surface thoughts and occasionally dive deeper into their psyches. On top of that, he had Tac, whose probabilities were always spot on. So far, neither had seen anything alarming, but it was always prudent to remain cautious.

“Please tell me we’re having something warm for dinner,” Bob said, rubbing his arms as he dropped to the table.

“Afraid not,” Keith said, pulling some trail rations from his inventory. “Unfortunately, I didn’t think ahead.”

“That’s a bit strange where you’re concerned,” Selena said with a smirk. “Not thinking ahead, I mean.”

“You know that won’t work on me, so you can stop trying,” Keith said, taking a bite of a piece of jerky.

He would have loved to take his armor off, especially since the inside of the tent was so warm, but without any real walls protecting him, he didn’t feel safe removing it.

“Trying what?” Selena asked innocently.

“Didn’t you repeatedly decry women who used their looks and charm to get their way?” Keith asked. “We already had a conversation about this, and you said you were going to stop.”

“Well, that was before I realized how much fun it could be,” Selena said with a wide smile. “I do get bored sometimes. It’s also much easier to get what I want with a smile than having you threaten your way into it. Both achieve the same ends, but my way assures we don’t have to watch our backs.”

“Except when you attract the wrong kind of attention,” Keith said. “Then we have a ruined dinner and people die. You need to keep that False Charm in check unless you’re using it against an enemy.”

“What do you mean?” Selena asked. “False Charm only works as a battle skill.”

“You clearly know that isn’t true,” Keith sighed. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t still be trying to use it right now. So, tell me, when did the skill evolve?”

Selena looked a bit guilty.

“How long have you known?”

“About a week,” Keith said. “Give or take. Ever since you got that goatian guy to give up his house just because you asked. It’s all well and good to use it in battle or against enemies, but playing with people’s emptions like that will end very badly.”

“It evolved a couple of weeks back, though I have to ask, since when do you care how other people feel?” Selena asked.

“I don’t,” Keith said flatly. “But I do care about how it affects my standing. If you start making overtures, people might take you seriously, and before you know it, you’ll have people making all sorts of proposals. With that skill of yours, turning them down won’t just hurt their feelings, and I don’t want to have to slaughter a whole bunch of lovestruck madmen just because you couldn’t be bothered to put a bit of effort into something.”

Selena looked like she’d been punched in the face, her eyes going wide and her lips parting slightly.

It seemed that every once in a while, Keith had to put her in her place and remind her about the way of the world. It was sometimes easy to forget how young she was, and though she’d matured mentally, there were still a lot of areas where she needed to work on herself. With the way she was acting, it was almost like she was a teenager who’d discovered how good looking she was and trying to test the limits of what she could get away with.

Keith finished eating in silence as Selena sat there, her lips pressed together as she mulled over everything he’d said.

When she didn’t say anything when he stood, Keith understood she wanted to be left alone, so he ducked into the other room, lying down on the bed and stretching out as much as he could. He was tired, and it took him less than a minute to fall asleep.
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When Keith next opened his eyes, he found Selena sitting at the far end of his bed. She looked perfect, like she always did, but there were some small telltale signs that she’d been crying. He felt bad, but he wasn’t going to take back anything he’d said the previous night. He meant it. While he could routinely get away with telling people no – especially since so many were shy about approaching him – Selena didn’t have that luxury.

The reality was that men were different than women, and while a woman might be too scared to approach him, the same wouldn’t be true of many men – especially if Selena was using her skill to hike up her attractiveness. That small scene in the restaurant had been one thing. They hadn’t known those people and Keith knew they weren’t exactly upstanding citizens based on their surface thoughts.

But if some young kid plucked up the courage to come over to her and she turned him down, the damage could be quite severe. If said kid’s parents were important enough, it could spell real trouble, and Keith wasn’t arrogant enough to believe there was no one alive who could kill him. Powerful, he might be, but death was still very much a possibility. Besides, what she was doing was inviting trouble they did not need, and it wasn’t even like she had any interest in romance either.

“I’m sorry about last night,” Selena said soberly as he sat up. “I really wasn’t thinking about it that way.”

“Just keep that in mind for the future,” Keith said, sliding out of bed. “Now come on, we’ve got another day of travel ahead.”

Selena gave him a small smile, though he could clearly see she was still coming to terms with what he’d said. Breakfast was the same as dinner – cold and unappetizing but ultimately filling.

“I could really go for a donut right now,” Bob complained as he chewed on a nut.

“This food is good for you,” Keith said, prodding his belly. “Cake isn’t.”

“Cake is the single-greatest creation of all time,” Bob proclaimed. “Don’t you go downplaying its significance.”

Keith pulled up his map, which had filled in thanks to Savyer’s. He needed to look at this from his own perspective, which was why he hadn’t wanted to make a decision last night.

“What do you think?” Keith asked, tracing a finger up the path.

“It’ll definitely save us some time,” Bob said. “Probably about a day. Given the conditions and considering how often storms blow through here, it does seem like the better move. But there’s about a zero percent chance we won’t run into at least one monster.”

“We can just plow through them with the carriage,” Keith said. “If I’m already using Skyform, I can switch to whichever mode I want, so ramming through a sizable monster should be easy enough. Anything smaller we can just ignore.”

“But you can’t ignore the possibility of an avalanche,” Bob said. “Especially around here.”

“The monkey is right, bro,” Tac chimed in. “Any fights on the level you’re typically involved in would definitely cause at least one, and being buried alive doesn’t sound like a good time to me.”

“So, what? We should just go around? Lose an entire day?” Keith asked.

“Would that be so bad?” Selena asked, pulling herself out of her somber mood to join in the conversation. “What’s one more day?”

“If I’ve learned anything about this world, it’s that nothing is ever easy,” Keith said. “So, if there’s a seemingly easy way into Layman’s Terf, we’re going to have a very hard time getting through. In fact, I’m willing to bet that the secret pass into the city is overrun with monsters and we’ll need to fight our way through at least one Raid Boss before we can get in, if not an even more powerful monster.

“I’m already expecting this trip to take a minimum of six days, and adding an extra day on top of that isn’t ideal. Even if we have to kill a monster or two, that would take a lot less time and still net us some profit in the way of parts, Essence, and maybe even a new Spirit Crafting recipe.

“Hunk is already working on our new automaton, and I would hate for the project to be stalled out because we couldn’t find the right metal in that time.”

“You do realize that you’re basically giving yourself two weeks to find a metal that no one’s ever seen before. That’s absolutely crazy. You know that, right?” Bob asked.

“He’s always been an overachiever,” Tac said.

“The question is if it’s worth the risk,” Selena said. “Is a single day of saved travel really worth that much?”

“Considering that we wasted an entire day going to Hunk, it is,” Keith said.

“This is very unlike you,” Bob said, sounding serious for once. “You’re normally ridiculously cautious when it comes to things like this. It seems like an awful lot of risk for little reward.”

Keith pursed his lips for a moment, trying to put it into words. Finally, he just gave up.

“I can’t explain it,” he said. “Just call it a gut feeling. Something big is coming and the city needs to be ours before that happens. The same is true for the discovery of a new metal.”

It was odd, having this feeling of foreboding hanging over him. He’d rarely felt it in any of his lifetimes, but when he did, something always happened. In his third life, a tsunami had swallowed a massive portion of the world’s landmass, Keith having reached high ground just days before it struck. In his seventh life, he’d avoided a meteor strike that had devastated a good portion of the area where he’d been staying. It wasn’t any skill or anything special. Just a feeling.

“Okay then, we’re going the short way,” Selena said, the finality in her tone making him feel warm inside.

Although Selena was bonded to him and would basically do anything he asked of her, she was still free to question his decisions.

“Yeah, you’ve got freakish instincts,” Bob sighed. “We’ll go along with your plan.”

“I literally can’t see anything in the future that looks even remotely bad,” Tac said. “But seeing as I’m stuck in your head, I don’t really have a choice. Though, you would make me feel a whole lot better if you brought Litta out for a⸺”

“It’s decided,” Keith said, cutting Tac off. “We’ll take the short way.”

“Are you sure about this?” Savyer asked as the carriage ground to a halt by the towering wall of snow.

It was getting close to noon. The carriage had wound its way through the pass until they reached the blocked area. Keith had been expecting a large drift, but he hadn’t been expecting this.

It was almost like someone had dropped a wall of snow right in their path, and judging by what he’d seen coming down the pass, the snow went on for miles like this. To their right, there was another open pass which would lead them around the long way. To their left was the mountain slope, frozen trees poking from its side as it rose high into the sky, its peak lost from view.

“We don’t need to travel very far up the mountain,” Keith said. “Just until the point where the drift stops. Once we reach that spot we can turn and drive parallel, assuming the height of the trees remains consistent.”

“They do for the most part,” Savyer confirmed. “But what I’m worried about are the dips in elevation. You mentioned your skill allows for a maximum height of 35 feet, correct?”

Keith nodded.

“While most trees will be shorter than that, thanks to the climate and time, the mountain itself will have high and low points.”

“So long as we don’t run into anything too bad, we should be fine,” Keith said. “Also, if worst comes to worst, I can always bring us down and we can continue on foot until we reach a higher elevation again.”

“Yes, but if that happens, wouldn’t we be better off just going the long way?” Savyer asked. “After all, we definitely won’t need to travel by foot if we take the other path.”

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” Keith said, pulling the wheel to the left and using Skyform.

The ground quickly streaked away as he sped up the side of the mountain, the invisible road feeling solid under the wheels, while Savyer just looked greener than usual, sticking to the middle seat and holding on for dear life. Keith was surprised by how far up he needed to drive before the massive drift passed, turning the carriage in a smooth arc once they were clear.

The tops of the trees skimmed by below, a forest of sharp needles poking up towards the bottom of their carriage. Though they looked dangerous and foreboding, Keith knew that these trees were brittle and had died long ago. The only real remaining foliage was low to the ground and tended to grow in clumps. Large trees like these had been one of the first casualties of the Terror’s arrival.

“It’s so strange seeing that drift from this angle,” Selena said. “It almost reminds of me a glacier.”

Keith looked down at the surface of the drift, noting that she did have a good point, which was probably one of the deadliest lies this drift told if Savyer was to be believed.

“Got a dip coming up,” Tac said. “Pull left.”

This was another reason Keith was confident in choosing this route. Tac could foresee any real problems and call them out ahead of time. Pulling the carriage further up the mountain, Keith continued heading straight once he was clear of the major dip. While the carriage did rise and fall as the mountain did, it wasn’t so bad that it was uncomfortable.

“Why are we turning up again?” Selena asked as Keith pulled them up into a straight ascent.

“It looks like we’ve reached the Meriana Gorge,” Savyer said, cracking his eyes for a moment. “It runs much of the length of this mountain, though there are a few small crossing points. There’s one just a mile or so ahead.”

Keith pulled up the mountain, the sun glinting brightly off the tops of the trees. He was concentrating on finding the small pass so much that he almost missed it when the monster appeared. Diving up from the snow as though it were made of water, the gigantic, glittering snow serpent lunged at them with its mouth wide open. The space before them turned into a gaping, black hole, the massive mouth seeming to swallow the entire horizon.
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“How did I miss that?!” Tac yelled, sounding shocked as Keith wrenched the carriage to one side, sending out a pulse of his monster radar.

As soon as he began pulling the carriage to the right, his radar picked something else up. In a moment of frozen time, Keith saw another monster exploding from the snow, directly in their new path. The monster was coming towards them at frightening speeds.

There was only one course of action they could take going as fast as they were, and Keith just had to hope the carriage was robust enough to survive the fall.

“Hang on!” he yelled, ripping the carriage to the left and catapulting them over open space.

Wind buffeted them as the massive monster streaked by, a second leaping from the snow, its gaping mouth wide with blue light flickering in its open throat.

The carriage plummeted just as the wave of freezing water washed across the top of the gorge, gravity dragging them down at an alarming rate.

“I knew we should have gone the other way!” Savyer yelled, clutching onto his seatbelt for dear life.

Icy walls blurred past them as they fell, the light quickly dimming as they continued to fall ever deeper into the gorge. Keith had known the gorge was deep, but he hadn’t known it would be this deep. The carriage could take a lot of punishment, but a fall from this height would be beyond devastating and this carriage had cost him a fortune to have made.

“Everyone out!” Keith snapped, unbuckling his seatbelt.

“Are you crazy?” Savyer yelled.

“Undoubtedly,” Selena said, unbuckling her own belt. “But I’d do what he says anyway.”

Keith could feel them speeding up as they fell, the light vanishing quickly as darkness began to encroach. Shoving the door open, he vaulted out and onto the roof, the howling wind setting his cloak snapping around him until he stuck it into his armor box.

Selena pulled herself out next, her body morphing as she did, flattening and narrowing as multiple legs stuck into cracks and crevasses in the carriage’s construction. Savyer, on the other hand, seemed to be stuck inside the carriage, clearly not wanting to come out. That was, until Selena twisted her upper body upside down, reached into the carriage, and dragged the man out, hugging him tightly to her chest.

“You know, I think I can die happy now,” Savyer joked, though he was pale as a sheet.

Keith saw the ground rapidly approaching, a series of jagged, ice-covered stalagmites sticking up from the ground.

“No one’s dying today,” Keith said, collapsing the carriage and leaving them all floating out in the open air.

With a single thought, he targeted Savyer, who strangely didn’t have immunity from such falls. He used Lightswap and a chunk of ice appeared in his place, the man suddenly finding himself on the ground, no longer falling.

“Can you take care of yourself?” Keith yelled over the wind.

Selena, who was floating next to him with her arms spread to slow her descent, nodded. In a flash, the world tore before her, a similar portal appearing just a foot from the ground. She crashed into the frozen ground pretty hard, though she only lost a bit of health.

“Brace yourself,” Keith warned as he propelled himself forward a bit to avoid the sharp icy spines.

“I hate being right,” Bob muttered an instant before Keith hit the ground.

There was an explosion of ice and stone as his legs plowed into the frozen surface, knees flexing to absorb the impact and leaving a small crater as he straightened, dusting his armor off. Savyer, who was still sitting on his behind from where he’d landed, stared at Keith with open-mouthed shock.

“I told you no one would die,” Keith said, going to help Selena, who was clutching her leg.

“Landed badly when I came through,” she said as Keith flooded her with health, eliciting a sigh of relief from the woman. “I wasn’t prepared for the speed of the landing.”

“If you were anyone else you would have shattered your leg into a million pieces,” Keith said as he straightened. “You’re lucky you’re not. Have you ever been down here before?” he asked, turning to Savyer, who’d gotten to his feet and brushed himself off.

“No,” Savyer said, examining the craggy walls glistening with ice.

The lighting down here was dim, but not too bad. The sliver of white thousands of feet up told Keith how far they’d fallen. It was well below the level of the actual mountain itself, which meant that if they walked toward where the massive snowdrifts would be, they should be able to find a way out, as the gorge should slope upward.

“Are we getting back in the carriage?” Selena asked, her body shifting back to its normal shape, though she kept her left arm partially transformed, a short, triangular blade protruding above her fist.

Keith used Discerning Eye, picking out dozens of purple trails. Additionally, he thought he caught the glimmer of something in the distance.

“We’ll stay on foot for now,” he decided, turning back the direction from which they’d come.

“Are you sure this is a good idea, bro? We have no idea where we are. You could just teleport us up to the top using your World Item.”

“I could,” Keith agreed. “But only if you tell me there’s nothing to find down here.”

“Yeah, the chances of that are basically none,” Tac sighed.

“Gorges like this are bound to be full of undiscovered treasures,” Bob said, rubbing his paws.

Now that they weren’t plummeting thousands of feet to their deaths, he was a lot calmer. It seemed the greedy monkey was back, his shining eyes examining the walls, floor, and everything else in between.

“I have run into my fair share of treasure over the years,” Savyer said. “But I was never able to collect them. There are always powerful monsters guarding whatever resource I find. To this day I still don’t know why monsters are so attracted to treasure that only sentient races could find useful.”

“It’s not the treasure they’re attracted to,” Keith said, examining the walls once again. “It’s the knowledge that someone will come looking for it that keeps them there. We are monsters’ favorite food.”

Savyer shuddered but nodded. The group continued walking for the next couple of hours, the path twisting and winding, despite the relatively straight gorge. Due to the slope of the mountain, the walk should have been shorter, as this was a straighter path back, but after two hours of walking, Keith couldn’t sense so much as a hint of an incline.

“No worries about that, bro, I think I see something ahead,” Tac said.

“Stay on your guard,” Keith said, clenching his fists.

Field Leveler appeared on his hands, the World Item slotting perfectly into place over his armor. At his sides hung the spilt Eldritch Dragonfire Crusher, the mythical weapon within easy reach should he need it.

“Would you look at that?” Savyer said, his voice full of wonder as he quickly pulled a scrap of parchment from his inventory and began scribbling madly.

He’d been keeping steading progress on his own maps, but this was something else entirely.

“Have you ever seen anything like this before?” Selena asked, craning her neck back as she stared around the new space.

“No,” Keith replied, equally as fascinated by their new surroundings.

The gorge had opened as they’d come around a bend, the sliver of light overhead vanishing as the space was covered. The best way Keith could describe it would be like the inside of a snow globe, only without the transparent glass.

Trees littered the ground and grew from both the walls and ceiling, interspersed with frozen boulders and smaller shrubbery. A twisting stream ran through the open space, tracing from a dark cavern at the top of a crashing waterfall and vanishing into a small crack in the rock. There was clearly a way up to the waterfall, as chunks of stone rose in levels towards the open mouth, which looked large enough to accommodate a party much larger than their own. What stunned him more than anything was the sheer size of the space. It was absolutely massive, which told him that a good portion of this room must be under the mountain itself.

To top it all off, the space was well-lit, a blue glow prevailing over the area, though Keith could see no obvious source.

“Well, shall we go have a closer look?” he said, stepping into the open space.

The temperature dropped noticeably as he crossed the line into the strange cavern, his breath no longer steaming. Holding up his arm, he could see the armor starting to frost over. Flexing his fist, the ice shattered.

“Wow it’s cold in here!” Savyer exclaimed, rubbing his arms as he stepped in.

Keith hadn’t once heard the man complain about the cold, despite his items not seeming all that special.

“It’s rare for any part of the Frigid Seas to be this frosty,” he continued, pulling a ragged cloak from his inventory and tossing it around his shoulders. “Much better.”

“Can you please put your cloak back on?” Bob asked Keith, shivering mightily. “I’m pretty resistant to the cold, thanks to you, but even I can’t survive for long in this.”

Keith’s cloak appeared on his shoulders once more and Bob ducked beneath it, poking his head out a moment later, though he still appeared cold.

“It has to be close to eighty below,” Savyer said. “If not even colder. I wonder what caused such a steep drop in temperature.”

“This is a strange world,” Keith said. “When stepping into a dungeon, you can go from frozen wasteland to desert in the blink of an eye. This isn’t a dungeon as far as I’m aware though, so I am interested to know what significance this space holds.”

The snowy ground squeaked beneath his boots as he walked further in, the rest of the group following. It was one of the most interesting sights he’d seen in this world. When he looked up, he saw trees hanging the wrong way, though the biggest surprise was that everything in here seemed to be alive, despite the abnormally cold temperatures. After sweeping the space with Discerning Eye, Keith could only see a single way out.

“The top of the waterfall,” Tac agreed. “We’ll want to avoid touching the water though. It’s definitely liquid nitrogen with these temperatures.”

Keith motioned to the craggy stone in an obvious gesture that they were going to have to start climbing.

“You know, the choices you tend to make always land us in the most interesting places,” Selena said as she pulled herself up onto the first chunk of stone. “I can only imagine what’s waiting for us inside that tunnel.”

“Trouble, most likely,” Savyer said, hauling himself up behind her.

“Undoubtedly,” Keith muttered, flexing his knees and jumping to the top of the first chunk of stone.

There was no need to stress himself unnecessarily until he had to, because he suspected that they were going to run into something nasty down there, given what they’d seen so far.
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They reached the top of the waterfall with little fanfare, the climb surprisingly easy, even though it was over 200 feet up. They paused at the top, Keith taking in the new vantage and seeing the strange cavern from a different angle. When he looked at it from up here, it almost looked like the space had been hollowed out by a set of massive jaws, though if it had, the monster who’d created this space would have to be so colossal that it would make the World Monsters look like ants in comparison.

“You were right,” Selena said, coming over to stand by his side. “There’s a path on one side of the falls that leads into the cavern.”

Keith grunted, turning away from the marvelous sight of the strange cavern and headed towards the dark entrance of the tunnel. If only it weren’t so cold here, this might be a good space to settle down. It was defensible, as it only seemed to have a single obvious entrance and was very well hidden.

Additionally, with the roof of the cavern and the nature of the gorge, none of the Terror’s storms would be able to reach down here. There was the problem of fresh drinking water, but if this tunnel let out somewhere, it could be an easy way to secret goods in and out.

“It’s not going to happen, so stop thinking about it,” Tac said.

“It’s nice to fantasize sometimes,” Keith said. “Even if nothing will come of it.”

No one would agree to live underground like this, that much he already knew. Besides, they wanted the Terror gone, not to hide from him for the rest of their lives, worrying that he could appear at any moment.

Keith was brought back to the present as Selena let out a sharp gasp.

“What is it?” Keith asked, looking around for any signs of danger.

When he didn’t see any, he turned back to the woman, who was running her fingers along the wall.

“I think this space has some kind of ore veining running through it,” Selena said, pulling him closer. “See how the stone shifts in color here? If you run your fingers over it, you’ll be able to feel a difference as well.”

Though he had his Coldproof Trait to keep his safe, Keith decided he was going to leave his armor on. It was such an odd thing, being immune to something and yet still somehow feeling it. It didn’t make any logical sense, though Bob’s explanation was more along the lines of the Trait keeping him from freezing, rather than always keeping him warm.

“What kind of ore do you think it is?” Keith asked, his illuminated armor showing the difference in color.

The metal – if it was indeed metal – was a shimmering black with small specks of white littered throughout.

“I’m not entirely sure,” Bob said, leaning closer. “We’d need to break some of it out of the stone to examine it.”

Keith took a look around the tunnel, then shook his head.

“Not right now. We don’t have the correct tools, and if I hit it, it would likely cause a cave-in. I don’t know how much stone we have above us right now, but if we’re under the mountain itself, I don’t feel like bringing it down on our heads.”

“Good choice,” Savyer said. “Tunnels like this are always unpredictable. You never know what could be lurking inside.”

The group continued walking, heading further and further into the tunnel, which, according to Keith’s sense of direction, was taking them in the opposite direction in which they wanted to travel. After another hour of the endless tunnel, Keith noticed the speed of the water beginning to slow. They’d been steadily walking up a slight slope, but now it was starting to level out.

“I think we’re coming to the end of the tunnel,” Keith said. “Stay on your guard.”

The group continued moving, the tunnel starting to lighten as the ground leveled out completely. There was a short curve up ahead, and when they walked around, they found themselves in yet another massive cavern. The difference between this one and the last was that this one was covered in the same bands of metal that had been tracing their way through the mountain.

Additionally, the roof was open, allowing sunlight to stream in from about one-hundred feet above their heads. Selena was about to step in, when Keith seized her arm, stopping her in her tracks.

“Listen,” he said, placing a finger to his lips.

A dull throbbing sounded, and a vibration seemed to shake the air. Something dark stirred above the hole and a moment later, it landed heavily on the top. Long, gleaming claws of a color Keith had never seen before appeared on the ceiling, gouging into the metal as though it were made of butter.

The snuffling came next as the head appeared, diamond-shaped and distinctly draconic. However, as the monster dropped into the cavern, it was obvious that this was no dragon, drake, or anything else from that family. The diamond-shaped head was covered in scales the same color as its claws, an iridescent black-blue which seemed to hold hues of white in the right light.

Blunted teeth filled the monster’s mouth, visible as it dropped to the ground with a shudder, sending flecks of colored metal and stone spinning away from where it landed. A pair of spiraling horns rose from its head, and a mane of silver hair ran down its spine, where it met the shimmering fur that covered its powerful body.

The way the fur swayed told Keith that it was made of some kind of metal and not natural hair. A pair of dark wings were folded at its sides, large barbs protruding from the pinions. A tail with a wicked-looking stinger whipped back and forth as the monster lowered its head, its gleaming ice-blue eyes fixed on one of the lumps of metal.

There was a loud crunch as it bit down, the monster’s fur shimmering as it chewed the ore, its powerful jaws and teeth crushing it and breaking it down with ease.

If Keith were to describe the monster, he would say it reminded him of a Chimera from the Greek legends back on Earth, only with the head of a giant snake, the body of a lion, wings of a bat, and tail of a scorpion. The horns clearly belonged to some other creature, but in all, it was a terrifying monster to behold. It was well over 60 feet from nose to tail, though it was much shorter at the shoulder than many other monsters at only around 22 feet at the shoulders.

Keith examined the monster. He thought he knew what it was but needed to be sure.

Name: Orion the Blacksteel Gorger (Legendary Monster)

Level: 80

HP: 1,000,000/1,000,000

MP: 1,000,000/1,000,000

STA: 1,000,000/1,000,000

Str - 18,000

Agi - 10,000

Lck - 1,000

Passive: Heavy Metal, Metal Fur, Metal Hide, Metal Skeleton, Shears, Shelled Defense

Active: Metal Breath, Orion’s Star, Pinpoint, Skydive

AOE: Metallic Explosion, Sight Lost

A quick look through the monster’s skills showed a few that were worrisome, and mainly involved a powerful defense and very strong offense.

“Okay, here’s the plan,” Keith said, switching to mental communication. “Selena, you’re going to play distraction. Hammer that thing as hard as you can to keep its attention but watch out for its breath attacks. This monster has more defensive power than I’ve ever seen, which means it’s going to be a tough nut to crack.”

“Sounds good to me,” Selena replied.

“What about⸺?” Savyer started. Keith clamped a hand over the man’s mouth, though he was too late, as Orion’s massive head whipped in their direction, its blocky teeth bared in a snarl.

Strangely enough, it was less intimidating than a lot of the other monsters Keith had faced, but he knew it was all an illusion. This creature could crush them just as easily as any other dangerous monster. The only difference was that it had better defense.

“Stay back here!” Keith yelled, shoving the man back as Orion’s mouth cracked wide and a stream of iron-gray flames blasted out of its throat, roaring across the cavern toward them.

“Holy cannoli!” Tac exclaimed. “Not even a second’s hesitation! Looks like we’re in for a heck of a fight.”

Keith appeared at the side of the monster’s head in a flash, Speed Demon having taken him there with an extra boost of Combustive Body.

Field Leveler slammed into the side of the monster’s head, rocking it to the side and staggering the monster. The damage notification was far from encouraging.

-1,211

His regular damage with Field Leveler would be roughly 24,000 points. Tac hadn’t been lying. They were in for one heck of a fight.
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Orion roared, the sound akin to shrieking metal scraping over glass as its claws blurred up, slicing through the air with such blinding speed that Keith barely had time to dodge back, which he did through a combination of Speed Demon and Skyform. With the boost, his feet carried him back over the solid air and away from the slashing claws.

Selena drove in then, appearing from a rift in the air, her body clad in flickering white before she collided bodily with the monster. An explosion of white flames engulfed Orion’s head, earning them another shriek, but a quick check of its health showed Keith that the skill had done even less damage than his first attack.

“Claws coming for Selena, breath attack for you,” Tac warned.

Keith used Hammerrang, the weapons both flashing from the loops at his belt, streaking through the air and colliding with the top of the monster’s mouth, slamming it shut and throwing it downward. Gray flames exploded from the sides of its jaw, painting the floor and walls in flame, while the streaking claws aimed at Selena missed her by a hair.

Selena, for her part, was now covered in thicker armor plating, her legs having transformed to give her extra speed. One arm had extended into a heavy mace, while the other carried a flattened shield to give her greater defense.

Her heavy arm cracked into the creature’s jaw as Keith’s hammers spun back to him. The Legendary monster staggered as Selena struck, shaking its head and roaring once more as its tail blurred around, the gleaming tip striking for Selena, who vanished through a rift in space, emerging several feet away and avoiding the powerful strike. This would be the second time today she used her Magnetic Warp’s secondary effect, which meant that in under a minute, she would no longer have access to it. She would still be able to fly but would have to be careful due to her nonexistent regen until she hit 25% of her max.

The hammers slapped into Keith’s hand. He used Monster’s Bane three times in quick succession, slamming the monster with effects it could not block.

Orion’s roar sounded with surprise and pain as its health began to drop. At his current level, Monster’s Bane would inflict quite a bit of damage, though seeing as the creature had a million health, it wasn’t going to be nearly enough. It was a shame this thing was a Legendary monster. Otherwise, he’d have more to work with.

The monster’s claws whipped through the air as Keith streaked forward. He used Magician, the claws blurring through his flaming body and doing no damage. He flashed to the side, near its eye, and stabbed forward with War’s Invisible Claw while triggering its effect. In any other scenario, this would have been a devastating blow.

The dagger’s effect made it invisible to enemies three times a day. On top of that, it was supposed to deal damage equal to his Strength, plus ten times his Agility and afflict Massive Critical damage. Instead, the dagger slammed into the monster’s open eye and only managed to pierce about half an inch. The dagger jarred in Keith’s hand, nearly causing him to lose his grip as he slammed bodily into the side of its head, having expected the dagger to punch through.

“Whoops. Looks like I missed that. Sorry, bro. No idea what’s been going on with me today. Oh! Look out for the…tail.”

Keith flew across the room, slamming into the far wall with an explosion of force. His armor managed to absorb some of the blow, though not nearly as much as he’d have liked.

-4,912 damage

He grunted as he shoved himself off the wall, just in time for the monster to come barreling in, its entire body rippling with purple light that flashed across its fur in waves and swirls.

“That would be Pinpoint,” Tac said helpfully as Keith used Lightswap, dragging himself away from the monster an instant before it collided with the wall.

Its fur stood on end as it did, sharpening to thousands of razor points before striking. The fur gouged into the metal and stone, ripping it apart as it turned, jaws cracking and Metal Breath kindling in its throat.

Selena flashed past Keith in a blur of silver and blue, her fist extended as she triggered her once daily skill, Magnetic Shatter. In this case, one of them finally dealt some serious damage, as this skill was designed specifically to damage monsters with metal in their makeup.

Metal shards tore from the monster’s fur as she slammed into it, her fist driving into the monster’s side as the skill activated. Normally, the skill would only have done about 7,100 points of damage, but seeing as this monster was made of metal, the blow did significantly more.

The roar of pain that echoed told Keith that she’d really managed to hurt it, which meant it was distracted. He had no room for Age of Mythos in here, so he declined to use it. Instead, he used Lock, freezing the monster in place. He wasn’t sure how long it would hold out, though logic dictated that it would remain stuck for the full duration of the skill.

Selena leaped back as his hammers joined together into one. Keith swung down from where he stood, triggering Terror Queen’s Arm. The blow came down with all the force of a falling meteor, crashing into the frozen monster and flattening it to the floor.

-28,630

Once again, the monster absorbed the bulk of the massive attack that should have done 150,000 points of damage. Keith didn’t let up, casting Queen’s Judgment next. The ground split as ten hulking undead tore themselves up from the underworld.

“Attack that thing,” Keith ordered.

He wasn’t expecting them to do much, but if one of them could find a weakness in the metal hide, that would be enough.

Selena dove in again, landing right by the monster’s snout and unleashing a rain of blows, her fists moving so quickly they looked like a silver blur. Keith landed on the opposite side, swinging the hammer into Orion’s head with all his might, triggering Heatstance as he did. The hammer rang as it impacted. Keith used Monster’s Bane again as he struck for a second time.

-1,000

-902

-1,209

He interspersed attacks from his hammer with Field Leveler, moving all the while as he hammered and punched the head, neck and back again, trying to find a softer target where he could begin to make some headway.

“Sorry, bro. I’m not seeing a single weakness. This thing’s as solid as a lump of steel.”

“Selena, how’s damage coming on your end?” Keith asked.

“Better than expected, due to Magnetic Monster Hunter, but the most I’m getting from my normal attacks are five to six-hundred points. I don’t want to burn through stamina using skills that won’t do much more.”

“Keep it at it. I’ll give you a ten-second warning.”

Keith’s fist sank into the monster’s jaw and its head slid over the floor, just in time for Selena’s attack to drive it back. While Orion had been flattened to the ground, the two of them were hitting him hard enough to swing him back and forth. The only issue was hitting hard enough to crack his armor.

“Well, the good news is that if you don’t die, you’ll have some pretty tough material to work with,” Tac said. “You know, this reminds me of my cousin Jeremy who was always walking around with walnuts. Dude thought he was a chipmunk and didn’t need a nutcracker. Long story short, he had dentures before he was fifteen. We all called him Geezer Jim. It was pretty funny. Shame he walked into traffic, though. I wonder why he did it…”

Despite being in the middle of a battle, this one statement was so ludicrous that Keith answered for once.

“Maybe because you were constantly calling him Geezer Jim and thought it was funny?”

“Hmmm,” Tac said thoughtfully, as though considering what he’d said. “Nah. The guy was just upset he couldn’t crack chestnuts with his teeth. He always wanted to be a squirrel, so I suppose he decided to go the way of all roadkill.”

The story was so disturbing that Keith couldn’t even begin to wrap his head around it. He’d allowed himself to become distracted and almost missed the signs of the stirring monster.

“Move back,” he commanded, leaping backward while simultaneously using Speed Demon and Skyform, causing him to catapult back through the air as he used Terror Queen’s Arm again.

The monster, who’d just been rising, was forced down to the ground with tremendous force. This sent chunks of stone and loose metal flying.

One of the undead creatures clawed at its nose, and with a roar, Orion lunged, catching the creature in its jaws and shattering it to a disgusting pulp with a single crunch. Gore rained around his mouth as he roared, fur standing on end once more as silvery light traced its way across his body.

“Metallic Explosion incoming,” Tac warned.

Keith flashed forward as the skill activated, a rush of gray and silver shards blasting from the monster’s body in all directions. They tore through all of his remaining undead, ripping them to shreds, but when it hit him, he used Shard Sponge. The entire skill reversed course, turning from an explosion to an implosion. The metallic shards slammed into the monster, ripping into its fur and the flesh beneath, managing to do a fair bit of damage where all other skills hadn’t succeeded.

-288,910, Shard Sponge

Orion is Enraged. Good luck with that.

The monster’s eyes turned into points of light. Dark blood stained its otherwise pristine fur from where the shards of metal had punched through. Orion blurred forward, claws slashing once more, and Keith used Magician, followed by Chronosphere. The monster’s blurring speed slowed somewhat as it entered the field of the skill’s effect. The tail whipped by, tearing through his still-insubstantial body and Keith retaliated with Armageddon Spear.

He lunged forward, driving his extended fingers into one of the open wounds on the monster’s side. A spear of burning light drove forward, sending a spray of blood into the air as the monster screamed once more.

-6,290, Critical

Orion crashed to the ground, whirling on him, only for Selena to drive into its side. Her Blades skill was clearly active, as both arms had transformed. The blades drummed a staccato of blows as they drove into the monster’s hide. Its tail whipped around once more, and Selena somersaulted backwards, a blade slashing up and eliciting a screeching as it tore across the fur.

Slashing attacks weren’t going to do much against a monster like this – that much was obvious – but seeing as Orion was focused on Selena now, it gave Keith the opening to strike. He lunged forward once more, using Shattering Snowflare, a blast of fire tearing into the monster’s body an instant before a ring of icy shards tore into it.

Orion’s roar was pained as it turned on him, and Metal Breath blasted out of its jaws. Keith didn’t dodge this time. He used Diamond Mine, the spell refracting before him and slamming into the monster’s face.

Orion’s HP dropped past the halfway point, which was clearly enough to trigger another AOE. Orion’s wings extended in a whoosh, forcing Keith and Selena back as the monster took to the air. A spray of rippling flames covered the creature’s body as it moved then vanished from sight. The flames expanded, covering the monster in what looked like a living version of itself, only made from what looked to be molten metal.

“You’re not gonna want to take a hit from that, bro,” Tac said.

“You think?” Keith replied as the monster, now more than twice its previous size, dove down at them.

Keith used Lightswap on Selena, throwing her into the air above the monster, while he stood still, knowing there was no way he’d be able to dodge. He used Magician as it crashed into the ground, molten metal washing out over everything. He turned to flame, reappearing several feet in the air. He then used Skyform, dancing up to his maximum height.

Orion’s head appeared from inside the boiling mass of molten metal, its mouth gaping wide as it sucked in a breath. All the molten metal surrounding it was suddenly pulled into one spot, compressing down to a single point no larger than Keith’s fist. The two-part attack was a devastating combination. It likely would have worked if the monster had been facing anyone but Keith.

The blast of molten metal was as thick around as his torso and so dense that it would feel solid. The air rippled around it, showing just how much heat the spell was giving off, but none of that mattered to Keith.

He used Return Volley, the once-daily effect of his prosthetic leg catching the burning beam of metal and sending it flying right back to its source.
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The beam continued to stream from Orion’s mouth even as it looped back, streaking through the air and slamming into the monster’s unguarded face. Orion screamed as the boiling metal hit it, burning through the flesh of its face. It melted through the previously impenetrable hide and effectively cooked the monster’s brain.

“Oh, that’s so gross!” Tac exclaimed as Orion fell on his side, his body thrashing and writhing as the remaining beam melted through his body. “Do it again!”

Return Volley was another one of his reversal skills, one that allowed him to return a spell at triple its original power. Keith had been waiting for another big attack, as he’d quickly realized that the most damaging attacks to this monster were the ones that he was using himself.

Orion continued to thrash, his roars pained and pathetic as his body was stuck to the floor. Most of his face was melted off, his eyes were gone, and Keith could see parts of its insides that he didn’t think he’d ever wanted to.

-412,760, Massive Critical, Return Volley

Orion is…uh…Melted: -10,000 HP per second

Geez, dude. Talk about overkill. What did that poor monster ever do to you?

Keith dropped from the sky and used Ancient’s Fury, the explosion of fire ripping into what remained of the monster’s brain and finishing it for good.

-26,098. Massive Critical

Orion the Blacksteel Gorger dies!

+188,000 XP

+94,000 Bonus XP

Keith stood there for several moments, watching the dead monster’s body steaming. Selena landed next to him, looking more than a little dinged up, but overall, in good shape.

“Are you doing okay?” she asked as Keith continued to stare at the body.

“Fine,” Keith said, half-turning to see Savyer poking his head from around the tunnel, alternating between looking at the gigantic monster with awe and at Keith with a healthy dose of newly found respect.

Keith placed his hand on the dead monster to loot it, receiving a line of notifications about the materials he’d managed to pull from the dead monster. Additionally, he received another line of text, one that was a bit more surprising.

Monster looted successfully: Orion’s Orionite claws, fur, bones, teeth, and hide have all been added to your inventory. Orion’s Heart, Orion’s Lungs, Orion’s Metal Flame, Orion’s Crystallized Gem and a Legendary Monster Core have been added to your inventory.

Congratulations! For being the first to discover the new metal alloy known as Orionite, you have earned a one-time bonus.

+100 to Luck

Discovering something completely unknown is a rarity in this world, so not only will you get to set the System Market Price, you also have the option of allowing this metal to begin appearing in other monsters. The choice is yours about the type of monster and how often it may appear.

Keith didn’t need to think very long about it. This metal had been hard to get and would be pretty much impossible for anyone else. It had also been discovered in this extremely remote and out of the way place. Of course, he wanted the metal to start appearing more often and in easier-to-reach places, but he also didn’t want it to become too common.

“How do I give the system my answer?” Keith asked, turning to Bob, who’d disappeared from sight during the battle but emerged from his hiding spot when it concluded.

He’d actually stuck with Keith the entire fight. It was too cold for him to run off and hide somewhere else, but it seemed the monkey had decided that being seen by the monster was too terrifying a proposition for him.

“Just say it out loud,” Bob said. “Though, if I were you, I wouldn’t go too ridiculously high on price. Just saying.”

“Well, seeing as Mythicallium is worth thirty large gold bars per gram, I don’t see why this metal shouldn’t at least be double,” Keith said. “Considering the only monsters that should have it in their makeup should be Section Bosses or higher with an affinity for metal, and on top of that, only those living near ore-rich environments.”

Your choices have been recorded. I like that you’re not getting too greedy on that Orionite, though I will say that 60 large gold bars per gram seems a bit steep to me. Still, rules are rules. Right now, the market price of Orionite will remain steady. Best to keep an eye on it in the future.

The message vanished, leaving Keith feeling oddly exhausted. He didn’t know how much of the Orionite he’d gotten his hands on, but he knew he needed to deliver some of it to Hunk. The man would need to figure out how to work it. As for price, Keith expected there to be a spike in demand once people realized how strong this metal was, which would drive up the price. If the base was sixty large gold per gram, he suspected that people would soon be paying double that, if not more as the wealthiest and most powerful looked to secure some of it for themselves.

Being the sole owner of the entire world’s current supply wasn’t a bad thing at all, and Keith was going to make sure to milk it for all it was worth.

“So, are we going?” Savyer asked, skirting around the massive monster’s corpse.

“In a minute,” Keith said, crouching by the monster’s mouth and sticking his hand inside.

He found several bright specks of Essence, two of which were at the Grandmaster level, though the remaining ones were at the Master level, and nothing was at Sage. Additionally, almost all were Type E, which was unsurprising, given the monster’s dense hide, though he did get a few Type I as well.

New Spirit Crafting Recipes unlocked: Orion’s Star, Metallic Dominance

Keith knew he would need to examine them later, but for the time being, finding their way out was more important.

“How are we getting out of here?” Savyer asked. “I don’t see an exit.”

“By flying,” Keith said, grabbing the old man before he could say anything and blasting up into the air.

While the crater was quite high up, there were a few gaps closer to the ground, though none that could be reached by climbing. Selena was right behind him, having remained on the ground for a few moments longer to collect some of the black metal that hadn’t been melted during the battle.

Keith flew through one of the cracks and emerged into open air near the peak of a mountain, which made no sense, given that they were in a gorge and hadn’t climbed nearly enough to be this high up.

He landed, dropping the old elf next to him. Selena alighted on the peak a moment later and looked around.

“Do you have any idea where we are?” Keith asked, shading his eyes against the glare of the sun off the snow.

Savyer checked his map, turning a slow circle as wind whipped around them. The air was noticeably thinner this high up, but if Keith was having any trouble with it, he didn’t notice, which told him it was probably fine.

“Yes,” the elf said after a few moments. “Do you see those twin peaks over there?”

Keith nodded.

“That’s the pass we’re aiming for.”

“That doesn’t look all that far,” Selena said, furrowing her brows.

“It’s not,” Savyer agreed, shaking his head. “I have no idea how, but we’ve somehow managed to cover a ridiculous amount of ground considering we’ve been on foot the entire time.”

“Well then, let’s get into the carriage so we can get down there,” Keith said, pulling the carriage from his inventory.

“You can’t be serious,” Savyer said, going a bit pale.

“Why not?” Keith asked.

“Have you seen where we are?”

Keith took a quick look around and shrugged. It was true that they were on top of a mountain and that there were plenty of steep drops. The terrain was treacherous, but the carriage had a mode for that.

Ultra-Terrain Mode activated at the flip of a switch, the carriage compacting as heavy plating covered the exterior. Their speed would be drastically decreased, but they would still be moving a whole lot faster than they would on foot.

The carriage careened down the mountainside in such a violent fashion that it was a miracle they didn’t cause an avalanche. It took another couple of hours to reach the pass once more, and once they were on solid ground, Keith changed the carriage’s mode, tearing through the pass at neck-breaking speeds.

They did run into a few monsters along the way, but nothing like those twin worm things that had caused their detour in the first place. He let Selena handle them while he examined the most interesting monster parts he’d received, though he didn’t have enough space to remove any of the actual metal and would need to wait until they stopped for the night.

Name: Orion’s Heart

Crafting material for weapons, armor, items & Elixirs

Quality: Legendary+

Value: No less than 1 large & 2 small gold bricks

Name: Orion’s Metal Flame

Crafting material for armor & Elixirs

Quality: Mythical

Value: No less than 15 large & 7 small gold bricks

Name: Orion’s Crystallized Gem

Crafting material for weapons & items

Quality: Legendary+

Value: No less than 2 large gold bricks & 18 large gold bars

Name: Legendary Monster Core

Crafting material for weapons, armor, items & Elixirs

Quality: Legendary+

Value: No less than 3 large gold bricks

Keith had been shocked to get a Mythical item out of this. He’d been expecting Legendary to Legendary+ quality at the most. Mythical items were reserved for the toughest, most dangerous monsters out there, so he hadn’t dared dream of such quality. Then again, Legendary monsters were a class all their own, so he thought perhaps he shouldn’t have been surprised after all.

The heart was smaller than expected. It was no larger than his fist, though there were so many tubes and lines running off of it that Keith had to wonder how many arteries the monster had had. The Crystallized Gem was a fair bit larger – big enough that he barely had space to summon it.

It was strange, as it looked like a clear gemstone with the likeness of the monster carved into its interior. He didn’t know how this would be useful for weapons or items, but he would hand it over to Farah and let her figure it out.

The Legendary Monster Core was a spherical, glassy thing, though it had an oddly rough feel when he touched it with his bare hands. The actual sphere was colored a rich purple, swirling with shades of burgundy. It was quite pretty, and if it weren’t so useful and valuable, he might have put it on a pedestal to display in his bunker.

The final item was the metal flame, which looked like a frozen chunk of the monster’s fire breath attack. It was colored a dark, silvery gray. The flame was warm to the touch and felt as rigid as steel. Interestingly enough, as it shifted, Keith thought he could see small striations of the purest crimson he’d ever seen in his life. But when he looked at it again, it was gone.

“Weird,” Tac said when Keith replaced the items in his inventory. “I wonder if it was a trick of the light.”

“Maybe,” Keith said, still not quite convinced as Selena climbed back into the carriage, looking as though she was quite happy with her performance.
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They made camp that night in a glen by the base of the lefthand mountain, the one with the greater potential to be hiding their passageway into the city. Keith was, once again, unable to use his bunker and was forced to pitch a tent, much to Bob’s dismay.

“I’m heading back to speak with Hunk and Farah,” Keith said. “If you behave, I’ll bring some hot food back with me.”

“Wait, I’m not coming?” Bob asked.

“No,” Keith replied, dropping the monkey in Selena’s lap. “Keep an eye on things, would you?”

Selena nodded and the world vanished, reappearing a moment later as he stepped into his room at the guild. It was strange, going from night to morning in the blink of an eye. It was the main reason he wasn’t staying here overnight, as it would mess with his sense of time. He was normally pretty good when it came to switching between time zones, but he knew that if he laid down to sleep when the sun was coming up there, it would mess with him when he went back to the Frigid Seas.

“I’m surprised you’re back so soon,” Hunk said, blinking owlishly as Keith entered the smithy.

It was early, and the only ones there were him and Farah. The two of them were sitting and having breakfast together.

“Is your husband out of town or something?” Keith asked Farah.

“He’s still sleeping,” she said with a shrug. “I normally get up a lot earlier than him and eat alone, but now that Hunk’s here, I have someone to talk to.”

“Well, I guess it’s a good thing you’re both here,” Keith said. “Because I’ve got something neither of you have ever seen or even heard of before.”

Both of them had seen Keith’s ability to bring in rare items, but an entirely new discovery was something else. Despite the fact that no one had ever worked with World Monster items or parts before, they were known, which was why the system never rewarded him for it. With Orionite, it was a different matter altogether.

Keith began pulling the Orion bones from his inventory, piling them on the floor before the two smiths. There were a lot of them and the metal was so light that it almost felt unnatural. The claws, on the other hand, were a fair bit denser, though still nowhere near as heavy as something like steel. The teeth joined the growing pile, also made up of the same material. Finally, came the hide. Keith stretched the massive thing out across the floor and left it for the two smiths to stare at.

“Orionite,” Farah said, looking at a bone’s description.

“I’ve never seen a metal that costs so much per gram,” Hunk said, holding one of the teeth as he pulled a small eyeglass from his inventory and fitted it into place. “Marvelous structure. I’ve never seen striations inside a metal like this before. It’s as though it’s all bonded, yet separate at the same time.”

Farah leaned in as well, examining one of the teeth. After a moment, her eyes went wide.

“Hunk, it’s folded.”

Hunk blinked, then looked again, closer this time.

“You’re right!” he exclaimed.

The two smiths looked at Keith at the same time, their gazes demanding an answer.

“It came from a Legendary monster that was eating some type of ore I’d never seen before,” Keith said. “It chewed through the metal like it was nothing.”

“An element absorber,” Hunk said, rubbing his chin.

“If it’s a Legendary monster, it means we won’t ever see this composition again,” Farah lamented. “At least you brought back a fair bit of it, but it won’t last very long, knowing you.”

Keith hid a smile. He wasn’t going to say anything to the contrary until he found another monster with this exact metal in its makeup.

“I need to crack this thing open,” Hunk said, still staring at the tooth.

“Agreed,” Farah said. “Keith, wait here and don’t go anywhere, understood?”

“I’ll be around,” Keith said. “I’m just going to get some hot food to go. I’m needed back in the Frigid Seas.”

“Fine, but stay close until we’re done,” Farah said, though the two of them were already rushing to the nearest forge to stoke the flames.

Keith knew why they were so excited. He was quite excited himself. Grabbing one of the bones, he pulled up its description.

Name: Orionite Solid Bone (2 Lbs. 8.6 Oz)

Crafting material weapons, armor, potions, items & elixirs

Quality: Mythical

Value: 69 large gold bricks

It was hard to believe a metal could be so valuable. Keith knew he was going to lose some of it in the smelting process and some in forging, but still, this could be his lifeline.

He examined the pelt next, which, in his opinion, was the greatest prize of all. It was just a shame the Orionite attached to it was useless as an actual metal, which was reflected in the price, though that was still nothing to sneeze at.

Name: Orion’s Orionite Hide

Crafting material for armor & items

Quality: Mythical

Value: 175 large gold bricks

Keith left the pelt worth more than some kingdoms lying on the floor of the smithy as he headed back to the guild proper to order some food. He had promised Bob a hot meal and wasn’t about to go back on his word.

Heading up to the kitchen, he placed a large order, adding a few extras in rations that would hold well over a few days in his inventory but would still taste good. The order was going to take about half an hour to be ready, so he headed back down to the smithy to see how Hunk and Farah were doing.

As he walked, he noticed more than a few stares, people muttering under their breaths when they saw him. Keith had long since grown used to this and ignored the awed whispers and hushed conversations that sprung up around him.

“Enough to swell anyone’s head, ay, bro?” Tac said suggestively as a pair of ink elves moved quickly out of his way, both blushing furiously.

“No,” Keith said flatly, continuing into the smithy.

He was glad that it was early enough in the morning that most people were still sleeping, though seeing as this was a guild for monster hunters, it was never truly closed. Monsters didn’t follow anyone’s schedule, so they made sure not to have a set one.

As Keith was approaching the smithy, he noticed a dwarf standing near one of the doorways. A group of young-looking newbies stood nervously before him. Keith didn’t know why, but it made him feel oddly nostalgic, remembering being in the same position with Kayla and Jared. Kayla was doing her own thing back in Humania now, while Jared was frozen in stasis, locked in some dark room in Astrid’s manor. Though, back then, he’d had no way of knowing that Jared and the Emperor of the Necro-Beast Guild were one in the same, or that the Necro-Beast Faction was as powerful as it was.

Keith was about to walk past them, when he paused and decided to go see how they were doing.

“…monster is called a ripper. Nasty buggers and very aggressive. The one you’ll be hunting down has been terrorizing…Oh, uh…what can I, um, d-d-do for you, uh, Vice Commander?” asked the dwarf, stuttering to a halt when he realized Keith was there.

The group of rookies looked at one another curiously. They were obviously new enough to the guild that they had no idea who he was, though they were all clearly smart enough not to say anything on the matter, having correctly read the dwarf’s reaction to seeing him.

“I’m only here to observe,” Keith said. “Please, carry on.”

“Oh, you are, are you?” the dwarf said, clearing his throat. “Very well then.”

He cleared his throat again, tugged on his collar a couple of times, then pulled a piece of parchment from his inventory. He’d memorized its contents, but with Keith standing and watching, he wanted to make sure he didn’t accidentally slip up.

“Now, where was I? Oh, yes, the ripper. A very aggressive monster. It uses slashing attacks, and its claws and teeth can often lead to bleeding debuffs. Some of the nastier ones can take your limbs clean off, but not to worry, the one we’re sending you after can only kill you horribly a dozen other ways.”

The dwarf paused, as this was obviously supposed to be a joke. No one laughed. The man chuckled nervously, shooting Keith another glance before tugging at his collar once more.

“Anyway, this ripper has been attacking a village near the border of Alchemist territory. It’s pretty remote. The trip would normally take quite some time, but seeing as it’s an urgent matter where lives are at stake, we’ll be sending you in via portal scroll. If you need to remember one thing above all else, our job is to kill monsters. There are times when we can afford to take the long way, but when people are dying, we can’t afford to wait.”

“Why are we still here then?” one of the rookies asked.

“Rippers are nocturnal,” replied the dwarf. “That should have been in the handbook you were given at the information desk.”

The young man who’d spoken shared a look with the woman next to him, who was looking equally as clueless.

The dwarf looked at Keith and tugged at his collar once again. This was not looking good for him, considering how he would be their handler until they were officially in the guild and had surpassed the lowest guild rank of Copper and graduated to Iron. This was clearly meant to be their initiation test, which Keith thought was a bit dangerous given their levels and the tendencies of rippers. Then again, they didn’t have to track it down, so half the quest he’d been handed back in the Pest Control Guild had already been taken care of. He supposed a bit more of a challenging fight was in order.

The dwarf would also be there just in case, although the others wouldn’t know it. Best to let them think they were out on their own and that there was no backup.

“Uh…” the dwarf said, clearing his throat.

Keith finally decided to have mercy on him.

“None of you know who I am,” Keith said, speaking with the authority of his station. “Which is understandable, given that you’re new. My name is Keith, and I got my start hunting monsters much in the same way you are right now. Let me ask you. What do you believe is the most important thing to have when facing a monster?”

He posed this question to the group and after they looked at the dwarf for confirmation, the young man decided to give it a shot.

“A good weapon,” he said, posing the answer as more of a question.

“A good team,” the woman next to him said confidently.

There were three others in the group, and they all agreed with the woman’s assessment. Looking over them all, he could see why they were following her lead. She was the highest leveled here at 7 and had an obvious air of authority about her. She was also very pretty and seeing as the other girl in the group seemed as timid as a rabbit, none of the boys were even giving her a second glance. The oldest of them couldn’t have been more than 17. Keith would have placed the youngest at 14 or 15, which said a lot for the state of things in this world.

The woman seemed confident. Confidence was good. It could also get you killed.

“I’m afraid to say that none of you are right,” Keith said bluntly. “Tell me, Lieutenant Gravel, what’s the most important thing to have when facing a monster?”

The dwarf was a lot more confident in his answer than he had been delivering information with Keith standing next to him.

“Information,” the dwarf said. “Knowledge.”

“That is correct,” Keith said, nodding to the dwarf. “Know everything there is to know about your enemy. Know everything there is to know about yourselves and your teammates. I can’t guarantee you’ll win. Some monsters are too tough to beat, but if you want to survive in this line of work, you’re going to have to hit the books.”

Keith nodded his head to the dwarf once more, then turned toward the smithy. As he walked away, his sharp ears picked out the rest of the conversation, though the woman had lowered her voice in a vain attempt to keep the conversation from reaching his ears.

“Who was that, Gravel? And why were you so afraid of him?”

“Keep your voice down!” Gravel hissed, throwing a look over his shoulder.

Keith pretended not to notice and continued to walk.

“That’s the founder of the guild.”

“The founder?” the woman asked. “You mean he created the guild here?”

“No, not just here,” Gravel said. “He created the entire guild. In Humania, Beastland, and here.”

“If he’s such a hotshot, why isn’t he acting as the guildmaster then?” one of the boys asked, not keeping his voice nearly quiet enough.

“Because,” Gravel said, the words grinding between his teeth, “a Sage of Monster Hunting has better things to do!”

The stunned silence that followed his proclamation gave Gravel the chance to interject a bit more information.

“Rumor has it that he’s currently between here and the Frigid Seas, trying to establish another branch of the guild, and let me tell you that none of you would stand a chance against the horrors of that continent. You have no idea how lucky you were to get advice from a man like that. So, you’d best take what he said to heart.”

The rest of the dwarf’s words were lost as Keith stepped from the main hall and into the smithy once more. He could see Hunk and Farah working on an anvil together.

“Oh, good, you’re back just in time,” Farah said, beads of sweat showing on her brow as she held the metal with a set of tongs, while Hunk rained blows down on its surface. “We were just about to crack this baby open.”

Keith stepped further into the smithy and closed the door behind him. He was sure word of this metal was going to spread, but there was no reason for anyone else to know just yet.
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“You wouldn’t believe how hot we had to make the metal to be able to work it like this,” Hunk grunted as the hammer came down for a final time, the ring of the rapidly cooling metal sounding strangely musical.

“I know!” Farah said excitedly as she took the metal and dunked it into a glowing blue-green mixture.

Green, yellow, and violet flames shot out, rising a solid ten feet in the air as the metal quickly cooled in the mixture.

“I’ve never seen a metal with such a high melting point in all my life,” Hunk said, using a rag to wipe his forehead. “We’re going to have to construct an entirely new forge to work on this, as ours could only barely get it hot enough to work with.”

Contrary to being annoyed, the oxian sounded excited by the prospect.

“How much heat can your current forge produce?” Keith asked, curious.

“In excess of ten-thousand degrees, give or take a couple hundred,” Farah said, still holding the flaming metal in the mixture. “We’re also going to have to formulate an entirely new quenching method, as the one we’d use for Mythicallium is burning up far too fast. For reference, by the way, Mythicallium has the highest melting point of any metal at 8,941 degrees. At least, until today.”

“Tungsten and Adamantite are close seconds, with Mithrinite being a third due to it being an alloy,” Hunk said, tucking the rag back in his apron.

Farah removed the still-flaming sheet from the mixture and brought it back to the anvil, where Hunk grabbed a smaller hammer and a couple of chisels, the chisel itself tipped with Mythicallium. Apparently, he didn’t think he’d be able to crack the metal with anything less. Placing the chisel, the oxian began raining hard and precise blows down on the metal, barely scoring the surface as he made slow by steady progress.

“My husband’s going to lose his mind when he sees all this,” Farah said, grinning from ear to ear. “You will finance the building of a new forge and formulation for the quenching liquid, correct?”

“Sure,” Keith said, already having figured he’d be on the hook for it.

“I think I’ve got it,” Hunk said, slamming the hammer down one final time.

With a loud ping, the metal split down the middle, the inch-thick tooth which had been pounded out into a rough disk cracking to reveal the most beautiful pattern Keith had ever seen. Apparently, the two smiths were in agreement, as they stared, slack-jawed, at the layers of blackest black and purest crimson.

“Can you tell me what I’m looking at?” Keith asked.

He’d seen a lot in his many lifetimes but had never delved too deeply into the art of blacksmithing. He could make himself a rough weapon in a pinch, but a little knowledge was often more dangerous than none.

“For one, the metal’s basically already been through the forging process,” Farah said, wiping her forehead. “As far as I can tell, there are no impurities whatsoever, so all we’d need to do is get it hot enough to work into the shape we want.”

“You can see all the separate layers of metal here,” Hunk said, poking the thin bands with the tip of the chisel. “This happens when metal is folded and twisted over and over again. Like Farah said, we’ll need to go through all the individual stock you’ve brought us, but the teeth, at the very least, will hardly need anything done to them.”

“Of course, we’ll still need to do some experimentation in the enchanting department,” Farah said, so obviously filled with glee she couldn’t keep the smile off her face. “But give me a week or so, and I’m sure I’ll have something incredible to show for it.”

Hunk nodded in agreement.

“We do need to get that new forge built first, though,” Hunk said. “But I’ve already got a few ideas on how to make that happen.”

“If you don’t need to melt the metal to work it, wouldn’t it be easier to simply work with what you have now?” Keith asked.

“Not if we want to do so efficiently,” Farah said, shaking her head. “Like I said earlier, we barely got it hot enough to work with, and I mean barely. If the metal were hotter and softer, the process would go much faster. On top of that, I want to find the melting point of this metal. It’ll be good to know for the future.”

Keith nodded as he pulled a hammer from his inventory and placed it on the table. Hunk’s eyes went wide but Farah just looked between the hammer and Keith.

“You want me to upgrade it, don’t you?”

“The hammer, and this as well,” Keith said.

In a flash, he changed out of his Terror Queen armor and into his Beastland set. His stats dropped by 230 points across the board, but none went below a threshold. Besides, the Beastland armor set was more than enough for the next week or two, despite the danger he was going into.

On top of that, while he hadn’t taken a dive into it yet, his Endurance had taken a nice jump thanks to his Title’s effect, absorbing one percent of a defeated opponent’s highest stat. Since Orion’s had been a three-way tie, he’d been able to choose, and seeing as he already had so much health and didn’t use mana, the choice was an obvious one. With his Title’s 20% Base stat boost, he’d gotten a whopping 1,200 additional points to the stat, pushing him well over a base of 2,500, marking the second stat that he’d managed to push over that hump.

“Wow. You’re really not messing around,” Farah said. “Are you planning on staying out of action or something?”

“The opposite, really,” Keith said giving her a smile. “Now, how long do you need?”

“At least a week for the forge and quenching liquid,” Farah said. “We’ll both need to be on that, so that will include Hunk’s timeline on your other project. Once I’ve got it, probably another week or week and a half.”

“That sounds reasonable,” Keith said with a nod. “I’ll be popping in for a visit then.”

“When I sent you off to find a new metal, I honestly thought it was a pipe dream,” Hunk said, shaking his head. “I never imagined you’d show up just a few days later with something neither of us had seen before.”

Keith hid a smile as the quest complete notification popped up. He still didn’t know why it had been ranked as a Quad-S in difficulty, but he would need to talk to Bob about it once he got back.

+500,000 XP

+250,000 Bonus XP

3 Soul Sealing Gems have been added to your inventory

Keith’s brows came down at that. He’d been expecting three separate items, not three of the same. He also knew what soul sealing gems were and was wondering why he’d gotten them as a quest reward. It was another thing he would need to discuss with Bob once he got back.

On the plus side, completing the quest put him only 30 XP away from his next level, so his next fight would push him to level 78. He was getting closer by the day, inching nearer to the top fighters in the Fourliance, not that it would matter once he was back in the Frigid Seas, where someone’s level could be as high as 95.

Saying goodbye to the two smiths, Keith headed up to retrieve his food so he could return to the Frigid Seas. Unfortunately, he was well enough known that he was stopped several times, so by the time he finally collected the food and made it back to the campsite, it had been well over thirty minutes from when he’d left the forge.

“About time you made it back,” Bob said as Keith appeared back in the Frigid Seas, the blast of arctic wind hitting him like a freight train.

The Beastland armor set was just as good as his Terror Queen set at regulating temperatures, though the cold of the Frigid Seas really seemed to like testing those limits on a regular basis. Still, it was only around minus ten, versus the absolute freezer that had been the cavern that had led them to Orion.

“Come on, there’s no need to be like that,” Selena said admonishingly. “He did bring food like he promised he would.”

“Let me see the goods first,” Bob said, thrusting his chest out.

Keith rolled his eyes as he pulled out what he’d gotten for dinner, making sure to give Savyer his share before ducking into the tent and feeling the warmth of the space counteracting the chill on his armor.

“Okay, you’ve been forgiven,” Bob said, tucking happily into his plate of eggs, fruit, and bread.

“You’re wearing different armor,” Selena noted as she sat at the table.

“I left it with Farah, along with my Dragonfire Crusher,” Keith replied, digging into his own dinner. “There are always improvements to be made, and both can be upgraded with the new metal we discovered. Now tell me, what’s been going on while I’ve been away?”

“Nothing,” Selena said with a shrug. “Bob complained a bunch and Savyer did a bit of scouting but hasn’t turned anything up just yet.”

“Speaking of interesting things,” Keith said. “Any reason that quest we completed was rated at Quad-S difficulty?”

“Sometimes ratings are on the basis of difficulty in completing,” Bob said. “Meaning that your chances of actually finding the metal were so slim that the quest rating reflected that. Also, keep in mind that you’re a freak. If you put all of your monster hunters on the continent up against that thing they’d have had a serious fight on their hands. They would definitely have taken casualties and might not even have won.”

“Yeah, I forget how powerful you are sometimes,” Selena said, resting her chin on her palm as she leaned forward. “I feel like I need to watch some normal fighters take on a monster or two for some perspective.”

Keith skated straight past the obvious attempt at flattery and onto his next question.

“Can you tell me why I was handed three Soul Sealing gems for clearing the quest?”

Bob froze mid-bite, a piece of egg hanging out of his mouth. He swallowed quickly, though the look of surprise wasn’t gone.

“Did you say Soul Sealing gems?” Bob asked.

“Yes,” Keith replied. “I thought they were the same as the soul gems used for my most powerful weapons and armor, but judging by your expression, they’re not.”

“Take them out. Now,” Bob demanded.

Keith shrugged and did so. He hadn’t bothered checking them as he’d believed he knew what they were. The three blood-red stones that appeared on the table looked nothing like the pure white ones he was used to, nor did they give off the same impression.

“No doubt about it,” Bob said, sounding oddly grim. “Those are Soul Sealing gems alright.”

“What are they for?” Keith asked.

“Normally, when a Soulbound item is created, the gem is used in the forging process. Then, the person who wishes to bind it to themselves simply needs to add a drop of blood. This, on the other hand, already has some substance inside of it, which allows for the binding after an item has already been constructed. The higher the quality of the item, the higher the quality of stone that needs to be used. This is the highest quality. In other words, these even have the ability to bind World Items to you, albeit, for a limited time. I’d say you could get a good year out of these, if not a bit more.”

“If they can prevent something like a World Item from being stolen, why do you look so grim?” Keith asked.

“Because the system never hands anything out without a purpose,” Bob said. “These seem to have come out of the blue and it makes me nervous.”

“I’ll stay on my guard then,” Keith said. “Should I get rid of them?”

“Are you kidding?” Bob exclaimed, gesticulating wildly. “No! Use them. Use them right now!”
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Bob’s panic aside, Keith was quite happy to have the Soul Sealing gems. The first two items were easy enough, as he bound the Heart Between Worlds and War’s Spiritual Hammer. Both were extremely valuable, and he wasn’t willing to give any of them up. Barren Wasteland was currently in the safe in his bunker, which was Soulbound, so he wasn’t worried about it.

The question was which of his remaining World Items he wanted to bind. He was already planning on stashing the Epoch of Beasts, as it was a specialty item. That left Field Leveler and A Light in the Dark. Field Leveler was always in use, while A Light in the Dark was a specialty item. However, the specialty item was something to be used in emergencies, so it could not be stored.

Field Leveler had been specifically created for him, and its damaging capabilities were on another level. In the end, he decided to bind the weapon to himself, as A Light in the Dark would be destroyed after it was used, unlike the weapon, which had no limits on its use case.

With that done and dinner finished, Keith turned in for the night, only waking once Selena prodded him back to the world of the living the following morning.

“Wow. You must really have been tired if you overslept like this,” Tac said as Keith walked out into the cold predawn air.

Keith grunted a noncommittal response. He had been tired, and it had been a very long time since he’d overslept like this. His breath steamed as he performed a few light stretches, testing his movement and responsiveness. The armor made him feel a bit slower as his stats had dropped, but overall, he felt fine.

“Morning,” Savyer said, emerging from his own tent. “Are you ready to find a secret pass?”

“Already found it,” Keith said, pointing to the far side of the mountain.

Or rather, Tac had found it by using a combination of Probability and Discerning Eye. A trail of purple stretched from where he stood, winding through the trees and leading directly to the opening in the pass that would take them into Layman’s Turf.

“Well, that’s convenient,” Savyer said, looking a bit miffed. “Makes me wonder why I bothered coming along at all.”

“How many discoveries would you have missed out on if you’d remained back in Old Saltflow?” Selena said.

“Good point,” the old elf muttered.

Keith could understand the sentiment, at least somewhat. Savyer had been helpful on a number of occasions but had mostly stood on the sidelines otherwise.

“It would have taken us a lot longer to find this space if you hadn’t come along,” Keith said. “So don’t question your usefulness. You also have information about the city we’re planning on sneaking into and the person who might be occupying it.”

Keith probably could have figured it all out on his own, but this would save him a lot of time and guesswork. There were certain aspects of this world where Bob wouldn’t be much help, and specifics of cities and secret passages were some of them.

After a quick breakfast, they broke down their camp and began their walk towards the hidden entrance, the lines of purple guiding them straight to it. It took well over an hour of hiking to reach the spot, winding between frozen trees and being forced off the ground several times due to deep snow drifts. When they finally reached the spot where the purple trail disappeared, Keith could see how well the space was hidden.

“If I didn’t know we were supposed to be looking for something, I doubt I’d have been able to find it,” Selena said, sounding impressed as Keith marked the spot.

“Let’s get digging,” Keith said, looking over the large drift of snow and ice.

He had no idea how much of it they’d have to get through before uncovering the tunnel and didn’t want to be here all day.

Selena grinned as both of her arms transformed, one elongating into a curving hook, not unlike a pick, while the other flattened into an approximation of a shovel.

“That’s handy,” Savyer said.

“Handy,” Tac snorted.

Ignoring the terrible pun, Keith removed his sword, Sylverana’s Moon Scythe shimmering oddly in the weak, dappled light of the sun filtering in through the clouds. The sword blurred out in a rapid series of cuts, slashing through the thick, frozen snow and cutting a neat six-foot block out of its side.

Stepping back, Selena moved in, slamming the pick into the center of the block and dragging back as her feet widened to give her a more solid base. With a light grinding, the block began to move, inching out slowly as the frozen snow parted at a weak point somewhere inside.

Selena stepped back, moving away as a chunk of frozen snow, ice and mud some seven feet deep slid free, the back end jagged and uneven. Keith stepped into the open space as soon as Selena cleared the block and stabbed forward, using brute force to shove the blade down. Since he had less room to swing, it took considerably more effort, but thankfully his monstrous Strength stat was more than up for the challenge.

Completing the first cut, he slashed across the top for the second, completing a third and backing out. Selena stepped into the hole, repeating her earlier motions of sticking the pick into the face of the block, then pulling back. A smaller chunk came out this time.

“There’s more mud mixed into this one,” Savyer noted as she dragged it out. “I’d say we’re getting close.”

Keith peered inside and saw the mix of mud and ice. There was no more snow from this point on, so he stepped back and allowed Selena to head inside to finish the work. There was no point in using a sword when Selena had better tools for the job.

It only took her another fifteen minutes to break through the wall of ice and mud, revealing a dark, clearly man-made tunnel behind, the lines of purple reappearing as the opening did. The moment the tunnel entrance appeared, Keith received a notification.

Quest Update: The Terror of the Frigid Seas
 

Lookie what you found – the entrance to the secret passage into Layman’s Turf. It’s no wonder you did, given how much help the lazy bums living here gave you. I mean, seriously. One guy? That’s all they could be bothered to send along for the ride? Honestly, if it were me, I’d have just left them all to die.

Anyhow, you’ve been tasked with sneaking into a heavily fortified city that may or may not contain the Terror himself. One thing you can be sure of is that there will be a whole bunch of Frost-Ridden Cursed. Since you found the tunnel, I guess you’ll be finding out soon enough, though this tunnel has been abandoned for quite some time. There’s no telling what may have found its way inside…

Difficultly: Monstrous

Current Objective: Enter the city

Current Reward: 100,000 XP, 3 pieces of Ice Ore, 1 piece of Superdense Ice Ore, Next quest in the chain

Negotiated Rewards: 10,000 large gold bricks (20% to be paid upon the retaking of Layman’s Turf), Exclusive shipping rights with Frigid Seas, 1,500 acres of prime land with no restriction, 10% take of all imports and exports, rights to bring up to 10,000 new civilians into the Frigid Seas so long as they fall under the command of Princess Laya and any of her heirs.

Note: All negotiated rewards are the responsibility of the party who promised them. Failure to comply will result in a System inquiry.

+10,000 XP

+5,000 Bonus XP

1 Piece of Ice Ore has been added to your inventory

Level up! Congratulations, you have reached level 78. You have 10 (Base 5 + 5 from Title) stat points to distribute.

Keith felt the small increase as his stats all jumped. The small bonus from his Title boosted all his Base stats by 20%. It wasn’t much, but a few additional points could go a long way, especially where his Vitality was concerned. Pulling up his status, he quickly assigned his ten free points to Agility. Both his Vitality and Endurance were now over a base of 2,500, which meant it was time to push Strength and Agility over that mark. Keith still had a ways to go where that was concerned, but thanks to his Title, every time he defeated someone, he gained 1% of their highest stat.

He also had his elixirs to help push him along if he really needed, though for now, he was happy with his progress. Selena was nearly done clearing a space large enough for them to enter, so he looked over his status, taking special note of his Discerning Eye, which had risen from Sage 4 to 5.

Status

Name: Keith the Ancient Spirit-Sage

Race: Monster-Soul

Class: Monster-Soul Hunter

Level: 78

XP: 14,930/2,428,200 (Reduced from 2,698,000)

HP: 105,580/105,580

STA: 40,730/40,730

Strength - 3,777 (Base 1,703)

Vitality - 10,558 (Boosted 1,300 + (Base 3,086 X3)

Endurance - 4,073 (Base 2,660)

Agility - 2,877 (Base 1,681)

Wisdom - 567 (Base 267)

Luck - 1,884 (Base 1,122)

Skills

Passive

Sage of War: Sage – Peak

Probability: Sage – V

Peak Health: Sage – V

Hunter of Myth: Sage – VI

Discerning Eye: Sage – V

Quick Learner: Sage – IV

Punisher: Sage – III

Judgment: Sage – II

Prodigy: Sage – I

All-Terrain Psycho: Grandmaster – IX

Prodigy: Sage – I

Spirit Crafting: Master – III

Spiritual Resistance: Master – III

Intimidation: Advanced – X

Duo: Advanced – II

Monster-Soul Scourge: Advanced – III

Massive Booster: Intermediate – X

Stacked Odds: Advanced – VII

One-Man Raid: Advanced – VIII

Extender: Advanced – II

Unconquerable Aura (Conditional): Advanced – V

Wood Carving: Intermediate – I

Peak: Novice – X

Active

Ancient’s Fury: Sage - V

Shadow Puppet: Sage - IV

Skyform: Sage - I

Heatstance: Grandmaster - VIII

Hammerrang: Grandmaster - VII

Armageddon Spear: Grandmaster - X

Speed Demon: Master - X

Stone Chucker: Master - X

Magician: Master - V

Chronosphere: Master - I

Shattering Snowflare: Master - IV

Combustive Body: Advanced - IX

Several skills were on the cusp of moving to their next tier, so he highlighted those in his mind, making sure Tac would remind him to use them where he could to push them forward. He had many Sage-level skills by now, but every additional one was another weapon in his arsenal – one that could not be taken away from him.

“Should just be another minute,” Selena called, her voice echoing slightly within the confines of their tunnel.

“Didn’t you get another reward?” Bob asked as Keith closed his status.

He nodded, reaching into his inventory and removing the chunk of ice ore. He honestly hadn’t been sure of what to expect, though the chunk of frozen blue metal the size of his head was nothing at all like what he was anticipating. Darker and lighter bands of blue flowed over its rough surface, while the ore itself radiated its own misty aura, small specks of blue floating around in the mist.

“Have you ever seen anything like this before?” Keith asked, the cold so intense that he could actually feel it against his face, which was saying something, considering both his armor and Traits.

“Not in person, no,” Bob said. “But I have heard of it. Though, if I’m being honest, I don’t think it’s supposed to look like this.”

Selena was almost finished, but Keith had enough time to pull the item’s description.

Name: Ice Ore

Used for weapons, armor, potions, items & Elixirs

Quality: Legendary+

Value: 5 small gold bricks per oz

While the ore itself was quite impressive, the notification that followed was what really stunned him.

Quest Update: In the Shadows

Holy cheese and crackers…You…You killed a freaking Spirit! No one’s ever done that before…I’m honestly at a bit of a loss here…

Well, seeing as no one’s ever made it this far, I should congratulate you on an impossible job well done! Now we’re really getting somewhere! Tenor is only one of three Spirits who were planning something nefarious, though, which means more investigating on your part. Digging into the secrets of this world isn’t for the faint of heart, but it seems that you’re committed now!

You’ve found a piece of mysterious ore that seems out of place. Maybe you should look into that a bit more…

Difficulty: World

Current Objective: Discover the identity of the other two Spirits involved (0/2)

Current Rewards: 250,000 XP, Special Skill, Next quest in the chain

Failure: Be discovered as the culprit who killed a Spirit

Penalties: Everyone in the world will try to kill you on sight

While there wasn’t a lot of new information or even any rewards, that added line of text at the bottom of the description made him rethink his entire plan going forward. Until now, he’d assumed the Terror to be some kind of monster. After all, what sort of creature had the power to resurrect the dead, cause terrifying storms, and continue to grow in power while they slowly froze an entire continent to death?

“You know, in hindsight, I feel like I should have seen this possibility,” Tac said. “You can’t win ‘em all though. My cousin Kenny once…”

Keith tuned him out as Selena stepped from the entrance of the tunnel. Her arms had transformed back to normal as she stretched them over her head. A satisfied smile showed on her lips. The smile faded somewhat, however, when she saw the look on Keith’s face.

“What is it?” she asked, suddenly wary of an attack.

“I think I may have figured out the identity of the Terror,” Keith said, immediately grabbing Savyer’s attention.

“His identity?” the old elf asked, confused. “We’ve already seen him many times. What’s there to figure out?”

“The source of his power,” Keith replied. “If I’m not mistaken, we’re dealing with an Avatar.”

Or worse.

That part he kept to himself.

