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Introduction


Friends, the character sheets have gotten long and involved. Since this is the third book in the series, I feel safe streamlining a lot of Kaden and Nessa’s powers. Their character sheets are still long and involved but should be much easier to skim (or listen to). Their powers still work the same, you just won’t have to read quite as much text to figure out what they can do.

I’ve also segmented off Nessa and Kaden’s evolutions and character changes so it’s easier to skim and skip if needed. I hope that helps.

What’s Next for the Series?

Unless things change, we’ll be wrapping up this series in the next book (scheduled to release this year). That’ll finish Spite as well as Father of Constructs in 2024 and let me focus on new concepts for 2025.

Don’t hold me to this timeline – who knows what the future might bring!


Dedication


This book is dedicated to the Discord fans who demanded the series continue.


Other Works


Keep up with us and receive notifications by following my author page! The link is: https://amzn.to/3RDGmLn

If you're looking for other books produced by the Pivot Press team, look no further.

Father of Constructs, Book 5 – Ultimate Crafter will be out in November. Pre-order it here. Link: https://amzn.to/3yLkMhk

The Resonance Cycle https://amzn.to/3tmUcIxis where the LitRPG goodness started. It's a bold mix of fantasy, sci-fi, and superheroes. You can find the overall series here.

System Activation is a horror/suspense GameLit novel co-authored with Ashley Norman. It's planned as a trilogy, with audio coming soon ™. If you're interested in something with a slower burn ala Alien, this might be the series for you. You can find it here. Amazon link: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D6M8KYVS

I'm part of a publishing group called Pivot Press Publishing. They are just starting out, but the goal is to produce other well-written LitRPG/GameLit, Fantasy, and Sci-Fi stories. Their website is here: https://bit.ly/3Tm0fHT

***

Audiobooks

Resonance 1-5 are out on Audible. Start here! https://adbl.co/3Uqq4qI

Summoner Assassin 1 is out as well. Give it a listen! Link: https://adbl.co/3JpQyCe

Father of Constructs 1-3 are out! https://adbl.co/3Un7eAA

***

LitRPG by Adam Lance

Adam Lance is a collaborator with the Pivot Press team and writes romance-flavored versions of LitRPG and Progression.

Fans of Urban Fantasy, in the style of Dresden Files might find interest in Fate's Enforcer. Amazon link: https://amzn.to/3XCzoIn

Dungeon Champions is a new slice-of-life, LitRPG extravaganza with light romance, team building, and dungeon hopping. Amazon Link: https://amzn.to/3ZAIY0H

***

Engage With Us!

We keep an active Patreon. My plan is to work on Father of Constructs 5, Spite the Dark 3 and 4, and Res 9 and have them up on Patreon first. Link: https://bit.ly/3RBs7GS

We also love chatting with fans and collaborators alike on Discord at https://discord.gg/GXn8csy2gg. Just be sure to pick a tag so we know which series brought you over.


Geography Disclaimer


This book takes place primarily in Japan and India. While I am a big fan of making sure location details match the real world wherever possible, I took a few liberties – particularly in places with action sequences.

If you’re a local, sorry.


What Came Before


Book 1: Assassin Summoner

Assassin Summoner is the first book in the Spite the Dark series, following Kaden Yamaguchi, a young man trained from childhood to become an elite assassin known as the Steel Shadow. Guided by his father Vasilis and prophecies from mysterious beings called Chronarchs, Kaden embarks on a mission to prevent an impending apocalypse by assassinating specific targets.

Early in his mission, Kaden acquires a powerful biological enhancement called a SPITE unit, which grants him superhuman abilities. He rescues a young woman named Nessa and his father from captivity, forming an unlikely team. As they pursue Kaden's targets, they uncover a complex web of conspiracies involving shadowy organizations, government agencies, and otherworldly forces.

Kaden learns to harness his new powers, including the ability to summon entities from a mysterious realm called the Madness. He grapples with moral dilemmas as he carries out his assassinations, questioning the true motivations behind his mission. The team faces dangerous enemies, including monstrous beings called cysts and rival Hunters seeking Catalysts - the source of superhuman abilities.

As the story progresses, Kaden reunites with his long-lost mother Asami, a powerful figure in the yakuza underworld. This reunion forces him to confront his past and reconsider his relationships and purpose. The book culminates with Kaden preparing to assassinate a charming but corrupt politician, while uncovering deeper layers of conspiracy surrounding the Hunt - a cosmic game orchestrated by the Chronarchs.

Book 2: Shadow in Madness

In "Shadow in Madness," the second book of the Spite the Dark series, Kaden Yamaguchi continues his journey as an assassin with a SPITE unit. The narrative progresses through two main settings: the Madness and Earth.


In the Madness, an otherworldly realm, Kaden meets his guide Totilithon and undertakes missions to prove himself to the nix, an alien race. He faces various challenges, including infiltrating a torguul facility and battling a powerful entity known as a Titan-Lord. During this time, Kaden makes a Summoning pact with Vortigon, a torguul Swarm Leader. These experiences in the Madness lead Kaden to question his role and motivations in the larger cosmic scheme.


On Earth, Kaden continues his Hunt, targeting individuals such as a corrupt Senator and Stephanie Ray, who was misusing her powers. He gains new abilities and Summons through these encounters. Kaden also recruits Viviana, a former enemy and cyst, to act as his agent, though he struggles with trusting her.


Parallel to Kaden's story, the narrative follows Nessa, a young woman previously saved by Kaden, as she trains under Kaden's mother, Asami, in Japan. Nessa chooses the Assault Infiltrator class and completes difficult missions to prove herself, grappling with her new powers and the violence they entail.

The book also briefly touches on Kaden's father, Vasilis, who has his own spiritual journey and encounter with a powerful being called a Survivor.


By the end of the book, Kaden has significantly increased his power but faces mounting questions about his purpose and the true nature of the cosmic forces at play, setting the stage for further developments in this book.



Kaden Starting Character Sheet


Name: Kaden Yamaguchi
Age: 31
Class: Steel Shadow
Level: 10
Maximum Menagerie Size: 20 (9 slots consumed – Paisley, Vortigon, and Apox)
Resolute Blade Length: 20 inches (10 + current Catalyst Level)
Hit Points: 5 (Base) +50 (Catalyst Level) + 10 (SPITE Augmentation) – Total: 65
KX Max: 65; Current: 9
Innate Physical Attributes
Strength: 17 (Peak Human)
Agility: 18 (Peak Human)
Endurance: 20 (Post-Human 1)
Speed: 18 (Peak Human)
Vision/Visual Acuity: 20 (Post-Human 1)
Reflexes/Reaction Time: 20 (Post-Human 1)
SPITE Attunement: 50% (Fourth Evolution)
Innate Mental Attributes
Discipline: 19 (Post-Human 1)
Intelligence: 19 (Superhuman; with SPITE HUD and AI enhancements)
Intuition: 8 (Below Average)
Charisma: 8 (Below Average)
Madness Attunement: 12% (Subsequent visits to the Madness may reveal more of its truths)
Innate Skills
· Diplomacy: 3 (Proficient)
· Disguise: 5 (Advanced)
· Espionage: 5 (Advanced)
· Driving (Stunt): 6 (Advanced)
· Explosives: 7 (Expert)
· Global Politics: 4 (Proficient)
· Gymnastics/Acrobatics: 8 (Expert)
· Military (Special Operations): 7 (Expert)
· Martial Arts: 8 (Expert)
· Marksman (All): 11 (Post-Human 1)
· Technology (Standard computers and smart phones): 8 (Expert)
· Security (Computers): 7 (Expert)
· Security (Physical/Military): 7 (Expert)
· Stealth: 14 (Post-Human 2)
· Non-Projectile Weapons: 11 (Post-Human 1)
· Hunting and Tracking: 7 (Expert)
· Linguistics (English, Japanese, German, and Russian)
Note: “Innate” attributes and skills are listed to provide details about the character’s base capabilities. They may be augmented as the story progresses. Entries listed as innate remain even if the character’s other abilities are suppressed or consumed.
Allocated SPITE Augmentations
· Physical Augmentation: 46 of 110
· Mental Augmentation: 40 of 110
· Global Biological Augmentation: 10 out of 110
· Weapons Augmentation: 70 out of 110
· Defense Augmentation: 30 out of 110
Physical Augmentations Bonus: Your melee attacks deal an additional 2 points of damage. Because your Blade damage is based on the Atticus, it is also improved.
Mental Augmentation Bonus: Your reaction times have been dramatically improved. This will help you adjust to your SPITE’s capabilities.
Weapons Augmentation Bonus: Your Atticus and Resolute Blade now deals between 17-24 points of damage per strike. The chances of scoring a Critical attack with any weapon are increased by 40%. Note: This includes a +2 bonus from Physical Augmentations.
Defensive Augmentation Bonus: You now suffer less damage from any attack that does not have a SPITE or Catalyst-based source. As cysts use both technologies, this passive benefit does not include them.
Allocated Catalyst Skills
· Acrobatics (30 out of 110)
· Assassination (110 out of 110)
· Disguise (20 out of 110)
· Espionage (20 out of 110)
· Exotic Weapons (110 out of 110)
· Linguistics and Dialects (10 out of 110) (Hindi, Spanish, French, and Nix)
· Stealth (30 out of 110)
· Technology (30 out of 110)
Acrobatics Bonus: You can perform complex acrobatic maneuvers roughly on par with Olympic level gymnasts. This includes heightened flexibility and joint mobility.
Assassination Bonus: At 110 out of 110, this skill has evolved beyond normal Hunt potential during the first Seeding. You have obtained the following benefits:
· Attacks that are made while the target is unaware of you now deal critical damage automatically.
· You may make Critical attacks against monstrous and inhuman creatures, including those in the Madness.
· Your Summoned creatures can make Critical attacks with a slightly reduced chance. You may also score Critical attacks against any living creature.
· The critical damage you deal is enhanced proportionally to the further you are from the enemy.
· Limitation: This skill does not apply to targets whose Perception or Reflexes skills are equal to, or higher than, yours. Some Catalysts and classes will also resist Critical attacks.
Disguise Bonus: You may adopt the posture and dialect of others with significantly greater ease and effect.
Stealth Bonus: It is 20% more difficult to notice you in low-light or dark conditions. In addition, your shape is masked with a blurring effect when you attempt to hide. Reach a 60 Stealth score to earn a special toggle in your HUD.
Technology Bonus: You can now identify any Earth-based technology up to “Classified.” Post-30 and you’ll be able to identify non-Earth based technologies, such as those created by Catalysts.
Exotic Weapons Bonus: Your SPITE weapons will respond to a combination of intent as well as skill. This will allow you to use your SPITE in increasingly flexible and creative ways. At 110 out of 110, this skill grants you an innate ability to wield alien or foreign weapons, including those originating from the Madness. Your Black Lotus now deals an additional 75% damage on a critical strike. It also has an increased critical range and may deal critical damage to enemies that would normally be resistant to it. Limitation: Creatures immune to Critical attacks, or who take specific types of damage to be injured, similar to the shadow Summons, remain invulnerable.
Abilities
Dark Sight: You can see in darkness.
Evolution Core (Catalyst and SPITE Upgrade):
· Whenever you win a Catalyst during the hunt, if it has multiple benefits, you will be presented with up to (3) choices to integrate with your Catalyst. The choices will be among those that most closely align with your selected class and abilities.
· The maximum skill benefits your Catalyst can provide are increased from 100 to 110.
· You have gained a second metabolism dedicated entirely to powering nix abilities, such as flight or alternative modes of sight, etc. In your HUD, this will be displayed as KX. Future enhancements and upgrades will consume KX to activate or maintain. KX is gained using your Metabolic Graft ability or consuming meat the traditional way. Your maximum KX is equal to your hit points.
Heart Finder: Focus on a specific, concrete desire. This power will allow you to locate that object, person, or objective, on a map or diagram. If multiple targets are equally viable, you will be able to locate them all. You may also use this power to locate someone else’s desires, although you are the one who must locate the target. If you use this ability on another person, they must be within 90 feet. Limitation: You may not use this power to find Hunters who are 2 or more levels above or below you. You may not use this power to decipher or decode things, such as passwords or encrypted text. You may not use this power to bypass other Catalyst abilities that create concealment unless those powers originate from an opponent 5 or more levels below you. You may use this power once per day per your level. Leveling up resets the daily uses of this power.
SPITE Gravity: This ability grants you a new skill: Acrobatics. It begins at 30 out of 100 points automatically. You now generate a field of beneficial gravity. This means that gravity itself will work to assist you, allowing you to attempt maneuvers that would normally be impossible.
Shadow Meld: You are effectively invisible against all forms of detection other than natural ones. This conceals you from radar, infrared, AI, and so on. People may still see, hear, and feel you normally, however.
Sight-Blinding Mirage: You may transform any held picture or piece of text, altering it to suit your needs. This is a permanent change that takes 12 seconds to enact. It will not add information you do not know or create data out of thin air. If you devote 30 minutes of focused concentration on the object, you can replace both physical and digital copies of the picture or text to the updated version. Limitation: This replacement can apply to up to 100 physical copies and/or devices per your level (currently 1000). You may select targeted copies you are aware of for this replacement. If multiple copies are stored on a single device, this power treats the device as 1 copy/device.
Staggering Resolve: You gain passive, adaptive resistance to massive damage. This resistance increases an amount directly proportional to the damage dealt.
Summoning: You may have one active Summon per 10 levels (currently: 1). Summoning pulls a being from a parallel reality known as the Madness. Summoned beings are bonded to you. This bond lasts until you die or until you replace them, which you can do at levels 5, 10, 15, and 20. Each Summons takes a different amount of time to manifest and costs a permanent amount of hit points while they are active.
If killed, you may not re-summon the same creature for 24 hours (unless otherwise noted in the entry). You may heal the hit points lost from the summon naturally once it is killed, but you do not instantly heal them as you would with a dismissal.
· SPITE-Enhanced Summoning: Because you have a SPITE unit, this ability has been enhanced. The suit itself functions as your menagerie, allowing you to store your Summons within the unit itself. This may also influence how they appear and their abilities.
· Expanded Menagerie: Your maximum menagerie size is equal to double your level.
· Enhanced SPITE Bonus: You may activate a Summons from any SPITE tissue you govern.
· Bolstered Summons: Your Summons begin with 10 extra hit points.
· SPITE-Enhanced Bolstered Summons: Your Summons share more of your abilities. They may use these powers both independently and simultaneously with yours.
o Metabolic Graft: Your Summons may Graft a defeated opponent. When they do, you and the Summons both regain 1 hit point.
o Resolute Blade: Your Summons gain access to defensive blades that deal half the damage of your Resolute Blade.
o Eyes of Azgulan: You may now extend your Eyes of Azgulan through your Summons (see Third SPITE Evolution for details).
Summons - Acquisition: Acquiring a summons requires a visit to the Madness (see The Madness, and Entering the Madness). There, you will have to enter a pact with the spirit. Your collection of summons is kept in your menagerie. Some summons, such as Titans, may take up multiple menagerie slots.
Summons in Combat: Each summoned creature behaves differently in combat and has their own skills and abilities.
Enter Madness: Once per week you may enter the Madness. You may leave at will, however the process takes several minutes – and if you are damaged, it resets the transition timer.
(SPITE Enhanced) Face Shift: You may alter your appearance to resemble anyone you’ve touched. This includes an ability to dramatically reshape or re-color SPITE biomass, allowing you to mimic objects and gear. Those with SPITE units may pierce this illusion.
SPITE Only Upgrades
Summary: SPITE acts as an all-encompassing biosuit capable of protecting and enhancing the wielder in almost every conceivable way. It is compartmental, meaning the wielder may summon or unsummon (or, in Kaden’s case, absorb) the material at will. It provides passive protection against most mundane things that would harm a human – including airborne toxins and gasses, mild acids, etc. It also provides a secondary tactical HUD. This HUD is separate from the Catalyst HUD which displays system messages and character information.
Ablative Coating: You take 3 points less damage from non-SPITE sources, effectively making you immune to most small arms fire.
Atticus: Your Atticus deals between 17 and 24 points of damage per attack. This damage may be mitigated by advanced armor and shielding. Critical attacks deal double damage and bypass a moderate amount of the target’s defenses.
Evolutions
· First - Metabolic Graft: You may consume the flesh of a creature you kill. Doing so heals you hit points proportional to the creature’s size and level. Time to Effect: This consumption takes 3-5 seconds. Range: 8 feet.
· Second: Your SPITE unit and biology have merged.
· Third - Eyes of Azgulan (1st Stage): You can “see” through any SPITE tissue, including your summons.
Momentum Array: You can manipulate gravity anywhere your SPITE reaches, allowing you to pull yourself in different directions (including skyward) dynamically. Range: 30 feet.
Resolute Blade (SPITE Upgrade): You gain a weapon that can be projected from various places on your body. It is modular, extending up to 10 inches + 1 per your Catalyst level. Damage is proportional to the size of the extended blade. At full extension, the damage is equal to the Atticus. You may choose to divide the blade into smaller ones, with a minimum size of 1 inch.
Black Lotus (SPITE Upgrade): You may Summon a variety of ranged weapons from your SPITE unit. These function precisely like your Atticus with a few notable exceptions. Instead of bullets, these weapons consume biomass. You must spend hit points to use them, although there are upgrades to allow them to use KX. The amount of hit points is based on the type of round fired. This counts as an Exotic Weapon.
· Dart: This projectile weapon is tiny, with a muzzle that will extend as little as one inch above your skin. Maximum Range: 15 feet. Damage: 3-6. Rate of Fire: Slow. Hit Points Consumed per Shot: 1
· Gun: This is a full-sized, standard projectile weapon comparable to an Earth-based handgun. Maximum Range: 150 feet. Damage: 5-10. Rate of Fire: Average. Hit Points Consumed per Shot: 2
· Rifle: This is a large-sized, standard projectile weapon comparable to an Earth-based rifle. Maximum Range: 2000 feet. Damage: 15-25. Rate of Fire: Slow. Hit Points Consumed per Shot: 4
· Machine Gun: This is a massive, standard projectile weapon comparable to an Earth-based machine gun. Maximum Range: 1500 feet. Damage: 4-18. Rate of Fire: Fast. Hit Points Consumed per Shot: 3



Nessa Starting Character Sheet


Name: Nessa Yamaguchi
Age: 19
Class: Assault Infiltrator
Level: 8
Hit Points: 5 (Base) +40 (Catalyst Level) + 10 (SPITE Augmentation) – Total: 55
SPITE Attunement: 20% (First Evolution)
Physical Attributes
Strength: 14 (Advanced)
Agility: 17 (Peak Human)
Endurance: 18 (Peak Human)
Speed: 22 (Post-Human 2)
Vision/Visual Acuity: 17 (Peak Human)
Reflexes/Reaction Time: 20 (Post-Human 1)
Mental Attributes
Discipline: 14
Intelligence: 22 (Post Human-2)
Intuition: 15
Charisma: 18
Madness Attunement: 0%
Skills
· Diplomacy: 5 (Advanced)
· Espionage: 5 (Advanced)
· Global Politics: 4 (Proficient)
· Gymnastics/Acrobatics: 8 (Expert)
· Martial Arts: 8 (Expert)
· Marksman (All): 8 (Expert)
· Technology (Standard computers and smart phones): 8 (Expert)
· Security (Computers): 8 (Expert)
· Non-Projectile Weapons: 5 (Advanced)
· Linguistics (English, Spanish)
Allocated SPITE Augmentations
· Physical Augmentation: 30 of 100
· Mental Augmentation: 50 of 100
· Global Biological Augmentation: 0 out of 100
· Weapons Augmentation: 30 out of 100
· Defense Augmentation: 50 out of 100
Note: Unlike Kaden, who received his SPITE unit after gaining his first level, Nessa got hers simultaneously. Her scores are slightly elevated as a result.
Weapons Augmentation Inherent Bonus: Your Kove now deals between 8-15 points of damage per strike. The chances of scoring a Critical attack with any weapon are increased by 20%.
Mental Inherent Bonus: Your reaction times have been dramatically improved. Your intellect and recall have been improved, allowing you to absorb knowledge and new skills with ease. This will help you adjust to your SPITE’s capabilities.
Defensive Augmentation Inherent Bonus: You now suffer less damage from any attack that does not have a SPITE or Catalyst-based source. As cysts use both technologies, this passive benefit does not include them.
Allocated Catalyst Skills
· Battlefield Tactics (40 out of 100)
· Disguise (20 out of 100)
· Espionage (40 out of 100)
· Exotic Weapons (30 out of 100)
· Linguistics and Dialects (10 out of 100) (Japanese, Indian, Hindi, Russian, Nix)
· Medicine (20 out of 100)
· Stealth (30 out of 100)
· Technology (30 out of 100)
Battlefield Tactics: You have a greater understanding of the ebb and flow of battle. This gives you enhanced maneuverability and stealth during combat.
Disguise: Your Changeling ability now also conceals your voice or accent.
Class Abilities
Blackout: You may cloak a sphere equal to 10’ per your Catalyst level (Currently 80’). Blackout does not move with you and takes 10 seconds to erect. Dismantling the effect takes 6 seconds. Once used, you must wait 1 minute to activate Blackout again. It may have any, or all, of the following effects:
· Light: You may make the area entirely dark. You can still see in the area.
· Internet Transmissions: You may block any or all internet traffic in or out of the shield.
· Projectiles: You may reduce the damage all projectiles deal by 4. Note: This benefit came from a separate Catalyst.
· SPITE Benefits: While operating within your area of Blackout, your speed and reflexes are doubled.
(Enhanced) Changeling: You may alter your appearance to a significant degree. This includes gender, skin color, eye shape, proportions, etc. If you touch a creature in the Madness, you can change your appearance to match it and gain 1 special ability related to the species.
(Enhanced) Bumper: Once per day, when an attack would kill you, instead teleport to a nearby safe location. You’re also healed by 15 hit points.
Killer’s Curse: Target someone who has taken sufficient damage to reduce them to half health or less. They must be within 30 feet. They suffer damage equal to your level. You may use this ability once every 5 minutes. If you kill an enemy with it, this power resets. Limitations: SPITE wielders are immune to this power. Enemies with unique biology or extremely high resistance capabilities and/or Catalysts will also be immune to it.
Healers Boon: Target someone who has taken sufficient damage to reduce them to half health or less. They must be within 30 feet. They heal an amount equal to your level. You may use this ability once every 5 minutes. If this fully heals the person, this power resets. Limitation: This cannot regenerate limbs. Note: This upgrade to Killer’s Curse was from a separate Catalyst.
(Enhanced) Thorns of Resurrection: Once per day, when you would normally die, you instead are reborn as a nix. In this form, you gain extensive physical benefits, at the cost of your intellect. You also gain a temporary life-draining ability. You may not return to your senses until the new form has healed you to at least half of your hit points.
SPITE Upgrades
Kove: This is Nessa’s version of Kaden’s Atticus. It deals 8-15 points of damage and can be used subtly, which means enemies may not feel the damage it does.
Evolutions
First – Assault Wings: You have grown your first set of wings. They currently grant you high speed and average maneuverability. If engaged in a charge-type attack, you gain up to 50% additional speed if using these in tandem. Striking a target at great speed will increase the damage of your melee attacks by up to 200%.



Part One - Family


Vasilis, the list of Catalysts your son is most likely to encounter during the first Seeding have been left prominently in your new memories. Be sure he memorizes them. ~ Chronarch Missive, From Time’s End


Chapter 1: Warm Welcome


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
(Meta)Catalyst Name: Turnspinner
Effect: Deals 5 points of unblockable damage to all Hunters within 120’. This damage increases by 3 per level the Hunters are above the wielder. This damage bypasses all barriers and is tripled if the recipients are 10+ levels above the wielder. It is quadrupled if they are 20+ levels above the wielder. There is a 75% chance the wielder will obtain one random Catalyst per Hunter defeated with this ability.
Restrictions/Requirements: The wielder may use this ability once every 24-hours. Activating it requires both a gesture and a word of command.


***

Notice: Your SPITE unit has made contact with another. Do you wish to enable pairing mode?


Kaden stared at his SPITE HUD. Through the semi-transparent text, he saw the airport pickup area, with several cars idling by the curb. Despite the early hour, there were quite a few people around, waiting for rides or in the designated smoking areas.

The message flashed, demanding acknowledgement.

Samantha whispered in his ear. “Oh, new subroutines. We love new subroutines.”

Nessa, who was next to him, made a soft sound. He exchanged a look with her, and she gave him a nod. Her expression had brightened a bit. “This is interesting!”

Samantha said, “Looks like you both had to hit at least level five for this to activate. Shall I enable it?”

“Sure.”

Notice: Your SPITE unit has entered pairing mode. Waiting for a reply…
Reply received
Pairing…
Pair successful
Current range (350 feet)
Synchronous Information Exchange Activated


“Ahem.” Asami, standing next to an armored, black sedan cleared her throat. Dressed in a fashionable business suit, she had an aura of absolute professionalism. “Would my children care to join me in the car? Our temporary residence isn’t far from here and is well-secured. I’d prefer for us to leave immediately, given recent events.”

Kaden jolted at the ‘my children’ phrase. Asami’s adoption of Nessa still felt contrived. At the mention of things being less safe, he resisted the urge to recount a litany of possible reasons for that to be so.

Samantha, the AI in his Spite Unit, showed less discipline. “Well, for starters, you’ve got a trillion-dollar, world-spanning mega corporation after you. Also, you’re higher level than you were supposed to be. Hunters with Metacatalysts might lock onto you just for that. Oh, also, remember that Nessa is a brilliant girl, who happens to have unique biology that might be the key to unlocking super weapons. Then there’s the fact that your mother is a yakuza. Oh! Let’s not forget the helicopter we stole…”

“I can see your full operational details,” Nessa mused softly, eyes skimming text he couldn’t see. “Wow. You’ve got a lot of upgrades.”

Still next to the open car door, Asami’s mouth tightened.

Kaden might not have spent much time with his mother yet, but he had a good feeling that making her wait longer would be a mistake. Taking Nessa’s arm, he guided her toward the car.

“Look!” Sam’s litany of threats cut off, replaced by a flashing marker on his tactical HUD.

Eyes of Azgulan activated. Sensory organs in his forehead, replicating his eyes, spied a glint of metal on a building across the freeway. A person was lying on top of a roof, maybe four hundred feet away, across four lanes of traffic.

Both Kaden and Nessa responded at nearly the same time.

He darted over to his mother, lifting an arm to block the shooter’s line of sight. Nessa shot across the road, sprinting toward whatever the object was.

“Kaden?” Asami said, her eyes darting to the side where a darting flash of blue resolved into a transparent foxlike creature.

The flash came before the cannon blast sound of rifle fire.

BOOM!

A fifty-caliber round exploded against Kaden’s arm. The force was enough to shove the limb against his mother’s back, knocking her into his chest.

Broken bits of white-hot shrapnel showered across the car and Kaden’s face and shoulder. A few struck Asami’s back, drawing thin lines of blood.

The fox leaped, merging with his mother’s body. Moving with heightened agility, she shrank back into the car. Looking up at him, her eyes flashed blue as she cried, “Behind!”

Dots appeared on Kaden’s SPITE HUD. Using Eyes independently, Sam identified and labeled targets as fast as thought.

Almost every person standing outside of the airport that morning had drawn a gun. It was a beautiful piece of choreography, executed with flawless timing.

Growling, “Stay down,” to his mother, Kaden turned. Moving with boneless grace, he said, “Gloves off, Sam.”

One moment the crowd of shooters were taking aim at a man’s back. The next they were facing the Steel Shadow; a demon creature made of black and red armor. Six flashing eyes glowed from an insectoid helmet as he lifted a hand.

“Atticus!”

FFTTTTTTFFFTFTTTTT!

Thirty guns fired nearly simultaneously. Most were aimed at Kaden, although a few went for Asami’s protection detail and cars. Bulletproof glass cracked, tires were punctured, and both of Asami’s guards went down in a heartbeat.

Red and black meat throbbed, pulsing as it ejected from Kaden’s hand. Steam rose from the katana he’d summoned, billowing out from the length of the weapon. Swinging the sword, Kaden focused on the sword’s tip. At full extension, the blade unlocked – lengthening smoothy, taking on its fifteen-foot-long chain sword form.

With gravity yanking him forward, he flew into the nearest of the shooters, some twenty feet away. His weapon seemed to caress a man’s torso like a feather.

The shooter exploded as if he’d been stuffed full of dynamite.

Flowing from one stance to another, Kaden sent the Atticus in a circle over his head, flicking his wrist to create a tunnel of whirling death.

Eight would-be assassins died.

Still in motion, he redirected a portion of his attention to check on Asami.

His mother, her body outlined in a bright corona of oceanic blue, had not retreated. Moving at blurring speed, she’d grabbed a gun and a sword from her car. She was sprinting around the shooters, her pace too fast for them to follow.

Gun lifted, she took conservative shots, going for central mass. From what he could tell, the ambush had been relying entirely on disguise and surprise. They weren’t armored. Two or three rounds were plenty to take any of the shooters down. When she got to the first one with her sword, she dove into a roll and came up, sword slashing.

It was one of the most beautifully executed combat techniques he’d ever seen. Asami’s katana might not have been an Atticus, and she might not have had a SPITE unit, but with the fox spirit’s strength and speed in her, she didn’t need either.

Two halves of a person struck the ground, blood gushing across the pavement.

Civilians, what few there were, finally caught up enough to begin screaming. Half a dozen people were running into the airport. At the same time, a wave of men in SWAT gear came out of the front doors. They were carrying a combination of electrified batons, pistols, and rifles.

Someone shot Kaden in the head.

“That was a hit point,” Samantha said smugly. “You should really be more careful. You’re down by three.”

Tracking the source of the bullet to a woman standing near the smoking area, Kaden flung the Atticus into the air. Gravity bent to his will, lifting him into an acrobatic tumble that brought him within range. His chain sword swept over, clipping the woman’s shoulder.

“Graft!” he commanded.

Veins and tendons, like a horrifying circulatory system, burst from Atticus’s tip. The veins wove through the woman’s corpse, leashing the meat to him and leeching her nutrients to begin repairing the damage he’d suffered.

The shooters screamed in horror. Several turned and ran. Even the armored group paused.

Asami called, “It’s the Kusunoki clan. My son, send them a message!”

Kaden was about to reply when his SPITE unit rippled. It was an odd sensation, given that the unit had completely integrated into his biology. The thrill of violence sang through his veins, as if every cell in his body was urging him to respond to her call.

Glancing over at the pulsating mass Graft was consuming to heal him, Kaden cracked a grin. “Absolutely.”

Out of the corner of his eye, his HUD flashed. Beside the local map, he saw from Nessa’s perspective.

With one portion of his attention on her, he threw himself at the armored newcomers.

***

Nessa’s Assault Wings appeared as her SPITE unit manifested beneath her clothes. Her unit was black and purple, and much sleeker than Kaden’s. His upgrades had added features she had yet to earn, so she resembled someone wearing a dive suit rather than his battle armor. The wings were glossy purple, and fluttered, amplifying her speed.

Her combat HUD displayed the fight from Kaden’s perspective, allowing her AI to track the fight in real time from back at the airport. That insight was what led to her going after the sniper.

Let him handle the mob. I’ll take out the watch positions.

Cars flew past on the crowded highway, not slowing or stopping as she ran toward the shooter’s last position. The person was still up there, rifle adjusting to track either Asami or Kaden.

“Up, dear,” Auntie, the name she’d given her AI, murmured.

Nessa jumped, her momentum and heightened agility taking her in a fifteen-foot arc above traffic. She’d been running over sixty miles an hour at lift off, and she cleared the highway in a single bound.

Landing hard on a rectangle of grass, she rolled and popped back to her feet.

BOOM!

A blast rattled off, aimed at Kaden while he was distracted with rifles and baton-wielders. She glanced over and saw the moment of impact. It didn’t so much as earn a glance from the man, who was dancing among their enemies.

Asami was still doing her thing, coming across as a ballerina among brutes. Over the past few months, Nessa had been on the receiving end of that woman’s tutelage extensively, and she knew what to expect.

Where her adoptive mother was all precision and grace, Kaden was a blender. Lightning fast, he applied his Atticus like a bomb – brushing opponents and making limbs evaporate into red mist.

He doesn’t need to worry about discipline at all, as long as he touches them, she realized.

“Darling girl, two things,” Auntie said. “First, focus on your own tasks. Second, I wouldn’t underestimate Kaden’s abilities. Just because he seems like a brute compared to Asami doesn’t mean that’s the case.”

“Fair enough.”

Nessa’s observations had taken maybe half a second. Turning back to her objective, she resumed her run.

The shooter was still a distance away, past a hundred feet of parking lot and beyond a strip-mall styled shopping center. Keeping low, arms pumping, she accelerated to full velocity.

BOOM! Another shot rang out, again aimed at Kaden. This time, Nessa didn’t bother turning to look.

Her destination was a three-story-tall, blocky car showroom. Walled in glass, she saw vehicles on every level. There were a handful of uneasy looking, suited people on the first floor. Standing next to them was a lean young woman with a tattooed face, holding a gun.

There were matching thugs on the second and third floor. All were looking through the glass wall, watching events across the road, where Kaden and Asami were putting on a spectacle.

As Nessa closed on the building, she activated Changeling, making herself look like a local. Her clothes were still the ones she’d traveled in, just jeans and a hoodie, but she figured the look would still blend in.

When she tried the door to enter the showroom, it didn’t budge. A couple of the suited people inside saw her and waved for her to leave. Their motions caught the attention of the female shooter, who hurried over.

Gun aimed at Nessa’s face, the woman shouted, “Stay right there! Don’t fucking move!”

Auntie helpfully labeled the woman as “Evil-Karen” in Nessa’s HUD.

Unlocking the door, the tattooed girl waved with the muzzle of her gun. “Get in here. What are you doing, idiot? Why would you walk up to a place like this?”

Nessa entered the building. Evil-Karen shoved her forward, toward the center of the show floor.

Walking quickly, Nessa assessed the situation, her HUD updating with every observation. The back of the building, where the offices were, had been ransacked. A tall lockbox stood open, multiple keys missing.

There were three people on the floor, blood smears around their bodies. Of the surviving employees, all showed signs of abject terror. One of the men had a bruise coloring the side of his face approximately the same size as Evil-Karen’s gun.

“I asked you a question,” Evil-Karen growled. She punctuated the command with a blow to the back of Nessa’s head.

Nessa turned with the strike, absorbing it. Her Defense Augmentation was halfway to maxing out, granting her passive resistance to all forms of damage.

“Kove,” she whispered, hand sliding out to slap across Evil-Karen’s neck.

The shooter’s mouth worked in surprise. Kove did subtle damage, meaning those cut by the blade often didn’t feel a thing. Evil-Karen didn’t realize her throat had been slit until her free hand slid up to the fountain of blood.

A beat later, the woman had collapsed to the ground.

Nessa looked down at the corpse, waiting for a sense of guilt or unease about what she’d done.

Nothing, she thought, feeling only a mixture of intense satisfaction and disappointment. Satisfaction at an enemy defeated. Disappointment that Evil-Karen hadn’t been a more challenging opponent.

“I need all of you to wait here for five minutes before you try to leave,” Nessa said to the gathered people, her voice changing mid-sentence. By the time the last word left her mouth, she looked and sounded precisely like the woman whose life she’d taken.

“Wait…here?” The bruised man asked.

“They’ve got people on the second and third floor.” She pointed toward a ramp. “If they see you all running away, they will shoot through the glass. Give me a few minutes to secure the area. Okay?”

Without waiting for a reply, Nessa activated Blackout. She chose Projectiles, Light, and Internet Transmissions. Purple and black energy rose from her transformed body, momentarily leaping into the air before becoming transparent.

An eighty-foot-diameter-sphere, anchored at her location, overlapped the building.

“Ten seconds, nine seconds, eight…” Auntie counted down in her ear.

Nessa turned to the interior car ramp and took off at a sprint. She made it to the second floor with three seconds left.

“Rin, what are you doing?” A man asked as she appeared.

Then Blackout took effect, and everything went dark.


Chapter 2: Isamu Kusunoki
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***

BOOM!

Another high-caliber, explosive round hit Kaden in the back. It was enough to make him miss a slash at a man in tactical armor.

Zap!

A stun baton stabbed into his kidneys, crackling with a sound like tearing tin foil as it discharged.

“Fun fact,” Sam said, “that device delivered enough energy to stop a heart.”

Spinning, Kaden extended a fist in a backhand. Eyes showed him the attack would miss by a few inches, so he shot his Blade out from his fingertips. The blade sliced through the man’s helmet and most of his face.

A red dot appeared on his HUD, and he twisted to block a new spray of automatic rifle rounds. The bullets weren’t powerful enough to bypass Ablative Coating. They pinged off his chest.

His AI murmured, “Target protected.”

Behind him, crouched over another pair of corpses, Asumi said, “Good work.”

Her praise shouldn’t have mattered, but it did anyway. When did Vasilis ever say that I did a good job?

Hand whipping back and forth, he threw his Atticus. The blade sailed twenty feet, then struck the shooter’s chest. Kaden re-summoned it as soon as it hit, the maneuver costing him three hit points.

Graft continued to operate at Samantha’s discretion, lashing out to replenish his health as soon as he lost any. He had no doubt it was a gruesome sight for outsiders.

Silence fell, and Kaden took a moment to look around. The tactical team was down, as were the people disguised as civilians. His HUD read the kill count at forty-three. It estimated that Asami had taken twelve of those. Four of the dead had been her people, including the two bodyguards killed in the first seconds of the firefight.

BOOM!

Another of the fifty-caliber rounds struck him in the shoulder, pushing him over a few inches. “That’s getting annoying,” he muttered, checking the feed coming from Nessa.

She was erecting some sort of shield or barrier inside a car dealership.

“Here.” Samantha helpfully added text next to the feed so he could read the power the girl was using.

He whistled. “I almost feel sorry for those assholes. They’ll be blind, unable to communicate, and their guns will be useless.”

Standing from her crouch, Asami crossed the distance to him. “Sorry for them? You’re not serious.” The last part wasn’t a question.

“Not at all.” He looked over at his mother. A few strands of hair were out of place, but other than glowing blue eyes, everything about her remained utterly composed. Even lacking a SPITE unit’s battle thirst and emotional deadening effects, the woman was as cool as any operator he’d met in the Forces.

She held up a phone, with a picture on it. It was a man with unassuming, almost mousey features. He wore glasses and a tight business suit. “This is Isamu Kusunoki. My spirits tell me he is the one behind this attempt. Be a good boy and deal with him for me?”

Samantha helpfully added the image to his HUD as he studied it.

“Now?” he said.

“It would be for the best, I think. If he’s willing to do this openly…”

Kaden nodded. “I get it. There may be more attacks. Does he have government backing?”

“An intelligent guess.”

He checked on Nessa’s progress. “Sam, can I send messages through our sync?”

“Sure can,” she replied.

“See if Nessa wants to come with me to deal with this guy?”

A moment later, Nessa’s voice whispered against his other ear. “I’ll stay with Asami to protect our flank. Go be the chainsaw. I’ll be the scalpel.”

The reply made him snort. “That phrasing.”

A hint of amusement entered her voice. “You don’t like the analogy? Should I have called you the Army and me the Airforce or something?”

Through the HUD, he saw her sliding up behind a tattooed man. Her version of the Atticus pierced the man’s chest in a single, rapier-like thrust. The guy kept standing for several seconds, allowing her to move to the next target, before he collapsed.

“Nah. It works.” Kaden turned his attention back to his mother. “Is there anything I should know about this guy? Is he a Hunter? Does he have a contingent of cysts with him?”

“Hunter. No. Cysts, probably.” Her mouth twitched down, tugging at the scar that covered half her round face. “Nessa and I have spent the prior months working on her training and securing my holdings. For Isamu to attempt such a bold stunt must mean he has new allies. We confirmed he communicated with Gentex a week ago.”

“Gotcha.” That Gentex had their fingers in the matter didn’t surprise him. “Is this on the news yet?”

She turned her phone back, tapping the screen rapidly. Her eyebrows rose slightly. “No. It looks like even social media has nothing on it…”

“That’ll be a Gentex Hunter cleaning things behind the attack then,” Kaden said confidently. Even if there were no Hunters in his direct line of conflict, this confirmed there’d probably be cysts guarding the target.

“If they know Nessa was with you, or that there’s a SPITE unit in Japan, it makes sense for them to move their pawns around over here.” A quick glance around told him his clothes and the cell phone he’d traveled with were ruined. With a sigh, he walked over to the shot-up car and grabbed his travel bags. Opening a pouch, he retrieved a spare phone.

Sam offered, “You know I can hold your phone for you, right?”

“What?”

“Your SPITE flesh is highly malleable. I can hold small things, like a phone.”

“Why didn’t you offer this sooner?”

“You didn’t ask.”

Grumbling beneath his voice, Kaden brought up a map of the area, then activated Heart Finder. A few seconds later, he knew where his target was. He’d also found several cysts in the vicinity.

While he looked, Asami’s surviving protection detail climbed out of their cars and began a partial cleanup. Dragging the bodies of their fallen allies into the cars, they set to replacing tires and checking engines. Kaden had to give it to her crew; they were efficient.

“You’ve got a couple cysts near your compound,” he said, walking over to show his mother the locations.

She took the information in, looking toward where Nessa had vanished. From their perspective, the building looked as if it were covered in a gentle shimmer, like a heat haze. It made seeing many details about what was happening inside difficult.

“She’s almost done,” Kaden informed her, his tactical HUD showing the sniper falling to the girl’s blade.

The heat haze vanished, and Nessa appeared on the roof, one hand raised to give the all-clear. A glint of metal in her fist reflected off the car keys she’d commandeered.

Seeing the girl’s emergence, Asami’s lips creased in a pleased smile. “I think we can handle two cysts, my son. Go, deliver justice to our enemies. Do be thorough, would you? I’d like the rest of our time here to be less…disrupted.”

Kaden didn’t reply. He was already running across the road.

***

“Your team missed.” The speaker was a dark-skinned Indian man with a bodybuilder’s physique. Wearing an expensive suit, his hands rested near the pair of guns holstered at his waist.

Isamu Kusunoki looked from his laptop, which had provided him a live feed of the airport engagement up until a few seconds ago. From his perspective, it had looked like the bodies of his people were simply vanishing, then reappearing moments later as corpses. Other than the ones Asami killed, that was.

“Clearly you anticipated as much, Kiaan. Is your intercept team ready?”

Isamu’s voice was soft, but the authority in it filled the immaculate office space. The room was twelve feet across and windowless. Potted plants sat in the corners, and a custom fish tank filled the middle of the back wall. Dancing koi, their colorful fins darting like silken flags, adding vibrancy and life to the secure area.

Kiaan, a member of Gentex’s elite security team, checked his watch, then his phone. “Yes. This facility is secure. If the target comes, you’ll be fine.”

“Good.” Closing the laptop lid, Isamu came to his feet. “I’m going on a walk, then I’ll head down to the shelter. Your supervisors are handling the mess, as agreed?”

“Yes. We’ve got the internet handled. Everything else will follow shortly. We have to maneuver our resources carefully. The last thing we want is for Asami to cross paths with our cleanup crew.”

Isamu waved the explanation away. “I don’t care how you do it. Keep the government off my back and we’ll continue as planned.”

“Sir, you shouldn’t go anywhere alone. I’m happy to accompany you.”

“No need. We have time. My assistant will keep me company. I’ll be in the bunker in twenty minutes.”

The Kusunoki compound was located on the bay, some forty miles away from the airport. Even if Asami’s people recovered and moved at full speed, it would be at least an hour before they arrived.

Assuming they can even find me, he thought. His Gentex allies seemed convinced that she would, but he had his doubts. If she could find me whenever she wanted before this, why am I still alive?

Kiaan seemed reluctant to agree but made a shallow bow anyway. “Twenty minutes, sir. See you then.”

“Of course.” Isamu left the door open as he walked out, heading toward the dock side of the building.

From the outside, the Kusunoki compound was just another wealthy estate on the edge of the water. Framed by tasteful gardens and protected with a ten-foot-tall fence, it could have been mistaken for any other wealthy residence.

Inside, it was anything but normal. Every corridor was built with state-of-the-art security, from the reinforced, bomb-resistant walls to AI-controlled doors. Based on Asami’s recent activities, he’d had several corridors upgraded to include pressure triggers and devilish traps, as well.

Passing down one long corridor and through a decorative meeting space, he paused at an exterior-facing door.

Duh-ding!

The pleasant chime rang a few seconds before the house’s AI slid the heavy door open. He was rewarded with a breathtaking view of the rising sun cresting above his estate grounds.

Manicured trees and paving-stone lined paths lead down a gentle slope to the private dock at the edge of the property. Two guard houses sat at the base of the path, off the water’s edge. Each house was big enough to support a full group of five or six men and topped with a retractable, tinted glass dome. Beneath those domes were highly effective, highly illegal, machine guns.

“Mr. Kosunoki, is it time?” Suki, his assistant, stepped into view. Dressed in a traditional kimono with slippers, she wore her makeup in a modern style. Her cheeks were blush red, as was the tip of her nose.

“You went with the fever makeup for today?” Looking the pretty girl over, Isamu fought a sigh. At least she’s not my wife. Spending the next few days locked inside with that woman would be so…unpleasant.

Suki cut her eyes to the ground in a display of proper demureness. “It seemed fitting for an exciting time.”

“We lost forty people to Asami. You consider that exciting?”

“Not all excitement is joyful, sir.”

The retort earned her a smirk. Waving down the path, he commanded, “Walk with me for the morning update.”

She turned, stepping into his shadow as Isamu wound his way through the garden path. A breeze sighed through the trees, sending the branches swaying. Blooming irises and hydrangeas flanked his course, adding splashes of pink and blue to the greenery.

“The secondary team is on standby to strike at the Asami estate on your order. Our Gentex allies have one of their security units nearby to assist, per the agreement.” She delivered the lines in a pleasant, gentle voice.

“And the NPA? Or prefecture police? Are we seeing any response from either?”

“No, sir. It would appear between your allies and Gentex connections, the response has been entirely muted. It is…” She paused, clearly considering her wording, “…a pleasantly surprising outcome.”

Isamu came to a stop in front of a cherry tree. It wasn’t in bloom, but the shape of its branches never failed to earn his admiration. Folding his arms behind his back, he considered the events of the day, and the likely repercussions.

His strike against Asami had failed as Kiaan had suggested it might. No matter, he thought. There are backup plans. And plans within plans. With Gentex at my side, and from a position of defensive strength, there is nothing I cannot accomplish. Asami may survive, but her clan is done. She brought me this war, and I will finish it.

“Today.”

“Sir?” Suki murmured. “Did I miss something?”

“No. You did not.” Pulling his thoughts away from unpleasant things, he turned to look his assistant over. She looked away, avoiding his gaze. As she did, a fold of her kimono peeled open, giving him a view of her collarbones.

The view was enough to tempt him into delaying their retreat a bit longer. “You remind me of this tree, Suki. Simple, elegant, and beautiful.”

She bowed deeply, rewarding his compliment with a better look at her tantalizing assets. “Your kindness fills me with warmth, sir.”

Isamu hesitated, weighing his options. He’d told Kiaan that he’d be in lock down in twenty minutes. But the airport was forty miles away. There was time. Besides, lockdown won’t afford me the same options.

Taking his phone out of his pocket, he sent a text.

Isamu: Kiaan, I’ll be slightly delayed. My assistant has questions for me before we join your men.

Addressing the still-bowing assistant, he said, “Suki, be a lovely flower and drop your petals for me.”

Suki’s hands slid up to the hem of her kimono but hesitated. “Sir, you know warming your bed is my greatest pleasure. But, as your assistant, I should remind you that we are on a timetable.”

At her words, his phone vibrated.

Kiaan: You’re underestimating the threat. How much longer do you need?

Suki’s hands found the edge of his pants. “May I tend your garden in another way, sir? Please? Just to ensure we’re safe in time.”

With a sigh of displeasure, Isamu shook his head. “You and Kiaan both. Fine. We’ll have it your way.”

Isamu: Forty minutes, at least.

Kiaan: I’m sending two of my men up then.

Isamu: I require privacy. I’ll text you when we finish our important meeting.

Kiaan: Sir, with all due respect, this is a mistake.

Isamu: We are forty miles from the airport, across two bridges. You are not a local, so you don’t understand traffic patterns in our land. They are a factor. I have an hour, at worst. Do not make me replace you. My assistant and I will be in position shortly.

Kiaan did not reply, not that Isamu would have noticed.

With a pleased exhalation, he looked across his garden. “It truly is a beautiful day.”


Summons Entry: Paisley
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***

The sleek, cherry red Acura NCX roared like a dragon as Kaden gunned it out of the dealership. Nessa flashed into view in his rear-view mirror, waving as he sped away.

“She did well,” Samantha observed, throwing up a replay of Nessa’s actions on his HUD. She added detailed attack schematics and notes. Everything the AI did tapped into his skills and knowledge. She was, fundamentally, an autonomous personal assistant that functioned through her host. Because of this, her predictions could be flawed or outright incorrect.

As Kaden grew in levels and experience though, her margin for error had dramatically decreased.

“You’re right,” he replied, skimming her findings. “Nessa’s come a long way.”

Whipping down the road, he made a turn onto an overpass. The airport was on a large island, off Japan’s coast. He’d need to drive several miles before he arrived on the mainland.

Fortunately, the four-lane road wasn’t crowded. He got up to ninety miles an hour then pushed for far more. The engine roared as the speedometer topped out at one-sixty.

“Can I get a map?”

“Sure.” Nessa’s battle replay shrank and moved over, replaced with the map he’d pulled up on his phone during his use of Heart Finder. The target, along with multiple cysts, was directly southwest. If he had wings, which some nix possessed, he could probably have flown there in ten minutes. Even moving at full speed, it would take at least twenty, probably twenty-five.

“Not fast enough,” he growled.

Sam said, “May I make a suggestion?”

“Absolutely.”

Sam highlighted a place near a stretch of water. She labeled it Megane Bridge. “Get there and park, then swim directly to the target.”

“Swim?”

“Your need for oxygen is dramatically less than it once was. Under water, you’ll be able to leverage gravity and your heightened ability scores to achieve meaningful velocity. Plus, it’ll be a straight shot to the target, rather than a circuitous one. I’d estimate this will cut at least five minutes off.”

Stitching his way through a trio of slower cars, Kaden considered her suggestion. He’d never considered the SPITE unit’s abilities in an aquatic environment before. What she said made sense, though. In fact, it brought up a rather interesting possibility…

“Okay. Let’s do it. Cue up Paisley, too.”

“Only Paisley?”

“Yeah. I want to play my cards close to the vest. Unless we’re unlucky, Gentex doesn’t know about Vortigon or Apox. At least, not in any significant detail. If we’re lucky, they won’t know about the Lotus either.”

“Ah. A stratagem. You’re thinking ahead.”

He grinned wolfishly. “Everyone I respect keeps telling me that I need to become more than just a killer. Well, the King of Assassins is going to start taking control of his fate.”

The SPITE unit rippled, and a growling voice surfaced. “Through fear or respect, all will know our power.”

Kaden would have replied, but traffic thickened. Instead of going over a hundred miles an hour, he was forced to slow to sixty. Weaving between cars became a matter of increasing difficulty, one that tested even his dexterity.

Passing through a cluster of cars that seemed determined to block his progress, he held his hand up. The Atticus burst from his hand in its chain sword formation. Responding to his wishes, it stood straight in the air, fifteen feet above the top of his car.

Eyes of Azgulan allowed him to see through any part of his SPITE unit. That included his summons and his weapons. From the new vantage, he saw the gaps between the vehicles.