There was already too much he didn’t know about Spirits, let alone the idea that there could be creatures out there even more powerful than them. He would need to keep a sharp eye out now that the quest had updated, especially seeing as he was due to receive more ice ore once they cleared the tunnel and made it into the city proper – albeit, a metal that sounded like a more potent version of the one currently clutched in his hand.

Stashing the metal in his inventory, he turned to Selena, who was still looking a bit worried.

“Let’s stay on our guards,” Keith said, his mind already spinning with possibilities as Tac began to theorize all possible explanations and see if they fit the new narrative.

Right now, the burning question in his mind was a simple one – if the Terror was indeed an Avatar or something worse, how in the world had Laya managed to hold out for as long as she had?
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The walls of the tunnel illuminated before them as they made their way inside. The smooth, earthen walls had been reinforced with a cement-like substance that was holding up remarkably well given the climate. While the inside of the tunnel was cold, it was a bit better now that they were out of the wind.

“These walls are warmer than expected,” Savyer said, running his fingers along the tunnel wall. “I’ve also never seen stone like this before. I wonder where they got the base components.”

“I’m sure you’ll all have plenty of time to figure it out once we clear the city out,” Selena said.

“Just to be clear, we’re not planning on clearing the city,” Keith said. “Our goal is to get us a foothold inside the inner wall where we can stage an attack. If the Terror is there, we’ll need to rethink our strategy. If he isn’t, we’ll need to find a safe location that’s large enough to house the forces Laya plans to bring in here.”

“That sounds like a good plan, assuming the walls are still intact,” Savyer said. “In a city as large as Layman’s Turf, there’s no telling how many of the Cursed we’ll run into.”

The tunnel curved ahead, and Keith hunched his shoulders, prepared for a fight. His armor was illuminating the darkened tunnel, but even with his excellent vision, their field was somewhat limited. On the plus side, given the tunnel’s height and width, he didn’t know of any monsters who could fit within its narrow confines.

The curving tunnel revealed nothing more than a further stretch of the same, although it was a hair more cramped than before. Where they’d been able to walk side-by-side comfortably, Selena was forced to fall back or walk with her shoulders shoved between Keith and the tunnel wall.

“This place gives me the creeps,” Bob said, shivering beneath Keith’s cloak.

“It’s an empty tunnel,” Keith said. “What could possibly be giving you the creeps?”

He didn’t say it condescendingly. If anything, he was asking a serious question. While his eyes, senses, and Tac told him everything was fine, there was proof that his Probability had some holes that could be exploited. He wouldn’t fall victim to the carelessness again of over relying on something that couldn’t catch everything.

“The fact that it’s so empty, even after all this time,” Bob said. “There’s nothing. No signs of life whatsoever. Not even bugs.”

“Huh, now that you mention it, I haven’t seen a single creepy crawly yet. I didn’t even notice,” Selena said, looking around curiously.

While they weren’t as rampant as in other places, there were still some bugs in the Frigid Seas. In a place like this, they could have expected to see at least a few. This meant that the tunnel was either sealed better than they’d realized, or there was something here that made it completely inhospitable to their kind.

“Stay sharp,” Keith said as the tunnel began to curve again, his mind going to the very sizable XP reward for making it out of the tunnel.

It implied that there would be some difficulty in reaching the city. It was an implication he didn’t overlook. When they reached the bend in the tunnel, there was nothing to be seen but more tunnel. Bob huddled closer beneath the cloak, only his eyes and nose peeking out.

“I could really go for a donut right now,” he muttered, clutching the cloak tightly around him.

Keith ignored the comment as the feeling of unease began to grow. Still, he didn’t allow himself to tense up. That wouldn’t do anyone any good. He needed to stay on guard and be prepared for a fight. It wasn’t until they were rounding the tenth or so bend that Keith began to hear something.

Stopping, he raised a finger to his lips and pointed down the tunnel, switching to mental communication.

“There’s something up ahead. Be ready for a fight.”

Selena and Savyer nodded, the former allowing one of her arms to lengthen slightly, turning into a shortened blade, while the latter removed a compact crossbow from his inventory. Keith, for his part, remained bare-handed. In tight confines like this, hand-to-hand would work best for him, especially with Field Leveler equipped over his hands.

Their approach slowed as the sounds began to grow louder. It sounded like a mix of scuffling and scratching, like something was trying to claw its way out of the tunnel but had little success. Rounding the final corner, Keith pressed his back to the tunnel and saw a lone figure standing in the center of the tunnel ahead.

“Frost-Ridden Cursed,” Keith said.

“Does that mean the Terror knows about this place?” Selena asked.

“Unlikely,” Tac said, jumping in. “If he did, this place would be swarming with them or would have been sealed off.”

Keith agreed with Tac, which meant that this one must have found their way in accidentally. Without a storm to carry it, the Cursed should be vulnerable without giving his death away to his master. Narrowing his eyes, Keith examined the creature that looked to be a frost elf.

Name: Tanty

Bonded to The Terror

Race: Frost-Ridden Cursed (Frost Elf)

Class: Ragger Clawer

Level: 66

Keith relayed the information while he made his plan of attack. There was only a single detectable opponent, but in a tunnel like this, sound would carry so he had to be quick and stealthy. Without a moment’s hesitation, he spun around the bend using Speed Demon to cover the distance between himself and the Cursed in the span of two seconds. One hand clamped over the creature’s mouth and nose from behind, dragging him back into Keith’s shoulder, while the other slammed the dagger he’d drawn into the side of the creature’s head.

War’s Invisible Claw sank into the monster’s skull with little resistance, punching through the temple and deep into the creature’s brain. Instead of it dying though, all Keith got was a damage notification. It was worrisome, given his own strength and the creature’s total health. There was a dagger currently seated in the Cursed’s brain, which should have killed it instantly.

Keith was nothing if not adaptable. The Cursed thrashed, trying to reach back to claw at him, but Keith yanked the creature off-balance, driving it to the ground. The dagger came free in a single fluid motion and stabbed down into its neck, first piercing the throat, then from the side, into where a major artery should be.

There was no visible reaction as the monster thrashed again, kicking up at his chest. Keith felt the blow impact, but ignored it, targeting the next weak point further down. The skull and throat were out, which meant the next major weak point was the heart. The blade slammed down through the Cursed’s chest, piercing easily into its heart. This time, there was a noticeable reaction. The creature’s entire body stiffened as the glowing runes covering its form shattered, vanishing into sparkling motes of light as the Frost-Ridden Cursed expired.

-28,700, Massive Critical

Tanty the Frost-Ridden Cursed dies!

+10 XP

+5 Bonus XP

It was a testament to how quickly he’d acted that Selena and Savyer only caught up with him as he was straightening from the body of the Cursed, sliding his dagger into his belt.

“I take it you’ve never fought one of the Cursed before,” Savyer said.

“Obviously,” Keith replied. “Can they only be killed by destroying the heart?”

“Some are more resilient than others,” answered Savyer. “But as a general rule, yes. The heart is the only real weak point. You can tear one of their heads clean off, but so long as the heart remains intact, they can keep fighting.”

“You said as a general rule,” Keith prompted.

“Some are strong enough to withstand multiple strikes to the heart,” Savyer said. “Though typically those who are strong enough to do so are also smart enough to protect themselves better.”

“That’s a major piece of information to withhold,” Selena said with a dangerous edge to her voice.

Savyer raised his hands.

“I’m as surprised as you are. I’d have thought someone would have told you by now, though I can clearly see that’s not the case.”

“Looks like someone’s been naughty,” Tac said.

“The question is who?” Keith said. “I don’t think Laya would purposefully keep this information from us. Fernando, too. So, in their case, I’d say this was more oversight than anything else. After all, if this is a well-known fact, it’s easy to assume everyone knows it. Still, someone like Falcon or Geesa should have thought to tell us, seeing as both have the brains and battle experience to know we wouldn’t be privy to this sort of information.”

“They could have assumed someone already told you and didn’t think to mention it,” Tac said. “Also keep in mind that we haven’t actually had to fight any of them before now.”

“Do you think everyone is innocent then?”

“Oh, not by a long shot. Someone intentionally set you up hoping you’d fail. The only question is who.”

Keith had already been of the same opinion and the quest notification proved that theory correct.

Quest Available: Someone’s Been Naughty

Looks like there’s a traitor inside the surviving members of the Frigid Seas. I’d say I was surprised but given their general laziness and unwillingness to do anything for themselves, I’m hardly shocked. So, who is the mystery traitor? If you ask me, it’s probably Geesa, though who can know for sure?

Difficulty: A

Objective: Discovery the traitor and kill them

Rewards: 25,000 XP, 4 X-Sphere Potions, 1 Epic item, Secret Communication Crystal

Keith didn’t speak of the quest out loud. The last thing he needed was to tip Savyer off to this, though if someone was likely to be a traitor, it was highly unlikely to be the old elf – mainly due to the fact that they’d only met a few days ago and he had no idea Keith existed prior.

“Let’s keep moving,” Keith said. “There could be more of them up ahead, and while I’m pretty sure I managed to keep the attack quiet, we can’t be sure we weren’t overheard.”

Selena and Savyer both nodded, keeping their weapons at the ready as they stepped over the body of the dead Cursed.
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The tunnel grew narrower over the next couple of hours. While they didn’t run into any monsters, they did run into several more of the Frost-Ridden Cursed. According to their levels – and Savyer – these were all low-level grunts. Their intelligence had been mostly worn away by time or the degeneration of their bodies. It was easy enough to see, as none of them were quite whole and were missing pieces of themselves. Many, in fact, showed signs of having been dead for quite some time before the Terror had gotten to them.

Keith still had his theory that many of these Frost-Ridden Cursed had an illness similar to that of a zombie infection or a bad fever perhaps. The system hadn’t shown any signs of a cure, and while some of them had clearly been dead or killed, he also knew that it was entirely likely that many of the Cursed had been turned while they were still alive, as one of the higher-level groups he’d come across had shown shocking intelligence and remembered their old lives.

If the Terror was an Avatar, the real question was which Spirit he served and what kind of skill was being utilized – or which series of skills or items, as it was possible that this was all accomplished through a perfect combination of the right ones.

“How long have we been in here already?” Selena asked. “This space is starting to feel a bit too cramped for my liking.”

“Keep in mind that these tunnels were built to fit frost elves,” Savyer called. “They’re likely to grow narrower still in certain areas, a defense against any enemies that might look to follow them.”

“But if this place was ruled by royal frost elves that wouldn’t make any sense,” Selena said. “Laya’s freaking huge.”

“Firstly, don’t speak of the princess that way,” Savyer snapped. “Her regality makes her perfect in every way. The height of the royals shows their superior lineage. Also, royals didn’t rule in Layman’s Turf, so there was no reason for them to build the tunnels any larger.”

Keith looked back over his shoulder at the old man. While Savyer was one of the shorter frost elves he’d met, many of them weren’t too much shorter than the average from back on Earth, where most men were between 5’8 and 5’10. Sure, they were slimmer than any humans he’d seen, but if the tunnel grew any shorter, he’d have questions.

Unfortunately, within the next half hour, Keith wasn’t doubting Savyer at all. The tunnel’s height had dropped to just under six feet, where it had been well over eight when they’d first entered. It was the width that had changed, becoming so narrow that Keith and Selena were forced to walk sideways, while Savyer’s shoulders brushed both walls.

“I take back what I said earlier,” Selena muttered. “This is much worse.”

“Makes sense how only frost elven Cursed could fit through here now,” Tac said as Keith continued sidling forward.

He wasn’t loving how narrow the space was becoming. Any narrower and he’d be forced to remove his armor, which would leave him vulnerable to attack. The only saving grace was that he couldn’t detect anything ahead, nor did he believe anything could fit in the space to attack him.

The tunnel did grow narrower farther on, forcing him to remove his armor. Selena was forced to compact her body as her chest got wedged when the tunnel narrowed.

“This is humiliating,” she growled.

“I’ll bet,” Tac snickered. “Serves her right, if you ask me. My cousin Petunia was just like that. Always getting work done to make herself look better. Shame she ended up looking like a plastic doll. Talk about ugly.”

While it wasn’t exactly the same, Selena’s proportions had been subtly altered to make herself look better. It was part of the automaton vanity that Bob spoke of, so Keith never bothered mentioning it. It didn’t impact her ability to fight, and regardless of how she chose to present herself, her False Charm skill still worked all the same.

Keith pursed his lips as he pushed onward, every step making him think the tunnel would become too tight and force them to retreat and rethink their way into the city. Claustrophobia wasn’t something he normally needed to deal with. He’d been in much tighter spots and knew he had an easy way out. Still, the human psyche wasn’t infallible, and although Keith was no longer human, he began to feel a bit on edge as they continued on in this fashion for the next two hours, the tunnel showing no signs of widening.

“Savyer seems to be having a grand old time,” Tac said. “Walking without needing to squish through. Makes me wonder if any of the ruling family were overweight.”

“Not if they wanted to survive in the face of an attack,” Keith said, now unable to so much as turn his head to look at Savyer.

His senses and Tac assured that he had a good sense of his surroundings. The one positive he could see from this was that there had been no twists and turns. The tunnel had been running straight the entire time, claustrophobic or not, and this seemed to be the final stretch.

“Hey, maybe this is why the reward is so high,” Tac said. “Squeezing through a space like this can’t be easy.”

“That, I highly doubt,” Keith replied. “Though that would be nice.”

He was still expecting the hardest to be ahead, but for the time being, he was focused on getting out of there. Gradually, ever so slowly, the tunnel soon began to ease up, and within another hour, they were able to walk without being pressed up against the walls. The first curve in the tunnel came when he and Selena were able to walk side by side once again. To their surprise, they found a door across the corridor. It was open and had clearly seen better days.

“Looks like a tunnel wasn’t the only thing they built down here,” Selena said as she took the lead, pushing the door open to reveal what looked like an old living room.

“This wasn’t on the old plans,” Savyer said, walking in behind Keith and looking around in interest. “I knew there was a tunnel, but this space looks like it was built to house several people for quite some time.”

The space was definitely large enough and had been decorated with trappings that definitely didn’t scream ‘run as fast as you can’. If anything, it seemed the original plan of whoever had ruled the space was to simply hide down here until whatever trouble was over. The tunnel was obviously a last resort. Now that he’d been through it and saw how large this space was, it made sense why there was such a long section of such a narrow tunnel.

Whoever had originally built the space had a brain, though when he really looked around, this space seemed newer than the tunnel, which likely meant that the ones who’d built this weren’t the same people who’d fashioned and built the escape tunnel.

“The walls look different,” Selena said with a frown. “Look on the far side of the room near the ceiling.”

Sure enough, when Keith looked, he could see a series of cracks. It made his theory all the more sound. This space was newer. The only question was if the old tunnel had been destroyed to make it or if it had been an add-on.

“I’m going to estimate we’re about halfway to the city, given how far we’ve come,” Savyer said, answering the unasked question. “It looks like someone decided to retrofit the old tunnel system, which means that there’s a good chance of either cave-ins or intruders.”

Keith had already figured as much, though he had no actual reference for distance between here and the city. While he’d been hoping they were near the end of their journey, it seemed they still had quite a way to go.

“Let’s break for lunch,” Keith decided. “If we don’t know what’s ahead, we may not get the chance to eat again until we’ve secured a section of the city, or even longer if things go badly.”

Bob was out from the cloak’s cover in the blink of an eye, looking at him eagerly.

“You brought back extra food back from the Alchemist Capitol, if I recall correctly,” the monkey said.

Though Keith rolled his eyes, he removed a loaf of dense rye bread, some cheese, and fruit and savory preserves. He also had some tea, though he’d need to drink it cold because they had no way of boiling water and opening the bunker would be a bad idea.

“Wow, that hits the spot,” Bob said as he popped a small piece of the creamy cheese into his mouth.

Keith had opted to make a sandwich, slicing cheese and smearing the thick, savory preserves on the bread before taking a bite. Selena watched on in envy as they ate, while Savyer marveled at the taste. He’d never had anything like it before.

The food was hearty and filling, though Keith was careful not to eat so much he couldn’t fit through another tunnel if it narrowed again. Though, given the room they were in, he didn’t think it would be likely. Once they were done with their late lunch, they headed out once more, leaving the living room and finding another tunnel. Just as expected, this one was larger, taller, and made of an inferior-quality stone that was crumbling, much like the stone in the room behind them.

To their surprise, there wasn’t a very long stretch of tunnel before they came to another door, this one in similar shape to the last. When they walked through this one, Keith could see a few beds set against the walls, though the frames were falling apart and the mattresses had long disintegrated.

“Whoever did this must have had some serious time on their hands,” Selena commented as they walked through the room and into the corridor beyond.

“Or was extremely paranoid,” Savyer said.

“If they were paranoid, they wouldn’t have compromised the integrity of the tunnel,” Keith said.

“Hey, I said paranoid, not smart,” Savyer said with a shrug.

“Fair enough,” Keith replied.

They walked through several more rooms, including a kitchen, another recreational space, and more bedrooms, then came across something truly interesting.

“A vault!” Selena exclaimed when they entered the next room, immediately seeing the massive metal door set into the stone.

Keith’s eyes, rather than fixing on the vault, immediately locked onto the glowing script that had formed in the air at the back end of the room as soon as they’d entered.

“It looks like whoever put that down here also put something here to guard it,” Keith said, drawing his hammers.

There was plenty of room to move around in there. The vault room had a ceiling over 15 feet tall and the entire space was a good sixty by sixty feet, give or take a few. The floor and walls were also made of tougher stuff, as were the doors. While the door leading in was open, it was still in great shape. The door opposite them looked to have been bolted shut, which made Keith wonder how any Cursed had gotten in here in the first place.

He didn’t have much time to think about it as the scripts flared out wide, leaving twin tears in space out to a plane of rippling fire and ash, through which stepped two humanoid creatures resembling living wood which had caught fire. Their bodies were somehow both polished and rough. Their eyes glowed, and they had jagged mouths and spindly arms and legs.

Appearance aside, their statuses told an entirely different story. They were intimidating, but they weren’t really all that strong.

Name: Other-Planar Flaming Golem

Level: 45

HP: 4,000/4,000

“Take them out, Selena,” Keith said, deciding to play it safe just in case.

He’d been surprised by the Cursed the first time he’d attacked them. He wasn’t about to fall for another trick, especially when Selena could take a hit – even die – and be completely fine.

Selena didn’t hesitate, her legs transforming as she shot forward. Her body was but a silver blur as she blasted between the creatures, her arms turning to long blades as she did. The blades tore cleanly through the creatures, both their HPs dropping to zero in an instant as they fell to the ground with twin thuds, their bodies consumed by the fires.

“Well, that was easy,” Savyer said, earning him a glare from both Bob and Selena.

As soon as Selena opened her mouth to yell at him, another pair of the flaming creatures stepped through the twin tears in space. Only this time, they were different. Their arms and legs were stouter, their eyes glowed brighter, and their flames flared hotter.

Name: Other-Planar Flaming Golem

Level: 52

HP: 5,000/5,000

“Well, that’s not good,” Savyer said as he raised his crossbow.

“Selena, keep them busy but don’t kill them,” Keith ordered as he moved towards the vault. “We don’t need anything stronger coming through.”

He had no idea if and when those spatial tears would close. There was a chance they wouldn’t until everyone was dead. If that was the case, then their best bet was to open the vault, clean it out if there was indeed anything inside, and then bust out of there, trapping these creatures inside the room.

Barring that, they’d at least have something to throw into the city when they finally reached the end of the tunnel.
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Keith’s ear was pressed to the door, his hand slowly working the dial as he listened to the clicks through the thick metal door. After Bob had confirmed it wasn’t Soulbound and could be opened, it took him all of three seconds to decide which would be the best approach. Seeing as they were still underground, he’d decided against excessive force, especially since the tunnels they were now in weren’t really built the best.

Behind him, he heard a loud crash as Selena sent one of the creatures careening into the door, flames blasting across the walls and scorching them as its health dropped by half. It screeched, the sound like nails on a chalkboard combined with a raging forest fire as it extended a hand, unleashing a blast of condensed fire that roared across the room.

Selena slapped the second creature on the shoulder, throwing it into the path of the flames, even as she vaulted nimbly over its head, avoiding the attack and sticking a perfect landing as the second flaming golem was thrown back through the portal under the force of the fire blast.

Keith pursed his lips as he was forced to start over again, the monster’s screech having broken his concentration.

“It’s three to the right on triangle, four to the left on circle, and seven to the right on decagram,” Tac said, having memorized the code so far.

Unlike a regular numerical dial, there were a series of shapes worked into the metal and to work each of the tumblers, not only did the right series of shapes need to be entered, but the correct number of turns needed to be entered, otherwise everything would slip and relock.

Additionally, according to Bob, he believed this was a locking mechanism made by a Grandmaster and it likely had a failsafe built into it in the event of too many wrong guesses.

“Any luck?” Savyer asked, looking back at Keith momentarily as Selena toyed with the flaming golem still outside the portal.

“Working on it,” Keith said, his eyes flicking back as a flaming golem stepped through the portal where it had been blasted through.

Unfortunately, it looked like throwing them back had the safe effect as killing them, as this flaming golem’s body was even more robust and covered in yellow flames. The first had been covered in red, while the one Selena was fighting was covered in orange flames. By now, it was easy to spot the pattern, which meant that there would likely be two more sets of these golems, should the yellow flame ones be defeated.

Name: Other-Planar Flaming Golem

Level: 60

HP: 9,500/9,500

The problem was that the jumps in power were inconsistent. There was no way of knowing how powerful the last golems would be.

“Tac, send Selena the working theory on the golems,” Keith said. “Tell her to try and keep them alive as long as she can.”

“10-4, bro,” Tac said as Keith returned his attention to the vault door.

He’d already moved through the first three and was currently on the fourth. His hearing was vastly improved compared to what it had been when he’d first entered this world as a human. His Monster-Soul race had many improvements and enhanced physical senses were only the tip of the iceberg.

The tumblers clicked slowly as he heard the fourth finally fall into place, taking note of the symbol and number of clicks. Even as he began turning the other way, the orange-flamed golem expired, exploding in a shower of sparks and wood as Selena hit it a bit too hard.

“Oops,” she said, looking sheepish before being forced to dodge as the yellow-flame golem lunged at her, its blazing fist sweeping past her hair as she slid beneath the massive punch.

A second yellow-flamed golem stepped through, its hand extended as it blasted her with a concentrated beam of yellow fire. Selena took the blow on a small shield that formed on her left forearm, the force of the blast driving her back. The second yellow-flame golem struck from the side, its massive foot connecting with her ribs and hurling her across the room.

She spun, landing feet-first on the wall, then hurled herself back at the golem, tearing through it like wet tissue paper. Judging by how hard she hit the creature, Keith would have bet a lot of money that she was using both her Brawling and Blades skills, though she shouldn’t have been, given that she was trying to draw the fight out.

If the final golems proved too strong, he would need to leave to help, and given that he didn’t know how many attempts could be made, it wasn’t an ideal situation.

Selena landed, spinning in place and wincing as she realized what she’d done. There was no time for apologies this time, as the other yellow-flame golem stayed on her, blasting her with fire from across the room, even as another golem stepped from the tear.

This one was noticeably taller and bulkier. It rippled with white flames, the natural progression in heat. The air warped around its body as its glowing eyes locked on Selena and its right arm raised to attack.

Name: Other-Planar Flaming Golem

Level: 68

HP: 17,800/17,800

Keith grimaced when the monster attacked, sending a beam of pure white tearing across the room. It was more flash than anything, the blast ripping across the intervening space in the blink of an eye. Selena, who’d just kicked the second yellow-flamed away, leaped back, though even with her incredible speed she wasn’t quite fast enough to dodge.

The yellow-flamed came rocketing in as Selena’s body spun around, a smoldering patch appearing on her shoulder where the blow had clipped her. Even from where he was working on the door, Keith could feel her pain. At level 68, the monster was only three levels below her own. While they had been working on her stats, they still weren’t quite up to snuff.

Selena twisted her body unnaturally, avoiding the clawing slash from the golem, even as the white-flamed fired the same attack again, apparently content to remain where it was. The blast shot across the room again, hitting Selena’s leg as she tried to keep away from the slashing attacks of the yellow-flamed.

They didn’t hurt her nearly as much, but they were a distraction – enough so that she staggered when the second blast hit her. The white-flamed golem wasn’t done and a third attack was already on the way. Selena leaped into the air, avoiding the third attack. It streaked across the room, smashing into the metal door and not leaving so much as a single mark in its wake. This was surprising, given that the previous golems had managed to damage the walls.

Keith, in the meantime, was still working on the safe, having cracked the sixth tumbler and working his way to the seventh. He paused as the white-flame golem lifted its other arm, the one it had kept inert by its side as Tac yelled a warning.

“Oh, that’s not good.”

“Selena, dodge!” Keith yelled, but that was all he managed to get out as the beam of white-hot fire blasted from the golem’s other hand, swallowing a full quarter of the room with its intense heat and causing him to lose sight of her.

For a moment, Keith couldn’t see anything. He only felt the waves of heat that washed over him as the powerful blast tore through the room. Savyer had staggered back, a sheen of sweat springing up all along his body, his eyes wide as he watched the monster’s display.

When the white light faded, it was to show Selena standing unharmed in the center of a scorched storm. The floor was glowing a dull, cherry red, but that didn’t seem to be bothering her. The reason was immediately obvious as a misty white light cloaked her body. She’d finally decided to use Mist Breath, which had turned her intangible right as the attack had hit.

If missing her discouraged the golem, it didn’t show, as the monster simply raised its other hand a fired a concentrated blast, similar to the first three. It tore straight through Selena, doing nothing at all, even as the yellow-flame golem slashed at her ribs. The creature was unharmed, despite having been swallowed in the massive attack but, like the white-fire golem, its attack did nothing at all.

Selena’s body shifted, heavier plates forming across her chest, stomach, and legs as they split into the six spiderlike legs she liked to use sometimes. Keith found it to be a bit creepy, but in a room like this, they would allow Selena to use every surface to her advantage. Flying wouldn’t do much for her in this space, so utilizing every available surface was likely the right move. Additionally, it wouldn’t slow her down in the slightest. If anything, it would make her faster and harder to hit, though judging by that massive blast that had come from the white-flamed golem, some attacks would be quite difficult to dodge without the help of a skill.

Instead of firing on her again, the white-flamed golem closed the distance, leaving flaming footprints in its wake.

Grimacing, Keith turned back to the safe, noting that his warning had cost him. The locking sequence had been reset, and when he pressed his ear to the safe this time, he could hear a gentle ticking.

“Probably an auto-lock sequence,” Bob said. “Meaning that if you don’t input the correct combination before your time runs out, it’ll probably lock itself for good.”

“How much time do we have?” Keith asked, pursing his lips and starting from the beginning.

“About five minutes, give or take,” Bob replied. “At least, that would be the standard for auto-locks on safes like this.”

Sometimes it was nice to have such specific and detailed information on something he would otherwise have no basis or reference for. While he didn’t have a wealth of experience cracking safes, he’d dealt with many that weren’t quite this forgiving. Most safes back on Earth wouldn’t give you the courtesy of trying so many times – at least, not the ones this big.

“I’ll give you a sixty-second warning, bro,” Tac said. “You know what this reminds me of?”

Keith, tuning out Tac’s chattering and the battle happening behind him. He continued to work, moving through the sequence he knew smoothly and quickly, before being forced to slow down again. According to Bob, standard Grandmaster locks had a sequence between ten and twelve, so even in the worst case, he was more than halfway there. If he didn’t get distracted again, he was confident he could make it in time. He didn’t want to think about what would happen and would be lost if he didn’t manage to do it.

The tumblers turning were thankfully louder than the ticking as Keith worked through the eighth sequence, and while he was halfway distracted as Selena tore the second yellow-flamed golem apart, he didn’t allow that to pull his attention for too long.

Selena was handling them just fine and Savyer was watching his back just in case one of them decided to change targets.

With two white-flame golems to handle, Selena was a bit more hard-pressed to stay on the defensive. Even attacking was difficult, as the two timed their shots, the first having backed out of melee once Selena became tangible again.

They had two ranged attacks that she’d seen. One was a faster, less powerful blast, while the other could swallow a sizable chunk of the room and was far more potent. Selena had two options. She could keep leaning into her skills that were gradually draining her stamina, which didn’t regenerate until she hit 25% and recovered slowly at that, or she could try killing these two and deal with the final monsters that came through.

The problem was that she didn’t know how strong they’d be, or if Keith’s theory would hold. As she was forced to sacrifice another 275 stamina to use Mist Breath though, Selena decided that a battle of attrition was not going to be the best choice. Keith had told her to use her best judgment, and right now, her instincts were telling her to kill these things and deal with whatever followed.

With that in mind, she still had to come up with a way to kill them, as they weren’t exactly making it easy for her to land a solid attack. Since they weren’t going to let her close the normal way, it looked like she was going to have to lean into one of her skills to get the job done. A third tear opened in space right behind her and Selena allowed the blast to slam into her chest, where the armor was thickest, throwing her back through the open portal.

She reappeared behind the white-fire golem that had used the attack, triggering her Magnetic Hole the instant she did. Crackling purple light blasted out of her body, tearing into the flaming golem and ripping a sizable chunk off its health. She slammed bodily into it, even as the attack was happening, driving them both to the ground.

She was faster to recover and ignored the blast of white-hot fire shot by the second golem as her arms turned to blurs, fists transformed into shortened daggers as she drove them into the white-fire golem’s face. It expired just before the powerful blast swallowed the room, washing over her in a blinding wave. She triggered Mist Breath an instant before and the attack tore through her like she wasn’t there.

Standing, Selena ran straight through the raging flames at the monster, covering the distance in under three seconds. She pivoted around, exiting the stream of blazing heat, and cancelled the skill. Mist Breath allowed for up to twelve seconds of intangibility, but she could become tangible at any time if she so chose.

Her fist cracked into the monster’s flaming head, knocking it off its feet. Pouncing on her downed prey, she made short work of the creature. Its health depleted in a matter of seconds. Selena knew she wouldn’t be getting a break and was already on her feet and waiting as the last pair of golems stepped through, blue flames rippling across their forms and their eyes gleaming with malice.
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Keith turned his head minimally as he cracked the tenth number, the tumbler clicking into place. The vault didn’t open, and he grimaced as he continued working on cracking it. He’d suspected that he wouldn’t be so lucky, but with his Luck stat as high as it was, he’d been hoping.

The reason he paused was that Selena had apparently decided her best way forward was to kill the remaining golems and just get it over with. Though Keith wasn’t sure how he would have handled it if he were in her place, he was going to allow Selena to make her own choices here. It was her job to keep them occupied. However she did so, as long as she was successful, it wouldn’t bother him.

“You know, I’m starting to wonder what kind of nutjobs set this space up in the first place,” Tac said as the two blue-flamed golems stepped through the twin tears in space and into the room.

As soon as they did, the runes covering the floor shimmered and died, the tears in space vanishing completely and signaling that Keith’s theory had been correct. The golems would keep coming until they reached the peak of heat at blue. While he had heard some theories that fires could get even hotter, he’d never seen it. After discussing it, he and Tac had both concluded that the blue-flames would be the most powerful.

They certainly looked the part. They were slimmer and more compact than any of the other golems. It made them appear almost human – if not for the rough, coal-black skin shrouded in rippling blue flames, the burning eyes, jagged mouths, or crowns of horns encircling their heads.

Name: Other-Planar Flaming Golem

Level: 75

HP: 50,000/50,000

They were definitely on a difficulty curve, but Keith needed to keep concentrating on the vault door. He didn’t want it locking on him after all the work he’d put in.

The first of the golems rocketed towards Selena without so much as a warning, blue flames tearing around its body as it threw a punch at her face. She dodged back and to the side, right into the path of a flaming blue lance so potent it seemed almost solid. It punched straight through her, seeming to completely ignore her armor and shaving off a full quarter of her health.

Selena gritted her teeth as her legs changed, turning back on themselves as her arms turned to blades. The first golem remained on the attack, pressing its perceived speed advantage, while the second remained at range, throwing its flaming lances directly into her path.

She used Mist Breath as another came at her, but unlike with the others, this attack still hurt her. Keith heard the grunt of pain and surprise as the burning lance soared straight through her, some of the flames sticking to her intangible body and burning away her health. Worse, the pause had allowed the other one to land a solid hit, its blazing leg sweeping around in a whipping motion that sank halfway through her body before seeming to catch on something and tossing her across the room.

The walls must have been enchanted or something, because instead of phasing through, she crashed into it at full force, her eyes bulging at the impact. Two more flaming lances streaked up, sinking into her as she impacted and ripping off more of her health.

“I don’t know how much longer she’s gonna last, bro,” Tac said. “She’s tough, but these two are higher-leveled and are working together like a well-oiled machine. I’m seeing some openings, but I don’t know if she’s fast enough to take them.”

“Savyer, help her,” Keith said as he turned the dial for the fifteenth time, keenly aware of his ticking clock.

The elf jumped in without hesitation, raising his compact crossbow and firing at the nearest of the golems. Since their attention was focused solely on Selena, neither of them saw it coming. The small bolt glowed a shimmering blue as it flashed from the crossbow, streaking across the intervening distance and slamming into the blue-flame golem’s head.

Keith had been wondering about the crossbow, but when the bolt struck, his opinion of both the elf and weapon increased by several notches. There was an instant where the bolt struck and nothing happened, then there was an explosion of icy wind and a visible shockwave as the golem was ripped off its feet. Its health plummeted by over 80% as it flipped end over end, crashing into the far wall, blue fire blasting in all directions.

The second golem turned to face the new threat, which was a mistake. Selena dropped from above, Whitefire exploding around her as she triggered the skill and throwing the monster off its guard. Savyer was loading another bolt as the other golem leaped back to its feet, apparently having recovered already.

No lances came this time, but twin balls of flaming death were hurled at the elf, who rolled nimbly out of the way as they splashed onto the cold stone floor. What was troubling was that they remained where they were, the threat still active, even as the golem charged.

There was a click as the eleventh tumbler locked into place and Keith felt like shouting in frustration when it didn’t open.

“Sixty second warning, bro,” Tac said as Keith pressed his ear back to the door for what he hoped was the last time.

Slowing his breathing, Keith began working on the lock, turning the tumblers slowly and trying to ignore the battle behind him. While the initial strike from Savyer’s weapon had done a lot of damage, any follow-up was being stymied by the relentless attack from the golem he’d struck. Though Selena was now able to focus on just a single opponent, she was still having a hard time of it.

Her health was under 40% and she’d taken a few hits that were slowing her down enough to make the fight a real challenge. It was strange to see her be damage by fire and heat, despite her Traits shielding her from both. Then again, the system labeled these creatures as ‘other-planar’ which implied they weren’t from this world. If that was the case, there was the question of where they’d come from in the first place.

“Thirty seconds left,” Tac said as Keith turned the locking mechanism, trying to remain steady.

Working under pressure was an art form that he had mastered long ago, but this was pushing it. There were two raging battles happening just feet away, while he raced a timer to open a vault door. He could feel his heart starting to pound ever so slightly and his frustration starting to mount.

“Twenty sec⸺ Look out!”

Keith flashed out of the way, an instant before a lance of burning blue slammed into the safe door. Even as he whirled, he could see the lance had shoved the locking mechanism in the wrong direction, resetting all the locks. Worse, as the loud clang of the permanently sealing vault door echoed, another symbol flashed before the door and another tear ripped the world apart.

A third golem stepped through, this one well over ten feet tall and covered in thick muscle, its body wreathed in black and purple flames. It had a spiked crown, similar to that of the blue-flame golems, but this one was more pronounced, marking it as special. Examining the creature, Keith saw an immediate difference.

Name: Other-Planar Nova Golem

Level: 85

HP: 750,000/750,000

His hammer, rejoined to one, crashed into the towering monster, launching it back into the safe door and shaving 20,000 points off its total health. Powerhouse or not, Keith didn’t care. These golems had made things a lot harder for him and he was going to make them pay.

***

Savyer had lived a long time, far longer than even the princess knew. He’d been alive when the frosts had come. The elf had experienced a time when the Frigid Seas were still paradise and had spent the majority of his life searching for a way to defeat the terror that had ruined his home. Their best hope had always been the princess, but as time went on, it became clearer to him that she wouldn’t be able to triumph on her own. That realization was what had led him to take up the mantle of explorer, to see if he could pull together some vestiges of the Frigid Seas’ old might and bring it to bear against the monster who’d destroyed his homeland.

Unfortunately, he hadn’t been successful, and now, with much of his life behind him, he’d been ready to give up. His hope had been reignited when the princess had told him about the foreigner brought to their lands to help them.

His pride had rebelled against the idea at first, so much so that he’d almost been unwilling to work with them. The woman had seemed fine, but Keith was another story entirely.

Savyer hadn’t liked him from the instant he saw him, but not in the way Geesa clearly despised him. Savyer hadn’t liked the aura the man gave off. Keith felt dangerous in a way that the elf couldn’t describe. It was a sixth sense which he had honed over many years. Keith felt oppressive, like just standing next to the man was squeezing the air from his lungs, making it difficult to breathe.

Savyer had treated the man with scorn and distain, trying to assure Keith kept his distance. His reckless driving and battle hunger was something the elf would typically associate with youthful ignorance, but the longer he’d spent with the two of them, the more he began to suspect that Keith was far older than his appearance might suggest. His theory had been forcefully hammered home when the man had casually destroyed a Legendary Monster, sustaining barely any injury in the process.

But that wasn’t all Keith had, not by a long shot.

He was smart – frighteningly so – and adapted with a smoothness that spoke of decades on the battlefield, if not longer. Every threat they’d come across had been neutralized. Every creature was slain. Even when Keith had discovered the Cursed couldn’t die by being stabbed in the head – which was a worrying development – the man had reacted so quickly that the creature was dead before Savyer and Selena had even managed to reach him.

He’d been wracking his brain ever since then, trying to figure out how Keith could possibly have not known. Someone with his intelligence wouldn’t allow for such a massive oversight, unless someone purposefully withheld that information from him, which would imply that there was a traitor in Laya’s camp.

Savyer had had plenty of thinking time while inching through the tunnel, a feat that he found singularly impressive where Keith was concerned. The confines were extremely tight, yet the man didn’t hesitate to push onward, which was more than could be said for most people.

Over the time they’d spent together, Savyer had begun to respect the man as much as he feared him. The oppressive aura was still there, but now that he understood the man a bit better, he knew that Keith wasn’t the type to lash out for no reason simply because he was angry.

In fact, come to think of it, he hadn’t seen the man grow angry yet. That was, until Savyer had failed to realize which way the golem’s attack had been aimed before dodging. Throwing a look over his shoulder, he was just in time to see Keith’s body seem to vanish as he dodged out of the way and the burning lance slam into the lock.

Judging by the dark look in Keith’s eyes, Savyer was fairly certain he knew what had just happened. He didn’t have much time to keep watching, as the flaming golem came at him again. The creature took two steps, then froze and dropped to one knee. Savyer, taken aback, looked over to Selena, whose opponent was doing the same.

Looking over his shoulder, Savyer felt a pit in his stomach as a hulking monstrosity of purple and black fire stepped through another tear in space. His senses might not have been developed to their highest potential, but his Examination skill still showed him the monster’s level and total health. It made the blue-flame golems look like children.

The elf was still staring at it when Keith’s hammer crashed into its chest, hurling it against the safe wall with a clang that rang through the entire room.

Savyer whirled as he felt the temperature spike. He saw his opponent rising, its body now wreathed not only in blue fire, but also flickers of purple. Before he could begin to sweat in earnest, Keith appeared between him and the monster. Blue and purple fire blasted into the man’s chest in a concentrated stream that would have punched a hole straight through Savyer if it had hit him like that.

Keith, however, simply walked through it, reaching the golem in under a handful of seconds. He stopped at the center of the inferno, drew a single arm back, and punched the golem into oblivion. The blow cracked the air as the monster’s body was blown to smithereens, chunks of flaming wood raining around the room as Keith turned his own burning eyes on the other golem, who currently had Selena pinned.

Savyer blinked and Keith’s arm was somehow protruding from the golem’s chest, having torn through it from behind. His other hand grabbed the flaming golem, and with a single heave, Keith ripped it in half. Just like that, the two golems that had given them both so much trouble were dead. He had killed both in an instant, and Savyer felt a shiver of cold fear run down his spine when Keith turned in the direction of the hulking purple and black golem.

The fear wasn’t caused by the golem – it was due to the look in Keith’s eyes and the massive increase of the oppressive aura. The air was so dense he was having a hard time breathing.

The hulking nova golem raised its hands over its head, a massive ball of burning black and purple forming in an instant.

“You just made a big mistake,” Keith said, his voice deathly calm as the hammer slapped back into his hand.

This, more than anything, made Savyer positively sure that no matter what happened here, the golem was going to regret having come through that portal.

Keith crooked his neck to one side, his eyes seeming to shine brighter as the massive fireball continued to grow larger, condensing down several times and increasing its destructive capabilities.

“You made me waste my time,” Keith said, tucking the hammer into his belt and clenching his fists.

Glowing spikes began to grow from the rings he wore over his knuckles. A power unlike anything Savyer had ever felt before began to fill the air.

The golem roared as it extended its arms, the massive fireball compressing to a single point before it blasted towards Keith’s still form. The oxygen was vaporized by the intense heat, which seared Savyer’s lungs as the flaming wall of death dropped on all of them. His eyes widened when he saw that Keith didn’t so much as move. An instant before the attack struck, it seemed to hit some kind of barrier, the entire beam refracting off an invisible surface, bouncing off several invisible walls and reversing to slam into the hulking golem.

Its body was hurled back into the vault door with such force that the entire room seemed to groan. Savyer was on his knees, clutching his throat, as new air began to filter into the room from the open door behind him. Despite the pain, his gaze was still locked on Keith, who was looking at the level 85 monster with three-quarters of a million HP with distain.

“Is that really the best you’ve got? How about I show you what a real attack looks like?”

With a crack, Keith’s body vanished, the floor where he’d stood indented from the force with which he’d launched himself. His fist, clad in the strange spiked rings, slammed into the golem center mass. Savyer hadn’t been sure what to expect, but the one thing he hadn’t been, was the entire vault door folding under the force of the attack. It was like some cosmic fist had crumpled a piece of paper as the three-foot thick door was obliterated in a single attack.

Savyer was so busy gawking open-mouthed at one of the most impressive feats he’d ever borne witness to that he barely noticed the cavern collapsing around them. He was snapped back into reality when Selena scooped him off his feet, running for all she was worth towards the opening.

Massive chunks of stone rained around them, shattering against the floor and sending shrapnel flying in all directions. Savyer wasn’t so proud that he didn’t cling just a bit tighter to Selena as she vaulted over a fallen piece of debris, dropping to her back as she slid beneath a massive chunk of stone. The two of them cleared the vault entrance an instant before the cave was completely obliterated, burying them inside the safe.
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“Dude?!” Tac exclaimed as the inside of the safe was plunged into darkness.

“Okay. Maybe I overdid it,” Keith admitted.

“Maybe? Maybe?! Bro, maybe is for times when you might be willing to sneak a peak into your hot step-aunt’s room while she’s getting ready for a shower. This? This is not a ‘maybe’ situation!”

“I’m no expert on this this, but I in no way believe that your example of ‘maybe’ should be applied in that very specific situation,” Bob replied. “Also, holy friggin’ cheese and crackers! What was that?”

A soft illumination filled the interior space as Keith’s armor finally kicked in. He had no idea what could have caused the delay, but by its soft glow, he could see Selena and Savyer slowly getting to their feet, the pair having barely managed to get into the vault before the cave-in had happened.

Both were pretty banged up and by the looks of it, Savyer had only managed to make it thanks to Selena’s quick actions. In the end, everyone was still alive, and they had made it into the safe, even if he’d lost his cool a bit and perhaps overdone it with that last attack. Though, in all fairness, Keith hadn’t expected that using all of his damage and strength-boosting items while triggering the once-weekly effect of Field Leveler would inflict this level of damage.

“In my defense, I did try to pick the lock,” Keith said, pulling an illuminator from his inventory and tossing it into the air.

The illuminator stuck, revealing the contents of the vault’s interior and showing that it was quite a bit larger than Keith had thought it would be. The floor, walls, and ceiling were all made of the same dense metal. The now-crumpled door sat a good hundred feet into the vault. The body of the nova golem was still present but very much dead, which put it in a different category from the rest of the creatures, who’d all disintegrated when they’d been killed.

“I’m fine, thank you for asking,” Selena groaned, untangling herself from Savyer and getting to her feet.

“You look like you’ve seen better days,” Keith commented as she limped over, her silent glare demanding he heal her.

After having nearly squished both her and the elf, Keith decided that he probably owed her at least that much. Though, in his defense, if they’d done their part, this never would have happened. As Keith restored her lost health and stamina, he examined the entrance. A massive pile of rubble completely sealed it off, meaning that there would be no escape through their previous planned path.

“Are you alive?” Keith asked, even though he could clearly see that the old elf was.

“I’ve been better,” Savyer said, getting shakily to his feet, looking between Keith and the collapsed entrance with a touch of fear in his eyes. “But I’ve also been considerably worse, so it’s not all bad.”

“Good to hear,” Keith said, removing his hand from Selena’s stomach and turning to examine the interior of the vault once again.

The illuminator had caught the glitter of gold when he’d first tossed it in the air, but once he added a second and a third, the interior of the spacious vault was revealed in its full glory.

“You know what? I take it back,” Tac said. “Go ahead and peek at my hot step-aunt. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.”

Keith ignored Tac and stepped off the small pile of rubble, his footsteps echoing off the walls of the vault. Lining the walls were shelves upon shelves of stacked large gold bars. Small bars lay in neat piles on the floor, while stacks of silver and bronze coins were littered throughout the room.

That wasn’t all. There were also large piles of various types of ore, ranging from iron and nickel in large quantities, and much rarer metals, such as orichalcum and even mithril in smaller quantities. As Keith walked, he saw a few more items that caught his eye. He was followed by a gawking Savyer and Selena, who was looking at all the metal with obvious interest.

He went over to the aforementioned items of interest and saw crates of glass vials. Moving closer, Keith pulled one of the dusty wooden boxes that was in fairly good shape from an alcove. Inside, he saw vials of green, carefully packed in straw. There were at least 30 in the one box he was examining. Pulling one out, he could see that the quality was quite a bit higher than expected.

Name: High Potion of Health Regeneration

Quality: Epic

Effects: Restores 1,750 HP over 60 seconds when drunk. HP regeneration increased by 50% for 1 hour after drinking

Value: No less than 3 small gold bars

“How is everything in such good condition?” Selena asked as she felt at one of the crates.

“This vault must be airtight,” Keith said. “Decomposition of organic matter, like wood, can only happen in an environment where there’s oxygen. If there’s no air, the microscopic creatures that cause things to rot can’t live.”

“Microscopic?” Savyer repeated quizzically, having never heard the word before.

“Creatures so small they cannot be seen with the naked eye,” Keith said.

He paused for a moment to think that over. If his skills and sight were so good, why couldn’t he see into microscopic planes?

“You can, you just don’t want to,” Tac said. “Trust me, bro, it’s super creepy.”

Seeing as it made no actual difference to what he was doing, Keith simply shrugged and moved on. The absence of oxygen was a bit troubling, as it meant that they were slowly running out their air supply, which meant he needed to find a way out of here.

“Would there be a back way out of a space like this, Bob?” Keith asked as he made his way to the rear of the vault and found a barrel filled with weapons, as well as several racks of swords, spears, longbows, and axes.

None were higher quality than Epic, which to him wasn’t much by this point in his hunting career. Still, weapons of Rare quality were still quite good, which was what the majority of the ones he could see were. This vault was a treasure trove of goods, likely sealed down here before the start of the war or once it had begun to ensure that their wealth would survive even if they didn’t.

It was a bit foolish of a notion when Keith really thought about it. If everyone was dead, who cared about money? Still, for his purposes, he was glad they’d done so.

“If I had to guess, I’d say there probably is. No Grandmaster worth their salt would create a safe they could be locked into, especially an airtight one. It might just take a bit of searching.”

“Selena, Savyer, start combing the space for an exit while I go check out that golem’s corpse. Once you find it, I want you to start loading everything into your inventories. We can take full stock once we’re somewhere safe.”

“Wait, you want us to take everything out?” Savyer asked, blanching. “Wouldn’t it be safer down here?”

“Where there might be another potential cave-in with no way to reach it?” Keith asked.

“You could reach it,” Selena pointed out.

“Do you want to leave these sorts of riches where only I can reach them?”

“Good point,” Savyer said. “This is just going to take us some time.”

“As soon as we find the way out of here and let some air in, we can take our time,” Keith replied. “I’d prefer it if we could wrap this all up by the end of the day though.”

Selena took another look around the vault packed with goods and shook her head. Though she didn’t say anything, Keith could tell what she thought of his timeline.

After approaching the dead monster, Keith had to pry back some of the metal door to get a good grip on its body.

“Where do you think this creature came from?” he asked his monkey guide, placing his hand on the monster’s ruined chest and looting it.

You have successfully looted the Other-Planar Nova Golem.

15 Nova-Burst Spikes, 11 Nova-Flame Nails, 2 Violetflame Beads & 1 Nova Gem Heart have been added to your inventory.

The creature’s body began to fall apart, showing there was no Essence to be had. Despite that, gaining a bunch of items from this creature was a nice bonus, especially considering that he had no idea if the back way out of the vault would still lead to the city.

“To be honest, it could have come from anywhere,” Bob said, scratching his chin. “Other-planar beings, while not common, do exist in some sense in this world. We just haven’t really come across any because the Summoner class doesn’t really have much appeal.”

“Summoner?” Keith prompted.

“A class involving the summoning of creatures to do your bidding,” Bob replied.

“That sounds pretty useful to me,” Keith said.

“It is, until people realized that using scrolls to summon actual monsters were far more effective, while still giving the option to pursue a different class. Summoners might be able to bring forth all types of other-planar creatures, but the summoners themselves were pitifully weak. Without their creatures, they basically had no fighting or defensive skills, so anyone with a powerful spatial-locking skill could render them effectively useless,” Bob replied.

“As fascinating as I’m sure your conversation is, we could use some help looking for our way out. Someone with Sage-ranked sensory skills might be useful in a situation like this,” Selena called out.

“Someone’s getting a bit snippy,” Tac said.

“She’s feeling guilty that she wasn’t able to hold the golems on her own,” Keith explained. “Just leave her be.”

Keith came over to join the search. Surprisingly, it took them well over half an hour to find the hidden exit, having to pull massive piles of gold into their inventories before finally finding it.

The strangest part of it all was that the exit wasn’t on a single flat surface, but rather built into a random area of the vault on the bend between the wall and floor.

“Whoever built this space really knew what they were doing,” Bob said when they finally uncovered it.

Thankfully, this door was much easier to open. All it required was for both of the catches to be released at the same time. With a light hiss, the section of the wall and floor came away, swinging upward on previously hidden hinges and revealing a dark stone staircase. The air in the vault had been growing stale over the past couple of minutes, and the opening of the door let in a small waft of cool air.

“Looks like we’ve got an out at least,” Savyer said, sounding a bit relieved.

Technically, even if there hadn’t been a door, there would have been a way out. Keith still had his Heart Between Worlds, but he understood the sentiment. After the cave-in, there would have been no other way into the city. He still didn’t know where this new path would lead but was hoping it would be into Layman’s Turf.

Seeing as his quest hadn’t updated after the cave-in, Keith was hopeful that things might still work out. In the meantime, they had a lot of currency and other items to gather and store, so, without any further breaks, the three of them set to emptying the vault of all its valuables. There were a few more surprises over the next few hours. Selena found a small metal box filled with glittering gemstones, a small forge and anvil, and a couple of weapons blueprints she’d never seen before.

Savyer found a few interesting items as well, such as a single smelt brick of a metal Keith had never seen before, but the system identified as Tropical Orichalcum. Bob explained that this single brick was likely the last of this metal’s kind, as metals like orichalcum were extremely sensitive to changes in temperature and climate, though it did take special conditions to actually change the metal itself.

Savyer also found several tubes featuring architectural plans for Layman’s Turf, showing detailed schematics of the larger buildings, wall structure, sewer entrances, and exits.

Keith, for his part, only found a single interesting item packed into the very back of one of the gold-filled shelves. There was a small leather case that looked unassuming at first, but when he opened it, he found a single glass vial. It wasn’t filled with liquid and instead had a single speck of something floating at its center. It was silver, with hues of blue and green showing as he turned it in the light of his armor.

He examined it and learned that it was a Fallen Star Fragment. It carried a Mythical quality rating and had uses for every type of weapon, armor, item, potion, or Elixir. While Keith was tempted to simply take it, he decided that honesty would still be the best policy when it came to Laya.

The entire vault took a long time to clear. So long, in fact, that by the time they were done, Savyer was too tired to so much as eat supper and went straight to sleep. They’d decided to camp in the vault for the night, seeing as it was relatively safe so long as the door remained open. They could all occasionally hear the shifting of stone from outside the vault, but the frame of the safe itself was uncompromised and remained steady.

“You know, when we decided to embark on this mission, this was not at all what I was expecting,” Selena said as she watched Keith eat a light supper.

“Well, what were you expecting?” Keith asked.

“A smooth trip through,” she replied with a shrug. “Though, if I’m being honest, things always seem to go off the rails with you, despite all the planning you do.”

“No plan survives first contact,” Keith replied. “Anyone with half a brain could tell you that. It’s the ones who have the flexibility to change their plan that survive.”

Selena let out another sigh, looking up at the darkened ceiling overhead. The illuminators had long since gone out and they’d been working by smaller sources of light, such as Keith’s armor and a couple of lanterns.

“I’ll be perfectly honest and say that for once, I’m looking forward to getting out of this space. I don’t know why, but something just doesn’t feel right here.”

“Trust your instincts and stay alert,” Keith said, finishing his dinner. “We’re in enemy territory, so there’s no telling what we’ll run into down here.”

Selena nodded as Keith headed into his tent for the night. A few hours of sleep were all he needed before they set off once again. Though, even as he lay in bed, Selena’s words replayed in his mind.

There was something wrong with this place. He just couldn’t put his finger on it quite yet.
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Footsteps echoed as they headed down the darkened stairs, Keith crouching to avoid smacking his head on the ceiling as they descended well over a hundred feet before the tunnel leveled out. After a quick breakfast and one last sweep of the vault, their small group headed out. Keith had slept well, as had Savyer, though Selena had told them both of more shifting stone in the night and some other, more disturbing sounds that accompanied them.

Keith, though initially worried, soon dismissed her concerns as the natural sounds of the mountain, though that didn’t mean he dropped his guard. Far from it. As they headed down a new tunnel, he was once again on edge. The ceiling was low enough that he and Selena needed to crouch as they walked and narrow enough to force them to walk single file. Additionally, there wasn’t so much as a speck of light, which meant that his armor and their lanterns were the only source of illumination.

The tunnel twisted and turned, seeming to loop back on itself multiple times. As the day wore on, it seemed that there would be no end to it. After an agonizing fourteen hours, Keith finally saw a small mote of light up ahead.

By this point, Savyer was on edge and Selena seemed to be just a step behind him. The only thing keeping Keith from feeling the same were the years he’d spent working on his patience. Though, to be fair, most people wouldn’t have known that if they’d seen his reaction to the golem when it had wrecked his chances of opening the vault easily.

“Looks like we’ve got light up ahead,” he said, communicating mentally with the group. “We might have a fight on our hands, so stay on your guard.”

Keith continued moving, keeping his same pace, despite the instinct to speed up. Any change in their rhythm might alert whoever was waiting for them at the end of the tunnel. They continued walking, the small speck of light growing larger and larger until Keith hit a wall.

Selena smacked into him, not having expected the abrupt stop, and Savyer bowled into her. The two of them began sniping almost immediately, but Keith silenced them with a mental command.

“This wouldn’t exactly be a secret pass if everyone could see it,” he said. “Now be patient while I find us a way out.”

Feeling up and around the stone, Keith sensed the change in texture between surfaces, finding several small catches and finally releasing the obstacle. With a single push, it rolled forward and then slid to the side, revealing the ruins of an old castle. The castle had a partially caved-in roof, the stone floors were littered with snow and ice, and the space was teeming with Frost-Ridden Cursed, all of whom immediately turned in their direction.

“Intruders!” yelled a short, dwarflike creature.

Poop.

“Don’t leave any witnesses,” Keith said to his group, throwing himself from the tunnel exit, his back crying out in protest as he straightened for the first time all day.

His sword flickered into one hand as the dagger appeared in his other. These creatures needed to be killed by destroying the heart. Although he would have liked to use blunt weaponry, these would be the best tools for the job. The creature who’d yelled was the first to go down as the blade flickered forward, piercing straight through his breastplate and into his heart.

The dwarf went down without a sound, the runes shattering as he did. Keith spun, stabbing the dagger into the chest of another who’d come running at him, a massive, spiked club raised over her head. The dagger ripped back as the goatian fell. Keith’s sword deflected an ax aimed at his neck as he stepped forward, slamming the dagger into the elf’s heart.

Selena and Savyer were right behind him, the former more than happy to unleash some carnage after being cooped up for so long, while the latter was just grateful to be out of the dark. Pale moonlight shone in from the cracks in the ceiling, illuminating the scene of the crowding Cursed within the great hall of the old castle.

There were well over a hundred of them, and while many were melee fighters, not all of them fit that description. Several leaped back, raised their hands, and started casting spells. A piercing cold slammed into Keith’s chest as he lopped a Cursed’s hand off and finished the elf with a dagger to the heart.

Though the spell didn’t damage him, it did slap him with a six second debuff, reducing his Agility by 10%.

Keith turned, seeing the caster of the spell already preparing another one. He used Skyform, leaping into the air and triggering Speed Demon. He darted forward, over the heads of the other cursed, weaving to his right as the spell blasted toward him. He’d only covered half the distance when another six spells came at him from various directions.

Using Tac’s help, Keith timed the use of Magician, allowing all of the spells to go wide as he vanished in a wave of fire, reappearing seven feet closer to his target. The Cursed screeched, drawing an ice-covered dagger from a sheath at her back, but by that point it was too late. Keith’s sword flicked out, cutting so deeply across the ribcage that the blade sliced halfway through her heart.

The runes shattered as she dropped, Keith spinning and using Chronosphere to give himself another small boost as he dodged several more spells. Selena and Savyer were making quick work of the Cursed on their side, though they were starting to swarm. Keith threw himself back into the battle, blurring across the exterior of the room and picking off all the casters and skill-users before they could do any real damage.

Surprisingly enough, one of the fighters managed to slow him down – a hulking oxian with stark-white fur, wielding a massive staff. His blade flicked for the oxian’s heart, but the man managed to deflect the blow, the other end of the staff whistling around immediately to try bashing in his skull. Keith used his dagger to deflect the blow, though he felt his hand sting due to the force.

A quick check showed this creature to be level 73, a full 20 levels higher than the average in the room. The oxian snorted, reversing his blow once again. The staff blurred in his grip as he knocked Keith’s sword away for a second time then jabbed forward, forcing Keith to take a step back.

The oxian lunged again, forcing him back another step, then another. The beast snorted, steam flowing from his nostrils.

“You did not think the great master would leave only weaklings to guard this castle, did you?” the oxian gloated. “You stand before Shark-Rah the Undefeated!”

The oxian cackled, then began weaving the staff in a blurring pattern, the spinning length of hardened steel-covered wood reflecting the light of the moon as the creature put on an impressive display.

“You should pray for mercy and a quick death,” the oxian said, stopping with the staff braced against his back, one meaty hand extended before Keith in a taunting gesture.

Keith gave the oxian a blank stare as he removed the Terror-Queen Hand Cannon from his inventory, aimed, and fired. The blast of power slammed into the oxian’s chest, flinging him off his feet. He landed on his back, snapping the staff beneath his considerable weight, and lay groaning as Keith approached.

“Don’t bring a staff to a cannon fight,” Keith said, then shoved the cannon directly into his opponent’s chest and depressed the trigger for a second time.

While the oxian might have been able to resist one blast, he wasn’t so lucky the second time around. Turning from the dead Cursed, Keith threw himself aside as a crossbow bolt streaked by his ear, barely missing by a hair.

Narrowing his eyes, he spotted the culprit, another Cursed skulking in the shadows as he reloaded the crossbow. His body shimmered in and out of view, meaning he was probably dangerous. Discerning Eye showed Keith the man’s status.

Name: Shak-Tor the Unerring

Race: Frost-Ridden Cursed (Low Batian)

Class: Assassin

Level: 75

It seemed there was more than one powerful fighter here, though, just like the oxian, Shak-Tor’s total health was a bit of a joke at only 15,000. Then again, when Keith really thought about it, not everyone with a higher level could afford incredible items, nor would many of them have had the insights he did. If that were the case, then everyone at that level would be as powerful as he was.

Keith darted forward, using Combustive Body to blast his way through several Cursed that tried to get in his way. It was a bit eerie, how they flew silently through the air without so much as a cry of pain. When they crashed to the ground, they stood right back up, as though nothing had happened.

Nothing stopped them, short of destroying their weak point, not even broken bones, torn muscles, nor missing chunks of heads or torsos.

Several more crossbow bolts came at Keith, but through a combination of Combustive Body and Speed Demon, he was able to quickly close the gap without taking so much as a single hit.

“Hey! Where’s my credit?” Tac complained as Keith lunged for the assassin, who pulled a glowing vial from his belt. “Don’t let that break!”

Keith used Magician, which flung him forward over the remaining distance, and Armageddon Spear slammed into the Cursed’s chest. Seeing as there was only a single weak point where the skill was involved, it was an Instakill, though perhaps using such an overpowered skill on a weaker opponent in this particular setting hadn’t been the best idea.

Armageddon Spear tore through the Cursed’s chest, and while Keith managed to snag the vial before it hit the ground, the explosion of force from the impact to the assassin tore a gaping hole in the wall of the great hall, revealing an antechamber behind it. Of course, it was also filled with Frost-Ridden Cursed.

“I’m generally all for an all-you-can-explode gore-fest, but maybe in this situation smaller is better,” Tac said as the Cursed flooded forward, pouring through the gap.

Behind him, Selena and Savyer were finishing up with their opponents. When they saw Keith backing up as the Cursed began swarming through, they both shot him very dirty looks. There was no time for either of them to say anything, though, as the battle continued.
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Keith let out a long breath as he leaned back against one of the icy walls of the main entrance hall. The fight finally seemed to be over, after over thirty minutes of reinforcements and several stronger-than-expected Cursed. It was almost impossible to fight so many creatures at the same time without making some kind of overestimation of structural integrity, especially considering that he’d had no way to test how much punishment the building could take.

When he’d used Stone Chucker to flatten a massive group of over 50 of the creatures, the chunk of debris he’d hurled at them had busted through both the floor and one of the walls, unleashing another flood of the Cursed.

He wasn’t the only one making mistakes. Selena had accidentally blasted a wall apart using Whitefire, resulting in a battle between her and three stronger Cursed, while Savyer had accidentally led the largest group of Cursed right to them when he’d fumbled one of the vials pulled by another assassin.

As it turned out, the vials were pure sound and unleashed a wailing wave when cracked. It dealt sonic damage, but more than that, it had alerted every single Cursed in the vicinity to their location. After an extremely tense fifteen minutes where Cursed kept pouring in by the dozens, the battle had finally come to an end when they’d started using bigger skills.

Crushing vast swathes of the creatures or obliterating them using skills like Armageddon Spear, Shattering Snowflare, or Ancient’s Fury was a much faster way of dealing with them. Yes, it involved obliterating the Cursed from existence, but their hearts were destroyed in the process.

“Who wants to check and see if an entire army is coming down on our heads?” Bob asked, peeking out from beneath Keith’s cloak.

“Nothing else is coming,” Keith said, pushing himself off the wall and walking to shove the front doors wide open.

Bob winced as he did, but instead of revealing a swarming army of the Cursed, all they saw was the base of a mountain covered in snow and ice. Even from where he stood, Keith could see a violet trail leading toward the mountain. Overhead, crags of stone were visible, looking like massive, ice-covered teeth blocking out part of the sky.

“This continent never ceases to surprise me,” Selena said, stepping out into the cold night air. “I’d never have expected a full castle to have been built way out here.”

“Fascinating,” Savyer agreed, already scrawling on a new piece of parchment.

Both of their bad moods had evaporated over the course of the battle, as they’d been able to work out their frustration. There had been a few minor injuries – with so many opponents it was almost impossible not to suffer any – but all in all, it was an easier battle than expected.

“I wonder what so many of the Cursed were doing way out here though,” Selena said.

“They must have found the tunnel entrance inside the city,” Keith said. “Either that, or there’s more than one way in and this one’s not so secret. Either way, it looks like we’ll be continuing through the mountain, but we can camp here for the night. I think we’ve spent enough time in dark tunnels for one day.”

Neither Selena nor Savyer argued with him about that. Going back into the ruins, they set up their tents and had a bigger supper after having not eaten much all day. Savyer crashed almost immediately once he went back to his own tent, but Keith, on the other hand, was busy examining a couple of notifications he’d gotten during the battle. He might have only managed to get a measly 5,400 XP in total, but his skills were another matter entirely.

Congratulations! Your Passive Skill: Massive Booster has advanced to Advanced!

Massive Booster

Level: Advanced - III

You’re really good at fighting multiple opponents and coming out on top. I guess this should make things more interesting.

Effects: Stamina and HP are doubled when soloing a group of 4 or more. Strength and Agility are increased by 10% when soloing a group of 10 or more. Armor is boosted by 25% when soloing a group of 50 or more.

Congratulations! Your Active Skill: Combustive Body has advanced to Master!

Combustive Body

Level: Master - I

Your body becomes combustive. Word to the wise – bodies weren’t meant to do that.

Cost: 400 HP per second

Damage: Variable

Additional Effects: Propel yourself up to 10 steps in the air, explosive shockwave, combustible punches, explosive body, reflect 10% of all spell damage

While both skills upgrading were definitely nice perks, the one that really made a difference was one of the skills that had been on the cusp of advancing for quite some time.

Congratulations! Your Active Skill: Armageddon Spear has advanced to Sage!

Armageddon Spear

Level: Sage - I

Your strikes annihilate all in their path. Nothing can stand before you

Cost: 6,000 STA

Damage: 7,500 - 10,000

Additional Effects: Invulnerable while striking, Shockwave on impact, +150% Armor piercing, 75% chance to shatter, 75% chance for allowed follow-up strike, 15% chance to impale

Unique Effects: Instakill on Pinpoint (first three strikes only) ignoring all ongoing effects, Wide strike, piercing up to 10 opponents within a 20 Ft AOE

Cooldown: 10 hours

This was an upgrade he could get behind. The stamina cost went down, while the damage skyrocketed. Additionally, Pinpoint could now Instakill up to three targets, but by far, the greatest added effect was the ability to hit up to ten people at the same time with a single attack. Closing the skill’s description, the next notification appeared, just as he’d known it would.

Congratulations! You have reached the lofty rank of Sage. You have 50 Stat points to allocate.

Keith dumped them all into Agility, bringing his base up past 1,700 and his boosted stat just a bit closer to 3,000. However, that wasn’t it.

Evolving Title: Ancient Spirit-Sage has been improved.

Ancient Spirit-Sage – Unique Ancient Title

You have reached the rank of Sage for the fourteenth time. You’re making records of your own! Sniff. I’m so proud of you! You’ve also murdered a Spirit! Holy cheese and crackers!

Effects: Learning speed of skills is increased by a further 100%. This is an Evolving Title. Each additional Sage-ranked skill will add further effects, affect the rarity-rating, and might even cause the title’s name to change.

Current: (1) 5 additional stat points per level (2) New skills are guaranteed to be Intermediate or higher (3) Decrease experience needed to level by 10% (4) Active skill damage is boosted by 100% (5) Ability to dual-wield weapons of different types (6) Automatically counter sneak attacks (7) Active skill cost decreased by 50% (8) Other titles may be absorbed by this one (effects will vary) (9) Ability to absorb item-based skills (items will be destroyed upon learning) (10) Highest current Base stat is increased by a factor of 3 (11) Recharge up to 3 skill effects per day (12) 5 Additional item slots (13) Instakill Immunity (14) Upgraded Probability skill

Additional Effect: Active skills can be used continuously regardless of cooldown time.

Absorbed Effects: (1) Avatars deal 30% less damage (2) Immortality for 35 seconds per day (3) Absorb 1% of defeated opponents’ highest stat

Special Effects: (1) All War-related skills will be improved (2) Reaching the peak of Sage in any War-related skill will grant additional rewards (3) 20% Base stat boost (4) Able to wield War’s Spiritual Hammer (5) Able to wear War’s Spiritual Helm

Ancient Effects: Once per month, take on the Mantle of War for 60 seconds

Keith had no sooner finished reading through the fourteenth effect of his title, when the new notification appeared.

Your Passive Skill: Probability has been upgraded!

Warning: This upgrade is dependent on the current Title you hold. Should the Title be removed, the effects will revert to the original.

Probability

Level: Sage - VI

You have reached the peak of skill in probability and evolved it beyond what should be possible. You have the power to predict the most likely outcome of any situation by weighing the facts as you see them. All situations will be streamlined, giving you access to a vast swath of information and likely outcomes.

Future sight is now available in small increments of 1-5 seconds, depending on the situation. Unknowns become known through simple deduction.

All correctly chosen probabilities will increase overall effectiveness by 25% (stackable).

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage has its advantages.

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level.

Though Keith didn’t understand much of the actual upgrade, he understood the one major improvement. He felt a sort of electric buzz in his mind and Tac let out a whoop that almost made him jump.

“Holy ca-friggin-noli on a chocolate covered casarollie! Bro. Bro! This is awesome! My brain feels like it’s like on fire or something…I can remember so much…I can see so much…I am all-powerful! Mwahahahaha! No one can stop me! No one can⸺ ouch!”

Tac winced as Keith gave him the equivalent of a mental slap. He hadn’t even meant to do it as he’d never been able to before now.

“Oh, I don’t like that look in your eye, boss man,” Tac said, laughing nervously. “You know I was joking about the whole ‘no one can stop me’ thing, right?”

“Just tell me what you can do,” Keith said.

“Okay, hold on a sec. Watch Selena.”

Keith turned his gaze on the automaton through the open flap of the tent. She was performing a series of stretches, some of which were highly disturbing, so he’d been avoiding looking at her as much as he could. His vision seemed to double as she moved into another stretch, yet continued doing the same stretch she was currently. The first image then moved, blending into the second as Selena bent backwards into an unnatural angle, her back arched and twisted, with both hands and feet placed flat on the floor, except her head was in the wrong place, as it came through her legs, with her chin touching the floor.

The second image peeled away after a few moments, turning into a different stretch, and five seconds later, the first followed.

“Future sight, bro!” Tac said. “Just call me Prophet Tac from now on and we’ll be good.”

Keith had seen this before when using Probability, but this was different. Probability showed him several avenues someone might take, highlighting the most likely. This new and improved version straight up showed him what was about to happen.

“The skill says future sight is available in small increments and depending on the situation. What exactly does that mean?”

“If we’ve never seen something before, the future sight will be shortened,” Tac said. “Additionally, some creatures will be immune altogether. Like if they’re super powerful or have certain skills to block me. But that’s where the second part of the effect comes in. Unknowns were always the hardest to tackle, since I couldn’t give you any sort of model. Well, I’m happy to report that that’s no longer an issue. If there’s a probability of something coming, my super brain can give you the most likely opponent, fighting style, and even what they ate for dinner last night.”

“Really?” Keith asked.

“Okay, I was lying about the dinner bit, but everything else is accurate. Man! It feels like I’ve been blind my whole life. It’s just like Papa used to say, ‘you gotta take the blindfold off if you really wanna make them squirm.’ Classic Papa,” Tac sighed.

The analogy made literally no sense, which was good, as it meant Tac was very much acting like himself. Still, this upgrade would change things in a big way. Probability had been growing less reliable as of late due to Keith being in completely unfamiliar territory with creatures that didn’t think like normal people. It made them almost impossible to predict or nail down.

The more powerful monsters, such as Assault Bosses, were a complete mystery and he’d been having to rely less on Tac’s insights. Now that the skill had been improved, it would make things much easier.

With that thought in mind, Keith closed his status and rose from the chair, intending to head to bed. He turned as he caught a flicker of movement from outside the tent, a ghostly image of Selena walking towards him with a mischievous smirk, even as the still-stretching version of her looked in his direction.

Keith quickly turned and headed into the sleeping area, wishing her a good night before she could so much as twitch in his direction. The ghostly image of her burst, leaving the solid image of Selena looking a bit miffed. Whatever she’d had planned, future sight had come in for the save, avoiding another uncomfortable conversation and allowing him more time to sleep.
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“Why is it always so cold in the mornings?” Bob complained, shivering beneath Keith’s cloak.

The visible sky was overcast, and a chill wind blew through the broken walls of the castle.

“There’s a storm moving in,” Savyer said, sniffing at the air. “The Terror will know of the death here as soon as it does.”

“Then we’ll need to move quickly,” Keith said, packing his tent into his inventory.

“Best guess gives you a 70% chance of the storm hitting in about three hours,” Tac said. “30% chance of it hitting in four.”

“Let’s hope for four then,” Keith said, hiking his cloak a bit further up on his shoulders.

He could already see what would happen when the Terror discovered his dead minions. The tunnel through the mountain would be flooded with Cursed searching for the enemy that had destroyed over 350 of their number. If they were in the tunnels when that happened, things could get dicey. Their best bet was to make it all the way through before the storm hit, then hide while the Cursed flooded in. Blocking the entrance or even causing a cave-in would remove all those Cursed from the equation. That was, of course, assuming that this pass led into the city and that they could cover it in under three hours.

“We’re going to be moving quickly,” Keith decided, turning to address both of his companions. “If you can’t keep up, let me know.”

With that said, he took off at a dead run, pumping his arms and legs evenly as he streaked from the castle entrance and out over the frozen ground between it and the pass opening. Selena was right on his heels, her transformed legs lending her more than enough speed to keep pace, while Savyer brought up the rear, looking less than pleased.

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep up,” Savyer said as they crossed half of the intervening space. “Someone’s going to have to carry me.”

The creepy look he shot Selena told Keith all he needed to know.

“If you can’t keep up, I’ll tie us together with some rope. That should give you all the extra speed you need.”

Savyer visibly paled at that and suddenly was able to keep pace with no problems. They reached the entrance to the tunnel in under three minutes, and Keith didn’t so much as slow as he dove in headfirst. Tac’s voice in his mind assured him that the odds of something waiting for him were astronomically low, especially given that they’d made quite the racket the previous night when they’d killed all those Cursed.

The tunnel was nearly nine feet tall and wide enough for all three of them to run side by side. Considering that there was a castle here, that was hardly surprising. They’d only been running for around twenty minutes when Tac spoke in his mind.

“I can’t be 100% sure, but I think there’s a branch coming up. It might be hidden, so I’d slow it down to check for sure.”

Keith relayed the instructions, and their flat-out run slowed considerably as they came around a bend. Sure enough, there was nothing to be seen at first glance, but Keith’s Discerning Eye spotted the small irregularity in the wall.

Approaching it, he felt along the hidden seams and found similar catches to those on the vault. Undoing them both, the stone wall slid out and to the side, revealing a much more dimly lit and cramped tunnel, one that looked familiar.

“Well, it looks like we’ve got a choice to make,” Keith said, turning back to the other two members of his team.

“I vote we stay in the big tunnel,” Savyer said.

“Me too,” Selena said.

“It’s a shame this isn’t a democracy,” Keith said, pointing to the smaller tunnel.

Both of them grumbled as they walked into the tunnel, but Keith ignored the complaints. He’d been wondering if there would be a way to reenter the secret tunnel system they’d originally come through, and it seemed his question had been answered.

Entering the tunnel, Keith found an internal latch. He pulled the stone back into place, plunging them into darkness. His armor illuminated the space an instant later, allowing him to relock the catches.

The tunnel was thankfully wide enough for him to push past the elf and automaton, though Selena managed to make the process difficult.

“Sorry,” Selena said, sounding anything but apologetic as Keith finally managed to free himself. “These tunnels are pretty narrow.”

Keith ignored her and took up a brisk pace. Just because a horde of Cursed wouldn’t come flooding through didn’t mean he wanted to dawdle. If they timed things right, many of the Cursed would still be gone by the time they made it into the city and his plan of cutting them off might still very well be on the table. The only difference now was that they weren’t racing against the clock.

The tunnel curved and the ceiling rose, revealing familiar cracked stone. Keith noted some debris on the ground and had to wonder how much further back the room with the vault was, and how far the damage had spread.

They continued moving for the next hour, the tunnel growing gradually larger and larger, until they were basically running through a massive cavern. Large stalactites hung from above, dripping water into pools covered in limestone, which was odd, considering that most liquid water wasn’t actually water, but rather liquid nitrogen.

“I don’t like how wide this chamber is getting,” Tac said, as the ceiling soared to well over 50 feet and rising fast. “The stone above is also growing thicker and denser, despite appearances.”

In Keith’s mind, this all added up to only one thing, and the reason why the quest to make it through the tunnels was so difficult and offered such a high reward.

“There’s something waiting for us, isn’t there?” Keith said.

“Undoubtedly,” Tac said. “We’re talking Raid Boss at the very least, though I’d say the chances of something stronger are much higher. Hard to tell exactly what though.”

Tac didn’t say the next part out loud, but Keith already knew it regardless. If it was a Raid Boss, he could kill it using Extermination. If it was stronger, they would have a real problem on their hands. Section Bosses may have grown easier to handle, but he still wouldn’t want to fight one without a full raid party. The alternative was a Legendary Monster, which could range in difficulty from hard to extreme.

They continued running for a few more minutes until Keith saw the end of the cavern in the distance, though there was something else that caught his attention as well. A glimmer of light seemed to hover in the air some hundred feet from where the cavern wall sloped down.

“Let’s slow it down,” Keith said, allowing his pace to drop off.

“What’s happening?” Selena asked, slowing her pace to a jog.

“We’ve got a monster up ahead,” Keith replied. “At least a Raid Boss, though Tac thinks it’s likely to be stronger.”

“Can we take a Section Boss with just the three of us?” Selena asked.

“That would depend on the Section Boss,” Keith replied. “But I’d prefer not to if I can avoid it.”

“Please don’t tell me we’re fighting another monster,” Savyer said as they continued to approach the glimmer of light, though at a much slower pace.

“I mean, you didn’t really do all that much fighting last time,” Selena said with a smirk, “so I don’t know what you’re complaining about.”

“Hey, I did my fair share,” said Savyer defensively.

“If by that you mean⸺”

“Stop!”

The word, shouted both verbally and mentally, brought Selena to an immediate standstill. The same, however, could not be said for Savyer, who continued for several more steps before finally pulling himself to a stop, but by then, it was far too late.

A series of violet runes flared to life across the length of the cavern, stretching quickly from where the elf had crossed the invisible trap line Tac had spotted just a split-second before shouting the warning. The line stretched to the walls then climbed, spreading across the entirety of the cavern between them and the far wall, moving quickly enough that they couldn’t outrun it.

“Oops,” Savyer said, looking back over his shoulder.

While logic may have dictated that since he’d tripped it and both Keith and Selena had stopped on time, they would both be okay, but that wasn’t the case. The runes flashed back, covering some hundred feet behind them in the glowing text as well.

Keith remained calm as he watched the glowing text cover the entire space, some one hundred yards across and the entire height and width of the cavern. Tac’s warning had come late, but it would not have been too late for them to stop had everyone reacted in time.

“Sorry, that trap was hidden really well, and I didn’t spot it until the last second,” Tac said.

“What did we walk into?” Keith asked.

“Hard to say for sure, but I’m thinking we’re probably looking at a Legendary Monster, though it won’t be on the caliber of anything you’ve faced before.”

At the center of the space with the glowing runes, the small light that had been pulsing changed hue from white to violet as it began to stretch. The line ran from the ground towards the ceiling, which was well over 80 feet tall in the lowest spots and nearly 100 in others.

When the line of light had stretched from floor to ceiling, it started to move outward, gradually opening up into a doorway.

“I don’t like the looks of that,” Bob said, practically shivering beneath Keith’s cloak.

Granted, it was around 15 degrees inside the cavern, but Keith didn’t think that was the reason he was shaking so badly.

“What’s the plan?” Selena asked. “Should we call for reinforcements or try to escape?”

“You can’t,” Tac said. “These runes are effectively a spatial lock. You can’t get out unless they’re broken or you presumably defeat the monster.”

“How much force would it take to break them?” Keith asked, looking down at the glowing runes beneath his feet.

“You might be able to crack a few, but you’d need to break a specific sequence to make a real difference. Without going into specifics, this trap looks like it was designed very well and to effectively kill anyone who attempted to make it in this way.”

Keith pursed his lips as he watched the doorway continue to stretch wider, a pair of gleaming blue eyes appearing some 50 feet off the ground in the shrouded opening. He didn’t think it had been the previous inhabitants of this city who’d set the trap but if it wasn’t them, then who?

He didn’t get any quest notifications and Tac didn’t offer any insights, which was a bit annoying. Still, Keith had already figured they were in for a fight, and if Tac believed it was a Legendary monster, his chances were better than if he’d been up against a section boss. Though, Tac’s warning wasn’t lost on him.

It seemed this monster was eager for a fight, because as soon as it had enough room to get its head through, it did. Though the rest of its body was still stuck behind the slowly opening door, the sight of its massive head was quite intimidating, at least enough to make Savyer take several steps back.

It looked roughly like a wolf, with black and red fur covering its angular face. Where it differentiated from the average wolf was in the size of its maw, which opened to reveal hundreds of razor-sharp teeth, each well over six feet long. Its eyes gleamed a bright blue with slit pupils and sclera the color of blood.

A set of tufted ears sat atop its massive head, flicking back and forth. Its tongue, covered in small barbs, hung from its open jaws. Based on the size of the head alone and how high-up it was, this was nothing like they’d faced before, and examining the creature’s status told Keith exactly why Tac had warned him.

Pouncer, the Progenitor of Rippers

Legendary Monster (P)

Keith paused after only the first couple of lines, needing to ask Bob what it meant. The layout of the text was different from other Legendary monsters and the creature’s name alone was startling enough.

“Oh. Oh, we’re gonna die,” Bob groaned, though he did manage to explain. “It’s a Progenitor Legendary. They’re extremely rare, in that there are only a few in existence. It means that they’re the template, or if you will, the father of whatever race of monster listed in their name.”

“So, what you’re saying is that we’re about to face the father of all rippers?” Tac said with a chuckle.

“Quite literally, yes,” Bob said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to hide, eat my last meal, and enjoy my last few moments on this planet. It’s been nice knowing you all.”

With that said, Bob hopped from beneath Keith’s cloak, a donut and chunk of cake clutched in his fuzzy paws as he ran for all he was worth. Keith had no idea where the monkey had gotten his hands on those items, but at the moment, it wasn’t exactly high on his priority list as he continued reading down the monster’s description, his eyes widening at the next line.

Level: 95
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“Level ninety-five,” Savyer said, apparently unsure if he’d heard Keith correctly.

“Yes,” Keith said, taking several steps back from the opening portal, the monster’s gleaming eyes switching between the three of them.

Rippers were extremely aggressive monsters, which made them one of the hardest to fight. They weren’t the types to really have much in the way of defense and were the quickest to gain the Enraged buff, which boosted their already sky-high damage output. They also tended to be fast, and their attacks had a nasty tendency to inflict all sorts of bleed debuffs.

“How do you want to handle this?” Selena asked.

They had maybe another minute before the portal opened wide enough for the monster to step through, and knowing rippers, that was all the time they were going to get.

“Do you have any emergency countermeasures on you?” Keith asked, quickly running through his own inventory to see what he could pull out in cases like this.

Monsters of this caliber required a certain level of weapon, one that inflicted far more damage than a single person could dish out at a time. However, all of their siege weaponry was back at their guild, and even if it wasn’t, operating such machinery would be difficult given the conditions and how few people they were.

“I’ve got a couple of cannons I can morph into my arms,” Selena said. “That’s basically it outside my normal skills, though.”

“I don’t have anything,” Savyer said, seeming the most nervous of them all, which made sense, given that he wasn’t really the monster-hunting type.

“I’ve got a few items and skills that might make the difference, but I’m going to need cover to use them effectively.”

Tac was silently counting down in Keith’s mind, all while the Artificial Mind worked on a battle plan that would keep them all alive. It was difficult, as Tac’s modeling and Future Sight wouldn’t work very well on a creature like this. There would be a lot of guesswork involved right at the start, though reading through the remainder of the monster’s status would help fill their knowledge in.

HP: 3,500,000/3,500,000

MP: 2,000,000/2,000,000

STA: 2,000,000/2,000,000

Str - 72,000

Agi - 39,000

Lck - 6,000

Passive: Progenitor’s Aura, Damage Max, Enraged Defense, Legendary Might

Active: Tear, Claw, Sight Slash, Ravage

AOE: Blade Slash, Progenitor’s Wave, Ripper’s Storm

Though the skill list wasn’t very long, there were a few very worrying skills. The first was Damage Max, which ensured that every physical attack would deal the maximum amount of damage possible, no matter what. Whether the blow made full contact or clipped the target, the damage would always be the highest it could possibly be. The second worrying skill was Enraged Defense, which effectively inflicted the Enraged buff automatically but without any of the negative consequences.

In other words, its damage would climb even higher, but the monster would retain the use of its intelligence. The active skills were all physically damaging, while the AOE skills would all use magic. Worst of all, it was against an element that Keith normally didn’t have to fight. This monster used water, and while they were able to get skill descriptions, only seeing them in person would give a real idea of how powerful they truly were.

“Okay, I’ve got a plan but it’s going to be rough,” Tac warned. “At least until I’ve got a couple of minutes to watch this thing in action. You’re all gonna want to keep your distance. Distance is your friend, at least until it starts pulling out AOEs. Then it really doesn’t matter if you’re in close or not, the damage will be the same.

“That high HP is a big problem, but thankfully, the one weakness I can see is a lower defense because of it. This thing is so focused on damage that its armor is practically nonexistent. I can already highlight some likely weak points, though keep in mind that with the way those legs are constructed and the length of its claws, it’ll have a pretty flexible reach.”

The monster’s body was mostly visible by now, as Pouncer had pulled itself most of the way out of the portal. The wolflike appearance continued across the rest of its body, and though the fur had the same black and red fur, there was also the addition of a single blue streak running in a wave-like pattern across its underside.

The front paws were likewise different. They were thicker, rippling with muscle, and contained five fingers, each tipped with a gleaming claw of a metal Keith could not identify. Like its teeth, its claws were massive. Well over six feet in length apiece and wickedly curved, which was to be expected of a ripper. The inside edge was also serrated, and Keith knew that when Pouncer used his Claw skill, they would vibrate at high frequencies, effectively turning those claws into chainsaws.

Another troubling factor was the monster’s massive Strength and Agility stats. Keith had never seen stats this high in all his time in this world. Even the previous World Monster he’d fought hadn’t come close. He was only confused until Bob replied to his mental probe.

“Monsters over level 90 tend to be absolutely terrifying,” Bob sent. “Stats are significantly higher than those below. If you want my honest opinion, you’re not ready for this fight.”

“Well, it’s not like I have a choice, Bob,” Keith said as Pouncer managed to pull himself through the portal, the reason for his being stuck becoming obvious as he stepped through.

A pair of curving blades extended from each hip, extending out to either side and appearing almost like a pair of horns, albeit ones with a much gentler curve and in the wrong place.

The monster’s tail, thankfully, seemed only to be made of fur, though Tac warned him that something nasty might be hiding underneath. Keith’s Hybrid Hand-Cannon was already in his hands as he jumped back. Selena had already affixed a cannon of her own and was retreating at the same pace.

Savyer had tried shooting the monster while it had been stuck, but his bolt had bounced off some kind of forcefield. Seeing that, Bob had warned that hitting it while it was emerging would do nothing in terms of damage, so they hadn’t wasted any further time in attacking the monster.

As the portal snapped shut though, leaving them with the towering monstrosity, there was nothing stopping any of them from attacking.

Keith depressed the trigger, firing a powerful blast from the cannon which streaked across the intervening distance and slammed into Pouncer’s chest. The beam hit him head-on, tearing through the fur and searing skin. Pouncer didn’t react to the blast, other than turning his glowing eyes on Keith.

-10,000

At least the damage hit at full power. 
Pouncer bounded forward, his lips bunching up as a brilliant, blue-white aura sprang up around his body. He covered the distance between them in a single leap. Keith triggered his Sun Armor as it approached. Selena and Savyer had moved well out of the way, Selena firing her own cannon, while Savyer fired his crossbow, each trying to inflict some kind of damage to this towering behemoth.

The speed at which the monster attacked was terrifying, forcing Keith back using Magician. He vanished in a flash of fire, the raking claws tearing through the space where he’d just been standing, reemerging just inches outside of the monster’s reach. The claws shredded through him again, but thanks to the skill’s effect, it went straight through him.

As the claws were passing through his body, Keith felt an odd tingling, followed by a searing pain in his chest. He staggered back, blood streaming from beneath his armor as the claws had raked several lines into his flesh.

-1,840 damage

You are bleeding: -50 HP per second for 20 seconds

“I’ll add that to the notes,” Tac said. “Looks like that Progenitor’s Aura allows it to hit incorporeal targets if it makes physical contact.”

“Good to know,” Keith growled, depressing the trigger again and blasting the monster’s paw as it came slashing down.

The force of the blast knocked the paw off course, dishing out a further 10,000 points of damage. The monster lunged, snapping with its massive jaws, but Keith flashed back again using Magician and avoiding the blow. Claws raked through his body, once again causing damage and inflicting the bleed debuff. The worrying thing was that with Sun Armor active, all damage was reduced by 90%, meaning that this creature was dishing out huge amounts of damage despite him being completely incorporeal.

The monster growled as another blast hit it on the side of the head, whirling away from Keith unexpectedly and lunging for Selena. Having expected the monster to stay on him regardless of what happened, Keith was caught off guard, though only for an instant as he depressed the trigger of his cannon several times in quick succession. Beams of light flashed from the weapon, slamming into Pouncer’s massive hide, tearing into him and eliciting nothing at all.

“Either this thing’s got an insane pain tolerance, or you’re not hitting it nearly hard enough to really hurt,” Tac said. “There’s a pretty big chance we’re dealing with the latter.”

Keith pressed the trigger for the final time that day, the last blast hitting the monster as it continued to attack Selena, the automaton doing her very best to keep her distance while still attacking. She wasn’t having much luck on the attack front though, as it was taking everything, she had just to avoid those slashing claws and biting teeth.

The ripper’s legs coiled in as Selena was dodging back, Keith’s eyes widening a hair as he recognized the maneuver. It was one favored by many rippers, though not one he’d have thought possible for a creature of its size.

“Savyer is in range!” Tac warned as Pouncer spun on his front paws, the entire back of his body whipping around. The presence of its massive blades became apparent as they split, turning into a fan-like shape and covering the space from the ground to several feet above its back.

Keith barely had the time to react, using Lightswap to drag Savyer away, swapping his position with a chunk of stone. Selena barely managed to get out of the way, being forced to use one of her twice-daily skills, tearing a hole in space and vanishing through it before Pouncer’s body ripped through the space where she’d been standing.

Until that moment, he hadn’t been sure whether short-range teleportation items would work, as the runes were keeping them locked in. He was thankful it had, as it meant Savyer got to live to keep fighting. His own skills were working fine, which was also a relief, though Magician wasn’t nearly as effective as it should have been, given Pouncer’s ability to strike him, even when incorporeal.

Keith watched as the blades on Pouncer’s rear and back claws tore through everything. Stone was cleaved cleanly in half, sliced through so effortlessly that it was a bit alarming. Pouncer slammed into the wall, carving through dozens of runes in an instant, the spaces where they’d been going dark. The monster lodged there for a moment, giving Keith the chance to trigger a few of his hand-cannon’s daily skills.

Depressing the trigger once more, he used Eldritchfire Shot. He wanted to see the monster ignore this one. Green light gathered at the end of the barrel, growing brighter and brighter as the supercharged blast pulled together.

Pouncer ripped himself from the wall with hardly any effort, turning just in time for the cannon to finish charging. Keith squeezed the trigger, even as the monster blurred forward, though what happened next couldn’t have been predicted by anyone until they witnessed it in person.

As the supercharged bolt neared the monster, Pouncer’s eyes flicked in its direction. A high-pitched whine filled the cavern and the ripper slashed, connecting with the bolt that should have inflicted a whopping 125,000 points of damage. The claws sheared through the attack like it was nothing, cleaving the glowing bolt into six separate pieces, where they then careened off into the walls and floor, detonating without doing so much as a single point of damage.

“Okay,” Selena said from her spot just a few feet from Keith. “I did not see that coming.”

Pouncer turned back to them, his eyes gleaming a brighter blue as he raised his paw once more, light flaring around his body. Then he slashed downward at an angle, blue lines of water extending from his claws as he did.

Savyer stood just a few feet to his right and Selena a few to his left. It was only thanks to Tac that Keith lived.
The other two did not.
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The world slowed for an instant before the lines of water struck, Tac screaming something incoherent while sounding like he was in a great deal of pain. Keith, with his instincts honed over centuries of battle, reacted without thought, using Lightswap to drag himself behind the massive monster. The world abruptly sped up before he triggered the item, but it was that split second that made all the difference.

Searing pain flashed across his face and chest, blood fountaining from the rent armor and deep lines in his face. He couldn’t see out of one eye, and if the near-blinding pain didn’t tell him what had happened, the damage notifications did.

-38,200, Critical

You are blinded in one eye: Accuracy decreased by 60%

You are bleeding heavily: -1,250 HP per second

Keith used Will, bringing his health up to 100%, the gaping wound in his chest closing, while his eye repaired itself. The process was so jarring that had he not had experience recovering from horrible damage like that, he would have been stunned, unable to move or attack.

As it was, with Tac’s help, he was back to himself in an instant. Pouncer was already turning, its glowing eyes fixed on him. Through the towering monster’s legs, Keith could see Selena and Savyer’s forms. Selena was in one piece, though there were deep lines carved into her flesh thanks to the monster’s attack. Savyer, on the other hand, wasn’t quite so lucky.

The poor elf hadn’t had time to react before Blade Slash hit him, his body having fallen apart into several bloody chunks.

Keith didn’t hesitate to use one of his most powerful skills as Pouncer turned to attack, triggering Age of Mythos to bring in some much-needed backup.

Rhinototh appeared from a tear in the ground, though unfortunately, the runes remained intact as they resealed. The massive turtle-like monster attacked with ferocity, slamming its heavy body into the massive monster without so much as a thought for its life. Without a second thought, Keith recharged the skill using his Title’s effect, which allowed him to recharge up to three skills a day.

Galaxia the Dreadnaught appeared, her gigantic form nearly matching Pouncer’s in size as she entered the battle, her gleaming claws raking against Pouncer’s hide. This time, the ripper roared in pain as the two Section Bosses attacked. Keith wasn’t done yet, using Lock to freeze the monster in place and stopping it from retaliating.

Unfortunately, Lock only held Pouncer for all of ten seconds before he shattered the skill holding him and went on the offensive. While he was tangling with the two Section Bosses, Keith ran to Selena, flashing across the battlefield using Speed Demon.

He reached her just before Pouncer tore Galaxia’s body in half with one of his AOEs, blades of water slashing from all directions and ripping through the Dreadnaught like she was made of tissue paper.

“That would be Ripper’s Storm,” Tac said. “Nasty attack.”

Keith crouched, placed his hand on Selena’s stomach, and began pumping his own health and stamina into her to bring her back. It took far too long, but he wasn’t idle while he was doing it, instead triggering Monster’s Bane three times in quick succession, followed by Lock for a second time.

The skill held the monster for even less this time around, Pouncer freeing himself in just a handful of seconds and dealing a devastating blow to Rhinototh. Rhinototh’s HP dropped to a quarter, massive streams of blood pooling on the ground around him, as the Section Boss went for broke, unleashing one of his most powerful attacks. Pulling into his shell, he flashed up, beams of light exploding in all directions.

The reason Rhinototh was dealing with Pouncer better than Galaxia was due to his makeup. His body contained Mythicallium, meaning he could hold out for longer. But even as Selena’s eyes snapped open, her mortal wounds healed. Rhinototh fell as Pouncer used Blade Slash to finish it just as he had to Savyer.

“What happened?” Selena asked, sitting bolt upright.

“Your HP hit zero,” Keith said, pointing to Savyer.

Selana winced as she saw the body, then turned back to the towering monster, who whirled in their direction. Blood dripped from the Legendary Monster’s body, pooling on the floor around it. Chunks of his flesh and fur were missing, and the monster seemed to be really angry now.

Teeth bared and eyes narrowed in hate, Pouncer leaped forward, Tear activating around his claws as the high-pitched whine filled the cavern once again.

Keith went right, while Selena went left, the latter strapping another cannon into place – the first had been destroyed in the attack that had killed her – firing into the monster’s hide as she got out of the way.

“Blade Slash incoming,” Tac warned, Pouncer whirling as he came down, having missed them both.

“Blade Slash!” Keith yelled as Pouncer slashed down, the lines of water followed faster than the eye could follow.

Keith was already using Lightswap as the blades of water came down, Selena hopping through a tear in space the instant the warning came. Both appeared behind the monster, the only place safe from the attack. The blades of water carved deep lines in the floor and walls where they passed, slicing through as easily as the monster’s own claws, but on a much grander scale.

“We can’t keep this up forever, bro,” Tac warned as Keith checked Pouncer’s HP.

Thanks to the two Section Bosses and his own damage, they’d managed to whittle down close to 700,000 points of its health. It was a substantial amount, but still nowhere near enough to make a real difference.

“We need to deflect a Blade Slash,” Keith said.

“Too risky,” Tac replied. “As fast as I am, I only barely got you that warning in time. This monster is slippery. I’ve been watching it, but its patterns are almost impossible to predict.”

“Even with all your upgrades?” Keith asked.

“Some monsters are just too powerful,” Tac said. “You can keep hitting it as hard as you want, but right now my odds of you winning are less than 10%.”

“Can you find us a way out of here?” Keith asked, aiming his cannon at the monster’s belly and using Dragonfire Rain.

From this vantage it was impossible to miss, so when the rain of blazing bolts struck, they struck home without being blocked. Pouncer roared, leaping halfway across the cavern and completing a maneuver that spun him back to face them as he came down. His jaws cracked wide, and the Legendary Monster roared.

A wave of blue light blasted from his jaws, flashing across the intervening distance. Keith used Magician, while Selena tried to avoid the attack by jumping through space. Her portal was destroyed as the wave came into contact with it, and for the second time in as many minutes, Selena’s body was torn open in dozens of places, her HP bottoming out. Keith wasn’t any luckier, his Magician destroyed as his body was rent with hundreds of slashes and cuts, some of them bone deep as he was thrown against one of the cavern walls, his health plummeting to 1.

The only reason he survived when Selena didn’t was because of his skill. Keith hit the wall, his armor torn and shredded in so many places he didn’t think it would ever function again. Blood gushed from his wounds, and it was again only thanks to Tac that he managed to restore himself in time as a courtesy of his Peak Health, a skill that allowed him to restore himself to perfect health once per day.

Keith’s body went from a bloody torn-up mess to perfect in an instant. The list of debuffs, warnings and the horrible pain vanishing in an instant. Getting back to his feet, Keith immediately recharged that skill, knowing that he didn’t want to be in a position where he couldn’t use it. He used Fortress, pulling heavy walls up around him and Selena.

Clearly, Pouncer had expected that attack to kill him, so the monster was momentarily surprised, but that wouldn’t last very long. Keith did a quick check of the total damage and winced. Seeing that number was a bit of a shock, considering how he usually outclassed monsters like this, but it told him all he needed to know about how extreme the danger here was.

-1,612,800 damage, Massive Critical

The monster had delt over a million and a half points of damage using a single attack. If Keith could use his prosthetic’s effect, Return Volley, on an attack like that, he could kill the monster in a single go. Tac’s warning stuck with him as he pressed his hand to Selena’s back, pumping health into her.

There was an explosion from above, stone flying in all directions as Pouncer collided with his fortress. Stone cracked and splintered all over the walls, but they held.

“They won’t hold under the second attack,” Tac warned.

Keith, having already figured as much, pumped more health into Selena, the woman’s eyes flashing open just as the walls exploded. Keith triggered Raider’s Shield, absorbing all the damage from the incoming shrapnel, which bounced off the invisible forcefield conjured at the last instant.

“What happened?” Selena asked, her eyes going wide. “Please don’t tell me I died again.”

Using Speed Demon, Keith scooped her up, flashing out from under the massive monster as his claws came down, slicing through the stone like it wasn’t there.

“I can’t tell you that,” Keith said, dropping her and drawing War’s hammer in one hand and the Terror Queen’s in the other.

Pouncer whirled again and the air around him rippled.

“Freaking turds!” Tac yelled. “Ripper’s Storm incoming! Selena’s not going to make it.”

Keith swore loudly as he was once again forced to abandon Selena to her fate, the automaton getting caught in the whirlwind of slashing water blades that tore the air apart. Keith only just managing to avoid being caught at the last possible second as he flashed beneath the towering monster using a combination of Speed Demon and Combustive Body.

Selena’s body was torn apart for the third time, the light vanishing from her eyes as Keith pulled around behind the monster, wound up, and slammed both hammers into the creature’s hind leg. He’d never tried swinging two full-sized hammers before, but thanks to his title, he was able to manage it just fine. Instead of splintering the bone as he’d been hoping, the ripper’s leg was hurled upward, slamming into its body and tearing deep gouges into its own flesh.

-103,200, Critical

The monster dropped onto its belly, clearly intending to crush him, but Keith flashed out from beneath it, diving into a roll to avoid its snapping teeth at the last second. A claw snagged his calf as he came out and pain seared up his leg as tendons and flesh parted, causing him to stumble.

He hurled himself forward, avoiding the second set of claws that sliced through the stone, rolling back to his feet and triggering another healing item. He winced as he crouched, pulling Selena into his inventory. As much as he hated having her sit this one out, this was a fight where she would be less than useless. He couldn’t waste his precious health constantly bringing her back, only for her to be killed a second later.

This monster was too fast and too aggressive. Even the act of stopping to pull Selena into his inventory cost him. A slashing line of water came down, parting the floor once more. Keith would have lost a limb if it hadn’t hit his prosthetic, which was far more resistant than flesh. Still, it cost him, and when he regained his footing, his health had dropped by nearly half again.

“We’re getting nowhere with this,” Tac said. “You need to find a way out.”

“Well, find me one then,” Keith growled, casting Ender.

The skill manifested, driving down on the massive monster who tore it apart as easily as he had the last. Fortunately for Keith, the ripper was only so fast and wasn’t ready as the second, and then third arm came crashing down on him, flattening him with a crunch of bone and spray of blood.

He still had a few big tricks up his sleeve, and while Tac’s odds of him winning were low, Keith knew his odds of escape were infinitely less. He’d have to do what he had done so many times in the past.

He would need to beat the odds.
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Keith let out a long breath as the Progenitor of Rippers fixed its blazing eyes on him. The wolflike face peeled back, its teeth bared in obvious rage and hatred. The monster flashed forward, leaping into the air. Both front paws slashed down in a cross, clearly intended to rip him to shreds as they caught him between the pincer attack.

The claws buzzed with a high-pitched whine as blue light surrounded them. It was clear that the monster was using two skills at the same time, and thankfully, these were ones Keith could see coming.

He triggered Shard Sponge, and when the claws slammed into him, massive cuts and slashes appeared across the monster’s body. Pouncer roared as he was thrown back, crashing to his side as he hit the stony ground. Keith didn’t wait. He threw one hammer then the next using Hammerrang. He then drew Sylverana’s Moon Scythe and used Psychic Slash, forcing the monster’s body to lock up.

It only lasted a couple of seconds, but Pouncer couldn’t block either of the hammers that slammed into his face. The damage notifications flashed in Keith’s view, but he ignored them, knowing he needed total concentration for a fight like this. Keith turned on his Unconquerable Aura as the hammers flew back to him, Pouncer retaliating despite being on the ground.

Jaws cracking wide, he unleashed Progenitor’s Wave, the blast of rippling light exploding forward at near-blinding speeds. Keith triggered Damage Reversal just as the wave slammed into him, the pulverizing force of the blast flowing into his body as he gained health instead. His HP rocketed up by over a million points, though it started draining away almost instantly.

Launching himself forward with Speed Demon, Keith knew that keeping his distance was no longer an option. He needed to get in close, no matter how dangerous it would be. The monster was back on its feet before he reached it, lunging to snap at him with its oversized teeth, crackling blue light dancing around them.

Keith just managed to avoid taking a hit, but when the jaws snapped shut, the crackling light exploded from between them, searing into his back right as he managed to land a hit. Keith used Skyform to gain some height, then War’s Hammer crashed into the monster’s front knee.

-13,400 damage, Ravage

-18,885, Crushing

Keith took damage even as he dealt damage. Keith leaped away as the lunging fangs nearly snagged him for a second time, triggering Magician to give him a bit of extra breathing room. Its claws raked down, trailing lines of water, and Keith didn’t manage to get out of the way as another set of claws were there to meet him.

Blood sprayed from three lines running from his left shoulder to his right hip, pain ripping through his body as the attack hit. He flew back through the air, managing to use Magician to avoid colliding with the wall and hitting the ground harder than he’d have liked. He sprang back to his feet, taking a quick glance at his damage notifications as Pouncer leaped at him.

-1,011,300, Massive Critical

You are bleeding heavily: -1,500 HP per second

Keith’s overcharged health had kept him from death, but the pain of his wounds was near blinding. It was a good thing he had so many healing items, and he utilized one. He used Recovery, the effect of his Healthy Belt Clip, but didn’t have time to breathe a sigh of relief before he had to get out of the monster’s way. Curling into a roll, he used Magician to create distance and Speed Demon to take him further. Keith barely managed to avoid being sliced in two, and that was more due to luck than anything.

“Are you getting a read on patterns yet?” Keith asked Tac, leaping back to his feet and triggering Ender using Galaxia’s Tungsten Crusher.

He wished he’d had the Terror Queen hammer, but just like his armor, it was currently with Farah, being upgraded.

The spell, which should have inflicted over 25,000 points of damage, was torn to shreds by the ripper as it whirled, blue light cloaking its claws.

“A bit, but it’s moving too fast,” Tac said. “This thing is so far out of your league it’s hard to keep track of it.”

A quick check of the monster’s health showed it still had close to 2 million. The same couldn’t be said for Keith, whose health seemed to keep dropping and rising in rapid succession. He knew what he needed to do. He needed to cripple this monster’s ability to move, but even landing successive blows on a single part of its body was near-impossible.

He’d fought many monsters in the past, including World Monsters. This creature did not have the same ability in terms of level of destruction as they did. Pouncer was a different kind of threat, one that could dish out a high amount of damage in a short period of time, while having the speed to avoid taking many hits in the process.

If he had a raid team here with proper gear, Keith was confident he’d have been able to cripple this Legendary Monster by now. It was great at focusing on single targets and its AOEs could hit multiples, but with a few competent tanks they’d be able to hold up long enough to make the difference. The only problem he had was that he was alone and didn’t have the greatest defense without his armor.

Worse, his current set of armor had been shredded so badly all the effects were stagnant, and he didn’t feel like donning another, seeing as it would likely be destroyed as well.

Keith rolled over his shoulder, spun back and hurled one hammer, then triggered Armageddon Spear and struck back at the paw that came crashing down on him. For a moment, he managed to stand his ground, blazing light flashing around his hand as he held the claws at bay, then they tore through his attack and slammed into him for a second time, throwing him off his feet and sending him tumbling end over end through the air.

He used Magician once again but still slammed into one of the walls. His head was ringing like a bell as he slid to the ground, his vision doubling for a moment. His senses screamed at him to move, but as woozy as he was, he couldn’t make the call in time. Pain wracked his body again as a tremendous force crashed down on him, slamming him to the ground and ripping through his body, nearly separating his good arm from his shoulder as it cut into the bone.

His health dropped to 1.

Only instinct saved him once again as he triggered his recharged skill, bringing himself back to perfect health and stamina. Keith recharged the skill that would save him from instant death, using up his last recharge of a skill. If he took a hit like that again, he would survive with a single point of health, but he’d need to think fast about which item to use.

“That would be Will,” Tac said.

“Good to know,” Keith replied, dragging himself off the ground with a groan.

Pouncer stared at him, likely more in shock that he was still alive than anything else, but the monster’s surprise didn’t last long. It used Progenitor’s Wave, jaws flashing open as he roared. The wave of blue blasted across the cavern. Keith ground his teeth together as he glared at the incoming wave. It was time to use one of his trump cards.

Tapping into his Monster-Soul Scourge skill, he used Monster, followed by Scourge. The former reduced all damage from monsters to zero for three minutes per day, while the latter increased his melee damage against monsters by a factor of 10 for 10 minutes per day.

Of course, he only managed to trigger the skills after the attack hit him, which once again cost him more health than he had, forcing another use of his survival and cutting it down to one. This was why he couldn’t use Return Volley. He simply couldn’t pull the skill fast enough to catch any of Pouncer’s massive attacks.

As he rose, now surrounded by a shimmering black light, Keith gripped his two hammers with far more confidence. He had one more immortality skill to use for the day, but he didn’t want to waste it yet. Pouncer roared, then leaped toward him, his claws aiming to rake his chest and throat. Keith dashed upward using Skyform and Speed Demon, triggering Chronosphere as well to give himself the best chance of success. The claws still hit him but did nothing at all as he flashed past, both of his hammers whirling around at the same time slamming into the monster’s knee.

There was a dull crunch as they impacted, and Pouncer’s roar contained more than a little pain as he whirled and bit down. The teeth slammed down on him like a vice, but the aura prevented them from closing all the way, the razors stopping an inch from his skin once again shocking the monster.

Keith released one of the hammers, then punched the monster in the face, triggering Shattering Snowflare as he did. Fire and ice blasted into Pouncer’s eyes and snout, blood spraying from the wounds as he recoiled. Keith wasn’t done and hurled his other hammer using Hammerrang and aiming for the front knee once again. Using the momentum of the throw, he spun, his booted foot lashing out and colliding with the monster’s retreating throat. The weapons returned to him, along with a satisfying series of damage notifications.

-212,940

-22,900

-36,000

Pouncer is bleeding: -100 HP per second

Keith took a blow as Pouncer retreated a step then spun, his entire body whirling around like a battering ram. He flew backward, away from the monster, but once again didn’t take so much as a point of damage, spinning in the air and catching himself on the wall before launching himself back at the monster.

Combustive Body exploded beneath his feet, throwing him forward and upward at greater speeds. Ripper’s Storm formed around him, shredding at his body from all angles and doing nothing whatsoever. He hit the ground, once again not managing to reach Pouncer in time as the ripper retreated.

“He’s on to you,” Tac said. “Chances of closing for an attack are very low at this point.”

Adaptability was something Keith normally admired but as he got back to his feet only to see another Progenitor’s Wave headed his way, he wasn’t feeling quite so generous. The blow threw him off his feet, though he managed to throw both of his hammers at the monster using Hammerrang.

He slammed into the wall an instant later, pinned there by the force of the wave until it subsided. Meanwhile, Pouncer managed to leap out of the hammer’s paths, but that only worked to Keith’s advantage as they spun back from behind, slamming into the monster’s legs and nearly taking him off his feet.

Keith launched himself forward as he came off the wall, both hammers slapping into his palms as he once again attempted to close with the monster. He didn’t need to get all the way in, as Extender would allow him to hit things up to five times his own reach so long as he used a skill, and he had more than one in mind that he’d like to use against this particular monster.
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“You’ve got fifteen seconds left, bro,” Tac warned as Keith tried not to allow his frustration to get the better of him.

He’d grown so used to outclassing everything around him that going up against an opponent that was this much out of his league was a hard pill to swallow. It wasn’t just the staggering damage it could unleash, but the speed of both its attacks and movements that made it all but impossible to predict or take down. Throw in its adaptability, and one could understand how this was the progenitor of all rippers.

His first successful attack aside, Keith had only managed to land a few glancing blows in the last couple of minutes, none of which had done more than 10,000 points of damage. Pouncer was still sitting with well over 1.7 million HP, and while it was a far cry from his original 3.5 million, it was still way too far from zero for Keith’s liking.

The Monster skill was one of his best aces against powerful creatures like this and Pouncer had rendered it basically ineffective with his current maneuvers. Keith also didn’t trust that the monster wouldn’t notice when the telltale black aura vanished, replaced by the blazing golden Unconquerable Aura once again, though he and Tac had already formulated a plan on how to deal with it.

While the spells were almost impossible to time, melee attacks were becoming a bit easier – not dodging said attacks but predicting where they would come from.

“Okay, here we go,” Tac said. “This will be our best opening.”

The aura died and, predictably, Pouncer leaped, its jaws open and claws extended to rip him to shreds. Keith triggered his Title’s immortality effect just before the monster crashed into him. The force carried them both halfway across the cavern, but Keith had already angled himself for the perfect strike. The leg was extended. He held both hammers in a tight grip and the jaws were still holding him in place.

The world seemed to slow down as Keith focused on his target. Ancient’s Fury blazed as he struck with both weapons, channeling the skill as the weapons slammed home on the same joint he’d managed to hit the first time. At the same time as he struck, he cast King’s Kick, an effect from his prosthetic leg that inflicted damage based on his Agility times 50. Being this close, Pouncer couldn’t dodge.

The explosion of fire and blood that surrounded them looked like a mini halo, Pouncer’s mouth – clamped around Keith’s torso – snapping wide as King’s Kick ripped it open. At the same moment, the hammer’s collided with their intended target, and the blast of fire and force was so tremendous that Keith was hurled bodily into the air, allowing the ripper to fly past him. Keith hit the ceiling, watching the monster’s body emerge from the blazing fireball as though in slow motion.

He had the perfect shot, and he wasn’t going to miss out. Sylverana’s Mist Blaster appeared in his hand in place of the hammer, Keith depressing the trigger and activating Psychic Whitefire. Hundreds of blazing bolts tore into the monster’s back, ripping through flesh and bone. This one attack was the single most damaging he’d managed to inflict on his own so far, and it showed in the damage notifications as the monster slammed into the cavern wall with earth-shaking force.

-168,302

-51,912, Critical, Crushing

-100,000

Keith spun in the air, kicking off using Combustive Body and flinging himself away from Pouncer as he chucked one hammer after the next using Hammerrang. Galaxia’s hammer had replaced the crossbow the second the skill had activated. Ripper’s Storm crashed into him, blades of water driving him to the ground as they tried to tear his body apart. His immortality was still in effect, so it did nothing to him, while Pouncer tore himself free of the small crater he’d formed in the wall.

Keith noted the multiple dark spots where glowing runes had been, but as Tac had said earlier, there weren’t nearly enough of them broken to make an actual difference. The hammers slammed into Pouncer as he dropped, cracking into his skull and rattling his brain. The ripper roared as the weapons spun back to Keith, who leveled a drawn crossbow and used Mist Storm.

Unlike many of his other attacks and special skills, this wasn’t inherently damaging. When Pouncer tried to slash them from the air, the illusory bolts continued on, striking his body from all angles and dropping the massive monster like a ton of bricks.

Keith used the opening and closed with Speed Demon as he caught the returning hammers. They vanished into his inventory as he reached the monster, relying on his Field Leveler for damage. With his Unconquerable Aura active, his skill damage was up, so when he reached Pouncer and drove a fist into its ribs, he triggered another skill.

Blazing light bloomed as Armageddon Spear tore into its hide, followed by Ancient’s Fury. Keith’s ability to cancel out all cooldowns was a huge deal, as skills like this would normally only be usable every few hours. His immortality was nearly spent, and despite having done some serious damage, Keith hadn’t managed the crippling blow he’d wanted.

The ripper’s claws slammed into him, hurling him away an instant before his time was up. Keith spun in the air, then kicked off with Combustive Body as lines of water slashed downward, cleaving into the ground once more and missing him by a hair.

“Pouncer’s HP is down to 1.3 million,” Tac said. “You’ve gotten way further than even I expected.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Keith muttered as he hit a wall feet-first and launched himself back.

The monster was right on top of him as he did and this time, Keith didn’t manage to get out of the way fast enough. Claws tore into his leg, sending yet more pain searing through his body. He slammed into the floor, the breath knocked from his lungs as the damage notifications flashed warnings before his eyes.

-68,200, Critical

You are bleeding heavily: -1,000 HP per second

Your leg has been Maimed: -50% to movement speed

Combustive Body exploded beneath him as he launched to the side, the large paw slamming down, claws buzzing through the stone. The final use of Will brought him back to near-perfect health as he scrambled to his feet, using another skill he hoped might make a difference.

The Mist Coin appeared on his finger and Keith flicked it, the coin spinning end over end before landing. Pouncer, who’d been lunging, suddenly hesitated as his Stamina took a hit, dropping by over a third, though it didn’t bottom out like it was supposed to. Still, the hesitation gave Keith an extra second to activate another trump card, one he’d never had to use before.

Mantle of War was a specialized skill he could use once a month. He’d received it after his fight with the Spirit of War, and in a battle where he seemed to be constantly on the losing side, he knew this was probably his last real ace in the hole.

Crimson light erupted around his body, a wave of power exploding out of him in a wave and clubbing the monster with physical force sufficient to knock it off its feet. Power coursed through Keith’s body like he’d never felt before, his muscles knotting and hardening, his chest swelling and heart speeding up to a near-alarming rate.

A cloak of crimson formed at his back, rippling in an invisible wind, the aura continuing to surround him dying the world in red color. Keith inhaled as the notification appeared in the corner of his vision, showing him the active effects and letting him know how much time he had left with it on.

You have used the Mantle of War. Given your current level, these are the effects your body can handle…

While active, all incoming damage will be reduced by 95% and all damage dealt will be increased by a factor of 10. Your base stats will all be increased by a factor of 10. You will have immunity from debuffs, be able to fly, use short-range teleportation, and sense incoming attacks no matter what they are or where they come from.

The timer was already ticking down, so Keith didn’t waste any time, launching himself forward with speeds he could only usually dream of. Speed Demon made the monster seem almost slow as it rose to its feet, opening its jaws to unleash Progenitor’s Wave. Keith leaped, his body vanishing in a flash of crimson as he reappeared at the ripper’s side.

The skill was only active for a minute, so he needed to deal the maximum amount of damage he could, but more than that, he needed to cripple the monster just in case he couldn’t finish it in the short amount of time this skill was active.

Keith drove a punch into the ripper’s leg as the wave of blue blasted from his jaws. The crunching sound of bone was satisfying. He used Ancient’s Fury, the skill blazing red as it slammed into the leg.

-250,000

Pouncer’s knee is fractured: -2% to movement speed

Keith teleported away as Pouncer’s claws tore through the space where he’d been an instant before, reappearing at the side of the monster’s head, fist drawn back to punch again. Pouncer’s claws sheared up from behind and another teleport pulled him to a different area of the monster’s body. This time, he managed to land the attack an instant before lines of water tore down into him, driving him halfway to the ground before he teleported away.

“Man, even with the skill active, this monster’s no joke!” Tac exclaimed as Keith used Armageddon Spear again, the blazing light surrounding his arm in a halo  as it drove forward.

Keith had expected it to become easier to fight the monster, but not to the extent that it would become a one-sided fight, and it looked like he’d been correct. With the huge boost, he could now fight close to the monster’s own level, even outclass it in a few areas, but when it came to speed and damage, the ripper still had him beat. It was only thanks to the teleportation and flight that he was able to stay a half-step ahead.

The massive damage he dealt with each blow was also pretty spectacular, but that was only if he could manage a straight blow. Pouncer was still fast, and even with his short-range teleportation, the monster’s senses and adaptability seemed to be working to its favor.

Keith reappeared again, driving a punch at its underside, only for a clawed paw to slash up. Instead of turning to run, he twisted in the air, driving the punch aimed at the monster’s stomach toward its paw. He was far stronger with the Mantle of War cloaking him, and while Keith have preferred to avoid a direct contest of pure power, he hadn’t really been given much choice.

The two forces collided with an earth-shaking boom, hurling Keith back into the monster’s belly, while the ripper’s paw was knocked back to the ground, the claws slicing through stone as it was forced up and back. For once, an exchange worked in Keith’s favor, as the knockback only served to hurt the , and the paw was flung wide.

Pouncer roared as he tottered, his leg swinging up and nearly unbalancing him. At the same time, Keith spun in place, his leg flashing up into his underbelly. Armageddon Spear struck once more, powered by his blazing mantle. He triggered Double Charge, an effect of his prosthetic leg which did exactly what it sounded like, doubling the damage output of a skill.

Armageddon Spear rippled and expanded, the line of power stretching across his entire arm and blazing off his shoulder, extending back nearly ten feet and blasting outward like a lance of pure destruction. Keith’s fist drove into Pouncer’s underside as the monster began pulling its leg back, the ripper’s full weight coming down on him as he drove up.

Armageddon Spear tore straight through Pouncer’s body, ripping a hole through its stomach and out through its back, tearing a chunk of its spine out in the process and showering Keith in blood, which was burned away by the mantle. The screech of pain shook the cavern as Pouncer’s back legs went limp, its massive body hurled off the ground under the force of Keith’s attack.

-712,450, Massive Critical

Pouncer is has suffered a mortal wound: -10,000 HP per second

Pouncer is paralyzed: -80% to movement speed

Keith didn’t sit on his laurels. The monster still had health left as it crashed to the ground, which meant it could still attack. Sure enough, even as the progenitor of rippers crashed to the ground, it still managed to get off another attack. The roar sent a wave of blue ripping across the room. Keith teleported forward, Tac warning him that he had less than ten seconds before his mantle would vanish.

He threw himself toward the monster, power blazing around him as he narrowed his focus. Pouncer’s front leg rose as he approached, and Keith timed his blow perfectly. As the paw came down, his hammer appeared in his hands, flying forward with far more power than he’d have been able to manage normally. The hammer slammed into the paw, driving it off course while Keith teleported forward and covered the remaining distance in a blink. Armageddon Spear once again blazing around his fist as he planted himself and punched.

Blood sprayed as his fist connected with the monster’s snout, ripping it to bloody shreds, the attack continuing on through its mouth and into the monster’s brain before tearing out the back of its head. Pouncer stared at him for a moment, clear shock and disbelief in its gaze, then the light faded from its eyes as the ripper died, blood beginning to pool around it from the gaping wound Keith had torn through its head.
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Keith sagged, staggering back from the monster and dropping to the ground as the notifications came flooding in.

Pouncer the Progenitor of Rippers dies!

+1,000,000 XP

+500,000 Bonus XP

Skill: Hunter of Myth has grown to Sage VI

Skill: Armageddon Spear has grown to Sage II

Skill: Hammerrang has grown to Grandmaster X

Congratulations! Your Passive Skill: One-Man Raid has advanced from Advanced to Master!

One-Man Raid

Level: Master - I

You’ve never been one to shy away from a fight, even when facing down a Boss monster fifty times your size with zero backup. Some would call you insane. Insane people would call you a genius. Most would simply stay far, far away from you. I don’t blame them.

Note: This skill only works when fighting Boss monsters

Solo: +50% to all Base stats, -30% to all damage taken, 10% chance of damage reflection

Team of 5 or less: +20% to all Base stats, -10% to all damage taken

Once per day, use the skill: Raider to triple all Base stats by a factor of 3 for 60 seconds.

*You may teach this skill to others

Congratulations! Your Passive Skill: Monster-Soul Scourge has advanced from Advanced to Master!

Monster-Soul Scourge

Level: Master - I

Due to your race’s innate ability to detect and hunt monsters, you have become a scourge to all monsters.

Effects: +80% chance to land a successful sneak-attack on a monster. Sneak attacks deal Massive Critical damage.

Additional Effects: Once per day, cast Scourge to deal 20X melee damage to monsters for 10 minutes.

Once per day, cast Monster to take 0 damage from monster attacks for 5 minutes.

Once per day, cast Monster-Soul to steal a monster’s skill. This may be stored for later use.

Congratulations! Your Active Skill: Speed Demon has advanced from Master to Grandmaster!

Speed Demon

Level: Grandmaster - I

You’re a Speed Demon. I kind of feel like it’s self-explanatory.

Cost: 125 STA per second

Effect: Control of movements are increased by a factor of 4

Additional Effects: +90% to Agility while active, pay additional 100 Sta per sec to double speed further for 30 seconds per hour

Congratulations! For reaching Grandmaster in the Speed Demon skill, you have been awarded 10 stat points.

+3,500 Vitality

Keith nearly fell over as 1% of the monster’s highest stat – Vitality – slammed into him like a brick wall. He’d had massive stat gains before, but never anything like this. He lay on his back writhing for several seconds. Through the pain, he heard the scampering of feet, and Bob reappeared from wherever he’d been hiding to run over.

By the time the monkey reached him, the pain was gone, and Keith was slowly pushing himself upright, grimacing a bit. He felt healthier than ever. More than that, really. He felt invincible, which wasn’t a feeling he liked.

“What happened?” Bob asked when Keith turned to him, the electric feeling still buzzing through his body.

“My base HP just jumped from around 3,000 to over 6,500,” Keith said, checking his status.

“I just can’t believe you’re alive,” Tac said. “Bro, you totally beat the odds!”

“What’s your total HP now?” Bob asked as the glowing runes began to fade.

“Over 230,000,” Keith replied, hardly believing his own ears.

Doubling a stat when it was 10 or 20 was one thing, but he’d had over 100,000 HP before this battle had started.

“Talk about a jump,” Bob said with a low whistle. “Good thing it was your health and not something else. Any other stat, and you’d probably be out for a day or more.”

Keith was about to reply, but it seemed his notifications weren’t quite done with him yet.

Congratulations! For defeating the Progenitor of all Rippers basically by yourself, you have been awarded a Special Item.

The Ripper Progenitor’s Claw has been added to your inventory.

Warning! With their progenitor dead, the spirit of the rippers has been unleashed. All ripper-type monsters will now be even more aggressive and deal more damage. They will no longer be deterred by city walls.

“Oops,” Tac said. “I feel like I should have seen that coming.”

You have gained a new Title: Slayer of the Ripper Progenitor

Slayer of the Ripper Progenitor – Unique Ancient Title

The Progenitors are no ordinary monsters. They are creatures of legends. The molds from which their races were born and as such, they carry with them the power of the ancients. Also, it’s super freaking cool that you managed to kill one!

Effects: (1) Damage is doubled against ripper type monsters (2) Bladed damage is doubled (3) The Enraged Status effect is now available

Additional Effects: The Enraged status effect will not affect your mental capacity

Ancient Effects: Once a week, use Ripper Progenitor’s Aura for 60 seconds

Warning! You have two Titles…I’m just gonna assume you want this to be absorbed.

Congratulations! You have successfully absorbed the Title: Slayer of the Ripper Progenitor

Evolving Title: Ancient Spirit-Sage has become Ancient Progenitor Spirit-Sage.

Ancient Progenitor Spirit-Sage – Unique Ancient Title

You have reached the rank of Sage for the fourteenth time. You’re making records of your own! Sniff. I’m so proud of you! You’ve also murdered a Spirit! Holy cheese and crackers!

Effects: Learning speed of skills is increased by a further 100%. This is an Evolving Title. Each additional Sage-ranked skill will add further effects, affect the rarity-rating, and might even cause the title’s name to change.

Current: (1) 5 additional stat points per level (2) New skills are guaranteed to be Intermediate or higher (3) Decrease experience needed to level by 10% (4) Active skill damage is boosted by 100% (5) Ability to dual-wield weapons of different types (6) Automatically counter sneak attacks (7) Active skill cost decreased by 50% (8) Other titles may be absorbed by this one (effects will vary) (9) Ability to absorb item-based skills (items will be destroyed upon learning) (10) Highest current Base stat is increased by a factor of 3 (11) Recharge up to 3 skill effects per day (12) 5 Additional item slots (13) Instakill Immunity (14) Upgraded Probability skill

Additional Effect: Active skills can be used continuously regardless of cooldown time.

Absorbed Effects: (1) Avatars deal 30% less damage (2) Immortality for 35 seconds per day (3) Absorb 1% of defeated opponents’ highest stat (4) Can use Enraged status when enough damage is taken

Special Effects: (1) All War-related skills will be improved (2) Reaching the peak of Sage in any War-related skill will grant additional rewards (3) 20% Base stat boost (4) Able to wield War’s Spiritual Hammer (5) Able to wear War’s Spiritual Helm (6) Enraged status does not affect you mentally

Ancient Effects: (1) Once per month, take on the Mantle of War for 60 seconds (2) Once per week, use Ripper Progenitor’s Aura for 60 seconds

“Geez! Talk about an upgrade!” Tac said.

“Well, we’re still alive, so I’m not going to complain,” Bob said, looking Keith up and down. “You need a bath and a new set of clothes. I think that armor you’re wearing is also done, well and truly. I don’t think it can be fixed.”

Keith nodded as he looked down at himself. His second most valuable set of armor had been obliterated. He just hoped the fight had been worth it. Pulling himself to his feet, he physically stripped out of his ruined armor, needing to tear pieces from his body to do so at times. In the end, he stood in nothing but his underpants, staring at the pile of scrap metal and monster parts that had once been an extremely powerful and valuable set of armor, one he’d had forged using parts from the world monster of Beastland.

Sighing, Keith pulled on a clean shirt and pants, knowing they’d need a good washing after he took a bath, before donning his next-best set of armor, the Galaxia set. It appeared on his body in a flash. The metallic wings closed up at his back as his stats took a small jump and his armor increased.

With that done, he checked over his status, wanting to see how things had changed since the start of the battle. He also did so so that he didn’t look at the bloody smear that had once been Savyer. He didn’t often feel guilt at the deaths of others, but Savyer had been around for a long time, and if not for him, the man would undoubtedly still be alive.

Status

Name: Keith the Ancient Progenitor Spirit-Sage

Race: Monster-Soul

Class: Monster-Soul Hunter

Level: 78

XP: 1,514,930/2,428,200 (Reduced from 2,698,000)

HP: 234,180/234,180

STA: 39,930/39,930

Strength - 3,707 (Base 1,713)

Vitality - 23,418 (Boosted 1,220 + (Base 6,586 X3)

Endurance - 3,993 (Base 2,660)

Agility - 2,847 (Base 1,731)

Wisdom - 487 (Base 267)

Luck - 1,804 (Base 1,122)

Skills

Passive

Sage of War: Sage – Peak

Probability: Sage – VI

Peak Health: Sage – VI

Hunter of Myth: Sage – VI

Discerning Eye: Sage – V

Quick Learner: Sage – IV

Punisher: Sage – III

Judgment: Sage – II

Prodigy: Sage – I

All-Terrain Psycho: Grandmaster – IX

Prodigy: Sage – I

Spirit Crafting: Master – III

Spiritual Resistance: Master – III

Intimidation: Advanced – X

Duo: Advanced – II

Monster-Soul Scourge: Master – I

Massive Booster: Advanced – III

Stacked Odds: Advanced – VII

One-Man Raid: Master – I

Extender: Advanced – II

Unconquerable Aura (Conditional): Advanced – V

Wood Carving: Intermediate – I

Peak: Novice – X

Active

Ancient’s Fury: Sage - V

Shadow Puppet: Sage - IV

Skyform: Sage - I

Armageddon Spear: Sage - II

Heatstance: Grandmaster - VIII

Hammerrang: Grandmaster - X

Speed Demon: Grandmaster - I

Stone Chucker: Master - X

Magician: Master - V

Chronosphere: Master - I

Shattering Snowflare: Master - IV

Combustive Body: Master - I

Equipped Items

Armor

Galaxia’s Helm

Dread-Pauldrons

Dreadnaught’s Breastplate

Galaxia’s Bracers

Dread-Gauntlets

Galaxia’s Pants

Galaxia’s Greaves

Dreadnaught’s Boots

Dreadnaught’s Blade Cloak

Total Armor Rating: 5,310 (2,655 + 100%)

While his stats hadn’t taken a massive hit, his armor very much had, dropping down to a third of what it had been while wearing the Terror Queen armor set. Still, over 5,000 points wasn’t too bad all things considered. Once he finished looking through his status, Keith went over to loot the monster, pulling all its various parts into his inventory. He also managed to find some high-quality Essence, several at the Grandmaster level, though all but one was Type S.

New Spirit Crafting Recipes available: Progenitor’s Heel, Progenitor’s Might, Pouncer’s Call
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Keith straightened from the dead monster’s body, looking once more to the bloody smear that was Savyer. He tamped down the feelings of guilt, nodding to the body out of respect, then walking toward the cavern’s exit. He was beyond exhausted and had no idea what was waiting for him on the other side, but he wasn’t staying here. He needed to revive Selena, but he also needed rest. At the moment, he didn’t have the patience or mental capacity to answer questions or deal with her peculiarities.

Stepping through the exit, Keith found himself in a small corridor, one that opened into a single room cloaked in metal. There was a door at the far end, with a single glass porthole set in its center. The glass was completely frozen over, so nothing could be seen through it, but this was very clearly his way out.

The door creaked and groaned as Keith pulled it open, revealing a wall of snow and ice. Grimacing, Keith set to work, carefully shearing blocks from the wall and moving them into the room.

“You’ve got another foot,” Tac finally said once he’d dug a solid eight feet.

Keith slowed, cutting a smaller hole once he removed another eight inches so he could see through to the other side. Placing his eye to the hole, he peered out. From this vantagepoint, he couldn’t see a whole lot, but what he could see told him he’d finally made it. Frost-covered stone buildings surrounded him, spaced out widely, with what looked to have been fenced-in properties.

He could also see a smattering of Frost-Ridden Cursed wandering around the area, though none so much as glanced in his direction.

“Are you sure you want to keep going now?” Bob asked as Keith stepped back, preparing to clear the last chunk of snow in his way.

“I’m tired, but I can keep going. I may have access to fewer skills, but a few grunts should be easy enough to take out.”

Keith removed the last bits of snow, more of Layman’s Turf becoming visible as he did. It really was a nice-looking city and likely would have been nicer if everything weren’t covered in snow and ice. As he stepped from the tunnel, the quest notification he’d been expecting appeared.

Quest Update: The Terror of the Frigid Seas

Well, you reached the city. I honestly thought you would die in there. Lucky you. Now that you’ve made it, there’s still more to do. You have no idea if the Terror is here or not, or if the inner wall remains intact. Looks like you’ve got your work cut out for you, bud.

Difficultly: Monstrous

Current Objectives: Clear the inner wall, ensure the inner wall is intact

Current Reward: 85,000 XP, 5 pieces of Mithril ore, Next quest in the chain

Negotiated Rewards: 10,000 large gold bricks (20% to be paid upon the retaking of Layman’s Turf), Exclusive shipping rights with Frigid Seas, 1,500 acres of prime land with no restriction, 10% take of all imports and exports, rights to bring up to 10,000 new civilians into the Frigid Seas so long as they fall under the command of Princess Laya and any of her heirs.

+100,000 XP

+50,000 Bonus XP

3 pieces of Ice ore & 1 piece of Superdense Ice Ore have been added to your inventory

Note: All negotiated rewards are the responsibility of the party who promised them. Failure to comply will result in a System inquiry.

Closing the notification, Keith removed the chunk of superdense ice ore and examined it. It looked kind of like the regular ice ore, except it was far heavier, despite being about the same size as the previous chunk of ore. The bands of blue running across the metal glowed, and the misty frost hanging around the metal sparked and crackled unnaturally. Having already dealt with creatures of the spiritual realm, Keith was able to identify the work almost immediately.

Name: Superdense Ice Ore

Crafting material for weapons, armor, items, potions & Elixirs

Quality: Mythical

Value: 3 large gold bricks per Oz

The quest update came an instant later.

Quest Update: In the Shadows

Holy cheese and crackers…You…You killed a freaking Spirit! No one’s ever done that before…I’m honestly at a bit of a loss here…

Well, seeing as no one’s ever made it this far, I should congratulate you on an impossible job well done! Now we’re really getting somewhere! Tenor is only one of three Spirits who were planning something nefarious though, which means more investigating on your part. Digging into the secrets of this world isn’t for the faint of heart, but it seems that you’re committed now!

After finding a mysterious piece of ore that seems out of place, you’ve discovered a second, more advanced form of the metal. There’s clearly been some Spiritual intervention here, which does seem to imply that the Terror has some connection to a Spirit or perhaps something worse…

Difficulty: World

Current Objective: Discover the identity of the other two Spirits involved (0/2)

Current Rewards: 250,000 XP, Special Skill, Next quest in the chain

Failure: Be discovered as the culprit who killed a Spirit

Penalties: Everyone in the world will try to kill you on sight

“The plot thickens,” Tac said, doing the mental equivalent of rubbing his hands together. “I honestly can’t wait to see what we find at the end of the rainbow.”

“Hopefully something that doesn’t kill us,” Keith replied, stepping clear of the tunnel and planting his back to the stone wall behind him.

Looking back, he could see a sheer cliff rising some hundred feet, before sloping into the mountain at his back. Squinting, Keith followed the line and made out the outline of a wall. Turning, he could see the same bare outline in the distance. This space really was well-defended. Using his monster radar, Keith swept the city but found it clean, which was good. This meant he had to decide what he would do next.

“I’d say our best bet would be to run the interior wall,” Tac said. “If we find any cracks, we’ll have to seal them before we can really go to work.”

That much was true. Now that they were inside the city, he didn’t technically have to clear the inner section himself. He could seal off the walls, then bring everyone inside using his World Item. The problem with that plan was that if the Terror was here, they would all be trapped, and Keith didn’t like going into a fight without knowing what to expect.

“I’ll check the wall first,” he decided. “We can continue from there.”

“You’ve got a few hours of light at best,” Tac said. “Judging by the distance between the walls and the size of the buildings, you won’t make it on your own. If you get Selena to help, you two can cover the walls by dark.”

Keith pursed his lips, then caved in to the inevitable. He removed Selena’s banged up form from his inventory, then brought her back to full health. She sat up, instantly alert and ready to fight, only to see daylight and Keith with a finger over his lips.

“I take it you won,” Selena said.

“It wasn’t easy,” he replied. “But yes. We need to flank the city walls to check for breaches. You take the left, and I’ll take the right. We’ll meet at the far side. Does that work for you?”

Selena clearly wanted to talk about the battle. He could see the guilt rampaging behind her eyes and knew it must be eating her from the inside. The automaton been more of a liability than anything else during that battle, and she knew it. Thankfully, she did as he asked and got to her feet, legs transforming to help with speed.

“Stay quiet. If you see one of the Cursed, try and avoid them. If you find a breach, note the location. If you have to fight, take them down quietly and hide the body. I don’t want to go advertising that we’re here.”

Selena nodded, then took off at a light jog along the wall. Keith, in the meantime, pulled blocks of snow over their entrance. If one of the Cursed suddenly saw a hole in what should have been a solid wall, they would grow suspicious, and these didn’t look like the undead type. They looked intelligent.

“Any estimate on numbers?” Keith asked, tapping Speed Demon and lifting an inch off the ground using Skyform to avoid the crunching ice.

“Not until we’ve made a sweep of the city,” Tac said. “I’ll keep an eye on numbers as we move and give you a model of the interior wall as well.”

Keith nodded, concentrating on his surroundings as he ran. It only took him a couple of minutes of good running to reach the wall. His stamina wasn’t endless, but it did regenerate quickly enough that he could keep this going for quite some time. He would have loved to hop into his carriage, but that was off limits as well, seeing as it was too loud and could be seen easily. Upon reaching the wall, Keith turned and began following it, noting the height and probable thickness.

“The outer wall is probably more impressive,” Tac said.

The wall itself was quite tall, standing at right around 20 feet. Decades of ice and snow had packed onto the stone, adding to the thickness and height, which only made it more durable. Keith ran in silence, his mind working over all the new information, as well as everything that had happened beneath the mountain.

Savyer’s death was a blow to be sure, as he’d had all the maps of their surrounding areas and knew the city, unlike Keith. He’d also had a sizable fortune in his inventory, and now that he was gone, it was unreachable. Thankfully, Keith and Selena had gotten the bulk of the gold, and since the system had said nothing about their haul, it was clear that this had nothing to do with the actual fortune they’d been promised for clearing Layman’s Turf.
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Keith ran for well over an hour, the city wall long and winding, but showing no signs of cracking or faults. He’d yet to hear from Selena either, which meant that nothing had gone wrong so far. He spotted the occasional Cursed, but it was nowhere near the numbers he’d been expecting, which made him wonder if perhaps Laya’s information might have been incorrect.

“The majority could be outside the walls,” Tac pointed out as Keith leaped a frozen stream and continued on. “Plus, we can’t account for anyone inside the buildings.”

There were far fewer buildings than expected for such a large city, but, given the size of each of them, it made sense. This was the inner wall, where the wealthier people had lived. So, it stood to reason that they would have larger houses and more property. Each manor was unique, containing multiple smaller houses and buildings on the properties.

The reason he called them manors and not castles was because there was only one castle in this city. The soaring towers with long-destroyed banners standing some forty feet tall. The grounds sprawled, occupying a massive swath of land at the city’s center. Dozens of smaller buildings dotted the area. Gardens, stables, barracks and various other areas were distinguished, though overrun by the cold and time.

The castle itself was titanic by any stretch of the imagination. Tower after tower, wall after wall, the colossal construction seemed to stretch endlessly as Keith passed it and he had to wonder just how wealthy the owners of this space had been to afford something like this. The castle by itself would be large enough to house the entire population of a small city, and that included land for farming and agriculture.

“Talk about overcompensating for something, am I right?” Tac said.

It was obvious that some parts of the castle were newer than others, showing multiple additions and changes over the years. If Keith had to guess, these people were also responsible for the chances inside the escape tunnel, which, curiously, was not inside the actual castle.

“Cursed incoming,” Tac suddenly warned. “Around that bend up ahead. You can’t avoid them.”

Keith drew his sword in a single motion, flashing around the bend and seeing the Frost-Ridden Cursed standing by a small breach in the wall, the first Keith had seen. The creature’s back was to him and was talking.

“Crud. There’s someone on the other side,” Tac said. “You’ll have to get them too.”

“I don’t like this,” Bob chattered, only his nose poking from beneath Keith’s spare cloak. “There are too many of these creeps here. What if one of them sets off the alarm? We should try avoiding them.”

Keith reached the Cursed and, ignoring Bob’s advice, slammed his sword straight through the Cursed’s back, piercing his heart and killing him instantly.

“Gah!”

The shout came through the small gap in the wall. An oxian cursed, staggering back from where his companion had fallen, clearly not having expected something like that to happen.

He couldn’t squeeze through the gap, and the monster was out of reach of his sword, but that wasn’t a problem. Keith stepped forward and used Armageddon Spear. Along with Extender, the skill flashed through the opening, skewering the Cursed through the chest and drilling a hole clean through his body.

“A bit overkill, don’t you think?” Tac asked as the creature toppled backward, blood pooling on the ground around him.

Keith used Stone Chucker to hide the body. It was a bit crude but would pass at a glance. On his side of the wall, he used the skill to seal up the gap as best he could, hiding the body inside the wall as he sealed it off.

With that done, he spread snow over the area to conceal it and stepped back to admire his handiwork. Not the best he’d ever done, but if you weren’t looking for intruders, chances are you wouldn’t notice anything out of the ordinary.

Keith took off at a run once more, only needing to kill one more Cursed before reaching the halfway point of the wall. Selena had yet to arrive, but he wasn’t too concerned. He was likely moving faster than she was, and if she needed to make note of any of the walls, she wouldn’t reach this space for at least another thirty minutes.

“I’ve got your model of the city,” Tac said as it appeared in his mind’s eye.

It was fascinating, like seeing a 3D model from back on Earth, complete with buildings, locations, and the spaces between them. There were even patrolling Cursed showing up on the model, but these were hazy at best.

“My estimate right now is somewhere in excess of a thousand Cursed inside the walls,” Tac said, “with the majority surrounding the castle and the grounds. I can’t say whether the Terror is here or not, but I have no sense of anything in or around the castle. But, if he’s an Avatar, that would make sense. They’re typically tricky to nail down.”

Keith nodded, looking at the closest building to where he stood. They would need to set up camp for the night and soon, and he didn’t fancy the idea of being out in the open like this. Moving quickly, he crossed the distance between the wall and the frozen side of what had likely been a barn of some kind. Sliding around to the entrance, he found the wooden door still somewhat intact, though clearly in poor repair.

Pushing his way inside, he got a warning from Tac to stay on his guard. Sure enough, there were two Cursed inside the building, which, at first glance, didn’t look to be a barn as he’d guessed. Instead, this looked like it had been some kind of laboratory, though he had no idea for what.

The two Cursed turned in his direction as the door creaked open and Keith flashed forward without an ounce of hesitation. His sword pierced one through the heart before they could so much as move, but the elf was quick on the draw, extending a hand and casting a blazing fireball at him.

Keith allowed the attack to hit him, not even bothering to block as the attack washed over him and did nothing whatsoever. The elf’s eyes widened as Keith flashed forward, and she managed a choked scream before his hand clamped over her mouth and a dagger plunged into her heart.

“You know, if these weren’t mindless minions, I’d almost say you were more ruthless than the Terror,” Tac said. “Oh, wait, that’s right. They’re not mindless!”

Ignoring the Artificial Mind, Keith dragged the bodies into a corner, doing a quick sweep of the room to make sure nothing else was hiding inside.

“Selena should be back in the next 30 seconds,” Tac said as Keith finished hiding the bodies and clearing a space to set up the tent.

Exiting the building, he could see the streak of silver that was Selena approaching at a fast clip. Nothing was following her, so when she was within line of sight, Keith waved his arms. She veered off, slowing down as she approached.

“Did you run into any problems?” Keith asked, stepping aside and allowing her in, closing the door behind her.

“Yes, actually,” she replied with a frown. “I found a breach in the wall. A large one.”

Keith and Selena stood crouched behind an old barn some fifteen yards from the wall, watching the comings and goings of the Cursed as they flowed in and out of the sizable breach that Keith estimated to be some 25 feet across. It was the steady flow of traffic that worried him more than anything else, as it meant they couldn’t seal the breach without giving away what they’d done.

As he’d expected, Keith had to have a long talk with Selena the night before about what had happened, assuring her it wasn’t her fault. He’d had to hold her while she’d cried and reassured her that she would grow stronger. The monster had out-leveled her by nearly 25 and had pushed Keith to the brink. It was the single most difficult solo monster fight he’d ever had, and he made sure she knew it.

Though it took nearly four hours to calm her down, it had been worth it, both for her own mental health and for the mission at hand. Where she was distracted and worried the day before, she was now focused, her eyes locked in on the breach.

“Any idea what they’re doing?” Keith asked Tac.

“It looks like basic patrols,” Tac replied. “But as I’m sure you’ve noticed, many of them are carrying blocks of stone and other building materials.”

He had. He’d also noticed where they were taking them – into the castle. This complicated things further, though, in all fairness, he wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting. This was supposed to be a stronghold for the Terror, and now that they could see past the walls, it was obvious how many of the Cursed were here in the city.

“The good news is that unless the Terror hates leaving his house, chances of him being here are less than 5%,” Tac said. “So, if we proceed under the assumption that he’s not here at the moment, our best chance to strike would be as soon as possible.”

“The only question is if they operate at night,” Keith said, silently cursing himself for not scouting the area the night before.

It effectively meant that their day was shot. They now had two options. The first was simply leaving, going back to Laya and reporting all they’d found, making sure to return just before midnight. The second was taking care of some business on another continent. Now that they had a semi-secure location, he felt confident enough to leave. Tac had said nothing about teleportation detection being set up, and why should there be? This was at the heart of the Terror’s territory, and he knew exactly where his enemies were.

They hadn’t really gone on the offensive in decades, and despite his power and obvious cunning, the Terror wasn’t immune to the fallibility of all creatures who never lost – overconfidence. Keith motioned Selena back and they returned to their hideout.

“So, what’s the plan?” Selena asked.

“We need a way to seal that wall without making a lot of noise,” Keith said. “We’ll have to come back at night and see if the Cursed are still operating there. If not, we seal the wall and go from there.”

“And if they do?” Selena asked.

“Then we go with plan B,” Keith said.

“Plan B?” Selena asked, raising an eyebrow.

“That would be what we used to call the ‘nuclear option’ in my old life,” Keith replied. “But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Where are we going now then?” she asked.

“Back to Humania,” Keith said. “There’s an old friend I need to visit.”
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The city looked almost unrecognizable from the last time Keith had been here, having officially been turned from a keep into a major hub some time ago. The main branch of the We Hunt Monsters Guild stood proudly, taking up a solid city block and containing multiple buildings. The notification came as soon as he and Selena had teleported into an alleyway between two of the buildings.

Warning! Your level is above the upper limit allowed in Humania! As long as you remain here, your stats will be reduced and you will be unable to grow. All stat points from level-ups will be postponed until you leave. Skill effects will be reduced. All equipped items from Legendary+ to Ancient will have reduced effects.

Checking his status, Keith saw that everything had been reduced by a flat 20% across the board, which was to be expected, considering how high his level was relative to what was allowed on Humania. In fact, it was quite close to the level Alessandra had had the first time he’d seen her in the Pest Control Guild.

Back then he’d been woefully ignorant about many things, something he was now glad to say was no longer a problem.

“Keep your False Charm under control,” Keith warned as he headed to the door. “I don’t want any trouble here.”

“Don’t worry,” Selena said, grabbing onto his arm. “No one’s going to start up with you around.”

Keith didn’t feel like arguing, so he didn’t bother pulling his arm free. It was late and many people would be sleeping. Though, in a guild like this, there would be people up at all hours of the night, just in case of an emergency.

Heading into the main building, Keith was unsurprised to see that there were many people still awake. Some were sitting by tables, others were at the bar, while others still were perusing the job board or speaking with people by the monster counter.

“Welcome to the We Hunt Monsters Guild, how can I help you?”

This was new. Keith noted the desk sitting right across the entrance. While it didn’t exactly block their path, it did ensure that the person sitting behind it would see anyone who entered and would make it difficult for anyone to ignore her when she called them out. The woman sitting behind the desk was pretty, dressed in something that was clearly meant to draw the eye. He noticed more than one of their male guild members and patrons sneaking constant looks at her back.

“I’m looking for Jelly,” Keith said, unfazed by the woman’s charming smile or low-cut shirt.

The woman’s smile faltered for a moment, but it was back in place a moment later.

“I’m sorry, would you mind repeating that? I’m not sure I heard you correctly.”

“Jelly,” Keith said. “I need to talk to her. Is she around?”

“You do know that Jelly is the guildmaster, right?” asked the woman. “She’s a very busy person. Running a guild like this is a full-time job. But if you need help, I’m sure I’ll be able to find someone who can assist you, mister…?”

“Keith,” he said flatly.

The woman’s eyes went wide. She quickly looked down at something hidden beneath the counter, then back up at him, then back down again.

“Someone needs to be fired over this,” she muttered, clearly displeased, before looking up again, her smile looking less professional and more forced as though she were terrified of what he would do.

“I apologize for not recognizing you right away, Vice-Commander Keith,” she said with a nervous chuckle. “Someone must have captured your likeness incorrectly. If you and your lovely companion will follow me, I’ll be honored to take you to Jelly’s office.”

“Did you hear that?” Selena asked, leaning close to whisper in his ear. “I’m your lovely companion.”

The automaton race was highly susceptible to flattery, and it seemed that was the case no matter where it came from. Keith didn’t say anything, knowing that if he remained silent, she would have nothing to work with and thus would be forced to drop the issue, rather than starting up a whole conversation about beauty and attractiveness.

Still, as they walked through the guildhall, Keith noticed more than a few eyes moved away from the receptionist and lingered on Selena as they walked by. Seeing as none of them came running over though, he was fairly confident she was reigning her skill in.

They followed the receptionist up the stairs, through a corridor, and to a locked door, which the woman opened by rapping on several different areas in a specific pattern. The door opened, revealing another set of stairs, which wound further up into the building. It seemed Jelly had upgraded since the last time he’d visited, which had been quite a while ago. The winding staircase rose about two stories, the nervous receptionist walking as quickly as she could while maintaining a modicum of modesty in her short-cut skirt.

“What I wouldn’t do if I had a body,” Tac sighed.

“Don’t be creepy,” Keith said. “You’re weird enough without throwing that in.”

“Hey, I’m a red-blooded man…or I used to be, anyway. I can’t help but admire someone who’s well put together.”

“Remind me what we’re doing here again?” Bob asked, sitting on Keith’s shoulder and snacking on some nuts.

Keith had confiscated all of his sweets after the battle. It hadn’t been hard getting Bob to admit that he had his own miniature inventory where he’d been hoarding snacks, given the fact that the monkey had pulled pastries from nowhere before the ripper fight.

“We need Jelly’s help,” Keith said, not wanting to speak where he could be overheard.

“Which is code for you’ll find out soon enough,” Selena said giving Bob a wink.

“You don’t know either, do you?” Bob shot back.

“Nope,” Selena said cheerily. “But I trust Keith enough that I know that I don’t need to know.”

She leaned closer, pulling herself tighter to his arm and rubbing her cheek against his shoulder. Keith yanked his arm free, or at least, he tried. In such tight confines as the staircase, it was almost impossible, as he couldn’t put enough space between her and himself. So, when he yanked his arm, she staggered a bit, only to smack right into him, giving her a better grip. Selena’s smile was so smug that Keith couldn’t even look at her as they reached the top of the stairs and exited onto a small landing, flanked with rich carpeting and tapestries.

Two men stood guard by the door and stepped into their path as they approached.

“You know you’re not supposed to be up here, Hannah,” one of the guards said, speaking gently despite his stern features.

Seeing as he wasn’t looking her directly in the eye half the time, it was clear why.

“This is Keith,” Hannah said, gesturing to the two of them. “You know, the Vice-commander of the guild?”

Both guards stiffened, looking quickly in his direction and scrutinizing him closer for the first time. They both wore armor made of monster parts and carried weapons made of the same. A single glance at Keith would tell them the quality of his armor, as well as the pair of hammers sitting on his belt.

“Sorry for the holdup, vice-commander,” said the one on the left. “We haven’t had the pleasure of meeting you in the past, so I hope you’ll forgive us.”

“Is Jelly in there?” Keith asked.

“Yes, the guildmaster is here,” the man replied, already moving to knock on the door, opening it a crack and peering inside.

Keith heard a muffled voice, followed by the guard’s reply.

“Looks like her office has sound dampeners inside,” Tac said. “Nice touch.”

The guard stepped back as the door opened all the way, revealing Jelly dressed in nightclothes. Her hair was down and hung in damp strands, a clear indication that she was getting ready for bed and likely doing some last-minute work before turning in for the night. Still, the smile on her face was bright as could be.

“Keith, what an unexpected pleasure! It’s been way too long since you’ve come for a visit. Why don’t you come in so we can talk?”

She stepped aside, gesturing him in.

“Thank you for your help,” Keith told Hannah, who blushed a bit as he stepped by and walked into the office, followed by Selena, whom Jelly was looking at in open interest.

Keith looked around as he walked in, taking note of the various changes to the space. The desk was larger than the last one, filled with papers and bottles of ink. The single chair told him that this wasn’t where she took meetings. Additionally, there were a couple of couches, two of which held unfolded blankets, as well as several sets of clean clothes that were quite tiny.

“You had a baby,” Keith said, turning to her as she closed the door.

“I mean, I did get married well over a year ago,” Jelly said. “I’ve wanted kids for a very long time, and now that things are stable, Jerry and I decided it was finally time. If you’re wondering why you didn’t hear about any of this, it’s because you haven’t visited in forever.”

“Did Bridget know?” Keith asked.

“Of course she did,” Jelly replied, moving over to the couch and clearing some space for them all to sit down. “She came to my wedding and to visit once baby Willy was born.”