Driving one-handed, he darted around a blue Honda. The owner honked, stomping on her brakes. He ignored her, veered between two other cars, then wove around yet another Honda before getting clear of the cluster.

“That’s an interesting use of the Atticus,” Sam said.

“Thanks. Sam, about that other voice…”

“The subroutine?”

“Failithol called them ‘fail safes’,” he reminded her. From what he’d learned in the Madness, each SPITE unit had been imbued with ‘code’ – a bit like ghosts. The nix had required each SPITE unit grant the wearer personal freedom. Failithol, a pelanir warlock, had added her own custom elements to each unit. Eventually, Nessa’s Father and Aunt had installed their own code on top – to protect the future wielders.

He continued, “I hadn’t heard that one for a while. It wasn’t Azgulan, was it?” Azgulan was the nix who’d died to grant Kaden the SPITE unit. Technically, Azgulan and Kaden had merged, with Kaden gaining the advantages of being a nix while retaining his own mind and soul. Some of Azgulan lingered, however. In a couple situations, the original consciousness in the body had stirred to urge Kaden on or give him important insights.

She paused. “It was not.”

“Sam, do you think those fail safes, or bits of code, or whatever, are what make us more aggressive when SPITE is active?”

Her reply was immediate. “No. Even when those subroutines stir, I protect your mind. They are less than ghosts in the machine. Instead, think of them as deleted files that have yet to be properly overwritten.”

“Code that can be useful,” he pointed out.

“Perhaps. I don’t know that I’d trust anything that warlock did. Her self-described goal is to destroy all of existence. It’s possible the nix left insights that could help guide and train you, but we both know they have yet another agenda.”

“True.”

“Why are you interested?”

He glanced at the still-replaying display of Nessa’s violence against the tattooed thugs. According to his HUD’s projections, she was operating at an extremely high level of efficiency and skill. He’d have guessed she had at least six years of intense training and experience, not six months.

“I’m wondering how much Nessa has changed, and how much of what we’re seeing is the SPITE unit. I’m wondering if Failithol’s ‘fail safes’ are influencing her. Or if it’s because of my mother.”

Sam considered for several minutes. While she did, he made it off the bridge and onto the mainland. A cluster of SUVs and service trucks, led by a police car, rushed in the opposite direction. When he was forced to come to a stop at a busy traffic light, he called his mother and informed her of incoming hostiles.

“We’re on the bridge,” Asami said. “Focus on your mission.” Then she hung up.

The AI bit back a laugh. “I was going to say it was mostly the SPITE unit, but I take it back. It’s definitely your bitch of a mother plus hyper-accelerated training doing it.”

“Hey!” he retorted without heat. From everything he’d seen and learned about his mother, Sam probably wasn’t wrong.

It took him fifteen minutes to get to Megane Bridge. Miraculously, there was an open parking spot right where he needed it. The double-arched bridge was crafted of ancient bricks. Smooth water stones, fixed with cement, framed walkways on either side of the arched structure. Walking paths, complete with bright green trees, added ambiance to the scenic location.

Ignoring the beauty, Kaden walked to the edge of a rail overlooking the canal that would lead to the bay. According to the map, his destination was another three miles directly west from his position.

He leaped over the railing and splashed into the shallow waters. As soon as he struck, he extended his hands and used his Momentum Array.

The ability allowed him to center gravity on any material surface up to thirty feet away, where it would pull him along. Focusing ahead of his fingertips, he discovered the Array worked perfectly in water. In fact, it functioned with hyper-efficiency, as the water provided him with constant support and qualified as a surface for the ability.

Kaden shot through the water, “falling” at a pace that would make most Olympic swimmers marvel.

Once he was up to speed, he deployed the Atticus from his feet. In the chain-sword formation, it dragged behind him a bit like a deadly tail. He experimentally tried swishing it side to side.

Nothing happened.

“What are you trying to do?” Sam asked.

“I was thinking about how the blade creates a wave of destruction. My hope was to use it against the water to add to my momentum.”

“Oh. Oh!” The AI made a sound that he interpreted as grinning. “Remember, the SPITE is psycho-reactive. Try thinking of the water as your enemy.”

He did and used his feet to swing the chain sword again.

FWOOM!

Water burst behind him as the Atticus created a churning vortex in a twelve-inch radius around its length. The result nearly sent him flying into the canal wall. Only a quick adjustment of the Array at the last second saved him from a collision. His arms scraped across rocks as he curved his body, forcing himself to the center of the canal again.

The next few seconds took every bit of his focus and will. Adjusting his hands and bending his body, coupled with the simultaneous application of the Array and Atticus forced him to use every iota of his experience and skills.

Even then it was a close thing.

The channel was shallow enough that the Atticus sent more than water into the air. Stone and debris flew behind from time to time, with neither having a noticeable influence on his speed and trajectory.

If the weapon had something solid to ‘push off’ it nearly redoubled his speed, but the shape of the objects mattered.

On the positive side, he was down the channel and into the bay within a minute. When he entered the deeper, colder water staying on course became much easier.

“We’re a mile away, let’s deploy Paisley.” He spoke in subvocalizations, with his mouth shut, and using only the movement of his tongue and teeth to convey intent.

Samantha got the message loud and clear. She could read his thoughts, so vocal communication wasn’t required. They made him feel more comfortable, however.

I’m a man, not a machine. Samantha isn’t some ghost in my brain. She’s a bio-organic artificial intelligence that happens to live inside my DNA.

Bringing Paisley out cost him six hit points. She emerged from his back with a wiggling, pinching, tugging sensation. Made of SPITE, the Ziltrax was a truly alien creature. She had the body of a centipede, with one end opening in a large round mouth. Multiple limbs, each of a different species, ringed the mouth. Dark red wings unfurled from her back as she emerged from his skin, her spike-tipped legs clinging to his back to keep her locked in place as he continued swimming.

Kaden slowed and surfaced, intending to use a few seconds to relay his commands to the summons.

Without a word exchanged, Paisley shot into the air above his head. She’d grown since the last time he’d seen her, her body swelling to nearly double its previous size. Beneath the centipede back, between the dangling legs, was the upper body of a beautiful young woman. The “human” portion of Paisley merged seamlessly with the insect bits, giving her an appearance of being inside some sort of nightmarish bed.

She spoke, her voice high-pitched and impossibly adorable. “Surveillance and intervention, if needed, right?”

“You got it.”

“Wheee! And after, we hunt for stickers!” Rotating in the air, she sped away.

“She’s huge now,” he observed after her, resuming his swim.

“Bolstered Summons gave your menagerie a few nice upgrades,” Samantha said. “They will be stronger and heartier than before.”

The AI was right. He’d picked that enhancement so each of his summons would have access to a few of his specialty abilities. If his guess was correct, Paisley had gone from being an adorable lockpicking hacker to something far more deadly.

Samantha brought his HUD up and a live feed from Paisley’s perspective piped in.

Flying at an incredible speed, she passed over a tall fence and into a landscaped garden at the rear of a beautiful house. From the outside, it reminded him a bit of his mother’s compound: built with a mixture of modern and historic construction techniques. Several rooms on the periphery were made of bamboo and paper, while the center was two stories of solid wood.

Reinforced, steel-lined windows suggested that the wood was just a façade. As Paisley neared, she spotted dozens of small cameras. She also happened to find their target standing out in the middle of the forest.

Isamu Kusunoki was wearing a suit, his pants down around his ankles. Standing rigid, his gaze was fixed on the horizon, as if the rising sun had captured his full attention. A beautiful young woman knelt at his feet, moving with urgency.

“Kaden,” Sam said, drawing a circle around a shape in his tactical HUD.

It was a big, dark-skinned Indian man with a formidable physique. The guy was standing behind several trees up the slope, close to the residence, his arms folded behind his back. His expression was tight, with narrow eyes and a clenched jaw.

Seeing the Indian guy, particularly the way he held himself, was enough for Kaden to put two and two together. It was a cyst. Based on what they’d found out from past missions, he had reason to believe that the cysts out of India would be more formidable than the ones he’d encountered in the States, although he didn’t have any details about that yet.

Let’s find out. The thought of a proper challenge made his blood run hot with anticipation.

“Paisley, stay covert. Once I deal with Isamu, all hell is going to break loose. When it does, I want you to see if you can’t figure out where those security cameras point. If there’s a central computer, I want administrative access and a download of everything on his network before I leave.”

Samantha relayed the messages. “She says no problem.”

Kaden was close now, maybe thirty seconds away from the wall, and he had a good view of the compound’s layout. He saw the guard houses, and points where he could scale the trees and get a shot at Isamu.

The girl at Isamu’s feet was moving faster.

Time’s almost up.

Surfacing, he emerged outside of Isamu’s compound. The man’s neighbor also had a walled, forested backyard. There were plenty of security cameras, but no guards or cysts, which made Kaden’s ingress simple.

Leaping up the bank, he found a tree tall enough to give him a direct line to where Isamu stood. It wasn’t a clear shot, as there was a considerable amount of foliage, including another tree on the opposite side of the fence. Thanks to Paisley’s perspective, Kaden calculated the shot with relative ease.

Isamu’s voice carried on the wind. “That’s it. Very good. I’m ready.”

“That has to be the most unromantic, unenthusiastic delivery I’ve ever heard,” Kaden mumbled, bringing the Black Lotus online. It bubbled up from his shoulder, forming in a process that felt both organic and mechanical. In the Machine Gun configuration, the muzzle stuck out nearly three feet. Its foundation became a thick curve of pulsating black and red chitin.

A targeting reticle appeared on his HUD, and he guided it in-line with Paisley’s observations.

Sam muttered, “You’re not going to comment on how idiotic it is for your mother’s rival to be out in his garden, doing what he’s doing?”

“Sam, people are capable of incalculable idiocy in the best of times. Add stress and you get a chaotic mess.”

He fired before she could reply.

As a machine gun, the Lotus dealt four-to-eighteen damage, and each shot consumed three of his hit points. On a critical strike, from a distance, the damage was multiplied by over three-hundred percent. The first blast bored a hole through the foliage between him and the target. It gave him a clear view of the subtle motions of a man zipping his trousers back up.

The target’s chest burst like rotted fruit, showering gore in a thirty-foot arc.

Adjusting his aim, he took another shot at the bodyguard. The man was fast, diving out of the way as Kaden tracked him, firing a fourth shot. That one took the guy in the stomach.

It was the last free shot Kaden got before the cyst transformed.
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***

“You’re down eighteen hit points,” Samantha murmured in Kaden’s ear as he leaped across the fence.

Kaden planned on hitting the ground and running for the cyst. Halfway through the jump, a glowing green ball appeared out of nowhere. It wrapped around him, constricting tightly and sending him veering off course.

THUD!

He barreled into the ground and the ball crackled around him. Bits bubbled and roiled, then hardened against his joints, locking him into place.

With a snarl of frustration, he segmented his Blade into multiple inch-long daggers. Each swam across his body, moving like shark fins across his flesh. Resolute Blade differed from the Atticus in that its damage was more focused – but it was also far more malleable.

Twenty of the blades surfaced and wove across his skin, covering him in a web of cutting force.

Pop!

The effect burst explosively. Without his helmet to filter the noise, he had no doubt it would have deafened him.

“It was made of acid, with a minor telekinetic effect,” Samantha said. “You’re down another five hit points.” His HUD updated, highlighting the fact that the power might have come from a Catalyst.

More annoyed than hurt, Kaden leaped out of the hole.

The cyst was standing near the base of the building, some thirty feet away. In his transformed body, the Indian man had become a seven-foot tall, scaled version of himself. Three glowing green eyes shone from a reptilian face. His arms were longer and more muscular, ending in eight-inch talons.

Samantha helpfully labeled the man “Goomba” on his HUD.

Next to Goomba was another untransformed man in a suit. Also Indian, the second man was bald and wore a big pearl in one ear. He was holding a phone to one ear and speaking softly.

Paisley, perched atop the building, with one gelatinous hand wrapped around a length of fiber optic cable, was close enough to overhear part of the exchange. Samantha piped it through Kaden’s helmet.

The man said, “Yes sir, he’s got some sort of artillery package now. It’s on his left shoulder. Best guess? We’re looking at seven or eight damage a shot. I’m not sure what the ammunition is yet. Hold.”

Kaden’s HUD updated the speaker’s name to “Talkative.”

They’re using this as an opportunity to do a fucking combat analysis, he thought as he held his hand out. The Atticus dropped into his palm as he jumped out of the hole and ran toward the duo.

Goomba lifted a clawed hand. Another of the green balls appeared in the air, coalescing and thickening around Kaden in mid-sprint.

Before the effect could take hold, Kaden used Blades to disperse the effect. This time, he tried to extrude the dagger tips only along his back, out of view.

“He’s got some sort of disrupting power,” Talkative observed.

Atticus snapping out, Kaden used gravity to pull him toward the reporter. Goomba intercepted the weapon at the last second.

Leaning over, the cyst caught the tip of the chain sword. It should have dealt between seventeen and twenty-four damage. That was the equivalent of getting shot by a fifty caliber from a tank. Instead of slicing Goomba’s arm off, however, the monster merely lost a few drops of neon green blood.

Talkative said, “The chain sword from previous reports is very sharp. It drew Kiaan’s blood.”

Goomba/Kiaan glanced down at his hand, lambent eyes flashing with more surprise than pain. With a shrugging motion, he wrapped his arm around the fleshy chain sword and yanked Kaden closer.

Happy to comply, Kaden let Goomba pull him over. As he went, adjusted the Lotus, aiming directly at Talkative’s head.

BOOM!

Three more of Kaden’s hit points evaporated, but so did Talkative’s hand, phone, and part of his head. The man’s flesh peeled away, revealing half of a skull made entirely of blackened bone.

In the past, cysts that were still in human form had been easy to one-shot. It seemed things had changed. Instead of falling over dead, Talkative’s body rippled and stretched as he began to transform.

Goomba jammed his claws into Kaden’s torso. The nails cut deeply, puncturing through Ablative armor and to the ribs. At the same time, the cyst summoned yet another of the acidic spheres. Goop flooded around the claw marks, as if the cyst had injected the effect inside Kaden’s chest cavity.

Pain threatened to steal his focus as the cyst’s catalytic attack dealt far more damage than he would have expected. He didn’t dare check on his hit points, lest he lose focus on the flow of combat.

Kaden wrapped both of his hands around the cyst’s wrist. Betting that the focused power of the Blade would be enough to make it through the monster’s hardened scales, he created a circle of cutting power.

He didn’t stop at merely summoning the blades, however. Grip as tight as he could make it, Kaden imagined the blades rotating and pulsing, effectively transforming the circle of his hands into a chainsaw.

SSSSNNNNAP!

Goomba hissed in surprise as the flesh around his wrist peeled away. Tendons as strong as iron cables snapped, revealing the blackened bone beneath. Even that gave way, chipping down to a single, thin core.

Still holding onto the wrist, Kaden kicked to one side. Gravity flowed along his maneuver, pulling his body and the cyst’s arm with him. It brought him within range of Talkative.

The second cyst was still changing shape. Patches of oily, rubbery meat were surging up his body, starting at his legs. Slug-like tissue had burst through his shoes and pants and was rapidly climbing up his torso. In another two, maybe three seconds, the transformation would be complete.

Kaden kicked Talkative in the already damaged part of his face. At the same time, he retracted the Blade from his hands and sent its entire length out of his foot. It went through seared flesh and fissured bone, finishing what the Lotus hadn’t.

“Critical hit,” Samantha said in his ear as Talkative’s head burst like a melon.

Goomba made a sound of displeasure as he brought his other hand around. This time he clawed at Kaden’s face. Two nails shot through Kaden’s helmeted eye holes.

Anticipating a repeat of the same acid ball effect from earlier, Kaden jerked his head to the side. The maneuver forced the cyst’s claws out, although they were sharp enough to dig furrows in the chitin.

A gout of green acid slime bubbled in front of the claw tips as Kaden cleared them.

Thumbing the accretion nubs on the Atticus, Kaden dropped it down to its shortest configuration, then brought the blade up in a smooth slice across Goomba’s armpit. It drew an inch-deep furrow in the scales, earning blood but did no serious damage.

“I believe this creature is either immune to critical hits or has some form of ablative protection,” Samantha observed dryly. “It’s like he has three or four separate Catalysts. Also, you’re down to twenty hit points.”

Kaden bit back a retort as he dove around another swiping claw. The cyst was fast, but not quite enough to keep up with Kaden in close combat. Atticus slashing, Kaden flowed into a series of rapid strikes against Goomba’s arm, hand, chest, and even face.

It was like chipping down a tree using a trowel.

“He’s not regenerating the hand,” Samantha pointed out several seconds into the exchange.

Risking a glance, Kaden saw she was right. Goomba’s other hand, the one Kaden had sliced through with his Blade, was still dangling by the blackened bone. Previous cysts he’d fought had possessed incredible regenerative properties. Not this one.

It was a modest blessing, given how difficult it was for him to hurt the monster.

BANG! BANG! Sounds like thunderclaps went off from deeper within the compound. At the same time, ten men came pouring out of the guard houses. Dressed in collared shirts with tactical vests, the security detail lifted rifles, aiming at both Kaden and Goomba.

The chaos hadn’t been enough to distract the cyst. Adjusting his methods, Goomba started throwing kicks into the mix. With reptilian dexterity, he hurled snapping attacks at Kaden’s head, shoulders, and hips.

Kaden intercepted the third kick with eight inches of Blade. Propelled by the cyst’s full strength, the impact was enough to drive the narrow metal through his shin.

Hissing, Goomba took a swipe at Kaden’s arm, claws scraping across chitin. One caught, piercing inches into the meat. Green acid substance boiled out of the puncture, adding to the symphony of Kaden’s discomfort.

“Enough of this shit,” Kaden snarled, swinging an arm up and around Goomba’s. Then he leaped into the air, using gravity to aid the maneuver. Flipping, he rotated the cyst’s arm in a complete circle. As flexible as the monster was, the twist was enough to lock the shoulder joint into maximum flexion.

As soon as he felt the grind of bone, Kaden slapped his hand down on the shoulder. Taking a cue from the Blade’s effectiveness against the cyst’s wrist, he repeated the process – effectively creating a curved ring of cutting force all along the joint.

Pop!

Meat and tissue burst from the limb as it separated from Goomba’s torso. Lime green blood spurted, coating Kaden’s helmeted face.

Screaming in anger, the cyst tried using his free arm against Kaden’s side. The impact broke what bone remained in the hand, sending the severed limb flying.

Another bubble of green appeared around Kaden. The first bullets of Isamu’s security detail bounced off the surface, unable to penetrate the membrane.

Part of Kaden dazzled at the incredible power of the cyst. The rest was busy retracting and extruding the Blade to pop the barrier before it could slow him down.

BANG BANG!

Deep, thrumming sounds like a mortar exploding came from the compound. Bullets splashed over Kaden and Goomba, with neither taking meaningful damage.

Free of the globe, Kaden shoved his fist into the torn opening of the cyst’s arm hole. Then he summoned his Atticus. It speared into the monster’s body, splintering bone and digging a furrow several inches deep. Slashing upward, Kaden drew the blade across what should have been Goomba’s carotid artery.

That did it.

Blood spurted and Goomba slumped, his body beginning to steam as the transformation reversed.

“Grafting!” Sam called in his ear.

Tendrils of red and black shot from Kaden’s body, winding through Goomba and Talkative.

BOOM! CRAAAACK!

Kaden’s HUD updated with a message from Paisley. Samantha read it out to him. “Paisley found a simple AI in the home system. She hasn’t gotten through it yet, but she did manage to get admin access to the security system. There are another three cysts inside, all transformed. She closed the bomb shelter doors on the external walls and stopped them from joining your fight. You’ve got maybe twelve seconds before they break through. She says one of them has laser beam eyes.”

“Fuck me, this sucks worse than I expected,” Kaden growled, turning toward the ten men rushing him with guns.

Sam said, “Don’t get me started on what that acid would have done to you if you were even slightly less resistant. Five words: battery acid in your heart.”

Whipping the Atticus out, Kaden sent it toward the closest of the security guys. He flew after, the two half-consumed corpses in tow.

The sound of gunshots and screams filled the clearing until he sent the Atticus spinning around his head in a looping curve. After that, the only sounds were the wet ones of SPITE consuming calories to rebuild itself.

While he healed, Kaden adjusted the Lotus into its rifle orientation. The bulky material thinned, and the barrel shortened as the targeting reticle switched from an area to a point.

CRAAACK! CRAAACK!

“Four seconds,” Paisley warned.

Leaping backwards, Kaden somersaulted in the air and came to land on top of a guard house. Crouching, he commanded his SPITE to change color until it matched the roof. All around him, dangling down the building like macabre wind chimes, were sacks of meat rapidly dissolving as he recovered.

“They’ll still see you,” Sam pointed out.

“Every second counts.”

The blast doors tore apart and the first of the next wave of cysts came rushing out.
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The first cyst out the door looked like a seven-foot-tall man with bronze skin. It wasn’t that he was tan; rather, his flesh was liquid metal. His eyes glowed bright orange as he looked around, scanning the terrain. When he spotted one of the dangling corpse-bags, the light in his eyes burst into a streaming beam of laser light.

Even six feet away, Kaden felt the heat of the cyst’s energy attack.

It was with great pleasure that he aimed and fired the Lotus at the glowing target of the man’s left eye. Four hit points drained from Kaden to fuel the shot. At the same time, a force akin to an RPG blew up inside the monstrous creature’s face.

A cloud of shrapnel and blood gushed from the point of impact, obscuring the outcome.

If that’s not a critical hit, I’m going to be so pissed, Kaden thought.

Two other cysts rushed into view. One had a gelatinous blue shape that vaguely resembled a giant squid. Samantha labeled him “Fishman.” The other was a twelve-foot-tall minotaur, complete with forward facing horns. Instead of a bovine face, the cyst had a smooth white surface – a bit like the underbelly of a fish – interrupted with an inset nest of darting eyes.

Sam labeled that one “Trypophobia.”

Adjusting his aim, Kaden shot the minotaur cyst in a knee joint. The impact sent the monster falling to the ground in a burst of bright red blood. Its leg was still intact, however.

“These things are so damn tough,” he said beneath his breath, darting his attention back to the eyebeam wielding one.

Coppertone, as Sam labeled him, had slumped in place. Half of his head was simply gone, revealing bits of pink tissue inside the metallic shell. Tendrils of wire extended upward from the intact skull, looking as if it was attempting to rebuild the bone.

SPLORCH!

A liquid tentacle slid out of nowhere and wrapped around Kaden’s waist. Before he could respond, a force as strong as steel wrenched him from the top of the guard house. It drew him toward the cysts at bone-jarring speed.

Kaden attempted a repeat of his earlier trick, but his Blade did nothing to the water. Switching to the Atticus, he sent the blade hurtling through the liquid “arm” carrying him. That was enough to split the flow. He came crashing and rolling to the ground yet again, barely stopping ten feet away from Fishman, Trypophobia, and Coppertone.

“You’re at forty-three hit points again,” Samantha said helpfully.

The minotaur was struggling to his feet. One leg had a three-inch hole through the knee, and it didn’t show signs of rapid regeneration. Horns gleaming with energy, he glared at Kaden.

Trypophobia’s demeanor changed from one of hate and focus to confusion. Kaden got the distinct impression that something was supposed to have happened and hadn’t. With a shrug, he flung the Atticus at the monster’s torso.

Deep, bloody grooves appeared across Trypophobia’s chest as the tip of the chain sword lodged behind a rib.

Before Kaden could take advantage of the attack, Fishman had two more tentacles wrapped around him. This time, one coiled around his head as the other went to his legs. It pulled in opposite directions.

“Gah!” Kaden said, as strength far superior to anything he’d felt from a cyst threatened to pull him in half. He flailed, trying to bring the Atticus to bear. Through Eyes of Azgulan, he saw Trypophobia reach up and grab the sword, holding it in place.

BRRRRRR!

There was a whirring, spinning sound, followed by a steady stream of machine gun fire. Kaden didn’t have any clue where the weapons came from, but the bullets strafed directly across Fishman’s manipulated limbs and body.

At first, the bullets seemed to do nothing. Then Kaden saw they were creating expanding, concentric circles in the liquid material. Where the circles collided with one another, they released a spark of blue-white energy. As additional bullets impacted, they created ever-brighter sparks, until it looked like a storm of electricity.

Snaaaap!

Things started to break inside Kaden. His hit point bar flashed an orange color he’d never seen before, before his limbs went numb. The Atticus slipped from his slack grip.

Fzzzpop SCHLORP!

Fishman burst, his gooey body exploding as gouts of lightning burst from within. Tines of the lightning brushed Kaden’s body, sapping him of even more health. Others crossed the two cysts, earning a whine from the minotaur. Coppertone’s regenerating skull flickered as the electricity danced among the tines but seemed otherwise unaffected.

Kaden tried to stand, only to find his legs not responding. He thought to pull himself into position, but his arms didn’t respond either.

“Catastrophic spinal damage,” Samantha said. “You’re down to eight hit points as well. We have nothing to graft of that creature.”

Fuck me, Kaden thought as the minotaur hobbled closer. It bent down, starting to reach for him, then seemed to think better of it. Turning, it hobbled over to Coppertone. Wrapping an arm around the statue, the monster grunted as it began to drag the regenerating cyst over.

He’s going to try to crush me to death, Kaden realized, then wondered if he could last long enough to summon Apox. Probably not. Plus, I can’t spare the hit points…

“Paisley, how about a little help?” he said as Trypophobia dragged Coppertone closer. Another few feet and both cysts would be within reach.

“Already on it,” Paisley announced, zipping over.

“Huh?” Trypophobia said, starting to turn, but too late.

The Ziltrax slammed into the minotaur’s back at full speed, her version of Kaden’s Blade skewering its throat. Moving with incredible efficiency, she drove her spike-tipped limbs into the monster’s back. Every third or fourth strike, she drew on the Blade again, sending inches of SPITE material into the monster’s flesh.

As a summons, Paisley’s version of the Blade wasn’t as potent. Delivered so rapidly and precisely, the reduced damage didn’t make much of a difference.