“How can you run an entire guild and take care of a baby?” Keith asked.

“With a lot of help,” Jelly said with a chuckle. “My parents moved in a few weeks before I was due. It’s why I had everything moved up here, so we could build extra rooms and that I could have a space to work out of, but still stay close to the baby.”

“How old is he?” Keith asked.

“Just about four months,” Jelly said with a wide smile on her face. “Jerry and I couldn’t be happier, though I won’t lie and say that this hasn’t been a massive adjustment. If it weren’t for him and my parents, I’d likely have had to step aside as guildmaster and hand the role over to someone else.”

“I can hear that,” Keith said, his mind going back to his own children. “Raising children is one of the hardest jobs in the world.”

“My parents always made it look so easy,” Jelly said with a chuckle. “But yeah. I basically didn’t sleep for the first couple of weeks. The time I had alone with Jerry was wonderful, but we were ready for the next chapter, difficult or not.”

“Well then, I guess congratulations are in order,” Keith said. “Both for your marriage and baby.”

“A little late, but I appreciate it all the same,” Jelly said, half-turning in her seat and looking at Selena. “I know we haven’t had the pleasure, but I take it you’re Selena?”

“Uh, yes, that would be me,” Selena said, sounding a bit off.

“Well, you’re every bit as lovely as Bridget said. If anything, she undersold it.”

Selena’s cheeks colored a bit, but she seemed quite happy with the compliment.

“So, to business I guess,” Jelly said. “As much as I would love to sit and reminisce all night, Willy will be hungry soon and I’d like to get some sleep once he’s finished.”

“Very well then,” Keith said. “I need a quick-drying mortar that will be as hard as stone when set. You’ve been doing a lot of building in a very cold climate. I take it you have some on hand?”

“We do,” Jelly said. “Though I have to wonder what you could possibly need something like that for.”

“We need to seal a breach in a wall, and we need to do it quickly,” Keith said with a shrug.

“Is that all?” Jelly asked with a raised eyebrow.

“That and a portable water storage container,” Keith said. “Something that can hold a lot of it.”

“I’ve actually got something like that in my inventory,” Jelly said, removing a gleaming, mithril vial with a shining hardwood cork set into the top.

“How much can it hold?” Keith asked.

Jelly shrugged.

“It says there’s a limit, but I’ve yet to find it. I will expect this back though. It wasn’t cheap to make.”

Keith nodded his thanks as he took it.

“Is there anything else, or is that all?” Jelly asked.

“No, that’s everything we need,” Keith replied. “I also had wanted to check in on you since it’s been a while.”

“Well, if that’s all you want, maybe we do have a bit of time to talk,” Jelly said with a smile.

“In that case,” Keith said. “The receptionist? Really?”

Jelly’s smile only grew wider.

“She does well with men for obvious reasons, and they’re eighty percent of the people who walk in here. Helps move things along quickly. She also really likes attention, so it worked out well for us. Now, I’ve got a question for you. What the hell happened to your face?”
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The visit with Jelly was cut off abruptly after around half an hour by the squalling of a baby through one of the doors. Sighing, Jelly got to her feet and gave him a rueful smile.

“I’m sorry, but duty calls. Talk to Hannah about the mortar you want. She’ll be able to help you.”

“I know you’re in a rush,” Keith said as the crying subsided for a few moments. “But I figure I owe you a gift at the very least. I’m not giving you money, since you’re already pretty well off, but I figure something most people can’t buy is good enough as a present. I was saving these, but seeing as they’re not much use to me, I think you’ll make good use of them.”

As he spoke, he removed a small crate from his inventory, handing it over to Jelly who cracked the top, peering in curiously. It took her a few moments to realize what they were, and when she did her eyes went wide.

“Wait, are these what I think they are?”

“Elixirs? Yeah,” Keith replied. “None of them are super powerful, but there are enough of them to raise a few stats a decent amount.”

The baby started crying again and Jelly sighed, quickly placing the crate on the floor and giving him a quick hug before hurrying towards the room.

“I hope it’s okay that I’m leaving you to let yourselves out. Thank you so much, Keith, and please don’t be shy about visiting more often. There are a lot of things I’d love to talk to you about regarding the guild.”

With that said, she vanished into the room, the crying of the baby growing momentarily louder before she closed the door.

“Well, that was interesting,” Bob said, still crunching on his nut. “Do you think we can grab some grub before we go back?”

The two of them left the room and found Hannah still standing there, clearly flirting with both of the guards. She squeaked and backed away, and the guards looked embarrassed as they straightened.

“Jelly said you could help me find some quick-drying mortar,” Keith said. “I need a lot of it. The strongest you’ve got.”

“Y-yes, of course,” Hannah said, smoothing the front of her too-short dress. “If you’ll follow me.”

Keith followed the woman down the stairs once more, then into the main guildhall and out of the building. She didn’t shiver in the slightest as she exited, which told him that the dress she wore likely had more to it than what met the eye. Walking at a brisk pace, she took them several blocks before stopping at a half-finished building.

“The mortar is in those bags,” she said, pointing to some heavy-looking sacks. “Take whatever you need.”

Keith nodded.

“We won’t be returning to the guildhall,” Keith said. “Feel free to go back. One thing I’d like for you to do is speak with the monster information desk and update the heading on rippers. There’s been a recent change in their behavior. They’re more aggressive than ever before and deal more damage. They also don’t seem to care about cities anymore and will approach regardless of population.”

Hannah’s face went a bit pale at that, but she nodded all the same before hurrying back to the guild, vanishing as she turned a corner.

“Are you going to tell me what’s bothering you or not?” Keith asked the automaton as he began hefting sacks of mortar into his inventory.

He’d need to bring along a lot of water as well, as the dry, powdered stone needed something to hold it all together.

“Oh, it’s nothing really,” Selena said, biting her lip. “Just something Jelly said. You know, about children. It made me realize that that’s something I’d never be able to experience for myself.”

Keith paused for a moment, turning to look at her. Selena was staring up at the sky and looked sadder than he’d ever seen in all the time he’d known her.

“What’s going on, Bob?”

“Beats me,” Bob replied. “I mean, she is an intelligent individual, but to my knowledge, automatons don’t really care about this kind of thing. Or at least, they shouldn’t.”

This wasn’t something he’d ever considered. Then again, Selena had acted contrary to many of the things Bob had told him before she’d been created and even after. She had developed in much the same way he’d said she would but also had many odd quirks that were way outside the norm of what Bob had said was possible.

“Why does that bother you?” Keith asked, pulling more mortar into his inventory.

“Because, while I’ve seen many couples together for reasons other than childbearing, the vast majority who stay together do so because of the desire to have children and raise a new generation. This is not something I’ve ever thought about before now, though I have thought about…well, it’s not important at the moment.”

Selena sighed, brushing moisture out of her eyes and trying to refocus.

“Sorry,” she said. “What can I do?”

“You can start gathering stone blocks,” Keith said, gesturing to the pile. “We’ll need something for the mortar to stick to. We may be able to manage without, but it’ll go much faster if we have them.”

Selena nodded, then went over to start gathering blocks without saying so much as another word.

“What’s happening to her, Tac?” Keith asked.

“All beings are open to change,” Tac said. “She might have certain parameters, the quirks of her race, but do you know a living being that’s exactly like another one?”

“This sort of change wasn’t supposed to happen,” Keith said. “No one ever mentioned anything like this to me.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, bro. I’m sure you’ve noticed all the not-so-subtle hints that she sees you as more than a boss or friend. Unless you’re willfully ignorant.”

For the first time in a long time, Keith was dumbfounded. So much so that he actually paused in his work and nearly let his jaw go slack. Tac was too sharp to miss it and began laughing, as Bob, who’d been listening to the conversation, chimed in.

“You didn’t know?” Bob asked.

“Obviously not,” Keith replied, feeling more than a little annoyed. “Mainly because you told me she couldn’t feel that sort of attraction when she was being built!”

“What did you think it was?” Tac asked, still howling with laughter.

“Some sort of odd quirk she’d picked up along the way,” Keith replied, still feeling aggravated.

Why did impossible things keep happening around him? For all intents and purposes, Selena was supposed to be a combat machine. She was supposed to be intelligent, and yes, she was supposed to have a personality and be her own person, but there were certain things that were not supposed to be possible.

“Yeah, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, bro, but she’s got it for you so badly she doesn’t know what to do with herself,” Tac said, still laughing. “Add to that the fact that it’s messing with her head and her own race’s typical thought processes and, well, it’s not really surprising how she’s been acting, is it?”

Keith didn’t show any outward signs of the conversation that was happening as Selena looked back at him.

“How many do we need?”

“At least five hundred,” Keith replied. “I’d grab six just to be safe.”

Selena nodded then went back to work, lifting the heavy blocks and dropping them in her inventory.

All Keith could do was curse his bad luck at having ended up with a broken automaton. What Tac described sounded excruciating. Selena was probably feeling a war of emotions right now. Emotions she wouldn’t know how to handle, because her race had been built not to have to handle them.

He wanted to scream. Keith had had her made because almost all the women he’d been traveling alongside had turned out this way, and he wanted no part in romance. Especially when he was so close to achieving the goal he’d been working toward for over four hundred years. He wanted to deny it, but once he applied the context to how she’d been acting lately, everything fit perfectly.

Maybe he could ignore it. Selena didn’t seem to know how to act on anything she felt, so, if he didn’t say anything and continued acting as he had, she would keep everything to herself.

“I don’t mean to burst your bubble, but she was going to talk to you about it sooner rather than later,” Tac said. “That meeting with your friend Jelly there just moved up the timeline. I’d say you’ve got a 50-50 chance that she’ll want to talk as soon as you’re back in that lovely shack in Layman’s Turf.”

Keith groaned mentally, cursing his bad luck. He liked Selena and had put a lot of work into getting her where she was today. He’d been through many battles with her and survived untold horrors. She’d saved his life multiple times by taking hits meant for him, but he’d always viewed her as an automaton, not a person.

This mental shift was a difficult one to make, and he didn’t want to have to ditch her after all the hard work he’d put into her training and upbringing. The more calculating side of him told him to stab her in the back of the head. She wouldn’t expect it, and it would be a clean kill. He could take her back to Hunk and see if he could fix her. He was tempted. When she turned back to give him a smile, his dark thoughts crumbled and his shoulders slumped.

He might be cold at times, but he could never do that to someone he cared about. If he started killing his closest allies because things were inconvenient, he would be no better than the monsters he killed so regularly.

“I think that’s all of them,” Selena said, walking back over as he hoisted the last few bags of mortar into his inventory.

“All we need now is some water,” Keith said. “And luckily, there’s a pretty large source nearby.”

Metallic wings extended as Keith rose into the air, Selena doing the same as she followed him. It would have been faster to take the carriage, but Keith didn’t want to attract any more attention, and the guards would notice if he was trying to leave the city. The last thing he wanted was to have to deal with the city’s leader, Trapper. If he had to, Keith could be stuck there all night, which was the last thing he wanted.
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“Keith, do you have a few minutes to talk?” Selena asked.

She looked nervous as she clasped her hand behind her back, fidgeting and biting her lip. They’d returned to their little hideout inside Layman’s Turf not five minutes ago after going to a nearby lake and filling the vial Jelly had given him. It was as Tac had predicted, though he’d been hoping otherwise. He was currently sitting inside the tent and had been about to remove the special items received from defeating the legendary progenitor of rippers, but it seemed this was going to be happening now.

“Sure,” Keith said. “Why don’t you have a seat?”

The tent, while not nearly as spacious as the bunker, still had two rooms, and the one they were in held the table and a couple of chairs. Selena took her seat silently, placing her hands on the table before sitting back and crossing her arms. She looked back and forth between him and the open doorway, clearly thinking of escape before she had to start talking. However, as the silence stretched, she finally built up the courage and looked at him.

“There’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about for a while,” she said, her voice a bit unsteady. “It’s something I’ve been thinking about for a long time, because I really wasn’t sure. I…I…,” Selena took a deep breath and looked him square in the eye. “I really like you, Keith, and not just as a friend. You have no idea how many books I’ve read on the human psyche, on love and relationships, on emotion and empathy and so on.

“This is something I couldn’t even fathom a few months ago, but the more I looked into it, the stronger these strange feelings became. At times, I thought I was imagining it. Then I would watch you fight or do something incredible, or you’d even just show me you cared enough to listen, and those strange feelings would grow stronger.

“Every scrap of information I have about my kind tells me this should be impossible, but the more I think about it, the harder it is to ignore. I also know this isn’t what you want to hear. I’ve listened to you complain endlessly about female attention, so I kept it to myself, but after seeing Jelly tonight and hearing that baby, I just couldn’t stay quiet anymore.”

Selena’s shoulders slumped as she sighed once again, looking to be on the verge of tears, even though she gave him a sad smile.

“I used to laugh at all those books I read, you know. Talking about love and not being able to help or decide who you fall in love with. I feel like these strange emotions are tearing me apart from the inside out. All the teasing, the attention, the physical contact. Every time I do something like that, it becomes harder not to push it or take it further. The only reason I haven’t is because I know how you’d react, and I don’t think I can handle that if I’m honest with myself.

“At the same time, I know that even if there were a shred of hope before, I was smacked with a dose of reality tonight. One that I can’t ignore. After all you’ve been through, I know that the physical aspects of a relationship mean basically nothing to you, and that if you were to be with someone at this point, it would be to raise a family. Something that I would be unable to provide. I’m sorry for dumping this all on you, especially here and now, but I had to get this off my chest, if for no other reason than that you should know.”

She reached out hesitantly and squeezed his shoulder, giving him another smile before silently rising and leaving the tent. Keith sat in silence for several moments before it was broken by Tac.

“Wow. Talk about heavy.”

“I’m less concerned about the conversation and more about the implications,” Bob said with a frown. “If one automaton can turn like this, it’s possible for others to do the same.”

“Just what I need,” Keith sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Another automaton who has a crush on me.”

He knew it would be too late to go to Hunk and have him change his designs, which meant he would be stuck with another female automaton who would now have the potential to feel the same as Selena.

“Is there any way we can get her interested in someone else?” Keith asked.

He’d been expecting her to come to him, but she’d dumped a lot on his plate. The fact that she already knew he wasn’t interested made it all the more problematic.

“She’s bonded to you,” Bob said, shaking his head. “She can’t feel anything for anyone else.”

“You already said that this wouldn’t be a problem,” Keith said, feeling a bit annoyed with his world guide. “How do you know she can’t?”

“She can’t, bro,” Tac said, confirming Bob’s statement. “Soul bonds like the one you two have are pretty personal, especially where the system is involved. If she were a rogue automaton, meaning an unbonded one, she would basically be a killing machine. An intelligent one, yes, but aside from that, there would be nothing else there.”

“I take it that breaking a bond like this is impossible,” Keith said.

“It is,” Bob said. “Think of her as a Soulbound item, but one that cannot be unbound.”

“Does that mean I should leave the new one unbound?” Keith asked.

“And risk her going off to work for someone else?” Bob questioned. “If you really want to take that gamble, you can go right ahead, but I wouldn’t advise you do that.”

There was a downside to being so charismatic. Keith had learned that a long time ago. It helped when he needed to gather support, but it was a double-edged sword.

“What is the most likely outcome if I don’t respond to her?” he asked Tac.

“Hard to say,” Tac replied. “Best guess is a downward spiral until she becomes worse than useless.”

In other words, Keith needed to talk to her, but he needed to take some time to figure out what he wanted to say. He decided to do some work as he thought, but first wanted to see his special item. Removing it from his inventory, Keith examined the claw.

It was about three feet long, so shorter than it had been on the actual monster, with the outside edge having a razor-sharp edge and the tip coming to a far narrower point than any blacksmith would ever attempt. It was colored a stark white, a white so flat that it seemed to absorb light, which was strange, given its color.

Name: Ripper Progenitor’s Claw

Crafting material for a bladed weapon.

Quality: Ancient

Value: Incalculable

This was the first time Keith had seen an item – other than a World Item, that was – whose value was stated as such. The description was also extremely specific, which meant this claw could be used only for the crafting of a weapon, and, judging by its length, there was only one weapon he would use this for – a sword.

Though he’d had a complicated history with bladed weapons, seeing as how they’d cost him his life multiple times, Keith had grown used to the idea of using them again – albeit with limits. He still preferred his hammers and even his fists – which were now clad in a powerful World Item – to blades, but there were circumstances where a blade was more useful, so he’d begun using them again.

He’d need to take this to Farah and see what she could do with it for him. Stashing the item in his inventory, Keith began removing components and ingredients to make some Elixirs. He hadn’t really taken a lot of time to work on them lately, and seeing as he had a few new recipes, he decided to try a few of them out.

The first thing he removed was his Ancient-quality kettle which would boost the effects of any Elixir he crafted using it. Then, he began removing others as he read through the recipe he wanted to make.

Metallic Dominance

Level: Master or higher

(1) 1 Type S ‘Legendary’ or better Monster Essence

(1) 1 Type E ‘Legendary’ or better Monster Essence

(1) 1 Type V ‘Legendary’ or better Monster Essence

(1) 1 Type A ‘Legendary’ or better Monster Essence

(1) 1 oz vial powdered Orionite

(1)10 oz bar pure Mithril

(1) 10 oz bar pure Adamantite

(1) 10 oz bar pure Iridium

(1) 5 oz pure powdered Osmium

(1) 15 oz vial Sycallium Ice

(2) 12 oz vials Purified Water

It was one of the more involved recipes, especially in terms of rare ingredients. Getting his hands on Iridium hadn’t been an easy feat. It was quite rare, but luckily for him, he knew a lot of wealthy and connected people in the Alchemist Faction and was able to get his hands on some. The crafting process was relaxing, though a bit involved, as he had to be careful with all the ingredients. They were exceedingly rare, and he didn’t want to mess anything up.

Judging by the measurements, he was hoping to get at least two vials of elixir out of this. It was very heavy on metal, and the actual process involved two separate vials of purified water. He mixed the first three ingredients in one, and the others in the rest, the water changing color as particles swam and danced around inside.

Once everything was mixed, he poured both into the kettle, then began to add the specks of Essence. Essence of this level was already quite rare, and as he added them, the liquid began to bubble and change, flashing from one color to the next. Finally, when the last speck was added, the liquid settled into a silvery sheen, glittering with motes of light.

Keith was happy to see that there were indeed two vials’ worth of Elixir once he’d poured the first.

“That looks pretty nice,” Bob said, examining the shining liquid. “Not very tasty looking though, if I’m being honest. Just looking at it makes me think it’ll taste like copper.”

Keith would be lying if he said the liquid looked appetizing, but then again, they were never about the taste. If the gleaming light coming off the vials was anything to judge by, he’d done a pretty good job of getting this Elixir right on his first try.

Name: Metallic Dominance

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Elixir – Master

Effects: Permanent + 25 to Strength, +25 to Agility, Vitality & Endurance. Upon drinking this Elixir, gain these effects for the next 15 minutes: Take 25% less damage and suffer 25% less concussive force from metallic weapons, limbs, and spells. Inflict 5% more damage with weapons made primarily of metallic components. Primarily metallic armor has a 20% greater armor rating. 33% chance to learn Orion’s Shield skill.

Value: No less than 74 large and 3 small gold bricks

It was an interesting Elixir, and though the first effects didn’t really seem all that great, the last effect, which boosted armor by ten percent was pretty good. The additional effect of the Kettle was what made it really interesting. It sounded like a passive skill, and a 33% chance wasn’t bad at all, especially if he threw his Luck stat into the mix.

Though he was tempted to drink one right away, he knew the value of saving Elixirs for the battlefield, so he held off. Besides, he’d thought of a way to approach his Selena problem and wanted to get it out of the way as soon as he could. After all, they were tackling a pretty big mission tonight and he needed her at her best. Even if it wasn’t ideal for him, perhaps it was time he sacrificed a bit himself for someone else, especially when the stakes were this high.
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He found Selena sitting against the back wall of the room, the woman’s knees pulled up to her chest and her arms wrapped around them. She stared off blankly into space, clearly lost in her own thoughts. She started as Keith approached and stood quickly, smoothing her hair and trying to fix a smile on her face, though she didn’t quite succeed.

“Care to come into the tent?” Keith asked. “It’ll be more comfortable in there.”

Selena nodded, following him back into the tent and taking her earlier seat. Bob, thankfully, was in the other room, having decided to take a nap rather than stay up for the drama show. Tac, unfortunately, was still very much there and enjoying every minute of it.

“You gave me a lot to think about,” Keith said once they’d both taken their seats. “I sat here for a while, trying to think of a proper response, which is why I didn’t come after you right away. When you were initially built, this wasn’t supposed to be a possibility. I’m normally quite perceptive when it comes to these things, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, but I never considered it despite the way you’d been acting.

“Thinking back, all the pushiness with other women, the insistence on holding onto me, the date night we had at the inn and so many other less obvious signs should have pointed to the obvious. So, I’m sorry for not picking up on it earlier.”

“Like you said, this wasn’t supposed to be possible,” Selena said, her voice containing a bitter note. “Honestly, if I didn’t think it would screw with me mentally, I’d almost be tempted to go back to Hunk and see if he couldn’t fix me. I don’t like feeling this way when I know your feelings towards me.”

“I’m not going to lie and say that I’m madly in love with you,” Keith said, trying to lighten the mood. “Nor that I find you particularly attractive, the reason being that it never even crossed my mind to think of you that way.”

“You know, if I wasn’t already so confident in my looks, that might actually have hurt,” Selena said. “It’s a good thing I’m so pretty.”

“I also know that no matter how many men throw themselves at you, the only things you’ll ever enjoy about them are their compliments and the attention they give you,” Keith said, continuing on as though she hadn’t interrupted him. “I don’t want you to be unhappy, mainly because I like you, which is a rare thing in this world. We’ve been through an awful lot together and I’ve invested a significant amount of time and effort to see you succeed. The truest form of love is one gained by doing for others, and in terms of the people that I like and consider friends, you’re pretty much at the top of the list.”

Selena gave him a genuine smile at that, and half reached out to take his hand, but then hesitated. Keith reached out and took her hands in his own, squeezing them lightly. Her skin felt so close to human it was scary, and her eyes looked so lost and confused.

“So, I asked myself, what could I do to make you comfortable again? To give you what you want, even if I myself might not want it? We do things we don’t want for the people we care about all the time, it’s how we show we care. So, if you would like, I can try and be more affectionate with you, so long as you go back to being yourself. You might be quirky and unpredictable at times, but that’s what makes you uniquely you.”

Selena didn’t say anything for a few moments, clearly digesting what he’d said.

“You know, if that had come from anyone else, I might have thought it sounded condescending or that they didn’t really mean it. I know you, though, and I know you’re a man of your word,” Selena said. “But I care about you, and I don’t want to make you do something you don’t want to. It’ll strain things between us eventually, even if I might be fine with it now. If you want a compromise, we can settle on just letting me get closer to you. Let me hold your hand when I want, kiss you on the cheek or forehead, give you hugs or lay in bed with you. Just being close to you is enough for me until I can figure out the confusing jumble of emotions going on in my brain.”

“That doesn’t sound unreasonable,” Keith said. “I take it this will be your way of ensuring no other women come close to me?”

“Oh, I was already making sure of that,” Selena said with a half-smile. “And thank you for listening and understanding. I know you, and I know this isn’t easy. I appreciate you doing it all the same.”

Selena rose then and walked around to his side of the table. Leaning in, she kissed him on the cheek, lingering there for a moment before pulling back, her cheeks tinged a bit darker as a smirk danced around the corners of her lips.

“Now that’s the look of a woman who got exactly what she wants and knows it,” Tac said. “Reminds me of my cousin Benice. She used to get all the boys chasing her. They were always carrying her bags, giving her free rides, paying for her food, shopping for her. It’s a shame she turned out to be such a psycho.”

“I think I’m going to get a bit of sleep,” Keith said. “We’re likely going to be up all night and knowing how things tend to go, I may not get any sleep at all until tomorrow night.”

“Mind if I join you?” Selena asked.

The beds in the tent weren’t exactly spacious and while he would have preferred to stay in his armor, it vanished into the box with a flash, leaving him in his cloth shirt and pants.

“Knock yourself out.”

The air steamed before his lips as Keith sped along the side of the wall, Selena trailing right behind him. The wind whipped at his hair, rushing past as he flew with his metallic wings extended, keeping him several feet off the ground. Just as he’d suspected, the Cursed did indeed stop working at night. They didn’t bother with patrols, and why should they? As Keith had pointed out before, they weren’t expecting any form of attack.

It didn’t take long to find the breach in the wall, the massive hole spanning just under 22 feet across at the bottom and close to 25 near the top.

“How are we doing this?” Selena asked, pacing the wall alongside him.

“You lay the blocks and I’ll drop the cement,” Keith said, flexing his hands as he got ready to work.

This part of the process would depend solely on his and Selena’s speed. There were no special skills that would help set this faster, only hard work and efficiency. Luckily for him, he had Tac. That and his own Tactician skill showed him the best way forward for this.

Selena began removing blocks from her inventory quickly, setting the first into place, only for Keith to correct her.

“Lay them on the far side first, then this side,” Keith said, showing her how he wanted it done. “This will help speed things up immensely.”

“Care to explain how?” Selena asked with a raised eyebrow as she went to work.

“Blocks are here to give the wall rigidity, but the mortar should be equally as strong. Setting the mortar and waiting for it to dry will give us an uneven surface and leave obvious weak points. By setting blocks inside and out, all we have to do is fill in the center. The mortar will naturally fill all the cracks as it settles, and by the time you’ve finished laying the blocks, the mortar on the other side will already have dried, allowing you to set the next level.”

“Not too shabby for someone who slaughters things for a living,” Selena said, sounding impressed.

“Hey! What am I, a chopped cannoli?”

Selena snorted out a laugh, while Bob groaned.

“I could really go for a cannoli right about now. Crunchy, creamy…instead I’m stuck out here in the cold.”

Keith hovered over the first block. This would be the tricky bit. There was no time to mix the actual mortar, so he was going to have to do it while it poured. He’d already practiced a bit earlier and discovered that there was a way to do it. One might have asked why he didn’t set all the blocks first and only then pour the mortar. It would be faster. He had considered that avenue, but in the end had decided that it was too big a risk to stack blocks so high without reinforcement.

Additionally, if they did have to fight, he’d much rather have a partial wall up than a pile of blocks that could be knocked over with sufficient force. The third reason was drying time. The more he piled on, the longer it would take to dry. If he did it in layers, the drying time would be greatly reduced.

Pulling out an already open bag, Keith began to pour into the gap Selena was setting. At the same time, he poured water from the small vial Jelly had lent him with his other. If he hadn’t practiced earlier, it might not have been so smooth, but thanks to that and his own near-perfect coordination, he was able to get the mixture at the perfect ratio, the two falling and mixing together.

Back on Earth, this would have been impossible, but the mortar here was made of different components and there were some magical materials mixed in, which was what helped it dry so quickly in colder climates without losing its structural integrity.

“You know, if I wanted to watch you build a town, I would have requested to be paired with Craig the Constructor,” Bob grumbled.

“You’re just cranky that we didn’t bring anything back from Humania,” Keith said. “That’s your stomach talking, not you.”

“Are you kidding me?” Bob all but yelled. “We were right there! All those tasty treats, just a few feet away. And what do you do? You leave without getting so much as a single thing.”

Keith patted the monkey on his head as he dropped the first empty sack of mortar.

“There, there, Bob. You’ll be alright.”

Bob began sobbing, his tiny body visibly shaking at the loss of what could have been.

“What a drama queen,” Tac said. “I’ve never seen someone cry so hard since I lit my cousin Vinny’s favorite action figure on fire. His dad was pretty mad, though. Apparently it was worth ten grand. Nuts what people will pay for a stupid piece of plastic.”

Tac continued chattering as Keith moved along the wall, setting the mortar in between the blocks, Selena concentrating on setting them as evenly as she could. This was a rush job, and they were working on an uneven surface to begin with. It wouldn’t be perfect and it wouldn’t be pretty, but it would be strong.

It took roughly fifteen minutes to reach the opposite side, Keith pouring the last of the bag he was holding. Selena had stopped once she finished placing the first layer of blocks, waiting for Keith to finish up on his end.

“It’s looking pretty good from what I can see,” she said when Keith came over to join her.

He noticed that her arms were thicker and more muscular than usual, her fingers having elongated and grown small ridges along the first two knuckles of her fingers.

“I hadn’t realized your Phase Change had gotten so precise,” Keith said.

“You should see what else it can do,” Selena said with a wink and a mischievous grin.

“Okay, I walked right into that one,” Keith admitted.

“That you did,” she said, her grin growing wider. “So, are we good to continue?”

“Looks that way,” Keith replied. “Let’s see if we can shave a bit more time off the next layer.”

Selena snapped a salute, though the smirk on her face kind of ruined it for her. Still, things were going smoothly. Tac hadn’t warned him of any incoming danger, and thus far, they hadn’t sensed so much as a whiff of the Cursed. If things kept going this well, they’d complete the wall and pull their army over before sunrise.

He’d already sent Laya a mental communication, letting her know to expect them and to be ready for a fight. All he had to do now was finish his end and then they could clear the inner wall.
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The wall was only built about a quarter of the way up, when Tac gave Keith a warning.

“Heads up, bro, we’ve got a group of Cursed on the interior coming out in a minute.”

“Is there any chance they won’t?” Keith asked, though he already knew the answer.

Though Tac’s primary focus was on Probability, the skill’s change and additional effects had given him upgrades that surpassed the bounds of mere chance.

“You want me to rephrase?” Tac asked. “Fine. There’s a greater than 99% chance that a group of four will emerge from the castle in 55 seconds. You happy?”

“Not really,” Keith said, pausing in his work. “Can you give me more specifics?”

The castle entrance was close to the breach, so anyone emerging would have a hard time missing the gaping hole in the wall and thus, wouldn’t miss that said gaping hole was no longer quite so large.

Keith stopped pouring concrete and waved to Selena, who was already near the end of the wall. Placing the last block, she flew over, small crackles of light flickering around her body as she approached. The effect was almost invisible during the day due to its color, but it was quite striking.

“What’s up?” she asked, ready for a fight.

“We’ve got four Cursed poised to exit the castle in less than a minute,” Keith said. “Think you can take them all out quickly and quietly?”

“Depends on how strong they are,” Selena said, not immediately answering in the affirmative, which was smart, given their situation.

“Tac?”

“I can’t give you exact levels, but it’s nothing you can’t handle.”

“Good enough for me,” Selena said with a shrug. “Wish me luck.”

She darted forward, giving him a quick peck on the cheek before diving towards the castle entrance.

“She’s going to do that a lot, isn’t she?” Keith said.

“At least in the beginning, until the novelty wears off,” Tac said. “We’re in uncharted territory with this, bro, so the best I can really do is just warn you when she’s about to pull something.”

“Any theories, Bob?” Keith asked as he continued pouring the mortar and water.

“I’d say your best bet is to sit down with Hunk,” Bob replied. “Like Tac said, this is uncharted territory. Automatons aren’t supposed to develop emotional connections outside of loyalty or maybe admiration. If you want a theory Tac and I have been talking about, I’d be happy to give it to you.”

Keith shrugged. It never hurt to theorize.

“You created her to fight for you and be a meat shield in case anything went wrong. Instead of treating her as such, you’ve treated her like any other person. Well, almost anyway. You’re kind to her, you’ve given her a lot of attention, you push her to better herself. In short, you put her in a position where it’s difficult for her not to like you.

“Add in small things like killing those two guys back in Lihng City for her, and it makes a compelling case for someone like her, who’s been studying the human psyche, love, and all that other stuff to better understand people.”

“In other words, she might actually not be feeling this way at all, but only convinced herself of it,” Tac replied. “In which case, we were still right, and the entire automaton race isn’t compromised.”

“I guess we’ll just have to wait and see,” Keith muttered, continuing to work on pouring the mortar, even as he eyed the entrance to the castle.

Sure enough, when he reached the end of the wall, four figures streamed out of the castle entrance. All were elves, thankfully, talking amongst themselves in voices that spoke of people who believed they had nothing to fear.

“Wait, what in the world?”

One of the elves had stopped, staring up at the wall and Keith, who was hovering over the spot where he’d just finished pouring mortar. All the others came up short as well, staring in his direction. Before any of their brains could catch up to what was happening, Selena struck, darting in from behind with blinding speed.

In a flash, both her arms erupted through the chests of two of the elves, the sharpened blades they’d turned into punching through their backs and piercing their hearts. Runes shattered as they dropped, Selena wrenching her arms back in twin gouts of blood. One began to turn, only to meet the same fate as Selena’s bladed arm tore through his back.

Only the last one had any sense, diving forward in a roll and leaping back to his feet, whirling in place to face her, a small wooden tube moving up to his lips.

“That’s an alarm call, bro,” Tac said. “If he blows it, we’re screwed. Shame for him that he won’t get the chance.”

The whistle had barely touched the Cursed’s lips before Selena’s bladed arm punched through his chest, her other slicing in an arc. The blur of silver was barely visible in the moonlight, but the dull thump of the elf’s severed wrist hitting the ground was audible. She ripped her arm from his chest, and it hit the ground an instant later.

“Should I hide the bodies?” Selena asked, sending him a mental communication rather than risking shouting.

“Leave them,” Keith said. “If anyone comes this way, we’ll need to kill them regardless.”

Selena’s body was surrounded by that crackling halo again as she drifted into the air, speeding over to continue laying blocks.

They didn’t need to stop again until the wall was built up nearly three quarters of the way. By this point, Selena was setting blocks quickly, moving down the center of the set mortar and twisting from side to side as she laid them out in a line.

“Looks like we’ve got another group coming,” Tac said. “This one is on the outside. Ten of them. One is pretty strong. I don’t know if you’ll be able to kill them all without making a ruckus.”

“How long do we have?” Keith asked.

“Maybe two minutes,” Tac replied.

Keith pursed his lips as he continued working. At the moment, the wall stood well over 14 feet. Though he estimated that the stonework itself was only around 15 feet tall, the added ice and snow had built them up closer to 20. A 14-foot wall wasn’t great and would still present a weakness, but it was a lot more manageable than no wall at all.

At this height, they would need to bring something to scale it or send in those with the ability of flight. Either way, it would make holding the interior much easier. So, he had to make a choice right now. He could abandon the project, hop to the other side and hope he could take the group out before they raised the alarm or ignore them entirely and bring in the reinforcements.

“Option B is probably your best bet,” Tac said. “Also, if you get some people up on the walls, you might be able to keep building while they fight.”

“I’m not quite so sure about that, but I appreciate the vote of confidence,” Keith said, reaching out mentally to Princess Laya.

“Can you be ready to move over in 60 seconds?”

“You know, when you warned to be ready to fight at any second, I didn’t think you meant it literally,” Laya’s voice said, sounding a bit amused. “But to answer your question, yes, we’re ready.”

Keith flagged Selena down as she flew past, heading for the opposite side of the wall to begin laying the next layer.

“What’s up? You miss me already?” She asked.

Without the smirk it didn’t really land with the intended effect as she could clearly tell something was up by the look on his face.

“We’ll be fighting soon. We’ve got a group approaching from outside the wall. Too big to take down silently, so we’ll be starting this party earlier than expected.”

“I like parties,” Selena said. “Of course, I’ve never really been to one, but they sound like fun. So, what are we doing?”

“I’ll fill in the last of the mortar to complete this layer,” Keith said, already moving as he spoke. “Once I’m done, I’m bringing Laya over with everyone who can fight. We’ve got an estimate of a thousand Cursed inside the walls and though we don’t know their strengths, we can assume a few of them will be powerful. It’ll be your job to identify them. We don’t need people getting needlessly killed facing off against opponents they can’t hope to defeat.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Selena said as her arms shrank back to their normal size and she patted herself free of stone dust.

Keith finished laying the mortar, doing a quick check of the quest to see if the wall was considered to have been filled in. To his relief, he saw that building it up this high was apparently enough for the system to consider it closed off, though he knew that once the interior was cleared, the others would need to reinforce the wall and build it higher. There were far more Cursed in the outer city than in there and waging a war while surrounded on all sides wasn’t ideal, especially when the Terror could show up at any given moment. But with a solid defense in place and proper cannons mounted on the walls themselves, they would have a much easier time removing threats. The actual siege would only begin once they’d taken the inner city.

“Be back soon. Keep your eyes peeled,” Keith ordered, before vanishing, reappearing a moment later inside Old Saltflow City, near the center of the camp.

Several people jumped as he appeared, some even drawing weapons before they realized it was him. Almost all of them put them away when they saw who it was, except Geesa, who kept his in a tight grip, glaring daggers at him for apparently daring to show up when he said he would.

“Keith, you’re here,” Laya said, pushing through the crowd alongside Fernando and Falcon.

All three were dressed for battle, Laya’s lithe form clad in glittering armor, her fingers adorned with stat-boosting rings and her rapier sitting at her side.

Fernando wore something a bit heavier, while Falcon wore a mishmash of plates, attached to his body with pieces of cord and sinew. Keith knew that armor was impressive despite appearances, so didn’t comment on it.

“Is everyone ready to go?” he asked.

“Just about,” Laya replied, clutching her rapier with nervous anticipation. “Everyone’s been getting antsy around here. There have been an unusual number of monster attacks, and according to scout reports, there’s a large force of Cursed just a few days out.”

“Have you decided to modify the plan then?” Keith asked.

Laya shook her head.

“We’ve moved our non-fighters and whichever spare fighters we could manage inside the salt mine, but if all goes according to plan, we can come back for them once the inner city is cleared. Unless you have any objections.”

Keith shook his head. He had no objections to keeping non-combatants out of harm’s way. It was the logical thing to do. It would be better not to have to worry about keeping an eye on them than be distracted in the middle of a fight for their lives.

“Do we have all the cannons ready to be mounted?” Keith asked.

Laya nodded once again.

“Good,” Keith said. “Brace yourselves.”

With that said, Keith concentrated on Layman’s Turf once again, the world warping around him as he dragged the entire army with him into what would soon be a battle for the inner city.
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“That was quick,” Selena said as Keith reappeared in Layman’s Turf, the majority of the surviving sentients left on the continent appearing alongside him.

The area was thankfully large enough to serve as a staging ground, putting them near the inner city’s center, which would allow them to deploy as needed.

“Squads one and two, get those cannons and start mounting,” Geesa ordered, his voice booming out over the city and making Keith wince.

“So much for keeping an element of surprise,” Tac said.

“We still have it,” Keith replied. “Even if they come rushing out, they’re not expecting an invasion on this level. They’ll be on the backfoot the entire time.”

“Squads three and four, spread out and prepare for attack. Five and six, you’re with the princess. Seven and eight, you’re with Falcon. The rest of you are with me. Let’s move out!”

As annoying as Geesa was, he clearly knew what he was doing where his forces were concerned. The mix of arctic goatians and frost elves snapped into formation, moving quickly to carry out orders.

The noise was bound to alert someone soon, but the more they could get done before an alarm was sounded, the better. The squads assigned to mounting cannons were already moving, carrying ladders and propping them against the walls, while others carried said cannons up.

“Where exactly are you planning on mounting those?” Keith asked. “If we want to avoid outside fire, I don’t think setting them right at the top would be a good idea.”

“We’ve already thought of that,” Falcon said as his forces moved to surround him. “We’ve built temporary platforms to house them a few feet below the top of the wall. They won’t stand up to too much punishment but should be sufficient for this battle. You’ve confirmed the Terror isn’t actually present, I presume. Any of his main commanders would be troubling enough, but if he’s here, our fight will be all but impossible.”

“He’s not here,” Keith said, stating it as a matter of fact, rather than the odds favoring his absence.

“Well, that’s a relief,” Laya said. “We could use a win like this. Layman’s Turf the best city on the island, and the fact that it’s one of his strongholds makes it all the better.”

“The group Tac warned about is here,” Selena called from the top of the lower section of wall. “I’d expect an alarm any second.”

“We’ve filled in all the breaches in the walls,” Keith said. “This section here was being filled in when I caught wind of a group of Cursed. We couldn’t take them down silently so we decided it would be better to bring everyone in now. I’m telling you this because you’ll need to reinforce this section once we take it.”

“You sound confident we’ll succeed,” Laya said, though the smile on her face spoke to her own confidence.

“My estimate puts our enemy’s numbers at somewhere around a thousand. They’re off guard and we’ve sealed them in, cutting off reinforcements. I’m confident that unless something monumentally horrible happens, we’ll succeed in clearing the inner city.”

A loud, blaring shriek echoed from outside the wall, piercing deep into Keith’s brain and making him wince.

“The alarm’s been sounded!” Geesa barked from somewhere further down the wall. “Prepare to engage the enemy!”

The first cannons had already been mounted, the teams having used two sets of ladders as the base, while attaching platforms at the tops and snapping the cannons down using strips of leather and metal rivets. It wouldn’t be completely stable but for something slapped together in under a minute, it was quite impressive.

The first of the Cursed began appearing then, streaming out of nearby buildings and the castle itself. Several looked discombobulated, while others looked confused. The first few barely made it out the door before they went down, with crossbow bolts, arrows, and magical projectiles blasting into them and shearing through their hearts, killing many of them instantly.

Keith noted the precision of all the shots. Not a single one was aimed at the head, belly, legs, or anywhere else. It seemed the constant fighting against a specific type of enemy ensured that everyone went for their one weakness. Of course, not all the shots were perfect and several of the Cursed survived, but that was only until the second volley came, killing them all.

“Looks like we’ve got a bunch moving in from the outside,” Selena said. “A few of them have wings.”

Keith nodded, drawing his Moon Scythe in one hand and the Hybrid Hand-Cannon in the other before drifting off the ground. This battle wouldn’t end once the inner city was cleared. It would only slow down, but once the cannons were turned, they should be able to discourage any further advance. Unlike the undead Cursed, these seemed to have a bit more common sense, which was bad in many ways, but in this case, would help.

They wouldn’t be able to have real peace until the Cursed were completely wiped out from Layman’s Turf, and even that would only go so far. The Terror was the real threat, though taking this city was just a single step in their plans. Once they had the inner city, he could approach some of the faction heads in the Fourliance. Getting an army together, especially those who wished to leave to forge new lives for themselves, shouldn’t be too hard.

With reinforcements brought straight into the city, their odds would shift as their numbers grew. If he added those who might want to come from Humania or Beastland into the mix, then he could soon have this entire city populated with soldiers. From there, they might be able to launch a campaign to take the Terror down for good.

For the time being, they had a battle to wage.

Flying above the wall, Keith could see the group Tac had warned him about. Most were elves, but there were a couple of exceptions, the strongest-looking among them having a pair of folded rotting wings at his back. The creature didn’t look dead though, which was confusing.

“Looks like she was a Corpse Batian before she was turned,” Bob said helpfully. “Nasty race. They work with death skills and magic.”

Keith examined the creature as she spread the rotting wings, her humanoid body covered in shining runes, clawed hands clutching a pair of sickles flickering with black mist.

Name: Kiriel Sactoni

Race: Frost-Ridden Cursed (Corpse Batian)

Class: Death Dancer

Level: 80

“I’ve got her,” Keith said. “Go scout the city and relay whatever information you find. If you run into something you can’t handle, call me.”

“You know how much I don’t like leaving you in the middle of a fight,” Selena said, frowning. “I can’t protect you if you send me away.”

“I’m not sending you away. You’re scouting for dangerous enemies who might see me as a tempting target.”

“Placating me isn’t going to work,” Selena said. “But fine, I won’t argue with you. Just know that I’m not happy about leaving you on your own.”

With that said, she took off, crackling light flowing around her. Though it was nighttime, the moon shone brightly, and thanks to all the snow and ice, visibility was quite good even for those with the worst of night visions. Keith’s eyesight was better than most, so he had no trouble seeing the enemy that flashed over the wall, sickles slashing for his throat.

Kiriel had barely made it over the wall when Keith depressed the trigger on his hand cannon, the blast of power slamming into her chest and launching her out past the wall. She smashed into a building some thirty feet away, a cloud of dust and debris rising into the air.
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“You didn’t pierce the armor,” Tac said. “She’s probably one of the tougher ones. Makes me wonder why she’s on a random patrol in the middle of the night.”

“Maybe it’s not so random,” Keith said, deflecting a metal arrow with his sword.

He turned to face the attacker, only for Selena to flash from the air, her bladed arms ripping through the Cursed’s chest. She flashed him a brief smile before flying away to find the next threat. Below, more of the Cursed were pouring out of the castle, many setting up behind buildings to stay out of the line of fire. Some began drawing bows or casting spells, while others still began climbing to the roofs of buildings to get a better vantage.

Kiriel came screaming back through the air, a shriek escaping from her lungs as she rocketed towards him, her entire body cloaked in icy blue light. She collided with him, her blades flying in a series of blinding slashes, each one placed to inflict maximum damage.

Keith deflected one to the side with his sword, dodged the other, flicked his blade across her throat, only to have it blocked, then shoved the cannon up between them and pressed the trigger. At point-blank range, there was no blocking it as the weapon roared, punching straight through her breastplate and out through her back.

Kiriel dropped like a rock, the runes on her body shattering before she hit the ground. Turning, Keith quickly found his next opponent, a lanky oxian standing on the roof of a nearby building. The Cursed was drawing a bow that appeared more like a strung tree trunk than anything else, and the arrow nocked was equally as massive.

He dove, borrowing speed from Combustive Body as he kicked off the air, streaking between the oxian and his target. His sword blurred down as the arrow left the bow, cleaving the projectile in two. Even as he passed, the cannon rose, and Keith pressed the trigger. The Cursed didn’t even know what hit it before it died, the blast from the cannon tearing through the bow, then its chest, destroying its heart.

Keith landed, unable to arrest his momentum, slamming into a Cursed and driving it to the ground with bone-crunching force. He spun, his blade slashing everything withing reach and clearing a space for him to work.

A hulking Cursed covered in bleached white fur dove on him, but Keith nimbly sidestepped, as though having expected the attack. The Cursed belly flopped, and Keith’s sword slammed into its back, killing it instantly. Then goatians were there, leaping on the disoriented creatures and dishing out death blows. The clamor of battle was all around them as Keith rose back into the air, only for a streak of silver to force him to be on the defensive.

The lance slammed into his sword, driving him back towards the ground, but Keith managed to shove it aside before he hit anything. Turning in place, he saw another flying Cursed, this one with bug-like wings which were buzzing audibly. The creature looked like a cross between a fly and an elf.

“Another nasty sub race of elf,” Bob said with a shudder. “The Mos-Elf. They like blood and typically only live in tropical climates like these.”

Keith shot back into the air, Future Sight allowing him to easily dodge the incoming lances fired by the creature. His cannon rose as Tac predicted its movement, and an instant later, the Cursed was falling from the air, having moved directly into the path of a cannon blast.

“Aren’t you running through those charges a bit fast?” Tac asked. “You only get ten every 24 hours.”

“I think it’s worth it, unless you see something I don’t,” Keith said.

“There’s an 80% chance they have a nasty surprise that will turn the tide,” Tac said. “It has something to do with all that traffic in and out of the castle. They don’t want to use it, at least, I think they don’t. Give me a few more minutes so I can get a good idea of what we could be dealing with. By the way, that 80% chance just went up to 83.”

Keith immediately flagged Selena down, the woman streaking over the instant she saw him.

“They’ll be bringing out a nasty surprise soon,” Keith said. “Make sure the other leaders know.”

Selena nodded, then blasted towards where Laya and Falcon were mixed up in a tangled mess of thrashing limbs and dead Cursed. In the distance, Keith could see the beginnings of a storm. If it was one of the Terror’s, things may have just gotten a whole lot worse.

“Incoming,” Tac warned.

Keith blasted to his left, Combustive Body throwing him out of the way of a streaking metallic shell. It flew by, arcing before dropping to the ground outside the wall. The explosion hit. It obliterated several buildings and annihilated over a dozen Cursed who’d moved into the area.

Turning, Keith saw a hulking Cursed, its skin stony and craggy. It was well over 12 feet tall, and judging by the glowing hands, it had been the one to throw the shell.

Name: Blaster

Race: Frost-Ridden Cursed (Quarter-Granite Giant)

Class: Bombardier

Level: 82

Blaster growled, showing blocky teeth which, shockingly enough, were also covered in runes. Then the monster’s snarl turned into a grin as he switched his target, aiming for one of the cannon platforms instead.

The cannons were making a big impact, the blasts of condensed mana tearing through many of the Cursed and keeping them disorganized. If they started losing those, the battle would tip in the Cursed’s favor.

Keith flashed down into the shell’s path as Blaster fired, his cannon disappearing as War’s hammer took its place. Swinging mightily, he slammed the shell, only for it to explode in his face the instant he made contact.


39

Blaster’s laughter only lasted as long as it took him to realize Keith was totally fine. He growled as the man reappeared from the fiery conflagration without so much as a scratch, a shimmering forcefield hovering around the man. Raising his hands once more, he prepared to fire another shell, except nothing happened.

Looking down at his hands, Blaster blinked in confusion as he stared at the stumps of his arms, blood pouring from his wrists. His confusion didn’t last very long as a horrible wrenching tore at his gut. The world went black.

Keith ripped his blade free and the Cursed dropped in a bloody heap.

“You know, for all their high levels, they don’t seem to be very strong,” Tac said.

+7,000 XP

+3,500 Bonus XP

It wasn’t much, but seeing as the Cursed was a higher level than him, it awarded him experience. When working to level up, every little bit counted.

Selena came streaking back towards him, appearing as a purple and silver blur flashing through the air. Midway, she was intercepted by a massive bear-man thing that leaped from the ground to slam into her. The two of them spun out of the air together, Selena slashing at the creature’s face, while the bear-man raked at her with glowing claws.

“She’ll be fine. Leave her to handle this on her own. After the last battle, she doesn’t need you interfering,” Tac said.

Keith had been planning on going over to help, but Tac made a solid point. Selena was hurting after the fight with the Legendary Progenitor of Rippers. If he dove in to help, it would make her feel like he didn’t think she could handle herself. If worst came to worst, he could always revive her. Keith instead went back to fighting where he was needed most. The battle had spread throughout the city, Cursed and regular fighters alike dying by the dozens.

It was inevitable. Keith had known many would die in this fight. This wasn’t a normal war. One side would never surrender or retreat, which meant that they would need to fight down to their last. Thankfully, so far, no real challengers had appeared, and the strongest fighters were being handled by Geesa, Laya, Falcon, and many of the other stronger combatants.

Selena rose back into the air, covered in scrapes and scratches, but clearly victorious. She took a moment to orient herself before she came back to him. Keith was back on the ground, sword in one hand and crossbow in the other. There were no more major threats he could see, so he was conserving his cannon shots for when they would really be needed.

“I warned everyone who needed to know,” Selena said, dropping the last few feet and landing next to him.

Several Cursed threw themselves at her, and while she was not quite as adept as Keith at taking them down, her fluid movements made her almost impossible to hit as she wove between the creatures, taking them down one by one. She slipped through the legs of the last of them, who happened to be a hulking oxian. Her body looked more like a liquid than a solid as she came up behind him and rammed her sharpened arm through his back.

Selena grinned as the runes shattered and the creature fell. Her grin slipped momentarily as she shuddered, then it returned in full force.

“I did it,” she said in disbelief.

“What?” Keith asked, removing a Cursed’s head, then stabbing it through the chest when it staggered back.

“My Liquid Grace, it advanced to Sage!”

Keith did a double take, then checked her status. Sure enough, Liquid Grace had advanced to Sage.

Liquid Grace

You have reached the peak of skill in Liquid Grace, which is hardly surprising, given how perfect you are. Your flexibility, maneuverability, and control of your physical self is higher than any fleshy creature will ever manage.

Level: Sage - I

Effects: +250% increased flexibility, +100% increased fluidity, +50% increased speed

Three times per day, use: Fluid Movement to turn into liquid metal and escape any trap.

Keith had to wonder how the skill would function now that she’d reached the peak, though he was sure to find out soon enough. The addition of Fluid Movement was quite useful.

“Did you get a new Title?” Keith asked.

“No,” Selena said with a frown. “But I don’t mind. I just can’t believe I’m actually a Sage! I haven’t managed to raise a single skill since all were pushed to the peak of their level, and I’d begun to wonder if they were ever going to grow.”

“Well, I’m happy for you,” Keith said.

Selena let out a happy squeal and would likely have jump on him for a hug, but he kicked her in the chest and sent her flying before she could do that, saving her from being torn in half by the beam of condensed mana that tore through the spot she’d occupied an instant before.

With his head snapping to one side, Keith saw a body hanging off one of their platforms, while a figure bundled in a cloak aimed the cannon at him once more.

“Is that our traitor?” Keith asked as he ran towards the wall.

“In all likelihood it is,” Tac said as the figure abandoned its post, vanishing from sight an instant before Keith could try to pry their secrets away.

“Teleportation,” Tac said. “I guess all you’ll have to do is examine everyone who isn’t one of the Cursed. Whoever has a skill is likely our man.”

“Do you really think it’ll be that easy?”

“Probably not,” Tac admitted.

A group of Cursed came charging out of the castle, carrying what looked like a giant stone doorway with them.

“I don’t like the look of that,” Selena said, clutching her stomach as she came running back.

“Sorry I kicked you so hard,” Keith said, placing a hand on her stomach.

She let out an audible sigh of relief as her health and stamina were restored. Immortal or not, she could still feel pain, and he hadn’t been able to pull his kick if he’d wanted to stop the cannon from hitting her.

“It’s nice to have someone looking out for me,” Selena said. “Even if I’d have been fine either way.”

“Saves me from having to revive you,” Keith said, watching the Cursed slam the doorway into the ground.

He wasn’t going to just let them do whatever they wanted, which was why he drew his cannon and fired at the doorway. To his surprise, the cannon tore through the Cursed in the way, then ripped the doorway apart.

“Well, that was easy,” Selena said, sounding surprised. “Crisis averted I guess?”

The doorway collapsed and the Cursed whirled in their direction, shouting curses and drawing weapons. Laya’s group reached them, frost elves driving into the Cursed forces and obliterating them in just a few moments.

“Was that the weapon they were planning on using?” Laya asked.

She was breathing hard, though she looked to be unharmed.

“Tac?”

“I’m still sensing that something’s off,” Tac said.

“How many Cursed are left in the inner city?” Keith asked.

“We’re rounding up the last ones as we speak,” Laya said. “They don’t hide when there’s a battle to be had, so I doubt we’ll need to sweep the buildings. I do have some reports of Cursed trying to scale the walls from the outside, but we’re already moving cannons to face outward to deter any from attacking. They might be reckless and relentless when they have no choice, but with the wall between us, they might decide to wait for new orders.”

“That storm looks to be getting closer,” Keith noted.

“Then we’ll be done just in time,” Laya replied. “I have a few soldiers already working on raising the wall’s height where you filled in the gap. We’ll need to keep the cannons manned during the storm, but we’ve been out in worse. We’ll also need rotating guard shifts to assure that none of the Cursed try sneaking in. We won’t be able to hold out forever like this though. Judging by the numbers we’ve seen gathering outside the walls, there are more than ten times the number of Cursed in the outer city, and we took some losses during this fight.”

“How many do you have left?” Keith asked.

“Maybe two thousand,” Laya said with a frown. “We can try cutting their numbers down with our cannons, but they’ll just move out of range. Eventually, they’ll get some of their heavier hitters to come for us and we won’t be able to hold out without some real reinforcements or better weapons.”

“We can worry about that later,” Keith said, his mind having already been working on a solution to their problems.

More elves and goatians soon appeared alongside Fernando and Falcon, both of whom appeared to be unharmed.

“We lost over two hundred of our own,” Falcon said grimly, “but it looks like we’ve managed to take the inner city.”

Keith’s quest didn’t update, which told him that wasn’t exactly the truth. There was something else still to come. He just wasn’t sure what it was. A deep rumbling from underground signaled the first signs of something being wrong. Next came the crackling and splintering of stone as the ground began to shake.

“That would be the thing we’ve been waiting for,” Tac said. “You know, sometimes it feels good to be right. Other times…ah, who am I kidding? I always like being right!”

From the castle’s entrance came a group of ten Cursed, all of them carrying a chunk of glittering stone. Laya’s forces drove forward the instant they saw them, moving like a well-oiled machine, but the Cursed didn’t pay them any attention whatsoever. Even though it cost them their lives, each one planted their chunk of glowing stone in the ground, forming an odd shape as they expired.

The rumbling grew louder as several of the soldiers moved to destroy whatever it was. Their weapons bounced off an invisible forcefield, keeping the stones intact.

“By this point I’d just resign myself to fighting whatever it is they have in store for us,” Tac said.

One final Cursed came running out of the castle, carrying what looked like a blazing torch. Several arrows flashed in Keith’s direction, but none hit before he managed to toss it in the direction of the strange symbol. A notification flashed as the Cursed died, but Keith ignored it, watching the glowing torch land on the glowing stones.

A pillar of light blasted into the sky, pure white, tinged with spots of light blue. Everyone backed off, squinting at the sudden brightness.

“Please don’t tell me that that’s another doorway,” Selena said, staring at the towering pillar.

“Okay, I won’t tell you that,” said Bob’s muffled voice from beneath Keith’s cloak.

“That can’t be another Progenitor monster, can it?” Keith said, his grip tightening on War’s hammer, which had materialized in place of his sword.

“It’s unlikely,” Bob said. “Though whatever it is won’t be a walk in the park, I can tell you that much.”

This portal didn’t slowly open as the last one did. It split wide in an instant, spreading from one side of the inner city to the other, a low snarling growl sounding from within. A head poked from the shimmering portal. Shaped like an anvil, with blocky teeth, its eyes gleamed like twin coals.

“What was that you were saying about Progenitor monsters?” Selena said as a massive foot stepped through the portal.

Bob just squeaked again and hid further beneath the cloak as Keith examined the monster’s status.

Cruncher, the Progenitor of Bashers

Legendary Monster (P)

Level: 95

Keith didn’t wait to see what happened, knowing full well that if a battle took place right now, the entire inner city would be leveled. A plan formed in his mind in an instant as he found a way to make this work to his advantage.

“Laya, get all the cannons on the eastern wall!” Keith yelled. “Then get all your monster hunters over. We’re in for one heck of a fight!”

With that said, Keith streaked into the air, flashing at the monster at near-blinding speeds. He reached the Progenitor of Bashers before the monster managed to crush anything, his prosthetic leg blurring out in a powerful kick as he triggered Break Blow.

One second, the monster was emerging from the portal, while the next, it had appeared above the eastern edge of the outer city, falling and crushing dozens of houses in the process, along with many of the Cursed. He may be forced to fight another terrifying progenitor, but this time, Keith would make it work for him.
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Quest Update: The Terror of the Frigid Seas

You fixed the wall. You cleared the city of all the Frost-Ridden Cursed. Assured the Terror wasn’t home, and you somehow still managed to screw everything up. I mean, seriously? You couldn’t have snuck into the castle to at least see what they were working on before going all-in on the attack plan? Talk about a hot head!

Anyway, you’ve managed to kill all the Cursed in the inner city, but now you’ve got a new problem – they managed to summon a Progenitor monster, and you remember how the fight with that last one went, right? Anyway, here’s to hoping you don’t die multiple horrible deaths this time around.

Difficultly: Monstrous

Current Objectives: Clear the inner wall, ensure the inner wall is intact

Current Reward: 250,000 XP, 3 large gold bricks, 5 Legendary+ Spell Scrolls, Next quest in the chain

Negotiated Rewards: 10,000 large gold bricks (20% to be paid upon the retaking of Layman’s Turf), Exclusive shipping rights with Frigid Seas, 1,500 acres of prime land with no restriction, 10% take of all imports and exports, rights to bring up to 10,000 new civilians into the Frigid Seas so long as they fall under the command of Princess Laya and any of her heirs.

Note: All negotiated rewards are the responsibility of the party who promised them. Failure to comply will result in a System inquiry.

+85,000 XP

+42,500 Bonus XP

5 pieces of Mithril ore have been added to your inventory

Keith dismissed the notifications as he and Selena blasted over the wall, Keith clutching his hammer tight in one hand as he held his cannon in the other. Below, Cursed were moving around in frantic circles, trying to figure out what was going on.

Clearly, they’d been planning on this monster as a last resort, but what they hadn’t been counting on was the monster somehow ending up in their midst. While not nearly as aggressive as rippers, bashers were a whole other animal. Their armor was insane, and their attacks landed with crushing force.

This monster didn’t quite dwarf the ripper progenitor, but it looked like the very definition of a walking fortress. Though it walked on all fours, the top of its stony back towered nearly ninety feet into the sky, ending in a sharpened tip. The monster looked vaguely like a bulldog, if said bulldog were covered in stony plates several feet thick and had a clublike tail that could sweep a city block from existence with a single blow, which the monster did, sending the shattered bodies of Cursed flying in all directions.

“How the hell are we supposed to fight something like that?” Selena exclaimed, watching the towering monster open its mouth and unleash a green beam of power that tore a swath of destruction through several more city blocks.

Apparently, it didn’t appreciate being ripped from the portal in such a violent manner and was letting everyone know about it. Keith did a quick check of its stats, seeing that they were similar to the rippers, though a few details had been switched around.

HP: 2,000,000/2,000,000

MP: 2,000,000/2,000,000

STA: 3,500,000/3,500,000

Str - 100,000

Agi - 16,000

Lck - 6,000

Passive: Progenitor’s Aura, Damage Max, Walking Fortress, Legendary Might

Active: Crush, Bash, Clobber, Obliterate

AOE: Basher’s Beam, Progenitor’s Wave, Basher’s Tsunami

Walking Fortress was going to be a real problem, as it boosted Cruncher’s armor every time it dealt damage. For every 10,000 points of damage it dished out, it would gain another 100 points to its armor rating, which was already sky-high at a whopping 35,000. The good news was that its HP was nearly half that of the ripper’s, but its armor rating would more than make up for it.

Keith relayed the monster’s stats, connecting mentally to everyone as he stopped about a hundred yards away, watching the monster laying waste to the city. It would have to be rebuilt after this, but at the moment, that didn’t matter. All that mattered was winning this fight.

“We’re going to be okay, right?” Selena asked, watching the massive monster tearing more of the city apart.

“We survived last time, and our odds were much worse,” Keith said, giving her a reassuring smile. “So long as we play this smart, we’ll manage just fine.”

Selena careened through a dozen buildings, her shattered body coming to a stop as it collided with something far sturdier than any construction in this city: the outer wall. Her health was nearly at zero, but she’d managed to avoid taking a lethal blow at the last second thanks to her Sage-level Liquid Grace.

Keith threw a glance back at her but couldn’t take his eyes off the battle for longer than a couple of seconds, just enough time to make sure she hadn’t been deactivated. Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to stand, feeling her Auto-Regen skill begin to kick in. Phase Change morphed her body back to her usual shape, her heavier armor dented in multiple places and one of her legs not wanting to support her weight. If not for her Magnetic Warp, she’d have been less than useless.

Rising into the air on a current of magnetic force, she slowly drifted over the ruined outer city, the rubble and bodies strewn everywhere, showing the devastation of the fight. If she could find one positive, it was that more Cursed had been killed here than the inner city and by multiples of that number. The plan had backfired on them spectacularly. If only the fight had been going so well for them.

Cannons roared from the walls, slamming into the monster, while the experienced hunters did their best to corral the beast and keep it away from both the inner and outer walls. If Cruncher smashed through either, they would be in a bad spot.

Galaxia rammed into the basher, the gigantic Section Boss only managing to hold the Legendary Monster’s attention for half a minute before it was torn apart. Keith, bleeding from several places, his armor dented and worn, unleashed another massive skill, dropping the metaphorical weight of the world on the monster’s head.

Watching him fight still sent small flutters through her stomach, a feeling that all her reading said meant she was attracted to him. That feeling resonated throughout her aching body as she mentally beat herself up for being so useless yet again.

One final cannon blast slammed into the titanic monster before the communication went out.

Keith flung his hammer, which slammed into the basher with earth-shaking force, chips of stone flew as metallic blades materialized, slashing and tearing away at the roaring Cruncher. Keith appeared in the monster’s path, his leg flashing out in another powerful kick.

The shockwave sent a crack through the air as Cruncher’s massive form vanished. It reappeared on the opposite side of the city, Keith’s Break Blow forcing it away from them and to the side of the city where the Cursed had congregated once the battle had gone into full swing.

“Are you doing alright?” Keith asked, flying over to her.

“Never better,” Selena lied.

Keith saw straight through it and placed a hand on her stomach to heal her. His touch felt wonderfully warm and as the pain washed away, she wanted to do nothing more than to melt into his arms. They were in the middle of a fight for their lives though, and the tactical part of her mind refused to be distracted.

“How many have we lost?” Selena asked, straightening and flexing her leg to make sure it was fully intact.

“About a quarter of our hunters,” Keith said grimly. “The basher’s down to half its health, but I doubt we’ll be able to kill it before the storm hits, which will mean bad news for us.”

The cannons, which were the only reason they’d managed as much damage as they had, wouldn’t be able to be aimed through the howling snowstorm. Despite all his power, Keith was looking a bit ragged. Two progenitor fights in as many days was exhausting, even with a good night of rest. Worse, he didn’t have access to some of his most powerful skills, though he did still have a few options if things really got bad.

“Are you sure you’re good to keep fighting?” Selena asked.

“Whether I am or not is irrelevant,” Keith replied, restoring himself to full health by downing a potion, something he’d been unable to do during the last battle “We’re in a good position here, as we’ve been able to use this thing against the Cursed. By the time this is over, their numbers will be manageable at the very least and completely irrelevant at best. Plus, I’ve bought us a couple of minutes’ rest, though I doubt we’ll be able to take it, given the incoming storm.”

“I’m worried about you,” Selena said. “You can’t keep going on like this. How many life-saving skills do you have left?”

“Enough,” Keith replied. “I still have a skill recharge left and I’ve got one left on Peak Health, so I’m fine.”

Selena’s frown refused to budge as Keith took off, the metallic wings of his Galaxia armor bent in multiple places. These were monsters the likes of which she’d never seen before, walking catastrophes on the level of Assault Bosses or worse. Their levels were also a big part of that problem. She hadn’t realized that once monsters passed that level 90 mark, they became far more dangerous, which didn’t bode well for their eventual trip to Monstros, the final continent.

Selena let out a breath, steeled herself, then took off after him. Someone needed to watch his back and make sure he came out of this alive. If she could do nothing else, she would get between Keith and one of those destructive beams that left only carnage and death in its wake. She had to keep him safe, no matter the personal cost or the pain.

So long as he survived, she knew she would be okay.
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Keith spat out a mouthful of blood, the coppery taste lingering in his mouth as he struggled back to his feet. The wind and snow whirled around him, obscuring his view of the monster that had nearly killed him yet again. While the ripper had been a deadly and lightning-quick fight, the battle against the basher was proving to be the exact opposite. For every point of damage they managed to inflict, Cruncher returned in kind, only with ten times the power.

This monster was indeed like a walking fortress, and without the cannons, they were having an extremely difficult time shaving off that last 100,000 points of its health. It really wasn’t all that much, all things considered, but with its armor rating having slowly crept up over the last hour, most of the hunters were only managing to land damage in the double-digits at best, while his damage was limited to under 3,000, no matter what he tried.

By now, exhaustion was setting in. He hadn’t had enough recovery time from the last fight and it was showing. His reactions were growing sluggish, and he’d earned himself a debuff, restricting his stats by a full 15%.

A beam came tearing out through the blizzard and Keith used Shard Sponge, having gotten a split-second warning from Tac, whose sight was being somewhat muffled by the howling blizzard, which, by this point, pretty much confirmed his suspicions that the Terror was an Avatar. No ordinary storm would be able to mess with Tac, especially now that he’d evolved so much.

The twisting beam shot off into the storm, slamming into the monster’s shadowy form with an explosion of force, followed by a roar of anger. The ground shook for a moment as it teetered on the edge of falling over, only for one of the beams from a nearby cannon to right it.

Of all the times for someone to finally hit it.

“What are the odds?” Tac said. “Scratch that, I actually know the answer. They’re one in 712,009, which is to say extremely unlikely.”

Keith’s eyes flicked to the corner of his vision, where the damage notification from the returned blast showed a number far below what he’d have liked to see.

-12,602, Shard Sponge

Each of those blasts doled out over half a million points of damage. The armor was bad enough, but the monster’s innate resistance to magic also made it difficult to really do anything substantial. That cannon blast only did a measly 800 points of damage, despite nailing it point-blank.

“You still have your other reflection skills,” Tac pointed out.

“I need something that will hit harder,” Keith growled as Selena landed next to him, crackling light spilling off her body.

“This would be much easier if that monster was blinded even somewhat by the storm,” she grumbled, massaging her shoulder. “Not a speck of metal on it either. I have no idea what it’s made of, only that it’s tougher than anything I’ve tried hitting, including myself.”

“You tried hitting yourself?” Bob asked, poking his head from beneath the cloak.

Selena shrugged.

“I was curious.”

“There’s no time for idle chatter,” Keith said as a Cursed came running out of the storm.

Selena spun, and in a perfect motion, showing her Sage-level body control, slammed a transforming bladed arm straight through its chest.

“How are we doing?” Keith asked.

“Badly,” Laya replied. “Falcon took a nasty blow to the head and is out for the count. I don’t think many of the fighters can keep going in these conditions for too much longer. The temperature’s dropping too quickly.”

Cruncher’s massive bulk loomed out of the storm, a titanic foot stomping down. Keith teleported away, trusting Selena to handle herself as he reappeared in the sky near the monster’s head. War’s hammer was clutched in both hands as he swung, the Sylven fluttered around him, bolstering his strength, but even with that and his Unconquerable Aura blazing around him, the hammer hit with far too little power.

-2,112

Cruncher lunged, its blocky teeth looking to shatter his bones and turn him to a bloody pulp, but Magician pulled him just far enough away to avoid the blow. The aftershock still hit him, even through his supposed intangibility, knocking off 28,000 points of health. His HP was double what it had been when he’d fought the ripper, but that didn’t seem to matter as it dropped to a tenth of his total.

Keith cast Will for the final time as Selena streaked up to help him, the healing wave striking her as well and restoring nearly everything she’d lost.

Cruncher whirled, the tail blurring through the air. Selena dove in front of it as the shadowy limb came screaming through the blinding blizzard. Her body wasn’t enough to slow it down, but Tac’s timely warning saved him from taking the hit head on. That didn’t stop him - with Selena’s dead weight on his chest – from plowing through half the city as he was hurled away from the wall.

Shoving himself upright, Keith tore the cork off a potion with his teeth. Both his legs had been broken and his other arm dangled uselessly. His ribs were shattered and his head spun so badly he could barely see straight. Once again, his skill had saved him, and Keith recharged it with a single thought.

Placing his hand on Selena’s stomach, he flooded her with health and stamina, draining his own in the process.

“I’ve got good news and bad news,” Tac said. “Which do you want to hear first?”

“I could use some good news right about now,” Keith replied, as Selena’s glowing eyes snapped open

“Good news is that it’s coming after you instead of continuing to hit the city.”

“If that’s the good news, I’d hate to hear the bad,” Keith said.

“Bad news, it’s coming after you instead of continuing to hit the city,” Tac replied cheerily.

A beam of twisting gray-green appeared in a flash, and both Keith and Selena dove out of the way as it tore through more buildings, slamming into the city’s outer wall. Keith grimaced as he heard the crack and used Stone Chucker to hurl a piece of fallen building into the crater the monster had formed. The rubble wedged there as a temporary bandage, but he knew it would need some repair.

“Come on,” Selena said, helping him to his feet. “If you’re going to insist on fighting, the least I can do is help you to keep moving.”

“The next time you see an immovable object, don’t jump in front of it,” Keith said, leaping into the air.

He tried to spread the wings on his armor, but they refused to function, leaving him to rely on Skyform instead. The armor was barely functioning at this point, which made it the second set he’d likely lost in as many days. This told him he needed some powerful backup armor, which was something he was planning on assuring he had as soon as he was able.

Cruncher loomed out of the storm, roaring in rage. The monster’s hide was dotted with wounds, though judging by how it seemed to shrug off attacks like they were nothing, one might have thought the monster wasn’t hurting at all. Big, blocky teeth snapped down as Keith managed to avoid being crushed for the umpteenth time and sighed in relief when a crossbow bolt the size of a small tree slammed into Cruncher’s face, staggering the monster and shaving a couple of thousand points off its total health.

“About time they showed up,” Selena said.

Below, they could see the faint outlines of several hunters reloading the massive ballista they’d been hauling around the battlefield. It was better at a distance, so the monster couldn’t reach it, but in this storm, it was all they could do to hit it from a few dozen yards away.

“I remember you saying this fight would be easier,” Bob chattered, poking his head free.

The hammer spun from his grip with Hammerrang, the weapon smashing into the monster’s head and doing almost no damage whatsoever. Heatstance bloomed around as it returned, and Keith hurled the weapon again. Secondary effects seemed to be doing almost nothing against this monster. Armor piercing attacks did only slightly better.

Selena appeared at his back, extending both legs as they widened into platforms, Keith planting his own as she shoved forward and him back. Combustive Body sped up his motions as Selena pulled a backward somersault to avoid being blasted away as Keith rocketed toward the monster, Armageddon Spear flowing around his arm as he triggered Double-Charge, bringing the power of the skill up.

He collided with the target Tac had highlighted with all the speed and force of a cannon ball on steroids, Armageddon Spear punching through the side of the monster’s jaw and ripping out through the other side in a tremendous gout of blood. As expected, Cruncher used the opportunity to try using its most powerful attack, and Keith used the skill he’d been saving to reflect it.

Basher’s Tsunami, a wave of condensed stone and shrapnel that would tear entire armies apart, flashed back, exploding against Cruncher’s weakened left side at three times its normal power. Unlike with the other skills, this one hit hard enough to finally knock the titan off its feet, sending it crashing to the ground and through several Cursed who’d been trying to mount a sneak attack.

-47,908, Critical

Cruncher is stunned for 3 seconds

The ballista bolt struck an instant later, sinking into the creature’s massive left eye, managing a feat no one had since the start of this battle, which was hitting a real weak point. The monster’s eyelids were extremely dense, and it always blocked anything aimed at the eyes. With the 3-second stun, it was unable to move, and thus, the blow connected.

The bolt sank halfway in, causing another 18,000 points of damage. It still wasn’t enough though, but as the stun wore off, Selena appeared from a warp in space, both arms having been transformed into thick, heavy clubs. Winding herself around, Selena spun into a whirling attack, the clubs slamming one after the next directly into the bolt’s end, forcing the ballista bolt deep into the monster’s brain.

Cruncher roared one final time, his tail tearing a swath of destruction through the city and of course, managed to catch Keith as he was falling, launching him clean over the wall and reducing his health by over half. Still, as he tumbled end over end, trying to find which way was up, the notification came.

Cruncher, the Progenitor of Bashers dies!

+700,000 XP

+350,000 XP

+3,500 Endurance

Quest Update: The Terror of the Frigid Seas

You killed the monster and survived to tell the tale. Hooray for you. Now all that remains is wiping out the remaining Cursed in the outer city. The storm has already alerted the Terror to your new location, and he will be turning his armies around now that he’s realized. Looks like you’d better get to work, because time is of the essence

Difficultly: Monstrous

Current Objectives: Clear the outer wall, reinforce and prepare for attack

Current Reward: 50,000 XP, Next quest in the chain

Current Time Remaining: 1 Month, 1 Week, 15 Hours

Negotiated Rewards: 10,000 large gold bricks (20% to be paid upon the retaking of Layman’s Turf), Exclusive shipping rights with Frigid Seas, 1,500 acres of prime land with no restriction, 10% take of all imports and exports, rights to bring up to 10,000 new civilians into the Frigid Seas, so long as they fall under the command of Princess Laya and any of her heirs.

Note: All negotiated rewards are the responsibility of the party who promised them. Failure to comply will result in a System inquiry.

+250,000 XP

+125,000 Bonus XP

3 large gold bricks and 5 Legendary+ spell scrolls have been added to your inventory

Level up! Congratulations, you have reached level 79. You have 10 (Base 5 + 5 from Title) stat points to distribute.
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Keith hit the ground and rolled several times, coming to a stop against a snowdrift as the final notification vanished. Groaning, he shoved himself to his feet, checking himself over for serious wounds. He had a few cracked ribs, and his armor was falling apart. Shockingly, it was still imparting the armor bonus, despite the fact that it looked ready to fall off him at any given moment.

Going through his list of healing items, he found that he had nothing left. Not a single charge of a single item. Checking the time, he saw it was still an hour and a half to midnight, which was shocking, given how long the night had been. It felt later than it actually was.

Groaning again, he dropped back to the ground, the howling wind whipping around him. He had no idea where he’d landed other than it was outside the city. The extra level was nice, though the massive addition of 3,500 Endurance was by far the bigger prize.

“Talk about a fight,” Tac said. “I honestly can’t believe you had to go through two of those so quickly. I mean, I didn’t even know monsters like those existed a few days ago, and now we’ve fought two of them. What are the odds?”

“Like you said, you already know them,” Keith said, pulling up his status and assigning his points to Strength.

At this point, he didn’t need to add anything to Endurance, so he would focus on Strength and Agility, as they were now both lagging far behind. That done, he looked over his status, marveling at his growth despite all the pain he was in.

Status

Name: Keith the Ancient Progenitor Spirit-Sage

Race: Monster-Soul

Class: Monster-Soul Hunter

Level: 79

XP: 690,800/2,435,400 (Reduced from 2,706,000)

HP: 102,540/234,540

STA: 65,122/75,050

Strength - 3,729 (Base 1,735)

Vitality - 23,454 (Boosted 1,220 + (Base 6,598 X3)

Endurance - 7,505 (Base 6,172)

Agility - 2,859 (Base 1,743)

Wisdom - 497 (Base 277)

Luck - 1,814 (Base 1,132)

Skills

Passive

Sage of War: Sage – Peak

Probability: Sage – VI

Peak Health: Sage – VI

Hunter of Myth: Sage – VII

Discerning Eye: Sage – V

Quick Learner: Sage – IV

Punisher: Sage – III

Judgment: Sage – II

Prodigy: Sage – I

All-Terrain Psycho: Grandmaster – IX

Prodigy: Sage – I

Spirit Crafting: Master – III

Spiritual Resistance: Master – III

Intimidation: Advanced – X

Duo: Advanced – V

Monster-Soul Scourge: Master – III

Massive Booster: Advanced – VI

Stacked Odds: Advanced – VII

One-Man Raid: Master – II

Extender: Advanced – VII

Unconquerable Aura (Conditional): Advanced – VIII

Wood Carving: Intermediate – I

Peak: Novice – X

Active

Ancient’s Fury: Sage - V

Shadow Puppet: Sage - IV

Skyform: Sage - I

Armageddon Spear: Sage - II

Heatstance: Grandmaster - IX

Hammerrang: Grandmaster - X

Speed Demon: Grandmaster - II

Stone Chucker: Master - X

Magician: Master - IX

Chronosphere: Master - III

Shattering Snowflare: Master - VI

Combustive Body: Master - III

Many of his skills had seen improvement in that fight, including his monster hunting skills. He was sure Selena had seen at least two levels of growth from that fight, and perhaps even a new skill.

“Is it finally over?” Bob asked, poking his head from the cloak, only to stick it right back in again. “Call me when it’s warm,” his muffled voice said.

Keith began to rise to his feet, only then realizing that he was still clutching War’s hammer. It was only because of said hammer that he was able to block the attack that came from nowhere. A sword that would be the envy of all others if size were all that mattered came cleaving through the whirling snow, the hammer snapping up to block the blow, sending pain radiating through his ribs.

“Tac! What the hell?!”

“Hey! Don’t blame me!” Tac said, as more figures appeared out of the whirling snow. “The blizzard is messing with me. Also, they’re all shielded by something. Some kind of item most likely. It’s like they’re not even there.”

Keith silently swore once again. If they were using an item to subvert Tac so that he couldn’t even see them, there was only one type of item that could be.

“Yup,” Tac replied. “We’re talking World level here bro, which isn’t good considering the shape you’re in.”

The debuff restricting his stats was still active, and his bones were still broken. He cursed himself for not taking a potion immediately, but that’s what he got for being careless. Out of the whirling snow came a couple of figures he recognized, though one looked more familiar than the other.

“A pleasure to see you again, Keith,” Kiara said, the level 80 newtling staring at him with her unnerving eyes.

Keith didn’t respond, looking to the man that stood next to her. His Piercing Eye gave him nothing, which once again confirmed the fact that a World Item was at play here.

“I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure of being introduced,” the elf said. “My name is Nyord, and I am second to Nari, Avatar of Regality. We have come here at the behest of our Avatars to take your head.”

Keith’s eyes flicked around the battlefield. His vision was still impaired by the whirling snow, but he could make out at least 20 figures, though he suspected there would be more.

“Lihng and Nari think so little of me as to send their seconds in their place?” Keith asked, buying himself a bit of time.

He could see Montague, the oxian he’d spoken with so long ago, back when he’d first stepped foot into the Fourliance.

“It is quite the contrary,” Nyord said, as more fighters became visible, all carrying heavy weaponry and decked out in thick armor.

“I think can sense an anti-teleportation anchor being set up,” Tac said. “There’s no getting away, I’m afraid.”

“My master holds you in the highest esteem, which is why he’s invested so much effort in seeing you dead.”

“Interesting how he didn’t put quite so much effort into killing Alvin or any of the other Faction heads.”

“No one could kill Alvin. Well, at least not until you came along,” Nyord said. “The difference between you and the other Faction heads is that you are a rogue element. You have no interest in playing by the rules, constantly striking outside of your own territorial bounds. You are a scourge to our way of life, and it is high time that you were terminated.”

“What makes you think that you can kill me?” Keith asked. “I’ve already killed the most powerful fighter in the Fourliance and killed several other Faction heads.”

Nyord smiled coldly as he drew a golden sword, radiating heat.

“You had help during all those battles. Now, you are alone, isolated from any assistance. We’ve already sealed off the area; there will be no escape. You are also severely weakened after that battle. Why else do you think we’ve waited this long to attack, when we found your trail well over a week ago?”

Now this was news to him. He hadn’t sensed anyone following him and neither had Tac. Then again, if they were employing a World Item, it was unsurprising that he hadn’t been able to sense them.

“Overconfidence has killed more of my opponents than you can imagine,” Keith said, raising his hammer. “But feel free to believe you can kill me. Weakened or otherwise, I’m still ten times the fighter any of you will ever be, and once you’re all dead, I’ll take that World Item you’ve been using to hide from me. Seems like quite the useful item.”

Nyord didn’t react, but several of the soldiers did, which told Keith all he needed to know.

“Kill him,” Nyord said, taking a step back rather than forward, allowing his men to rush in and attack.

Keith’s hammer blurred, knocking a heavy blow aside, but when he kicked out to strike back, his foot slammed into a tower shield, firmly planted in the ground. Still, his foot left a sizable dent in the shining mithril, and while he might normally have been able to press his attack, he was forced to concentrate on the others coming in.

Two ballista bolts slammed into him, Keith using his hammer to shatter one while Speed Demon helped him avoid the other. Two oxians came in swinging heavy axes, and War’s hammer deflected them both. He twisted, punching with Field Leveler, but met another tower shield instead of flesh. His fist nearly tore through the metal, stopping short as it began to crack, but as he wrenched his fist back, the first attack hit him.

One of the oxians had cast a spell, the searing bolt of frost slamming into his ribs and through his damaged armor.

-1,200 damage

Keith ignored the pain, his already broken ribs complaining as he tore his fist free and lunged at the spellcaster, only for a pair of mithril shields to get in his way. He used Skyform, leaping over the shields, only to find a wave of light-bolts in his path. Swearing under his breath, he tried to use Magician, only to find the skill wasn’t working.

The hail of crossbow bolts slammed into him, throwing him back to the ground where he landed in a backward combat roll, springing back to his feet. Several of the light bolts stuck out of his skin, causing more damage, but he ignored the pain and damage, continuing on the offensive.

Being airborne was no longer an option, which meant he needed to hit harder on the ground. Spell scrolls flashed above him, and Keith dove forward as a pair of lightning bolts slammed into the ground. Coursing outward, the tendrils snared him, searing through his body. While the heat did no damage, the electricity still messed with his nerves, dropping him to the ground where he twitched and writhed as a debuff counted down from 8.

Four oxians appeared over him, heavy clubs slamming down on his unprotected head, chest and legs.

-3,500 damage, Crushing

-2,900 damage, Crushing

-3,000 damage, Crushing

The damage racked up quickly as the timer ran out, Keith moving the instant it did. Chronosphere activated, slowing all his opponents and speeding him up. Leaping to his feet using Speed Demon, Keith’s dagger appeared in his hand as he slipped through the large oxians, the blade flickering out and cutting hamstrings and tendons as he flew through their ranks.

The dagger vanished and a potion appeared, only for an arrow to slam into it, shattering the bottle in his grip. Nyord stood next to Kiara, a condescending smile on his face.

“Can’t have you drinking any of those, now can we,” the elf said.

Keith spun around another oxian, raising a summoned crossbow to shoot the elf, when another tower shield blocked his path. Gritting his teeth, Keith swung his hammer around, trying to bash the shield out of the way, only for the force to rebound onto him, hurling him off his feet and back into the waiting blades poised to skewer him from behind.


43

Keith’s Combustive Body exploded at his back, hurling the oxians off their feet with cries of alarm as he halted his backward progress. Quickly checking his health, Keith saw he was down at 60,000, which, while a lot, was less than a quarter of his total. He could see that Nyord was a real problem.

The elf had a sharp mind and knew what he was doing. So long as he lived, this ambush would continue to not go Keith’s way.

“Any luck getting communications out?” he asked Tac.

Calling for help wasn’t the greatest look, but his pride could handle it so long as he lived.

“Nothing, bro,” Tac said. “Something’s blocking outside communication.”

“Bob, is there a World Item that can both hide someone and block mental communication?” Keith asked.

“No,” Bob replied. “If they’re blocking Tac, they’ve probably got a second World Item on them.”

A World Item specifically for jamming communications. On what scale would something like that have to work to be considered a World level item?

Keith didn’t have the time to contemplate that as several spells crashed down from above. He’d caught the flitting movements of elves through the bulk of the oxians, which meant they were the likely culprits who were doing the casting.

Keith reached into his inventory once again, preparing to use a Spell Scroll. The instant it appeared, two oxians swung at the same time, cleaving bars of light leaving their axes. Keith dove back, but they followed, homing in on the scroll itself. Cursing, Keith dropped it back in his inventory, retrieving his crossbow instead.

He pressed the trigger and held it there, a rain of bolts firing wildly from the weapon as he used the hammer to fend off further attacks and tried to break the encirclement of shields and oxians.

More bolts came flying in from above, forcing him on the defensive once again. He was slowing down, and he could feel it. If things continued like this, he may very well lose. As though reading his mind, the group parted, and both Nyord and Kiara became visible.

Nyord held a bow blazing with orange light pulled back to its fullest, an arrow that looked more like a spear of pure energy ready to fire. Kiara held a hand cannon, one brimming with blue light. Both fired, forcing Keith to use his final charge of Damage Reversal. The blows hit him, sending searing pain through his body, only for the pain to turn to relief as the damage it should have done was added to his total health, repairing some of his broken bones.

The bad news was that this was his final damage-mitigating skill. He could survive a couple of death blows thanks to Peak Health, but with no way to refill his HP, it wouldn’t really matter. The Tough it out Ring of Toughness would have been perfect here. He could rack up as much damage as needed just to break free, as it would ignore up to three-quarters of a million points of damage. He’d used it when fighting Cruncher.

“As expected, he still has a few tricks up his sleeve,” Nyord said, as Keith launched a quick counter which was blocked by the shields. “Not to worry, he doesn’t have much left.”

Keith retained his outward expression of calm, even as the fight turned further and further against him.

“Bro, you literally only have the nuclear option left unless you want to die,” Tac said, as the shields parted and a cannon appeared in the gap.

“Fine,” Keith said, stashing all his weapons and tightening his fists.

Field Leveler began glowing brighter as massive spikes grew from the rings cloaking his fists. This was the first time he was going to use this effect, and he sincerely hoped he was far enough away from the city to make a difference.

“World Item!” Nyord shouted, his voice sounding far less smug.

How he’d known what Keith was holding was beyond him. Perhaps the elf had a powerful examination skill like Keith did, or maybe he knew what to look out for with items like this. Either way, it didn’t matter. Even as the cannon fired, Keith slammed both fists into the ground, massive crackling green spikes ripping up from the earth in a powerful wave that expanded out from the point of impact.

The cannon was hurled into the air, the blast going wide, while several elves tried to flee into the air – not that that did them any good. The green spikes shot further from the ground, every single one of them finding their targets as the ground was splintered and cracked. Each spike was instant death, dishing out the sum total of the damage Keith had taken over the last 24 hours, and thanks to his battle with Cruncher, it was a lot.

Oxians exploded into fine mist, their bodies obliterated in an instant. Weapons and armor did nothing to stop Field Leveler as it obliterated the battlefield in its entirety. The ground buckled and rose in equal measure, tearing itself apart as the green crackling spikes continued to move outward, snagging everyone who’d come to join the battle.

The screams only stopped once Field Leveler had hit everyone on the battlefield, leaving a bloody, shattered ruin in its wake.

“Holy poop on an icicle!” Tac exclaimed. “I know I couldn’t really see that properly, but your brain gave me a pretty good idea of what just happened. The last time I saw that many people explode, I was at my uncle Craiggy’s wedding. Good times.”

A low groan alerted Keith to the fact that someone had actually managed to survive. Gulping down a potion – he’d already learned his lesson from last time – Keith approached the fallen figure.

Nyord lay in a pool of blood, his legs shattered and half his face covered in blood. Kiara was splayed out next to him, her body riddled with holes, yet she too was still alive.

“I’m surprised you’re still breathing,” Keith said, staring down at the pair of them. “Don’t worry though, I can fix that.”

Keith drew his sword and stabbed forward, intending to take Nyord through the eye. Somehow, the man managed to twitch out of the way at the last second and the sword cut a line across his shoulder.

“It’s not over yet!” Nyord snarled, dragging a glowing, white stone from his inventory.

“Crud, it’s another⸺!” Tac yelled, only for his voice to cut off as Keith’s body locked up in place.

You have been imprisoned by the World Item: Prison Stone.

You are unable to move. Access to your items and skills have been blocked. Access to your inventory has been blocked. This will remain in effect for the next 24 hours.

Nyord swallowed a potion, a look of triumph in his eyes as real panic began to set in in Keith’s mind. He couldn’t hear Tac, and no matter what he did, he couldn’t move. Never before had he been this helpless while in this world, and for the first time, he understood what it was like to be at the mercy of a World Item.

“I told you it wasn’t over,” Nyord said, getting slowly to his feet, his cuts and bruises having vanished thanks to the potion’s effects.

Going over to Kiara, he tipped a similar potion into her mouth, the newtling rising with a gasp a moment later, followed by a bout of coughing and spitting blood.

“My master was very invested in seeing you brought down, and so was hers,” Nyord said, still holding the glowing stone. “We suspected you had a World Item and were waiting for you to use it before employing our trump card. I couldn’t be sure what you had on hand, so I had to be cautious. Had I known your item would be so effective, I might have acted sooner, but still, our goal is realized. You are at our mercy.”

“Good,” Kiara said, getting slowly to her feet. “Let’s activate the gate scroll and take him back then. I’m ready to get out of this freezing wasteland.”

“Who said we were taking him back?” Nyord asked.

Kirara’s brows furrowed.

“Lihng specifically ordered me to bring him back to her alive.”

“And I don’t take orders from Lihng,” Nyord said. “I take orders from Nari, and Keith is too dangerous to be allowed to live.”

Keith couldn’t say anything, couldn’t move, couldn’t so much as twitch. There was, however, one thing he could do, as Nyord approached with a gleaming, sun-colored dagger, Kiara protesting and trying to hold him back.

He tapped into his Title and began destroying his items one by one. Notifications flooded his vision, but he ignored them, wrecking one precious treasure after the next as Nyord shoved Kiara away and stepped up to him, the grin on his face so wide it was seriously creepy.

Nyord stabbed him in the throat, and burning pain flared through his body, pain that was all too familiar.

-144,600 damage

HP set to 1

“Resilient, aren’t you,” Nyord said, ripping the dagger free, a gout of blood splashing the front of his clothes. “Not to worry, I can always try again!”

He stabbed him in the chest this time and Keith’s health remained at a single point, causing Nyord to frown.

“Stop it! I need to bring him back alive!” Kiara yelled, sounding panicked now, though it was highly unlikely this was out of concern for Keith or his wellbeing.

“I look forward to the rewards for killing one of the most powerful sages in the world,” Nyord said, ignoring her. “You killed Alvin, and I kill you. In a way, it’s like I’m greater than Alvin ever was!”

With that, he drove the dagger home for the final time. Searing pain wracked Keith’s body as his health ticked from 1 to 0, the world going black as it happened. A single message flashed across his field of vision, one that he’d been dreading seeing since coming to this world.

-125,900, Massive Critical

Your HP has hit zero

You have died.
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Keith recognized where he was almost instantaneously as his eyes opened. The void was all too familiar, as was the figure dressed in a pinstripe suit. The spiked hair still rose above the mask, whose face was permanently turned up in a smile.

“Keith, it’s so wonderful to see you again,” the Trickster said, his voice oozing with self-satisfaction.

“Why am I here?” Keith asked, crossing his arms, noting that he still had arms to cross, unlike all the other times.

“You died,” the Trickster said. “Which means that the terms of our contract now come into effect.”

“You put me in an impossible situation,” Keith replied. “A World Item that doesn’t allow any form of escape? Sounds a bit like entrapment to me.”

“Come now,” the Trickster said. “You had, in your possession, a World Item that could have rendered the effects of all skills and items useless for a full 12 hours, and yet you didn’t use it. How is it my fault that you didn’t utilize the one weapon that could have prevented all of this?”

This brought Keith up short. Though he hated to admit as much, the Trickster was correct. War’s Spiritual Hammer had an effect that would render all weapons, armor, items, and skills useless for 12 whole hours. Had he used it, the World Item that had caught him never would have been activated. Still, there had to be a way out of this. After all, he still had his body.

“I have the effects of my Peak skill,” Keith said. “That means that although my HP hit zero, I still have an extra life.”

“But all your skills were blocked,” the Trickster said, shaking his finger. “So, your death is permanent.”

“If I recall the exact wording of the World Item, it was that ‘access’ to all my skills had been blocked, not that their effects would not activate. This was proven by Peak Health, which activated twice to keep my health from hitting zero.”

“I see someone’s been learning to use their brains a bit more lately,” the Trickster said, his voice colored with displeasure. “But you are correct. The Peak skill did indeed activate when your HP hit zero.”

“So why am I here?” Keith asked, feeling the small knot of worry in his stomach receding.

The Trickster shrugged.

“You gave me the opportunity to try pulling you back early, so I took it.”

“Then send me back,” Keith said. “Since you yourself have admitted that you have no right to keep me here.”

“I see patience still isn’t your strong suit,” the Trickster chuckled.

“I’m in the middle of a time-sensitive quest,” Keith replied. “I also do not know the state of my body. There are people counting on me who undoubtedly think I am no longer alive, and I have enemies who’ve finally stepped too far out of line and need to be dealt with. So, unless you’re planning on insisting I’ve failed, send me back right now.”

The Trickster’s mask seemed to smile just a bit wider at that, though Keith knew it had to be a trick of the strange lighting in the space they were in.

“Very well,” the Trickster said. “I’ll send you back. Just remember that your enemies are as numerous as they are dangerous. I’ll see you back here again real soon.”

With that, the Trickster raised his hand, and the world around Keith went black.

***

Jade stood on the battlefield, surrounded by a howling blizzard. The storm seemed somehow to be alive, despite the fact that all logic said otherwise. Frozen blood, bits of viscera, and bits of bone were scattered everywhere, covered by the whirling flakes falling from the sky. It seemed she’d made it too late. Staggering forward, she searched for the bodies but was unable to make heads or tails of anything.

What she did find were a pair of tracks, faint and fading fast, heading away from the scene of the battle. Speeding up, she ran after them, her eyes fixed on the trail and her ears peeled for any sound whatsoever. In a storm like this, the trail had to be very fresh, as the wind and snow would cover it quickly.

It didn’t take her long to sense someone up ahead, and slowing her pace, she crept forward, finally sighting the rough outline of a tent through the whirling flakes. Dropping to a crouch, Jade approached cautiously, soon hearing muffled voices drifting through the storm.

Moving up to the side of the tent, she could hear what sounded like a man and woman arguing inside.

“…bad idea!” the woman shouted. “I had explicit orders to bring him back alive! Do you have any idea what she had to go through to get her hands on this item? If she wanted him dead, she could have done it any other number of ways!”

“You had your orders, and I had mine,” the male voice said, sounding quite pleased with himself. “Besides, I think Lihng will forgive you when you present her with Keith’s lifeless body, don’t you?”

Jade felt her heart sink to the pit of her stomach, a feeling of shock and horror overcoming her as she heard those words. Keith, dead? It couldn’t be. He was too strong. Too smart. Too well-prepared.

“You apparently don’t know Lihng as well as I do,” the woman’s voice replied. “If I had brought him back alive, how would Nari have reacted? Would he be fine, knowing that we’d at least captured him?”

“I suppose we’ll never know,” the male voice said, still sounding smug. “You’re just upset that you didn’t land the killing blow and reap all the benefits.”

“So long as I get my share of the items, I’ll be fine,” the woman replied, the growl in her voice apparent. “Though I feel like you should have told me you have the Graverobber skill to begin with.”

The male voice chuckled as Jade’s horror continued to grow, even as she felt something hot and warm on her face, something that froze almost instantly as it flowed down her cheeks. She hadn’t even noticed when she’d started to cry.

“You’ll have your share of the loot,” the man replied. “There’s enough here to take us both to retirement ten times over, though I have no idea where that World Item went, but we’ve still got a bit of time to find it.”

The man chuckled again.

“That may be my only option, you know,” the woman replied. “Since you killed him instead of bringing him back alive, I may have to go on the run. Disappear somewhere Lihng can never find me.”

“Whatever floats your boat,” the male voice replied. “But you know we’ve only got another few hours in this frozen wasteland before they start becoming suspicious. So, have you had your rest? Are you ready to keep looking?”

“Do you really believe he somehow managed to hide a World Item while immobilized by another World Item?” the woman asked.

“He was one of the most powerful people in the world,” the male voice replied. “Of course he found a way to hide it before we could get to it. We just need to look a bit harder. Now come on, we’re burning blizzard time.”

Jade was tempted to stay where she was, to attack these two in a blind fury, but if they were strong enough to have killed Keith, she knew she didn’t stand a chance, especially out here, where her Spirit’s influence was nonexistent. But, there was a way in which she could help honor Keith’s memory. She could go back to the battlefield and look for that World Item they hadn’t found.

The Graverobber skill was a rare one, one she happened to have herself, albeit a much more powerful version. Most people’s inventories went with them to the grave, but with the skill, you could steal any number of randomized objects out of someone’s inventory upon their deaths. The skill could only be used once per person, so it really depended on Luck as to what items one got.

A World Item would be different though, and Jade knew it. Something like that wouldn’t simply be content with remaining lost forever. Therefore, World Items were practically guaranteed to come out if the Graverobber skill was used.

Swiping away her frozen tears, Jade dashed back towards the bloody battlefield, her knowledge of Keith telling her that there was only one place he could have hidden a World Item if he knew he was going to die. It would be in the one place no one would think to look, and that would be in plain sight.

Gritting her teeth as she reached the battlefield, Jade tried to keep the images of what had happened here from her mind. By the looks of it, Keith had put up one hell of a fight, not that it had mattered in the end. Searching around in the snow, she eventually found the center of the battlefield, where the markings in the snow showed a single target having been boxed in. The markings were faint but solid enough to give her an idea of where Keith had been.

There!

Brushing away some snow, Jade unearthed an item that seemed to beckon to her, her eyes glowing as they picked up the item’s description. A Light in the Dark.

As she read it, her mind was in turmoil. An item like this could undoubtedly have saved his life, so why would he hide it rather than use it?

Lifting it, she placed it in her inventory, teeth bared and fighting back yet more tears. Whatever the reason, she supposed it didn’t really matter all that much. Keith was gone and with him, his plans. She choked back a sob as she began running, heading away from the horrors of the battlefield, where she could almost hear him fighting for his life and breathing his last.

Keith had a lot of friends and allies, all of whom would be affected by his death. She needed to go warn them all, to give them closure if anything. As she ran, she couldn’t help beating herself up, chastising herself for not succeeding in the one mission she’d set out to do when coming from the Fourliance. She’d failed to warn Keith in time, and her failure had cost Keith the ultimate price.
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Sound was the first thing to return as the Trickster’s world faded from view, the sound of howling wind, the kind only produced by a winter storm. Sensation was next, cold pressing into his back and blowing over his skin. Smell came next, the scent of snow and frost filling his nostrils as he inhaled deeply. Finally, his eyes snapped open, taking in the world around him.

He saw the bare tips of tree branches, covered in frost hanging over his head, freezing winds causing them to sway back and forth. Snow fell steadily from a gray sky, muffling all sounds aside from the wind. This immediately told him that he was no longer in the Fourliance, and as he sat up, a familiar sight greeted him. In fact, it was the exact same one he’d seen upon first entering this world.

It seemed he was back in Humania, though how he’d gotten here all the way from the Fourliance was a bit of a mystery. Looking down at himself, Keith saw that he was dressed in a simple cloth shirt, pants, and an old pair of boots. This explained why he was feeling cold, a sensation he could still feel, despite his Traits, which protected him from things like frostbite rather than the actual cold itself.

His first instinct was to check his inventory, his lips pulling down into a frown as he saw a whole bunch of his items had gone missing, including a hefty chunk of the gold he carried on him. In fact, almost every item that wasn’t tied to his soul had disappeared. The equipped items, he could understand, as he’d destroyed them. He hadn’t been able to stash them in his inventory, which meant his enemies would have gotten to them, well, aside from the Soulbound ones anyway.

Quickly checking his hand, he let out a hiss of annoyance. The Trickster’s Ring of Negative Spirit was gone. When he’d been trapped, he’d targeted every item on him to be destroyed, but his subconscious had left the Soulbound ones alone. The ring had never been bound to him. But, instead of Spirits showing up left and right to slaughter him, the world remained as it was.

Keith had to think for a moment to remember why before it came to him. The Peak skill, the very thing that had kept him alive, had remade him as a new person, rather than reanimating his dead body, which was why he’d likely ended up at his starting location. Since he was effectively a new person, all the targets on his back were effectively gone, which was kind of nice.

That didn’t stop him from feeling a momentary flare of unadulterated rage, one that he allowed to burn in his chest for a solid half minute before tamping it down. He’d built up an arsenal of weapons and items, and in a blink, most of his powerful items were gone. Now he just had to check and see if his last-second item-destruction spree had borne any fruit.

Before he checked, he felt at his ear, relieved to feel the Heart Between Worlds. The World Item was invaluable, and it seemed that binding it to himself really had assured it would come with him. Checking again, he found that Field Leveler was still in his inventory, as was War’s Spiritual Hammer, and thankfully, War’s Spiritual Helm. If anyone had gotten ahold of that, they would know he’d killed a Spirit, and the last thing he needed was the whole world coming after him.

Yes, he was vulnerable to Spirit attacks at the moment, but thanks to his prosthetic hand, he could forcibly dismiss up to two Spirits from his presence per day and keep them away for the next 24 hours, so he wasn’t completely defenseless. At the same time, he knew he would need to find another Spiritual repulsion item for his own safety. He couldn’t sleep with one eye open for the rest of his life, especially when there were so many Spirits gunning for him.

Opening his messages, Keith began to read through the long list of text to see how things had gone for him.

Holy biscuits and gravy! You’re back from the dead! I think I’ll start calling you Undead Man! Just kidding, I saved you with that awesome skill so none of the credit goes to you.

Your Spirit has been reset, and your body has been reforged. All previous bounties have expired, and all attention has disappeared. Everyone will believe you’re dead unless you walk up to their faces and tell them otherwise. All connections have been severed, mental, physical, and spiritual. To reconnect your Spirit to your awesome automaton, you’ll need to find her and make physical contact. Yeah, that’s pretty much it.

Your Peak skill extra life count has gone down to zero. If you want more lives, you should probably work harder.

That explained why he hadn’t heard from Tac or seen Bob yet and why he couldn’t sense Selena or reach anyone with his mind. He needed to establish a connection with the Sage of War to be able to talk to them mentally, and if it had been severed, he couldn’t speak with anyone.

Deciding to keep reading his notifications without reaching out to Tac, if only to have a few minutes of peace, Keith scanned through the rest of his notifications.

Wow! You basically destroyed all of your equipped items at once! Now that’s what I call dedication to the craft!

Congratulations! Your Conditional Skill: Unconquerable Aura has become permanent!

Congratulations! You have learned the Active Skills: Shard Sponge & Lightswap

Congratulations! You have learned the Passive Skill: Item Jubilee

Shard Sponge

Level: Advanced - IX

You can absorb attacks and throw them right back in someone’s face

Cost: 10,000 STA

Effects: You can absorb an enemy attack and redirect it back at them, inflicting 1.75X the damage of the incoming attack.

Cooldown: 24 hours

Lightswap

Level: Master - II

Jump around like a firefly, where will you pop up next!?

Cost: 5,000 STA

Effects: You can swap places with any item within sight, You may take others along with you

Cooldown: 5 minutes

While Shard Sponge was a clear step down from the actual item itself, it was only at the Advanced stage and nearly to Master. Keith supposed all the times he’d used it had really boosted the skill’s level when he’d learned it. Additionally, with his Title’s effect, he could ignore the cooldown and use it as many times as he was able. The cost was steep, but he had a massive Stamina pool so he could effectively use it over and over again.

Lightswap, on the other hand, seemed to be an improvement. He still needed another item as an anchor, but he could use the skill as often as he pleased, thanks again to his Title. On top of that, he could directly bring someone with him, rather than needing to send people away separately. On the other hand, there was nothing in the description about teleporting others away, which meant that that part of the skill had either yet to be unlocked or would no longer be available.

Finally, Keith moved on to the Passive skill, the oddly named skill having piqued his curiosity.

Item Jubilee – Unique Skill

Level: Master - I

Due to your absorption of multiple powerful items, you now have some special and unique effects.

+1,000 Vitality & Endurance, +500 Wisdom & Luck, +300 Strength

Five times per day, cast: Total Recovery to restore yourself to perfect condition

Three times per day, cast: Tough Shield to absorb 50,000 points of damage

Twice per day, cast: Stamina Block to use skills without stamina for 100 seconds

Once per day, cast: Battlefield Sylven to boost all allies stats by 25% for 5 minutes

Once per day, cast: Monstrous Overdrive to triple Strength, Agility & Endurance for 3 minutes

Keith reread the skill description just to make sure he wasn’t imagining things. After reading it over for a third time, he realized that this was real. This skill was one of his most powerful to date, tacking on extra stat points at no cost to him or using any item slots. On top of that, it added multiple combat skills and applications. Though his total number of items and effects had been reduced substantially, he now had a series of effects that could not only be used, but recharged, thanks to his Title. So, in a worst-case scenario, he could use Total Recovery up to twenty times per day if he recharged the skill three times.

With that out of the way, that only left his status, which he hadn’t wanted to go over. But he knew he had to, to see how bad it really was now that all his items were gone. After having read the description of Item Jubilee, he was feeling a bit better about it.

Status

Name: Keith the Ancient Progenitor Spirit-Sage

Race: Monster-Soul

Class: Monster-Soul Hunter

Level: 79

XP: 1,070,800/2,435,400 (Reduced from 2,706,000)

HP: 211,690/211,690

STA: 74,970/74,970

Strength - 2,660 (Base 1,735)

Vitality - 21,169 (Boosted 1,375 + (Base 6,598 X3)

Endurance - 7,497 (Base 6,172)

Agility - 2,068 (Base 1,743)

Wisdom - 902 (Base 277)

Luck - 1,957 (Base 1,132)

Skills

Passive

Sage of War: Sage – Peak

Probability: Sage – VI

Peak Health: Sage – VI

Hunter of Myth: Sage – VII

Discerning Eye: Sage – V

Quick Learner: Sage – IV

Punisher: Sage – III

Judgment: Sage – II

Prodigy: Sage – I

All-Terrain Psycho: Grandmaster – IX

Prodigy: Sage – I

Spirit Crafting: Master – III

Spiritual Resistance: Master – III

Intimidation: Advanced – X

Duo: Advanced – V

Monster-Soul Scourge: Master – III

Massive Booster: Advanced – VI

Stacked Odds: Advanced – VII

One-Man Raid: Master – II

Extender: Advanced – VII

Unconquerable Aura (Conditional): Advanced – VIII

Wood Carving: Intermediate – I

Peak: Novice – X

Item Jubilee: Master – I

Active

Ancient’s Fury: Sage - V

Shadow Puppet: Sage - IV

Skyform: Sage - I

Armageddon Spear: Sage - II

Heatstance: Grandmaster - IX

Hammerrang: Grandmaster - X

Speed Demon: Grandmaster - II

Stone Chucker: Master - X

Magician: Master - IX

Chronosphere: Master - III

Shattering Snowflare: Master - VI

Combustive Body: Master - III

Shard Sponge: Advanced - IX

Lightswap: Master - II

Equipped Items

Armor

Cloth Shirt

Cloth Pants

Leather Boots

Total Armor Rating: 3,400 (1,700 + 100%)

Weapons

Field Leveler

Other

The Heart Between Worlds

Traits: Fireproof, Heatproof, Coldproof, Frostproof. Magic-Resist, Physical-Resist. Darkvision, Monster Scent, Monstrous Endurance, Monstrous Speed

While his Vitality and Endurance hadn’t taken massive hits – though in the case of Vitality, it was more based on how massive the stat was – his biggest losses had been in Strength and especially Agility. He felt more sluggish as the stat was below the 2,500-mark. Additionally, his armor was down to his base, meaning he wasn’t wearing any. The long list of items he’d had equipped was now down to one, though in a sense, he had improved a bit, as both his Wisdom and Luck had gone up.

Additionally, all the stats he had now, while they were counted as boosted, were really just a part of him, either attached to his prosthetics or his skills. When he got new items, he’d be able to climb even higher. That said, this was a setback, and one that seriously sucked. His only solace was that no one would know he was alive, which meant he’d be able to enact his vengeance without anyone seeing it coming.

Ding!

Quest Available: Bloody Vengeance

A conspiracy hatched between Lihng and Nari has seen you dead. Shame they didn’t realize how hard you were to kill. One thing that’s stood out to you was that the two faction heads’ seconds were at odds with one another. Knowing Lihng’s ruthless nature, she’s unlikely to forgive Kiara for not bringing you back alive. I’m sure you can find a way to work with that.

Meanwhile, the little sneak Nyord has been bragging up and down about killing you and has reaped some rewards for managing to do what no one else has. You’ve got a reputation to protect, and wouldn’t returning from the supposed dead to enact vengeance be the perfect way to spread your legendary might even further?

Difficulty: Monstrous

Objectives: (1) Kill Lihng (2) Kill Nari (3) Kill Nyord (4) Kill/recruit Kiara

Rewards: 5,000,000 XP, 500 large gold bricks, 1 Ancient item, 3 Mythical items, 1 Mythical armor blueprint, 1 Mythical weapon blueprint, 50 Legendary+ Potions, 10 Legendary+ Spell Scrolls, Some of the stuff Nyord stole from you, New Title, ???

Now this was a quest worth having. Vengeance aside, the rewards alone would have ensured Keith would go after those who’d conspired to see things dead. He was done leaving obvious enemies alive to try again, especially when they’d already succeeded once.

Keith closed out the skill description and was about to reach out to reestablish his connection to Tac when he heard a familiar voice screaming in the distance.

“Help! Someone, help me! I don’t want to die!”
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Using Speed Demon, Keith flashed through the forest, snow whipping at his face as he plowed through the calf-deep snow. He could have used Skyform, but he reached the source of the cries for help before he’d thought to use it. Looking at the scene, he had an odd sense of déjà vu as he saw a small paint-splattered monkey hiding in a tree, while a vicious monster with long claws and razor-sharp teeth tried to get at him.

“Keith!” Bob yelled, waving to him. “Oh, thank the Spirits you’re here. Well, maybe not, but you get my point. Can you please kill this thing? Going to the void once was unpleasant enough!”

The ripper turned, its nose picking up his scent. Obviously, Keith would be a more appetizing meal than Bob, seeing as he was significantly larger than the monkey and would be far more filling. Using Piercing Eye, Keith got a good look at the monster and had to stifle a laugh.

Name: Razorback Ripper

Level: 3

HP: 150/150

“You’re clearly outmatched,” Keith told the ripper. “You should leave while you’re still breathing.”

The ripper ignored Keith, bounding forward to rip him limb from limb. For a moment, he was confused. Any monster this weak should have been running scared. Then he remembered that he’d killed their progenitor and what the fallout of that action meant.

The ripper pounced at him, its claws extended to gouge his eyes from his skull. Normally, Keith would just have let the monster’s attack land, but he didn’t want it ripping through his clothes. He used Light Swap to flash behind the leaping monster, spinning into a kick that ripped the monster’s body in half. Blood and viscera were sent raining across the snow as the two halves of the monster spun away, entrails leaving gruesome tracks in their wake before they came to rest against the trees.

“About time,” Bob said, hopping down to land on his shoulder.

“It’s good to see you too, Bob,” Keith said.

“What took you so long?” the monkey demanded. “Do you have any idea how long I was stuck in limbo without any snacks?”

“I wasn’t gone for that long, was I?” Keith asked.

“You were gone for over three weeks!” Bob exclaimed.

Keith felt his heart skip a beat as he pulled up the quest description for the Terror quest. Sure enough, the timer had dropped from a month and a week to just under two weeks.

“That doesn’t make any sense, though,” Keith said. “Unless…”

“Unless what?” Bob asked.

Unless the Trickster messed with my sense of time, Keith thought, though he didn’t speak that part out loud.

“Nothing,” Keith said. “I wasn’t aware I would be gone for so long. This both complicates things and makes them a bit easier.”

“How can anything possibly be easier?” Bob asked.

“If everyone thinks I’m dead, it means I can act with no oversight. I have things I need to do before the world knows I’m alive again, and if we want to make sure we succeed, we’ll have to keep it that way.”

“Yo! Bro! Holy friggin cannolis on a po…you know what, I don’t need that image in my head. Wazzaaapp?” Tac said as Keith reestablished mental communications.

“What took you so long, bro? I was dyin’ over here!”

“You were unaware of anything,” Keith said. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

“Three weeks of rest isn’t as restful as you might think,” Tac said, brushing past what Keith had said. “I could really go for a vacation. Since everyone thinks you’re dead, it’ll be great!”

“What we need to do is find out what’s been going on while I’ve been away,” Keith said. “Which means we’ll have to talk with at least a couple of people. People we can trust to keep their mouths shut.”

“Who’s our first visit?” Bob asked. “And more importantly, will they have cake?”

“Probably not,” Keith said, thinking. “Well, since we’re in Humania, why not visit the person we installed as its ruler? Chuck is bound to know plenty, and seeing as he owes me, he won’t go ratting me out to anyone.”

Checking the time, Keith could see that it wasn’t quite late enough though. If he were visiting Chuck, he wanted to do it at night, when he could sneak in without anyone noticing. They had a few hours left, so he removed his bunker from his inventory and climbed inside. He had a suit of armor to grab from his vault, as well as a few potions he’d stored there in case of emergency. Chuck was in for the surprise of his life – or perhaps not. It all depended on how fast and far word had traveled and if Chuck believed the rumors.

By the time Keith climbed from the bunker, full night had fallen. Dressed in his first set of World Monster armor, Humania’s Regalia, Keith felt much warmer, as it protected him from the cold.

“You need a cloak,” Bob complained, trying to find a warm spot on his shoulder and being unsuccessful.

“What are you complaining about?” Keith asked. “You have a thick coat of fur to keep you warm.”

“Yes, but I like the cloak better,” Bob said, folding his arms. “It’s warmer.”

“What you mean is that you’ve gotten lazy and grown so reliant on the cloak that you’re feeling cold right now, is that right?” Keith said, collapsing his bunker.

“No,” Bob huffed, though that was clearly the case. “I just like it more is all.”

“Whatever you need to tell yourself to sleep at night, pal,” Tac said, snickering.

“Alright, let’s keep it down,” Keith said, fixing the capital of Humania in his mind, specifically a spot near the castle. “I don’t want you giving us away. We need to be in and out without anyone but Chuck spotting us. Do you understand?”

“I know the strategic advantage of having people think you’re dead,” Bob said, rolling his eyes. “Just because I look like an adorable monkey doesn’t mean I don’t have two brain cells to rub together.”

“Could have fooled me,” Tac said.

“Walked right into that one didn’t I?” Bob sighed.

The snowy forest vanished as the world twisted in on itself, everything growing solid again as Keith stepped out into a marble corridor that looked both familiar and foreign at the same time.

“Looks like Chuck’s made some changes since we were last here,” Tac said as Keith began walking down the corridor. “Got someone up ahead, guard patrol.”

Using Skyform, Keith walked up to the arched ceiling some 20 feet above, then flattened himself against it. So high up, the light from the lanterns threw deep shadows into the curved alcove, so when the patrol walked by below, they didn’t so much as glance in his direction. It also helped that no one tended to look up.

Once they passed, Keith dropped back to the ground, continuing down the corridor until Tac told him to turn. Opening the door to a curving staircase, Keith headed up, Tac assuring him that no one was on it. Reaching the landing on the next floor, he flattened himself against the wall, waiting for another guard patrol to pass before slipping out into the next hallway.

“His suite’s at the far end,” Tac said. “Or at least I’m pretty sure it is.”

Keith moved quickly, though he came up short about halfway down, turning to stare at one of the many portraits that were dotting the wall. The reason this one caught his attention was due to its size and prominence.

“Well, that’ll give someone an inflated ego,” Tac said as Keith stared at a life-sized portrait of himself, posing with one hammer over his shoulder.

He was wearing a set of armor he’d never seen before but chalked it up to the artist’s imagination. Below it was a plaque and an inscription.

Keith, Monster Hunting Sage, Slayer of Alvin the Unconquerable and Founder of the We Hunt Monsters Guild. The most powerful force for humanity in the fight against the endless monster horde.

Keith would have remained where he was, continuing to stare at the portrait, but Tac warned of another guard patrol, which forced him up to the ceiling. This one was composed of two men and two women, all vampires by the looks of things. They all wore the Glutton’s Bloodrings, though, upon closer examination, it looked like they’d been modified to counteract any outside interference.

Though his secret wasn’t exactly out, some people were in the know and apparently working to ensure that whatever his plans were where those rings were involved, they would ultimately fail.

The patrol stopped right beneath him as one of the female guards looked at the portrait.

“Is this new?” she asked, noting the shininess of the frame in comparison to the others.

“Yeah,” one of the men said. “The king had it put up just a week ago. Makes sense this is your first time seeing it since you were out for the last couple of weeks.”

“Who is this exactly?” she asked, leaning in to read the description.

“Keith, apparently,” the second male vampire said with a smile filled with mockery.

“Don’t mock him,” said the second female guard, turning on him with a glare. “Keith was one of the most powerful fighters on the planet and defeated three of the World Monsters.”

“I’d heard rumors about someone like that,” the first woman said, looking closer at the portrait. “That the We Hunt Monsters Guild wasn’t actually founded by Guildmaster Jelly and that there was someone else pulling the strings behind the scenes. I always thought it was a conspiracy theory.”

“It probably is,” the first man said, that same mocking smile on his face. “If he was such a powerful fighter, how did he end up dead?”

“No one’s immortal, Frank,” the second man sighed. “He might have been powerful, but apparently someone outsmarted him – if the rumors are true anyway. He got tangled up in some crazy monster fight and they isolated him once it was over. From what I hear, he was already exhausted and half-dead by that point. Those guys just finished the job.”

Frank snorted again, already moving away from the portrait, clearly still unimpressed.

“I don’t care what the rumors say. No one named something as lame as Keith could possibly be that awesome. I mean, can you imagine? Oh no, look out, it’s…it’s Keith the almighty! Slayer of monsters and killer of Alvin the dancing squirrel or whatever!”

The man continued to laugh to himself as the others moved to catch up, all voicing their opinions on the matter.

“Wow. Talk about brutal,” Tac said once they were gone and Keith dropped back to the ground. “That thing I said about having a big head, I take it back. You’re definitely eating some humble pie. You ever consider changing your name to something cooler, like Jason or Craig?”

“I’m good, thanks,” Keith said, ignoring the jibes.

The man’s comments didn’t bother him whatsoever. In fact, they made him feel better. Being underestimated was always something he prided himself on. People had grown too afraid and had seen him through an impossible lens. It was a good thing in many cases, but if people believed he was weaker than he was, then killing them would be all the easier.
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Keith reached the end of the corridor without any trouble. Turning the knob, he pushed the door open. It was surprising that the door to the king’s suite wasn’t locked, but then again, why should it be? There were guards everywhere, and if he needed them in a hurry, he wouldn’t want them to waste time fidgeting with a key or breaking the door down.

Slipping silently into the room, Keith moved through the entryway and into the main corridor, Tac directing him past the bedroom where the figure of a woman lay curled up in the large bed, past the two rooms with sleeping children and into the office at the far end, where Chuck sat, his back to the door, staring out the massive window overlooking his city.

Closing the door behind him, Keith waited for the man to turn around.

“If you’ve come to kill me, I wouldn’t bother,” Chuck said, still staring out the window. “All I have to do is give the word and this place will be teeming with guards before you can blink. Turn around. Go home.”

“Is that any way to speak to an old friend?”

Chuck whirled around so fast he almost gave himself whiplash, the chair clattering to the ground as he shot to his feet. Then he grabbed the edge of his desk, his face white as a sheet as he swayed for a moment.

“K-Keith?”

“In the flesh,” Keith said, striding further into the office.

“But…But you’re…”

“Dead?” Keith said, taking a seat in one of the chairs and kicking his feet up on the king’s desk. “Yeah, a lot of people seem to believe that, don’t they?”

Chuck took a deep breath, bent down to pick his chair up, then sat, opening a drawer on his side of the desk. He came up with a glass bottle filled with amber liquid in one hand and a crystal goblet in the other. Pouring himself a generous amount, he took a long sip before looking at Keith again.

“You look like hell, Chuck,” Keith said. “What happened?”

“What happened?” Chuck said with a light chuckle. “The whole world thinks you’re dead, Keith, that’s what happened. Everything was thrown into turmoil once the news broke. At first, people didn’t believe it, but when they started parading the body around, it was kind of hard to deny it.

“All hell has broken loose since then. Everyone knows I was given this appointment by you, even if I did have some small claim to it by blood. There have been fifteen assassination attempts against me in the last week alone! Many of the keep owners, barons, and others are rising up against me, declaring themselves as sovereign rulers of their own cities!

“I’ve had to deploy more than half my military already, and we’re involved with more than a dozen wars as some of the larger city lords are trying to move in on others’ territories. The monster population has also gone through some kind of insane boom, specifically rippers and bashers, if the reports I’ve gotten from Jelly are accurate.

“Keith, I don’t know what happened to you or how you’re here when I have eyewitness reports of your corpse being touted along with dozens of your weapons and items, but I’m going to need an explanation. Oh, also…I’m glad you’re not dead. You’re literally one of the only people I can trust completely, and it sucked thinking you were gone.”

“Well, I do appreciate the sentiment,” Keith said, taking all the news and feeling a pang of annoyance.

If not for the Trickster, he would have been back sooner. Perhaps not soon enough to prevent all of this, but he might have been able to stop some of it.

“Before I give you my explanation, I’d like to ask a few more questions, if you don’t mind. What have you heard from the other continents?”

“From what I hear, Beastland is still doing fine. Though you did have an influence in getting Grand Chieftain Fendor onto his throne, he holds the seat with an iron fist. There was an attempt at an insurrection, but it was summarily crushed. Helps when you have an item that allows you to keep the peace, I suppose,” Chuck said, all but glaring at him.

“Hey, in my defense, they did try to kill me,” Keith said, raising his hands. “How was I supposed to know you’d need it so soon? Anyway, I take it the Fourliance isn’t doing quite so well?”

“Full scale war has broken out,” Chuck said grimly. “The Nari, Lihng, and Beastly Factions have all joined in an alliance and have attacked the Alchemist Faction. They’re currently hard-pressed to hold their position from what I last heard but are being assisted by the Drake and Starlight Factions.”

Keith raised an eyebrow.

“The former Hailstone and Unconquerable Factions have recently been renamed,” Chuck explained.

“Have you heard anything about my friends?” Keith asked.

“From what I heard, your automaton friend Selena went after Nari herself. Last reports had her flying into his compound but that was over two weeks ago.”

“Probably went to get revenge for your death, which is kind of sweet, if not idiotic I suppose,” Tac said. “Without you around, that was basically a permanent death sentence.”

“How did you get all of this information?” Keith asked.

Chuck grimaced.

“It came through the underworld,” he replied. “Someone very high up claimed to have witnessed it all firsthand, though I can’t pinpoint the source.”

“From what he’s saying, I’m going to assume he means Jade,” Tac said. “Though I have to wonder how she made it to the Frigid Seas and how we didn’t see her in the middle of that fight.”

“Is there anything else you can tell me?” Keith asked. “Have you heard any news from the Frigid Seas?”

Chuck shook his head.

“The Frigid Seas are outside of normal communications. Whatever’s happening there is outside my reach. Though, as far as news, I’ve been hearing rumors that your businesses are being targeted. Some of my captains have gotten reports of people going after boot shipments coming into the ports and ships bearing your mark being attacked.”

Keith grimaced as he straightened, sitting normally as he mentally catalogued everything.

“Wow. You’re gone for a few weeks and the entire world goes to poop,” Bob said, hopping onto Chuck’s desk and helping himself to a small plate of fruit left untouched from earlier that evening.

“It’s not that the world has fallen apart,” Chuck sighed. “It’s that all our enemies now perceive us as vulnerable. Keith was the linchpin of much of our strength. The reason Beastland isn’t suffering is because they’re unified under a powerful ruler. I don’t have that kind of authority. I can barely stand up to the strongest fighters on the continent, let alone armies knocking at my doors.”

“Speaking of people knocking at your doors, you really need better guard patrols if you’ve been the target of so many assassinations recently,” Keith said.

“I don’t have the manpower at the moment, I’m afraid,” Chuck sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Now, are you going to tell me what happened to you or not?”

“Fine, I’ll tell you, but this stays between us. I like you, Chuck, and I trust you, but just giving you a warning right now that if this becomes public knowledge, I’ll know it was you.”

“You can skip the threats,” Chuck said, taking another sip of his drink. “When people try and kill you as often as I’ve had to deal with lately, the threat of death stops meaning anything.”

“Fair enough,” Keith said with a shrug. “To put it simply, I did die. My HP hit zero and I disappeared from the world. But, lucky for me, I have a skill that prevents permanent death. So, while they have a body to parade around, it’s just that. A body and nothing more.”

“So you’re immortal?” Chuck asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Let’s just say that while I can be killed, it won’t be easy assuring that I stay that way,” Keith replied.

“Well, that explains a lot,” Chuck muttered. “What’s your plan now?”

“Now? I need to go visit another friend of mine. The word may be falling apart right now, but by the time I’m done, we’ll have three continents unified under a single ruling power. I’m sick and tired of all this war. My enemies will be dead, and my allies’ strength will not be questioned.”

Keith removed a heavy case from his inventory, placing it on the desk between them. The clink of bottles made Chuck curious enough to peek inside. His eyes bulged when he examined one of them, looking to the next with equal disbelief.

“Are these all…?”

“Elixirs? Yes,” Keith said. “There’s a level cap on this continent. You’ll find that out soon enough when you hit it. These will make you one of the strongest fighters on the continent. Also, here.”

Placing his hand on the man’s arm, he taught him the Prodigy skill, as well as Warmaster and Tactician, two of the skills he could teach as a subset of Sage of War.

“These will help improve your skills by leaps and bounds. I know it’s not enough to keep your people in line. You need overwhelming strength to set an example for everyone to follow, so I’ll loan you back Barren Wasteland. The threat of using it should be enough to get people back in line. I’m sure you’ll be able to find some way to spin it why you haven’t threatened to use it until now.”

As Keith spoke, he set the item on the desk, the swirling sands flowing around the inside of the sphere, as though begging to be let out.

“What if they call my bluff?” Chuck asked. “I’m not exactly willing to obliterate a third of the continent. We need that land.”

Keith shrugged.

“If that doesn’t work, call me. I’ve reestablished our connection, so you just need to think of me and try to talk. Tac will hear you and let me know. Now, I’ve gotta get going. A word of caution, though. No one knows I’m alive. Let’s keep it that way for the time being, alright?”

“You know this would be a lot easier if people knew you were alive, right?” Chuck asked with a sigh, though he was looking far more hopeful than he had been when Keith first entered.

“A little pain in the moment is worth lasting peace,” Keith said, rising from his chair. “We’ll be in touch, Chuck. Take care of yourself.”

With that said, Keith triggered the Heart Between Worlds and vanished, reappearing inside a familiar workshop. A human and an oxian were bent over a table, working on something he couldn’t see.

“So,” Keith said, making both of them jump, “are my things ready yet?”
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“I knew you wouldn’t die so easily,” Hunk said for about the fifth time that night as he wheeled the body of the automaton out from where he’d been storing it.

“Sure you did,” Farah said, her voice coming out from the storage room as well, as she rummaged around for the items he’d left her.

Keith was sitting by one of the worktables, eating a sandwich and watching the two of them bicker. The door behind him was locked and soundproofed so that the clanging from the forge wouldn’t bother anyone. That was good as far as he was concerned, since he’d be hiding out here for the next three days while he got his new automaton up and running.

“Here we are,” Hunk said, pulling the white sheet off the body, revealing the automaton in all its glory.

Shining black metal was shaped into a rough humanoid figure, with armored arms, legs, and a chest. The automaton was still quite featureless, but Keith knew that once all the Essence was injected, she would take her final shape.

“Alright, I’ve got the cage all ready for you,” Hunk said, opening the armor plating in the stomach and revealing the mess of wires and metal strands.

Pulling a speck of Grandmaster Type E Essence from his inventory, Keith infused it into wire cage, watching as the light of the Essence spread through her body, the automaton slimming down in some places and bulking up in others. Her face became more sculpted, as her waist and legs did. Her chest grew broader as the plates thickened and conformed to her body, and a small dusting of crimson hair formed at the top of her head.

“Have you thought of a name yet?” Hunk asked as he covered the automaton once more and wheeled her to the back of the shop.

“Yes, I’ll be naming her Naia, after an old friend of mine,” Keith said.

“That’s quite the interesting name,” Farah said, finally lugging a covered dummy out, alongside a table which was obviously hiding his hammer.

“Why all the theatrics?” Keith asked.

“Do you have any idea how difficult it was to work with this Orionite?” Farah asked. “It was the most stubborn metal I’ve ever worked with in my life! Not to mention how many of my tools I busted up bending the metal into the shape I wanted.”

“I broke eight hammers, six chisels, two files, and an anvil,” Hunk said. “If the metal wasn’t so rare and hadn’t pushed my skills as far as it did, I may have given up entirely. Still, I believe the beauty of the metal is yet to be seen in Naia, but in Farah’s work, it’s impeccable.”

“I guess we’ll do the hammer first,” Farah said, pulling the cloth away to reveal the gleaming weapon.

Far from looking like the Dragonfire Crusher it had before, the weapon now resembled something Keith could only describe as death forged into a hammer.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Bob said as Keith moved closer to examine it.

The hammer’s head was coated in the gleaming dark metal, formed in rippling bands of black and even darker black. Pieces of green and red poked through from the original hammer, but that couldn’t hold a candle to this masterpiece. The handle was coated in a similar fashion, though this was done in overlapping strips of metal that interlocked, fusing with the original handle. Pulling up its description, Keith was more than happy that he’d left it with her, despite the fact that he hadn’t had it when facing off against powerful opponents.

Orionite Dragonfire Obliterator

Quality: Mythical

Damage: 7,500 + Strength & Agility (4,000 + ½ Strength & Agility Single)

Requirements: Sage-rank Hammer skill. Sage-rank Heavy Blunt Weaponry skill. 2,000 Strength, Agility, Endurance & Constitution.

Restrictions: Hammer-based Class

Effect: Thrice per day, cast the skill Terror Queen’s Arm to inflict 250,000 points of damage to a single target. Thrice per day, cast the skill Dragon’s Jaws to inflict 150X the hammer’s max damage on a single target. Twice per day cast the skill Queen’s Judgment to raise an army of 10 level 70 Berserk Undead to do your bidding. Once per day, cast the skill Death Toll to Instakill your next target. Note: target must be below your own level, and belong to an intelligent, mortal race. Once per day cast the skill Orion’s Blazing Star to inflict 100,000 points of damage to all targets in a 200 yard AOE.

Additional Effects: Can be used as a single or twin and recalled at will. Will inflict Stun for 3 seconds. Will inflict Deathblight for 30 seconds. Will inflict Deathburn for 45 seconds. Will inflict Eldritch Sap for 120 seconds. Will inflict Doom for 150 seconds. Will inflict Half-Blind for 180 seconds. Will inflict Panic for 200 seconds. Will inflict Imprisonment for 10 seconds. 100% chance to break bones. 95% chance to rupture organs. 80% chance to knock back. 20% chance to Instakill. 10% chance to summon Orion’s Wrath upon the battlefield.

Perks: Soulbound

Value: 1,090 large gold bricks, 7 small gold bricks, 90 large gold bars

Bob began his world domination chant, beating his chest and marching back and forth across the table. Keith lifted the hammer, marveling at its weight and incredible effects. Many were still the same, but the damage had skyrocketed and the additional effects were quite impressive.

“I take it you’re happy,” Farah asked, though the look on her face told him it wasn’t really a question.

“Let’s see the armor,” Keith said, instead of answering her.

The woman rolled her eyes but yanked the cloth off, revealing the armor in all its glory. It looked much the same as before as far as the shape was concerned, but an interlocking weave of Orionite flowed over the bracers and greaves, while thicker plating was mounted over the chest and stomach. The back had thinner plates, which flexed along the spine, while the pants carried a similar mesh to the bracers and greaves. The boots were covered in the metal, the toes ending in sharp spikes, while the cloak carried a few choice pieces where it was attached at the shoulders.

Name: Terror Queen’s Orionite Regalia – Unique Medium-Hybrid Armor Set

Armor crafted from the World Monster Solana of the Dark, Terror Queen of the Fourliance, and enhanced with Orionite.

Pieces: 8 (Helm, Breastplate, Bracers, Greaves, Belt, Pants, Boots, Power Cloak)

Quality: Mythical

Armor: +1,085 (Helm) +3,300 (Breastplate), +1,575 (Bracers), +1,575 (Greaves) +2,275 (Pants), +825 (Belt) +1,650 (Boots), +2,200 (Power Cloak)

Total Armor: 14,485

Requirements: 1,000 Strength, Endurance & Agility

Restrictions: User must have at least 5 Grandmaster-ranked or higher skills

Power Cloak Durability: 3,500,000/3,500,000

Power Cloak Charge: 800,000/800,000

Effects: Can infuse armor with any of 5 effects. (1) Ghost Armor – gain full intangibility for 5 minutes daily, reducing physical attacks to 0. (2) Orionite Flame Armor – will reduce magical attacks to 0 for 5 minutes daily. (3) Dragonflame Armor – will cause damage equal to 75% of any incoming attack back on the caster for 7 minutes daily. (4) Commandment Armor – will raise minions of Orionite flame to defend you for 20 minutes daily. (5) Orion’s Terrorqueen Armor – will infuse armor with overwhelming power, quadrupling all stats for 5 minutes daily.

Additional effects: Immunity from psychic, and mental-based debuffs. Immunity from crushing. Immunity from death magic. Immunity from death-based debuffs. All damage is reduced by 25%. 20% chance to ignore all damage. All damage is redistributed back into the armor increasing all stats by 1 for every 5,000 points taken.

Power Cloak: This armor is equipped with a power cloak, containing 2 settings. (1) An Eldritch Engine, which will jet powerful Orionite flames from the points in your body, boosting speed by 35%, and also allowing you to fly, based on power output. Cost comes from the gems set into the armor, which need to be charged with mana or stamina. Cost will vary depending on conditions (2) is the Terror Dragon’s Breath, a technique that will bathe your body in Orionite flames, burning anyone who makes physical contact. Damage is equal to your Strength stat + an additional Soulburned debuff which will sap HP, MP and STA. Cost for this skill is cloak durability at 10 per 5/sec. If the cloak is destroyed, the set will be reduced to reflect the change, and the bonus will not be lost.

Mythical: Orion’s Meteor Shower – once per day, you can summon a shower of flaming metal to shield you and damage your opponents

Perks: Light source, waterproof, self-cleaning, Soulbound, Temperature regulated, contains 120 minutes of air

Set Bonus: +675 to all stats

“World domination! World domination!”

“World domination! World domination!”

Tac took up the chant as Keith removed his Humania armor, needing to do so physically as his Armor Box had been stolen.

“Since I’ll be hanging around here for the next couple of days, there are a few projects I’d like you to take on for me,” Keith said, clipping the last bit of armor into place. “Firstly, I need a new armor box. Something that can hold more than six sets. Secondly, I need you to make me a sword using this.”

Keith placed the Ripper Progenitor’s Claw on the table, along with the Superdense Ice Ore.

Fara’s eyes nearly bulged from their sockets as Hunk moved in to take a closer look. Keith had managed to retain both items, even though the regular ice ore was missing, which annoyed him. Still, feeling a set of powerful armor cloaking his body, along with the bonuses it brough along with it, made him feel a bit better.

“Anything else we can work on while you’re here?” Hunk asked eagerly.

“I need new items,” Keith said, showing his empty hands. “Specifically items to boost my Strength and Agility, as both have fallen woefully behind.”

“Do you have materials for us?” Hunk asked, rubbing his hands together.

Keith had lost many of the materials he’d gained, but thankfully, he had a few pieces of the Ripper Progenitor and a couple of Orion pieces left. The value of the items stolen from him was truly spectacular and that, more than anything, made him want to rip Nyord limb from limb. He needed that money to fund his quests in the Frigid Seas, and even more so once he ventured into Monstros.

“We won’t be able to make many items with this,” Hunk said. “Maybe two or three at best, if you want to keep the purity of the items intact.”

“I want quality over quantity,” Keith said. “And I’m sure I don’t need to tell you this, but no one knows that I’m here or alive. Got it?”

Both smiths nodded, though they were clearly distracted by the items he’d brought.

“Well, since it seems like we’ll be stuck in this room for the next few days, what do you want to do?” Bob asked.

“Plan,” Keith replied, grabbing a nearby piece of parchment and some charcoal. “For what we have planned, we’re going to need to go over every single detail.”
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The next couple of days passed by quickly, with Keith infusing a second Type E Grandmaster Essence and further shaping the automaton who would be Naia to her final shape. She would grow and evolve, but her overall looks wouldn’t change too much once she was fully formed.

Each of the Type E Essence had come from Orion, which was a shame. Keith would have loved to have some from Cruncher, but that ship had sailed. He wouldn’t be able to go after that corpse without revealing his presence and still had major plans to enact before he returned to the Frigid Seas. Besides, they had the city, and they had time.

Falcon was smart and Laya was a good leader. They would have the city’s defenses well in hand by the time he returned. In the meantime, he watched Hunk and Farah working on his items, taking far more time than he’d thought possible working on the sword. Then again, it was an Ancient item, something neither had had the opportunity to work on before, so in hindsight, it made a lot of sense.

In addition to his items, the smiths also worked on a couple of specialty items, crafted from some spare mithril he’d pulled from his vault. It wasn’t the greatest of weapons, but in order for his plans to work, he needed to make sure his enemies couldn’t call for reinforcements and the Isolation Bombs the Sage and Grandmaster smiths were working on were the finest he’d ever seen.

The final day came for the activation of Naia, though it would still take another few hours after she was activated before the remainder of his items were ready. That was fine, as Keith would use those few short hours to give his new automaton a bit of a boost. She couldn’t very well run into a battle like he planned only at level 1.

“Alright, let’s infuse the final bit of Essence,” Hunk said. “Then we can bind her to you and get her activated.”

Keith nodded, remembering the process from the last time he’d done it. Infusing the final bit of Essence, this time a Type S Grandmaster speck to raise her Strength, Keith stood back as he watched the red light flow over her skin, making the final adjustments to Naia.

Long crimson hair flowed from her head, which would fall to the center of her back when she stood. The armored plating now flowed seamlessly across her body, contouring to give her a pleasant figure. The armor was pattered in shining blacks and reds, while her actual skin color was a liquid black. Her legs looked strong and sturdy, as did her arms, both containing a fair bit more muscle than Selena.

Her height, once she stood, would place her a good half foot taller than Selena as well, though Selena could change that if she so wished. Additionally, at the bottoms of her boot-like feet were three empty sockets, which Hunk believed would give her flying capabilities right off the bat.

As far as her facial features went, they were finer than Selena’s, giving her an almost regal appearance. Though the lines of her lips and nose spoke to something obviously not human, she was just as striking as Selena, albeit in her own unique way.

“You ready?” Hunk asked.

Keith nodded, pulling a knife and exerting an immense amount of pressure to form a small cut, blood trickling down into the open cage. Farah was already standing back as Keith’s health dropped. Soon enough, the flow stopped as the last of the wiring was tucked away and Hunk snapped the armored section closed, just in time for it to seal itself. He stepped quickly back as Naia’s eyes snapped open, fixing immediately onto Keith.

Her irises were an iridescent emerald, a striking contrast to her hair and eyebrows.

“Master,” Naia said, slowly sitting up. “Why am I lying on this table?”

Her voice was husky, rich and warm, reminding Keith of a long-forgotten memory that flitted on the edges of his mind.

“Call me Keith. Master sounds creepy,” Keith said.

“Understood, Keith,” Naia said, nodding curtly.

Her head turned. She saw the two smiths standing there and her eyes narrowed.

“Are these enemies?” she asked, tensing as she prepared for a fight.

“Allies,” Keith said. “Please don’t attack them.”

Once again, Naia nodded.

“Wow. She’s a lot calmer than Selena was,” Tac said.

“She’s a different person,” Bob said. “So she’s obviously calmer.”

Keith examined her status to see how she differed from Selena, as he knew she would.

Status

Name: Naia

Bonded to Keith the Ancient Progenitor Spirit-Sage

Race: Automaton

Class: None

Level: 1

XP: 0/100

HP: 200/200

STA: 520/520

Strength - 26 (+5 per level)

Vitality - 20

Endurance - 52 (+10 per level)

Agility - 12

Wisdom - 14

Luck - 13

Skills

Passive

Phase Shift: Beginner - I

Charming Disposition: Beginner - I

Metal Skeleton: Beginner - V

Shelled Defense: Beginner - V

Active

Defensive Bash: Beginner - I

Clobber Rush: Beginner - I

Prime Target: Beginner - I

Ripper’s Storm: Beginner - V

Equipped Items

Armor

N/A

Total Armor Rating: 500

Weapons

None

Other

None

Traits: Fireproof, Heatproof, Coldproof, Frostproof, Poisonproof, Acidproof, Windproof, Sandproof

As though sensing she was being examined, Naia sat up straighter. She lifted her chin slightly, a bit of a prideful look entering her eye, though she didn’t say anything. Selena had gone on the defensive almost immediately for Keith, but Naia seemed a lot calmer. Keith did note some differences, though that was to be expected, seeing as they were made with two completely different purposes.

Her Vitality was a single point higher than Selena’s had been, while her Agility was far lower. On the other hand, Endurance was significantly higher, while the Strength stat was just a couple of points higher if memory served.

The biggest differences were in their armor ratings. Naia’s was 500, while Selena’s had been 100, a testament to the types of fighters they would be.

Skills were also a factor here, as Selena had started with a couple of Intermediate level skills, while Naia’s were all in the Beginner stages. Naia lifted her chin even higher when Keith started going through all her skills to see what she was working with.

Passive

Phase Shift

Your body isn’t made of squishy mortal flesh, but from one of their most superior materials on the planet. You can change your body’s shape, shifting entire sections to reconfigure yourself for the appropriate form of combat. As someone who specializes in defense, this skill will improve to give you the greatest edge.

Level: Beginner - I

Effects: Can shift to 2 different configurations. Can project a heavy shield. Can shift legs to increase immovability by 10%.

Charming Disposition

You’re just as cute and charming as you are prideful. You will have a much easier time blending in with people, so much so that they won’t even notice anything out of the ordinary with your appearance.

Level: Beginner - I

Effects: 15% chance to make fighters hesitate when attacking. 15% chance to get what you want in a deal.

Metal Skeleton

Your body isn’t made of squishy mortal flesh, but from superior materials. Your skin is your armor, but your bones are your foundation, and they are rock solid!

Level: Beginner - V

Effects: -10% damage from all physical attacks, -15% damage when blocking with your shield

Shelled Defense

Your defensive capabilities are beyond compare. As a perfect being, the only way to go from here is to even greater perfection!

Level: Beginner - V

Effects: Total Base Armor Rating is 500, Armor will increase by 25 with each level.

Active

Defensive Bash

Level: Beginner - I

You can defend and attack at the same time!

Cost: 50 STA

Damage: 35-50

Additional Effects: +10% Strength & 100 Armor when attacking.

Clobber Rush

Level: Beginner - I

Clobber enemies with armored fists!

Cost: 20 STA per second

Damage: 20-25 per strike

Additional Effects: +100 Armor & 10% Agility when attacking

Prime Target

Level: Beginner - I

Striking as you are, you’re always the prime target!

Cost: 100 STA

Effects: Force all enemies below level 25 to focus only on you

AOE: 20 Ft

Additional Effects: +300 Armor

Duration: 12 Seconds

Ripper’s Storm

Level: Beginner - V

Tear your enemies apart with the sharpened edges of your armor!

Cost: 350 STA per second

Damage: 100-145

Additional Effects: 50% chance to cause Bleed debuff

Duration: 20 Seconds

“So?” Naia asked when Keith finished looking through the list.

“For a level one automaton, you’re quite impressive,” Keith said, giving her a nod. “I think you and Selena will complement one another quite well.”

“Selena?” Naia asked, her violet eyes glowing a bit brighter.

“She’s my other automaton and friend,” Keith said, making sure to stress that last part. “Unfortunately, she’s been captured by one of my enemies, someone I’m planning on going to take down. You’re going to be coming with me, but at the moment, you’re a bit underpowered at level 1. I don’t think you’d last ten seconds as you are right now, but not to worry, we’ll get those levels and stats up in the next few hours.”

“Is Selena strong?” Naia asked, getting off the table and moving far more fluidly than anyone clad is so much armor should have been able to.

With her height, she stood nearly eye to eye with him, her piercing orbs seeming to drill into Keith’s. The burning light in her eyes hadn’t diminished in the slightest and Keith could sense a bit of a competitive edge in her tone.

“Yes, she’s strong,” Keith said. “And it took her quite some time to catch up, though she’s diligent in her training and fearless in battle.”

“Then I look forward to proving how superior I am to her,” Naia said, giving him a smile.

“We’ll be back in a few hours,” Keith said to the two smiths, both of whom were staring at Naia, clearly wanting to do nothing less than come over and take a closer look.

Hunk was experienced enough to know not to, but Farah was having a much harder time.

“I’ll expect my items to be ready upon my return as well,” Keith said, giving them both a wave.

With a single thought, the world warped around them, and the next moment, the pair found themselves standing in a forest clearing that was quite familiar to Keith.

“This is where I got stuck with Selena just after she was first created,” Keith said, gesturing around to the dead trees. “Of course, it’s not as dangerous as it was back then, but where we’re going, she wouldn’t have lasted long enough to gain any XP.”

Naia’s eyes blazed brighter as she clenched her fists, clearly ready to tackle any challenge Keith threw at her. The next few hours were going to be enjoyable, which was a bit of a rarity these days. It would give him a good idea about her fighting style, limitations, and specializations so when he finally went to enact his plans, he could be confident they would have the best chance of success.
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The undead horror roared as it slashed down at Keith, Naia leaping in front of him to intercept. In an instant, a massive kite shield sprang from her right arm, the bottoms of her legs widening and shifting as she used Phase Shift. The armored plating around her arms grew heavier, as did the reinforcement around her torso.

Despite being only level 7, the level 20 monster’s blow didn’t tear through her defense. Instead, it slammed into the shield, and though it nearly buckled Naia’s knees, she managed to tilt the shield to the side, deflecting the greater force, rather than taking it head on.

Lines of crimson blazed across her body as she stepped forward, shield snapping in front of her as she rammed into the monster, staggering it for a moment with Defensive Bash. Keith stepped out from behind Naia again, moving swiftly around to the monster’s back and flicking a pebble at the horror’s head.

The monster staggered away, losing nearly half its health before whirling on Keith and opening its mouth to spew its putrid acid at him.

Naia growled and leaped, black and red flames jetting from the holes in her feet as she slammed into the monster’s back with her shield, rolling over the horror and forcing its head down. The acid splattered short of Keith’s boots as she landed between him and the monster, then used Defensive Bash again, this time ramming the point of the shield into the top of the horror’s head.

The bipedal creature was thrown back onto its behind as Naia looked back at Keith, giving him a glare.

“Do you have any idea how hard it is to protect you when you keep moving around like that? I’m not that fast or strong yet, so I can’t keep you shielded if you don’t warn me to move with you.”

“I’m extremely mobile in battle,” Keith said with a shrug. “I move around a lot more than this. If you can’t keep up, you’re just going to have to get better.”

Naia groaned as Keith flashed around to the monster’s left, flicking the creature in the head before dancing back. The monster whirled to attack, and the woman finally gave up on trying to intercept, leaning into her skills instead.

She triggered Prime Target, slamming her fist against her shield. A wave of sound blasted out and the monster’s head jerked in her direction, as though pulled by an invisible rope. Acid spewed from its open mouth, splashing against the shield as Naia advanced, shield flashing out of the way for an instant as she drove a punch into the creature’s face. The monster staggered and Naia drove her shield into its ribs, throwing it to the ground.

The monster tripped, falling several feet back and the automaton pounced, jets of black and red fire blasting from her feet as she leaped on top of it, landing with her considerable weight and bringing the point of her kite shield down on its face. With a dull crunch, the monster’s head caved in as it finally expired.

Naia swayed on her feet as her stamina nearly bottomed out, but she managed to remain standing by locking her knees. Breathing hard, she looked at Keith, the light of victory shining in her eyes.

“Not bad,” Keith said with a shrug. “Let’s go tackle something a bit harder now.”

Naia didn’t move as he approached, allowing Keith to place a hand on her stomach and pour health and stamina back into her, restoring her lost reserves.

“Can you at least warn me when you’re going to move?” Naia asked as Keith began walking. “You do realize that I don’t want you to get hurt, right? If you don’t work with me, I won’t be able to protect you.”

“And so what if you don’t?” Keith asked.

“You’ll get hurt,” Naia said darkly. “And I’ll have failed in my duty to protect you.”

“Let me let you in on a little secret,” Keith said, fully aware that he was still basically talking to a child. “Everyone gets hurt in battle. Sometimes quite badly. You do the best you can, and if you fail, you can still walk away with some small victory as long as you learn something from that failure. Understand?”

“I understand the premise, but what I feel is entirely different,” Naia replied.

“And what do you feel?” Keith asked.

“That I must protect you at all costs, even if that means losing my life or enduring untold pain and suffering.”

“You do know you can’t actually die, right?” Keith asked.

Naia nodded.

“I am aware of my situation, as well as my limitations. I just don’t like feeling like a deadweight. My job and purpose are to keep you safe, Keith, and currently, I am too slow and weak to do so.”

“Training is the only answer,” Keith said, slapping her on the back, though he was careful to rein in his strength. “Now let’s see how you handle something a bit more aggressive.”

Over the next few hours, Keith took them from one challenge to the next, his Monster Radar guiding him to challenges that escalated, though not on a curve Naia couldn’t handle. The fights were tough, and each time, Keith pushed her to be better. He knew logically he couldn’t get her all the way to Selena’s level in such a short period of time, especially as leveling slowed drastically once she hit level 50.

They did stop a couple of times to assign and upgrade her class once she hit level 15, then 30. By the time their training stint was ending – though Keith would have liked to stay for longer – Naia had managed to grow all the way from level 1 to 42. While her skills had grown, they still needed a lot of work. Still, she was looking much better, especially where her class was concerned. Checking over her status, he was satisfied enough with what he saw, at least where moving forward with his plans was concerned.

Status

Name: Naia

Bonded to Keith the Ancient Progenitor Spirit-Sage

Race: Automaton

Class: Fortress Automaniac

Level: 42

XP: 1,190/53,800

HP: 800/800

STA: 6,290/6,290

Strength - 366 (+5 Class +5 Racial)

Vitality - 80 (+5 Class)

Endurance - 629 (+5 Class +10 Racial)

Agility - 50

Wisdom - 14

Luck - 13

Skills

Passive

Phase Shift: Beginner - IX

Charming Disposition: Beginner - III

Metal Skeleton: Intermediate - I

Shelled Defense: Intermediate - I

Auto-Regen: Beginner - II

Auto-Defender: Beginner - III

Active

Defensive Bash: Beginner - VII

Clobber Rush: Beginner - III

Prime Target: Beginner - VI

Ripper’s Storm: Beginner - IX

Armored Annihilation: Beginner - X

Equipped Items

Armor

N/A

Total Armor Rating: 5,170

Her Strength and Endurance were her highest stats at the moment, Endurance especially having come up significantly, outpacing all the others by a massive margin. This was necessary, as her defensive capabilities ate a lot of stamina.

Her Class, Fortress Automaniac, gave her a huge bonus per level, giving five points to Strength, Vitality, and Endurance. She’d assigned a few points to Agility as well to bring it over the 50-point mark, and while she’d ignored Wisdom and Luck, Keith knew they’d need to add a few points into each once they could afford to.

Shelled Defense and Metal Skeleton had grown to the next tier, though both had only done so at level 42, which meant he hadn’t seen any of the increases from the latter. Though, where the former was concerned, it had upgraded, moving her base armor rating from 500 to 1,000 and increasing the armor per level from 25 to 100. There was also the additional effect that added armor based on her Endurance, which was why it was so much higher than it had been.

The new effect gave her five points of armor for every point of Endurance. So, at level 42, her armor rating was already quite impressive and would only continue to grow, as Shelled Defense was only at the Intermediate stages.

She’d also added two new passive skills and one new active. The Auto-Regen skill had been learned, though it was still quite weak, and she’d also learned the Auto-Defender skill, which allowed her body autonomy to defend a specific target, reacting automatically to specific movements. It wasn’t a perfect answer to Naia’s complaints about Keith’s tendency to move around a lot, but it was a big step in the right direction.

Then, there was her new active skill, Armored Annihilation. This caused her armored body to grow hundreds of sharpened spikes, her boots – which almost allowed her to fly by now – would blast her into the air, and when she came down, it would be with the force of a falling meteor. The impact would send an intense shockwave out as her body was engulfed in blazing black fire. It was a pretty cool skill to watch in action, though it cost her a whopping 2,000 stamina to activate, so it was a skill best saved as a trump card.

“I’ve gotten pretty strong, haven’t I?” Naia said, placing her hands on her hips and giving Keith a wide smile. “Bet I’m way better than Selena ever was at my level.”

“You’ve still got a ways to go, but this isn’t a bad start,” Keith said. “Now come on. It’s time to head back.”

The world twisted and warped for the second time that day, and the two of them reappeared inside the smithy.

“About time you showed up,” was the greeting he got from Farah as the two of them materialized in the closed room. “Your things were ready nearly an hour ago.”