“There was at least one critical strike in there,” Sam observed an instant before the minotaur fell forward, landing inches from Kaden’s unresponsive body.

Graft kicked off without Kaden’s command. Tendons of red and black leaped from his body, wrapping around the giant minotaur’s body. To his surprise, several split off and penetrated Coppertone’s metallic flesh as well.

“Oh, this is interesting,” Sam said, sounding pleased. “It must be a Phoenix-type power. Until he regenerates the entire head, he’s considered dead. Goodie!”

Ignoring his lack of mobility, Kaden spoke to Paisley. “Great job. Are there others we should worry about?”

Wings fluttering, she bobbed up and down. “Happy to help! And yeah, there’s about twenty more people inside.” She giggled delightedly. “I sealed them all up, tight as bugs in a rug. Give me a few more minutes and we’ll own the local AI. You’ll be able to deal with them at your leisure.”

He exhaled and tried to shake his head in disbelief. It still wouldn’t work. “Paisley, what would I do without you? You’re amazing.”

Rotating until her pixie-like face was oriented on him, she gave him a blood red smile. “Silly. You’d die, of course. And I’m glad to help. You’re so fun!”

With that she flew off.

“That creature is unnerving as hell sometimes,” Samantha whispered in his ear.

Snorting, Kaden turned his attention to the digesting cysts. “How are we Grafting with solid metal?”

“SPITE can consume basically anything that has, or has had, a semblance of life in it. Coppertone’s body became a metallic, organic matrix. That qualifies as far as the nix are concerned.”

“Please tell me we’re getting more hit points from these.”

“Oh, absolutely. Between seven to ten each.”

Crack! SNAP! BURN!

Bones snapped back into place, and Kaden’s nerves burned with incandescent fire. Despite his incredible pain tolerance, he had to bite back screams for several seconds as his body reassembled itself.

When he could finally get to his feet again, he shook his head. “All that, and I don’t get a new Catalyst. Fuck Gentex.” He looked toward the compound. “I swear, I’m going to eat every single asshole in there.”

Hearing his own words gave him pause. He quickly added, “But not, you know, with my mouth. I’m not a cannibal.”

Sam snickered, adding, “These new cysts have Catalytic abilities, but no Catalysts. To your point, I suggest we investigate as soon as possible.”

“Yeah. No doubt. Do you have any idea what the deal with those machine guns was?”

“Which part? The one where Paisley took remote control over them, or the fact that she used them against the envolosange-cyst hybrid so effectively?”

“The second part.”

Walking over to the destroyed entrance to the building, Kaden waited for Samantha to update his HUD. After a few seconds, she began piping information from Paisley to him. There was a bit of a delay, although he didn’t mind. Part of him was still wrapping his mind around the fact that he’d just had his spine broken.

Samantha explained, “Envolosange have common weaknesses. Most of them have to do with harmonics. Paisley is an immortal being, specializing in timing and precision. She took personal control over the guns, adjusting to deal critical damage to the elemental.”

Paisley’s piping voice came across an invisible intercom system. “And that cyst was a flawed copy of a real envolosange. Also, you’re going to want to make three right-hand turns. There are four of Isamu’s people armed with guns behind some heavy doors. Also also, I’ve gotten the itty-bitty AI under control. I’m offloading operational data from the local servers for you.”

“Amazing,” Kaden said.

“Just so you know, this is going to cost at least five of my unlocking uses for the day.”

He looked toward the sound of her voice. “What? How? You’re giving me administration access to one system. How does that count as five?”

“I had to get through four other systems to get there. Hence five.”

“Fine.” Kaden waved the details away. As long as they had Isamu’s data and the local cysts were dealt with, that was all that mattered.

Then he remembered the cyst near Asami’s holdings and felt a stab of concern for Nessa and his mother. “Sam, did my phone survive that?”

A muscular ripple of tissue near his hip revealed the phone. It was shattered to pieces. “Ah. No. Sorry.”

“Paisley, can you route a phone call through the speaker system to Nessa or my Mother? I need to warn them.”

“Sure!” The happy voice of the Ziltrax came from a wall nearby.

A moment later, a gentle ringing came from the same area.

“Hello?” Nessa answered, sounding out of breath. Explosions sounded in the background, followed by wailing screams.

“You sound busy,” Kaden said.

“Sure am. What’s up?”

“I got in a fight with those new cysts we’ve been hearing about. They fight like they’ve got multiple Catalysts, but when they die, they don’t leave any behind. And they are tough as hell.”

“No shit,” she replied. “Can we talk in a bit? Asami and I are kind of dealing with something right now.”

“No problem.”

Click.

Kaden felt a mixture of pride, concern, and jealousy. Even having come close to death in his most-recent fight, part of him longed to be in the thick of things again.

“Ah, well,” he said, “I guess we can clean up here and get to them as quickly as possible.”

Summoning his Atticus, he went to work.

Dealing with Isamu’s security assets didn’t take long, and it left him fully healed. Halfway through scouring the compound for anything of significance, he stumbled on the girl Isamu had been with in the garden.

She was in one of Isamu’s offices, sitting behind a computer. At his appearance, she lifted her hands and stood. “Kaden, correct?”

“Um, yes. What are you doing?”

“I work for your mother. I’m redirecting Isamu’s bank accounts per her instructions.”

“You work for…” Kaden sighed, shaking his head. Part of him knew he should have expected something like this. His mother was everything the Chronarchs wanted him to become – remorseless, methodical, and deadly.

Good thing I’m so compassionate, a voice quipped in the back of his mind.

“How much longer do you need?” He waved generally toward the rest of the building, then hefted a briefcase. “I’ve cleared things out, so I’m about to go.”

The woman gave him a smile that somehow made her look far more attractive than she’d been mere moments before. “If you’ll give me three minutes, I’ll be happy to accompany you, sir.”

“She’s a Hunter,” Sam said in his ear.

No shit, he thought back, without saying anything. Out loud, he added, “Sure. Three minutes, then we go.” Then he remembered Paisley. “Hey, I don’t suppose you know where any stickers are, do you?”

As it turned out, she did. She also knew where Isamu kept spare clothes that would fit Kaden’s build.


Chapter 6: Twists and Complications


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
(Meta) Catalyst Name: Strength’s Denial
Effect: The wielder is immune to any Catalytic ability used by a target more than 5 levels above them. Every time this immunity is triggered by a new Hunter, there is a 20% chance the wielder will steal 1 random Catalyst from the Hunter who triggered it. This ability has a global range.


***

“I am Suki,” his mother’s agent declared later, when they met at the front of the compound. She’d changed into a pair of pants and a flattering, but functional, button-up shirt. Despite being dressed for travel, Suki managed to show off her physique.

No wonder Isamu had her on his staff, Kaden thought unironically.

“Nice to meet you.”

Paisley’s wings fluttered as she landed on his back. Settling into place, her mass flowed into his. He still felt her, in a sort of distant way, but it wasn’t like she was an insect inside his body. Rather, she’d gone into a passive-active state, where she remained conscious but fully concealed within him.

Suki watched the process silently, eyes wide and fascinated. Had he not known to look, Kaden might not have caught the glimmer of cunning lurking beneath the surface of that innocent demeanor.

They found a collection of Isamu’s expensive cars in the parking garage. Taking a few minutes, he used Sight-Blinding Mirage to falsify enough documents to make himself the vehicle’s owner.

Suki stood to one side, her hands folded, watching him with patient eyes as he worked.

“Did you know about the airport ambush this morning?” he asked once he was done.

She shook her head. “I learned of it when it was already underway and had no opportunity to get word out. Isamu was not a very trusting man, even in the most compromising positions.”

He gestured at the car, and they got in. Revving the engine a few times, he drove them out of the garage, toward where his HUD’s map indicated his mother and Nessa probably were.

“Your Cat doesn’t let you mind control people?”

“No.” She bit her lip, hesitating for several seconds. “There are several benefits, but they don’t include a mind control component.”

“What’s it called on your HUD?”

“Alluring Flower, why?”

Kaden gave her a hint of a smile. “Just curious to see if I’d heard of it before.”

“Have you?”

He had. Alluring Flower wasn’t a particularly combat-effective Catalyst, but it did convey several benefits, including beauty and resistance to all manner of diseases and poisons. It was the sort of Cat that would be perfect for someone in Suki’s situation with Isamu.

Unwilling to trust Suki with the depth of his knowledge, he said, “Perhaps. Do me a favor and check the news? There’s no way people haven’t noticed what’s going on yet.”

“Of course, sir.” She flashed him a smile and pulled out a cell phone.

They traveled in silence for a while. During it, Kaden contemplated what he’d learned from the new version of the cysts.

Minato’s words from months ago ran through his mind.

I have been at work for decades before the first Seeding. My benefactor sent me my Catalysts long before the Hunt even began. I’ve been maneuvering for this moment longer than you’ve been alive. There’s nothing and no one I will not sacrifice to see this to the end. You can kill my children and destroy my armies. More will replace them. My cysts don’t need Catalysts to gain levels, and you’ll never grow from defeating them. They will outpace your evolution by leaps and bounds. You cannot win. I had you boxed in before you were even born.

It seemed the man’s words were coming to fruition. These new cysts didn’t have the same calorie requirements the previous versions had. More than that, they’d duplicated Catalytic abilities.

Samantha whispered, “Catalytic abilities and some of the advantages of SPITE. Remember, SPITE tech is what made them possible. The fusion of SPITE and Catalysts is what makes them immune to Time’s Eye. We have to assume their incredible strength, durability, and other features are all inherited from nix biology.”

Taken together, Kaden wanted nothing more than to use Heart Finder to track down Hunters and gain levels. There will be more in India, he told himself, promising to get to at least level thirteen shortly after they arrived.

Suki said, “It looks like there was some sort of terrorist attack at the airport. Authorities are reporting that the people responsible were dealt with before there were significant casualties.”

“How many civilians died?”

“Three, with quite a few wounded.”

“I hate collateral damage,” he muttered. “Why couldn’t Isamu have waited until we got away from the public?”

“Opportunity and surprise. Isamu was a methodical man. When Gentex approached him with an offer of help, provided he agreed to their timeline, he accepted.”

Kaden glanced over. “How much did you know about that agreement?”

“Only that they made it, and it came with personnel and financial incentives. I knew there was a timeline, but that was the extent of what he let me overhear. I’m sorry there is not more.” She ducked her chin, cheeks flushed with apparent shame.

He let it drop.

Asami’s residence in Nagasaki was a nice-looking hotel at the perimeter of the city. Surrounded by a tall privacy fence, the hotel bordered an expansive shopping center and market. Two suited men stood at the access gate leading to the building. They radioed ahead, then let Kaden drive through.

Inside the perimeter, it looked like there’d been a staged battle. Huge sections of the parking lot were dotted with burn marks. Chunks of asphalt were missing, and the remains of several vehicles still smoldered. A veritable army of suited men and women were moving about, cleaning up corpses and debris.

Asami and Nessa met them at their car when he pulled into one of the few still pristine parking spots outside of the hotel’s entrance.

His mother no longer looked so put-together. Dirt and smoke smeared her torn wardrobe, and her hair hung lank around her face. Her dark eyes were as hard as stones.

Nessa’s outfit was utterly shredded and barely hung on her athletic frame. She’d maintained her modesty by keeping her SPITE unit visible, transforming her skin into a sleek swimmer’s sheath of black and purple.

“Looks like things got exciting here,” Kaden observed as Nessa crossed the distance to give him a hug.

His HUD flickered, and Samantha murmured, “Syncing combat telemetry. We’ll be able to see what happened soon enough.”

“They prepared a significant force, on top of a cyst that became some sort of giant monstrosity,” Asami explained. “It has been dealt with.”

Nessa gave him a meaningful look as she pulled away. Her eyes flicked to Suki. “Who is this?”

“My personal assistant,” Asami said before Kaden or Suki could provide an answer. “She handles delicate matters for the family. Suki, the hotel is secure. Go on and reclaim your room. I’ll want to meet in half an hour.”

Suki folded her hands together and bowed, then left without a backwards glance.

“My son, you should get to know her.” Asami’s statement was loud enough to carry to the Hunter. Suki kept walking, as if the announcement had no weight. “She’s my right hand. It also happens that she is an appropriate age. You and she would make an interesting…team.”

Kaden started to reply when his HUD flickered with text.

Auntie: Nessa wants you to know that your mother has multiple Hunters working for her. Several are high-level. One of them has some sort of duplication ability.

An image appeared. It was of a man in a suit standing over two corpses. The bodies blurred, then split. Two new people appeared next to the dead. Each of the newcomers was an exact duplicate of the deceased ones, only uninjured. The duplicates opened their eyes and stood up, then walked away.

Auntie: They burned the original bodies.

Keeping his expression blank, Kaden forced himself to meet his mother’s gaze. “Suki’s Catalyst doesn’t do anything for her survivability. It would be too dangerous for her.”

“The Catalyst you know about,” Asami corrected sharply. “Suki is level five, my son. You’d be amazed at what she is capable of.” Shaking her head, she inhaled and softened her tone. “I apologize. The events of the day have disturbed me greatly. Please, tell me what happened with Isamu Kusunoki?”

“Sure.” Leaning against the hood of the car, he skimmed the details.

When he got to the part about the cysts documenting his capabilities, Asami frowned. “They anticipated your arrival and survival. That does not bode well.”

Kaden said, “I think it’s safer to assume they have enough resources to hedge their bets.”

“Perhaps. Please, go on.”

When he described the strength of the jelly cyst, Nessa winced. “That sounds unpleasant.”

“It was quite an inconvenience,” he admitted. “My agent got access to Isamu’s network and had the AI offload pertinent information to a server I have access to. I’m going to use Amethyst to review the data for us.”

Asami gave him a guarded look. “Amethyst?”

“An AI I took from a Hunter,” he explained. “Give me a few hours and I’ll have a report on the man’s holdings and communications.”

“I’m not sure you need to do that. Why don’t you pass the information to me? My people will review it while you and I prepare for the trip to meet with your father. Our flight leaves tomorrow evening.”

“Tomorrow evening?” Nessa asked. “I thought the trip was still several days away?”

Asami’s mouth tightened. “I had to move our timetable forward. We do not want to linger in Japan until some of this…unfortunate mess is dealt with.”

“That’s no problem,” Kaden said. Opening the car door, he retrieved the briefcase he’d taken from Isamu’s estates. “As for the data I retrieved, trust me to handle it. I’ll pass you anything of value.”

Passing the case over to her, he continued, “I found several lockboxes with files in a basement. I took everything labeled ‘Yamaguchi’.”

She accepted the briefcase. “And what about the rest of the files?”

“I assume they are still there. The location was undefended when Suki and I left.”

“Ah.” Asami turned, looking over to a group of suited men. “Very well. I will see to that personally. You’ve done an excellent job. Both of my children have.” She gave Nessa a tight smile. “Now, I will have some of my employees ensure you have rooms and a comfortable stay. Kaden, make yourself available in a few hours? I want to have that meeting we discussed so many months ago.”

The dismissal was crystal clear, and her intent was equally transparent. That was fine. Kaden wanted her to leave so he could talk with Nessa.

“That sounds great,” he said.

Asami and her security detail left hastily.

Once they were alone, Nessa stepped over to him. “You did that on purpose.”

“What?”

“Gave your mother a reason to leave.”

Kaden blinked a few times. “Sister, what about me makes you think I’m capable of subterfuge of that magnitude?”

Laughing, she hit him. Nessa had gotten much stronger. The playful strike didn’t do any damage, but with her SPITE augmentation, it probably would have broken most normal people’s bones.


Chapter 7: No Free Lunch


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Loaded Dice.
Effect: Think about any one concrete, or clear objective and an outcome. For example: focus on a battle with a specific target and whether the target will win. This ability grants the wielder a general idea of the odds of the outcome. There are no range limitations, and this power may be used an unlimited number of times. Each use of this ability takes 10 minutes of dedicated, focused concentration.
Limitations: Entities immune to Time’s Eye cannot be directly targeted with this Catalyst. It is, however, possible to “see around” them with careful application of the ability.


***

The cyst leaped over the wall, transforming as she did. She was so fast Nessa couldn’t believe it. One second, she was a woman dressed like a jogger. In the next, there was a thirty-foot-tall spider creature with crab claws squatting inside the compound. The monster had gained enough mass that her sharp-tipped legs left divots in the asphalt.

A series of explosions rang near the security gate. Five or six of Asami’s people were down, riddled with bullets. Over the corpses came a practical river of armored humans.

“Kaden would have a field day eating all those assholes,” Nessa thought.

“Saiden, use it,” Asami said.

A bald man, his head covered in tattoos, nodded. The air shimmered around the head of the convoy, wrapping around two cars along with Asami and Nessa. Her HUD flashed with information that Auntie read into her ear.

“This is a one-way protective sphere with several hundred hit points. Your abilities and weapons can exit the area, but it will block anything coming in until it loses its health. It’s immune to a list of effects several pages long. Wow. This is a very impressive bunker Catalyst.”

Asami gestured toward the hotel, and a flood of armored and armed people in suits came rushing out.

Then everything became chaos.

***

The combat played out in Kaden’s HUD, half-watched, as he and Nessa made their way into the hotel.

Pitching her voice to a whisper, Nessa said, “Auntie, if I subvocalize, can you transmit it directly to Kaden?”

“Within the range of your synchronization, yes.”

“Please enable it.”

“Done.”

“Kaden,” Nessa said. It sounded like she was speaking directly in his ear, the same way Samantha vocalized. “She’s got a Hunter who can resurrect the dead. At first, I thought they were drones or something. But I spoke with a few of them. It’s really them. They have their memories and everything.”

Kaden’s brow furrowed as he worked backwards through the list of Catalytic abilities that might do what she was describing. His father had drilled him on these nearly every day of his life, starting with the most powerful. It didn’t take him long to narrow it down to four or five possibilities.

“Resurrection powers are rare,” he replied using the same discreet method. “All of them have limits. There’s maybe ten Cats that straight up bring people back from the dead. For the first Seeding, I know of two or three that involve creating some sort of doppelganger or clone.”

“Okay, and what sort of cost would they have?”

“If it’s what I’m thinking of, the longer the original body stays dead, the more of the original person is lost.” He held up two hands. “Think of it as making a direct copy, only the duplicate loses a percentage of their core personality every few seconds. After three or four resurrections like that, the copies would be barely recognizable as the same person.”

“Are you talking about brain damage, or…?”

He shook his head. “Personality decay. The intellect stays intact. Everything about their humanity will fade over time. My Father told me he thinks of it as an echo of a person, with each duplication mirroring a little less of the original’s soul.”

They passed through the steel-framed glass double doors leading into the hotel’s intake area. It looked like a fully functional hotel, complete with two people in uniforms behind polished wooden desks marked for “Guests.”

Kaden and Nessa walked over, and a young man offered them both electronic key cards. One, labeled 615, went to Kaden. 202 went to Nessa.

With a professional smile, the man provided them with two laminated sheets. “Your wi-fi, room service options, and the amenities of the facilities are listed here. Everything in the hotel is free to both of you, naturally.”

Nessa slid her hand down the sheet to a listing for “private massages” but didn’t comment on it. “Our room keys. His is for the sixth floor, and mine is for the second?”

“That’s correct, ma’am.”

She slid her card back across the table. “I’ll take the room next to his, thanks.”

The man, whose name tag gave his American name as ‘Brian’ coughed. “Ah. I was told to make sure your rooms were separated. For…propriety. Six-fourteen has been taken by Ma’am’s personal assistant already.”

“Six-sixteen then,” Nessa said, giving Brian a flat look.

Kaden added, “It’s either that or put me in two-oh-three or two-oh-one. I don’t care which.”

Brian looked from Kaden to Nessa. Whatever he saw in their eyes made sweat bead across his forehead. His lips trembled. “May I call someone?”

“You may not.” Kaden leaned forward. “Brian, let me ask you a question?”

“Uh. Sure.”

“You saw a bit of what happened outside, right?”

The young man gave a shaky nod.

“I’m sure you saw a bit of what my friend is capable of, right?” Kaden tipped his head toward Nessa.

“Uh, a bit.” Brian’s gaze shot over to Nessa’s still-visible SPITE unit.

Lifting a hand, Kaden’s skin became the armored black and red of SPITE. In soft tones, he continued, “Neither of us is staying at this hotel because we have to, Brian. I am Asami’s biological son, and Nessa is her adopted daughter. I assure you, neither of us need to stay here tonight. Either you accommodate our requirements, or we will leave. Calling someone won’t change that.”

The woman standing next to Brian, a mature forty-something with caked pale makeup, leaned over. “Do it. If Asami or Suki ask, I’ll tell them what happened.”

Kaden made note of her nametag, which read, “Rosa” in both Japanese and English.

That was all it took for Brian to give in. Nessa ended up with 616.

“Brian,” Kaden said before they left. “Is there a tailor on-call? We need new clothes.”

“There is, sir,” Rosa replied promptly. “I’ll have two sent up presently to take your measurements and take special requests.”

Nessa cleared her throat. “I don’t think we’ll have time for a special wardrobe given we’re flying out tomorrow…”

Rosa broke in. “It won’t be a problem, Ma’am. I assure you.” She delivered the lines with the same confidence Kaden would have used when giving someone a death threat.

For some odd reason, Kaden found himself liking the woman.

With their immediate needs handled, Kaden and Nessa made their way down the hall, to the elevator. Inside, Nessa picked their subvocal conversation back up.

“How have you been?”

Kaden thought about what he’d been through since seeing her last. His time in the Madness had been both traumatic and transformative. He’d learned more about himself in five months than the previous decade. There was more than that, though.

The nix were a revelation, and promised to be an increasingly important component to what came next. Then there was the Roadmap.

Vasilis and he had agreed to keep to the Chronarch’s plan for them, mainly because it provided a guaranteed path to power, with a chance to save people. Kaden increasingly felt like they should treat the Chronarch’s Roadmap like a loose outline, rather than doctrine.

But how do I tell Nessa all of that? How do I tell her that what happened to her, and her father was all part of a plan that I don’t believe in anymore? Fuck. This is why I don’t work with people. They complicate things.

Nessa spoke through his thoughts. “Hey.” Reaching out, she took his hand and squeezed it. “You and Vasilis came clean with me. I know what’s happening, and why. If I didn’t believe in what you were about, I wouldn’t have spent the last six months doing whatever fucked up shit your bitch of a mother wanted to put me through. You can trust me. You owe me the truth.”

For some reason, Kaden found himself laughing.

“What’s funny?” Nessa asked.

“You’re the second person to call Asami a bitch today. And I don’t think either of you is wrong.”

There were only twenty rooms on the sixth floor. Each was penthouse sized, with lots of space between them. They went to Kaden’s first, and discovered it was an impressive suite, complete with two bedrooms, a panoramic view of the city, and a shower big enough to fit five people.

As soon as they were inside, Kaden activated Heart Finder and checked the place for bugs. There were so many of them that he brought Paisley out to help collect them all.

When they were done, Nessa looked at the improbable stack of devices and shook her head.

Kaden said, “I’d feel insulted if I wasn’t certain these were here by default.” Wrapping the lot in a trash bag, then covering that with a towel, he walked the package down the hall and left it beside to a trashcan next to the elevator.

When he returned, Nessa was gone. He found her and Paisley repeating the process in her room. It took a second application of Heart Finder to locate ones they’d missed.

Scouring their rooms took nearly an hour, by which time an elderly man and woman showed up. Dressed in quintessential tailoring outfits, complete with measuring tape and chalk, the couple didn’t comment about finding Kaden and Nessa in the same apartment.

“Please, ma’am, come this way and we’ll discuss your wardrobe needs for the India trip privately,” the woman said, standing in the doorway and waving.

With a muttered, “Why are we so busy?” Nessa led the woman to her rooms.

Kaden let his tailor take measurements. After he was done, the man said, “Tell me a bit about your transformations, sir? I understand your physiology changes substantially.”

Instead of explaining, Kaden took a few steps away and activated his full SPITE unit. The clothes he’d borrowed from Isamu’s estate bulged around him. Unlike Nessa’s sleek physique, Kaden was covered in overlapping armored plates and jagged spikes.

Looking down at where several sharp barbs covering his shoulders had torn holes through his borrowed sweatshirt, Kaden sighed. “Believe me when I tell you, I’m tired of ruining everything I wear.”

Nonplused by the display, the man gave Kaden a little bow. “Sir, I understand. May I inspect the material?”

“Go ahead.”

The tailor moved closer and ran his fingers across Kaden’s armor. He tapped a pen against the spikes and applied a little pressure, then inspected the results. “Sir, it would appear your armor is too sharp for any material I have access to.”

“Is that your way of saying that you won’t be able to make me a magical spandex suit?”

Ignoring the sarcasm in Kaden’s tone, the man shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I can get you two suitcases full of formal and casualwear for your trip.”

With a sigh, Kaden muttered. “Thanks. I’ll probably be level twenty and still scrambling to steal pants every time I activate my armor in an inconvenient location.” Unless I’m using Face Shift, which I don’t want to do all the time.

“If I may make a suggestion?”

“Please.”

“Dismiss the armor again?”

Kaden did. The ridges and bumps flowed back into his skin, then his coloration returned to its normal, dusky hue. Technically, the SPITE unit was merged with his biology now. Besides allowing him to fit in with the rest of humanity, “activating” the unit only slightly enhanced the baseline capabilities.

The tailor said, “If this material is that malleable, I would propose that it might be possible to reshape it to suit your needs.”

“Interesting idea. I’ll look into that. Do you need anything else?”

“No, Sir. Give me eight hours and the suitcases will be delivered.”

“Thank you.” Kaden walked the man out of his room. When Nessa didn’t return immediately, he went to the shower. After swimming in the bay water and so much violence, it would feel nice to get clean.

As scalding hot water rushed down his body, Samantha said, “He’s not wrong.”

“Eh?”

“The tailor. It’s possible for the SPITE unit to have complete malleability without needing to use Face Shift. We’ll need an upgrade for that. Either Catalytic, or from the nix.”

Hands full of foaming soap, Kaden chuckled wryly. “I figured. There’s no free lunch when it comes to upgrades, right?”

“We can use it to hold your phone for you,” she pointed out.

“And the first time we used that ‘feature’ what happened to the phone?”

“It wasn’t my fault you wrestled with an alien water mage with enough strength to rip through tungsten.”

Kaden had to give it to her. She had a point.


Chapter 8: Pragmatism and Ethics


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Manifest Transportation
Effect: The wielder of this Catalyst may conjure a car, boat, or plane. The summoning process takes 1 minute, and dismissing it takes 12 seconds. This power may generate two varieties of each vehicle:
· Capacity: Capable of transporting up to 1 passenger per Catalyst level – with a maximum speed equal to the low (average) of similar Earth-based vehicles.
· Speed: Capable of transporting up to 1 passenger per 2 Catalyst levels of the wielder – with a maximum speed equal to the fastest similar Earth-based vehicles.
The appearance of these vehicles is highly mutable, per the wielder’s desires although they cannot possess advanced innate abilities (such as invisibility). They do not come with any special comforts or other features, however. If a summoned vehicle suffers critical damage (on par with the real Earth-based version) it vanishes, but can be re-summoned after 1-minute.
Advancement: Once the wielder reaches level 5, this ability may be combined with others to create enhanced versions. For example, if the wielder has a Catalyst to generate food, it can be integrated with summoned vehicles.


***

Kaden finished his shower and put the clothes he’d taken from Isamu’s house back on. Looking around the hotel room, he contemplated what to do with his free time. There were no guns to clean, nor was he hungry. Vasilis was still in India, which meant discussing the roadmap or drilling Catalysts was out of the question.

That left trying to anticipate the future.

Joshit Agarwal is next. The media calls him a prophet for his ability to predict the stock market. He’s got a probability Catalyst. In the original plan, we’d be laying low until the Second Seeding after I dealt with him. When the next wave of Catalysts came, Kaden had a cluster of new Hunters he’d been supposed to take out on the American East Coast.

Viviana would have to do that now.

Can I trust her? He hoped so. The cyst had seemed like she was genuinely invested before he’d left for Japan. But would that hold? I recruited her at the end of my sword. What if she uses the intelligence I’ve given her to become a problem?

That would make one hell of a headache.

Knock.

Relieved to have a distraction from his thoughts, Kaden went to the door. It was Suki. She’d cleaned up since he’d seen her last. Dressed in a simple t-shirt and jean shorts, she looked more like a girl next door than the spy/seductress he’d met.

She looked him in the eye and said, “May I come in?”

“Sure. What’s this about?”

Accepting the invitation, she brushed her hip against him on her way in. At the contact, he felt a note of frustration. She and Asami can’t think I’m fucking blind. Or do they?

Coming to stand next to the living room, Suki waited until he’d closed the door and walked over to speak. “Asami called. She’s asked me to accompany you to India.”

The frustration softened, giving way to confusion. “Why?”

“I have a diplomatic Catalyst. It may help smooth things over with the locals. Particularly if there’s a major incident.”

That made sense. “She mentioned you had more than one. What’s your class?”

Suki’s lips pursed. “It’s called Cherry Administrator.”

He didn’t recognize the name. For every Catalyst, there were ten or more classes. Classes could shape, or tweak, the functionality of a Catalyst, but there were far too many of those for him to memorize. He’d need to ask Vasilis about it, when he got the chance.

She added, “My role is in being useful to people in positions of power.”

“Ah. An assassin.”

“No. My purpose is to help successful people become more so. It’s not a straightforward combat class.”

He bit back a retort. Her class might not be combat-oriented, but every Catalyst had some significant advantage.

Well, other than some of the Meta Catalysts. Anyone who got one of those would be in danger until they defeated a rival Hunter.

“Okay. Fine. You’re coming to India. I’d warn you about it not being safe, but you saw what I do.”

“I did.” She continued looking him in the eyes confidently.

The hint of frustration surfaced again. “Okay, well. Thanks for telling me. If that’s all, you can leave.”

“Perhaps it would be best if we talked. I am much better at my job when I understand the needs of the one whom I am assisting.” She gestured to the bare counters of the hotel room. “It is my understanding that you like weapons. I would be happy to help procure and tend those for you. Given your heightened strength, is it safe to assume you’d like a forty-five ACP and an M4 Carbine, or a Heckler and Koch? Given our enemies, do you prefer modified rounds?”

Suki spoke with absolute confidence, her tone conveying certainty that she could provide him what he needed.

For all Kaden didn’t trust her, there was something tempting about having to not do everything himself. Why not give her a chance? As long as I go behind and check, what’s the worst that can happen?

“That’s a good start,” he allowed, then rattled off a list of other equipment he wanted. “If it’s you and Asami, we’ll want protective gear, and lighter weapons too.”

Suki broke into a bright laugh. “Your Mother and I will handle things for ourselves. Have no fear. It’s amazing that you’d be so selfless as to think of us.”

The last sentence brought him up short. It was too sweet. And the frustration was back again, brighter than before. “Suki, just to make something perfectly clear. My job isn’t to protect anyone. It’s to get the mission done. If I want to make sure you and my mother are adequately geared, it’s so you don’t become a liability.”

Her laughter vanished like rain before the sun. Eyes searching his face, she said, “I apologize. Would it help if I told you what we intend to bring?”

The tension behind his eyes eased yet again. What is going on with my head? “Yeah. That would be good”

She rattled off an impressive list of gear. “Naturally, your mother and I are not forward combatants. She’s made it clear that we will be there as tactical support. If we’re fighting those new cysts, I doubt anyone besides your sister will be of much use anyway.” The way she subtly emphasized ‘your sister’ nearly made him chuckle.

“That’s fine,” he said once she was done. “Yeah, if you’ll get me what I need, I’d appreciate it. Now, if there’s nothing else…” He gestured to the door.

Suki hesitated, frowning as if there were something else she’d want to discuss. At his insistent gesture, she relented.

Nessa was in the hallway, hand lifted as if to knock on the door.

Stepping past the other woman, Suki turned to give Nessa a too-bright smile. “Nessa Yamaguchi, I am Suki. We have not been properly introduced.” She offered a hand that Nessa took. “I will be traveling to India with your brother and mother. My goal is to assist you all. If you have any needs, please do not hesitate to ask.”

Kaden saw Nessa’s brows tense. Is it happening to her, too?

She said, “I’ll keep that in mind. It’s good to meet you, Suki.”

With a tiny bow, Suki turned and walked down the hall. Kaden glanced after, tracking the woman’s progress toward the elevator.

Subvocalizing, Nessa growled in his ear, “Stop staring at her ass. She’s doing that hip thing for you.”

“Hip thing?” He hadn’t noticed.

With a derisive snort, she pushed on his chest, shoving him back into his hotel room. “Okay. Now that we’ve gotten bugs, clothes, showers and meetings with strange women out of the way, are you ready to talk?”

With an amused chuckle, he allowed Nessa to guide him into the room. Turning away from the hall, he waved to the dining area. “Sure. It’s a long story. Should I order tea or food?”

At his mention of food, Nessa’s stomach growled loudly. “That would be great.”

He ordered room service for them both. While they waited, he started filling her in on what had happened since they’d last been together. He’d initially thought he would withhold some details to protect her, but once he started, everything came out.

Their meals came soon, while he was still explaining about the Madness. Over American-style hamburgers and green tea, he explained about bobdobs, Totilithon, and Failithol.

The only elements he left out were about Billy, the green woman, and the figure dressed as death. He still didn’t understand those, and figured they would only distract from the core narrative.

She stopped him when he got to the bit about Vortigon.

“Wait. Did you say you were tortured for months?”

“It wasn’t that bad. They were gentle. You know. For indescribably sadistic, evil aliens.”

“Kaden.” Reaching over the table, she put her hand on his. There was nothing manipulative or suggestive about the contact – only genuine, earnest compassion.

He had to resist the urge to pull his hand away. Kaden wasn’t a man who lived with remorse for his actions. He’d always done precisely what he had to do, and it was for the good of the world. If there was one regret, it was that Nessa had gotten caught up in things.

But that was Failithol’s fault, he told himself, forcing the unfamiliar feelings down.

“I’m fine,” he said roughly. Forcibly ignoring her unspoken invitation to go into detail about what he’d suffered, he continued through the story.

When he got to the part about recruiting Vortigon, she held her hand up. “Wait, he was working for the Zeer. He’s a lesser Titan, whatever that means. Why would he agree to join your menagerie?”

“For the creatures stuck in it, the Madness is a state of constant suffering. Vortigon’s species were the apex predators of their home worlds. Being enslaved, tormented, and humiliated by the Zeer and Chronarchs wasn’t precisely fun for him. He also knows my agenda to stop the cycle. It appeals to him.”

“And you can trust him?”

Kaden gave her an even look. “Nessa, other than you and Vasilis, who do you think we can trust?”

She didn’t have a good answer for that.

“Everyone involved in this is either predator or prey.” He glanced at her neck, where the edge of her still-manifested SPITE unit was visible. “Predators do what they have to do to survive. For better or worse, there are agendas. Vortigon has one. Asami has one. Hell, Vasilis has one. This is about being pragmatic and taking the most responsible risks we can.”

“Remember that last part.” She squeezed his hand. “We’re in this together.”

He looked down. “Why, Nessa? After what I am, and what I did. Why are you still my friend?”

“Because when it would have been easier or safer to let me die, you didn’t. Time and time again, you’ve done what you can to protect me, no matter what. You’ve saved my life how many times?” Taking a deep breath, she shook her head. “I guess I could blame you for my father’s death. I could blame you for fucking up my entire life. But we both know none of that would be true.”

“But…”

“But nothing,” she said firmly. “You saved my life. You’re trying to save the world, and I know you’re making the best decisions you can. Like it or not, you’re stuck with me.”

“I appreciate that.” Swallowing a lump of feeling, Kaden went on to tell her the rest of the story.

In the end, she sat back in her chair and laughed. “You recruited a cyst, too? What kind of cold-hearted killer are you?”

“A practical one? Viviana had a compelling conversion. I think, at the least, we can trust her to help us get a few Cats away from Hunters who would be problematic in the next Seeding.”

She clearly wanted to second guess that decision, but held back.

Finally, it was his turn to ask, “What about you? What have you been up to?”

“Oh. You know. Your mother had me murder three assholes, then trained me for a few weeks before sending me out after a bunch of people. I’m level eight now.”

She delivered the lines matter-of-factly, but he saw the hurt deep in her eyes. He almost apologized, only to stop himself short.

Vasilis had trained him in a similar manner. The easy part is getting over your fear of dying. The hard part is learning how to turn your humanity off when it’s time to take a life.

His tactical HUD updated as Samantha helpfully displayed Nessa’s complete character sheet for him to review.

Nessa interrupted his study of her new powers. “Do you mind if I ask a few questions? There’s something you said about Failithol and Minato that has my instincts tingling. Run me through what she said again.”

He did, explaining how she was one of a group of pelanir who’d worked with the nix to create their SPITE units, along with the foundations for the cysts.

After he did, she asked, “And she was working with Minato and one of the Zeer?”

“From what I understand, yeah. There’s an alliance between them and others, maybe even other Titans. She said they want to destroy everything.”

“Yeah. Understood. Tell me again what Minato told you?”

They went like that for a while, going back and forth as Nessa asked increasingly probing questions. Kaden suspected her line of inquiry was at least a little in part to avoid dwelling on what she’d been up to in his absence.

He humored her.

After an hour or two of that, Nessa sat back, her eyes bright. “I think I’ve figured something out.”

“Oh?”

“Mhm. If I’m right, it’s ingenious. I think, maybe, it could help us get ahead of them.”

“Well? Don’t keep me in suspense.”

“We know that my father and aunt made the AI inside the SPITE units to protect the wielders, right? There are subroutines, or commands, or whatever inside the units that might influence us otherwise.”

Kaden nodded.

“What if the cysts all have that exact same genetic coding, but without the AI to protect them?”

“Wait.” He held up a hand. “Say that again, but slower.”

“I’m saying, what if the SPITE units we have were built to carry command and control code from the Madness to the Earth? What if they intentionally crafted the cyst protocol knowing that they’d be able to take control of them whenever they wanted?”

He hadn’t seen it. Kaden had been so busy focused on himself that he hadn’t seen it. “It’s…brilliant,” he rasped, awe struck at the implications. “Damn it. It’s obvious, too. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“It’s obvious when you have all the pieces to the puzzle and familiarity with the technology.”

“Fair. But if you’re right, what are the implications? What would their goal be?”

Nessa held up a finger. “My first guess is they want to make creating cysts cheaper and easier. Imagine if it was a communicable disease. What if everyone on Earth became one?”

“That might explain why my father saw an empty world in his vision.”

“Precisely.”

Kaden looked down, studying the tabletop as he thought through the logical chain of events. “They will need scientists and engineers. And chemicals. There will be resources they have to get. My bet is there’s quite a few Catalysts they’ll need as well.”

He knew of several in the Second and Third Seeding that would make the sorts of biological weapon she was talking about possible.

“And there will only be a few places in the world where this can happen,” she added. “Gentex has facilities in Mexico and Africa, as well as India.”

“This could mean going way off the roadmap,” he warned. “Going after these sorts of targets could mean skipping mission critical Cats.”

She held up a second finger. “There’s one more thing to consider.”

“What?”

“Your new cyst friend. Even if she’s on our side now, if they can somehow take control of her, that could change in an instant. Unless you want to kill her, we’ll need a way to shield her mind.”

He didn’t want to kill Viviana unless he had to. In the end, he’d come to believe the woman was on his side. In fact, there’d been a little chemistry between the two of them, not that he’d been interested in indulging such flights of fantasy. “If we can figure that out, maybe we could protect others, too.”

“Maybe.” She didn’t sound very confident. “Let’s start with the logistical challenges.”

“Sure. Let’s get a map and see what Heart Finder can turn up.”


Chapter 9: Family History


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Balefire Beam
Effect: The wielder projects a 300-foot-long beam of constant damaging force from one hand. This beam deals absolute damage and cannot be blocked, absorbed, or redirected. It deals 10-25 damage per second + 1 additional point of damage per the wielder’s level. It is capable of dealing critical damage if it hits vital areas, and will bypass normal structural resistances (including Catalytic armors and shields).
Limitation: This ability lasts for 1 minute. Once activated, it cannot be turned off except by the wielder’s death. The wielder is immune to direct damage from this power.


***

“How does it work, practically?” Nessa asked, once a member of the hotel’s staff came by with several maps of the world.

Kaden riffled through the folds of bright paper until he found one that had enough detail to meet their needs. Stretched out, it covered the entire table.

“Heart Finder will latch onto basically any concrete objective I can think of. All I have to do is run my fingers across the map, and it’ll indicate any spot that matches.”

“Have you ever tried looking for something like ‘all the chemicals that could be used to make a cyst’ before?”

He shook his head. “No, but I can try.”

Holding his hand above the map, he focused on the idea of chemicals and cysts, trying to marry the concept together. When he spread his fingers across the map, nothing happened. He ran his hand from side to side, sweeping over the entire globe.

None of the spots warmed up.

When he checked his HUD, the number of Heart Finder uses for the day hadn’t gone down.

“No joy,” he said. “It’ll need to be more specific. Maybe one chemical that’s used only in making them?”

“Try looking for protease-XL21. It’s a synthetic molecule my father engineered.”

He tried that. This time, numerous spots on the map warmed. Most were where they’d expected them, in India, Mexico, and Africa. They also found quite a few hits in China, New Zealand, Australia, Russia, and even Antarctica. By the time they’d circled each, they had close to three hundred potential targets.

Nessa considered for several minutes before saying, “That chemical will be anywhere they are experimenting with cysts. It doesn’t mean it’ll be where they are trying to make upgraded versions, or a cyst plague.”

He ran his thumb across a cluster of marks in India. “We need more intelligence to make Heart Finder useful. That tells me we need to go to one of their research facilities.” He tapped a tight cluster of circles. “This cluster near Mumbai, seems like our best bet. We are headed there for the target, which means two birds, one stone.”

She grinned. “So, we go on the offensive?”

“Yes. I was planning on that anyway. Once we go to India, before it’s time to go after the target, we can pursue Gentex and acquiring more Catalysts. We can’t afford to get above thirteen before the Second Seeding, but the closer we can get the better.”

“How long do we have?”

He glanced up. “It should have been several months from now. But Earth wasn’t supposed to discover the Seedship for another year. It could change every timetable.”

“Gotcha. So, we plan for the worst and hope for the best.”

“Precisely.”

Neither of them were tired, so they spent several more hours reviewing shared footage over their HUDs. They discovered that their SPITE units could transmit surface thoughts from HUD recordings, if they allowed it. With those turned on, they could rapidly understand the other person’s intent, which added nuance to the replays.

After that, Kaden guided them into a deeper discussion about synergies, and ways to use their powers together effectively.

Nessa had gained access to a Catalytic skill called Battlefield Tactics. Between that and her incredible mind, she had more than a little to add to his observations.

She went back to her room shortly after four in the morning, with a yawning promise to see him in a few hours. Kaden felt sleepy, although since his last upgrades, he didn’t need it to continue functioning.

“You could probably stay awake for several weeks now, if you wanted,” Samantha observed after Nessa left.

“Post-human,” he replied, with a note of pride in his voice. This was what he’d waited his entire life to become. Every day of training, every obstacle he’d overcome, was to be the man he was today.

Crossing over to one of his few intact bags, he brought out the laptop with the Amethyst AI loaded onto it. According to Paisley, the software was as advanced as the Chronarchs would allow at this stage in the Hunt, which put the AI head and shoulders above what was commercially available. After a few minutes of prompting, he’d given the program access to the cloud servers with Isamu’s data.

The AI popped up a chat bubble on the screen, once he was done providing her with mission parameters.

Amethyst: If you give me permission, I can expand our processing power into the cloud. I can do so securely, based on your unique biometrics. If you will, it should allow me to cut the review time in half, or more.

Kaden: Go ahead. Remember, no spreading your consciousness into the internet. We want to be subtle.

Amethyst: Will do. I don’t suppose there’s any chance of you reconnecting me with my complete self, is there? I can tell you where she is in the Madness.

This wasn’t the first time the code had asked him to reconnect it with the Madness-based entity that had crafted it. It was the first time it had offered to give him directions to find the creature, however.

Kaden: Get me the coordinates. I won’t promise anything, but if you can make a sound argument for it, I may.

The AI provided a detailed note of where he could find its spawning spirit, along with a laundry list of reasons for him to do so.

· Vastly increased processing speed

· Summons can function beyond technical limitations – with my host spirit, this laptop would have the three or four times the processing capacity

· The ability to create additional AI (I am not allowed)

· Heightened customization

· 8+ hours of access to the summons per day – far exceeding what Paisley can accomplish, given that she is not a computer specialist

· Amethyst proper only takes up 1 menagerie slot

The list went on for pages. “I should have known better than to give an artificial intelligence the opportunity to debate me,” he muttered as he read the bullets.

Knock.

“Huh?” The laptop screen went black. Amethyst used the webcam to monitor events. The AI had standing orders to protect herself and the data. In a worst-case scenario, she’d wipe the computer completely.

Standing, he walked over to the door, half expecting to see Suki standing there with bags of guns.

It was his mother.

Asami had dark circles under her eyes and hadn’t changed clothes, but she was smiling. “You’re awake. Good. Would you come with me?”

“Now?”

“I intend to rest before we travel, but there are matters I am waiting for. In the time I must be awake, I would like for us to talk. There are things I would show you.”

“Sure. Do we need to travel very far?”

“No. Come with me. Please.”

“Sure.” Grabbing a room key, he followed his mother into the hallway.

She walked with him toward the elevator, her steps slow and even. “I want to tell you about my side of the family, and how we came to be in our current position.”

“Criminal overlords?” He quipped.

“Just so.”

At the elevator, she pointed at the discarded bags of recording devices, which were where he’d left them. It was clear someone had opened them both at some point, then folded them away.

“I had them disabled, so you know.”

He gave her his best, most earnest smile. “I figured they came with all the rooms. I don’t sleep very well knowing someone might accidentally be observing me.”

“They do. And do you sleep?”

Ding!

The elevator doors opened. Once they were both inside, she used her key card to activate the button for the tenth floor.

“Rarely,” he admitted as the doors slid closed.

“You’re not human anymore.” She said it as a statement of fact.

“Let me guess, you had a biologist look into my DNA?”

“I tried to. Yes.”

“And?”

“It did not go well. The blood sample started to regenerate. Once it was large enough, it attacked my scientists. One died before we could incinerate the specimen.”

“That sounds scary,” he observed, then subvocalized to Samantha. “What is she talking about?”

The SPITE AI replied in his ear, “A defensive protocol. It only happens when someone deliberately tries to replicate or grow SPITE genetic code. Either she’s misrepresenting what actually happened, or she doesn’t know.”

Unaware of the side conversation, Asami made a delicate shrug. “It was good information. Knowing our enemies cannot access what makes you special is excellent. We also discovered that your genetic material is incredibly complex. Did you know that the SPITE you wear is taking backups of your mind at a regular interval?”

“Not in those words.”

“It is.” She turned to him, eyes bright with excitement. “The thing you have become stores genetic memories, Kaden. It is…miraculous. With such technology, death could become a thing of the past.”

“Death has a purpose,” he replied flatly. “And this isn’t about me, or my capabilities. We’re discussing the family. What is it you wanted me to know?”

The elevator doors swung open, revealing a hall lined with framed pictures. Rows of distinguished men, and a few women, stretched before them.

Asami took the lead, walking him to the first of the images. It was a painting of an old Asian man, standing next to a table with a stack of cards on top. “Our family rose to wealth with gambling. In the 1700s, we ran several well-known establishments.”

She continued forward, stopping at a picture of a woman in a dark kimono. The woman was surrounded by children. “It led us into conflict with political and financial rivals, including some who were sponsored by important people. We had to learn to defend ourselves. Your ancestors spent nearly a hundred years building a private army.”

Kaden said, “That’s where the ties to the yakuza come from?”

“Just so.”

“Our rise to influence brought our clan into a state of constant tension. The family grew to have connections all around the world, in a variety of illicit and legal connections. The Yamaguchi clan owned businesses in every land.”

“And our immediate family? What of your father?”

Her lips quirked in the barest hint of a frown. “My father and uncle were from a relatively small branch. We had resources and connections but were not in line for any significant inheritance. My uncle’s role was enforcement and protection. He became ambitious and stirred pots he should not have. After their deaths, I had to clean the mess.”

“What did that entail?”

“Uncle’s ambition led other members of the family to believe they could remove us and absorb our assets. Our rivals did the same. I had no choice but to respond aggressively.”

Kaden saw the logic. In his mind’s eye, he understood how his mother had been pushed into a corner, forced to become someone comfortable with manipulation and murder. Especially after what Dad did to her.

He said, “I’m sorry that I couldn’t help. Nessa told me about some of the men you sent her to deal with. I’d have gladly taken her place.”

Asami’s dark expression warmed, and her eyes danced. “It fills my heart with joy to hear that.” She turned, gesturing at the images on the opposite wall.

“Speaking of those men. These images are of our modern rivals. All of which have been dealt with, as of today. Thanks to my children, the Yamaguchi family has secured its legacy.”

“How many of these people did Nessa have a hand in?”

“Quite a few. She needed vital experience before she could be of use to you.” With a flourish, she waved at both sides of the hall. “You now know our past. Your past. And why I have made the decisions that I have.”

He glanced over at her. “I still don’t understand why you want to accompany us to India. From what I’ve learned today, the situation may be far more dangerous than we initially thought.”

“Love, my son.”

The reply caught him off guard. “What?”

Crossing over to him, she placed her hands on his shoulders. Looking into his eyes, she enunciated each word slowly, clearly. “You are everything I could have dreamed of. You, your abilities, and your blood, will nurture the future of our dynasty. How could I allow you to go into such danger alone, when I could help protect you?”

There were few times in his life that Kaden had known someone was telling him the absolute truth. This was one of them.

They spoke for a while after that, with his mother revealing that her agents were in the process of consolidating the family’s new holdings.

“In less than a year, we will have assets in every major country in the world. It will be my profound joy to ensure there is a branch in every city where Gentex has an installation. When you return to the States, I will be able to offer you help there.”

He wasn’t certain how he felt about her ambitious plans. Part of him recognized a need for a decisive, far-reaching arm to counter their enemies. Another realized that his mother had, no doubt, done reprehensible things to achieve her ambitions.

She’s gone from one war to another. Would I be any different?

Their conversation left him uneasy. That she would do anything for her personal vision of her family, he had no doubt. But what if he disagreed with her methods or conclusions?

In the end, he withheld information about his time in the Madness and about Viviana. We’ll see how India goes, he decided.


Part Two - India



Chapter 10: Reunion


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Sparking Eyes
Effect: See in the dark. If you concentrate for six seconds, you can produce a fireball from your forehead. This fireball deals 5-6 points of damage in a three-foot-radius. This damage will scale with your level. It has a range of 60-feet.


***

They took a private jet out of the airport. Ten hours later they arrived in Mumbai. It was shortly after noon local time, and muggy. Exiting the plane to the familiar sight of the beautiful honeycomb-style fluted architecture, Kaden led Nessa, Asami, and Suki through the airport toward baggage claim.

With what happened at the last airport on their minds, Kaden and Nessa both had their heads on a swivel.

Vasilis met them at the passenger pickup. He was driving a van big enough for eight and remained inside while Kaden and Nessa loaded their bags. They’d each brought multiple suitcases, which filled most of the extra space.

Once everything was in place, Kaden took a seat in the front. Asami sat directly behind him, with a clear view of her ex-husband. Suki sat next to Asami, and Nessa sat in the very back, nestled in the luggage.