She shoved a table covered with a cloth at him, only for Naia to intercept it, glaring at the terse woman with open hostility.

“That is no way to speak to Keith,” Naia growled.

“Take it easy,” Keith said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You’ll soon learn that there are all different kinds of people in this world. Some are just more impatient than others.”

“And some have been waiting all day to get a closer look at that masterpiece you left with the instant it came into being!” Farah all but yelled.

Naia blinked, then shuffled in place. It was literally impossible for her to blush due to how dark her skin was, but Keith could tell she was flattered.

“Seems like some things aren’t different after all,” Tac snickered.

“You think I’m a masterpiece?” Naia asked, lowering her guard.

“I mean, have you looked at yourself?” Farah asked, inching closer. “I’ve never seen something so beautiful, sleek, and rugged in all my life! Yes, I’ve met Selena, and she’s perfect as well, but you’re a completely different kind of perfect. Can I come closer and take a look at you?”

Naia shuffled her feet again but didn’t protest when Farah approached, beginning to exclaim about her virtues loudly and with obvious sincerity. Whatever Keith had to say about the woman, she did know how to butter an automaton up.

“I’ll just check on the items you made me,” Keith said.

Farah didn’t even respond, as she was too busy ogling Naia’s forearm.

“We did have to put quite a bit of effort into those items,” Hunk said, coming out of the smaller back room and wiping his hands. “Because of the complication, we were only able to craft two items aside from the blade you asked for but trust me when I say they were worth it.”

Keith nodded and pulled back the cloth to reveal the items sitting there.
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The first thing that jumped out to him was the sword. Mainly because it was the largest object there, but also due to its stunning appearance and the aura it exuded to his Discerning Eye. The blade was single-edged and lightly curved from the beautifully decorated hilt up to the tip of the stark white blade. The blade itself was backed by an almost white-blue metal, which he assumed had to be the superdense ice ore, though how the color had been changed was beyond him.

Ripples and patterns ran across the blade, as well as a series of runes spanning their length. The guard was made of the same metal that backed the blade, though it was a cobalt blue, in stark contrast to the rest of the sword, while the hilt was wrapped in fine leather and capped with a gleaming, multicolored stone.

Though he’d wanted to save it for last, Bob’s chanting on his shoulder soon convinced him to skip over the two rings and move straight to the blade.

Cleaver of Fate

Quality: Ancient

Damage: Strength + Agility X3

Requirements: Sage-rank Swordmaster skill

Restrictions: Sword-based Class

Effects: Once per day, use Fate Cleaver to sever a target’s body from their soul. The soul will then turn on the body. The effects depend on the outcome. Soul victory: The target dies. Body victory: The target becomes an empty shell of their former selves. Once per day, use Physical Rend to inflict 500,000 points of slashing damage to a single target, ignoring all armor and ongoing effects.

Note: Powerful enough targets may be able to resist this effect.

Additional Effects: All attacks inflict Freezing damage. All attacks inflict the Heavy Bleed debuff. 50% chance to sever limbs. 50% chance to freeze solid.

Perks: Soulbound, Psychic Control

Ancient Effect: This blade can cut through any skill, severing it from fate and forcing a 24-hour cooldown (does not work on non-sentient creatures)

Value: Incalculable

Keith read the sword’s description several times, though despite his best efforts, he was having a hard time wrapping his head around it. The damage was off the charts, and though the description wasn’t nearly as lengthy as many of the other items he’d come across, it didn’t make it any less devastating. There were two daily skills, one of which he understood and knew would be extremely valuable, but the other was confusing.

“I really don’t understand this Fate Cleaver skill,” Keith said as Bob looked it over. “How exactly does this work? It seems like a lose-lose for the one getting hit. Additionally, it says that powerful targets might be able to resist.”

“From what I can see, it looks like the sword separates the two parts that make up a person’s being. The body is your physical self, which includes all your stats, while the soul is your mind and all your skills. Basically, the sword separates the two, which is so cool I can’t even begin to describe it. If the soul is destroyed, then so is the mind, so the body is left without its governing sentience. In short, it basically turns into a monster. On the other hand, if the soul wins, than the body dies. With nowhere to go, the soul will disperse into the ether. So, this actually is a double-edged sword in a way.”

Keith thought about Bob’s explanation for a moment before nodding. If the body became monstrous, it would mean he’d still have to fight. While there wouldn’t be much of a mind, it would still have instincts, and Keith had fought enough monsters to know how dangerous those were. On the flip side, nothing said he couldn’t help the soul win the fight, which would effectively give him an ally when battling a powerful enemy.

The resistance part was still something he had to look into, but he was sure he’d figure it out as he used it. That single skill alone was enough for him to see why this blade was an Ancient-quality masterpiece. The additional skills were a bonus on top of it all, especially the Ancient Bonus, which would allow him to force cooldowns on enemy skills.

Once again, he’d need to test it out to see how it functioned in practice, but he was liking what he was seeing already and couldn’t wait to test it out on his enemies. There was one perk he hadn’t seen before, and this was one Bob was the most excited about.

“Psychic Control,” Bob said, almost gleefully. “It means you don’t need to be physically holding the weapon to use it. So long as you can divert a small bit of attention to it, you can make the blade hover next to you and use it as an extension of yourself.”

While that sounded extremely useful in theory, Keith knew that incorporating something like that in battle would take a lot of practice.

“I can always control it for you,” Tac said.

“No, you won’t,” Keith replied, unwilling to allow the Artificial Mind such control over a powerful weapon.

“What? Do you think I’d stab you in the back or something? I need you alive so I can live.”

“And I don’t feel like handing you a weapon,” Keith said. “You stick to your lane, which is planning and communication. You have a great mind, and I want to keep you focused on that over everything else.”

“And here I was looking forward to swinging a blade and watching some dude talk about how powerful I was before he falls apart,” Tac sighed. “I guess my dreams of being an anime protagonist end here.”

“What?”

The last sentence was so out of left field that Keith reacted without thinking.

“Come on, bro, haven’t you ever seen those dudes? Swing a sword and put it away, then some guy just splits in half? I know it’s completely unrealistic, but it’s still cool.”

Keith, once again, promised himself to look further into Tac’s origins. At the moment, though, he had two more items to examine. Two rings specifically, ones that radiated power to his Discerning Eye.

One was a stark crimson, studded with small specks of blue, while the other was a dark black, banded with lines of red. Though he would have liked more items, he knew that these rings were far and above more powerful than anything he’d worn before.

Name: Orion’s Broken Star

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +500 Strength & Agility. Twice per day, use Shattered Star to rain destruction from above. Once per day, use Broken Star to shatter one item.

Value: 32 large & 8 small gold bricks

Name: Ripper Progenitor’s Icebound Soul

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +600 Endurance, +300 Strength & Agility. Three times per day, use Icebound Rend to accelerate your movements and slow opponents for 60 seconds.

Value: 32 large & 8 small gold bricks

Even putting aside the stat bonuses, which were massive, the skill effects sounded incredible. It was interesting that they were both valued exactly the same, but whatever the reason, they were above and beyond anything he’d worn. Though, value-wise, Rhinototh’s Five-Pronged Star still had them beat.

Slipping both rings on, Keith felt his stats jump once again, muscles swelling as new strength flooded his body. Flexing his fingers, Keith allowed a small smile to touch his lips. He may have lost all of his items, but this allowed him the opportunity to rebuild himself, better and stronger than ever.

Lifting the white gem, Keith bound the sword to himself before placing it in his inventory. Turning, he saw Naia standing still as Farah ran her hands over her body. It would have been disturbing, if not for the look on Farah’s face.

“Dude, that looks suuuper creepy,” Tac said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was trying to⸺”

“Thank you for everything, Farah, I owe you big time,” Keith said, interrupting him. “But it’s time we got going. We’ve got big plans, and I need Naia with me to make them happen.”

Farah let out an audible groan as she pulled her hands from Naia’s body and turned to face him.

“Just promise to let me spend some more time with her and we can call it even,” Farah said.

“This is sounding suspiciously like⸺”

“That will be up to Naia once we have some free time,” Keith said, once again cutting Tac off before he could make it creepier or more awkward.

“Where are we going, master?” Naia asked, pulling away from Farah, who was looking crestfallen.

“You know, if you’re into that kind of thing⸺”

Keith forced Tac’s mental mouth shut, firmly this time, if only to get the point across. He was willing to ignore a lot from the Artificial Mind, but even he had his limits.

“Keith,” Keith said firmly. “If you call me master again, I’ll leave you behind. As for where we’re going…”

The world twisted around them again as he activated the Heart Between Worlds. Keith had timed the last teleport to fall just before midnight to refresh the item for the two jumps they were going to need for the day.

The world came back into sharp relief a moment later, moonlight streaming down from above and painting the swaying stalks of golden wheat a pale blue. There were several trees dotting the area, though not nearly as many as there would have been, had this not been farming country. In the distance, he could see a rising mountain range, as well as the edges of a massive forest.

“We’re currently just a few miles from a small town on the very edge of Lihng territory,” Keith said, turning to Naia, who was looking around curiously.

Right now, every landscape would be new. Every experience would be a first, and the world would be extremely interesting as she learned how things worked and where her place was in it.

“Lihng Territory?” Naia asked.

“The Fourliance is broken into multiple factions, each one ruled by a powerful figure. Lihng is one of them, and, coincidentally, she’s one of the people we’re going to kill.”

“Why are we at the edge of her territory then?” Naia asked. “Shouldn’t we have gone wherever she’s made her home? Unless she foolishly decided to live out on the edge, that is.”

“No, she lives near the port, in the capital city which is nearly a week from here by carriage. No, we’re here for someone we need to go pay a visit to a special someone who’s going to ensure our plans go off without a hitch.”

“Oh, well, I guess that makes sense,” Naia said, straightening to her full height. “So, are we going to walk there? I’m afraid I won’t be able to use sustained flight until I reach level 50.”

“I could always carry you,” Keith said, trying to see how she would react.

Naia looked suitably horrified by the notion.

“I would never think so little of you as to make you carry me,” she said vehemently.

“What if I asked you to carry me then?” Keith asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I would do so gladly and without question,” Naia said, raising her chin.

“Selena might be a bit of a pain,” Tac snickered. “But this one’s going to be a pain all her own.”
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In the end, they took the journey at a run. Keith couldn’t risk using his carriage, as it was too loud and limited them to the road, unless they wanted to leave an obvious trail through the swaying wheat fields.

Flying was out of the question as well, as his armor was extremely flashy, and Naia refused to allow him to carry her. So, short of knocking her health down to zero and stuffing her in his inventory, this was the fastest way to travel. He could have used Lightswap, but with the stalks of wheat swaying over their heads and Keith’s unwillingness to risk flying, it wouldn’t have taken them very far.

As it was, Naia could move at a pretty good clip when she wanted to, using Phase Shift to lighten her armor to allow for more ease of movement. It was interesting to watch the change, as heavy plates shifted and moved, sliding into her skin and being replaced by lighter ones. Her arms grew slimmer, muscle definition showing through where the armored plating had been covering until now.

Her legs followed the same suit, armored greaves and boots swapping for lighter, nimbler plates. Her chest and torso underwent the biggest change – thick, armored plating vanishing to be replaced by a thinner series of interlocking plates that looked similar to scales, but at the same time were obviously not.

Once the metal had reshaped itself, it was even more apparent that Naia’s body had been constructed with different proportions to Selena’s. Her shoulders were broader, her hips wider and her chest a fair bit larger. There was also a fair bit of muscle visible through the scale-looking plating, which, in other words, made it basically skin-tight.

“I hope Selena’s not the jealous type,” Tac had said once the Phase Shift was complete. “Oh, wait…she totally is!”

Keith knew Selena’s personality pretty well and while he didn’t know much about how Naia would turn out, he already had a few of her strongest traits nailed down. She was prideful, even more so than Selena. She was also extremely competitive and displayed a level of devotion and loyalty that was almost frightening. She also had a strange sense of honor, which showed in her refusal to allow Keith to carry her, but the utmost excitement at the idea of her being able to carry him around like some kind of messed-up pack animal.

In other words, he had once again managed to find himself someone with a few screws loose, which, by this point, was just par for the course.

One other point of consideration was that she was suspicious of Bob for some reason, glaring at him every time he so much as moved. Bob, for his part, was taking it quite hard.

“All the ladies like me,” he muttered for about the tenth time that night as he chewed on a dried piece of fruit. “I’m adorable. Why doesn’t she like me?”

“You’re the guide,” Keith said. “Can’t you figure it out?”

“I’m not a mind-reader, Keith. That’s one of your skills, remember?” Bob retorted as they flashed across the road and into another wheat field.

They were nearly to the village where Tac had given them the best chance of finding Kiara, citing many reasons and complicated theories involving so many factors it made Keith’s head hurt. Suffice it to say that Tac was 90% positive this was where Kiara would have gone after returning to the Fourliance. She wanted familiarity but needed to stay out of Lihng’s sight and senses.

This far out, she had both, plus the option to slip over the border if things got too rough or hairy. No one would suspect the second in command under Lihng to be hiding out in a farming village at the edge of the faction’s territory, which was precisely why Tac believed she would be there.

“You do make a good point,” Keith replied, half-turning his head to glance at Naia, who was staring at Bob with narrowed eyes.

It didn’t take all that much work to get his answer. With Tac’s improvements and Naia’s youth, it was easy enough to skim the surface thoughts, especially as she was focused directly on Bob.

“Ha!” Tac laughed, as the answer became apparent. “I probably could have told you that even without reading her mind.”

“She doesn’t like you because she thinks you shouldn’t be using me as a mode of transportation,” Keith replied. “She’d much rather you rode on her shoulders, because this is apparently beneath me.”

“I’ve been using you a mule since day one, and I ain’t changing that for anyone,” Bob said huffily. “But if she’s offering…”

Spinning in place, Bob leaped back, landing perfectly on a shocked Naia’s shoulder, grabbing onto a lock of her crimson hair to keep his balance.

“I hope you don’t mind me hitching a ride,” Bob said. “Keith’s shoulders are a bit uncomfortable with all that armor on.”

Naia was in a much better mood for the remainder of their trip, which took only another seven minutes. They slowed at the edge of the wheat field, the village in full view under the light of the moon.

It was a small village, only containing around twenty buildings in all. It was so small that there wasn’t even an inn. Only a single store where any and all goods could be purchased, leaving the rest as residences. Almost all were the exact same size, while two were larger than the others. These likely belonged to the village leader or mayor, whatever their title was.

The other building was probably set aside for important officials when they came to visit. A single dirt road ran through the center of the small village, houses flanking either side of the road. None of the houses were especially impressive, built of wood and mud, with thatched roofing. It seemed the people here weren’t very wealthy. It must have been an adjustment for Kiara when she moved here, though judging by how small the space was, she was likely still the talk of the town.

The smarter thing to do would have been to move to a larger city, where her presence would go unnoticed. She should limit her interactions with people, stick to the same areas and avoid questions about her past. In a setting like that, no one would notice her move in. Then again, someone like Kiara probably never imagined she would have ended up in a place like this, so she’d never have made contingency plans for when things went wrong.

“So, which house is she in?” Naia asked, her body shifting back to her normal state, the heavier plating moving back into place.

“That one,” Keith said, pointing to the house on the far side of the village, right near the road out.

At least she’d had the sense to take one of the houses at the edge, rather than living near the center or demanding one of the two larger homes for herself. Doing a quick sweep of the village, Keith found that only three-quarters of the houses were actually occupied, families all asleep for the night.

“She’s a pretty deep sleeper for someone on the run,” Tac said as Keith gestured for Naia to remain where she was.

“I want to come with you,” she said, setting her jaw stubbornly. “What if she decides to attack you?”

“I’ll kill her,” Keith said simply, his tone brooking no argument and containing no doubt.

Naia still looked uncertain about leaving him to go off on his own, but when Bob volunteered to stay with her, she seemed a bit happier.

“There’s nothing I can really do in there anyway,” Bob said with a shrug. “You’ve seen her status and know how to handle yourself. Honestly, I feel like I’ll just be along for the ride until we reach Monstros.”

Ignoring the monkey’s subtle jab that he’d been ignoring him as of late, Keith moved silently out into the open, flashing around to the side of the house using Lightswap. Pressing his back to the wall, he peered into the single window, a gap in the curtains showing him a cramped bedroom with a figure splayed out on the small bed.

Drawing his new sword, Keith used Lightswap again, switching places with a boot lying at the foot of the bed. One second, he was outside, and the next, he was standing over Kiara’s sleeping form, the newtling looking oddly peaceful for the half-second she remained asleep.

Tac had already warned him that she likely had some form of intruder alarm, which was why he’d opted to waste 5,000 stamina to leap into her room rather than picking the lock. It ensured that he would be right where he wanted when she woke up.

***

Kiara’s eyes snapped open, her hand already reaching beneath her pillow for the knife she kept hidden there as the alarm blared in her mind, wrenching her from a restful slumber. She froze, however, when the tip of the stark white blade poked into her throat hard enough to draw blood, showing her that the person wielding it was strong enough to kill her.

Her heart pounding, she froze in place, her mind working a mile a minute to try orienting herself on what was happening. She’d come here to escape Lihng’s wrath after the botched capture of Keith, and if the rumors her old intelligence had been able to gather was true, it was a good thing she had. Lihng had been livid when she’d seen Keith’s corpse instead of the expected prize.

Instead of blaming Nair or Nyord, she’d placed all the blame on Kiara, as she’d known she would. Lihng was always practical above all else. She needed Nari, and killing Nyord would set a bad precedent, even if he’d been the one to do the deed and done so under Nari’s orders. She would blame Kiara for allowing it to happen in the first place. After all the recent failures and the loss of so many of her strongest fighters, Kiara’s life would undoubtedly be forfeit.

For the first couple of weeks, she’d been extremely tense, expecting Lihng to kick the doors down at any moment to exact her vengeance. But, as the time had gone on and nothing happened, she began to relax. This was the first night she’d allowed herself a good sleep, and now she was paying for it.

“I want your hands where I can see them,” her attacker said, his voice commanding.

A man.

It wasn’t Lihng.

“Look, whoever you think I am or whatever you want, you’ve got the wrong person,” Kiara said, slowly removing her arms from beneath the pillow.

In the worst case, she could take a hit, even if it was a deadly one. She had the skills to repair such a wound, though it would cost her. Still, she was confident she could take anyone short of a faction head, and none of them would stoop so low as to come attack her personally. Well, aside from Lihng, that was.

“Oh, no, I’ve got the right person,” the man said, leaning forward and allowing a shaft of moonlight to illuminate his features.

Kiara had never believed in the supernatural before, but now, she felt the cold dread of the unknown spread down her spine as a person who was dead stood in her room. The ghost of Keith had come back to exact vengeance for the part she’d played in his death. Knowing how powerful he was in life, she very much doubted her chances of making it out of this in one piece.
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“P-please s-spare me,” Kiara said, her voice trembling, her eyes wide and terrified. “I didn’t want to kill you, I swear!”

“No, you only wanted to bring me back so that Lihng could torture and then kill me,” Keith said, his voice hard.

“I was only following orders,” Kiara protested. “Lihng would have killed me if I failed her again. I didn’t want to die!”

“I can understand and respect the act of self-preservation,” Keith said, pausing for a moment. “But that doesn’t make you any less responsible. Give me one good reason I shouldn’t kill you right now.”

“I…I don’t want to die!” she all but screeched. “Please don’t drag my soul into the underworld. I don’t want to live in eternal misery!”

He hadn’t been sure how Kiara would react to seeing him again but the sheer terror she was displaying didn’t mesh with the models Tac had played out for him. Also, the way she was speaking was confusing him. It only took a moment of probing to figure out why she was acting this way, and when he realized why, Tac began laughing so hard it was difficult to keep a smile from his own face.

“You think I’m a ghost?” Keith asked.

The look of confusion on Kiara’s face was almost comical.

“Wait, you haven’t come back from the great beyond to drag my soul into the abyss?”

“No, I haven’t come back from the ‘great beyond,’ whatever that is,” Keith said. “But I am here and very much alive, and I haven’t forgotten what you did to me.”

Kiara’s throat bobbed as a whole new realization dawned in her eyes, her mind working overtime to readjust to her current situation.

“Wait, if you’re not dead, then what in the hell did we bring back with us? Also, why am I hiding out in the middle of farmville when I could be living it up back in the capital?”

Keith’s blade pressed harder into her throat and Kiara was dragged back to reality.

“As I see it, you have two options,” Keith said. “One, I kill you right here and now for that ambush you pulled. Two, you do exactly as I say, and you get to live. So, what’ll it be?”

“Well, that would depend on what you wanted me to do,” Kiara said, looking between the blade and Keith’s face, clearly trying to decide if she could move fast enough to escape.

“You caught me at my worst,” Keith said. “In an ambush, after I’d been exhausted and you had, by my count, three World Items to assist you. You are lying on your back, unarmed and helpless. The blade I carry can sever your body from your soul before you can blink, leaving you as an empty shell of your former self. Even if I didn’t have the blade, I could kill you a half dozen different ways before you could so much as blink. This is not a negotiation. This is an ultimatum. Now, choose.”

“Well seeing as I don’t want to die, you’re not really giving me much choice,” Kiara growled. “Fine, I agree to your terms.”

“Say the words,” Keith said. “Just to make sure we understand one another.”

“I, Kiara, swear by the System to do as you, Keith, instruct, on pain of instant death should I fail to comply with your demands for a period of three days.”

That last part she’d thrown in. She wouldn’t want to lock herself into eternal servitude, but that was all well and good by him. The System Invocation was something Bob had told him about. It was similar to a contract, but unable to be used by anyone under level 75 due to the weakness of their bodies.

The Invocation didn’t need a physical contract. The System itself bore witness.

“I, Keith, accept these terms,” Keith said, finishing his part, which, granted, wasn’t all that much.

Notice! You have entered into a Pact with Kiara. If she does not uphold her end of the bargain, uses subterfuge to undermine or sabotage an order, or goes against the spirit of said order, she will be immediately executed. This pact will last for exactly 72 hours.

“Good,” Keith said. “Your first order will obviously be not to attack me or my allies. You will also not call for help or advertise my existence. No one will know that I am alive, understood?”

Kiara grunted and Keith removed the blade from her throat, allowing her to sit up, massaging the spot where a trickle of red slid down her neck.

“So, what are you going to make me do?” Kiara asked, glaring up at him. “You know this contract can’t force me to degrade myself, right?”

“You’re probably the ugliest woman I’ve met in my entire life,” Keith said, storing his blade in his inventory. “And even if you weren’t, I have no desire to be in your presence any longer than I have to. Now, shut your trap and listen carefully, because I’m only going to say this once, and as the system said, your life hangs in the balance.

“I’ve gotten sick and tired of Lihng and Nari messing with my plans. That last stunt they pulled was the final straw. They both need to die, and you’re going to help me make sure they’re all in the same place so I can finish them in one fell swoop.”

Kiara’s eyes went wide at that – not that she seemed displeased by the idea of killing Lihng – though she clearly didn’t believe Keith had the strength to do it.

The door opened and Naia walked in, having been called by Tac once Keith had subdued and bound Kiara to his will. Kiara glowered as she saw the woman, her eyes scanning over her form.

“You really do like to surround yourself with women you made, don’t you? Are you scared that no real woman would give you the time of day?”

“Keith is the envy of all,” Naia snapped, stepping forward as her temper flared. “Any woman would be lucky to⸺”

“Don’t rise to her bait,” Keith said, extending a hand and stopping her in place. “Kiara is just sore that she has to do what I tell her, so she’s trying to rile me up. Now, as I was saying. You’re going to approach Nari and request he set up a meeting with Lihng. You’re going to insist that both he and Nyord be in attendance. If you can manage it, I’d like Torgush there as well. Nari will be feeling some goodwill toward you at the moment, especially since you helped take me down.

“If he needs more convincing, you can cite the need for someone to safeguard your life, since Lihng can be temperamental. You will choose the meeting place. It will be in the abandoned city of Southsky, bordering the Lihng and Nari Factions. You will also insist this meeting take place in two days from now, using your worries about the escalating war.

“As I previously mentioned, you will not mention me or even let a hint slip that someone else is behind this meeting request. Lihng will show up, I have no doubt about that. If, and I mean if everyone is in their assigned places at the time I have indicated, you will be free to go wherever you like, so long as it’s far from the battlefield. As a final stipulation, I’m only sparing your life because it’s convenient for me to do so. If you weren’t so useful, I would have killed you before you had the chance to open your eyes. So, if you think of crossing me again, I will kill you and it won’t be pleasant. Do we understand one another?”

“Let me get this straight,” Kiara said. “You want me to lure three factions heads, all of whom are Avatars, along with Nyord, Nari’s second, into an abandoned city so that you can get your revenge?”

“That’s pretty much it, yes,” Keith said.

“I hate Lihng. I don’t think that’s much of a secret, but are you completely off your rocker?” Kiara exclaimed. “Do you really think you can kill three level 85 Avatars and someone who killed you, all on your own?”

“Do I look dead to you?” Keith asked, showing his teeth in a savage grin and causing Kiara to blanch. “Don’t you worry yourself about me. You just do your part of the job. Then you can run. Even if I don’t manage to kill them all, I can guarantee that I can hold them for at least a day. That should give you plenty of time to run.”

Kiara shivered at that, looking into Keith’s cold and merciless eyes. Keith could see the fear in that gaze. It didn’t make him feel good. All it did was reinforce that his orders were to be carried out without question.

“Oh, and one final thing before we go,” Keith said. “You’re going to find out where my automaton, Selena, is being held.”

“Go?” Kiara asked. “You mean right now?”

“Yes,” Keith said, triggering the Heart Between Worlds and dragging everyone in the room away from the village and directly into the center of the Nari Faction’s main city. “Right now.”

***

Kiara could feel her heart thumping in her chest as she approached the massive front gates of Nari’s castle. She’d only ever been there a few times, under orders from Lihng. What Keith was asking her to do was patently insane, but the System bound her to her word. She could feel the compulsion driving her onward, despite her unwillingness to do so.

Her eyes flicked to the side of the door, where a rotting corpse hung by its neck. It was the supposed body of Keith the Sage, on display for all to see. Kiara had seen a lot in her long life, but never before had she seen someone come back from the dead like Keith had.

She’d seen a few life-saving skills, like the ones she had. She’d seen teleportation skills that activated when a death blow was imminent. She’d seen liches with their bodies destroyed return for vengeance, but their corpses always fell apart almost immediately.

This, more than anything, unsettled her. Who or what was Keith, that he could be in two places at the same time? His body hung right there. Kiara had seen him die. She’d watched Nyord loot his corpse and everything. She’d triple-checked that it was indeed his body, just to be sure that she had to go into hiding to avoid Lihng’s wrath.

Everything she’d seen told her there was no way she’d been wrong, and seeing the body here cemented that fact once again. Keith had died. His body was right here, and yet, he was also alive and planning on uprooting the very foundations of the Fourliance. It almost made her sick to her stomach, thinking about how his eyes drilled into hers as though he could read her mind.

Kiara reached up to knock, then felt a twinge of pain in her gut, freezing her in place. She felt the compulsion grow stronger. It took her a moment to realize what was wrong. She was supposed to be here on her own, coming to ask Nari for help in mending things between her and Lihng. She wasn’t supposed to look this terrified.

Once she made the realization, Kiara schooled herself. Whatever the outcome of this confrontation – if it even happened – she would be home free. If Lihng was killed, she could live the rest of her life knowing she didn’t have to look over her shoulder, so long as she didn’t get in Keith’s way, and if Keith died…well, she wasn’t really sure he could die by this point. Not after what she’d seen.

When she thought about it like that, perhaps the idea of Keith tackling three Avatars all on his own wasn’t quite as insane as it had sounded before.

Raising a hand, Kiara knocked. The sound reverberated through the entrance hall, and a moment later, the door swung open, revealing two ember elves in crimson armor.

“My name is Kiara, second to Lihng, Avatar of Vanity and ruler of the Lihng Faction Alliance. I’m here to speak with Nari,” Kiara said, her voice sounding oddly calm, even to her own ears.

The elves shared a look as they stepped aside to let her in. So far so good, though Kiara wasn’t cheering herself just yet. She’d been allowed inside. That didn’t mean they would dance to Keith’s tune, because no matter how smart he was, she’d never met a genius like Nyord. If he chose to follow Nari instead of usurping him, the elf must have known something about the Avatar of Regality that no one else did.
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“Is there any reason you asked for two days before the battle?” Naia asked as Keith surveyed the ruined city before him.

“I couldn’t raise suspicions,” Keith replied, eyeing the city walls and noting small cracks and imperfections.

For this to work, the walls needed to be completely intact, which meant that he and Naia had their work cut out for them. Southsky City was located in an area that had been devastated by multiple earthquakes over the years. So much so that the city had finally been abandoned.

This had happened well over 20 years ago, according to the intel he’d garnered from Hunk when talking with him. The best-case scenario for his plans were that he could get Kiara to cooperate instead of killing her. Without her help, he’d have had to hunt down each of the Avatars individually, and while that may have been an easier fight in theory, in practice, gathering them all in one place was the best way to do it. So far, things were going quite well.

Kiara had contacted him and given him some good news. Nari and Nyord had agreed to the meeting. As they saw it, Kiara was a powerful fighter and would be an incredible asset in their battle against the three factions who opposed them. Without her, they could be at a disadvantage and despite Keith being out of the way, the others weren’t exactly pushovers.

She’d also told him that Nyord had bragged about holding his ‘pet’ somewhere in the castle, though she hadn’t been able to get an exact location thus far. She was also unsure as to whether Torgush would be present or not. Nari had seemed a bit suspicious at her request, but she’d played it off as wanting some extra security that Lihng couldn’t simply kill her way through. Right now, she was a guest in the palace and expected to hear more later on in the day.

“How would requesting a meeting immediately raise suspicions?” Naia asked as Keith dropped to the moss-covered street.

“Kiara is desperate but not stupid,” Keith said. “Giving them time to pull everything together means more security for her. If she’d insisted on it happening immediately, they’d have been on their guard for some deception. Remember, Lihng and Nari are bound to be at odds over my apparent assassination, and she’s been known to become a bit unhinged at times. This gives him the illusion of control and the belief that she’s genuinely on his side.”

“It’s so interesting how all these different people think,” Naia said. “Not that I’m questioning your wisdom, but how exactly do you know all of this?”

“Experience,” Keith said, stopping by the first breach in the wall. “That and a whole bunch of skills specifically designed to read people and situations. Now come, we have a lot of work to do filling these cracks and making them look natural. It needs to be done no later than midnight.”

Naia nodded along eagerly, happy to help.

“Who knew we’d be building so many walls?” Tac complained as they patched their thirtieth crack. “If I knew that, I’d have incarnated into someone else’s head.”

“I finished my section,” Naia said, running back to him.

Out there, where there were no people, she was able to do so at full speed, powerful jets of flame shooting from the bottoms of her feet and propelling her forward far faster than normal. It was fascinating to see a piece built into her that didn’t show up as either a skill or trait, but as Bob pointed out, a flying creature didn’t have any sort of flight-related skill, just as he didn’t have a skill for walking or breathing.

“I’m just about done with mine as well,” Keith said, double-checking his work.

Everything looked solid enough, but now that they were done, they had to disguise all the new work. If the faction heads showed up there, they would immediately notice something out of place.

The next couple of hours were spent doing exactly that – hiding the newly filled cracks with mud and moss, gathering snaring vines and extending them over the stone and ensuring that this happened both inside and outside the city. Working at the pace they did, he and Kiara finished just short of eleven o’clock at night, leaving a spare hour.

He’d heard from Kiara while he’d been working, and she’d relayed new information about the meeting. Lihng had agreed to the meeting, which would be taking place tomorrow at five in the evening. They still weren’t sure if Torgush would be coming or not, and she’d yet to discover where Selena was. She assured him she would keep trying to look.

“That’s good news,” Naia said as Keith began unloading multiple components that he’d picked up during his forced stay in Nari’s capital city.

Having already used the Heart Between Worlds twice that day, he was stuck there until midnight, which was why the meeting was happening in around eighteen hours. Naia was worried that he might be recognized, but Keith kept his helm on the entire time. When dealing with shady people, this was completely fine so long as you paid extra.

Thanks to Naia’s Charming Disposition skill, she wouldn’t stick too much in anyone’s minds, other than that she was pretty. No one would think of her as the automaton accompanying the man in exquisite armor, even if they saw them that way in the moment. It was amazing how skills worked that way.

Only once the two of them finished setting up did Keith take dinner inside a mostly intact house near the edge of the city. Naia watched in interest as he and Bob ate but didn’t otherwise ask to participate.

“Why do you need to do that?” she finally asked as Keith took another bite of his sandwich.

It wasn’t the greatest he’d ever eaten, but he’d been out of his bunker more than in it over the last few weeks, which meant rations instead of food made by the robot chef. Still, it was filling and wasn’t the worst he’d ever eaten so he didn’t complain.

“We need to eat to keep our bodies functioning at normal levels,” Keith said. “Especially if I’m going to be extremely active. Your body has an endless fuel source, but mine processes what I eat into energy.”

“That doesn’t seem very efficient,” Naia said, wrinkling her nose as he took another bite.

“It’s not,” Keith replied with a shrug. “But I’ve never really had to think about it. Everyone eats to stay alive. That’s a truth I’ve known all my life. Besides, when prepared correctly, it can be quite enjoyable. Sometimes too enjoyable,” he said, eyeing Bob who was trying to hide the dried fruit he’d been hiding.

Having some dried fruit was fine, but the process of drying simply enhanced the sugars – at least in the fruit Bob liked to eat – which made it more like candy than anything else.

“I think that’s enough,” Keith said, plucking the remaining pieces away from Bob, who protested loudly but to no avail. “It’s time to get a bit of sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be a big day, and I can’t be underperforming anywhere if I want to win.”

It was a pleasant enough night, so Keith didn’t need to take out his tent. Instead, he removed his sleep roll and placed it on a flat, clean part of the floor inside the house. Sleep was something Naia already understood, so she didn’t ask any questions, though she was curious about one thing.

“Why do you remove your armor before going to sleep?” she asked as Keith’s armor flashed away into his new box, replaced by a pair of soft woolen nightclothes.

In addition to holding more slots, this box was far friendlier to his way of life, meaning that it had a much quicker change rate than the last one he’d had.

Name: Utility Armor Box

Quality: Epic

Slots: 15

Description: Storing the armor in this box allows the user to immediately swap the armor they are wearing with anything in the box. You may swap individual pieces or entire sets. The swap is instantaneous and may be used even in the middle of battle.

Value: 1 large & 7 small gold bars, 14 silver, 82 bronze

“Wouldn’t it be safer to leave it on?” Naia asked, breaking through his thoughts about the new box.

“It’s a lot less comfortable to sleep in a full suit of armor than you might think,” Keith replied, sliding into his sleep roll. “Don’t get me wrong, there are times when I’ve slept in my armor, for expedience if nothing else. But, if I have the opportunity to sleep without it, I take it.”

Naia looked down at herself and her armor-clad form, thoughts spinning behind her eyes, though she didn’t say anything.

“Will you keep watch and wake me if anything happens?” Keith asked.

“Of course!” Naia exclaimed, her shoulders straightening and a look of resolve coming to her eyes. “I will watch over you and guard you with my life! No intruders will have the chance to come close before they are taught the error of their ways!”

“Just wake me up if you see anything,” Keith said. “No need to jump into a fight you might not be able to win. In fact…”

Keith reached out, placing a hand on Naia’s leg and concentrated on teaching her Discerning Eye. Naia’s eyes went wide when the new skill popped up, and a quick check showed him that she’d learned the skill, albeit, a different version, seeing as she was an automaton and the system liked messing with skills they learned. In other words, the system gave automatons better skills because it liked them.

“Oh, wow. Keith, I’m honored and humbled that you would grace me with such a gift,” Naia said, getting down on one knee and bowing her head. “You have my utmost gratitude. I will cherish this gift for the rest of my life and ensure that I serve you even better than I have until now.”

Keith yawned in response, though he made sure to give her a reassuring smile and a pat on the cheek before turning his back and closing his eyes. He’d seen the skill she’d learned by examining her status. All-Seeing Eye was a far superior version of his own Discerning Eye, and while he didn’t mind strengthening his allies, it did make him a bit miffed that the system so obviously favored one single race over all the others.

Hey, when you become as perfect as they are, send me a memo. Until then, stop whining like a baby and man up!

The system message, while seemingly coming out of the blue, was hardly unexpected. The system had been doing strange things like this for a while – sending random messages out of nowhere, defending its decisions. Keith had no idea how it had been created or if it had even been created. This world was still a bit of a mystery.

The overseer of this world was the system itself, but it was the Spirits that people tended to put their stock in, despite them being lower down. There was also some other mystery power that was on the level of – or perhaps even stronger than – those Spirits. Then there were the Avatars, the monarchs of their territories or continents, and then the regular people.

Monsters also had their place in this world, though where they fit in and what purpose they served was still beyond him. Some monsters were so powerful that even Avatars didn’t dare to mess with them. On the other hand, he was fairly certain that Spirits would have no problems dealing with any of the World Monsters he’d fought so far, so they were clearly below them.

Progenitor Legendries did bring up a bit of an interesting question. If they were the creatures that spawned all others of their race, shouldn’t there have been two of them? Then again, monsters didn’t seem to breed in the same way people did. They just popped up out of nowhere, either brought forth by the system or created by dungeons.

Keith had to wonder why there were no people who worshipped monsters. The Spirits, he understood. They were powerful beings who represented a certain ideal. Plus they had a go-between in the form of their Avatar. Monsters were also extremely powerful, but he’d yet to come across a single kooky cult worshipping a powerful creature, offering it sacrifices or the like. Even those who called on monsters for help used them more as tools than anything else.

He likely would have stayed up for several hours, allowing his mind to puzzle through it all, but he knew he needed sleep if he were to function at his peak tomorrow. Shutting his thoughts down one by one – a trick he’d learned centuries ago – Keith soon fell into a deep sleep.
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Keith awoke the following morning to a light buzzing in his mind, Tac’s voice sounding a moment later.

“Yo, bro, you’ve got an incoming call. Should I send it to voicemail?”

He opened his side of the mental communication and heard Kiara’s voice echoing in his mind. She sounded tired, as though she hadn’t slept a wink the previous night – which was the likely scenario, especially knowing what he had planned for her the following day.

“I received word in the middle of the night that Torgush would be joining us but that he would only arrive by half past five,” Kiara said, sounding both miffed and worried.

“That will take a bit of adjusting then,” Keith said as Tac began reworking the plan. “Anything else?”

“I think I found your automaton,” she replied. “Nyord keeps a special dungeon inside the castle. I’ve heard him talking to someone down there. Whatever he’s doing, he really seems to be enjoying himself, but I’ve been having a hard time getting anything concrete. The man likes to keep his secrets.”

“Very well,” Keith said. “If there’s nothing else, keep me updated about your departure time. I know you said five, but I don’t need to be caught off guard if someone decides to come early.”

Kiara acknowledged the order before cutting off her end of the connection. Finally opening his eyes, Keith stared up at the ceiling, or rather, Naia’s face, which hovered just a few inches from his own, her eyes staring at him intensely.

“What are you doing?” Keith asked.

“Watching you while you sleep,” Naia replied seriously. “Would you like a full report of your night’s activities?”

“I was asleep,” Keith said. “What could I possibly have done to warrant a report?”

“You rolled over sixteen times, scratched your face twice, opened⸺”

Keith held up a hand to forestall her.

“When I asked you to keep watch, I didn’t mean to literally stare at me from two inches away the entire night. Aren’t you uncomfortable?”

“It was my honor to watch you,” Naia said, raising her chin. “Comfort played no part in it.”

“When I ask you to keep watch in the future, feel free to do whatever you want, so long as you’re still paying attention to your surroundings. What I don’t want you to do is stare at me like that the entire night. It’s creepy.”

Naia looked horrified at his words, dropping to her knees and lowering her head.

“I apologize for failing in my duties. You may inflict any punishment you deem necessary for my transgressions.”

Armor plating began to shift as she used her skill to lighten her armor. Tac began laughing – he seemed to be doing that a lot at his expense lately – while Keith let out a mental groan. He could see where this was going. He could handle a lot of weirdness, but this was going too far. It was best to nip this in the bud before it cemented itself into her personality.

“No, no punishments,” Keith said, climbing out of his sleep roll and stretching. “I won’t punish you, ever. But if you ask for it, I’ll make you stand aside during fights and not allow you to protect me.”

Naia’s expression turned to true horror at that prospect, and she was back on her feet before Keith could so much as blink, her armor shifting back into place and her body trembling slightly.

“Is it time for breakfast already?” Bob asked as Keith poked his stomach.

“It’s time to get up,” Keith said.

“Wake me when there’s food, specifically donuts,” Bob said, rolling over in Keith’s makeshift bed.

Keith grabbed the end of the roll and yanked it out from beneath Bob, the monkey hitting the hard ground as the sleep roll suddenly vanished from underneath him.

“Hey! What’s the big idea?” Bob exclaimed, leaping to his feet and rubbing his backside. “I was using that.”

“It’s nearly ten in the morning,” Keith replied, checking the position of the sun, though, looking into the distance, he could see some heavier cloud cover moving in.

He doubted it would rain, but the world would soon be plunged into the sea of gray moving in their direction. As much as he usually preferred the sun, he knew this was a good thing. It would help to hide the sections of wall he and Naia had filled in, and help him blend in with the gray, moss-covered stone better as the uncertain light would make it harder to pick him out from his current vantage.

“What’s the plan for today, if I might ask?” Naia asked as Keith began a series of stretches to work the stiffness from his muscles.

“We go over the plans and check our traps again,” Keith said. “Once that’s done, we’re going to have a bit of a spar. After that, we’ll rest up and wait until the party starts. I’ve had to modify the plan a bit since one of our guests is coming later than expected, so we’ll have to wait  a bit to spring out trap.”

“Isn’t that risky though?” Naia asked. “What if one of them spots the deception?”

“Then we’ll have to spring it early and snag whatever we’ve got,” Keith replied. “Torgush is a coward who backed off when he saw he didn’t have the backing needed to overthrow the current regime. If everyone he’s partnered with ends up dead, he’ll scurry back to his faction with his tail between his legs.”

“You’d leave him alive?” Naia asked.

“Me? Why not?” Keith said. “I have no issues with him. He’s just an opportunist. If he’s here, I won’t pass up the opportunity, but if he’s not, I’ve got bigger fish to fry. That isn’t to say that the other faction heads will be so forgiving. Even if we don’t catch him here, Astrid and the others will undoubtedly go after him once the dust settles. Without any backup, they’ll have him outnumbered three to one. Not even his own people would be willing to go to war with those odds.”

“You really have thought of everything, haven’t you?” Naia said, admiration clear in her voice.

“I try and cover all the angles,” Keith said. “But I’m sure I’ve missed something. No plan is ever perfect, and adaptability is the sign of a good warrior. Or one who gets to live.”

Keith moved through his stretches, warming up with a bit of aerobic exercise before feeling limber enough to start his day. Once that was done, he and Naia walked the walls with Bob riding on her shoulder, checking to make sure they hadn’t missed anything.

They hadn’t, but it never hurt to triple-check one’s work. All of their traps had been set in the dark, so checking locations and that the activation triggers were functioning was a good policy for a plan like this to go off without a hitch.

“What part will I play in this plan?” Naia asked as she and Keith headed to an open section of the city where they could spar without damaging anything further.

“You will be hiding and observing,” Keith said in a matter-of-fact way. “Don’t complain or demand to be there with me. You’re still too weak to make any difference in a fight on this scale and I won’t have you being traumatized with a needless death just yet.”

“But it’s my job to⸺”

“Follow my orders,” Keith said, cutting her off. “That is what you do. I appreciate the loyalty and the willingness to jump in front of an attack. I know you want to defend me, but in this case, your presence will hurt my ability to fight. Do you want that?”

Naia’s face fell, though she shook her head all the same.

“Good,” Keith said. “Now I want to see what you’re made of. Train hard enough, and you might be ready for the next big fight we jump into.”

Naia nodded, raising her head again and clenching her fists.

“There will be no skills allowed in this sparring match,” Keith said, laying out the rules. “Your goal is to try hitting any of my vitals. You will be allowed to use Phase Shift, but nothing else. Understood?”

“I don’t like the idea of trying to hurt you,” Naia said, looking worried.

“At your level, you could hit me as hard as you wanted and not inflict even a single point of damage,” Keith said. “Now come on.”

Naia didn’t look too pleased at the notion of trying to hit him, but he had given her an order and she wouldn’t disobey one of those. Armor shifting quickly to her lighter form, Naia threw herself forward, jets of flame blasting from the bottoms of her feet. She swung hard, aiming for Keith’s shoulder rather than his jaw, which was a mistake he needed to correct immediately.

Swaying out of the way, he drove a palm up into the bottom of her chin, flinging her off her feet and sending her crashing to the ground five feet away.

“If you telegraph your moves like that, that’s how you’ll end up every time,” Keith said as Naia pulled herself to her feet. “Fight like you mean it, or I’m writing this session off as a failure.”

Naia’s eyes widened in fear at that. The idea of failure didn’t sit well with her, even for something as trivial as a sparring match. When she came at Keith again, it was with far more concentration and intention than before. She struck at his chest this time, turning into a kick when he stepped back, her feet jetting flames to rapidly increase the speed of the blow when it was halfway to him in hopes of throwing his timing.

That was good. Though it was obviously too slow to hit him without his consent, Keith appreciated the effort and allowed it to hit his upraised arm rather than dodging. Naia’s leg came down and she threw her other leg up, using the momentum to counterbalance herself, flames jetting from both feet to drive one leg up and the other down.

The kick was aimed at the underside of his chin, and Keith leaned back, making the kick flash by. It seemed that despite her bulkier built, Naia was still more flexible than any human, as her leg snapped straight up, her legs pulled into a perfect split as the momentum of the kick carried it all the way up.

Keith’s foot slammed into the exposed area between her legs, hurling her off her feet and earning a mental wince from Tac.

“I know she’s not a dude, but bro, you do know that still hurts, right?”

“She’ll be fine,” Keith said as Naia scrambled back to her feet. “She’s an automaton. She won’t have the same anatomy as a normal woman.”

“Remember, close combat is less about flashy moves and more about getting the job done,” Keith said as Naia approached again, keeping her hands raised.

The two of them continued sparring for the next hour or so, until Keith called a stop. He didn’t want to exhaust them both, especially seeing as Keith had a big fight coming up in just a few hours. They called it a day, heading back to their makeshift campsite so he could get something to eat and take it easy for the rest of the day.
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Evening was fast approaching when Kiara contacted him to let him know they were on their way. She, Nari, and Nyord were flying and would be there two minutes early. She believed Lihng would be teleporting in, but didn’t know how Torgush would be arriving. It was a good thing she’d reached out to him, as Keith and Naia had been having an awkward conversation about the way Hunk had built her.

Suffice it to say that while she could not reproduce, Hunk had seen it fit to build her exactly like a regular woman under all that armor. The conversation had come about when he’d noticed her discomfort and Naia had explained that she’d been in pain ever since he’d kicked her but hadn’t wanted to mention it out of embarrassment for appearing so weak as to be unable to take a kick.

Tac’s ‘I told you so’ wouldn’t have gotten on his nerves under normal circumstances, but that, accompanied by Bob’s complaining about the lack of donuts and Naia’s embarrassment, all combined to start testing his patience. He could admit when he’d made a mistake, but the voice in his head never let him live any of those down, so he’d shut Tac up for the past hour. Unfortunately, Naia had continued the conversation rather than changing the topic, which led to a whole bunch of things he really didn’t want to talk about.

He kept hedging and trying to redirect, but in the end, it was Kiara’s communication that saved him from any further awkwardness.

“It looks like we’ll be greeting our guests soon,” Keith said, donning his armor in a flash.

Naia, who’d been sitting with her back to one of the walls, sat up straighter, looking eager for the fight ahead.

“You’re going to stay right here,” Keith said. “Stay out of sight and make sure you remain beneath the roofline, as they’ll be coming in over the walls. Your body is darker than the surrounding stone and your hair will stand out like a beacon.”

“I can cut it off,” she offered. “So it won’t give us away.”

“You can leave your hair alone,” Keith said. “Just stay where you are, and you’ll be fine. I’ve directed Kiara to lead them to the center of the city, where the ruins of the old city lord’s manor are located.”

“Where are you going?” Naia asked.

“I’ve got a different point in mind. I need to be within hearing distance, and this is too far from the city’s center. If you want to reach out to me, do so mentally.”

He gave her a nod, then headed out of the house, heading for his hiding spot near the city’s center. Picking his way through the rubble-strewn streets, Keith took mental stock of the time. The group would be here in under twenty minutes, and he wanted to be situated and ready well in advance of that.

Picking up his pace he broke into a light jog, weaving between old and crumbling buildings, fallen houses, and overgrown parade grounds.

He reached his lookout post with ten minutes to spare, slipping into the blind he’d constructed the night before. It was essentially an old barn that had stood on the manor grounds. The building had completely collapsed, but after moving a bit of the rubble around, he’d soon cleared the perfect space for himself.

It gave him a straight shot to the manor while keeping him completely hidden. Even if someone looked directly at the barn, all they would see was wreckage, as old moss and vines tangled over the space where he’d be looking through.

It was a bit tight, but not so much that he was uncomfortable. Settling onto his stomach, Keith pulled the trap trigger into his hand, then went completely still. They might not be able to see him, but if he made any noise, someone might pick it up. It might be uncomfortable to remain still for long periods of time, but Keith had gone on much longer stakeouts than this, so staying where he was wasn’t a challenge at all.

He didn’t need to wait long for the first arrival, a rift in space opening above the city center to reveal Lihng in all her glory. The woman looked lovely as ever, though for once, she was dressed in a set of gleaming armor, rather than the skin-tight, ultra-revealing dresses she seemed to favor.

Though even the armor left a lot to be desired, leaving massive swathes of bare skin where anyone could easily slip a sword or twenty through. In short, it resembled the old female fantasy armor from videogames back on Earth – an armored breastplate and pants that looked more like a glorified set of underwear, a pair of bracers and greaves, and pointed boots.

As the Avatar of Vanity, this attire made perfect sense where she was concerned and Keith suspected that while it looked completely impractical for a battlefield, the armor was likely much better at protecting her than appearances might suggest.

Lihng dropped from the sky, her wings pulling up against her back as she looked around for a few moments, her perfect face unreadable. Clearly, she’d come a couple of minutes early to make sure her allies hadn’t set her up for anything. Seeing nothing out of place, Lihng pulled a thronelike chair from her inventory, set it at the highest point on the wreckage of the castle she could find and sat, shifting several times to find the perfect pose.

“Talk about dramatic,” Tac said. “I wonder how many times she practices a pose before bringing it out to show off to the world.”

“It’s all about what you want others to perceive,” Keith said as Lihng allowed a haughty expression to grace her features. “She has a reputation to uphold and has to make sure it remains as such.”

Lihng’s eyes shifting upward were Keith’s first sign that someone else was approaching. Sure enough, three figures landed near Lihng just a few moments later. Nari blazed with crimson light, his armor brilliant and shining, a cloak flapping around his shoulders and his helm held under the crook of one arm.

He looked every bit as regal as Keith had expected. He’d never met the man in person before but had heard many rumors and snippets of information about him. The most he’d learned about the sun elf was from Kiara, who stood squarely behind the man, trying not to tremble under Lihng’s withering gaze.

Nyord stood at Nari’s side, wearing a new set of fine armor. A sword Keith recognized sat at the elf’s hip, while the dagger he’d used to stab him was held casually in his left hand. Nyord’s arrogance was palpable, the man’s ego having likely gotten a big boost in the wake of Keith’s death.

“Lihng, it’s so lovely to see you made it and so punctually,” Nari said, inclining his head.

“I see you brought the little traitor with you,” Lihng growled, looking past the man to the woman hiding behind him.

“She did not betray you,” Nari said. “It was under my orders that Nyord acted as he did. You well know the threat Keith posed to our operations, and it is thanks to his efforts that that nuisance is out of our way.”

“I wanted the pleasure of killing him!” Lihng snapped. “His death was far too swift and merciful. He should have lived for weeks more, screaming in agony as I stripped the flesh from his bones and pulped his organs, shattering his will to live and stripping him of everything that made him who he was.”

“Keith is dead,” Nari said. “That was always the goal. What you are describing would not have made him any more dead than he is already. All it would have done was given him the opportunity to escape as he has so many times in the past. He was cunning, powerful, and most of all, connected.”

Lihng didn’t back down, her glare still fixed on Kiara like it was somehow her fault, despite everything Nari was saying.

“If I cannot kill Keith, then I want the pleasure of at least punishing my insubordinate second in command for not only failing her mission, but also costing me twenty-five of my best men.”

“We’ve already lost so many powerful allies,” Nari said. “Can we really afford to lose someone like Kiara to make you feel better about not being able to kill Keith personally?”

It was interesting watching this unfold from where he sat hiding. Nari seemed sensible and completely reasonable, while Lihng seemed completely crazy in comparison. How the two were allies at all was a mystery to him, though he suspected it was more out of convenience than anything else. If they were to succeed in crushing Keith’s Faction allies, they would undoubtedly turn on one another as soon as they were able.

After watching how Nari acted, he wouldn’t have put it past the man to try killing Lihng via assassins or something else underhanded. Avatar of Regality or not, this man was not beneath using any tactic necessary to win.

“Seeing as this may take a while, I had the liberty of having some refreshments prepared,” Nyord said, pulling a table from his inventory and piling it high with cakes, cookies, and all sorts of pastries.

Next to Keith, Bob’s stomach rumbled audibly, earning him a glare from Keith.

“What?” Bob projected, defensively. “Do you have any idea how badly I’ve been craving sweets like that?”

“Just try and keep your stomach under wraps,” Keith replied. “I won’t have it giving away our location.”

Luckily for them, the conversation had drowned Bob’s growling stomach. They were also far enough away that the others likely wouldn’t hear it unless they were really listening. The conversation continued to drag on with Lihng trying to argue her case to punish Kiara – which everyone knew meant a few weeks of torture followed by death – while Nari argued the case to keep her alive, citing the war and the fact that she wasn’t at fault for what had happened.

“Wow, they’re really going at it,” Tac said. “Though, judging by the way this conversation is going, it’s going to wind down in about five minutes and Lihng will start becoming aggressive. If that happens, Kiara will run and Nari won’t interfere. As much as he wants her alive, he doesn’t want to risk their alliance falling apart. If she can’t be convinced, he’ll spin it as a gesture of goodwill for their alliance.”

Despite all appearances, Nari was just as cold and calculating as Nyord. It now made perfect sense why the man served him instead of trying to usurp him. While Nyord was outwardly and obviously unpleasant, Nari hid his nature behind a calm and persuasive demeanor. In other words, of the two, Nari was far more dangerous, as no one could ever be sure exactly what he was planning.

“Will Torgush make it before then?” Keith asked.

“If the man is punctual, he will. If not, you’ll need to spring your trap before things escalate too much further. You need to leave Kiara a window to escape, as per your agreement.”

Keith nodded, fixing his gaze on the four figures and watching for any signs of Torgush’s approach. His time was running short, and he was about to make his move when the conversation suddenly paused and everyone looked up to the sky.

For a moment, the world turned orange and black, the air twisting around them before settling back to normal. An instant later, a hulking beast-monster touched down near the group. While he’d heard about the man, Keith had never met Torgush in person, and he had to say, between the three faction heads, he certainly looked the most impressive.

Striped orange and black fur covered his body, the man going bare-chested and showing an impressive amount of rippling muscle showing through the fur. Standing at over eight feet tall, the tiger-man looked like a hunter’s worst nightmare, with glowing yellow eyes and a terrifying visage. He wore nothing but a pair of pants held together by a piece of rope, his bare, clawed feet sinking slightly into the stone as he touched down.

“Torgush,” Lihng growled, standing from her chair. “I take it you’re here to help Nari convince me not to punish Kiara for her disobedience.”

“I came at Nari’s request,” Torgush said, his voice low and carrying the hint of a growl. “I was not told what this meeting would be about, so you can imagine my disappointment that we’re even wasting our time with something so ridiculous when there’s a war to win.”

“Ridiculous?” Lihng asked, a dangerous edge to her voice.

“You want to punish the second-most powerful fighter in your entire faction for something she had no power to control,” Torgush said. “This is a foolish waste of time. Keith is dead, so you need to move on. In fact, if you are unwilling to take her back without killing her, I will gladly allow her to join the Beastly Faction Conglomerate. We never say no to talented and powerful warriors.”

“Keith may be dead, but he did not die screaming at my hands!” Lihng screeched.

“Honestly, I can’t see a better opening than this,” Tac said.

“For once, I can agree with you,” Keith said, triggering Stone Chuker and blowing his hiding spot to pieces, immediately pulling the attention of everyone in the vicinity as he triggered his Unconquerable Aura, a wave of golden light washing out from him, radiating off his skin in wisps as he stepped off the ground using Skyform.

“Much as I hate to burst your collective bubbles, the news of my death seems to be highly exaggerated, though I do appreciate you all coming here so nicely. It’ll make killing you all much easier.”
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Several things happened when Keith appeared from his hiding spot. Kiara, who’d been lurking near the back of the group, took off in a streak of light, running toward the wall for all she was worth. Torgush whirled, his eyes widening in shock, while Nari’s blazing aura activated, seeming to engulf the entire city in an instant. Lihng looked shocked then absolutely gleeful, while Nyord looked like he’d seen a ghost.

“You’re supposed to be dead,” Nari said, being the first to speak after Keith’s reappearance. “Clearly, my second didn’t do a thorough enough job, though I do have to wonder how you managed to slip the grasp of the Prison Stone and give us such a convincing corpse.”

“Ha!” Lihng laughed, completely ignoring Kiara, whose body had vanished over the wall, placing her firmly outside the range of traps Keith had set. “Looks like your second’s incompetence actually helped you this time, Nari. Now I’ll get my chance to give him the end he deserves!”

A powerful aura exploded from her body, the aura of her Avatar’s spirit clashing with Nari’s. Torgush, after his initial shock, seemed to realize that while Keith was here, so were two other Avatars, both of whom out-leveled him. Once he saw that, he turned his glowing eyes back on Keith, a languid smile stretching his feline lips.

“That is quite the bold claim you’ve made. Do you really believe you can kill all three of us on your own?”

“Yes,” Keith said with the utmost confidence as he depressed the trigger on his trap.

An instant later, a massive blue bubble rose over the city, sealing them like rats in a trap. The notification that flashed in Keith’s view was the exact same that would be appearing on all of his enemies’ who stood there.

Notice: You have been isolated in a pocket world for the next 12 hours, cut off from Raiah completely. You cannot teleport out nor can anyone break in.

“You must be pretty cocky to believe that trapping us all in here is a good idea,” Nari said, his eyes blazing with power.

“I had to make sure you didn’t try and run,” Keith said with a grim smile. “It would be a shame to orchestrate this entire plan only for one of you to escape.”

Nyord finally seemed to find his voice after having stared dumbly at Keith for the last couple of minutes, the elf allowing his cruel personality to show through once again.

“I know I killed you,” he said. “I stole many items from your corpse. I was even rewarded for the deed. I don’t know how you managed to cheat death, but I can assure you that you won’t manage it a second time.”

Keith drew his hammer as Nyord drew the blade he’d stolen from him, Sylverana’s Moon Scythe gleaming with the reflected light of the blue dome above.

“He’s mine, you hear me! Mine!” Lihng shouted, shoving past the others. “I will have my vengeance, and with nowhere to go and no backup coming to help you, I’ll be able to rend your body limb from limb!”

Lihng launched herself at him, fingers turning to claws as wings blazed with enhanced Spiritual power. Keith held his hammer in the air, ancient runes blazing all across the weapon’s surface as he triggered its effect.

“World Item!” Nari yelled, dragging an item from his own inventory as he did, but he was far too late.

The effects of War’s Spiritual Hammer blasted across the battlefield in a wave of pure crimson, wiping out skills, negating the effects of items and armor, and extinguishing the Spiritual auras of the three Avatars standing before him, snuffing them like candles before a hurricane.

Lihng screeched as she dropped from the air like a stone, her armor seeming to weigh a thousand pounds, while Nari’s knees buckled as his aura was snuffed out. Torgush was the only one that didn’t fall, though he did stagger for a moment as the glow in his eyes vanished.

The pulse of power spread all the way to the walls, where it washed over their surface and dissipated, stopping short of hitting his already active barrier. It was the main reason he’d fixed the walls, as the barrier needed something solid to work off of to separate this city from the rest of Raiah.

“What have you done?” Nari demanded, his calm demeanor completely gone as he struggled to remain standing.

“You don’t know?” Keith asked, affecting a surprised look. “I would have thought you would have received a notification by now, but I’ll be happy to explain if you’d like.”

“No, this can’t be happening!” Lihng growled, shoving herself bodily off the ground, using her sheer physical power to remain standing.

She tapped into her inventory and drew a flanged mace, only for the weapon to crash into the ground. No matter how she struggled, she could not lift it, which only made her angrier.

“Well, I’m not one to stand around and gloat,” Keith said, storing War’s Hammer and clenching his hands into fists. “So, who wants to die first?”

No one said anything, so Keith chose his target. Flashing forward using Speed Demon, he collided with Nyord, the elf’s head whipping to one side as Keith’s fist, clad in his Field Leveler, slammed into his jaw.

Blood flew as the elf was blasted off his feet, Keith flashing around him using Lightswap and kicking him in the chest as he flew toward him, triggering Shattering Snowflare and launching the man into the air. Bones cracked as Nyord’s fancy new armor failed to protect him, bloody spittle flying from his lips as his eyes bulged, fire engulfing him as shards of ice rammed into his stomach and chest an instant later.

Nyord flew over a hundred feet into the air, Keith blasting after him with his armor sending jets of concentrated flame from the small holes set into the joints of his arms, legs, and back. He reached the man at the zenith of his flight, the Orionite Dragonfire Obliterator coming down with an ugly crack into his back.

There was a visible shockwave as Nyord blasted from the sky, hitting the ground so quickly that his body seemed to vanish, only to reappear inside a crater, chunks of stone and debris flying in all directions as the man’s body plowed a hole nearly eight feet deep and twenty across with the force of the impact.

Keith didn’t bother following him, raising the hammer over his head and casting Terror Queen’s Arm. A massive arm covered in blazing black and red flames formed in the sky overhead, the air inside their pocket world heating up as the massive hand came crashing down on the broken body of Nyord.

There was an explosion of force as superheated black flames blasted in all directions, forcing all three Avatars to leap clear for fear of taking residual damage. When the arm burst apart, all that remained of Nyord was a smoking corpse so unrecognizable as once having been an elf that no one would have been able to identify it.

-250,000, Massive Critical

Nyord, Phantom of Frost dies!

+50,000 XP

+25,000 Bonus XP

Keith already knew he wouldn’t be getting much experience from killing the individual Avatars or their seconds, as the quest rewards were so high. Still, he enjoyed the sensation of growth as he gained a small amount of experience, though in truth, killing the man who’d ambushed him gave him no small sense of enjoyment.

Because of Nyord, a lot of his plans had been set back. The man deserved more than a quick death, but dead was dead, so the result was still the same. Keith dropped back to the ground, stone shattering beneath his boots as he held his hammer casually over his shoulder.

“So, who wants to die next?”

***

Torgush dodged back, using his powerful muscles to leap away from the swinging hammer, shards of stone shattering against his tough skin as the weapon smashed into the ground, leaving a miniature crater in its wake.

This was not how he’d seen this day going, not how he’d seen the end of his life going. Torgush had fought tooth and nail to rise to the position he held today, had been empowered by the Spirit of Brutality for how he dealt with his enemies. Now, stripped of all his Spiritual enhancements, skills, and items, he was stuck using only his raw, physical strength to keep Keith at bay, and while it was considerable, he knew it wouldn’t be enough.

Nari leaped in from the side, his armor having been shed to allow for freer movement as it only weighed him down. His fist flashed, aimed to take Keith’s head off his shoulders, only to slam into an invisible wall half a foot from Keith’s jaw.

The man spun, his hammer cracking into Nari’s ribs and hurling him through one of the few remaining buildings that were still standing. Lihng dropped on him from above, claws extended. She smashed into the ground, not even managing to lay a scratch on him as he vanished in a blaze of fire, reappearing a foot to her left, his leg snapping up and catching her in the ribs.

Blazing white light tore through Lihng’s body, sending a spray of blood fountaining in her wake as she was flung away from him, slamming into the ground over a dozen times before she crashed into a pile of rubble.

Torgush growled as he landed then reversed his course, running back toward Keith. This fight was practically one-sided and not in the way they’d thought it would be. A single person taking on three Avatars at the same time was insane, but clearly, Keith had planned this well, using Kiara to lure them all here, making them believe he was dead, so that no one would suspect anything, then springing his trap while they were all off guard.

His World Item had given him a massive advantage. While he and his two fellow Avatars were limited to their physical capabilities, not able to rely on anything else, he still had full access to his skills, weapons, armor, and items and he was using them to great effect.

Right now, all he could do was try and keep Keith occupied so that Nari might come up with a plan to defeat him. Each and every one of them had a tremendous amount of health, stamina, and mana, but without their armor – or in his case, his Avatar’s jewel – their stats were severely lacking in the power department.

In other words, they were no stronger than any regular level 85 fighter, with the exception of their race, which remained the same. Torgush pounced on Keith, trying to drive him to the ground, only for the man to twist out of the way at the last second, his body blurring as he reappeared several feet away. Torgush leaped at him again, only to feel something heavy slam into his back.

Whirling, he slashed with his claws, only to hit a cloud of flame. This time, the blow smashed into his jaw, spinning him around. Torgush borrowed the momentum of that blow to lash out with his back legs, forcing his attacker back, but when he stood, shaking the fuzziness from his mind, he saw Keith engaged in battle with Lihng.

He was momentarily confused, as he noted the lack of a hammer in the man’s hand. His instincts saved him as he heard the low thrum of something coming from behind and leaped into the air, the streak of the black hammer flashing by below as it slapped back into Keith’s hand, the man catching it with practiced ease, borrowing the momentum to knock aside Nari’s incoming kick, then punching forward with that same blazing white light.

Torgush expected the attack to miss, as Nari was well out of melee range, but to his surprise, the light extended from his arm, slamming into Nari’s shoulder and punching straight through, sending the elf spinning away in a spray of blood.

Torgush growled as yet another attack was foiled by the man who was blatantly cheating yet still winning. Everyone knew that in battle, it didn’t matter what your tactics were. If your enemy ended up dead, you would write whatever version of history you wanted, and in this case, it looked like Keith was going to come out on top.
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Keith allowed Torgush’s claws to skitter off his second Tough Shield, the invisible barrier deflecting an attack that likely would have done some damage. Even without all their items, the Avatars were still tough opponents, all of them having lived for centuries ruling their separate Factions. No one made it to the top of the heap using cunning alone, and those who did didn’t last very long without having the physical might to back it up, at least not in this world.

He twisted out of the way of the beast-monster’s back claws as they struck his shield, tearing through the remaining damage it could absorb and continuing forward to strike at his neck. The claws went wide, and Keith retaliated by punching the tiger man in the gut, then triggering Combustive Body.

The explosion of force hurled the tigerian man away, leaving a scorching imprint of Keith’s fist in his fur. Lihng flew in to take advantage of the opening, her leg slamming into Keith’s ribs and throwing him off his feet. Twisting in the air, he used Skyform, catching himself fifteen feet off the ground and shoving off, throwing himself back at the dragonling who’d leaped after him.

His sword flashed into his grip, slashing at the woman’s face, when Nari leaped in from the right, his foot slamming into Keith’s hand and forcing it off course. At the same time, he grabbed Lihng’s left wing, jerking her back as he kicked Keith in the shoulder and flipped away, dragging the woman along with him.

Torgush appeared as Lihng and Nari leaped away, claws extended as the man slammed into him. Or at least, he tried. Torgush was clearly the most physically powerful of the three, so Nari had adapted a plan where Torgush would be their ram while he and Lihng played support. After he’d thrashed them in the first five minutes of their battle, the three of them had quickly realized that working together was the only way they were going to make it out of this alive.

They’d all been thrown when he’d pulled a World Item immediately instead of waiting until later in the battle to use it. It was a move many in this world would make. Fight, exhaust themselves, then, when they had no other recourse, pull their trump card and show that they could have used it at any time.

Much as Keith would have liked to see how he stacked up against these Avatars at their full strength, he knew that the best fight was one stacked heavily in his favor. So, he skipped the whole battle-until-bloody thing and used it right away. After what happened with Nyord, he wasn’t taking that chance. It especially stung when the Trickster had called him out on it, and it was a mistake he hadn’t planned on repeating.

Keith triggered Shard Sponge, and Torgush crashed into him, only for a tremendous force to blast him back, deep gashes appearing in his skin as he slammed into the ground, having no idea what just happened.

“Wow, things really aren’t looking good for these guys,” Tac said. “Also, the others are attacking again.”

Keith turned, seeing Lihng and Nari both going in for the attack. Lihng streaked down from above, while Nari tried to position himself to be in the perfect spot to attack if he should dodge or if she managed to land a hit. Keith could see their projected bodies moving a second ahead of their physical ones, Tac’s evolution and the stripping of their Spiritual protections making it possible to stay one step ahead.

Instead of dodging Lihng’s attack, Keith met it head-on. While she still out-leveled him and her base stats were quite a bit higher, Keith’s boosted stats were more than a match for her, especially when he used Unconquerable Aura in tandem with Heatstance.

His body radiated heat and the crushing aura stolen from Alvin the Unconquerable as he struck back, his arm knocking Lihng’s attack aside while his fist flashed up, slamming into her perfect nose and breaking it with an audible snap. Blood gushed from the woman’s nose as she screeched, flying back through the air and crashing into the ground, clutching at her face. Seeing that he was alone. Nari didn’t press his attack, remaining where he was and waiting for Keith to come to him.

Keith threw his hammer using Hammerrang instead of closing with the man, causing Nari to leap to the side, rolling over a shoulder and coming back to his feet. The hammer blurred around, causing Nari to curse and jump out of the way again, managing to avoid taking the hit.

Torgush was back on his feet by now and had come to join Nari, and Lihng staggered over a moment later, her eyes blazing with hatred as she clutched her bleeding nose.

“You can all surrender any time you’d like,” Keith said. “I promise I’ll make your deaths quick and painless, which is very much not what you’d planned for me.”

“Worm! I’ll rip you to shreds with my bare hands!” Lihng screeched.

“You haven’t defeated us yet,” Nari said, the calmer of the two. “All we have to do is outlast you. You cannot fight all three of us at once, and our collective health regeneration is some of the highest on the planet. If you believe you can kill us all in under twelve hours, you are sorely mistaken.”

Keith cocked his head to one side.

“You seem to be under the impression that I was actually putting any effort into our little sparring match so far. I just wanted to get a good idea of how strong you each were. Now that I know, none of you will live out the hour. I gave you the option of a quick and painless death, but seeing as you aren’t accepting my generous offer, I’ll just have to make it quick and painful.”

“Arrogant, cocky bastard!” Lihng screeched, hurling herself at Keith, wings outstretched and clawed hands extended. “By the time I’m done with you, you’ll be begging for the sweet release of death!”

Keith shrugged then drew his Ancient sword and triggered one of his armor’s effects. A light shimmer distorted his figure as Ghost Armor became active, the grip on his hammer tightening as a grim smile stretched his lips beneath his helm. He was looking forward to a world without Lihng. It would be quite a pleasant change.

***

Naia had been forced to abandon her hiding spot almost as soon as the battle had begun, the tremors from the impact of the elf having brought the house down an instant before she’d gotten out. Now, she was moving around on the outskirts of the battle, feeling guilty for not being able to follow her master’s orders while also feeling a sense of awe at how this fight was unfolding.

Before Keith had bestowed her with All-Seeing Eye, she wouldn’t have been able to follow anything that was happening, but with the skill active, they seemed to dance around in their sockets of their own accord, following the blurring motions of the fighters. Though, in her master’s case, it was impossible to track him when he really moved, her eyes locking onto his position once he stopped moving quite so fast, like when he was on the attack.

She crouched behind the rubble of a fallen building as she watched the pretty woman, Lihng, throw herself at her master. The threat to hurt him made Naia want to leap out of her hiding place and run to defend him, but as she’d already seen, her master had been ten steps ahead the entire time.

In a single move, he trapped them inside the city and stripped them of their most powerful abilities. Now, they were fighting desperately to stay alive against the overwhelming tide of destruction that was her master.

Naia felt equal parts adoration and nervousness as she watched Lihng’s claws slam into her master’s unprotected body, sinking clean through without leaving so much as a scratch. Her master’s retaliatory blow cleaved her from shoulder to hip, leaving a fountain of crimson to splatter across his chest as the woman screeched in agony.

The tiger man rushed in next, followed by the elf, who yanked the screaming woman back. The tiger man’s claws ripped into her master’s throat and once again did absolutely nothing, passing through the space as though he weren’t even there. Her master’s blow was far more devastating as his hammer blurred up, slamming into the underside of his chin, whipping his head back with a sharp crack. The hammer flew up as he released it, then he stepped forward, driving a punch into the tiger man’s sternum.

Blazing fire erupted from his fist, exploding in a massive conflagration that sent her hair flying about her face and dyed the world red as a roiling cloud of fire blasted into the sky. When the fire vanished, the tiger man lay on his back in a wedge-shaped swath of pure destruction that spread out to over a hundred feet at its widest. Everything had been completely obliterated, the stone having melted to slag, while vines and moss had been instantly incinerated.

The elf darted in, having run around to the side while the attack had been active. Appearing at her master’s back, his foot flashed out in a powerful roundhouse kick aimed for his head. Keith turned as the kick landed, slicing through his face and emerging through the other side, not leaving so much as a mark.

As the elf continued his turn, recovering from the full-powered kick, Keith rammed his sword directly into his spine. The elf screamed as his body seemed to tear itself apart, a glowing, red-gold humanoid figure leaping from his back with a horrible ripping, tearing sound, leaving the elf to sag, staring at the glowing humanoid in confusion.

Keith turned, ignoring the glowing figure, and returned his attention to Lihng as the glowing humanoid attacked the elf, flashing forward with blazing fists. Lihng was back on her feet, blood still dripping from the gash Keith had torn across her body. She gritted her teeth in rage, and her eyes blazed with the promise of retribution.

“You won’t win this fight,” Lihng growled.

Naia blinked, and her master stood a foot away from Lihng, his hand snapping out to grip her neck.

“That’s where you’re wrong, lady,” her master said, his voice sending chills down her spine. “I’ve already won.”

His fist struck her in the center of her chest, and a blazing, white light exploded out through her back. She was pretty sure this was her master’s Armageddon Spear, though it was far larger and more powerful than Naia had seen before. Lihng screeched, blood pouring from her mouth and nose as the skill carved a hole clean through her chest, her wings beating powerfully as she attempted to free herself.

Keith narrowed his eyes, and the wings exploded into bloody mist, leaving the woman to hang limply from his grip.

“You don’t look quite so pretty anymore,” Keith said.

Lihng parted her bloody lips, likely to utter a retort, only for her master’s fist to slam into her face, engulfing her head in a blazing inferno that dyed the sky crimson. When the flames died down, her master held nothing more than a limp corpse which he tossed aside with obvious distain, turning his eyes on the tiger man, who’d managed to regain his footing and was clearly looking for a way out.

Naia leaned in closer, watching eagerly to see how her master handled this one. At this point, she didn’t think any one of them would be posing a real challenge to him. That was, until there was a tremendous roar.

Both she and her master turned – as did the tiger man – to see the elf physically rip the glowing humanoid figure apart. The light of victory shone in his eyes for a moment, before he screamed. It was gut-wrenching, like someone who’d just lost a cherished loved one but worse somehow.

The elf clutched his head as he dropped to his knees, still screaming and grabbing his head as his body began to bulge and distort, muscles rippling along his back, arms, and chest as his head and face deformed and a powerful aura began radiating off his body. He screamed all the while, foam gathering at the corners of his growing mouth as his canines lengthened and his eyes turned to twin pools of molten light.

As his body continued to ripple and change, her master exploded forward, slamming into the tiger man and driving him to the ground. Torgush screamed as the hammer crashed into his upraised arms, the sound of cracking bones filling the air as her master took advantage of the distraction the screaming elf had caused.

Torgush roared as he shoved back with his arms, throwing the hammer back. Her master released it, allowing it to fly from his grip, and he brought the stark white blade down, the weapon radiating a pale-blue glow as it slammed into his chest. For a moment, nothing seemed to happen, then Torgush let out a bellow of agony as blood exploded all around him, gushing into the air in a literal wave as his body split in two, the ground below him exploding as a shimmering blade of dancing rainbow colors flashed into view briefly, carving a line into the solid stone fifty feet long and so deep Naia couldn’t see the bottom.

Keith rose off the twitching body of Torgush, the tiger-man’s innards spilling out across the ground, the two halves of his brain visible, still sitting inside his skull. Naia hadn’t really been wondering what the inside of a body would look like if it were split in half, but if that day ever did come, she would have her answer.

It was horrifying and glorious all at the same time, and it honestly made her feel a bit nauseous.

Her master didn’t look victorious though. On the contrary, his eyes were locked on the elf, who was now rising to his feet once more, his body having tripled in size, bulging, grotesque muscles rippling across his body as his mouth hung slack, drool dripping from his chin as his glowing eyes fixed on Keith.

Instead of speaking, the elf let out a roar – more akin to that of a monster than an intelligent being – before rushing forward in a blur of motion that Naia couldn’t follow, appearing before her master and punching with enough force to shatter steel.
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“I’m going to go out on a limb here and say that using that skill wasn’t such a good idea,” Tac said as Keith flashed back, Nari’s massive fist slamming into the ground and leaving a miniature crater in its wake.

The monstrous elf had grown significantly faster and stronger since his soul had been destroyed. The strength made sense, as his body had tripled in size and mass, but the speed was something that he hadn’t expected.