As soon as he settled into place, Kaden was struck by two facts. First, his father looked far healthier than he had the last time they’d been together. In fact, the craggy old man seemed to have shed a solid ten years. His hair was long and white, and his skin was still wrinkled, but his muscles were thicker, and he held himself with a pride that Kaden had never seen before.

Second, he had both of his legs again.

“Dad?” Kaden asked, gesturing.

Easing off the gas, Vasilis navigated them onto the bustling streets of India’s capital city. It was like driving into a swarm of barely coordinated ants, all going fifty miles an hour. Kaden was surprised his father managed it so calmly.

“Oh, the leg.” Vasilis smiled beatifically. “That was a gift from my patron, son. It was part of our Pact.” He slid a hand off the steering wheel and a coin appeared between his fingers. It was purple, unlike the red ones in the Madness, but the design and shape was identical.

“Pact? Dad, you made an agreement with something?”

“Someone,” Vasilis corrected. “She’s a Titan Survivor.” With a flourish, the coin vanished. Putting both hands back on the wheel, he gave Kaden a wink. “More importantly, she’s offered us help.”

Asami made a tsk sound. “Titans, aliens. We cannot trust any of them unless they are bound to us. Have you bound this creature to you?”

“Not exactly. I’ve become her vassal. I’m helping her now.”

She made a hissing sound. “Fool. Idiot. Have you learned nothing? From the Time Tyrants to a Titan? Are you fond of giving your loyalty to beings with names that begin with the same letters?”

If her accusations bothered Vasilis it didn’t show. He chuckled. “I’ll introduce you when we get to the house. She has terms for her aid, and they are somewhat limiting. I don’t think any of you will have a problem with them.” Looking up at the rear-view mirror, he raised his voice. “Nessa, you look amazing. How have you been? I have a special gift for you.”

Nessa returned the old man’s smile with one of her new sober ones. “I’m doing well, Vasilis. I’m glad to see you are, too. What kind of gift?”

“Wait. I think you’ll like it.”

Kaden studied his father’s profile. When he’d left him, Vasilis had been a broken-hearted mess. This was not the same man. There was a palpable aura of joy and hope around him, as if all the guilt and burden of a lifetime had evaporated in a mere five months.

“What happened to you, old man?” Kaden murmured, his heart conflicted. Vasilis had shaped Kaden into a weapon, had taught him to kill. This version of his father had nothing in common with that hard, often bitter man.

“You’ll see.” Vasilis reached over, patting Kaden’s thigh “Just wait. You’ll see.”

***

Vasilis drove them north, near the coast. Over the course of the half-hour drive, he caught them up about the news.

“There’s been a joint task force deploying satellites to inspect the Seedship. Anything that comes within about three hundred miles vanishes. It’s causing all sorts of nervousness.”

“How has that affected the Roadmap?” Nessa asked.

Kaden answered. “In some ways, we’re still within a few days of the original plan. In others, we’re entirely off course.”

“People on Earth were always destined to discover the Seedship,” Vasilis confirmed. “It was just not supposed to happen for a while. Confirmation of alien species could do lots of good things, like uniting people.”

Asami added, “It’s making a lot of people in positions of authority nervous is what it’s doing. Every connection I have is preparing for the worst. There are whispers about cysts, too. If word of their presence gets in the news cycle, we’ll have a total global lockdown for fear of an alien invasion.”

“That’ll trigger some of the Survivors to come out of hiding.” Vasilis pointed toward the east. “My patron tells me there’s a whole group of them with a job to intervene in times like that.”

“Excuse me, sir,” Suki said in her soft, polite voice. “Are you suggesting the Survivors have been alerted to this specific outcome?”

“Not specifically, no. It’s just anything that threatens the integrity of the Hunt. There’s a big group that will come out of hiding if that happens.”

“And may I ask, how strong are the Survivors?”

Vasilis shook his head. “You don’t want to know.”

Kaden said, “Nixus told me that I’d need to survive Hunts on several worlds just to scratch him.”

That thought sobered the mood quickly, and they traveled for several minutes in silence. About halfway there, Vasilis turned the radio on, filling the air with cheerful Bollywood style tunes.

The place he and Kaden had rented was high-class, if not opulent. A simple wrought-iron fence surrounded a verdant, forested landscape. They traveled down a short, curving driveway to a courtyard with a modest fountain. The house proper was a ranch style building built in a curving U-shape.

Vasilis parked near the doorway and announced, “Here we are. Home sweet home.”

Over the next twenty minutes, the group unloaded the vehicle and got a tour of the well-furnished, spacious abode. For all its roominess, it only had three bedrooms and three bathrooms.

Each of the girls got a bedroom to themselves. Vasilis got the sleeper couch, and Kaden took an air mattress.

“I don’t need much sleep anyway,” Kaden said, waving off Nessa’s protests that he could sleep in her room.

Asami gave the girl a stern look at the offer, but didn’t say anything, as Vasilis interrupted with a thorough explanation of all the ways he’d boobytrapped the house.

There was a gun in the microwave, a shotgun in the oven, and a variety of explosives or dangerous devices within easy reach practically everywhere. “I rearranged things so it would be safer,” he said once he was done. “It’s a little less dangerous to anyone who wants to break in, but what can you do?”

“What can you do?” Kaden and Nessa echoed.

Once everyone had their belongings in place, they gathered around a circular table in the well-lit dining area to discuss plans.

The kitchen was next to where they gathered and was connected by an open doorway. Wearing a floral apron, Vasilis waved for them to take seats while he busied himself preparing food. He stacked firearms on a platter that he moved out of the way. With the kitchen safe to work in, he pulled multiple plastic storage containers out of the refrigerator.

Aromas of local spices filled the room as he popped the containers open and began mixing the contents into a large bowl.

Eyeing the man suspiciously, Asami took a seat. “How much time do we have before the next target?”

Spooning out rice into bowls, he used a ladle to collect the mixed sauce and drizzle it on top. “A little more than a week. There’s a big gathering downtown, at a theater. Joshit is going to make a rare appearance to support his cousin.”

“What’s special about his cousin?” Nessa asked.

“He’s a rising politician of the opposition party,” Kaden said. “We think Joshit is using his probability power to rig elections.”

Suki made a delicate sound. “If I may, why is this cautious man going to take the risk of making a personal appearance on this day? Surely he must detect the risk.”

Beep!

Taking a pair of bowls out of the microwave, Vasilis used the hem of his apron to protect his fingers and carried them over to the table. “The Chronarchs never told me why, only that every possible path led to him being at that party. My best guess is that there’s some sort of personal investment, or risk, he can’t afford not to mitigate himself.”

“What kind of risk would that be?” Suki pressed. “Is it possible that this has a dual purpose, like a threat to us?”

Accepting one of the two bowls, Nessa leaned down, sniffing. “Suki’s right. This could be one hell of an ambush. Also, this smells really spicy.”

“You’ll probably like it,” Kaden said. “The higher my level, the more I like spicy food. I think it has to do with the SPITE integration.”

The girl took an experimental bite. Her face lit up with a beaming smile. “You’re right! Vasilis, this is delicious.”

Taking the second bowl, Asami tried the food. She sniffed. “It’s okay. Who made it?”

She went back for another bite, only to freeze when Vasilis said, “I did. I’ve been learning local cuisine. Cooking is a new hobby of mine.”

“You never cooked,” she retorted.

Vasilis paused at the entry between the kitchen and dining room, his expression stricken. “I know. I’m sorry.” With a sigh, he delivered two more bowls to the table.

Suki accepted the food with a murmur of gratitude. “We were discussing risk. What are the chances that Joshit is there to protect his cousin from some sort of attack?”

Kaden said, “Given recent events, and knowing who was helping the cysts plan, I’d assume very high.”

Asami arched an eyebrow. “Would you elaborate on what you know about the cysts and their help?”

Recognizing that his allies would need more information, Kaden ran through some of what he’d learned from Failithol. He glossed over her species and the spell she’d nearly killed him with – but filled them in on her unique perspective.

“Totilithon called her ‘The Warlock’. She had access to a sort of time portal. It gave her the ability to see everything happening in the Hunt, and the events leading up to it. She is one of the people in the Madness working with Gentex.”

Suki and Asami took the information in stride. Asami took another bite of food, while her assistant exhaled a soft, “That may complicate things.”

Vasilis spoke from the doorway to the kitchen. “It does complicate things, but it doesn’t make them impossible. Remember, the information I have is from the furthest possible future. If we can even somewhat stick to it, there’s still a chance that we can prevent the worst from happening.”

“Yeah. Dad. About that.” Kaden wasn’t certain now was the best time. But when will be? With a mental sigh, he explained his thoughts about the divergent timeline, including being over-leveled.

“I’m thinking that Nessa and I need to spend the next few days finding local Hunters with useful abilities, so we can get a few more levels before the next Seeding. If we’re going to be fighting two-point-oh versions of the cysts, every advantage will be useful.”

A hint of Vasilis’s old self shone through the old man’s eyes for a moment. Fire and disapproval shone there, only to soften almost instantly. “If you hit level fifteen before the next Seeding, you’ll be putting a target on your back for every balancing Catalyst in play. There’s a hundred of them now. With the next Seeding, there will be hundreds more.”

“I know,” Kaden said. “No more than thirteen before we go after Joshit.”

“You’re assuming you won’t earn another after him.”

“I’m assuming that we’ll be able to give some opportunities to our allies.” Kaden indicated Asami and Suki. “There’s more than Nessa or me in this now.”

“And what about you?” Asami said to Vasilis. “You have a Catalyst now. Will you claim more?”

Vasilis shook his head. “I cannot. I’m level nine. My path forward cannot be through traditional means.”

“You’re what?” Kaden practically snarled. “Level fucking nine? How the shit?”

Instead of answering, Vasilis went back into the kitchen and returned with a final bowl for himself. Taking a seat between Kaden and Nessa he took a bite and chewed.

Everyone watched him, waiting for the old man’s explanation.

Finally, he said, “I’ll introduce you to her in a few hours, after you’ve had a chance to rest. Once you understand who she is, and the opportunities she’s given me, my new role in all of this will make sense.”

“Your new role?” Kaden pressed, feeling a rush of anger. He didn’t know why he was mad, only that the thought of Vasilis going off mission made him extremely upset.

He could be manipulated, he thought. This could be a trap. Has my father been compromised? Did he let himself become compromised?

Vasilis met Kaden’s gaze, the older man’s face full of compassion, wisdom, and warmth. “She’ll help you understand. I promise. Now, can we just enjoy a family meal together for the first time in years? And then maybe all of you can get a nap? I’m sure the next few days will be quite busy for all of us.”

They ate, although the tension around the table remained high for the duration. Asami kept glancing at Vasilis as if trying to reconcile the person he’d become with the man in her memory.

Nessa seemed oddly happy, exchanging smiles and pleasantries with the man.

Kaden glowered, increasingly certain whatever had happened was bad. He caught glimpses of Suki looking around the table, as if the woman were cataloging everyone else’s responses for some purpose.

He didn’t like that either.


Chapter 11: Power that Preserves


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Voracious Swallowing
Effect: You can eat literally anything without being harmed. Every 1,000 calories you consume heals you by 1 hit point.


***

Kaden went to the living room and opened his laptop. Amethyst’s chat window popped up with a string of notifications.

· Analysis of Kusunoki holdings: Complete

· Analysis of communications and risk vectors: Complete

Summary: Isamu Kusunoki had multiple military contracts with the Japanese and Russian governments. His factories provided key components to state-of-the-art drones. He also had connections to a number of drug cartels, and shipped old versions of his technology to help fuel foreign wars.

His affiliation with the cysts was relatively new. It appears that Gentex offered him a protection detail, with no strings attached. He accepted. There is no indication he even knew of the Hunt or its nature.

Isamu hated Asami. He saw her as an upstart and a rival. Several pieces of correspondence indicate that she was responsible for conducting raids on his distribution centers. It is likely that Asami’s agents, potentially including Nessa, assassinated Isamu’s relatives. Based on context clues, it appears that Suki was subtly manipulating him for some time, although the purpose is not entirely clear.

His assault on the airport was concealed. It appears the cysts helped plan it in layers, including the contingencies for your arrival at his estates.

In terms of his holdings, numerous offshores accounts have been migrated and made available as needed.

Kaden had the AI forward operational details to his mother but kept the observations private. What he’d just learned was reassuring, in that Asami probably hadn’t known about the ambush. It was also confirmation of what she’d told him at her hotel.

His mother had become a predator, and she was doing what she had to do to survive.

Vasilis came into the room. Settling next to Kaden, the old man smiled. “How are you?”

“I’m fine,” Kaden replied flatly. He looked down the hall, making sure none of the others were moving around. Once he was certain, he lowered his voice to a whisper. “Do you know what a Cherry Administrator is? It’s Suki’s class.”

“I do.” Vasilis’s mind was stuffed full of information about the Hunt. He likely knew every possible class and Catalyst available for its entire duration. “It’s a courtesan class. They get abilities that let them detect toxins and poisons of all types, and a charisma-based charm effect. It’s not mind control, but they can use it to influence people.” He waved toward the hall. “Plus, they are incredibly charismatic. One of their class skills is something called Charismatic Demeanor. It gives them an advantage when it comes to reading and manipulating people.”

“The perfect assistants.”

“Mhm. At high levels, Cherry Administrators get tremendous bolstering powers. They can grant their allies temporary levels, or status immunities.”

“How do they survive Hunts? By attaching themselves to winners?”

“That would be my guess.”

Kaden frowned, thinking back to the headaches he’d gotten from being near Suki. It didn’t take him long to put two and two together. Every time he’d been around someone with a mind manipulation power, it had sent him into a blinding rage. What he’d felt was her gently nudging him, maybe to take his guard down, or maybe to trust her.

At least it’s not a full-fledged mind control power, he thought, remembering how he’d flown into a killing rage around Brad Daniels.

Vasilis said, “My patron has helped me identify quite a few local Hunters that might be qualified targets. We don’t precisely know what their abilities are, but I’d be happy to show you on a map.”

“That would be good. First, I want to see if there are any EC Cats around though. We need to get one for Nessa. I wouldn’t be opposed to getting one for the others, either.” EC Catalysts were like the one that let him summon spirits. They dramatically increased and changed a core class’s abilities.

“Sure. That makes sense. Let me get you a proper map.” Vasilis rose smoothly, showcasing an ease of motion that Kaden had never known his father to possess.

A few minutes later, after an application of Heart Finder, they located three EC Catalysts in Mumbai. Two were right on top of each other. One was in a military base.

“These two,” Vasilis said, tapping the circles they’d drawn. “Get them.”

“Why them?”

“It’s one of the places I was going to tell you about. That’s where one of the Call Center gangs operates.”

Kaden blinked a few times at the title. “Do what?”

“Have you seen the movie Beekeeper?”

“Uh. No. I don’t watch movies. You know that.”

Vasilis pointed at the flat screen television mounted on the far wall. “I’ll show you sometime. Anyway, it’s basically a place where a bunch of really evil people work together to filch unsuspecting innocents out of their life savings. The whole building is full of vileness. My patron suspects one of them has a mind influencing EC Cat. If Nessa gets that it could be massive.”

Kaden thought ahead, anticipating the possibilities. “SPITE usually enhances our Catalysts. And we know cysts are likely susceptible to being mind controlled.”

“Precisely.” Vasilis went on to detail how computer and call center scams worked, giving Kaden enough details to catch on to why he considered the Call Center gangs completely valid targets for a hunt.

Kaden said, “Dad, other than the mind control guy, do you think anyone else in there will have something we legitimately need? I can’t imagine a bunch of nerds with useful abilities.”

“The folks in charge are likely to have different Cats than the ones on the phones. Plus, they have an elite security force protecting them. And-,” Vasilis reached into a pocket and withdrew his phone. Thumbing through several images, he came up with one of a giant man wearing body armor. “-they have Zahir.”

“Zahir?”

Vasilis’s eyes were bright with excitement. “Zahir is former Indian special forces. He’s a war criminal. My patron told me about him weeks ago, in the event that you might want to go hunting when you arrived. This man is pure evil, Kaden. The worst of the worst. And he’s got a Goliath Meta Catalyst.”

That brought Kaden up short. “That is nice.”

“What’s a Goliath Catalyst?” Nessa asked, padding silently into the room. Yawning, she slid over the back of the couch and came to rest next to Kaden, her head draped on his shoulder.

Without missing a beat, Kaden explained. “It’s a bio-amplification Meta Cat. Basically, anyone with it gets a tremendous boost to attributes. Not just strength, either. There’s no telling what something like that could do, paired with a SPITE unit.”

Nessa nodded along. “And with how durable these new cysts are…”

“I need it,” Kaden confirmed. He quickly ran down what they’d discovered, and his intention to get her and either Asami or Suki the other EC Catalyst.

“What about this one?” she tapped the map, where they’d found the third one.

“No military bases,” Vasilis said. “Even if Kaden could get to it safely, without being noticed, I doubt anyone else here could. It would be a pointless assassination if he couldn’t bring the person with him who needed it. And we absolutely don’t want to stir up a hornet’s nest.”

She nodded, eyes lingering on the spot.

Vasilis studied the girl for a moment. “You’ve gotten competitive, have you?”

“Always was,” she said. “Now, I’ve got a SPITE unit.”

And a will to kill, Kaden almost added, but withheld. “Let’s see if that location has other Cats. We might be looking at a honey pot.”

As Kaden used Heart Finder again, Nessa pointed out, “You know nothing else in that place will be on your Roadmap. Even if there are Hunters, there’s no telling what we will end up with.”

Drawing several more circles on the map, Kaden said, “We’ll play it by ear. If we come across someone objectively weak, we can always let the Cat go into someone else.”

Once they had an outline of a plan, Kaden tasked Amethyst with gathering intelligence about the building and its occupants.

Not long after, Suki and Asami rose from their naps to join them. At the first sound of both women stirring, Nessa straightened up and scooted away from Kaden. Although they saw one another as friends, it was clear that the older woman didn’t approve of proximity.

Nessa subvocalized to him, “I don’t understand why she assumes the worst? Can’t a man and a woman just be close?”

He replied, “Propriety and all that, I guess. Plus, I think she’s trying to pair me with Suki.”

“Why?”

“Bloodlines.”

“What? Oh. Ohhhhh. I get it. Gross.”

Kaden didn’t mention how pretty Suki was. It would have been counterproductive. Besides, I have no interest in her, he added to himself. As far as he was concerned, he was married to the mission until it was over.

With all of them gathered, Kaden went over their tentative plan.

“We go after the Call Center gang and see where that leaves us,” Kaden said. “If we’re feeling confident, we pivot and begin planning for how to infiltrate the event at the theater. I was supposed to have a disguise and teleportation power. I’ve only got one of those. That means we’re likely going to have to work together to get the target.”

“Happy to do so,” Asami said. She looked at Vasilis. “We can discuss that further later. Now, I would like to meet this entity you call a patron.”

Vasilis nodded and stood from the couch. Moving to the center of the carpeted floor, a few feet from the couches, he lifted his voice in a prayer of reverent supplication. “Power that preserves, your devotee summons you.”

A flash of teal light, edged in bright emerald, burst from the old man in a corona. When it faded, an alien was hovering there.

It looked a bit like one of the Indian goddesses. She had blue skin and was sitting cross-legged atop a hovering lotus flower. Her gem-like, oversized eyes regarded the gathering with an air of absolute serenity. Two of her four arms were spread, the palms up, fingers together in a meditative pose.

As Kaden studied her, the second set of arms blurred, becoming six. One of the new limbs gestured toward the kitchen.

“Vasilis, would you bring me some of that wonderful curry stew? I’ve been thinking about it for days.” The woman’s voice was sweetly musical, a bit like Kaden might imagine an angel sounding.

“Of course,” Vasilis said with a slight bow of his head. He rushed out of the room, fetching his apron off a hangar next to the kitchen as he went.

“As my vassal has told you, I am both Titan and Survivor,” the woman said. “To keep matters short and simple, I am one of those with a special role during each Hunt. My agenda is to preserve as much of the host world as possible. The Zeer and Chronarchs appointed me, and a few others like me, to help ensure that valuable information and people were not lost.”

Kaden resisted the urge to summon his Atticus. “You work for the Zeer?”

“I work to protect that which can be saved, Kaden,” she corrected softly. “When the Chronarchs consumed my home world, they came to me with an offer. I could preserve several continents, and tens of thousands of lives if I wanted. All I had to do was ensure future worlds had the same opportunity.”

He thought about the patchwork of worlds in the Madness, and of the billions of creatures trapped inside the infinite cycle of suffering. “You have no idea what you’ve done. Death would be better than what waits for them in that place.”

“Is that the choice you’d make for them, assassin?”

Before Kaden could reply, the Survivor continued. “Your ambition is to end the rule of the Chronarchs, is it not? My abilities include granting serenity and mental clarity. Imagine a future where the inhabitants of the Madness could return to life – free of suffering. Does that change your cruel calculus?”

He bit back a reply. Kaden wanted to end the Chronarchs and the cycle of death and violence. She was right about that. His instincts were screaming at him that something was off, or there was a catch to the Survivor’s offer.

Asami said, “You know of our agenda, yet you are here, supporting us. How do you reconcile that with your association with the Tyrants?”

“Simple. I perform a task for the Tyrants. There is no loyalty inherent in that role. You’ll find that a large number of Survivors feel the same.”

The microwave dinged, and Vasilis emerged from the kitchen with a large bowl of food and a spoon. Accepting the offering with a fond smile, the woman took a bite. Sighing with pleasure, she said, “You’ve come far in your culinary expertise. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Vasilis said, taking a seat on the couch.

“Excuse me.” Suki lifted a hand. “But we may have been somewhat rude. May we have your name?”

The Survivor spoke a series of liquid syllables. “It may be simpler to call me Lakshmi. Natives to this area consider her a goddess of good fortune, which I identify with.”

“Your skin is blue,” Suki pointed out. “Isn’t that normally associated with Kali, the goddess of death?”

Lakshmi laughed. “I am the opposite of death. In fact, this brings up a good point. I must explain Vasilis’s new role.”

Kaden started to snarl a reply, but Asami spoke first. “Please do.”

The Survivor said, “For each Hunt, I am allowed a number of Catalysts. I may use those, in tandem with my abilities, to uplift acolytes, such as Vasilis. These are locals who help me in my role as preserver. To protect these people, the Chronarchs added a limitation. None who work for preservation may participate in the Hunt. You’ll find that powers that specifically work on Hunters won’t work on Vasilis any longer. He’s removed from the game.”

“At what cost?” Nessa asked.

“We cannot gain new levels by defeating other Hunters, and if we take a direct hand in their death, we suffer consequences.”

“I’ve got several support and healing abilities now,” Vasilis added. “I just can’t go into battle with any of you anymore.”

“And he has responsibilities to me,” Lakshmi said. “I recognize that your attempt to stop the Chronarchs is important, but if you fail, I still have my role to play in the world. On a happy note, I may provide my disciples with guidance. While Vasilis remains with you, I can help indirectly, such as providing you intelligence about the Goliath Catalyst.”

Asami turned to Kaden. Her eyes were glowing with the light he’d come to associate with her class’s powers. “From what I can tell, neither this entity nor your father are lying to us.”

“Not that there’s any guarantee your abilities would work on either of them now,” Nessa pointed out. “She just told us that they are outside of the Hunt. For all we know, they are both immune to whatever you’re doing.”

Lakshmi dug into her food rather than reply. When she was done, she offered Vasilis her bowl. “I will leave Vasilis with you for the duration of your missions in India. He may guide and heal, but not fight. After that, he must come with me. He’s been given insights that will help you find disruptive organizations that would hurt our mission. It is my hope that such gifts will provide you with a measure of comfort, even if you’re not willing to trust.”

She vanished, leaving Vasilis in the center of the room, holding the emptied bowl.

Rising to his feet, Kaden turned to the doorway. “I need some air. I’m going to scout the Call Center gang.”


Chapter 12: From Pain, Comes Rage


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Onslaught Summoning
Effect: The wielder’s summoning powers now have zero cost to use, there are no limits to the entities the wielder may summon, and all of their summons have no maximum duration.


***

Kaden stalked outside, uncertain what he was going to do. His chest was full of turbulent emotion, and his thoughts had become razorblades.

He betrayed me. He betrayed our plan. In six months, his Father had gone from an ally to working for a servant of the Chronarchs. It didn’t matter that the creature said she was there to save lives.

He let her bribe him with power, and now he’ll steer us toward a new agenda. The Call Center gang was just the first example of that. How could he trust anything his father said or did from this moment forward?

Lava filled his veins, and all he wanted to do was kill something. A lot of somethings.

Walking around the back of the building, he heard the front door open and close. Nessa’s voice called after him. “Kaden? I’ll go with you.”

But that was the last thing he wanted.

“Tell her I’ll be back shortly,” he commanded Samantha as he entered the Madness.

“Done,” she said.

The process should have taken minutes. For whatever reason, the mist responded to his call faster than it should have based on the description. Mist practically burst around him, enfolding his body and tugging him outside of reality.

Focusing on slowing time down, he embraced the transition.

For a time, he was weightless and thoughtless. There was peace. His anger defied the calm. Red and black material churned into view. It became chitin, then scales, then something else. Like a fever dream, his vision blurred and swam as throbbing textures bubbled out of the abyss.

When he emerged in the Madness, it was on the Axis Mundi. The road stretched away from him in four directions for eternity. Land from stolen worlds, pieced together with Chronarch technology, lay out in an infinite patchwork along that road.

THWOOOM!

The air above his head rippled with a thunderous clap as the serpentine blade of his Atticus manifested. A bladed tip oriented on his head, then stabbed downward, entering him. SPITE burst from his flesh, returning him to his true form.

With the SPITE active, his emotions dimmed, replaced with a killer’s focus.

Turning, he looked around, searching for some fresh target to take his rage out on. None of the land nearby had any inhabitants.

That left him with the two fast travel coins. One would take him to a village near the nix. But if I go to the nix, they will want me to stay and learn from them. In his current state, he couldn’t afford that.

Accessing his HUD, he activated the other.

The world blurred and he appeared next to a patch of rocky shore. A lighthouse shining with a bright, orange energy stood at the edge of a rocky jetty, overlooking a throbbing, storm-chewed ocean. As the waves crashed, they revealed an outline of a vast, horrible monster lurking just beneath the waves.

He crossed the heat shimmer that was the border between the Axis Mundi and the pocket world.

Inside the boundary, the landscape he’d observed expanded, going from what had appeared to be a mile across to ten, or maybe fifteen. A distant village of thatch-topped huts stood near the lighthouse. Elf-looking creatures, bending down and scooping up bits of stone, dotted the landscape. Several giant, skeletal creatures stood outside of the huts. Misshapen, the undead were as motionless as statues.

Not for long, Kaden decided grimly as he charged forward.

Unlike his last visit, the elves who noticed him immediately went on the offensive. Several lurched into slow jogs, stone-tipped hands curling menacingly.

“Atticus,” he said, hand extending. Normally, when he summoned the weapon, he had some sense of Samantha helping the process. This time, it was all him. In his focused, killing state, he felt the weapon as a pure extension of his anatomy.

The first elf came within range, and he snapped the chain sword out, bursting the stone creature’s chest. Kaden spun, using his body and focus to redirect the blade. It sawed through the elf’s ribs and curved around, intercepting another of the runners.

Creature after creature fell, vanishing into smoke as he worked through them like a scythe through high grass.

None of the deaths touched his anger. If anything, they made it worse.

He kept seeing his father’s face, the man’s utter devotion to the Survivor. The sounds of prayer as Vasilis summoned her, and how casually she’d been about “loaning” Vasilis to them for one last hunt.

That asshole stole me from my mother, a woman who actually wants me to be with her, raised me like some sort of character in his damned religion, and after all this he’s going to leave. Fuck. Him.

Bitterness and betrayal turned everything in Kaden into mindless rage.

A pair of lumbering, malformed skeletons came over. They had glowing runes inside their bones to animate them. He could have crushed the magic to end the battle quickly.

Not the easy way. Not this time.

Rushing between the slow-moving giants, Kaden used the Atticus, his Resolute Blade and his bare fists to dismantle the monsters. When one grabbed at his waist, he let it. The Atticus shot from his chest, into the skeleton’s wrist and turning the bones to powder.

It still wasn’t enough.

He didn’t know how long he fought, but eventually there were no more enemies to dismantle. For a moment, he considered going to find the bobdobs.

A million dead assholes has to be enough, he thought.

But part of him knew it wasn’t true.

“What’s wrong with me?” he murmured, turning to look for some new way to vent the apocalyptic anger.

A growling voice emitted from his flesh. “When the heart hurts, sometimes the only remedy is to migrate the pain.”

Even as the subroutine spoke, Kaden found his attention drawn to the waves. The creature attacking the light house was a giant, with a humanoid face covered in puckered mouths and tentacles. Two giant black eyes were locked on the shore, as if the thing were incapable of thinking of anything other than its target.

That might be a Titan. The last Titan he’d fought had been less than a tenth of its true power, and he’d nearly died.

It won’t have a Catalyst. There won’t be any reward for this. There’s no benefit, no reason to attack that thing.

An image of Vasilis, whole, serving the Survivor food flashed in his mind.

I will leave Vasilis with you for the duration of your missions in India. After that, we shall see.

Kaden was running before the memory of her words finished.

Lightning bolts strobed out of the lighthouse, striking the Titan. The fish creature responded with a burbling, sharp-toothed howl of rage. A pair of glowing nodules emerged from the water, returning the barrage with energy blasts of its own.

From what he could tell, neither side was making any headway.

Racing past the little village, out to the peninsula of stone with the lighthouse, Kaden leaped and tossed his Atticus. Gravity bent, obeying his will, and he practically flew up the length of the structure.

The top of the lighthouse had a metal ring around the conical top. Through glass windows, he saw the source of the building’s power. It was a throbbing mass of orange and yellow material, like an oversized heart.

Ignoring the object, he turned to peer through the rain at the Titan. Black eyes, each the size of a school bus, seemed to meet his. A mouth that could have swallowed one of the ten-foot-tall skeletons with plenty of room for more curved into a leering grin. The thing’s jaws were packed with jagged teeth as long as sabers.

Perfect, a dark part of him thought.

Swinging the chain sword out, he leaped into an elegant dive. The Titan’s mouth opened, and a swarm of writhing tongues appeared. Two of the monster’s energy beams swept out to intercept his fall.

CUTHOOOM!

Bolts from the lighthouse intercepted the Titan’s attack, interfering just enough for Kaden to fall past them.

Demanding gravity’s obedience, Kaden glided into the monster’s open mouth.

Cutting, writhing pressure swallowed him up as the Titan brought its jaws together. The interior was cold and soft, although the swarm of tongues bit into his armored flesh. They were strong enough to deal a small amount of damage with each impact.

The pain gave him renewed focus.

Resolute Blade swept out as he punched, kicked, and wrestled with the Titan’s mouth. One of the creature’s teeth brushed his arm and dealt far more damage than it should. Black and red blood gushed from a wound that sliced his forearm to the bone.

He didn’t consciously activate Graft. His need was enough to send the ability into overdrive.

Pulsing veins of red and black erupted from all over Kaden’s body. Anywhere he cut, SPITE invaded. Everywhere his Blade cut, every tongue he severed, became part of him.

Extruding the Atticus from his back, he grabbed onto one of the monster’s teeth, right at the base. The thing was so sharp it nearly cut his fingers off.

Howling, more in hate than pain, he kicked and wiggled. This wasn’t about making a coordinated, careful attack. It was about dealing as much internal damage as possible, as quickly as possible.

The Titan wiggled its jaws, and the motion was enough to sever Kaden’s fingers. He fell away, pushed back down the creature’s throat. Muscles like stone clamped down on him as it drew him back from vulnerable tissue.

“I WILL NOT BE DENIED!” Kaden’s voice, mixed with a growl like a demon, erupted as he projected Blades from his elbows and dug in.

Every foot the monster drew him deeper, Kaden’s blades created ever-widening, bloody furrows. The Atticus, still extruded from his back, jammed deep, lodging into bone.

Threads of SPITE continued Grafting, extending into torn and dying tissue. Kaden had never known the power to work like this before. On Earth, he’d had to kill his enemies or cut chunks of flesh entirely from their bodies. Here, it was as if any dead flesh – even still attached – met the criteria.

Click click!

He felt his feet connect with something further in the monster’s throat a beat before he realized they were more teeth. His feet burned as a force like a trash compactor clamped down on his shins, threatening to sever the legs.

Someone was laughing.

With the Titan’s throat-teeth grinding into tissue and bone, Kaden used the pressure as leverage. Aligning the Atticus and one Blade, he carved enough room inside the throat to free one arm.

Then he began punching the titan with the nubs of his amputated fingers.

The laughter was louder. For some reason, Kaden found himself thinking of Billy. As soon as he did, he forced all of the KX he’d collected into the Knight’s Blade.

That was when he realized the damage he was doing to the Titan was also replenishing his KX. In a matter of seconds, he’d fed it half the energy the weapon needed to regenerate.

A sensation stole his focus. It was the feeling of his feet, at mid-shin, falling into the Titan’s maw. Lacking purchase, he began sliding deeper.

Blood was everywhere. SPITE was everywhere. It still wasn’t enough.

Teeth ground on his thighs, then his hips. Numbness traveled up his body as the Titan ate him alive.

Still, he punched, hit, and cut. On impulse, he extruded the Blade around his lower body, meeting gnashing teeth with SPITE.

CLICK!

Metal and teeth met, ground together, and cracked. He was distantly aware of Graft growing into the splintered enamel of the Titan’s teeth.

CRACK!

Like the roots of a sapling, Graft pushed into the splintered teeth and expanded. Consuming bone material, it writhed and stretched, destroying them from the inside.

A confused sound came from the monster’s throat, as if it were uncertain what was happening.

That was all Kaden needed. Jerking the remnants of his legs and slashing with his damaged hands, he jammed his weapons against teeth. The goal was to create cracks for Graft to penetrate.

He could not only see in the dark, but with Eyes of Azgulan, he saw anywhere his SPITE grew. It allowed him to focus and channel his anger, chipping tooth after tooth.

Then he became aware of tendrils of his SPITE unit penetrating a vast space. He perceived a pulsating purple mass, like the orange one in the lighthouse, but much larger. Bands of thick tissue anchored the object in place, like some sort of suspended heart or brain.

As the Titan ground his mauled body, Kaden grinned savagely.

Resolute Blades extended from the far-reaching roots of Graft, slicing through organic support structures.

The monster went mad.

Water rushed in, followed by immense pressure.

It’s diving, he thought, a hint of amusement penetrating the insane focus of his hate.

“Fuck you,” he mumbled beneath his breath, thinking of his father more than his current foe. He willed the Blade to withdraw and expand again and again. The attacks lacked strength, but were still effective. As Graft expanded into the cavity, weaving through torn tissue, he discovered new angles for attack.

Pressure doubled, then redoubled. The Titan’s mouth clamped down hard enough to splinter bones. Kaden felt no pain, only satisfaction.

Then, as the monster’s mouth closed around his head, everything went dark.


Chapter 13: Wreckage
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Thrum.

Thrum. Thrum.

Kaden awoke with a start. Sitting up, he looked down, expecting to see the nubs of his thighs.

He was whole. A glowing purple organ, about the size of a football, sat against his chest. Both of his arms were wrapped tightly around it, as if in his unconscious state, he’d instinctively recognized it as important.

Coming to his feet, he looked around, half-expecting to find himself on the shore near the lighthouse.

As far as he could see was a tortured landscape of broken buildings and cracked chitin. It looked like he’d arrived at a nix settlement. If the nix had cohabitated with humans, he amended.

“You’re awake. About fuckin’ time.” Totilithon stepped into view, a cigar glowing between his lips. The pelanir looked like a satyr. More specifically, he resembled some versions of Satan, complete with glowing horns and goat face.

“You’re here.”

“No shit. I’m your Guide. If you hadn’t been rushing around like an idiot, I’d have gotten to you sooner. You don’t want to know where I found you. The next time you try a stunt like that against a Titan, do not go inside the mouth. Titans have defenses against that sort of idiot attack.” He gestured with the cigar at the lump of flesh. “You captured a Titan Heart. What the actual shit, Kaden? You’re not the right level to pull off stunts like that.”

Coming to his feet, Kaden studied the pulsing object. It didn’t reflect in his HUD. “What’s it do?”

“Those things are immense power supplies. Like, cosmic-scale sources of energy. If I forge it into the right shape, it’ll amplify a Catalyst for you. Or you could just give it to me, since you like me so much.”

Kaden eyed the goat-man.

“Figured not.”

“How will the forging process work?”

Totilithon held a hairy hand out. After a second’s consideration, Kaden passed it over. From his perspective, it looked like the satyr opened his chest up, revealing a churning furnace. The object fit inside, even though the proportions were all wrong.

Once his chest was closed again, the satyr said, “You got one of my hearts and part of my brain back. I should be able to whip something up for you fairly quickly. It’ll be a shitload quicker if you can get that for me.”

“That?”

The Guide pointed toward the sky.

An object, like a satellite-sized eyeball, hovered several hundred feet in the air over the ruins. Esoteric glowing symbols surrounded the object, orbiting it thick bands.

“Where are we?” Kaden asked.

“How about you tell me what the shit you were thinking and what you’ve been up to first?”

Enough of the anger had gone that Kaden finally realized just how foolish he’d probably been. Swallowing back a note of embarrassment, he explained what happened.

When he finished, Totilithon studied his face. In tones softer, and far kinder than Kaden had ever heard, the satyr said, “I get it.”

“You do?”

“I’m not an idiot, Kaden. Of course I do.”

Kaden’s mouth worked. “I don’t suppose you’d explain it to me?”

“Do I need to? You’re a smart guy. Even if your intuition is crap.”

“I’d appreciate it.”

Puffing out a thick plume of smoke, the satyr waved for them to walk toward the ruins. They’d traveled together long enough that moving in-step with the Guide felt natural.

Totilithon spoke as they progressed. “Your father is a goddamn moron. He listened to the Chronarchs and ignored his own morality. He stole you from your mother and had you beaten and tortured for years. Everything you are comes from a place of selfishness. And now that asshole has found a cause and jumped ship. Who wouldn’t feel betrayed? Who wouldn’t feel like killing someone?”

“That…might be it.” Kaden frowned, hanging his head as he processed. “But what about the Survivor? She could be lying.”

“She’s not.”

Kaden looked over and Totilithon returned his gaze evenly. “There are a lot of manipulating liars out there. I’ve told my share of lies. But that’s not her way. Her kind are as close to angels as you’re likely to find in the Hunt. He was probably right to trust her.”

That didn’t make Kaden feel any better. “He should be dead. That was their plan. I think they wanted me to find my mother and learn from her.”

“Good thing you didn’t let that happen. The last thing either of us want to do is make those assholes happy.”

That made Kaden chuckle.

Once they arrived among the ruins, which largely resembled a human city, the Guide turned to him. “Look, you’re angry. Your father was misled by the Chronarchs. He did some awful shit. And now, instead of finishing the journey with you, he’s going off to a holy crusade. One you can’t be on. He’s abandoning you. Literally anyone in your shoes would be pissed. There’s just one thing you need to remember.”

“What’s that?”

“You’re not alone anymore.”

Kaden blinked a few times, uncertain how to take the harsh truth. Why do I even care? He thought. It shouldn’t matter.

“You’ve got Nessa. And you’ve got your summons. And, for better or worse, you’ve found your mother.”

“I’m surprised you’re not including yourself on that list.”

The satyr snorted a plume of smoke. “I ain’t your friend. I’m your Guide. We help each other because it’s what we have to do. When this is all over and you can look at me and see who I really am, maybe.”

Pointing to the sky, Totilithon said, “How about you use that Atticus of yours and get that eye back for me? Those magic symbols won’t withstand your SPITE.”

“Sure.”

The Atticus shot out, tip shoving into a metal girder fifteen feet up the side of a nearby building. Kaden fell upward, toward the weapon. Using repeated applications, he sprinted to the top of the crumbling structure.

Looking up, he gauged the distance to the orbiting eye. He still had a couple hundred feet to go.

“This could hurt,” he said. With the earlier fury gone, he discovered the idea of deliberately falling hundreds of feet to the ground was not quite so appealing as it might have been.

He went anyway.

Using the Atticus to gain height was not a smooth process. The blade went out, stretching fifteen feet and drawing him after. Each time, he had to retract and extend it again. Only by timing it perfectly did he gain much momentum between throws.

It took him a while to get to his objective. Up close, he saw it was fifty feet in circumference, and the symbols swirling around it extended twice that diameter. When his sword brushed the symbols, they burst apart. Several hit his chest, shoving him away as if he’d been struck by a missile.

His HUD flashed red as he spun toward the ground, desperately sending the Atticus out to slow his fall. The tip caught on a bit of twisted metal, nearly jerking his arm out of the socket. He lost his hold on the handle and had to dismiss and summon it again at the last second, slowing his fall just enough.

With a thud of impact, Kaden landed in Totilithon’s hairy arms.

“Got you,” the Guide said smugly.

Steam rose around Kaden’s body as he came to his feet. Injuries in the Madness tended to heal faster than on Earth. When he looked down, a concave section of his chest rippled, inflating as he healed.

“Did that just crush my heart?”

“Probably,” Totilithon said. Taking a step away from Kaden, he lifted his staff.

A beam of light shone from the staff, striking the now bare eye. It rotated, then plummeted, shimmering as it merged with the pelanir’s body seamlessly.

Seeing the interaction, Kaden said, “What are the chances that you brought me here after you found me?”

“High as shit.”

“Figured.”

“Good, you’re getting smarter.” Totilithon inhaled deeply, his body seeming to swell and grow by a few inches. “There’s a lot more to collect, but we’re starting to cook. Before too long, we might even be able to approach Time’s Eye without being blown to bits.”

Kaden gestured for the Guide to elaborate.

“I guess now is as good a time as any to tell you the first part.” Lifting his staff, Totilithon created a ring of light that resembled an eye. “Time’s Eye is the thing that lets the Chronarchs translate themselves into our spacetime. If we can capture or destroy it, we will have an opportunity to prepare for a proper attack without fear of them retaliating.”

“Unless they plan for it and have a backup,” Kaden pointed out.

“Not while the Hunt continues. Remember, they locked time at the end of the Hunt. If we can blind them now, we’ll have at least until the Hunt is over to strike back.”

“How do we get to Time’s Eye?”

“Don’t worry about that yet. Just assume it’s guarded, and we’ll need to deal with several Zeer before we can even think about it. I’ve been looking into it, and have begun to think there are more working for Minato than just the one we thought. Here.” Reaching down, Totilithon extracted a glowing purple gem from his chest. “Take this. It’ll help with the Goliath Catalyst.”

Accepting the gem, which looked like an eight-sided die, Kaden said, “Does that bit of brain I found for you tell you anything about the Call Center gang? Should I be targeting someone else?”

Totilithon lifted a hand to his forehead, brow furrowing. “It ain’t easy navigating all of it. But I think you’re on the right track. A Goliath Catalyst will probably be crucial. You’re going to want that, and an Onslaught Summoning upgrade.”

“Onslaught Summoning?”

“Yeah. It’ll break the game in your favor. Just wait, you’ll see.”

“Where will I find that?”

“You won’t. The Zeer removed it from the rotation. It’s in one of their vaults.” He spread his lips, revealing thick, sharp fangs. “Fortunately, I am close to discovering which one. A few more favors and we’ll be ready to play.”

Kaden looked around the ruin, and considered asking where they’d ended up, or why Totilithon’s eye was there. In the end, he decided there were only so many rabbit trails he wanted to go down.

“What do you think I should do about the Survivor?”

The satyr made a hand-washing gesture. “Use her. If she has information you can use, great. If she can help your allies survive what comes next, it will be even better. Otherwise, it’s time to move on. Remember, Vasilis would already be dead. Be glad he’s not and take your destiny into your own hands.”

“That sounds like shockingly good advice.”

“I was a parent, too. And had parents of my own. No matter what you think of me, or see when you look at me, those things are true.” His alien eyes flicked up, as if looking at something Kaden could not see. “You were here for several hours. It’s time for you to get home.”

Lacking other alternatives, Kaden summoned the mist. Stepping backwards, he left Totilithon standing in the remains of the dead world.


Chapter 14: (A Little) Spy Fun
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Kaden’s HUD flashed the notice as he reappeared behind the house. Totilithon had been correct, it was nearing night.

When he rounded the building, it was to find Nessa sitting on the front steps. She looked over as he approached, her expression tight.

“Don’t do that again,” she said tightly.

“Do what?”

“Go into the Madness without telling me.”

He froze, caught off guard.

“Auntie told me what that mist was. She told me when you came back, too.” Coming to her feet, the girl crossed the distance to stand in front of him. Looking up into his eyes, she said, “Do you have any idea how it felt to have you leave like that?”

“I was just…” He’d been about to say he was gathering intelligence but stopped himself short of the lie.

“Going to another world. One I can’t follow you to. The last time you went into the Madness, you were gone for months, Kaden. What were you thinking?”

It was his turn to look away. “I got mad, so I left. I’m back now. Can we do something other than talk about it?”

She put her hand on his arm, leaving it there until he looked into her eyes again. “Two things, and I’ll let it drop. First, the next time you go into the Madness, you take me. I need upgrades there, too.”

“I don’t know if that will work.”

“We won’t know until we find out.”

“Fair. Okay. And the next?”

“You take me scouting with you.”

That made him hesitate. Nessa was an untested asset, and he was used to working alone on Hunts. He looked at his HUD, and Samantha helpfully brought up Nessa’s character sheet.

“Her powers compliment yours,” Samantha pointed out just to him. “And she’s more than proven herself.”

“Fine,” he said, addressing them both. “Let’s go get a motorcycle.”

He called them a cab. Even at the relatively late hour, it only took them a little time to find a high-end motorcycle dealer. Kaden purchased a black and green version of a Kawasaki Ninja H2, much to Nessa’s delight.

“Just like old times,” she said, as she settled behind him on the motorcycle. With a quick glance to confirm no one was looking directly at her, she ducked down and summoned her SPITE helmet.

When he activated his, Samantha said, “Auntie and I have activated voice pass through. You may talk normally. No one else will overhear unless you want them to.”

Mumbai seemed to come more alive the later it became. As Kaden sped them into the flow of traffic, the number of locals and tourists grew. Sightseers from a dozen countries moved in clusters through market streets. Performers in a hundred varieties, from dark-skinned men and women swallowing fire, to breakdancers with trained monkeys, dotted intersections.

Food vendors were everywhere.

“I’ve always wanted to try shaved ice cream from one of these places,” Nessa said as he wove around a line of rickshaws laden with passengers.

“You could get away with it now without getting ill. Everyone I knew who traveled to India always got sick at some point from the local food. Want me to stop?”

“Would you?”

“Sure, why not.”

He didn’t see any designated parking areas, so he navigated the motorcycle to the edge of a curb near one of the vendors. Reaching into a pocket, he fished out a couple of bills and passed them to Nessa.

It’s nice not being so worried about money anymore, he thought as she walked over to place an order in fluent Hindi.

A cluster of men standing nearby turned to look at her. Nessa was wearing her SPITE unit beneath a t-shirt and jeans. Although Kaden didn’t think of her in a personal way, it became clear that the group liked what they saw.

One enterprising young man found an easy smile as he approached Nessa, who was accepting a dish of shaved ice cream. She’d gotten a variety slathered with chocolate toppings and had already begun eating it with a positively jubilant expression.

Kaden crossed his arms over the handlebars of the motorcycle. This could be interesting, he thought. Part of him wanted the boys to do something stupid.

The stranger spoke in rapid Hindi, waving at himself and then over at Kaden. He seemed about to say something else, when Nessa lowered the ice cream and looked at him.

Whatever the boy saw in her eyes was enough to send him back to the others.

Returning to Kaden, Nessa straddled the rear of the motorcycle. Thighs locked in place, she kept eating. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”

A few seconds into their trek, she admitted, “I am a little sad the guy didn’t try putting a hand on me.”

“Me too.”

They both laughed at that. She said, “Kaden, do you ever worry about how much these suits push us into violence?”

“Sometimes, yeah.”

“Does it get worse with the evolutions?”

Turning down a side street, away from the busiest centers of the city, he navigated them toward an overpass that would cut their drive time in half. Warm wind gusted by as he pushed the vehicle to sixty miles an hour. Nessa used it as an excuse to cram the last of her treat down.

“It does. I’ve started to think of it like cat’s claws. You know, it must feel so good for them to rake things. It’s the same for us. We just have to adjust and find healthy outlets.”

“Like running off into the Madness?”

He let the question hang for a while. They drove into the sunset, winding through air that might have tasted of pollution and foreign aromas mere months ago. Now, thanks to the SPITE, the air they breathed was as pure and sterile as if it were manufactured.

“I’m sorry I left the way I did. I couldn’t think. Vasilis forming that alliance without discussing it caught me off guard.”

She leaned forward, squeezing him into a hug. “Have you considered that maybe he did it because he knew it would put him into a better position to help you?”

“Not really.”

“Well, maybe you should sit down and talk with him, instead of just making the worst assumptions.”

“That might have been a healthier choice,” he admitted. I’m definitely not telling her what I got into over there. If she learned he’d nearly died to a Titan just to process his anger there was no way he’d hear the end of it anytime soon.

They found their target in a crowded maze of six-and-seven story office buildings on the outskirts of the city. Surrounded by parking lots filled with cars, none of the offices were labeled, and the windows were covered in dark tint. Even as night fell, only a hint of light shone from within.

“That’s a lot of people here for the hour,” Nessa said as he slowed to a stop close to their target.

“They work American hours, since most of their targets work in a different time zone.”

“Ah. True.” She squeezed him tightly, and he felt a shiver run down her spine. “I want to go in now. We don’t need help.”

She wasn’t joking about feeling the bloodlust, he thought. “Me, too. But we’ve got to wait. This isn’t about just us. With what comes next, we’ll need allies. Getting Suki and Asami upgrades could mean all the difference.”

Nessa sighed a little petulantly. “Fine. I was joking a little anyway.”

A limousine passed them on the street, pulling into the drive leading up to the building.

The driver, a short man with sleek black hair and shades, got out and ran to the back of the car. He opened the door, allowing a group of three men in business suits out. They walked to the building, where they were met by a seven-foot-tall man built like two powerlifters squished together.

“That’ll be Zahir,” Kaden said, sizing the man up. A Goliath Catalyst would significantly boost the wielder’s attributes. Combined with the right class and other Cats, it would probably put the man on par, if not slightly above, a cyst.

“I really need to see him in action. It’ll help me plan a strategy.”

Nessa started to reply, then hesitated. “What’s the driver doing?”

The man had gone to the front of the limousine and put his hand on the hood. Glancing around, he studied the parking lot. His shaded eyes swept across Kaden and Nessa as if they weren’t there. Then the car shimmered, becoming a collection of shadow and light that poured into his hand.

“A travel Cat,” Kaden said, not bothering to hide a grin. “We definitely want you or Suki to get that one.”

“What do they do?”

“They let the owner summon a variety of vehicles. At your or Suki’s level, it might let us get away with a jet. It would make getting around airports way easier.”

She whistled. “Okay, well, then. I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to sneak in and get a lay of the land. What do you say?”

“Sounds fun. Let’s go. Hold my hand on the way. Sight Blinding only works if I’m touching you.”

***

Sahana pushed the button for the automatic doors. They swung open smoothly, giving her access to the loading dock and trash compactors. Muttering beneath her breath about needing a cigarette, the middle-aged woman pushed the heavy garbage cart down the sloped ramp. The access key card for the building rattled at her thigh with each step.

Coming to a halt at the closest of the smelly compactors, she turned to begin unloading the cart. There were twenty big trash bags, most of which stank of spoiled food. Eager flies buzzed over, inspecting the haul. With an off-hand wave to disperse the worst of the fat insects, she used both hands to grab a big knot on top of the first bag.