“I needed to test that skill at some point,” Keith said, triggering Shard Sponge as Nari shot forward, fist slamming into his face.

The huge monster of a man was hurled backward, his head snapping up as his body crashed into the ground, stone shattering from the impact.

-91,800, Shard Sponge

Keith tapped his Item Jubilee skill, triggering Total Recovery. While he hadn’t taken much in the way of physical damage this fight, using so many high-cost skills was draining his massive stamina pool faster than expected, even with his Title’s ability to cut said costs in half. He let out a sigh of relief as the fatigue he’d begun feeling faded away as his stamina refilled entirely. Then, as Nari leaped to his feet, Keith used Stamina Block as he stashed his weapons.

Nari roared, spittle flying from his lips as he leaped forward, running more like an ape than a man as his hands and fists pounded into the ground. The monster of a man seemed even faster now, an orange sheen of light suffusing his body. This didn’t impart any sort of skill, but rather seemed to physically strengthen the monster elf, adding to his already impressive stats.

The monster yelled, throwing a massive punch at Keith’s head. Keith used Heatstance and stepped in, his hand flowing up to slam into the inside of the man’s wrist, forcing the blow wide. The punch slammed into the ground at Keith’s side as Keith’s fist cracked into Nari’s face.

-85,006, Critical

Nari staggered back, his hand swinging wildly as he did. Keith used Magician, flashing forward and to Nari’s left, his leg striking out as he triggered Ancient’s Fury. Fire exploded from the point of impact, the blast of heat and force so intense that it wiped out everything in its vicinity. The roar from inside the fireball lasted only a second, until Nari’s flaming hand burst through the fire, reaching for Keith’s face.

Lightswap yanked him two feet to the side, and as Nari emerged, an Armageddon Spear crashed into his temple, piecing halfway into his head and hurling him across the city, the man’s body bouncing and crashing through the rubble, obliterating everything in his path.

-91,703, Massive Critical

“Amazing that he can keep going even after taking that shot to the head,” Tac said. “Then again, seeing as there isn’t really much going on up there, that’s hardly a surprise.”

Keith flashed after him, checking the man’s total health. He still had a massive amount of HP left, which meant that unless he wanted this to take another hour, he needed to start dropping some heavier attacks on him. Still, he wanted to run out the timer on his Stamina Block to see how much he could do without the use of special weapons.

Nari leaped back to his feet, launching himself at Keith as he closed once more, blood streaming from the side of his face as burn marks covered his grotesque body. Keith stepped in once again as the massive fist came crashing down. Deflecting the blow for a second time, he rammed his fist into the monster’s throat and used Shattering Snowflare, fire and ice slamming into the monster and causing him to stagger.

Keith activated Battlefield Sylven, a pair of gleaming, gold-red wings exploding from his back before a female figure pulled itself free from him. It was a bit unnerving to be sure, as the full-sized, elf-like woman made up of pure light flashed around him, giggling lightly before shooting into the sky. She extended her hands outward, light radiating out of her in waves.

An instant later, Keith felt the buff hit him.

You have been Blessed by the Battlefield Sylven: 25% to all stats for 5 minutes

Strength flooded his body as the Sylven fizzled from view, boosting his already massive damage output even further. Nari’s roar sent stones skittering across the ground as he tried punching him again. Keith deflected the blow for a third time, only for Nari to lunge, trying to sink his massive teeth into Keith’s face.

Activating Monstrous Overdrive, Keith felt even more strength flood his body, further boosting his Strength, Agility, and Endurance for a full 3 minutes. Instead of dodging the monster’s lunge, Keith shoved his hand forward, stopping Nari dead in his tracks.

The monster seemed stunned for a moment, before Keith’s fist cracked into his chin. Nari was launched into the air like a rocket, his body flashing up into the sky so quickly it nearly broke the sound barrier. Keith flashed up into the sky using Lightswap, catching a piece of stone that had gone up with the massive man and appearing right next to him.

His hammer was back in his hands as he appeared, the Dragonfire Obliterator crashing into Nari’s monstrous form with a horrible crunch, sinking through dense muscle and shattering bone. Just as with Nyord, Nari’s body hit the ground so hard and fast he left a crater. The Terror Queen’s Arm landed on him an instant later, dishing out even further damage, as black flames exploded from the point of impact.

-172,012, Critical, Crushing

-250,000

Nari is stunned for 7 seconds

Keith dropped from the sky like a boulder, using his armor to speed up his movements as he drew his sword. The fire and smoke cleared the instant before he landed on Nari, all the force of his fall concentrated into the tip of the sword. The blade hit Nari’s head so hard that it not only pieced all the way through the monster’s thick skull, punching into the stone beneath, but when the hilt made contact, the power of the blow caused it to cave in like an overripe melon with an ugly crack.

Nari’s body thrashed as the enormous damage notification flashed in the corner of Keith’s left eye.

-381,000, Massive Critical

Nari’s skull is cracked: -10,000 HP per second

Keith didn’t give the man the chance to expire via the debuff, his blade flashing up and around in a powerful, sweeping blow, cutting the monster’s thick neck wide.

-299,050, Massive Critical

Nari is suffering from Critical Bleeding: -25,000 HP per second

The man’s neck was so thick and dense that it actually took Keith two more swings to completely decapitate him and finish him for good, severing the thick spinal cord and removing Nari’s twisted and deformed head.

-301,609, Massive Critical, Decapitating

Nari, the Avatar of Regality, dies!

+80,000 XP

+40,000 Bonus XP

Congratulations! You have completed the Quest: Blood Vengeance

+5,000,000 XP

+2,500,000 Bonus XP

500 Large gold bricks, 1 Ancient item, 3 Mythical items, 1 Mythical armor blueprint, 1 Mythical weapon blueprint, 50 Legendary+ Potions & 10 Legendary+ Spell Scrolls have been added to your inventory.

244 Large gold bricks, Orion and Progenitor Ripper parts, Potions, and a Spell Scroll have been returned to your inventory.

1 Avatar Token has been added to your inventory.

Level Up (X2)!

Congratulations! You have reached level 81. You have 20 (Base 10 + 10 from Title) stat points to distribute.

You have gained a new Title: Triple Avatar Slaughterer

Triple Avatar Slaughterer – Unique Mythical Title

Not many people can come back from the dead. Even fewer people can kill an Avatar. Fewer people still can murder three of them at the same time! Talk about a brutal beatdown!

Effects: Spirits cannot find you or show up in your presence without your explicit permission

Additional Effects: Once per day you are immortal for 60 seconds

Warning! You have two Titles…

Congratulations! You have successfully absorbed the Title: Triple Avatar Slaughterer

Evolving Title: Ancient Progenitor Spirit-Sage has been improved!

Ancient Progenitor Spirit-Sage – Unique Ancient Title

You have reached the rank of Sage for the fourteenth time. You’re making records of your own! Sniff. I’m so proud of you! You’ve also murdered a Spirit! Holy cheese and crackers!

Effects: Learning speed of skills is increased by a further 100%. This is an Evolving Title. Each additional Sage-ranked skill will add further effects, affect the rarity-rating, and might even cause the title’s name to change.

Current: (1) 5 additional stat points per level (2) New skills are guaranteed to be Intermediate or higher (3) Decrease experience needed to level by 10% (4) Active skill damage is boosted by 100% (5) Ability to dual-wield weapons of different types (6) Automatically counter sneak attacks (7) Active skill cost decreased by 50% (8) Other titles may be absorbed by this one (effects will vary) (9) Ability to absorb item-based skills (items will be destroyed upon learning) (10) Highest current Base stat is increased by a factor of 3 (11) Recharge up to 3 skill effects per day (12) 5 Additional item slots (13) Instakill Immunity (14) Upgraded Probability skill (15) Avatar Bonus for 100 seconds daily

Additional Effect: Active skills can be used continuously regardless of cooldown time.

Absorbed Effects: (1) Avatars deal 30% less damage (2) Immortality for 75 seconds per day (3) Absorb 1% of defeated opponents’ highest stat (4) Can use Enraged status when enough damage is taken (5) Spirits cannot come without your permission

Special Effects: (1) All War-related skills will be improved (2) Reaching the peak of Sage in any War-related skill will grant additional rewards (3) 20% Base stat boost (4) Able to wield War’s Spiritual Hammer (5) Able to wear War’s Spiritual Helm (6) Enraged status does not affect you mentally

Ancient Effects: (1) Once per month, take on the Mantle of War for 60 seconds (2) Once per week, use Ripper Progenitor’s Aura for 60 seconds
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Keith sat in the destroyed remains of one of the houses at the outskirts of the city, Naia sitting across from him, still giving him that same awed look she had since he’d killed Nari. She’d admitted – rather guiltily – to not having remained where she was due to the destruction of said building. Keith was completely fine with that. He’d much rather she remain as she was, seeing as dying would have meant she wouldn’t have been revivable until after the effects of the World Item wore off. That was one downside of the hammer. As many World Items tended to, they affected everyone but the wielder.

Though, strangely enough, in Naia’s case, only some of her skills had been shut down. It was an interesting phenomenon that he would need to discuss with Bob, once the monkey stopped harassing him to check his items and the remainder of his notifications. Once his Title had upgraded, Keith had just wanted to go somewhere comfortable before going through all of his new upgrades.

That, and he’d wanted a small snack. Killing so many high-level fighters really took a toll on him. However, he’d barely gotten a bite of his tasteless ration when Bob finally ran out of patience and just opened the notifications for him, meaning that his choice in the matter had just been taken away.

The first notifications were those alerting him to his stat bonuses from killing his four opponents. Unfortunately for him though, both Nyord and Nari’s highest stats had been Intelligence, and since his Intelligence stat didn’t exist, he got no bonus. Still, the bonuses from both Torgush and Lihng were nothing to sneeze at, even if they weren’t the greatest he’d ever gotten.

+370 Strength

+410 Agility

The Strength boost had come from the tiger man, while the Agility had come from the dragonling. The next notifications were the skill upgrades, and while there weren’t as many as he’d hoped, he was still happy with what he got.

Congratulations! Your Passive Skill: Intimidation has advanced from Advanced to Master!

Intimidation

Level: Master - II

You can scare people with your looks alone! (Yikes) Your actions have taken you further down the path of being a scary, scary man.

Effects: 90% Chance to force someone of a lower level to back down, 45% chance for someone to flee in terror, 15% chance for someone to soil themselves, 5% chance for someone to drop dead in terror

*You may teach this skill to others

Congratulations! Your Passive Skill: Stacked Odds has advanced from Advanced to Master!

Stacked Odds

Level: Master - I

You’ve never been one to challenge weaklings or those below your level. Some might say you’re a bit of a masochist, while other masochists would say you simply enjoy the thrill of a challenge. Regardless, you seem to have a propensity of fighting those way above your own weight class.

Note: This skill does not work on non-intelligent races

10 Lv Gap: -15% damage taken

15 Lv Gap: -20% damage taken, Immune to all stun-type debuffs

19 Lv Gap: -25% damage taken, Immune to all stun-type debuffs, 4% chance of skill reflection

*You may teach this skill to others

Congratulations! Your Passive Skill: Duo has advanced from Advanced to Master!

Duo

Level: Master - I

All attacks have a chance to double in damage

Current odds: 1/16

Once he’d gone through the skill upgrades, he had his items to go through. A good chunk of the rewards had been monetary, which was good, as he could always use gold, but there were plenty of other interesting items to add to his growing collection.

The weapon and armor blueprints were interesting enough, and he stashed them both to show Selena and Farah once he freed her from inside Nari’s castle.

Next up were the spell scrolls, which were split into two categories, one an AOE and one targeted. Both were quite impressive, and he was glad to finally have some more weapons in his arsenal.

Name: Sun Avatar’s Bombardment Spell Scroll (X5)

Quality: Legendary+

Effects: Sends a rain of Sunfire down on all enemies in the area of effect

Damage: 16,000 - 18,000 Sunfire damage

AOE: 100 Yards

Additional Effects: Guaranteed Sunfire Burn debuff on all targets. Timer delay of up to 1 hour

Value: No less than 1 Small gold brick & 17 large gold bars

Name: Brutality Avatar’s Fist of Judgment Spell Scroll (X5)

Quality: Legendary+

Effects: Slams a single target with the Fist of Judgment

Damage: 30,000 - 42,000

Additional Effects: Will stun target for 60 seconds

Value: No less than 1 Small gold brick & 2 large gold bars

“I like these presents,” Bob cackled, rubbing his small paws together. “More! Give me more! Ahahahahaaaa!”

“Bro, I think the monkey’s finally lost it,” Tac said as Keith checked on the potions.

These were split into 3 parts.

Name: Great Quarter Restoration Potion (X20)

Quality: Legendary+

Effects: Will restore a full quarter of your HP, MP & STA upon consumption. Will heal all bones, ruptured organs, repair damaged muscle, and destroy all debuffs. Will prevent any new debuffs for 5 minutes.

Value: No less than 17 large & 6 small gold bars

Name: Great Sun Judgment Potion (X20)

Quality: Legendary+

Effects: Explodes on impact unleashing a fiery Sunfire storm causing 10,000 points of damage to everyone in an 18-foot area of effect. Will inflict Sunfire Burn debuff.

Value: No less than 12 large & 1 small gold bars

Name: Great Vanity Bomb Potion (X10)

Quality: Legendary+

Effects: Explodes on impact rendering all targets caught in the gaseous cloud unable to move for a period of 10 minutes. This potion can be resisted by those who have a strong will.

Value: No less than 11 large & 2 small gold bars

“More weapons to use against our enemies,” Bob cackled, sounding crazier and crazier by the second. “More, give me more!”

“Bob. Take a breath,” Keith said. “I think you’re scaring Naia.”

“He is not scaring me,” Naia said. “Not even a little.”

It would have been believable, if not for the fact that she was clad in her heaviest armor and was peering over the rim of a summoned shield. Sighing, Keith just pulled his next items from his inventory. These were the Mythical items he’d gotten as part of his reward, and he was pleased to see that all three were rings.

Name: Regal Avatar’s Aura

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +1,000 Endurance. Once per day, use Regality’s Sun to imbue your body with the power of the Regal Avatar for 30 seconds.

Value: 30 large & 2 small gold Bricks

Name: Vanity Avatar’s Mirror

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +1,000 Agility. Once per day, use Vanity’s Reflector to imbue your body with the power of the Vanity Avatar for 30 seconds.

Value: 30 large & 2 small gold Bricks

Name: Brutality Avatar’s Gauntlet

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +1,000 Strength. Once per day, use Brutality’s Fist to imbue your body with the power of the Brutality Avatar for 30 seconds.

Value: 30 large & 2 small gold Bricks

Bob was actively drooling, having moved past the cackling phase, and looking like he was suffering from epic item overload, which Keith supposed was a good thing. These new items were incredible, to be sure, though the secondary effect was still a bit of a mystery, which meant he’d need to take them for a field test. Putting that aside, an extra thousand points of Strength, Agility, and Endurance were nothing to sneeze at.

Sliding the three gleaming rings onto his fingers, Keith only had two items left to examine, the single Ancient item he’d gotten and the mystery item promised. Pulling the Ancient item from his inventory, he was surprised to see what looked like an ancient circuit board. Furrowing his brows, he examined the item and was quite pleased with what he saw, though Bob, on the other hand, stopped drooling and turned white as a sheet.

Carriage Upgrade Module

A piece of technology created so long ago that none have been able to replicate its like since. If installed correctly, it will greatly enhance the performance of an All-Terrain Carriage, boosting it far past its normal limitations.

Quality: Ancient

Value: Incalculable

“Why couldn’t it have just been a ring,” Bob groaned, as Keith tucked the upgrade module into his inventory, already planning his first stop after leaving this place.

“Glad to see you’ve come back to your senses,” Tac said, as Keith pulled the final item from his inventory.

It was a pendant, one set on a slim, golden chain with a five-sectioned gem hanging from the bottom. It was strange, as the gem seemed to be made of a single piece of stone, and yet, there were five distinct colors.

Interested, Keith examined the item’s description and felt a small pang of shock. He’d expected a lot from this quest, but this item was far above and beyond what he’d expected to receive from a quest that was so relatively easy to complete thanks to War’s Hammer. Still, he wasn’t about to complain.

Bob, to his credit, was still slightly terrified at the prospect of Keith being given an even more dangerous carriage to drive, so his reaction wasn’t quite as disturbing as it had been. Still, that didn’t stop the monkey from rubbing his paws together and starting up a chant of ‘world domination’ once again.
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Name: Avatar Token

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Pendant

Effects: Allows the wearer to claim the Race of Avatar along with all its bonuses. Power from said Race will be allocated based on the wearer’s own strength.

Current Bonuses: +500 to all stats; for 1 hour a day, equip Avatar’s Spiritual Armor to triple all stats.

Value: Incalculable

“How exactly would something like this work?” Keith asked, staring at the pendant.

“Put in on, and you’ll find out!” Bob exclaimed. “Come on, come on, hurry!”

“You do realize we literally can’t leave this city for another eleven hours, right?” Keith said.

“Keith, if you don’t put that pendant on right this second, I swear by all the Avatars you’ve killed that I will collect all of my excrement the next time I⸺”

Keith put the pendant on, not even wanting to hear the rest of that sentence. As he put it on, he felt something strange bloom in his chest. Looking down at himself, he was surprised when the pendant sank through his armor and then into his skin. In a flash, his armor was off, and Keith pulled the cloth shirt over his head, leaving him bare-chested.

Staring down, he saw that the chain had vanished, while the colored stone sat raised, inside his skin, lines of light spreading from each of the points and spreading across his chest. The light glowed for several seconds longer before fading, leaving the gleaming jewel flush with his skin.

“What happened, Bob?” Keith asked, looking at the monkey.

“You can still take it off if you want,” Bob said, waving his paw. “So you can put your shirt back on.”

“Or not,” Tac said. “You’re a pretty fine-looking fella without it on.”

“What are you, ninety? Keith asked, putting the shirt back on before reequipping his armor.

“How can I take it off?” Keith asked.

“Just think about it coming off, and it will,” Bob said. “But before you do, at least check your status so you can see what it’s done.”

Keith let out a breath but nodded, opening his status to check it out. As he did, he figured he might as well apply his stat points, dropping 10 into Strength and the other 10 into Agility. While from the outside, it looked like 20 points didn’t really do much of anything, if he were to remove his bonuses, his stats would take a big plunge. Not nearly as much as they would have before he’d been killed, but it would still be substantial.

With that done, he looked his status over in detail, seeing the differences between the last time and now.

Status

Name: Keith the Ancient Progenitor Spirit-Sage

Race: Avatar Monster-Soul

Class: Monster-Soul Hunter

Level: 81

XP: 3,582,800/4,885,200 (Reduced from 5,428,000)

HP: 224,160/224,160

STA: 102,960/102,960

Strength - 6,039 (Base 2,139)

Vitality - 22,416 (Boosted 2,550 + (Base 6,622 X3)

Endurance - 10,296 (Base 6,196)

Agility - 5,487 (Base 2,187)

Wisdom - 2,097 (Base 297)

Luck - 3,152 (Base 1,152)

Skills

Passive

Sage of War: Sage – Peak

Probability: Sage – VIII

Peak Health: Sage – VI

Hunter of Myth: Sage – VII

Discerning Eye: Sage – VI

Quick Learner: Sage – V

Punisher: Sage – IV

Judgment: Sage – III

Prodigy: Sage – II

All-Terrain Psycho: Grandmaster – IX

Spirit Crafting: Master – VI

Spiritual Resistance: Master – III

Intimidation: Master – II

Duo: Master – I

Monster-Soul Scourge: Master – III

Massive Booster: Advanced – VI

Stacked Odds: Master – I

One-Man Raid: Master – II

Extender: Advanced – VII

Unconquerable Aura (Conditional): Advanced – X

Wood Carving: Intermediate – I

Peak: Novice – X

Item Jubilee: Master – I

Active

Ancient’s Fury: Sage - V

Shadow Puppet: Sage - IV

Skyform: Sage - I

Armageddon Spear: Sage - II

Heatstance: Grandmaster - X

Hammerrang: Grandmaster - X

Speed Demon: Grandmaster - V

Stone Chucker: Master - X

Magician: Master - X

Chronosphere: Master - III

Shattering Snowflare: Master - VIII

Combustive Body: Master - IV

Shard Sponge: Advanced - X

Lightswap: Master - II

Equipped Items

Armor

Terror Helm

Orionite Breastplate

Queen’s Orionite Bracers

Queen’s Greaves

Dragonfire Belt

Orionite Pants

Queen’s Orionite Boots

Orion’s Flaming Cloak

Total Armor Rating: 32,370 (16,185 + 100%)

Weapons

Field Leveler

Other

Orion’s Broken Star

Ripper Progenitor’s Icebound Soul

Vanity Avatar’s Mirror

Regal Avatar’s Aura

Brutality Avatar’s Gauntlet

Avatar Token

The Heart Between Worlds

Traits: Fireproof, Heatproof, Coldproof, Frostproof. Magic-Resist, Physical-Resist. Darkvision, Monster Scent, Monstrous Endurance, Monstrous Speed

There were a few big differences that Keith could see this time around. The first and foremost was that his Race had changed but to one he’d never seen before. He had to wonder how this would mesh with his new Title’s skill when it had evolved. Another interesting thing he noted was that it had given him an additional effect, despite him not having reached the Sage level again, which was odd, seeing as this had never happened before. Then again, he did have 15 Sage-ranked skills, which was also odd, as his Title only counted him as having 14.

Dismissing the thought for another time, he moved on to the next big change. Despite getting somewhere near 8 million XP from that last fight, he’d only grown 2 levels, which went to show how difficult leveling was at this stage. Now that he was at level 81, the cost to grow to the next was huge, though, that 10% reduction in XP cost made an even bigger difference than it had before.

Another big difference was that his Endurance had now climbed past that 10,000-point mark, and he was starting to feel just the slightest bit lopsided. He could feel the additional bulk weighing him down more than it should, which was likely due to his Strength and Agility being below that threshold, and unfortunately, it wasn’t even close. This meant that he would have to adapt or remove items to drop his Endurance below that 10,000 mark to remain even keeled.

It sounded a bit ridiculous to weaken himself for his own good, but Keith had been around long enough to know that sometimes, pulling back in one specific area would do his overall body more good than harm. Closing his status, he looked at Bob, who appeared quite smug.

“So, you like what you see?” Bob asked.

“I do,” Keith admitted. “Though I do have to wonder how this will all work in practice. Still, I’m satisfied enough for the time being.”

“Satisfied enough,” Bob said with a snort. “Listen to this guy, not being happy with a massive jump in power along with the Avatar bonuses without any of the baggage. It’s almost like you have this twisted sense of what a powerful item is…Oh, wait, you definitely do, seeing as you’re walking around with enough firepower in your inventory to conquer a continent.”

“I have no interest in overthrowing any governments,” Keith said, leaning back against the wall of the crumbling house. “Now, if you don’t mind, I think I’d like to get dinner going. Since we’re stuck here anyway, we may as well all get a good night of sleep. Nothing’s getting in, and we’re not getting out, which means we’re about as safe as we can be in this world without being immortal.”

“Um…Keith,” Naia said. “Do…do you think you could show me some more of your fighting techniques? After seeing a battle like that, I feel…strange…like I want to dive into battle myself and push to my limits.”

“It’s all psychological,” Keith said. “But I won’t knock your drive to improve yourself. Come on, we can do a bit more training while dinner’s cooking. We’re going to eat well tonight since we actually have something to celebrate.”

Bob cheered, seeming happier at the prospect of good food than all the amazing rewards Keith had gotten combined.
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The dome fizzled out at half past five the following morning, and Keith used his Heart Between Worlds to teleport into Lihng City. Without the fear of Lihng’s presence, he was able to come and go as he pleased. The shop wasn’t officially open yet, but when Bologna saw Keith, he was both shocked and happy.

“I had heard you were dead!” the man said, as Keith headed into the back room with him. “But since it seems the rumors aren’t true, what can I do for you?”

The wolfian nearly lost his mind when Keith produced the Ancient item to upgrade his carriage with.

“This will take a few days to integrate,” the wolfian said, practically drooling at the prospect. “We can make it our top priority, though.”

“That works for me,” Keith said. “How much will it cost me?”

“Since you already have the part and I will be deriving no small benefit to my skills when working with an item like this, we can just call it even. No gold necessary.”

“That’s generous of you, thanks,” Keith said.

“So, where are we going now?” Naia asked, as they left the shop.

“We’re going to get Selena,” he replied, noting Naia’s shoulders stiffen a bit at his declaration. “And don’t worry so much. She won’t bite. She’ll be happy to have you along, and I won’t treat you any differently when she’s around.”

Naia raised her chin, as though affronted by the idea that Selena’s presence would affect her at all. Keith hid a smile as he used the Way Between Worlds again, reappearing in Nari’s capital. Striding openly through the streets, he walked right up to the castle gates, Nari’s guards moving to block him as he approached as they sensed a dangerous foe.

“Halt!” one of the elves said. “You are coming dangerously close to trespassing on Nari’s personal proper⸺”

The elves were both blasted off their feet by a shockwave of force, propelled by a single punch to the ground. Cobblestones splintered and cracked as stones ripped themselves from the ground, smashing through the wrought iron gates and leaving his path clear. Keith didn’t even have to slow down as he strode into the castle grounds, Naia sticking close to his heels.

She’d wanted to stand in front of him, but he’d ordered her to remain back as the guards here would all be stronger than her.

“Stop!”

“Intruder!”

“Guards!”

Half a dozen elves came pouring out of a nearby building, clearly not having expected the attack. Stone Chucker tore a block from the wall, slamming all of them back through the still-open entrance and trapping them there. With another flex of his fingers, Stone Chucker blasted the front doors off their hinges, knocking the two guards inside off their feet and sending them flying.

Striding into the castle, Keith turned, seeing a terrified-looking elf woman clutching a broken teapot.

“Where is Nyord’s dungeon?” Keith asked calmly.

The elf squeaked in terror, then turned to flee.

“Shall I chase her down for you, Master?” Naia asked.

“Don’t bother,” Keith said. “Also, I did warn you about calling me that multiple times now. Don’t make me repeat myself again.”

Naia didn’t respond, but something told him that while she’d definitely heard his order, the likelihood of her following it wasn’t very high.

Striding into the entrance hall, Keith followed the path he’d seen in the maid’s mind. Whenever a guard tried to get in his way, Stone Chucker sent them flying. To his knowledge, he hadn’t killed any of them, so they wouldn’t undoubtedly follow him, but he wasn’t too bothered about that. Nari was dead, as was Nyord.

They would have been the two most powerful fighters in their respective Factions. Without them, there was no one in this Faction to be afraid of, though that didn’t mean he completely dropped his guard.

The dungeon entrance soon came into view, and Keith knocked on the steel door, caving it in with a single blow, before reaching in and ripping it off its hinges. The two guards sitting inside stared at him in shock from their card table.

“I’m looking for my automaton,” Keith said calmly. “The first one to tell me where she is only gets a pair of broken legs.”

“Why should we listen to you?” one of the guards asked.

“She’s down the hall, in the last cell on the left,” the other guard squeaked, clearly having more sense.

Keith’s hammer slammed into the wall, the head of the first guard splattered between the head and the steel. The second guard screamed in pain as a chunk of stone flashed into the room, slamming into his legs.

“You deserve far worse for what you did to her,” Keith said as his hammer returned to him.

Naia approached the guard, who lay on the ground, screaming in agony. When he saw Naia’s shield rising, he began wailing in terror, begging for his life.

“We had a deal!” the man screamed, just before the edge of the shield smashed into his face.

He was at level 70, so it took Naia a few good blows to kill him, but seeing as he was pinned and in too much pain to do anything, it was a simple matter, despite the fact that she was so many levels below him.

While she dispatched the guard, Keith headed down the corridor, finally coming to stop by the last door. Through the bars, he could see Selena. She looked to be in very rough shape, though she was still alive. Selena looked up as she heard the footsteps, the commotion from down the hall having likely caught her interest.

“What do you want now?” she asked, then inhaled sharply, her eyes going wide in shock. “Keith…You’re…You’re alive,” she whispered.

“Yes, I’m alive,” Keith said, ripping the door off its hinges.

“But…I felt you die. Our connection vanished…You…You…” Selena began to sob, her voice choking off as Keith ripped the manacles from the wall and then from her wrists, placing his hand on her stomach and flooding her with health and stamina.

As her wounds healed, their connection was reestablished, clearing any doubts from her mind as to who was standing before her.

“Did they hurt you badly?” Keith asked, as she collapsed into his arms, hugging him so tightly with both her arms and legs that he was supporting her entire weight.

“I didn’t care about how much they hurt me,” Selena said, keeping her face buried in his chest. “It was nothing compared to the pain of losing you. Do you have any idea how horrible the last few weeks have been? All I wanted to do was kill the monsters responsible for taking you from me, but…but I couldn’t do anything. I wasn’t strong enough.”

She continued sobbing as Naia appeared in the doorway, taking Keith and the sobbing Selena in at a glance before looking back down the hallway.

“More guards are coming, Master,” she said, summoning a shield.

“Don’t worry about them. Just grab onto me, and don’t let go.”

Naia did as ordered, coming around to his back and wrapping her arms around his shoulders. Selena didn’t even seem to notice, though she did notice when Keith blasted a hole straight up through the ceiling, jets of flame firing from his armor as he took off in a straight line up, obliterating everything in his path as he tore up to the surface. He didn’t stop, even when he reached the ground floor, ripping his way through the entire castle until he emerged from above.

Turning in the air, he saw that a crowd had begun to gather below, all staring up at the damage he’d done to their Faction leader’s home.

“My name is Keith,” Keith said, his voice booming across the city. “Your leaders thought they’d killed me, even strung my body up for all to see. Well, rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated. The deaths of your leaders, as well as the leaders of the Lihng and Torgush Factions, however, are not. I killed them all with my own hands. This war is over. I hope that all of you who went along with this are prepared for the consequences.”

With that said, Keith used Lightswap, flashing away to the roof of a nearby building. He used the skill several more times, taking the three of them out of the city and far enough into the countryside that they would not be bothered. Once there, he landed in a small glen, then removed his bunker from his inventory.

“It’s really nice down here,” Naia said, looking around with wide eyes. “I can see now why you prefer this to camping.”

“No kidding,” Bob said, leaping to one of the couches.

“I’m going to take Selena upstairs,” Keith said to the two of them. “This will probably take a few hours, so I hope you can entertain yourselves. Just don’t leave the bunker, understood?”

“Pool time!” Bob said, as he ran toward the robot chef, likely to place an order for donuts before going out to the pool.

For once, Keith had more important things to deal with than scolding Bob about his bad eating habits. Selena still hadn’t budged from where she was clinging to him, so he walked up to his room with a silver automaton-shaped backpack holding onto him.

Only once they were on their own did Selena finally uncurl her legs from him, her hands moving to touch his face, staring into his eyes.

“I don’t want to talk about it just yet,” she said. “Can…Can you just lay with me for a bit?”

Keith nodded, changing into something more comfortable before getting into bed with her, Selena closing her eyes and pulling herself as close to him as possible.

“It’s nice that you’re spending the day in bed,” Tac said. “Never thought I’d see you going so far out on a limb for someone else.”

“Mental trauma can lead to years of damage and recovery,” Keith said. “The sooner I can get her back to herself, the quicker she’ll be able to put this behind her. Now, unless you have something important to add, please be quiet.”

Tac was stunned into silence, though that had more to do with the fact that Keith had asked nicely instead of demanding he shut up or completely ignoring him like he normally did. The next few hours passed in complete silence, Keith lying there and allowing himself to fall into a semi-meditative state while Selena remained where she was.

Finally, after a good six hours, she finally shifted, turning over to face him, her hair falling around her face in silvery strands.

“Thank you for coming back for me and for not being dead. I honestly didn’t know how I was going to be able to live without you. The worst part of it all was the knowledge that I’d failed in my one job of keeping you safe because I wasn’t around to help. That was more painful than you can imagine.”

“I’m sorry I left you for so long,” Keith said. “I should have been back sooner, but someone got in the way. You don’t have to worry about the people who came for me, though. They’re all dead and gone.”

“You killed them all?” Selena asked.

“Every last one of them,” Keith replied. “And just so you know, Nyord went first. I destroyed him so thoroughly no one would even know he was once a living being.”

Selena let out a light laugh at that.

“You say the sweetest things sometimes.”

“Man, this is messed up,” Tac muttered.

Selena leaned in and kissed him on the forehead, pulling herself in close and hugging him tight.

“I know we’ll have to get up again soon, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to lay here with you for a bit longer before I have to start sharing you with the world again.”

“You were imprisoned and tortured for three weeks because of me,” Keith said. “I can lay with you a little longer.”

Selena let out a happy sigh, closing her eyes once more. Though she wouldn’t be able to fall asleep, he could sense a wave of calm washing through her mind. The damage hadn’t been completely undone, not by a long shot, but they were well on their way to a full recovery.
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Keith’s appearance in the We Hunt Monsters Guildhall in the Alchemist Capitol the following morning was so shocking that several people thought they’d seen ghosts, which for some reason, amused Naia to no end.

She and Selena had been officially introduced the night before, and while the two of them hadn’t spoken much – Selena was still recovering – it was clear to see that they approved of one another. They shared a mission to keep him safe, and for now, that was good enough.

“What are you, some kind of cockroach?!” Servo exclaimed as he strode into the central hall. “Everyone thought you were dead.”

“As I keep saying,” Keith said. “Rumors of my death have been highly exaggerated. The new rumor I’m about to start about the deaths of Lihng, Nari, and Torgush, on the other hand, are quite factual. Especially since I brought proof.”

Keith strode toward Astrid’s compound, flanked on all sides by members of the guild. They picked up many more people as they walked, bystanders realizing who he was and running to join the group. Someone must have run on ahead, because by the time they reached the front gates, Astrid was already there waiting for them. Standing at her side was Alessandra, which was unsurprising, given that they were likely discussing the coming war.

“You’re alive,” Astrid said, sounding as shocked as everyone else. “We saw your body…How?”

“It’s a long story,” Keith said. “Perhaps one better had in private?”

“Yes…I do think that would be a good idea,” Astrid said, looking out at the gathering crowd.

“Before we go, though, I have a gift for you,” Keith said. “You might want to step back.”

Astrid did as asked, Alessandra looking on with interest as Keith dropped three corpses at her feet.

“Holy freaking poop balls!” Astrid exclaimed, earning her an odd look from the elf at her side and a snort of laughter from Bob.

It seemed Keith’s choice of language was beginning to spread, not that he thought that was a good thing.

“Yeah!” Tac agreed. “That was our catchphrase! Now we’re gonna have to come up with a whole new one!”

“In case you’re wondering, yes, those are the bodies of your enemies,” Keith said. “The war is over, and you’ve got the proof to back it up.”

“Everyone thought you were dead,” Alessandra said, looking at him carefully. “They had a body to show as well.”

“Like I said, we should talk privately about that,” Keith replied. “But I can assure you that these are the genuine articles. I killed them myself.”

They’d been speaking quietly enough so that no one else could overhear their conversation until now, but when Keith made the claim of killing three Avatars all on his own, the sound of disbelief that escaped Astrid’s throat was quite audible.

“Sigurd!”

In a flash, her second in command was at her side, his eyes going wide at the sight of the bodies.

“Get these to the front lines,” Astrid commanded. “Tell our enemies they have a day to surrender. After that, we’re going to come fight them personally.”

“Right away, ma’am!” Sigurd said, grabbing the three bodies and vanishing in a flash of light.

“Only you can start and end a continental war in three weeks,” Astrid said, shaking her head. “Why don’t you come on in so we can speak candidly. I’ll need to get a message to Rin as well to let her know we’re not going to war after all.”

Their small group entered the compound, heading to Astrid’s private office, which was cluttered with war plans, maps, and troop movements. She swept these all right off the table and into the trash can beside her desk, leaning back in her chair with a sigh of relief.

“You have no idea how good it feels to see you alive and well. I honestly didn’t even have time to mourn your passing, though I have to admit that it hurt me quite badly. Wars are a nasty business, but with your return, you’ve brought more than just peace and prosperity; you’ve basically unified the entire continent, something that hasn’t been done in the history of the Fourliance. Well, basically anyway,” Astrid allowed. “There’s still going to be a lot of work getting everything in order. But, for now, I need to hear what happened. Everything from beginning to end.”

“I trust that none of what I’m about to say will leave this room,” Keith began. “And I’ll have your oaths on that…”

Keith spent the next hour going over what had happened in the Frigid Seas, the confrontation with the Progenitor of Bashers, and the subsequent ambush once the fight was over. He skimmed over the finer details of his death, only giving enough to let them know that his reincarnation had been in a new body in Humania, which was why they’d had a body to show off.

He also skimmed over the details of why it had taken so long to return. He went on, outlining his plans to destroy all of his enemies in one fell swoop, tracking Kiara down and using her to bait the trap.

“That story sounds too fantastic to be true,” Alessandra said. “But then again, you are the person who killed the most powerful fighter on the continent. I can definitely see how taking three Avatars off guard by using a powerful World Item would make something like that possible. If you don’t mind, can we see it?”

“The World Item?” Keith said. “Sorry, but I’ve got that stored somewhere secure until it’s usable again. If this experience has taught me anything, it’s to never keep too many valuables on me at once, just in case. Now, I’ve told you everything. Can you fill me in on what’s been going on with my business?”

Astrid and Alessandra shared a look before turning back to Keith. Astrid looked a bit grim, while Alessandra looked contemplative.

“Someone’s been targeting your ships as well as shipments of any goods we try to move in or out of our ports,” Astrid said. “With the war on the horizon, I haven’t been able to put any effort into stopping it, especially since I believed you were dead. Manufacturing in your plants has ground to a halt, as they have no way to move your goods. In short, we’re basically sitting on a ton of goods, while we’re unable to move or receive anything. From the reports I’ve gotten, six of your ships have been captured, though no one knows where they ended up.”

“There’s only one organization with the capital and resources to pull something like this off,” Selena said, rubbing her chin. “Coincidentally, we’ve already run afoul of them a couple of times now.”

“The Merchant Guild,” Keith said, nodding in agreement. “It seems they’ve become emboldened by my absence. Perhaps it’s time we go reclaim our stolen property. Those ships cost me a fortune, and if I’m not moving my goods, it’s costing me money.”

Ding!

Quest Available: Pirates and Businessmen

You’ve discovered that someone’s been sticking their hands in all the wrong cookie jars. The naughty Merchant Guild decided to mess with your business, impacting not only your ice cream empire, but also your footwear company and your new shipping and distribution networks – geez, you really do like sticking your fingers in all the pies, don’t you?

You don’t know who specifically has been ordering these hits, nor do you know the locations of your stolen goods. All you do know is that it’s costing you a whole bunch of money.

Difficulty: Quad-S

Current Objective: Discover the location of your stolen ships

Current Rewards: 10,000 XP, Next quest in the chain

“Looks like we’ve got a quest on our hands then,” Keith said, closing the notification. “Before I dive into that, though, I have a favor to ask. I need you to send out an announcement. I’ve got a war on another continent in addition to a dwindling population. I need soldiers for the battle to come, but I also need people who would want to relocate to a new land. There’s not much now, but when the war’s won, there will be free land and plenty of work. It’s an amazing opportunity, though not one to consider lightly.”

“So, let me get this straight,” Alessandra said. “We just averted a war, and now you’re asking us to go to another continent and fight another war?”

“Pretty much,” Keith said with a shrug. “I’m not asking anyone to do it for free. Any soldier or soldier’s family who participates will be entitled to a piece of land of their choosing. The only stipulation is that the ruling class in the Frigid Seas will remain.”

“Or, in other words, they’d be renouncing citizenship here and finding a new home,” Astrid said. “Do you realize what you’re asking us to do?”

Despite the effects of the World Item Keith had activated on the continent so long ago, Astrid, despite being human and despite seeing him in an extremely favorable light, still had full autonomy. Even if she wanted to please him, her loyalty to her people – and her own self-interests – were still at the forefront of her mind.

“I just handed you half a continent,” Keith said, crossing his arms. “If you’d like, I can stake my claim to it.”

“Soldiers, you say,” Astrid said with a smile. “How many do you need?”

“You really do know how to get your way, don’t you,” Tac said.

“So long as you have the right leverage, nothing is ever out of reach,” Keith replied.

The rest of the meeting was all about logistics and moving that many soldiers. It would take a couple of days to get everything together, which was understandable. Over the next couple of days, Keith gathered more siege weaponry, visited his factories, and even the docks to see what was going on.

He took delivery of a few more ships as well, which once again all but cleaned him out. In that time, he also met with an expected guest who snuck into his room at the Guild in the middle of the night.

“Hey, I’m not here to cause trouble,” Jade said, raising her hands as Selena’s blade stopped an inch from her throat.

Naia burst into the room an instant later, shield already forming as she assessed the situation.

“I know you don’t like her, Selena, but you can leave her be,” Keith said, sitting up in bed and fixing the slender woman with a piercing gaze. “Though, I think the next time she decides to forgo using the front door, a good kick in the rear ought to send a proper message.”

“Hey, I heard you were alive and came to return your toy,” Jade said, pulling the gleaming World Item from her inventory. “But if you don’t want it, I can always hang onto it.”

“I didn’t think anyone would find it,” Keith said as Selena reluctantly moved aside to let her pass. “I suppose I owe you a thanks for getting it for me.”

“No thanks necessary,” Jade said, handing him the item. “I’m just happy to see you’re alive. I don’t think I’d like to face the Glutton again without your help, especially with how long he’s been under the radar.”

Keith could read the woman like an open book, despite her best efforts to put on a good front. She’d had it bad for him for quite some time, and he could see in her mind the desperate mission she’d taken to come warn him of the impending attack. He also saw the reaction to her failure, how she’d shut herself up for days on end, blaming herself for his demise.

It was nice to see that while she still served her own self-interests, Jade’s devotion – a quest reward he’d earned after saving her life from the Glutton – was still very much intact.

“Well, as long as you’re here, I’ve got a few questions for you,” Keith said, while his two automatons glared at the woman.

Obviously, both Selena and Naia were of the same opinion about the woman. Neither of them liked her.

“Oh?” Jade asked, allowing a smirk to grace her lips for the first time since slipping in. “What can I do for the almighty Keith, slayer of Avatars and monsters?”

“Someone’s messing with my business,” Keith said, his voice taking on a hard edge. “Tell me what you know about it.”
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Two days after asking for help, Keith reappeared in the outer city of Layman’s Turf, bringing with him over 2,000 more fighters and an array of weaponry designed to fend off humans and monsters alike. Of course, the Cursed weren’t exactly humans, but they were close enough that he was confident the weapons would work.

After the initial panic, the gate to the inner city was opened, and Keith was allowed in along with his troops. He was greeted by Laya, who looked relieved to see him alive. She, like everyone else in the world, had assumed he was dead, but that hadn’t stopped the reality of what was coming, and so, they’d continued preparations for the coming storm.

Checking his quest timer, Keith saw the Terror would be there in five short days, and while a lot had been done, there was still more work to do. One thing in particular was ferreting out the traitor before the attack came. Someone had taken a shot at him during the battle against the monster, and he needed to figure out who before the Terror’s armies showed up.

“Our scouts have spotted a massive force of Cursed gathering near the edges of the tundra,” Falcon said, showing their location on a map spread across the table inside the castle of Layman’s Turf. “They’re moving with a storm the likes of which we’ve never seen before, though we have been unable to confirm that the Terror is among their number.”

“I’d say the odds are better than not,” Laya said.

“He’s always been visible and at the forefront of his troops, though,” Fernando said, sounding worried. “Should we be concerned that he hasn’t shown himself?”

“We’ve sent scouts back through the secret pass toward Old Saltflow City,” Falcon said. “Thus far, the runners who’ve been returning don’t have anything negative to report, unless Keith would like to return and check on them for us?”

“I can’t,” Keith replied. “I have urgent business back in the Fourliance that needs attending before the attack. I’ll also be returning with more soldiers. The outer wall has been cleared completely by my understanding, is that correct?”

“Nearly,” Laya said with a frown. “That monster did a lot of damage to the city as a whole, though containing it to the outer wall was a good idea. We’ve spent whatever spare time we can hunting down the remaining Cursed, but they’ve grown wily and have taken to hiding. They know what’s coming and are trying to stay out of sight to sabotage us when the attack hits.”

“Selena and Naia can help your warriors find them,” Keith said.

“You mean right now?” Selena asked.

“I will not leave your side, Master,” Naia said.

“We need to leave within the hour,” Keith said flatly. “We will not win this war if we have saboteurs hiding in our midst. The outer city is large and full of places to hide. If you split up, you should be able to find every creature who’s still hiding, especially if you move quickly.”

Neither of them wanted to leave, but seeing as he was relatively safe for the time being, they grudgingly agreed to head out. Knowing that the quicker the job was done, the quicker they’d be able to return to him would help keep them on task.

“Now, back to the matter of defense,” Keith said. “How are the outer walls looking?”

“Solid,” Falcon said. “We’ve been scouring them for any signs of weakness, and so far, we’ve only found the one where the monster’s attack hit the wall. It has since been repaired, as has the inner wall where the former breach was. Additionally, we’ve sealed all the gates in and out of the outer city. Those walls are far thicker and more defendable than the inner ones. If the outer walls fall, our chances of survival go way down.”

“Smart,” Keith said. “You have the pass to get in and out. Those gates are a weakness. Good job shoring them up. Now, onto logistics…”

They spent the next hour speaking, running through all their options, while Keith continued to glance around the room, looking for potential traitors. No one appeared out of the ordinary, though, even Geesa, who continued to glower at him. His mind was an open book. He was angry that Keith had somehow come back from the dead, but despite his hatred of him, he also knew that the soldiers and supplies he’d brought would give them a much better chance at victory.

“Great,” Keith said, as Laya finished with the last item on their agenda. “It seems like we’re as ready as we can be, short of continuing to shore up defenses and mounting our siege weaponry.”

“Again, I’m extremely grateful for how much you’ve done for us,” Laya said, bowing her head. “And it gladdens my heart to see you still among the living.”

“Just don’t forget our deal,” Keith said. “As soon as you’ve got time to open that vault in the basement, I expect my money.”

“Greedy pig,” Geesa muttered, earning him a glare from Fernando.

“Even despite you working for pay,” Laya said, a smile dancing around the corners of her lips. “We are still grateful.”

Keith inclined his head, heading out of the meeting room and nearly colliding with Selena, whose hair looked windswept.

“Guess I finished first,” she said, no small sense of pride in her voice.

“You out-level her by over twenty,” Keith said. “I don’t think that’s anything to brag about, especially seeing as your skills are far more advanced and you’re built for speed.”

That took her down a few pegs, though she still seemed happy. The two of them headed out of the castle, moving toward the inner wall that would lead into the section of the city Naia was supposed to be covering.

“So, did you find the traitor?” Selena asked in an undertone.

“No,” Keith replied. “And that’s a bit worrying. I assumed they would be in the inner circle, but if it’s a random solider, it’ll be much harder to pin them down.”

“What about the Terror,” she asked. “You make any more headway on that front?”

“I’m not sure about that either,” Keith said. “I was leaning toward the assumption that he was an Avatar, and the system seemed to be agreeing with me, that was, until I remembered a quest I got some time ago.”

He pulled up the notification, reading it out to Selena.

The Terror’s True Nature

You really seem to like digging into things that no sane person would never even consider getting mixed up in. But ask and you shall receive. The Terror is neither monster nor man, Avatar nor Demi-Spirit. There’s a lot that’s unknown about this mysterious figure with an army of enslaved minions who holds the ability to control the weather. What is he, you might ask? Well, that’s up to you to discover.

Difficulty: World

Current Objective: Discover the Terror’s true nature

Current Rewards: 1,000,000 XP, 50 large gold bricks, 10 Legendary+ Spell Scrolls, 10 Legendary+ Potions, 2 Mythical Elixir Recipes, Next quest in the chain

“That is troubling,” Selena said. “But it doesn’t make any sense either. The weather control aspect, in addition to the ore you found, really seemed to be pointing in the Avatar direction.”

“Maybe the system was trying to throw me off,” Keith replied. “Either way, I’m going to have to rethink our enemy. Luckily for us, we still have a few days before he comes for us.”

“Hopefully enough time to track down the bastards who’ve been messing with our money,” Selena said, slamming a fist into her palm.

“Our money?” Keith asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yes,” Selena said with a smirk. “Our money. We’re a team, right?”

A flash of black pulled Keith’s attention away from the automaton at his side to the automaton running in his directions, jets of flame carrying her at impressive speeds, despite her lower Agility. Naia was now at level 49, having grown during the break-in at Nari’s castle. Selena, in the meantime, had grown to level 73 due to the battle with Cruncher, putting her two levels off of a Class upgrade. Naia had already gone through hers, which added extra Agility per level.

“I’m sorry I am late, Master,” Naia said, skidding to a stop in front of them. “There were a greater number of these Cursed than first anticipated. Some fights are still ongoing, but I ferreted them all out of their holes.”

“I still don’t understand why she gets to call you Master and I don’t,” Selena said with a pout.

The world twisted around them, and they reappeared in the Guild Hall in Alchemist Capitol.

“She doesn’t,” Keith said, rubbing his temples. “I can’t tell you how many times I specifically told her not to.”

“One-hundred and seven,” Naia said, nodding in agreement. “It is the only order I cannot follow. You are my master; it wouldn’t be right to refer to you by name, as Selena does.”

“Do you think you’re better than me just because you have bigger⸺”

“You two are forbidden from sniping at one another,” Keith said, cutting in. “That order is final. I don’t need you two fighting, I need you on the same page. Now, unless you can promise to get along, you’re both staying behind while I go and meet up with Jade.”

At the mention of the woman, both automatons grew grim. Neither of them liked her it seemed, and Keith had to wonder why that was the case where Naia was involved. Selena, he could understand, as the two of them had run afoul of one another one too many times. Naia was new and had no prior experiences with her, which made him wonder if Selena had been badmouthing her behind his back.

“We will accompany you,” Naia said sternly.

“I won’t let that…woman near you without being there to watch your back,” Selena said, clearly having to hold herself back from calling Jade something unflattering.

“Good,” Keith said. “Remember that this is a covert operation. It will likely involve finding someone who’s been passing along shipping information from our side, which means rooting out a traitor.”

“Why are we constantly having to deal with so many of those?” Naia asked.

“Because where there’s money and power to be had, some scumbag’s always going to want a piece of it,” Selena replied. “And they’re the types to do whatever it takes to get their hands on it.”
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As it turned out, they weren’t just meeting Jade down by the docks, as a tan woman with blonde hair stood by her side, dressed in an outfit that would have drawn every single eye in the vicinity had it been light out. Then again, given his two automatons’ respective skills, it would have been difficult to remain anonymous either way.

“Opal, what an unexpected surprise,” Selena said, as the three of them arrived.

Opal sneered at Selena, clearly not having forgotten their previous interactions.

“Trust me, if it wasn’t absolutely necessary for me to be here, I wouldn’t be,” she replied. “Not that I don’t like you, Keith,” she quickly added. “You’ve been an absolute pleasure to deal with.”

Naia looked in confusion between Selena and Opal, but no one was going to explain why the two had it out for one another. At least not right now.

“We’re not here to bicker,” Jade said, stepping between the two of them. “We’re here because someone stepped into Keith’s business while he was away.”

“You mean while people thought I was dead,” Keith said bluntly. “What I don’t understand is why Opal is here as well.”

“They didn’t just step on your toes,” Opal said. “Whoever they are, they’ve started moving into our territory as well. The oceans between here and Beastland belong to us. If someone else is enacting piracy, the least they should have been doing was paying their fair share to the boss. Seeing as they’ve been spitting in the face of the proper order of things, it’s only fair we teach them a lesson.”

“Oh, now I think I get it,” Naia said. “You’re thieves who take things that don’t belong to you, and for some reason you believe that when other people do the same, you’re entitled to some of what they stole.”

The looks of dumbfounded shock on Opal’s and Jade’s faces were enough to elicit a snort of laughter from Selena and a chuckle from Tac.

“I mean, she’s not wrong,” Tac said. “You can’t even be mad at her for calling them out since she’s obviously so inexperienced.”

That and the fact that Naia had said it so matter-of-factly, like she’d just discovered some great secret, really made it difficult for either of them to get mad at her. It also didn’t hurt that Keith was standing right next to her.

“Okay, now that we’ve got all the pleasantries out of the way, it’s time to go stake out the suspected spots,” Jade said, skipping straight past the awkwardness as Opal glared. “There are four potential areas my contacts alerted me to in regard to where our potential informant might be having his little meetings.

“We already know this has to be an inside job and involve more than one person, likely someone on the dock side, and someone else on the ship side. There’s no other way for operations to be running this smoothly otherwise. My contact refused to give me any further details though, and he seemed a bit squirrely, which is strange considering who I am.”

“I understand we don’t have a solid foothold on the continent yet,” Opal said, nodding in agreement. “But my contacts behaved much the same.”

“I already believe I know who is behind this,” Keith said, surprising them both. “But knowing and knowing are two different things. An organization of this size is like a million-headed monster. You can cut a few off, but the creature remains. We need to know who exactly is pulling the strings. We need people to go after, not organizations.”

Jade nodded as she pulled out a map of the Alchemist Capitol docks, four spots having been marked with bright ink.

“As you can see, I’ve marked the areas where our contacts believe is the best chance for a meeting to occur. Seeing as you’re the smartest here – and the handsomest – I’ll let you pick the first spot,” Jade said, giving him a wink.

“Wow. Bolder than she normally is around you. Not very subtle at all.”

“She thought I was dead,” Keith said. “That kind of thing tends to make people rethink their priorities. Subtle Jade may be gone for good at this point. Now, help me out with the map; we’ve got a limited window to get things up and running, and if we miss this one, our business could be impacted until the next ship is ready to leave the harbor.”

“Right,” Tac said, as Keith scanned the map. “The dock front is too obvious, and the warehouse adjacent is too well guarded. That leaves the depot and the inn.”

“I’ll go to the inn,” Keith said. “Naia will be with me. Selena, you’re going to take the depot.”

“Aww, no fair,” Selena complained. “Why does she get to go with you?”

Naia bristled a bit at that but didn’t rise to the bait as Keith had ordered.

“Because she doesn’t have any experience with covert operations. You, on the other hand, do. Also, you stick out like a sore thumb in crowded spaces, while Naia has a skill specifically to help her blend in.”

“He’s not lying,” Jade said with a shrug. “I’ve got some of the sharpest eyes on the continent, and my brain is trying to convince me that she’s completely normal every time I take my eyes off her. Anyway, on the assignment side, I’ll take the docks, which leaves the warehouse for you, Opal.”

“Why do I always get the dusty warehouse?” Opal muttered.

“Last I checked, the space was kept dust and cobweb free, actually,” Jade said. “So, you’ll have your choice of prime hiding spots.”

Opal seemed less than pleased but didn’t complain any further. Selena was still unhappy they were splitting up but couldn’t find any logical counter as to why she should be going with Keith and Naia to stake out the other location. So, they split up, Keith heading toward the inn, changing into a set of mundane-looking clothes and pulling a cloak up around his shoulders, the high-collared garment concealing the bottom part of his face.

Not the most inconspicuous, but not the worst either.

“Would you be willing to wear a cloak?” Keith asked, as the two of them turned onto the block where the inn was located.

“Do I have to?” Naia asked, shivering at the thought. “Because I really don’t want to.”

“Do you have any way to make yourself less conspicuous? While your Charming Disposition does have a chance of keeping people from remembering you, there is the other side of the effect, and striking as you are, we may be approached by some people looking to cause trouble.”

“My looks will cause trouble?” Naia asked.

It was strange, having someone so capable in so many ways and yet completely naive in others. He remembered Selena having a similar reaction the first time someone had spoken to her about her looks.

“They might, and they might not,” Keith said. “It’s a long and complicated conversation, but to put it simply, some people are more physically attractive than others, and when some people see someone who’s attractive and they’re a bit inebriated, they tend to be bold in their approach.”

“So…drunk people will come over to speak with me because of the way I look?” Naia asked, sounding somewhat disbelieving.

“You might have done better to leave her behind,” Tac said. “Then again, neither she nor Selena would have agreed to that, and the only reason Selena’s allowing you out of her sight is because you’ve got Naia with you.”

“We can have this discussion another time,” Keith said, keeping his voice calm despite his impatience. “Will you wear a cloak for me?”

Life had been so much simpler when he could move autonomously and didn’t need to consider other people’s opinions. But that was the tradeoff if he wanted powerful allies who were loyal.

“For you,” Naia said, biting her lip as Keith removed a cloak from his inventory and slung it over her shoulders.

“I also want you to bulk down a bit less. You’re standing out too much in all that armor.”

Naia’s Phase Shift had grown to Intermediate, allowing for an even heavier shift as well as a lighter one. She also gained the ability to shift around a full 10% of her body’s mass, allowing to bulk her defenses even more if needed.

“But what if we’re attacked?” Naia asked, already squirming in discomfort at the feeling of the cloth touching her skin.

“You can shift pretty quickly if needed,” Keith said. “We need to blend in, so if you can’t do this, you’re going to have to wait outside.”

Naia grumbled a bit but did as she was asked, her body shifting to the least-armored possible at the moment, which was pretty light. By the time she was finished shifting, she looked like she was half the size in terms of bulk, her body almost matching Selena’s in her natural form, with the exception of a small bit of armor on her forearms and shins.

“Make sure you keep the cloak mostly closed once we’re inside,” Keith said as they drew closer to the inn. “And before you ask, it’s part of remaining covert. Trust me on it, and I can explain later.”

Naia, who’d opened her mouth to once again ask why, snapped it closed again and nodded, though she seemed even less happy at the prospect.

Even at this time of night, the docks were busy, though not as much as during the daytime, especially since his ships had started disappearing. Currently, he could see five of his very expensive investments moored, cargo slowly being loaded by half-enthused crewmen. It was hard to load up, knowing you were likely to be attacked, and even the hired guards standing around the ships seemed to believe the same.

“The last ship went out over a week ago,” Tac said, having been gathering information from the minds of the workers. “They really don’t want to leave, so they’re preparing as slowly as possible. Additionally, the ship that’s rumored to be leaving won’t be the actual ship. They’ll be sending three at the same time to keep safety in numbers, but none of them are feeling too good about the trip.”

“But they’re still going,” Keith said.

“You have an exclusive shipping contract with Astrid,” Tac replied. “Goods need to get out, and with the war still not officially over, people are in need of basic supplies.”

“Fair enough,” Keith said, cutting off the conversation as they approached the inn’s entrance.

A wall of sound hit them as they pushed their way in, the dining room and bar both packed to the brim with dock workers, sailors, and guardsmen alike. Despite all the people, the staff still moved efficiently, serving drinks and bringing food to customers.

“Come on,” Keith said, leading Naia to a table that was just opening up.

There were actually several that were in the process of being cleared, but this one was of particular interest, as it put him the farthest from the bar and right next to the table where two men were sitting.

“Why this table?” Naia asked as they took a seat.

A waitress appeared about five seconds after they sat down, holding a piece of parchment and a quill pen, a smile fixed on her face despite the crowds.

“What can I get for you?”

“Two dare ales,” Keith said. “And whatever your special is for dinner.”

“That’ll be seventy-one bronze,” the waitress said. “Sorry about the elevated prices. The shipping issues been causing a bit of a shortage, and the ingredients have been more costly.”

“Not a problem,” Keith said, removing a silver coin from his inventory. “Keep the change.”

“Oh, thank you!” the woman said, visibly brightening. “I’ll have your food to you in a jiffy.”

With that said, she bustled away, returning less than a minute later with their drinks and telling them the food would just be a couple of minutes.

“So, now that we’ve gotten our drinks,” Keith said, lifting his mug and taking a sip, “why don’t you take a look around and tell me why I’ve picked this seat.”

It wasn’t often that he drank alcohol as he preferred to keep a clear head, but with his Vitality, it would take more than a single mug to even get him buzzed. If fact, he could probably down the entire barrel without feeling a thing.

The reason he was allowing Naia to try picking out their targets was because his own sharp hearing had already filtered out all the other noise, fixed on the conversation behind them. While he didn’t recognize either of the two men, they had the look of workers about them, but it was the way they were acting that had tipped him off. Thus far, they weren’t talking about anything interesting, only going over numbers and logistics, which was all well and good, as it gave them time to settle in and grow comfortable.

“Here’s your food,” the waitress said, stopping by and placing two steaming plates of beef and stringy vegetables before them, alongside a thick slice of bread that was still steaming. “I’ll make sure to bring you two a dessert when you’re done, on the house,” she said, giving Keith a wink before moving off.

“You can convince yourself it was the tip that did that all you’d like,” Tac said. “But you and I both know she just had a conversation with her best friend behind the bar, and I can almost guarantee it was about you.”

“Please stay focused on why we’re here,” Keith said as he tucked into his food.

The fact that their targets were already here and waiting for them was an unexpected treat, but he knew they could leave at any time, so he was going to enjoy the food he’d paid for while they waited for them to start talking.

“One of the tables doesn’t have any food or drinks,” Naia finally said after looking around for a few minutes. “Are they the ones we’re here to spy on?”

“They are our targets,” Keith said. “But can you tell me why them not having any food or drinks is significant?”

Naia shrugged.

“It means that they’re new to this,” Keith said simply. “They figure that they’re only going to be here for a few minutes, so they didn’t bother ordering anything. In their heads, they’re likely thinking that ordering food might make them stick in someone’s mind, when the opposite is very much the reality. If you sit down in a crowded inn and refuse food and drinks, someone’s going to notice. Give it a few more minutes, and they’re going to be kicked out.”

“So why did we order food then?” Naia asked. “Will they be done talking about whatever they’re here to discuss?”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Keith said with a shrug. “They were smart to have the discussion in a public setting, but the way they’ve gone about it is all wrong. I’ll enjoy my food and keep listening. Chances of them actually getting through their little meeting are only fifty-fifty, but we’ll be ready to follow them out when it’s time for them to leave.”

With that said, Keith went back to his food, thoroughly enjoying being able to eat somewhere safe and relatively alone. Bob was with Selena as he’d likely wanted to sneak sweets and knew Keith wouldn’t let him. Selena on the other hand, spoiled him a bit too much, especially with Bob laying on the horrors of what had happened to him when Keith died.

“Looks like some staff are coming over,” Naia said in an undertone as Keith polished off his plate and switched with Naia to begin eating hers.

Keith didn’t pause, continuing to eat as their waitress approached their table, carrying two plates with slices of steaming pie.

“That looks delicious,” Keith said, giving her a smile. “Could I be a bother and ask you to wrap those up for us? We’ve got somewhere important to be, and we might be running a bit late, though I do have to say the food was well worth the scolding we’re sure to get.”

“Oh, of course, I’d be happy to,” the waitress said, a blush coloring her cheeks. “I’ll be right back.”

Keith continued eating as the four staff members moved around their table, the conversation behind them abruptly cutting off.

“These tables are for paying customers,” Keith heard a deep voice say. “You two have been sitting here for over a quarter hour and have refused three separate waitresses. We’re going to have to ask you to leave and conduct your business elsewhere.”

“Do you know who I am?” one of the workers, a pudgy man with thinning hair, asked.

“I don’t care who you are,” the deep voice replied. “You’re not a paying customer, so you’re going to have to leave.”

“Here’s your pie, all wrapped and ready,” their waitress said, stopping by the table and putting a small cloth bag down in front of them.

“Thank you again for the excellent food and service,” Keith said. “What’s your name?”

“Who, me?” the waitress asked, blushing even deeper. “I’m Carlotta, but my friends call me Carly.”

“I’ve never been served so quickly at any establishment,” Keith said, placing another silver coin on the table. “I’m sure I’ll be back again soon, and I’ll make sure to ask for you.”

Carly blushed even more furiously as Keith stood, taking an involuntary step back.

“C-come again,” Carly said, scooping up the coin and disappearing into the crowd.

She reappeared a moment later by the bar where her friend was standing. Judging by the way she was gesticulating and her friend shooting glances in his direction, he was pretty sure he knew what they were talking about.

“Come on,” Keith said, grabbing the small bag. “Our friends are about to be tossed out on their behinds, and I’d like to be in a position to follow them once they are.”

Naia rose without a word, following him out of the busy inn, the two of them moving to the side of the entrance, just far enough away to be dismissed but close enough to follow their targets.
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Sure enough, the pair of men were thrown out on their behinds less than a minute later, the skinnier of the two looking annoyed but resigned, and the larger of the two appearing livid.

“I’ll have this place burned to the ground for their disgusting behavior,” the pudgy man snarled as he got to his feet, brushing down the front of his uniform.

If that wasn’t enough of a clue that the man clearly wasn’t a dock worker, the way he held himself most certainly did.

“I think I’ve got our man,” Keith said, sending the mental communication out to the others.

No need for them to keep hiding and waiting for someone to show up when he’d already flagged them.

“I told you we should have ordered something,” the skinnier man said nervously. “And don’t let anyone hear you talking like that. This is a popular spot. We don’t want to get in trouble.”

“Trouble? Ha!” the pudgy man said, turning back and spitting on the floor by the entrance. “By the time I’m done with them, they’ll be begging for my forgiveness, and only when that happens will I set this place ablaze. Respect is one of the most important things in our line of work, and when someone spits in my face, they will pay the price.”

The skinner man just sighed as they moved away from the entrance, heading toward a secluded area of the docks. Keith and Naia followed, remaining far enough behind to not be noticed but not falling out of earshot. Using Discerning Eye, he also got a good idea of the people with whom he was dealing.

Name: Craig

Race: Human

Class: Dock Hand

Level: 30

Name: Crouton the Feaster

Race: Human

Class: Merchant

Level: 55

“Crouton? Did his mother really hate him that much?”

Ignoring Tac’s comment and remaining focused, Keith held up a hand, stopping Naia as the two men suddenly halted, Crouton gesticulating wildly before continuing to walk. It didn’t take long to find their destination, a small tax office on the edge of one of the piers.

There were no ships moored here and no security either. Craig unlocked the door, letting Crouton inside before following him.

“I detest these clandestine meetings,” Crouton sniffed as Keith and Naia moved up to the side of the house, the two men visible through the open window.

“I know you’re a peasant and used to these dingy conditions, but I am a man of culture and class. This is unacceptable.”

“I’m sorry,” Criag said. “But this is the best I could do without notice. Besides, I have what you want.”

“Let me see,” Crouton said, extending a hand and taking a small sheaf of papers.

“They’ve been spreading rumors about one of the ships leaving, but that’s just to cover up the truth. They’re sending three out this time, along with extra guards. You’ll see all the details on the papers.”

Crouton grunted as he shuffled through them, nodding slowly as he did.

“Yes. She said they were likely to change tactics after the first few went missing. If this information proves to be correct, you’ll have your money a day after the ships are taken. Is there anything else I should know?”

Craig shuffled a bit before meeting the man’s eyes.

“I’ve heard a rumor that Keith is actually still alive. I heard a few of the dock workers talking about it earlier today.”

“Did any of them actually see him?” Crouton asked.

“No,” Craig replied. “Like I said, it’s just a rumor.”

“Did you hear anything else?” Crouton asked, raising an eyebrow.

“That he apparently showed up at the castle with the bodies of the three opposing Faction heads and presented them to Astrid as a gift,” Craig said.

Crouton actually laughed at that, waving his hand dismissively.

“A wild rumor if I’ve ever heard one,” the man chuckled. “We will meet again in a week’s time when you have more to tell us. Just make sure no one else finds out about this arrangement. You know what’ll happen if there’s a leak, correct?”

Craig nodded quickly, his throat bobbing in obvious fear.

“Good,” Crouton said, his tone clearly dismissive as he went back to looking over his papers.

“Follow him,” Keith told Naia as Craig slipped from the tax office and began walking quickly away, glancing once over his shoulder to make sure Crouton wasn’t following him. “When you’re confident you’re alone, I want you to capture him alive for me.”

Naia nodded, rising to her feet, the cloak dropping from her shoulders as she took off after the man, moving silently across the dock. It was a good thing the window faced opposite the door, as it meant that Craig hadn’t seen them when he’d turned around, and Crouton wouldn’t be able to see Naia following his conspirator.

Keith waited until she was out of sight before moving around to the entrance and getting back to his feet. Equipping his armor in a flash, he shoved the door open, causing Crouton to look up, a sneer already on his face and words forming in his mouth.

“I told you to go, didn’t⸺”

The man abruptly cut off as Keith’s hand clamped around his throat, hauling him bodily into the air and pinning him against the wall.

“Hello, Crouton,” Keith said. “I hear you’ve been stealing my ships while I’ve been away. So, is there anything you’d like to share with me, or should I start breaking things?”

Crouton squealed in terror, his voice wheezing through the tight grip Keith had on his throat. At the same time, a dark stain began to spread across the front of his pants.

“That is both disgusting and hilarious at the same time,” Tac said, as Keith released his grip, dropping the man to the ground with a sound of disgust.

“You’re supposed to be dead!” Crouton exclaimed, clearly recognizing Keith despite never having met him before.

“So I’ve heard,” Keith replied. “Now, I want answers. Who specifically has been ordering and orchestrating the takedown of my goods?”

“What?” Crouton asked.

Keith stomped down on his ankle, the loud snap drowned out by the screech of pain from the pudgy man.

“Don’t make me repeat myself,” Keith said, his voice promising further violence if his orders were not followed.

“I don’t know who gave the order!” Crouton sobbed. “It came from higher up the chain! All I do is handle the shipping aspect on these docks!”

“Who gives you your orders?” Keith asked.

Crouton hesitated and Keith stomped down on his broken leg, eliciting another shriek of pain. Keith waited until the screaming had stopped, arms crossed, still waiting for an answer.

“My orders come from a woman named Bay,” he sobbed.

“And where can I find this Bay?” Keith asked.

“I don’t know, I swear!” Crouton exclaimed. “Like I said, I only handle the shipping side!”

“Very well then,” Keith said. “Where are my ships being taken?”

Crouton paled even further, his eyes clearly searching for an escape.

“If I don’t have an answer in five seconds, I’ll make sure you never have children again,” Keith said.

Seeing as his leg had already been shattered, Crouton didn’t doubt Keith’s words for a second.

“There’s an island stronghold between here and Beastland,” Crouton said quickly. “It was recently acquired. That’s where we keep the ships.”

“What about the rest of the goods that are being intercepted on this continent?” Keith asked. “Can you give me the names of who else is running these operations?”

Crouton clearly didn’t want to, but the very credible threat of violence was more than enough to convince him to give Keith the answers he wanted. The quest update came as the interrogation was wrapping up, Crouton lying on the floor and crying as Keith mentally called everyone to his location.

Quest Update: Pirates and Businessmen

After tracking a soup and salad condiment to this not-so-hidden meeting place, you’ve discovered the locations of several bases where people in the Merchant Guild have been operating from. Now all you have to do is retrieve your ships and assure that the shipping lanes are cleared. You still don’t know who’s in charge, but you know someone higher up the food chain. She might have some answers…

Difficulty: Quad-S

Current Objectives: (1) Retrieve your stolen ships (2) Destroy the island fortress (3) Clear the shipping lanes between here and Beastland (4) Destroy all the overland interceptor outposts (5) Interrogate Bay

Current Rewards: 100,000 XP, 10 Large Gold bricks, Next quest in the chain

Selena was the first to arrive, looking down at the sobbing man and wrinkling her nose. Jade and Opal, who arrived next, had similar reactions.

“There any reason he’s still alive?” Jade asked, looking at the sniveling man.

“I need him to confirm the location of the fortress as well as point to all the locations of outposts on the map,” Keith said.

Naia arrived a minute later, dragging an unconscious Craig by the scruff of his neck.

“Great,” Keith said. “Now that everyone’s here, we can discuss our plans moving forward. Jade, you’re going to Beastland to clear the ports of all the traitors. Opal, you’re going to knock out all the land-based operating bases. Selena, Naia, and I will go to the island fortress and retrieve our ships. Once that’s done, you two can feel free to move along the shipping routes these so-called pirates have been taking. Our goods remain ours, but anything else you take you can keep.”

“Sounds good to me,” Jade said with a shrug. “Opal?”

“We have people for this,” Opal said, seeming annoyed at being ordered around like this. “But with the value of the goods involved, I suppose handling things personally isn’t too much of an ask. Fine, I’ll handle the land-based operations, but I might need some help.”

“Fair enough,” Keith said.

“What do you want me to do with him?” Naia asked, hauling the unconscious man off the ground.

“Wake him up,” Keith said. “There are some questions I’d like to ask him as well before we embark on our little mission, and I’m sure he’ll be more cooperative than mister Crouton here.”

Judging by the slumped and weeping figure of Crouton, everyone gathered had a pretty good idea of what would happen to Craig should he decide to resist. Something told them that, as Keith had said, he would be a bit more cooperative, if only to avoid ending up like the shivering man drenched in his own urine.
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The world twisted around Keith, settling back into normalcy as he emerged over a small island in the center of a churning ocean. A stormfront was moving in and would likely hit within the next few hours. Selena hovered next to him while Naia stood in the air, supported by Keith’s Skyform.

The island itself was less man-made fortress and more naturally fortified than anything else. Surrounded by jagged spires of stone, the single entry point had been blocked off by heavy metal doors. There was an inlet as well, and from their vantage, their ships were clearly visible. A couple of them were missing parts, small groups of people moving in and around the ships clearly not having noticed their arrival.

“What are they doing?” Keith asked the man hanging from his grip.

“They’re trying to decipher the technology that allows them to run themselves,” Crouton said, long past trying to resist.

“How far have they gotten?”

“I don’t know,” Crouton said. “All I know is that they wanted more of them.”

Or, in other words, they hadn’t cracked the code quite yet. Additionally, since these were Soulbound items, they had extra security built into them. Towing the ships here would be easy enough, but figuring out how they functioned was another matter entirely.

“How many people are down there?” Keith asked.

“A hundred, maybe a little more,” Crouton said. “It depends on how many ships have been deployed.”

In addition to his own ships, Keith could see three others. Seeing as Crouton hadn’t given him figures, it was unlikely the man knew how many they had here at any given time.

“Where can I find Bay?” Keith asked.

“Her office should be located near the inlet. She’s a bit of a control freak so she won’t let things run without her being there.”

“You’ve been a tremendous help. I hope you can swim.”

Without further preamble, Keith unclenched his fist. Crouton didn’t even have time to scream before he hit the water, disappearing with a muted splash. He wasn’t worried about anyone hearing, due to how loud the waves crashing against the island were, nor was he worried about the man warning anyone. If he made it back to the island, there would be no one there to warn.

“Come on,” Keith said, eyeing the dock. “I think it’s time we paid this Bay a little visit.”

***

Bay was having a bit of a rough day. As the representative chosen to oversee this massive operation, she was expected to deliver results and perform to the highest standards. Unfortunately, she’d been saddled with a host of complete morons, which meant that getting anything done in a timely manner was nearly impossible.

“Come on! Get a move on!” she yelled, tempted to reach for the whip curled at her waist. “How much longer do you think Ichabod will wait before coming to visit in person?!”

The gathered researchers paused, all feeling a collective thrill of fear at the mention of that name. Ichabod was so high up in the Guild that they’d only once had the displeasure of meeting him. It had been right before they’d been chosen for this exact project, and the man had not been playing around.

Bay clenched her teeth as they began scurrying about, moving faster than before, but still accomplishing nothing whatsoever.

“And has anyone heard from Crouton?” she yelled, whirling on the handful of dock workers who were just standing around with nothing to do.

They all jumped, but none stepped forward to offer her any new information. Bay gritted her teeth until she heard alarming creaking noises from them before abruptly whirling and stalking into her office, slamming the door behind her and jamming it so thoroughly into the frame that she would likely need to break it down to get back out.

Not that she cared at the moment as she collapsed into her chair, looking at the parchment-strewn desk with a mix of trepidation and fear.

She wasn’t sure what was going on in the organization, but for a boss like Ichabod to visit in person, this had to be extremely serious. While she wasn’t high enough in the food chain to know the ins and outs of how things were run, she did know that while Ichabod ran an entire division of trade, he wasn’t the one at the helm of the organization. Not that she knew who was ultimately in charge.

The news she’d gotten from the others on her level had been that someone high up had tried to contact Keith via the Royal Guild of Humania, only to find out the man had been killed. Ever since his death, things had only accelerated. With war breaking out in the Fourliance and a likely war starting in Humania as the various city leaders began grabbing for power, they had an extremely tight timeline.

If they could uncover this technology fast enough, they stood to make an absolute fortune ferrying goods for both sides. Wars cost a lot of money, and if they could run three times as many ships with a quarter of the personnel, the Merchant Guild would emerge from this massive war richer and more powerful than ever, perhaps even powerful enough to take one of the weakened continents for themselves.

Bay felt like punching a wall as those thoughts spun through her mind. She was the linchpin here, though she dearly wished she wasn’t at this exact moment. When she’d been assigned to the position, she’d been eager. Now, three weeks later, she was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

She’d already beaten two dock workers to death and crippled one of their researchers. For some reason, that didn’t really instill the need to work faster in the rest of them. Well, until they’d heard the threat of Ichabod’s arrival.

“We’re all going to die,” Bay groaned, placing her face in her palms.

“I’ll only break your legs if you answer my questions,” a cold voice said, causing her to jerk up from her seat, hand flashing for her whip.

The knotted piece of rawhide studded with mithril spikes flashed out, slamming into the face of the man who spoke, only for the whip to bounce off him without leaving so much as a mark. The man’s hand snapped out, seizing the whip before Bay could drag it back. The instant she felt the handle of the whip jerk from her grip, she knew she was outmatched.

“Guards!” she yelled.

“They’re a bit occupied at the moment,” the man said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder.

From outside the office, Bay could hear the sounds of fighting as well as the screams of pain coming through the thin door.

“Who are you?” she growled, deciding that bravado was her best asset right now. “Do you have any idea who you’re messing with, buddy? We’re not some half-cooked pirates. We own everything.”

“I know who you are,” the man said, reaching up to unclasp his terrifying helm. “But if you believe I started with the wrong people, then you’re sorely mistaken.”

Bay felt a thrill of absolute terror run down her spine as the man’s face was revealed, mainly due to the fact that the person standing in front of her was supposedly dead. It seemed that the news of his demise had been greatly exaggerated, if her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her.

“Now,” Keith said, dropping her whip to the ground. “Are you going to tell me what I want to know, or am I going to have to start breaking things?”

“Ichabod is in charge!” Bay said without hesitation. “I’m just a middle manager!”

If even half the rumors about this man were true, then she would be an idiot to be afraid of Ichabod a continent away when the literal incarnation of death was standing right before her.

“And where can I find Ichabod?” Keith asked, his voice calm and unwavering.

“In his compound,” Bay said. “In Northwest Isle Town, right off the coast of Humania’s western edge.”

“Thank you,” Keith said.

Bay didn’t even see what hit her. One moment she was standing behind the desk, and the next, she’d smashed through the wall at her back, hitting the stone ground behind the box that had been built to serve as her office.

Her legs were – as Keith had told her – both broken and in the worst possible place. It was all she could do not to scream in pain as she lay there, listening to the sounds of her subordinates dying. The noise eventually stopped, but the smell was something that lingered, growing only stronger as time ticked by. She remained where she was, afraid that moving would somehow anger Keith in some way and cost her life.

“Hello? Is anyone still alive in here?”

Bay felt a small jolt in her chest as she recognized the voice.

“Back here!” she yelled, too grateful that someone was alive to wonder how Crouton had somehow managed to get all the way here when he was supposed to be in the Fourliance.

The pudgy man came limping in, one of his legs clearly broken, and soaking wet.

“What happened here?” he asked, sounding horrified.

“The same that happened to you, I assume,” Bay said, her mind beginning to put things together. “We got a visit from Keith.”

Crouton grunted as he dropped to the ground, wincing in pain as he stretched his broken leg out in front of him.

“Do you have any way to contact someone to get help?” he asked, clearly missing the dangerous tone in her voice. “It’s been an extremely trying night.”

“If I did, I would have called already,” Bay said, pointing to her waist, where the communicator she kept on her at all times had been all but obliterated by her trip through the office wall.

“Crud,” Crouton groaned. “I left mine back in my room at the inn before I went to meet with that traitor, Craig.”

“Traitor?” Bay asked.

“He ratted us all out,” Crouton winced. “It was thanks to him that Keith managed to track me down. Rat bastard. I’ll strangle him the next time I get my hands on him.”

“Except, Craig wouldn’t have known our location, now would he?” Bay said, her eyes narrowing further as she pulled her spare whip from her inventory.

“What?” Crouton asked, clearly distracted by his broken leg.

“The only one who would have known my location and that I was the one in charge would have been you. You sold me out!”

Crouton barely had time to protest before the whip cracked down on his head, tearing a screech of pain from the man as it coiled back, Bay drawing the whip back to strike again.

The man was defenseless and unable to move, but Bay took immense pleasure in whipping him into a bloody pile of lifeless meat. It was the only solace she would get, because once someone higher up came to visit, she would undoubtedly be joining Crouton in the underworld. At least she’d had the pleasure of sending him there first.

***

Keith stifled a yawn as he stepped from the carriage and out onto the now-familiar docks of the Alchemist Capitol, Naia and Selena stepping out a few moments later, and Bob clinging to the latter in absolute terror Keith’s driving normally instilled.

It had been a long night, but seeing as the island had been closer than expected, it was better to save his teleports in case of an emergency. Besides, he figured that Jade wouldn’t be done on her end until morning at the very least, which was why he’d opted to drive instead of teleport.

No sooner had he gotten out though, when he felt a buzzing in the back of his mind.

“Looks like you’ve got a call coming in from the Princess,” Tac said. “You want me to ignore her?”

“Keith? Oh, thank the Spirits you answered!” Laya’s voice said, sounding on the verge of panic. “I don’t know how, but the Cursed army has somehow advanced in the night. They’re less than ten miles from the walls! Worse, we severely underestimated their numbers. We need you back here with as many people as you can gather and as soon as you can. I don’t think we’ll be able to hold out for very long without you!”

Ding!

Quest Update: The Terror of the Frigid Seas

You know what they say about time getting away from you when you’re having fun…Well, in this case, time literally got away from you because the Terror’s forces are knocking at your front door while you’re still sitting on the can with your pants down!

You don’t know how they managed to sneak up on you, or how their forces have been so wildly underestimated…Ha! Like you don’t know. Funny.

Anyway, the traitor’s actions have clearly cost you quite a bit, but hey, if you manage to find them before the Terror’s forces hit the city, you might actually get your revenge before you’re all wiped from existence.

Difficultly: Monstrous

Current Objectives: Find the traitor before time runs out

Current Reward: 100,000 XP, Next quest in the chain

Current Time Remaining: 2 Hours, 17 Minutes

Negotiated Rewards: 10,000 large gold bricks (20% to be paid upon the retaking of Layman’s Turf), Exclusive shipping rights with Frigid Seas, 1,500 acres of prime land with no restriction, 10% take of all imports and exports, rights to bring up to 10,000 new civilians into the Frigid Seas, so long as they fall under the command of Princess Laya and any of her heirs.

Note: All negotiated rewards are the responsibility of the party who promised them. Failure to comply will result in a System inquiry.

+50,000 XP

+25,000 Bonus XP
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“What do you think could have pushed the quest timer up like this?” Naia asked as Keith reappeared in the city of Layman’s Turf, the forces he’d managed to scrounge together on short notice appearing alongside him.

The day had been a long one, especially once he’d returned from the island, opting to drive back instead of teleporting, which, in hindsight had been a mistake as it had cost him precious time. He’d wanted to regroup back in the Alchemist Capitol and speak with Jade before going after Ichabod, but unfortunately, he’d no sooner arrived back in the capitol – having driven through the night in his Swift Mouse carriage as his other was still being upgraded – that he received the urgent summons from Laya and gotten the quest update.

The Cursed army’s surprise advance could only be the work of whoever had turned traitor in Laya’s camp. They’d somehow managed to fudge the distance of the Terror’s forces, and even worse, their numbers had been severely underestimated. Their intel had put them somewhere in the 10 to 15,000 range, but reports now put their forces closer to 120,000 or more.

Instead of meeting with Jade as planned, he, Selena, Naia, and Astrid had scrambled to pull together as many soldiers as they could on short notice. That being said, the roughly 10,000 fighters he was supposed to bring wouldn’t have been nearly enough, but they would have been significantly better than the 1,300 they managed to pull together before he had to leave.

“Keith! I’m glad you made it back,” Fernando said as Keith looked up, examining the sky overhead.

Light flurries of snow wafted through the air, carried on a breeze that was quickly kicking up into a powerful wind. It was already colder than normal, and the temperature was dropping fast.

“Everyone’s up on the walls,” Fernando continued. “We weren’t sure you would make it in time.”

“Everyone, prepare for a fight,” Keith said, half-turning to give his orders. “We’ll be back once we assess the situation on the wall. Tompac, you’re with me.”

The wiry man who’d been hastily put in charge of the small fighting force nodded, following Keith, Selena, and Naia as they headed up toward the wall with Fernando leading the way.

The battle on the island had been nothing compared to what Keith saw as he stepped onto the main wall, getting a good look at what was coming. That fight had been quick, Selena and Naia being able to handle all the fighters, while Keith pried the information he needed from the woman in charge. When that was done, all they had to do was pack up their ships in the carrying cases which he’d retrieved from the dockmaster.

It was a good thing the policy was to leave the carrying cases on land rather than with the captains, in case something happened. The policy had allowed them to salvage the very expensive ships with little effort, though they would need to be brought back to the shipyard for repair. With ships safely in their inventories, it had just been a matter of sinking the others, making sure they could never be used again.

The plan had been a meeting with Jade, followed by a visit to Ichabod’s compound. The Merchant Guild had stepped too far out of line this time, and Keith had been prepared to make sure they never did so again. Now though, their plans would have to be on hold, which meant that Ichabod and his cohorts would have time to plan in his absence, and unfortunately, there was no one he really trusted to get this job done properly. Selena had refused to stay behind, and Naia wouldn’t be strong enough to handle it. While he trusted Jade to look after her own self-interest, he didn’t trust her organization enough not to try screwing him over, especially when there was this much money involved.

“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” Bob whispered as Keith and Fernando came to stand near Laya, Falcon, and Geesa, the three of them staring out at the massive storm moving in.

It wasn’t the storm itself that was the problem. The real problem were the thousands of shadowy figures blotting the landscape for as far as the eye could see. The city walls were tall and thick, but with their small number of forces, how long could they hope to hold out against an army like that?

Worse, there was still the traitor to contend with, whose actions and identity still remained a mystery. They couldn’t fight a two-front war, especially with how large a threat the approaching force posed.

“Do you think we should run while we still can?” Falcon asked as Keith stepped up to join them. “Keith, can you still get us out of here?”

“I can if we need to run,” Keith replied. “But once the battle starts, we’ll be stuck here.”

“As much as I hate to say it, I agree with Falcon,” Geesa said. “Leaving may be our best option. We can live to fight another day, just as we always have.”

“We can’t keep running,” Laya said, staring at the approaching storm. “We need to stand our ground. We worked too hard and pinned too many of our hopes on this city to give up without a fight. We either stand and win, or we run and abandon our home forever.”

She turned steely eyes on her commanders, her resolve firm and steady. Keith had seen that look before, and while he personally would have advised running and figuring out a better solution, he ultimately wasn’t the one in charge, and too many of his hopes had been pinned to the Frigid Seas’ success.

The World Monster on this continent still needed to go down, and he needed the trade agreement to help fund his expedition to the continent of Monstrous, where his final opponent was waiting for him.

“Then I guess we’re staying,” Keith said, checking the forces, Tac pulling quick calculations on timing.

The quest had a timer, but according to Tac, the forces wouldn’t actually reach the city walls until half an hour after it ran out.

“If we’re going to stay and fight, we need to root out the traitor in our midst,” Keith continued.

Everyone stiffened at the word traitor, all eyes turning on Keith, like he’d just shouted ‘fire’ in a crowded theater, except this was significantly worse.

“Keith…” Laya said, her voice steady. “What exactly do you mean by that?”

“Exactly what I said,” Keith replied. “You have a rat. Someone who’s been feeding intel to the enemy. It’s why there were Cursed where there shouldn’t have been when Fernando and I were originally coming from the Fourliance. Why enemy forces always seem to arrive far too soon in the wake of a storm. Why someone fired at me during the battle to take the inner city with a cannon that should have been trained exclusively on our enemies, and mainly, why enemy numbers and timing were so off.”

Silence greeted his proclamation as he turned to survey the area below the wall. A small command tent had been erected some hundred yards back, and Keith pointed to it.

“I want everyone with a command position inside that tent in the next five minutes. I don’t care what they’re doing, or who they are. Everyone is a suspect until I can prove they’re innocent.”

“Now wait just one second,” Geesa said, puffing his chest out, anger clouding his eyes. “If you think I’m going to⸺”

“My apologies,” Keith said, cutting the goatian off. “I said everyone, but what I meant to say was everyone but Geesa. You can stay here. You’re the obvious suspect, or in other words, a red herring.”

Geesa blinked, unsure of whether to be insulted or not, and Keith took the opportunity to shepherd everyone else off the wall and towards the tent.

“How sure of this are you, Keith?” Laya asked, her voice deadly serious. “Because if this turns out to a false witch hunt, there will be consequences.”

“I’ve suspected a traitor for quite some time now, and Savyer agreed with my suspicion. It’s a shame he had to go the way he did. He would have been a valuable asset in finding the traitor. Speaking of which, I want that secret pass into the inner city collapsed, and I want it done now.”

“But that’s our only way out,” Laya said, going a bit pale.

“If I’m right, there’s an entire host of Cursed moving through those tunnels as we speak,” Keith said. “So, unless you’d like to be blindsided by an attack directly inside the city, I suggest you give the order.”

Keith was playing a dangerous game here, so asking Laya to give the orders instead of giving them himself would hopefully alleviate some of the woman’s worries that he was trying to usurp her authority. At the moment, she might not mind as much, given the magnitude of what they were facing, but when the dust settled, she might not remember things so kindly.

“Fine,” Laya growled. “But again, if this turns out to be false, I’m going to hold you accountable for anything that goes wrong.”

“If only I were wrong, things would be so much simpler,” Keith sighed as the two of them entered the tent.

Within five minutes, the tent was full of milling people, elves, goatians, and the few rare creatures of other species who’d found themselves tangled up in this war. The first thing Keith did was dismiss all his commanders from the Fourliance back to their duties. None had been here before now, so they were off the suspect list.

Next to be dismissed were all the commanders without access to some crucial piece of intel that the traitor would be privy to. The process was slower than Keith would have liked, and by the time he’d dismissed the bulk of their forces, he had less than 15 minutes remaining on his quest’s timer.

The problem now was that of the group who remained, he’d already gone through each and every one, dismissing them as the potential traitor.

Geesa had been dismissed out of hand. The man was many things, but traitor he was not. Additionally, he was busy leading forces when the shadowy figure was shooting at him during the fight to take the inner city. Yes, sometimes the most obvious suspect was actually the correct one, but in this case, Keith felt deep down that Geesa was innocent of any crimes.

This left the five people remaining in the tent: Carkor, second-in-command of the military under Geesa; Malise, commander of the scouts and information; Falcon, their head tactician and Laya’s right hand; Fernando, the man who’d nearly killed himself coming to find Keith and convincing him to come help them; and finally, Laya herself.

“I hate to say it, bro, but I can’t detect so much as a whiff of malice from any of them,” Tac said. “And I mean anything at all. Their statuses come up clean. Their minds are clean. There’s nothing. Nothing at all.”

Keith paced back and forth in front of the gathered commanders. Logic told him that one of them had to be the traitor. His gut told him one of them had to be the traitor. Every instinct in his body told him that someone here was guilty, and yet none of that meshed with the facts. Not a single person here had any reason to turn traitor.

Carkor had lost his entire family to the cursed and was only alive thanks to Laya’s quick actions. His rise in the ranks and fierce loyalty were what had earned him that second-in-command posting after Geesa. Malise had tried to resign when the enemy numbers had turned out greater than anticipated, even offering to step out and try to buy some time with her men by causing an avalanche that would most certainly kill them all. Her sister was the only family she had left, and she was back in Old Saltflow City. If they lost here, she would die.

Of everyone gathered here, she was the biggest suspect, as it was her scouts who’d so grossly miscalculated enemy numbers.

Falcon’s family was dead, his own sister having been turned into one of the Frost-Ridden Cursed thanks to the Terror. He was so protective of Laya that he’d sooner cut his own head off than betray her. Fernando was betrothed to her and had very nearly died looking for help, and Laya herself had been fighting for years to resist the Terror.

As Keith paced, he decided to stop looking at things objectively and instead look at them from the perspective of who had the most to gain. The Cursed were not unintelligent, which meant the Terror wasn’t either.

All information on the Terror had been kept from him though. He didn’t even know what the man looked like or what he was.

If Malise turned them all over to the Terror, perhaps he’d offer her a deal to spare her sister the same fate. Falcon had nothing left to lose, as all his family was gone. Perhaps by betraying Laya, he was hoping to be reunited with his sister. Fernando loved Laya, perhaps he believed that by selling them all out, the Terror might spare the two of them and allow them to leave.

“These would all be great theories, if not for the fact that any of them could have asked you to leave at any time,” Tac said. “They all decided to stay, knowing the risks, even after they counseled Laya to leave.”

It was like a light switch had been flipped on in his brain, an electric jolt running through his body as Tac’s words hit him like a freight train.

“Carkor, Malise, you can go back to your posts,” Keith said, earning him a look from Selena.

The two of them bowed to Laya before hurrying out to return to their posts. Ferreting out a traitor was important, but if they were free to go, they had a duty to prepare as best they could.

“Keith, you can’t be serious,” Laya said, starting to become angry. “Look who’s left!”

“I have to admit I couldn’t figure it out myself either,” Keith said, his hands behind his back. “None of you seemed like you could possibly be the traitor, which was what frustrated me so much. No one is disloyal to the Princess, even if they don’t like some of her decisions. You command such complete obedience and real respect from your subordinates that it seems unthinkable that anyone would betray you. So, I asked myself, who had the most to gain from your failure?

“Again, the answer wasn’t obvious, because if you fell, so would the entirety of the continent. People might have hoped the Terror would spare their remaining family, but after my arrival, anyone could have opted to leave at any time. The fact that no one did meant that this wasn’t motivated by fear either, and then I remembered something, a small detail I might have overlooked.

“Up on the wall, your commanders tried to convince you to leave, Laya, but you insisted on staying, despite the overwhelming odds.”

“Now wait just one moment⸺!” Falcon began, his mind catching up with the insinuation, but Keith cut him off.

“I said your commanders tried to convince you to leave, but there was one voice that remained oddly silent, a voice that should have been screaming the loudest in insisting you abandon the city and run to fight another day.

“So, tell me, Fernando, why are you fine with your beloved Princess staying here when the odds are so obviously stacked against her?”
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The silence that greeted Keith’s question was deafening as both Laya and Falcon looked between Keith and Fernando in complete shock. Then, everyone started speaking at once.

“You have got to be kidding me!” Laya yelled, her cheeks coloring as her anger rose.

“Fernando has been nothing but a loyal and steadfast ally to the Princess and our cause!” Falcon said.

“We’re going to be married!” Laya yelled.

“He swam all the way to the Fourliance to get help!” Falcon exclaimed.

Despite all the shouting, Keith kept his gaze locked on Fernando. Everything they were shouting at him was true. Of all the suspects, Fernando should have been second only to Laya herself where innocence was concerned. If Fernando played it off like he had no idea what Keith was talking about, he very much doubted he’d be able to convince the other two of his guilt. Hell, he was having a hard time convincing himself, and yet, something deep down in his gut told him he was right.

It was a small detail to be sure, but the more he looked at it, the more he could see times when someone who was as in love as Fernando supposedly was didn’t quite act that way. It was always just the slightest bit off. How exactly, Keith couldn’t put his finger on, and neither apparently could Tac.

“I don’t see it bro,” Tac said. “The dude might be a bit pompous at times and talk funny, but I don’t see anything that would suggest he’s a secret double-agent.”

Keith didn’t relent though, even as the protestations grew louder and louder. Finally, Laya stopped, grabbing Fernando by his arm and pulling him around to look at her.

“Tell me, Fernando, tell me this isn’t true,” she demanded.

“It’s not!” Fernando exclaimed. “I don’t know what he’s talking about! He’s gotta be lying or something. I wouldn’t betray you like that!”

Laya turned to Keith with a fierce look in her eyes, but Falcon reacted like he’d been slapped. In a flash, he ripped the two of them apart, putting himself between Laya and Fernando, arms raised.

“I have known Fernando for as long as I care to remember, and that is not how he talks,” Falcon said. “Who are you?”

“Falcon, don’t tell me he’s gotten into your head too!” Laya yelled. “Let me go this instant!”

Two things happened at once, both of which finally answered several burning questions that had been nagging at Keith for quite some time.

Fernando stared between Keith and Flacon for a moment longer before he relaxed, the look of fear and apprehension fading from his face as his eyes seemed to go oddly unfocused for a moment before icy blue flames began burning in their place and a cold smile twisted his features.

In the same instant, Laya changed as well. As the creeping chill swept into the tent, her body transformed, as shimmering armor the likes of which Keith had never seen before seemed to sprout from nowhere, cloaking her body from head to foot. Massive, icy wings spread from her back as a blazing, orange-colored sword appeared in her right hand, and a gigantic tower shield appeared in her left.

The aura she radiated changed as well, going from a light pressure to an absolute, crushing force nearly on par with that of Alvin the Unconquerable, though not quite as terrifying.

“No.”

The word slipped from inside the gleaming, ice-blue helm covering Laya’s face, the horror and pain in that single word almost too much to bear.

“Afraid so,” Fernando said, though his voice didn’t sound anything like Fernando.

It was deep, melodious, and contained a cold, sardonic edge, one that seemed to speak with the cold of the endless winter that surrounded them. When Keith examined Fernando now, his status looked very different than it had when they’d first met.

Name: Fernando the Unaware

Bonded to The Terror of the Frigid Seas

Race: Doppelganger

Level: 90

“Yes, I’m sure you’re all wondering how this is possible,” Fernando said. “How could you not see this coming? I went all the way to the Fourliance to get help. Risked my neck time and time again to ensure the Princess continued to live. Worked endlessly to stay one step ahead. Well, in your defense, even Fernando didn’t know he was a traitor. That’s what sold the disguise so well.”

“I take it I’m speaking with the Terror,” Keith said, his eyes flicking back to Laya, who’d crumpled to the ground, though her weapons and armor remained.

“It’s not very often that someone can impress me,” Fernando said, turning his burning eyes on Keith. “Yes, I am the one that these puny mortals refer to as The Terror. How I infiltrated your ranks is quite an interesting tale, but we are a bit short on time. This body won’t hold up much longer now that I’ve projected my spirit into it, so let’s go with the abbreviated version.

“I caught Fernando out in the middle of the ocean and killed him. Poor man was trying so hard to reach the Fourliance to get help, but I couldn’t pass up the opportunity for such an easy mark. While he was dying, I used a very special skill of mine called Doppelganger to create a perfect copy of him, along with all of his memories and experiences.

“It copies everything and leaves me a window into the doppelganger’s mind. I left Fernando alone after that, content to watch him work. It was quite entertaining, watching the desperation as you all tried to stay one step ahead. I couldn’t just make things easy though, so I whispered things into Fernando’s mind, suggestions to keep certain things from you. It’s difficult to take direct control of the body without destroying it as I am now.

“Small sabotages really do wonders, don’t they? I did have to intervene a couple of times. Like during the battle. It really put a strain on poor Fernando’s body to kill that man and fire that cannon at you, but I had the perfect shot. Shame you saw it coming.

“And the other time?” Keith asked.

“You can’t be him!” Laya yelled, bolting to her feet and shoving Falcon aside as easily as an adult might brush off a troublesome toddler. “You’re lying! You have to be lying!”

“Come now, Princess,” the Terror said, the gleam in his eyes going brighter as his body began to catch flame, bright blue fires licking at his chest, arms, and legs. “Your Royal Extinction skill wouldn’t activate for anyone other than me. The fact that you’re wearing it right now should tell you the truth, even if you want to deny it.”

“What is the other time you interfered?” Keith asked, his voice harsher as Fernando’s body began falling apart.

The Terror turned to look at him, a wide grin plastered across his face.

“You’ll find out in three, two…”

Fernando’s body burned away in the same instant as the massive explosion that blasted the tent from the ground and knocked everyone off their feet. The second Fernando vanished, Laya’s armor did as well, peeling away from her to leave the royal frost elf lying on the ground, tears streaming from her face which was twisted into an expression of horror and sorrow that Keith fully understood.

Still, at the moment, they had bigger issues.

“Wow. I did not see that coming!” Tac said, as Keith got to his feet, turning to look at the massive mushroom cloud rising into the air from the section of the outer wall that had just been obliterated.

Ding!

Quest Update: The Terror of the Frigid Seas

Holy poop on a frozen stick! Fernando was the bad guy the whole time?! Everyone loves a good plot twist, but even I didn’t see this coming! Just kidding, I see literally everything. Anyway, Fernando was actually dead, and the dude you were palling around with was just a puppet created by The Terror. The fact you even figured it out is pretty dang impressive, considering the caliber of your enemy.

Anyway, he just made the wall go boom, and there’s an army of, like, 100,000 Frost-Ridden Cursed knocking on your front door. Also, there’s another nasty surprise just waiting for you. Better go take a look because you don’t have much time left.

Difficultly: World

Objectives: Defend the City, Kill the Terror

Reward: 5,000,000 XP, 1,000 Large Gold Bricks, 1 World Item, Monster Parts

Negotiated Rewards: 10,000 large gold bricks (20% to be paid upon the retaking of Layman’s Turf), Exclusive shipping rights with Frigid Seas, 1,500 acres of prime land with no restriction, 10% take of all imports and exports, rights to bring up to 10,000 new civilians into the Frigid Seas, so long as they fall under the command of Princess Laya and any of her heirs.

Note: All negotiated rewards are the responsibility of the party who promised them. Failure to comply will result in a System inquiry.

Keith didn’t have time to wrap his head around the quest’s explanation, using Lightswap to drag himself to the walls, Selena and Naia dashing after him as he disappeared. Keith reappeared, activating his armor as he flew up and over the wall, seeing the absolutely massive gap that had been blown in their strongest defenses.

The army of the Frost-Ridden Cursed was bearing down on them, the storm growing in intensity, but there was more. Out of the gray storm flapped a massive monster, well over 120 feet from head to tail, the creature looking like a dragon from the old myths. Flames burst from its jaws, wreathing its body in a crackling nimbus.

His sharp eyes could pick out the small figure riding on the creature’s back, even from here, and while he couldn’t examine the man’s status from this distance, he had no illusions as to whom he was facing. But that wasn’t all.

Even farther in the distance, Keith could see something that should have been impossible, and yet, he knew his senses weren’t lying to him. A massive figure loomed in the storm, blue forks of lightning flickering around its body. The top of a ridged shell was visible, as was the feline-like head recessed in its depths. The burning eyes, containing a frightening amount of intelligence, instantly told him who this was.

The Terror had come with an army of over 100,000, riding on the back of a massive Assault Boss, but even worse, he had somehow convinced Sartori the Ore-Guzzler, Mythic Mountain of the Frigid Seas, to come along with him.

Keith was not only facing down an unknown enemy whose power had completely taken him by surprise but also the World Monster of the continent. He was in about as bad a situation as could be, but there was always a way to salvage any situation, even if the price was a steep one.

“Everyone, brace yourselves!” Keith bellowed, his powerful voice carrying across the walls and stilling all the panic that had kicked up in the wake of the explosion.

Keith didn’t know how many had died in the explosion of the wall, but right now, all he cared about was giving them all the best chance of survival. Without a second thought, Keith pulled one of his World Items from his inventory, an item he’d retrieved from the safe in his bunker just a couple of days ago in case of an emergency.

This definitely qualified as an emergency.

The Epoch of Beasts activated with an explosion of force, massive walls of dark stone rising from the landscape, encapsulating the city in an instant inside an impregnable fortress. Everyone who’d remained up on the walls suddenly found themselves standing hundreds of feet in the air, facing down the specks below that represented the armies of The Terror.

The walls opened up, and monsters of every shape and size began pouring out, their roars echoing as they bellowed their collective challenge.

Keith stood there, at the top of the walls, as monsters all matching his level poured out to face the enemy, his hammers drawn and meeting the burning eyes of The Terror across the distance.

In one hand, he held his Dragonfire Crusher and in the other, the hammer he’d taken from the corpse of the Spirit of War. Keith had been through a lot in his time here in Raiah. The Terror may have taken him off guard with his impressive skills and battlefield cunning, but Keith was a Peak Sage of battlefield tactics, and he wasn’t planning on losing.

Outnumbered they might be, but that didn’t mean he was about to back down. Keith stared down as the front lines of his monsters crashed into the Frost-Ridden Cursed. In the distance, the flickering lightning that represented the World Monster grew ever closer, and the dragon The Terror rode flapped its mighty wings, climbing higher toward his position.

Keith clutched his hammers a bit harder as a grim smile graced his lips. He’d faced many tough opponents in his time, and this one was no different. The Terror of the Frigid Seas would fall just like all the rest.

“Bring it on,” Keith muttered, even though he knew the man wouldn’t be able to hear him.

“Bring it on.”


Epilogue

Shervone lay on her stomach on the soft table, her face held by a pillowed surface with a hole bored through to allow her maximum comfort and breathability. The sun beat down on her bare back as Diana, her butler, slid her hands across her body in smooth strokes. It was one of the many duties she demanded of her personal aide, and thus far, the woman had yet to disappoint.

Diana was so good, in fact, that Shervone had even excused her once when she’d made a mistake with one of her drink orders, something she’d never done for someone before. Failure in her service meant instant death, and while some may have believed that putting jellberry juice instead of purple citrus in her cup was an honest mistake, Shervone had never been one to accept failure.

The deck of her private ship swayed gently, the scent of salt in the air, and the pleasant lapping of the waves had lulled her into a half sleep as she reveled in the sensations of the skilled hands on her back.

She hadn’t done any actual physical work to require this massage, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy being pampered. After all, what was the point of having worked so hard for so long if she couldn’t enjoy her semi-retirement?

Things had been going well according to the last reports she’d received from a terrified Lucinda, which had put her in an unusually good mood over the past few weeks. Keith, the man who’d proven himself to be a terrible nuisance and terrifyingly well-connected, had managed to get himself killed. His death had had unforeseen consequences on a level that even she hadn’t expected.

Humania was in turmoil as every ruler with any form of military had immediately declared themselves independent rulers, with some even going so far as to attack their weaker neighbors. It was even better in the Fourliance, where a rift had split straight down the middle with the remaining six Factions going to war. The sole exception was Beastland, who’d remained rocksteady despite all the turmoil on the other two.

Had Shervone realized that Keith’s death would throw the world into such chaos, she would definitely have tried killing him sooner. With him out of the way, his ships had been ripe for the taking, and as orders had come flooding in from various lords, barons, and factions, their coffers would soon be full to bursting. And, as the leader of her own shipping empire – which all other shipping companies fell under – she would be entitled to her cut.

It was nice to not have to do anything and enjoy the wealth rolling in so she could enjoy the good life off of other people’s hard work.

Shervone sighed as Diana moved the towel, starting to work on her legs and feet. For some reason, they always ended up hurting by the end of the day. It was entirely possible that it had to do with the types of shoes she wore, but Shervone’s height was already so diminutive that she refused to compromise on her footwear when she was out and about. They added an extra six inches to her four-foot frame, and that boost was well worth it.

Diana’s hands were truly magical, and just as Shervone’s mind began to drift into sleep, the sun vanished, cool air hitting her skin, and although Diana didn’t stop – she knew better – Shervone’s relaxed mood vanished in an instant.

“Diana, tell whoever is blocking my sun to leave,” Shervone said, her voice slightly muffled by the headrest.

“It’s Ichabod, ma’am,” Diana said.

As one of the few bosses she could halfway stand, Ichabod had slightly more leeway than many of the others. It probably helped his case that he was at least moderately attractive as far as human men went, which was more than she could say for most of their kind.

“Enjoying the view, Ichabod?” Shervone asked.

“I wouldn’t dare presume to look at you, ma’am,” Ichabod said, his voice tinged with fear.

Shervone had been in this business long enough to know the difference between healthy respect – which was what she got every time someone came to her with regular reports – and actual fear of something going wrong. Ichabod’s voice was definitely in the latter category, which meant he had bad news to deliver. Seeing as Diana hadn’t told her of anyone else’s presence, it meant he was here alone.

“Do you have any idea how much I spent to look like this?” Shervone asked, remaining on the table.

“N-no, ma’am,” Ichabod replied.

“My kind are cursed to appear as children in stature and shape,” Shervone said, trying to hold on to some small shred of her earlier good cheer.

It wasn’t very often she got to be in such a good mood, and she suspected the moment she heard more from Ichabod, her mood would be spoiled. Despite appearances and the rumors surrounding her, Shervone did like to be happy. Why else would she surround herself with such luxury, after all?

“Finding someone to do this kind of work on platinum elves is almost impossible, and the few who do charge a literal fortune. So, to answer my own question, I spent more than the annual budgets of some small kingdoms to look as good as I do. Even knowing all of that, you still have the nerve not to look at me?”

“With all due respect, ma’am,” Ichabod said. “You threatened to gouge my eyes out if I looked at you, and I take your promises very seriously.”

Shervone came up short for a moment, thinking back to previous interactions. She couldn’t recall telling him that, but that definitely sounded like something she would say.

Letting out a long sigh she straightened up, pushing herself off her stomach and swinging her legs over the side of the table, the towel sliding off her body. Extending both arms, she only had to wait a handful of seconds before Diana pulled the sleeves of her silk robe on, tying it closed at the front.

Ichabod stood just a couple of feet away, his eyes fixed firmly on his toes and his entire body trembling. Shervone frowned as she looked at him, cocking her head to the side as she tried to read his body language.

He was scared, that was obvious, but he wasn’t just terrified of her, which meant that something truly horrifying must have happened. She waited until Diana had tied her long hair back with one of her favorite red bows before dropping to the floor, her feet padding softly on the deck as she moved to stand before Ichabod. The man towered over her by a good two feet, but despite that, he still refused to look at her.

“Look at me,” Shervone said, all pleasantness gone from her voice.

Ichabod’s eyes snapped up, staring directly into her red orbs and not daring to look anywhere else.

“Tell me what happened. Do not leave even a single detail out.”

Ichabod’s throat bobbed. He was terrified. He hadn’t even insisted once that he wasn’t worthy of looking at her.

“Keith is alive,” Ichabod said bluntly, yet another sign of how afraid he truly was.

Anyone delivering bad news always tried to beat around the bush, especially when dealing with her. The news that Keith was alive was indeed troubling, especially since the man’s body had been seen by dozens of eyewitnesses and confirmed by no fewer than seven merchant bosses. As Ichabod continued, however, things became worse.

“No one knows how he pulled it off, but the information I’ve received says that not only is he back, but he’s more powerful than ever. The first rumor I heard was that he ambushed the faction heads of the Nari, Lihng, and Beastly Factions and killed them all in single combat.”

“I find that quite difficult to believe,” Shervone said. “I know Nari personally, and I have a good sense of how powerful the other two are. There isn’t a fighter alive, myself included, who could kill all three at the same time without any backup.”

“I’m only repeating what I heard, ma’am,” Ichabod said, trembling from head to toe. “I wouldn’t have brought you this information if I hadn’t heard it from a credible source. I double-checked, and they insisted that Keith walked right up to Astrid’s palace and dropped their corpses at her feet. I didn’t know if I should believe it, but just a day later, those bodies were being paraded around the front lines. The other Factions are in full retreat, and none of their leaders are coming out to deny those claims or defend their territories.”

Now this made Shervone frown. Nari and Torgush had brains and cunning. If it had happened to either of them, she might have assumed some kind of trick, but Lihng was extremely prideful. If someone had claimed she were dead, she would be there with her armor on to disprove them as thoroughly as she could. If what Ichabod was saying was true, three of the most powerful fighters on the planet were killed by a single man, a man who’d supposedly been killed by Nari’s second-in-command not three weeks prior.

“You could have sent a messenger with this news,” Shervone said, her eyes narrowing. “Why have you come in person, Ichabod?”

Ichabod swallowed once more, and this time, the fear was squarely directed at her.

“Keith discovered what we were doing,” Ichabod said. “In less than a day, he dismantled our operation in the ocean between Beastland and the Fourliance, obliterated our hold in Beastland, and even as we speak, his agents are taking out our land operations at a frightening pace. All the goods we’ve managed to steal have been reclaimed, and the resources we put into it have been lost. Worse still, all of our ships both on the island and traveling the seas between Beastland and the Fourliance have been taken.”

“How much have we lost?” Shervone asked, her voice dropping to a dangerous pitch.

“Twenty percent of my personal fleet and a net loss this quarter of six percent as far as goods are concerned,” Ichabod said, his face pale. “There’s more, though. We retrieved the commander of the island operation to uncover the Artificial Mind technology. Her legs were broken, and she was so shaken up it was almost impossible to get anything from her. All we managed was a confirmation that it had indeed been Keith who’d come personally and that he knows that I’m responsible for the operation.”

“And I take it that’s why you decided to come to me,” Shervone said. “Because he now knows where you live, and you’re afraid he’ll come seeking revenge.”

Ichabod nodded, though he was still too terrified to say anything.

Shervone walked past him, moving to the edge of the deck, staring out at the gleaming ocean surrounding them on all sides. She’d had the ship taken out today rather than leaving it docked, and she could see Ichabod’s small boat bobbing alongside hers.

“Does anyone else know that you were put in charge of this operation?” Shervone asked.

“Everyone who was here at the last meeting knows what the plans were,” Ichabod said. “But none of us know specifically what the other’s orders are.”

A small smile touched Shervone’s lips at that as her eyes began to glow.

A low gurgle sounded from behind her, followed by a thump as Ichabod’s knees hit the deck.

Shervone turned, seeing the man’s face turning red, his eyes bulging as blood began to leak from his nose and ears.

“It’s a real shame to have to kill someone so handsome,” Shervone said, walking over and stroking Ichabod’s cheek. “But you know how I hate loose ends, and if Keith really is the monster, you’ve made him out to be, I’d hate for him to trace those orders back to me.”

Ichabod fell to the ground, thrashing and writhing as his head continued to swell, blood leaking from his eyes now as he continued to kick and writhe. A few more moments of struggling, and Ichabod’s body went still, his face twisted into a rictus of agony and terror.

“Clean this mess up,” Shervone said, stepping around the man’s corpse. “And summon the others. It looks like I have a few other loose ends to tie up.”

Shervone didn’t even turn as Diana moved to obey her orders, her mind already on the possible list of new candidates to fill the soon-to-be vacant positions she’d need to fill.

There was also the problem of Keith. He was too well connected to be forced out and apparently too physically powerful to be crushed in that manner. He was obviously smart as well, if he’d managed to dismantle an entire operation so thoroughly and in such a short period of time.

Perhaps it was time she arranged a meeting between the two of them. If nothing else, her charm might win him over, and she had to admit she was curious to meet the man who’d so thoroughly bested her lackies.

***

Blood sprayed from his lips as the sharpened horns punched through his stomach and through one of his lungs, his breath rattling as he seized the Toxic Bicorn around the neck and jammed a crystalline dagger into its throat. The dagger shattered on impact, blowing a massive hole in the bicorn’s neck, sending blood fountaining to the ground below.

The monster screamed and thrashed, but the Glutton had it in a tight grip, and within a few more moments, it expired, slumping to the ground. Guzzlarian released the monster, cursing in pain as the barbed horns tore their way from his body, stripping flesh and muscle on their way out.

Guzzlarian wheezed as he dropped to the ground next to the monster, his lung filling with blood as his body burned his fat reserves to keep him from dying. Searing pain filled his body as it felt like it was being eaten from the inside out, and the tips of his fingers began to grow numb.

“Codex, identify,” the Glutton said, speaking to his special invention that compiled information.

“Toxic Bicorn venom is a compound of a super neurotoxin mixed with three different strains of myotoxic venom,” the cool female voice of the codex said. “This, when combined with the bicorn’s unique mana signature, makes for a toxin that destroys living tissue while shutting down the nervous system. If left untreated, you will die in 10 minutes. Sensation will cease in three minutes as the super neurotoxin destroys your neural pathways. You will be unable to move and die a horrible death as your body is destroyed from within.”

Cursing under his breath, the Glutton began pulling items from his inventory in rapid succession. This Curse was going to be the death of him one day unless he could rid himself of it. The inability to consume potions made this journey so much more dangerous than it had to be. Situations like this could easily have been avoided, but now he was having to scramble for his life as his fingertips became even number and his hands started to shake.

Into a vial he poured three ingredients, followed by a splash of water that hit his hands as much as the vial. His face was starting to grow numb, sweat beading his brow as the searing pain spread through his muscles as numbness began to overtake him. This was one of the times when he sincerely hated magic.

Only magic could make him completely numb and also cause excruciating agony at the same time. A knife appeared in his shaking hands, only to slip from his grip. Cursing, he scooped some of the bicorn’s blood from the ground, shoving it into the vial.

Getting the injector out was nearly impossible as his back twinged and he fell over, his upper body no longer supporting itself. With a grunt, he managed to force the needle into the vial, dragging back on the plunger to suck up the liquid. It was all he could do to force the injector into his chest, where the bicorn’s horn had slashed his lung open.

More pain greeted him as the needle deposited its payload directly into his blood stream, and Guzzlarian’s grip on the injector was lost as his entire body convulsed violently.

Two minutes later he was on his hands and knees, vomiting up black blood as the compound forced the venom from his body, his own innate healing helping him return to normal function. Sitting back, he pulled an entire chicken from his inventory and shoved it into his mouth, crunching down and eating it, bones and all. He ate two more birds, ignoring the corpse at his feet.

The bicorn’s flesh was too toxic to be consumed, even by him. This he knew from experience as he’d faced these monsters before.

“Codex, what are my immunity levels?” the Glutton asked, getting back to his feet and retrieving his knife.

“Immunity levels are at 17%,” the cool female voice said.

“Nothing in this blasted hellhole is ever easy, is it,” he muttered, cutting the horns from the monster’s head and continuing on, pulling various tools from his inventory to work while he walked.

The sky overhead remained dark, the air reeking of sulfur as he continued across the blasted Forelands of Monstrous. Over two months he’d spent in this place, and while he was closer to reaching his goal, the being he…worked with was demanding a much higher price than last time, and the precious pearls of Netherwight were not easy to come by.

Only one in every hundred monsters carried the pearls in their bodies. His previous payment had been twenty-five pearls, which meant he needed to collect fifty this time. Once he collected them, he needed to reach the being’s lair, where it had been locked away for a very long time.

Though he wasn’t entirely sure what the being did with the Netherwight Pearls, he suspected they were somehow loosening the restrictions that bound it.

“Codex, identify the next likely source of pearls,” Guzzlarian said, finishing his project and stashing it in his inventory.

“There is a six percent chance that a Netherwight Pearl will be present in the body of the Ouroboros Drake,” the female voice said. “There is a three percent chance of there being more than one. The Ouroboros Drake is a level 90 Raid Boss whose previous rumored location is fewer than five miles north of northeast from our current location. The meat of the Ouroboros Drake is non-toxic and may be safely consumed. More information is needed for further details.”

While a six percent chance might not have seemed like much, in the case of the pearls, it was about as good as it got, and if luck was on his side, he might even get more. Plus, his food supply was running dangerously low, as the meat of the monsters on this continent was mostly inedible due to their toxic nature.

Checking his inventory one last time, Guzzlarian changed direction, heading toward his next battle, though he suspected he’d run into something else long before he reached his destination.

Despite their rarity, he currently held 27 Netherwight Pearls, putting him more than halfway to his goal. If things kept going the way they had, he would have all he’d need in another six short weeks. Yes, this place seemed to be the literal personification of the underworld, so it was a good thing that Guzzlarian the Glutton thrived in just such an environment.

Once he had his prize, he would meet his terrifying benefactor, and with the power it would bestow, he would be able to return to civilization and take Keith down.

Permanently.


Keith’s Status

Status

Name: Keith the Ancient Progenitor Spirit-Sage

Race: Avatar Monster-Soul

Class: Monster-Soul Hunter

Level: 81

XP: 3,657,800/4,885,200 (Reduced from 5,428,000)

HP: 224,160/224,160

STA: 102,960/102,960

Strength - 6,039 (Base 2,139)( + 9 Class, +3 Racial)

Vitality - 22,416 (Boosted 2,550 + (Base 6,622 X3)( + 9 Class, + 3 Racial)

Endurance - 10,296 (Base 6,196)( + 9 Class, +3 Racial)

Agility - 5,487 (Base 2,187)( + 9 Class, +3 Racial)

Wisdom - 2,097 (Base 297)( +7 Class, +3 Racial)

Luck - 3,152 (Base 1,152)( +7 Class, +3 Racial)

Skills

Passive

Sage of War: Sage – Peak

Probability: Sage – VIII

Peak Health: Sage – VI

Hunter of Myth: Sage – VII

Discerning Eye: Sage – VI

Quick Learner: Sage – V

Punisher: Sage – V

Judgment: Sage – III

Prodigy: Sage – II

All-Terrain Psycho: Grandmaster – IX

Spirit Crafting: Master – VI

Spiritual Resistance: Master – III

Intimidation: Master – III

Duo: Master – I

Monster-Soul Scourge: Master – III

Massive Booster: Advanced – VI

Stacked Odds: Master – I

One-Man Raid: Master – II

Extender: Advanced – VIII

Unconquerable Aura: Advanced – X

Wood Carving: Intermediate – I

Peak: Novice – X

Item Jubilee: Master – II

Active

Ancient’s Fury: Sage - V

Shadow Puppet: Sage - IV

Skyform: Sage - II

Armageddon Spear: Sage - II

Heatstance: Grandmaster - X

Hammerrang: Grandmaster - X

Speed Demon: Grandmaster - V

Stone Chucker: Master - X

Magician: Master - X

Chronosphere: Master - III

Shattering Snowflare: Master - VIII

Combustive Body: Master - IV

Shard Sponge: Advanced - X

Lightswap: Master - II

Equipped Items

Armor

Terror Helm

Orionite Breastplate

Queen’s Orionite Bracers

Queen’s Greaves

Dragonfire Belt

Orionite Pants

Queen’s Orionite Boots

Orion’s Flaming Cloak

Total Armor Rating: 32,370 (16,185 + 100%)

Weapons

Field Leveler

Other

Orion’s Broken Star

Ripper Progenitor’s Icebound Soul

Vanity Avatar’s Mirror

Regal Avatar’s Aura

Brutality Avatar’s Gauntlet

Avatar Token

The Heart Between Worlds

Traits: Fireproof, Heatproof, Coldproof, Frostproof. Magic-Resist, Physical-Resist. Darkvision, Monster Scent, Monstrous Endurance, Monstrous Speed

Active Skills

Heatstance

Level: Grandmaster - X

Your body becomes as tough as steel and is infused with the power of the sun.

Cost: 180 STA

Damage: 312-328

Armor: +85%

Additional Effects: 75% chance to use Sunstance instead boosting all effects by 25%, If struck by a physical attack, the attacker will take 15% of said attack as Burn damage, All enemies standing within 10 ft will suffer burn damage totaling 1% of their HP every 10 seconds.

Duration: 60 Seconds

Hammerrang

Level: Grandmaster - X

Throw your hammer and it will return.

Cost: 180 STA

Damage: 335-355

Additional Effects: 75% chance to Stun, 40% chance to Cripple, 15% chance to Knockback, 8% chance to Crush. Hammer has a 50% chance to trigger Detonation on impact, inflicting 1% of target’s HP as damage.

Chronosphere

Level: Master - III

Command time within your sphere of control.

Cost: 500 STA

AOE: 30 feet

Additional Effects: +250 Agility. Enemies will move 20% slower.

Duration: 30 seconds

*You may teach this skill to others

Magician

Level: Master - X

Perform a disappearing act.

Cost: 650 STA

Effect: Puts seven feet of distance between you and a target, renders you intangible for 7 seconds. Damage increased by 12% for 10 seconds after becoming tangible. Choose your exit location.

*You may teach this skill to others

Shattering Snowflare

Level: Master - VIII

Fire and ice join as one to destroy all in their path.

Cost: 1,800 STA

Damage: 920-1,280

Additional Effects: Staggers opponent for 10 seconds, Causes Burn or Frostbite debuffs, Causes heavy bleed for 10 seconds, 30% chance for secondary damage (Ice or Fire) to be inflicted, 10% chance for 4th Degree or Frostburn debuffs

Cooldown: 120 seconds

*You may teach this skill to others

Ancient’s Fury

Level: Sage - V

Unleash the Fury of the Ancients.

Cost: 5,000 STA

Damage: 3,644-4,912

Additional Effects: Stuns all targets, 85% chance to cause Heavy Bleed, 45% chance to break bones, 10% chance to Obliterate

Cooldown: 6 hours

Speed Demon

Level: Grandmaster - V

You’re a Speed Demon. I kind of feel like it’s self-explanatory.

Cost: 125 STA per second

Effect: Control of movements are increased by a factor of 4

Additional Effects: +90% to Agility while active, pay additional 100 Sta per sec to double speed further for 30 seconds per hour

Combustive Body

Level: Master - IV

Your body becomes combustive. Word to the wise, bodies weren’t meant to do that.

Cost: 400 HP per second

Damage: Variable

Additional Effects: Propel yourself up to 10 steps in the air, explosive shockwave, combustible punches, explosive body, reflect 10% of all spell damage

Armageddon Spear

Level: Sage - II

Your strikes annihilate all in their path. Nothing can stand before you.

Cost: 6,000 STA

Damage: 7,500 - 10,000

Additional Effects: Invulnerable while striking, Shockwave on impact, +150% Armor piercing, 75% chance to shatter, 75% chance for allowed follow-up strike, 15% chance to impale

Unique Effects: Instakill on Pinpoint (first three strikes only) ignoring all ongoing effects, Wide strike, piercing up to 10 opponents within a 20 Ft AOE

Cooldown: 10 hours

Stone Chucker – Monster Skill

Level: Master - X

You can move rocks with your mind. Good for you!

Cost: 1,000 STA per second

Damage: 4,500-6,500

Additional Effects: Rocks strike with 1.5X the force of gravity. If physical materials are used, you can turn earth mage spells against them. Crushing damage on impact. 30% chance for stone to shatter and cause additional piercing damage.

Shadow Puppet

Level: Sage - IV

Raise, control, and stitch together creepy dead bodies. Fun for the whole family!

Cost: 10,000 STA

Effects: You can raise and control undead creatures up to 12 levels above your own (Chances of success vary. Use better souls to gain better effects). You can imbue an undead creature with up to 150 souls to strengthen that creature. You can stitch together any undead creature, even if it has already been destroyed, so long as it has been made using the Shadow Puppet skill. No other undead-raising skill will affect a Shadow Puppet.

Additional Effects: Cost to raise already-created minions is halved.

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level

Skyform

Level: Sage - II

You can form the sky into ground. Invisible ground that is!

Cost: 250 STA per second

Effect: You can walk on air, as though it were solid ground, regardless of angle. Your field of gravity will shift as you do. Maximum height is set at 35 feet.

Additional Effects: You can carry passengers, heavy objects, and expand the field of Skyform to include transportation vehicles, such as carriages, pack animals, and your favorite pet monster.

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level

Shard Sponge

Level: Advanced - X

You can absorb attacks and throw them right back in someone’s face.

Cost: 10,000 STA

Effects: You can absorb an enemy attack and redirect it back at them, inflicting 1.75X the damage of the incoming attack.

Cooldown: 24 hours

Lightswap

Level: Master - II

Jump around like a firefly. Where will you pop up next?

Cost: 5,000 STA

Effects: You can swap places with any item within sight and you may take others along with you

Cooldown: 5 minutes

Passive Skills

Sage of War

Level: Sage – Peak

You are a master of all warfare and have reached the very peak in this area. Tactics. Armed combat. Unknown landscapes. While others might struggle in these areas, none are obstacles to the Sage of War, who thrives in all three. A Mythical figure of legend, the Sage of War embodies the best qualities of all warfare, while having the weaknesses of none. Enemies flee before you, while allies will flock to your banner. A Sage of War is the very essence of perfection and has been known to overthrow countries in a matter of days. A skill of this kind has not been seen in millennia, as the requisite requirements are too great for all by the select few. As the killer of the Spirit of War, you have inherited a small fraction of his power, and thus, the skill has been improved.

The following effects apply.

(1) 10% chance for enemy armies to flee (2) All weapons can be wielded with perfect form (3) Battle plans, wars and battlefield tactics come with ease (4) Enemies will suffer a 15% decrease to all stats (5) All armed & unarmed damage is increased by 100% (6) Combat is streamlined & Party members receive a 15% stat boost (7) Full mental communications (8) Fall damage is negated (9) Doubled movement speed on rough terrain no matter the grade (10) 25% increased Agility in rough weather (11) Large-scale wars will always favor your side (12) Food & Water consumption halved for you & anyone in your party (13) HP, MP & Stamina of all party members recovers 60% faster

Unique Effects: Active skill damage increased by 50%, Tactical thinking increased by 75% in battle, Counts as 3 skills for your Title, Warparty Leader empowers up to 5 chosen commanders with 20% of your overall stats

Since this is a combination of 3 Sage-level skills, your rewards will be tripled.

*You may teach any of the following skills to others at the Advanced level: Bladed, Ranged or Blunt Mastery, Martial Arts, Warmaster, Tactician & Ranger.

Peak Health

Level: Sage - VI

You have reached the peak of physical health. Stamina and Health will regenerate significantly faster. You will recover from wounds much faster and will take far less damage while in battle. Your Stamina will deplete at a significantly slower rate.

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage had its advantages. Twice per day, if your HP would hit zero, it will instead stay at one point. Once per day, you can fully restore yourself to perfect health, bringing HP & Stamina to their maximum.

+100% Increased HP & STA regen, +400% Recovery speed, -50% Damage, -50% Stamina depletion

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level.

Quick Learner

Level: Sage - V

You have reached the peak of skill in advanced learning. Your constant thirst for growth and the pursuit of knowledge has pushed you farther than anyone could have dreamed. You can now confidently say that you’re the smartest guy in the room and no one will be able to refute that claim once you show them this!

The world is full of stupid people though, so I can’t promise there won’t be some who will still try despite the proof staring them in the face, so don’t let your ego get the best of you. Egotistical scholars are often disliked.

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage had its advantages.

+99% Chance to learn new skills, +150% Growth to all skills, +40% Chance to learn higher-tier skills, +10% chance for a skill to skip to the next tier upon upgrade

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level.

Punisher

Level: Sage - V

You were never one to allow your enemies to escape. You punish all with brutal efficiency. All of your blows strike twice as hard. Ignore 25% of all armor.

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage has its advantages.

+300% Critical, +400% Damage if struck first, +5% Chance to Insta-kill, regardless of level, 10% chance to take 0 damage from physical attacks

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level.

Discerning Eye

Level: Sage - VI

You have reached the peak of skill in Discerning the world around you. You can analyze your surroundings, identifying anything regardless of level of skill advancement. Nothing will be hidden from you. You will spot hidden treasures and ancient secrets that others will miss. You can identify the true value of any item. You can always get the best price available at shops.

You can now see personal information about someone, delving deeper into their psyches. You probably don’t want this to get out though.

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage had its advantages.

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level.

Hunter of Myth

Level: Sage - VII

You’ve achieved what few others have and become a monster hunter of such legendary proportions that you have been enshrined into the mythos of monster hunting forever. Now a Sage, you tower above all others. Other monster hunters accomplishments seem like nothing when compared to your own. They can only bask in your glory and beg for just a scrap of your Sagely wisdom.

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage had its advantages.

+300% Damage, +150% Armor piercing, +500% Critical, 8% Chance to Instakill anything below your level, Instakill any monster more than 30 levels below your own

Thrice per day, cast the skill: Monster’s Bane, to inflict level X400 damage over the course of 45 seconds.

Twice per day, cast the skill: Lock, to freeze a monster in place for 150 seconds.

Once per day, cast the skill: Monstershock to halve a monster’s HP (cannot be used on Assault & World Bosses)

Once per day, cast the skill: Age of Mythos to bring a slain Section Boss or below back from the dead to fight on your behalf. Section Bosses will remain for 60 seconds. All below will remain for 150 seconds

Once per week, cast the skill: Extermination to Instakill every monster in your vicinity (cannot be used on Section Bosses and above)

(XP values 5,000/Field Boss, 8,000/Boss, 12,000/Raid Boss)

*You may teach Legendary Monster Hunter to others at the Intermediate level.

All-Terrain Psycho

Level: Grandmaster - IX

You are a reckless psycho without a license to kill, but guess what? You don’t care! You can drive any vehicle with four wheels, regardless of terrain or condition. Falls now do 85% less damage to any carriage you drive. Impacts now do 50% less damage to any carriage you drive.

+85% Increased comfort, +70% Endurance to Vehicle, +35% Speed on rough terrain, +90% Vision at night, Perfect Vision in poor weather, +65% Damage when ramming, +30% Damage when hitting random bystanders, +15% Damage when ramming monsters

*You may teach Rough Wagoner to others at the Beginner level

Judgment

Level: Sage - III

Your judgment is second to none, whether in battle, on the road, or in social situations. Mediate for longer to gain greater results. Mental training can now raise active skills at the same rate as normal, while active training speed will double skill gains.

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage had its advantages.

+100% Focus, +400% Focus after 3-minute meditation, +1,000% Focus after 15-minute meditation, Immunity from focus-related debuffs, +95% chance to not blunder is social situations, +50% chance to succeed in a skill breakthrough during mental training, +10% resistance to all debuffs

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level

Prodigy

Level: Sage - II

You’re a prodigy in all things you do, and have reached heights that none could even imagine.

+50% Effectiveness to all skills, +50% Experience gain, +50% Skill growth, +25% increased Agility during combat

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level

Duo

Level: Master - I

All attacks have a chance to double in damage

Current odds: 1/16

Massive Booster

Level: Advanced - VI

You’re really good at fighting multiple opponents and coming out on top. Guess this should make things more interesting.

Effects: Stamina and HP are doubled when soloing a group of 4 or more. Strength and Agility are increased by 10% when soloing a group of 10 or more. Armor is boosted by 25% when soloing a group of 50 or more.

Spirit Crafting - Spirit Skill

Level: Master - VI

You have the ability to craft Elixirs that will permanently boost stats when consumed. You may craft Elixirs up to the Master level.

Automatic +6 to any crafted Elixir.

100% chance of success when crafting Novice-level Elixirs

95% chance of success when crafting Beginner-level Elixirs

65% chance of success when crafting Intermediate-level Elixirs

35% chance of success when crafting Advanced-level Elixirs

15% chance of success when crafting Master-level Elixirs

Once per day, you may cast the skill: Soul Infusion to infuse the Essence of a Monster into an inanimate object and bring it to life. If the object is unable to handle the strain, it will explode causing level X50 damage to everyone within the 50-Yard area of effect.

(See below for full list of known recipes)

Probability

Level: Sage - VIII

You have reached the peak of skill in probability and evolved it beyond what should be possible. You have the power to predict the most likely outcome of any situation by weighing the facts as you see them. All situations will be streamlined, giving you access to a vast swath of information and likely outcomes.

Future sight is now available in small increments of 1-5 seconds, depending on the situation. Unknowns become known through simple deduction.

All correctly chosen probabilities will increase overall effectiveness by 25% (stackable).

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage had its advantages.

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level.

Intimidation

Level: Master - III

You can scare people with your looks alone! (Yikes) Your actions have taken you further down the path of being a scary, scary man.

Effects: 90% Chance to force someone of a lower level to back down, 45% chance for someone to flee in terror, 15% chance for someone to soil themselves, 5% chance for someone to drop dead in terror

*You may teach this skill to others

Stacked Odds

Level: Master - I

You’ve never been one to challenge weaklings, or those below your level. Some might say you’re a bit of a masochist, while other masochists would say you simply enjoy the thrill of a challenge. Regardless, you seem to have a propensity of fighting those way above your own weight class.

Note: This skill does not work on non-intelligent races

10 Lv Gap: -15% damage taken

15 Lv Gap: -20% damage taken, Immune to all stun-type debuffs

19 Lv Gap: -25% damage taken, Immune to all stun-type debuffs, 4% chance of skill reflection

*You may teach this skill to others

One-Man Raid

Level: Master - II

You’ve never been one to shy away from a fight, even when facing down a Boss monster fifty times your size with zero backup. Some would call you insane. Insane people would call you a genius. Most would simply stay far, far away from you. I don’t blame them.

Note: This skill only works when fighting Boss monsters

Solo: +50% to all Base stats, -30% to all damage taken, 10% chance of damage reflection

Team of 5 or less: +20% to all Base stats, -10% to all damage taken

Once per day use the skill: Raider to triple all Base stats by a factor of 3 for 60 seconds

*You may teach this skill to others

Extender

Level: Advanced - VIII

You seem to have a lot of short-range Active skills. Everyone knows that a balanced fighter doesn’t rely on a single form of combat. Luckily for you, you don’t have to!

Current Reach: 5X Arm Reach

Unconquerable Aura

Level: Advanced - X

Alvin the Unconquerable had a super-scary glowy aura about him. Some people claimed it let him fly. Others said it made him invulnerable. Others still said it made him the strongest man alive. Now, you get one too! Only this is a baby version. There are no handouts here!

Effects: While active, boosts skill damage by 25%. Increases Armor by 25%. Increases all stats by 5%. Will make you glow like a bonfire. This skill can be toggled on and off.

Wood Carving

Level: Intermediate - I

You’re telling me you hacked a tree into a crude boat and you’re already at the Intermediate level!? Something definitely seems fishy here.

Effects: +40% efficiency when carving wood, +20% accuracy when carving wood, +10% speed when carving wood

Spiritual Resistance – Spirit Skill

Level: Master - III

You have the ability to resist Spiritual interference.

Effect 1: Immunity from Soulblock debuff

Effect 2: Immunity from all Master & below Curses

Effect 3: 25% resistance from all Grandmaster Curses

Effect 4: 10% resistance from all Sage Curses

Warning! This is a conditional skill. If you violate the terms of your agreement with Neera, the Spirit of Blood, all knowledge will be stripped. If this happens, the skill cannot be relearned, even if granted by another Spirit.

Peak

Level: Novice - X

Effects: +200 stat points when reaching the peak of a Sage-level skill. This skill will grow by 10 levels each time a Sage skill reaches the Peak.

Additional Effects: For each Peak-Sage skill you hold you get an additional life

Monster-Soul Scourge

Level: Master - III

Due to your race’s innate ability to detect and hunt monsters, you have become a scourge to all monsters.

Effects: +80% chance to land a successful sneak-attack on a monster. Sneak attacks deal Massive Critical damage.

Additional Effects: Once per day cast Scourge to deal 20X melee damage to monsters for 10 minutes.

Once per day cast Monster to take 0 damage from monster attacks for 5 minutes.

Once per day cast Monster-Soul to steal a monster’s skill. This may be stored for later use.

Item Jubilee – Unique Skill

Level: Master - II

Due to your absorption of multiple powerful items, you now have some special and unique effects.

+1,000 Vitality & Endurance, +500 Wisdom & Luck, +300 Strength

Five times per day cast: Total Recovery to restore yourself to perfect condition

Three times per day cast: Tough Shield to absorb 50,000 points of damage

Twice per day cast: Stamina Block to use skills without stamina for 100 seconds

Once per day cast: Battlefield Sylven to boost all allies stats by 25% for 5 minutes

Once per day cast: Monstrous Overdrive to triple Strength, Agility & Endurance for 3 minutes

Title

Ancient Progenitor Spirit-Sage – Unique Ancient Title

You have reached the rank of Sage for the fourteenth time. You’re making records of your own! Sniff. I’m so proud of you! You’ve also murdered a Spirit! Holy cheese and crackers!

Effects: Learning speed of skills is increased by a further 100%. This is an Evolving Title. Each additional Sage-ranked skill will add further effects, affect the rarity-rating, and might even cause the title’s name to change.

Current: (1) 5 additional stat points per level (2) New skills are guaranteed to be Intermediate or higher (3) Decrease experience needed to level by 10% (4) Active skill damage is boosted by 100% (5) Ability to dual-wield weapons of different types (6) Automatically counter sneak attacks (7) Active skill cost decreased by 50% (8) Other titles may be absorbed by this one (effects will vary) (9) Ability to absorb item-based skills (items will be destroyed upon learning) (10) Highest current Base stat is increased by a factor of 3 (11) Recharge up to 3 skill effects per day (12) 5 Additional item slots (13) Instakill Immunity (14) Upgraded Probability skill (15) Avatar Bonus for 100 seconds daily

Additional Effect: Active skills can be used continuously regardless of cooldown time.

Absorbed Effects: (1) Avatars deal 30% less damage (2) Immortality for 75 seconds per day (3) Absorb 1% of defeated opponents’ highest stat (4) Can use Enraged status when enough damage is taken (5) Spirits cannot come without your permission

Special Effects: (1) All War-related skills will be improved (2) Reaching the peak of Sage in any War-related skill will grant additional rewards (3) 20% Base stat boost (4) Able to wield War’s Spiritual Hammer (5) Able to wear War’s Spiritual Helm (6) Enraged status does not affect you mentally

Ancient Effects: (1) Once per month, take on the Mantle of War for 60 seconds (2) Once per week, use Ripper Progenitor’s Aura for 60 seconds

Race

Avatar Monster-Soul: The Monster-Soul is a race taken on by the ultimate hunter to better catch his chosen prey. Taking on the aspects of some of his most powerful foes, the Monster-Soul gains abilities that normal mortals could hardly dream of. Sight. Smell. Touch, and taste. All are enhanced. The Monster-Soul has greater strength, endurance, and agility, and regenerates all at a much faster pace. The Monster-Soul can go for longer without needing to eat, or sleep, tireless in his hunt. It isn’t only monsters the Monster-Soul hunts. All enemies are treated with equal brutality and efficiency. Once the Monster-Soul has a scent, he can track it to the ends of Raiah!

Bonuses: +3 to all stats per level, Fireproof, Heatproof, Coldproof, Frostproof. Magic-Resist, Physical-Resist. Darkvision, Monster Scent, Monstrous Endurance, Monstrous Speed.

Detriments: None

Weapons, Armor & Items

Name: Terror Queen’s Orionite Regalia – Unique Medium-Hybrid Armor Set

Armor crafted from the World Monster Solana of the Dark, Terror Queen of the Fourliance and enhanced with Orionite.

Pieces: 8 (Helm, Breastplate, Bracers, Greaves, Belt, Pants, Boots, Power Cloak)

Quality: Mythical

Armor: +1,085 (Helm) +3,300 (Breastplate), +1,575 (Bracers), +1,575 (Greaves) +2,275 (Pants), +825 (Belt) +1,650 (Boots), +2,200 (Power Cloak)

Total Armor: 14,485

Requirements: 1,000 Strength, Endurance & Agility

Restrictions: User has at least 5 Grandmaster-ranked or higher skills

Power Cloak Durability: 3,500,000/3,500,000

Power Cloak Charge: 800,000/800,000

Effects: Can infuse armor with any of 5 effects. (1) Ghost Armor – gain full intangibility for 5 minutes daily, reducing physical attacks to 0. (2) Orionite Flame Armor – will reduce magical attacks to 0 for 5 minutes daily. (3) Dragonflame Armor – will cause damage equal to 75% of any incoming attack back on the caster for 7 minutes daily. (4) Commandment Armor – will raise minions of Orionite flame to defend you for 20 minutes daily. (5) Orion’s Terrorqueen Armor – will infuse armor with overwhelming power, quadrupling all stats for 5 minutes daily.

Additional effects: Immunity from psychic, and mental-based debuffs. Immunity from crushing. Immunity from death magic. Immunity from death-based debuffs. All damage is reduced by 25%. 20% chance to ignore all damage. All damage is redistributed back into the armor increasing all stats by 1 for every 5,000 points taken.

Power Cloak: This armor is equipped with a power cloak, containing 2 settings. (1) An Eldritch Engine, which will jet powerful Orionite flames from the points in your body, boosting speed by 35%, and also allowing you to fly, based on power output. Cost comes from the gems set into the armor, which need to be charged with mana or stamina. Cost will vary depending on conditions (2) is the Terror Dragon’s Breath. A technique that will bathe your body in Orionite flames, burning anyone who makes physical contact. Damage is equal to your Strength stat + an additional Soulburned debuff which will sap HP, MP and STA. Cost for this skill is cloak durability at 10 per 5/sec. If the cloak is destroyed, the set will be reduced to reflect the change, and the bonus will not be lost.

Mythical: Orion’s Meteor Shower – once per day you can summon a shower of flaming metal to shield you and damage your opponents

Perks: Light source, waterproof, self-cleaning, Soulbound, Temperature regulated, contains 120 minutes of air

Set Bonus: +675 to all stats

Value: 1,585 large gold bricks, 2 small gold bricks, 72 large gold bars

Name: War’s Hand of Devoured Souls – Mk. VII

Quality: Ancient

Item Type: Integrated Prosthetic - Hand

Effects: +500 Strength, +250 Vitality, +200 Luck. Can devour Spiritual essence.

Additional Effects: +25% to base damage, +150% Dexterity, +150% Stamina regeneration

Thrice per day, cast Devour to infuse the Forepaw with the power of the devoured souls within the hand. Damage is calculated as total Strength X50.

Twice per day, cast War’s bond to infuse your body with the power of the War Spirit for 30 seconds.

Twice per day, cast Spiritual Forge to forcibly dismiss a Spirit from your presence. That Spirit cannot return for 24 hours.

Once per day, cast Banishment to forcibly dismiss a Spirit’s Avatar back to the location of their Spirit’s anchor. That Avatar cannot move more than 10 yards from that area for the next 14 days.

Ancient Effect: If you have met a Spirit, you will be able to sense the location of their Origin

Value: N/A

Note: This is a Full-integrated prosthetic. It cannot be removed.

Name: Name: War’s Regal Leg

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Integrated Prosthetic – Leg

Effects: +200 Agility, +200 Endurance, +125 to all other stats. Breaks magical barriers.

Additional Effects: +25% to base speed, +75% Dexterity, -50% Stamina depletion

Twice per day, cast King’s Kick to inflict Agility X50 Damage to a single target. If the target is a mage, all mana is instantly depleted.

Twice per day, cast Break Blow to forcibly teleport someone away from you. You must have the location is mind, otherwise, it will be random. Maximum range is 5 miles.

Five times per day, cast Double-Charge to double the power of an Active skill.

Once per day, cast Return Volley to deflect a spell back at an enemy with 3 times the original power.

Value: N/A

Note: This is a Full-integrated prosthetic. It cannot be removed.

War’s Spiritual Hammer

This hammer is no mere mortal instrument, but rather, a weapon of the Spiritual. The physical manifestation of Tenor, the Spirit of War, made real. This weapon has a long, and storied history, with legends and rumors too long to count. Many are true, while others are completely false. One thing is for certain though, this hammer is the true epitome of what the Spirit of War stood for, when he first forged it in millennia past.

Quality: World

Damage: Strength X5

Restrictions: Spirit, Avatar of the Spirit of War

Effects: Once every 3 months, you may negate the use of all weapons and armor, the effects of all items, and skills, and prevent the usage of any of them for a full 12 hours. This status is inflicted on everyone within the 200-Yard Area of Effect.

Additional Effects: You may use Pure Obliteration to wipe everything within 500 square miles from existence. This effect has a one-time use.

Warning: Take heed in using Pure Obliteration, this effect does not discriminate between friend and foe. Everyone and everything will be laid to waste. Nothing may escape this level of pure destruction.

Value: Incalculable

Orionite Dragonfire Obliterator

Quality: Mythical

Damage: 7,500 + Strength & Agility (4,000 + ½ Strength & Agility Single)

Requirements: Sage-rank Hammer skill. Sage-rank Heavy Blunt Weaponry skill. 2,000 Strength, Agility, Endurance & Constitution.

Restrictions: Hammer-based Class

Effect: Thrice per day cast the skill Terror Queen’s Arm to inflict 250,000 points of damage to a single target. Thrice per day cast the skill Dragon’s Jaws to inflict 150X the hammer’s max damage on a single target. Twice per day cast the skill Queen’s Judgment to raise an army of 10 level 70 Berserk Undead to do your bidding. Once per day cast the skill Death Toll to Instakill your next target. Note* target must be below your own level, and belong to an intelligent, mortal race. Once per day cast the skill Orion’s Blazing Star to inflict 100,000 points of damage to all targets in a 200 yard AOE.

Additional Effects: Can be used as a single or twin and recalled at will. Will inflict Stun for 3 seconds. Will inflict Deathblight for 30 seconds. Will inflict Deathburn for 45 seconds. Will inflict Eldritch Sap for 120 seconds. Will inflict Doom for 150 seconds. Will inflict Half-Blind for 180 seconds. Will inflict Panic for 200 seconds. Will inflict Imprisonment for 10 seconds. 100% chance to break bones. 95% chance to rupture organs. 80% chance to knock back. 20% chance to Instakill. 10% chance to summon Orion’s Wrath upon the battlefield.

Perks: Soulbound

Value: 1,090 Large gold bricks, 7 small gold bricks, 90 large gold bars

Cleaver of Fate

Quality: Ancient

Damage: Strength + Agility X3

Requirements: Sage-rank Swordmaster skill

Restrictions: Sword-based Class

Effects: Once per day use Fate Cleaver to sever a target’s body from their soul. The soul will then turn on the body. The effects depend on the outcome. Soul victory: The target dies. Body victory: The target becomes an empty shell of their former selves. Once per day use Physical Rend to inflict 500,000 points of slashing damage to a single target, ignoring all armor and ongoing effects.

Note: Powerful enough targets may be able to resist this effect.

Additional Effects: All attacks inflict Freezing damage. All attacks inflict the Heavy Bleed debuff. 50% chance to sever limbs. 50% chance to freeze solid.

Perks: Soulbound, Psychic Control

Ancient Effect: This blade can cut through any skill, severing it from fate and forcing a 24-hour cooldown (does not work on non-sentient creatures)

Value: Incalculable

Field Leveler

There was a rumor, once, of a Sage so powerful that he had surpassed even the Unconquerable. No one knew for certain, as none had the power to fully inspect this person. All that was known, was that he was a mighty hunter, a slayer of Beasts. He wore the corpses of those enemies on his body, and all who stood before him met their eventual end. These items were specially forged for him, as a statement by the world itself, acknowledging his might.

Quality: World

Damage: Total stats combined

Restrictions: Sage of 11 skills or more

Effects: Once every 3 months, you may level a battlefield, inflicting damage equal to the total sum that you have taken in the last 24 hours to all enemies within the area of effect.

Additional Effects: Once a week, you may inflict 100X this weapon’s normal damage. This weapon may be used in conjunction with others.

Warning: Destroying a battlefield may have dire consequences. Use with extreme caution.

Value: Incalculable

Equipped Items

Name: The Heart Between Worlds

Quality: World

Item Type: Earring

Effects: Twice per day teleportation of up to entire armies

Value: Incalculable

Name: Orion’s Broken Star

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +500 Strength & Agility. Twice per day use Shattered Star to rain destruction from above. Once per day use Broken Star to shatter one item.

Value: 32 large & 8 small gold Bricks

Name: Ripper Progenitor’s Icebound Soul

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +600 Endurance, +300 Strength & Agility. Three times per day use Icebound Rend to accelerate your movements and slow opponents for 60 seconds.

Value: 32 large & 8 small gold Bricks

Name: Regal Avatar’s Aura

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +1,000 Endurance. Once per day use Regality’s Sun to imbue your body with the power of the Regal Avatar for 30 seconds.

Value: 30 large & 2 small gold Bricks

Name: Vanity Avatar’s Mirror

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +1,000 Agility. Once per day use Vanity’s Reflector to imbue your body with the power of the Vanity Avatar for 30 seconds.

Value: 30 large & 2 small gold Bricks

Name: Brutality Avatar’s Gauntlet

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +1,000 Strength. Once per day use Brutality’s Fist to imbue your body with the power of the Brutality Avatar for 30 seconds.

Value: 30 large & 2 small gold Bricks

Name: Avatar Token

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Pendant

Effects: Allows the wearer to claim the Race of Avatar along with all its bonuses. Power from said Race will be allocated based on the wearer’s own strength.

Current Bonuses: +500 to all stats, for 1 hour a day equip Avatar’s Spiritual Armor to Triple all stats.

Value: Incalculable


Afterward

What’s up, Super-People?! I hope you enjoyed book 11 of We Hunt Monsters. I know it ended on a bit of a cliffhanger but trust me when I say the continuation of the story in book 12 will be well worth the wait. If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a rating/review. They really help and make all the difference in pushing this book to new audiences.

My next planned release is Rise to Omniscience book 12, but if I see enough reviews, I’ll bump We Hunt Monsters 12 ahead in the queue.

Thanks again for reading and I hope to see you all back again for the next one!

If you love GameLit or LitRPG as much as I do, you should check out these amazing pages. You can keep up with your favorite genre of books, all while being part of an awesome community.

GameLitSociety

Spoiled Rotten Readers

LitRPG Books

Check out my website for news on current and upcoming releases, blog posts, artwork on characters, and other exclusive content. You can also contact me directly through the site if you have any questions.

AaronOsterAuthor.com

Follow me on Amazon to be notified of all releases as they come out.

Author Page

You can support me on Patreon if you want some exclusive previews, benefits, and access to a full beta read of the books before they are released. You can also follow me on my various social media accounts as that is where I do giveaways and the like.

Patreon: Rise to Omniscience

Instagram: Aaron Oster

Facebook: Aaron Ostreicher

Facebook Fan Group: Aaron Oster's Supermage Army

A special thanks to my Patreon beta readers: Brandon Decker, Wilder_Fast, Sachin Mitra & DJ

Coming Next

Rise to Omniscience 12

We Hunt Monsters 12

Master of Monster Arts Book 1 Published by Aethon Books coming soon!

Series by Aaron Oster

Complete

The Rules

Somerset: Book One

Pendrackon: Book Two

Grempire: Book Three

Buryoku

Power: Book 1

Light: Book 2

Water: Book 3

Wind: Book 4

Fire: Book 5

Earth: Book 6

Darkness: Book 7

Weakness: Book 8

Spirit: Book 9

Beast: Book 10

Ghost: Book 11

Archfiend: Book 12

You can also pick up the series as a box set on Kindle or Audio!

Ongoing

We Hunt Monsters

Book 1

Book 2

Book 3

Book 4

Book 5

Book 6

Book 7

Book 8

Book 9

Book 10

Book 11

Book 12 (Coming soon!)

Mayhem

Book 1

End of the World

Book 1

Book 2

Book 3 (Series Finale TBA)

Rise to Omniscience

Arc One

Supermage: Book One

Starbreak: Book Two

Skyflare: Book Three

Solarspire: Book Four

Stormforge: Book Five

Arc Two

Silverspear: Book Six

Sandqueen: Book Seven

Sunscorch: Book Eight

Serpentlord: Book Nine

Soulstream: Book Ten

Arc Three

Stoneheart: Book Eleven

Book 12 (Coming Soon!)

You can also pick up books 1 - 5 and 6 -10 as a box set.

Audio box sets are now available as well.

Land of the Elementals

Rampage: Book One

Emerald: Book Two

Origin: Book Three

Reign: Book Four

Book 5 (Series Finale) TBA

Shattered Kingdoms

Age of Ancients: Book One

Time of Titans: Book Two

Book 3 (Series Finale) TBA

All dates are only an estimate and are subject to change. Please check my social media for any and all updates.
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