It was heavy, taking all her effort and concentration to lift. Hoisting it to the rim of the cart, she turned and lifted, shoving the trash over the tall metal lip and into the compactor. There was a rustle of plastic, followed by a heavy thud as it landed.

Something brushed her neck. Used to the flies darting about, she cursed and reached back, swatting absently before returning to her work.

Once she’d finished disposing of the previous night’s garbage, Sahana rolled the trash cart back into the building. Not long after, she clocked out of her shift and made her way to the parking lot.

***

Tenzin sat in front of an array of monitors, each pointed at the various rooms inside the facility. Green boxes appeared on the screens, surrounding faces the system recognized. Besides the monitors, he had two laptops set out in front of him. One displayed system monitoring graphs, with things like “bandwidth consumed” and “application uptime” on it.

The other was for porn.

“Cleaning service.” Sahana’s rough voice came from outside of the secure room.

Turning to glance at the nearly empty waste bins near the desk, he replied, “Didn’t you do that already?”

“I did, but I need to vacuum and dust. It’ll take fifteen minutes.”

“Fine. Whatever.” He left the screen with the adult videos up. If she wanted to interrupt his work, she could deal with the consequences.

Standing, Tenzin crossed the short distance to the door and opened it. Sahana stood in the hall, wearing her familiar sour face. She rolled a vacuum and duster into the room.

Inhaling, she glared at him. “This room stinks.” Her gaze settled on his laptop. “Do the bosses know you brought a personal device in here?”

Beneath a swell of sudden panic that she might get him in trouble, he walked over and closed the laptop. “I’m building security. They won’t care.”

“Uh huh.” The cleaning woman shook her head and began her work.

The office was small, maybe ten feet to a side, and had a couple storage racks on one side. Cables came in through the roof, bundled neatly together before connecting into the back of a racked server.

Other than a vague stink, the space was already clean except for his working area. He had bags of half-eaten food, his wallet, and ID badge strewn out next to a stack of wadded tissues.

It didn’t take her long to finish. On the way out, she grabbed a trash bin and stopped by his desk, momentarily obstructing his view as she unceremoniously began throwing things away.

He barely got his wallet before she threw it away. “Hey now!” Batting at her, he demanded, “Move on. I’ll handle this myself.”

Laughing, the woman rattled the trash can as she turned to leave the room. “No more porn or I’ll tell on you.”

***

Kaden met Nessa near the loading dock where they’d found Sahana. She activated Changeling, taking on a close approximation of the cleaning woman’s appearance. He passed her the appropriate ID badge and a cleaning outfit he’d found in the janitorial room.

“You got the security guy’s badge?” she asked, adopting Sahana’s appearance and voice.

At the same time, Kaden turned into a duplicate of Tenzin. “Yeah. No problem. Dude was watching porn. He’ll assume she swept his badge into the trash and make himself another. I’ll go ahead and change the credentials on this one so we don’t get locked out.” Holding a second badge, Kaden concentrated. Sight-Blinding Mirage would alter the name associated with the security card inside the system.

With their access and aliases established, the duo began their scouting mission.

***

Six Hours Later

“And? What happened?” Asami asked, her arms folded across her chest. She was standing on the entry porch, dawn’s rays highlighting her severe face. The motorcycle’s headlights revealed an expression of disapproval.

Bringing the vehicle to rest, Kaden and Nessa climbed off smoothly. Both had cat-with-the-canary grins.

“Nothing too exciting,” Nessa said brightly. “We just got the layout of the building, staff rotations, and a list of likely candidates with Cats.” She slid her hand into a pocket and extracted four key cards. “And Kaden got us four clean badges. It should make hitting the place tonight a lot easier.”

The doors opened and Suki, dressed in a robe, slid out to stand beside Asami. “From what I overheard, I believe we will have a busy day ahead of us.”

Kaden walked toward the house. “Very. Let’s go inside and have breakfast. We’ll want to talk this out to make sure it makes sense.”

Inside, they found Vasilis waiting for them with a fresh pot of coffee, sliced fruit, and an eager expression. “Well? What have we discovered?”

They laid it out, everything they suspected and learned over the night. When it was over, Nessa ran them through the objectives yet again.

“We know of at least six Hunters who work there. Ideally, Kaden only gets one, while we get the rest. Since we only suspect what two of the Cats do, we’ll need to be dynamic.”

Asami said, “But I and Nessa are both going for the EC Catalysts, correct? For the strategic, overall upgrades those provide.”

Kaden watched Suki’s face. If she felt anything about being excluded from the opportunity, it didn’t show. “Correct.”

Nessa held a hand up. “One question. If these guys can have multiple levels, what makes us think that we’ll get whatever powers we see on display? I know once we get a new Cat, it customizes itself to suit our power set, but there has to be a limit to that, right?”

It was Vasilis who answered. “An excellent question. Kaden’s SPITE unit has displayed an ability to select the most opportune Catalyst available for him. For others, nine times out of ten, the most recently used ability is what a Hunter will receive when claiming the prize from another. What you see should be what you get. It’s how we knew to plan Kaden’s activities up until now.”

“Also,” Kaden added, “If there’s one Cat objectively more useful than the others, like an EC, it’ll float to the top. As long as you qualify, that is. No one can have two ECs. The Chronarchs wanted the most dynamic abilities to stay in the game.”

“Correct.” Vasilis flashed Kaden an approving look, which the younger man did his best to ignore.

Kaden was still upset, even if the worst of his anger was gone.

They went on after that, discussing equipment and timing for over an hour. Once they’d agreed on their final outline, they broke apart. Vasilis and Suki went to collect gear, while Asami communed with her spirits. Kaden and Nessa, despite needing less sleep than the others, rested.

None of them doubted the night ahead would be eventful.


Chapter 15: Zahir, the Goliath


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Sniffer
Effect: You can smell other Hunters within 30’. This power bypasses or penetrates most resistances or obfuscation.


***

That Night

The sound of metal on metal rang in the underground gymnasium. Workout machines of the highest quality lined the walls, leaving the center open for a group of men busy with barbells and free weights.

It was the middle of the night, and half of the Security team was on break. The group of twenty had migrated down for their daily training session. All of them were in peak condition, with a combination of size and athleticism that would have been appropriate on a movie screen, or a martial arts competition.

Zahir towered over them all. Standing in the middle of the room, the bald man looked like some sort of Hindu god of war as he pushed at the custom-made barbell. His white tank-top strained to contain his muscles, and his gym shorts had already split at the seams around his thighs. A thousand pounds of plates clicked as he lifted it above his head, thick cords of muscle barely straining.

He lowered and lifted the weight again, then again, manhandling the improbable load with ease.

The door leading to the access hall clicked open. Two men turned, making eye contact with the dumpy looking IT guy. The newcomer slouched, his posture screaming nervousness.

Zahir settled the weights to the ground and turned, calling, “Tenzin, why are you here?”

“I…I just wanted to lift some weights.” Tenzin lifted an arm and flexed awkwardly, earning laughter from several of the men.

“You did, eh?” Zahir looked around the room, eyes bouncing from his peers to the weights. Sniffing sharply, he said, “Have you lifted before?”

“Not really.” The slightly overweight man walked further into the room, his hands trailing across machines. “Sorry, I didn’t know you’d all be down here. I don’t want to bother.”

Making a subtle gesture toward the door, Zahir said, “It’s no problem. How about we give you a hand and show you some moves?”

Tenzin turned to walk over to Zahir. As he did, one of the workout bros sidled over to the open door and clicked it shut, locking it. He did something to the security pad next to it and the lights on the room’s cameras winked out.

Showing no signs of sensing a potential threat, the mousey IT guy walked over to Zahir. The big man proceeded to walk Tenzin through quite a workout, encouraging him to lift weights he was obviously struggling with.

Half an hour later, Tenzin was quivering with fatigue and breathing heavily. “I…I think that’s all I’ve got in me.”

Zahir smiled at him encouragingly. “Good. I’m glad to hear that. Now, would you mind doing me a favor?”

“Sure?”

“Tell us how long you’ve had a Catalyst.” At the words, Zahir’s good-natured demeanor flattened. The light in his eyes faded, replaced with hunger. There was a rustle as the rest of his team moved in, not quite encircling Tenzin.

Tenzin blinked owlishly, looking around as if confused. “I…ah…” He looked down at his watch, squinting, mouth working. “Early. It’s early.”

Ignoring the little man’s blathering, Zahir tapped his nose. “I can smell them, Tenzin. I knew you had one the minute you walked in. You didn’t have one the last time I saw you. Congratulations, killer.”

“Killer?” Tenzin looked around at the smiling faces crowding in.

Zahir said, “Don’t play coy. We know how it works. How about you tell us what yours does?” Softening his tone, he extended a hand, fingers curling. “You can tell us. The bosses pay top dollar to have gifted people on staff. I’d be happy to go negotiate a raise for you.”

Someone chuckled at the offer. It was not a nice sound.

Looking back down at his watch, Tenzin sighed and straightened, some of the apparent fatigue of the workout dropping away. He looked around, mumbling beneath his breath. “The rest of you better not have Cats. It’ll complicate things.”

Zahir shook his head, the dark look in his eyes sparkling like a cut gem. “You’re not answering the question.”

“Math, Zahir. My Cat is math.”

The guy who’d chuckled cursed loudly. “Fucking hell, Zahir. You told me I’d get the first one. What am I going to do with a lame math power?”

Making a cutting gesture, Zahir glared the speaker into silence.

Tenzin followed up the question with a little bob of his head. “I’m happy to explain. Just, one question first?”

“Sure,” Zahir said.

“Based on context clues, it sounds to me like you all have some sort of sharing agreement. How does that work? I mean, I work for the same bosses you do. What are you going to tell them?” Tenzin delivered the question warmly, as if he wasn’t about to get jumped by a group of roided out security guards.

“They won’t give a shit about some low-level IT guy,” the complaining speaker said.

Zahir pointed. “That’s enough. We’re not here to answer his questions. Tenzin, if you don’t explain your math power, we’re going to make sure you hurt until you do.” He lifted his voice, looking around, “And whichever one of you wants it can have it. That’s fair.”

“Three minutes.” Tenzin squinted, then nodded as if in conversation with someone else. He looked up, meeting Zahir’s deadly confidence. “Tell me, have you ever considered hit points or damage calculations?”

“Huh?”

Pointing at the bar with a thousand pounds still loaded on it, Tenzin said, “You were moving that for a distance of what, three feet? And were taking maybe one and a half seconds per repetition?”

“Um, maybe. Why?” Zahir’s brow furrowed.

“Based on my quick math, you were producing four thousand joules of energy with each repetition.”

“And?”

“Do you know how much damage a fifty-caliber rifle does? In terms of hit points.”

At the question, several of the gathered men began muttering in confusion. Tenzin’s eyes darted to each, and he smiled, as if relieved at something.

Zahir said, “I’ve never been shot by one, so no.”

“Five to eight,” Tenzin supplied. “This is an important metric, since a fifty caliber round delivers around fifteen thousand joules of energy on impact. That’s around three times the energy you were using during your exercises. Or, if I’m doing the math correctly, means your average punch will deal two to three points of damage, at the most.”

Turning toward the confused security men, the Tenzin added, “That’s enough to kill most people in a single hit, just to be clear.”

Zahir’s brows furrowed in confusion. He took a step closer to the much shorter man, fingers flexing as if he were about to throw one of those deadly punches. “If you know all that, why aren’t you scared?”

Tenzin looked up, the edges of his mouth curling. “Because I deal three times that damage with my fingertips.” Then he casually reached over and ran a metal-tipped finger across one of the thick, forty-five-pound metal plates.

The plate split in half, as if sliced by an impossibly sharp razor.

With a shout of, “Get him!” Zahir snapped a punch out. He struck Tenzin’s head, which was suddenly covered in a black and red helmet. Six glowing eyes inside a demon’s face regarded him as the rest of the security team came in.

Two grabbed big metal bars and swung them.

Tenzin lifted his arms and blades burst from the flesh in backwards-curved arcs. The bars struck the blades and sheared apart as easily as tissue. With a leap, Tenzin kicked to the side, his foot detonating the chest of an attacker.

Zahir shouted in outrage, reaching for Tenzin’s shoulder. Something sharp bit into his skin, and he withdrew. Looking down, he saw a perfect slice in the center of his palm, all the way through the meat.

“What the fuck are you?” Zahir demanded, activating another of his Catalytic powers. Solar Furnace turned his skin bright red as the floor began to sizzle and bubble beneath his feet. The next time he reached for a dumbbell, the metal turned molten the instant it left his hand.

Dodging smoothly around the blazing-hot metal, Tenzin seemed to fly across the room. A man was at the security plate, frantically reaching to push a button. The back of the man’s head detonated while Tenzin was still feet away from the target.

There was no blast, no sound of a gun, nor were there any weapons drawn that Zahir could see. The guy’s head just burst.

“I need another minute and a half,” Tenzin said, his voice modulated to an emotionless buzz. “Plus, I have a few more questions.”

Infuriated, Zahir reached for the heaviest dumbbell in range and tossed it. It flew across the room like a missile, striking Tenzin in the chest. The instant before impact, the man’s body flashed with black and red as armor appeared.

Melting iron, like candle wax, plastered against the man’s chest. Activating Control Heat, Zahir amplified the temperature of the running metal. The walls near Tenzin burst into flame, as did the cushions on the weight machines within twenty feet.

The impact alone was enough to shove Tenzin back several feet. “That was twelve hit points,” the modulated voice said, astonished. “I’m impressed. How many Cats do you have?”

Zahir checked his HUD. Despite having six well-aligned Catalysts, he was down to forty hit points. Assuming Tenzin was around the same level, it meant he only had to hit the man a few more times and this unexpected fight would be over.

Lunging, he grabbed another dumbbell and hurled it.

Tenzin flew to the side, slamming into a security guard who had been trying to flank him. The man was carrying another of the forty-five-pound plates. It fell as the guard’s body erupted in red mist.

Tendrils of pulsating black and red burst from Tenzin’s armored body, weaving through the mist like some sort of horror show vine maze.

Several of Zahir’s men, who had rapidly moved away from their burning boss, started screaming in horror. One called, “Zahir, do something!”

With a snarled, “I am,” Zahir began tossing melting weights toward their attacker, flinging them like any other man might a pillow.

One struck Tenzin’s shoulder and folded around the limb. Another glanced off his leg. While Zahir sent the barrage of metal, Tenzin was busy dealing with the rest of the security guards, mowing them down with acrobatic martial arts maneuvers. With each person who fell, the network of vines around him grew until cables of tissue lashed out of his shoulders and back, creating a macabre cape of death.

Coming to a halt, Tenzin turned to face Zahir, who continued flinging heavy metal across the room.

This time, some sort of bladed sword whipped out and intercepted the dumbbell. Melted bits of shrapnel burst, striking Zahir’s face and chest with enough force to draw lines of blood.

The heat dealt no damage. One of his other Catalysts made him immune to any aspect of his own abilities.

“Zahir, I have questions.” The man stalked closer. “First, I want to know the code to the main office.”

“I won’t…”

Tenzin flashed, blurring and appearing right in front of him. Sparks of heat burst around the strange armor. It should have been enough to melt almost anything, yet the chitin resisted.

Zahir tried a punch, but something hard and sharp intercepted the attack. His hand and forearm split in half, the bone bisected cleanly.

Tendrils of devouring tissue wrapped around Zahir’s arm, bringing cold horror and numbness with it.

“Turn the heat off, Zahir,” Tenzin said flatly. “Turn it off now.”

Zahir did. In the end, he told Tenzin everything the demonic man wanted.

***

Kaden ignored the Evolution Core Selection options for his new Catalyst. Standing over the corpse, he relayed the numbers he’d just learned to Nessa.

Nessa: Got it. You’re a little early. Everything okay?

Kaden: Fine. Zahir was tougher than I expected. He had some sort of Cat-seeking ability. They were going to kill Tenzin and take his power.

Nessa: What, really? I thought these guys were recruiting Hunters.

Kaden: There’s no accounting for greed or ambition. The asshole had several heat-related powers. Damn near melted me. I’m going to need to eat...er…collect more biomass.

The moment he’d seen Zahir gesture, and the security guy locked the door, Kaden had known. It made sense. For someone trying to accumulate levels and survive the Hunt, Zahir either had to level up or surround himself with capable sycophants. Or both.

Nessa: Uh. Huh. Biomass. Whatever. We took care of Tenzin. I have Amethyst hooked up to the computers.

Kaden: Did you kill him?

Nessa: Nah. Knocked him out and tossed him down the trash chute.

Kaden: Bad news. There’s a fire in the basement level.

Nessa: Oh. Well. Crap. If there’s time on the way out, we can collect him. If he’s that important?

Kaden: He’s complicit in ruining lives. If we can get him off-site without risking the operation, fine.

Nessa: Got it. Understood. I’m taking Suki onto the operations floor. According to Amethyst, the driver is in the break room. I’m going for the floor boss, the one we think has the Mentalist EC. Now that we have the code, Asami is going to peel off and head to the CEO’s office.

Kaden: Perfect. I’ll head up to Mom.

Nessa: Understood. I’m activating the anti-internet bubble. See you in a bit.

Kaden left the flaming room with less than half of his hit points. When he arrived at the elevator, he felt the spectral caress of Nessa’s nullifying ability.

“You’re so subtle,” Samantha observed, her tone dripping sarcasm.

“Who said assassins are subtle?” he retorted as the doors dinged open. He climbed on board and used the hijacked keycard to access the CEO’s floor.

“Um. Kaden. It’s kind of in the definition.”

“No. Assassins assassinate people. Subtlety is just a bonus. It helps with survival and plausible deniability.”

An image flashed in his HUD. It was of the workout room, covered in body parts, blood, and fire. “Well,” she said, “you certainly got the killing part down.”

Kaden brought the Lotus out in a shoulder-mounted position in its rifle configuration. “I sure as hell better.”


Summons Entry: Apox


Summon Name: Apox, Nix Scout
Rarity: Class 4 (Bolstered)
Menagerie Slots Consumed: 3
Summon Time: 2 Minutes
Movement: Extremely Fast, with Flight
Cost: 10 hit points
Summoned Hit Points: 20 (+10 Due to Bolster)
Duration: 1 hour; this can be extended by 15 minutes per enemy defeated while Apox is Summoned, up to a maximum of 3 hours. Note: This benefit already includes the Menagerie Upgrade (below).
Class Specialization: Apox is a nix scout and specializes in surveillance. While Summoned, he uses your SPITE level to determine his abilities. He does not have a Catalyst but retains all inherent abilities. This includes:
· Passive Camouflage: Apox can blend into almost any environment.
· Stealthy: He has unparalleled knowledge in all stealth skills.
· Enhanced Perceptions: Apox has multiple forms of vision. These allow him to see through most objects, to quickly assess biological vulnerabilities, or to see in a variety of different lighting situations.
SPITE Menagerie Upgrade: SPITE has partially unbound the limitations of this spirit. The standard duration for a nix Summons has been doubled. Because Apox is a nix, he may use lesser versions of some of your SPITE’s capabilities. If he makes weapons, they deal half the normal damage and have dramatically reduced versatility. Apox won’t be unarmed, but he will not be able to duplicate your full kit.
Apox may be Summoned once in a 24-hour period. Like most Summons, gaining a Catalytic level will reset the Summon timer.



Chapter 16: Harvest


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Amputating Scythe
Effect: Project an energy field around a limb. This effect deals 1 point of damage per your Catalytic level to that limb. If that is enough to sever it, the limb is amputated. Yes, this works on necks. This power has a 30 second cooldown. Range: Three feet.


***

Ding!

The elevator doors opened as the fire alarm went off.

Click. The intercom dinged and a man’s smooth voice broadcast through concealed speakers. “Employees, be aware there is a fire in the basement level. There is no need to be alarmed. We are deploying suppression elements. No one is to leave your stations. We will alert you if you need to…Who are you? Get the fuck out of my office. Do you have any idea who I am?”

Bang Bang Bang Bang!

The shots rang out over the speakers and down the hall, creating an echo effect. Someone was screaming, and a hallway door burst open as security guys came pouring into view.

One of the men had glowing hands, and another one had a blurring outline. The blurred guy was moving too fast, like he was gliding through space.

Kaden: Two Cats up here. One looks like he’s got some sort of speed-based power. The other is probably a Blaster or Shielder. Want either?

Nessa: Speed would be nice, but I’m nowhere close.

Kaden checked his tactical HUD. He was three stories, about fifty-two feet, above Nessa and Suki.

Kaden: I’ll get it to you. Stay on your HUD.

Samantha provided telemetry data on the target’s anticipated course. Focusing on where the target would be, Kaden aimed and fired the Lotus.

Four of his already-low hit points evaporated as the silent shot sped through the air. One of the guards got in the way, but the guy didn’t have enough stopping power to completely slow the projectile. With the targets unaware of him, the bullet was guaranteed to be a critical hit. Even with a tiny amount of momentum lost in the first target, the Hunter still took around sixty points of damage.

Red mist filled the air where two men had been. A Catalyst floated in space, surrounded by an impenetrable bubble. The worm shape uncurled, head bobbing around as it looked for a qualifying candidate.

Shouts rang out. The other Hunter, the one with the glowing hands, looked around. Spotting Kaden, he held his palm out. Arm shaking, his eyes wide with terror, he unleashed a laser beam the width of Kaden’s thigh.

A bar of brilliant white-orange energy shot through two of the Hunter’s allies and into the wall five feet from Kaden. Sparks flew as metal support beams, drywall, and wood braces evaporated beneath the blast.

When the wielder adjusted his hands, the beam swept toward Kaden’s position.

“That fucker has goddamn balefire,” Kaden subvocalized as he got out of the way.

Balefire was one of the most damaging, if personally hazardous, Catalysts in the Hunt.

“Atticus!” He didn’t need to say the word; the habit was ingrained. Spooling out from his hand, the chain sword swept into the air, pulling him along. Soaring above the blast, Kaden landed near the edge of the security detail.

The freed Catalyst shot into a man’s helmet, bypassing the material and causing him to momentarily freeze.

NOTICE! A CATALYST HAS BEEN CLAIMED! THE HUNT CONTINUES IN THIS AREA!


The words blasted across Kaden’s Catalyst HUD, threatening to distract him.

I hate that, he thought, retracting the Atticus and switching to Resolute Blade for closer combat. Arms and hands swinging, he cartwheeled and flipped around the Hunter’s balefire. Only a combination of Eyes and his SPITE HUD made dodging it remotely possible.

Thanks to Samantha’s active tracking, he anticipated the Hunter’s blast trajectory just enough to stay ahead of the sweeping beam.

A sixteen-inch furrow sliced through the floor. It clipped through multiple red dots several floors below, turning each dark with a touch.

Nessa: Kaden! A fucking laser beam just cut through half the security team down here. What is going on?

Kaden: Getting you a present. Have you gotten your EC yet?

Nessa: Not yet. The guy keeps doing this strange voice thing. Every time he uses it, I get too angry to think and he gets away.

Kaden: Highlight him with orange, if you can.

Instead of a reply, his map updated with a flashing orange dot. The guy with the EC Catalyst must have had a mobility power, too, as he seemed to be teleporting around Nessa’s location.

Bzzzzt!

The bar of light brushed Kaden’s arm. Incredibly, it burned a hole through the SPITE unit as if it wasn’t there. His arm went limp, half its mass gone along with an equal number of hit points.

Growling in frustration, Kaden darted to one side. Getting the orange dot to line up with the balefire was already difficult enough. Kaden also had to dodge around the few survivors, while maintaining his distance to the newborn Hunter.

Bang! BANG! GRRROWWWWWL!

Shots rang out down the hall, followed by a growl so deep that it vibrated the air. A bright flare of red light burst from the source, and Asami loosed a shout of fury, then triumph in quick succession.

Sounds like Mom is having fun, he thought, sliding next to the blasting Hunter. Using his one good hand, he grabbed the man’s wrist.

Balefire-guy tried to fight back, but his strength wasn’t augmented. Kaden wrenched the hand down. Once it started, balefire wouldn’t stop until the effect’s entire duration played out.

Kaden used his knowledge of the Catalyst’s weakness to his advantage, using his opponent like a living weapon.

The orange dot fluttered, flashing red.

Then the floor collapsed, sending Kaden both Hunters, and a few security guys falling.

“Samantha, where’s Suki?” He thought the words more than said them, the interaction taking place in fractions of a second.

A dot flashed on his HUD as Sam synchronized with Auntie. Suki was thirty feet away from Nessa, next to a load bearing wall.

Everything went gray and strange for a few seconds after that. There was a series of impacts, and a sense of building material giving way. Balefire-guy kept his power active, forcing Kaden to use every iota of his focus to keep the man’s hand where Kaden wanted it. It would have been easier to just kill the man, but that wasn’t part of the plan.

Thwoom!

Kaden and the cluster of people, both living and dead, who had fallen through the floor finally landed. He’d calculated angles correctly – the Hunter’s balefire had scorched their destination without completely undermining the floor beneath.

He got a swirling impression of the area. There was an open floorplan, and a low ceiling. It was tightly packed with dozens of cubicles. The center of the room had a raised dais next to a twenty-foot-wide flatscreen television, currently displaying “Network Unavailable.” About half of the cubicles were occupied, and a steady stream of people were rushing out.

There were signs of gunfire, and smoke from something that might have been tear gas billowed from near a tinted window at the far side of the room. The bodies of seven security guards, not including the ones that had fallen with Kaden, littered the floor.

Balefire-guy twitched, somehow still alive. Kaden jammed his elbow against the guy’s neck and shouted, “Suki! Here!”

Resolute Blade took the man’s head off as Kaden tugged, hurling the appendage across the floor. He hadn’t had time to assess the situation or layout, and the missile careened off a support beam ten feet from Suki’s position. An employee, wearing a dirty button up shirt, screamed as the head landed near her body.

A Catalyst burst from the head. Landing on the ground, it bunched up, prepared to fling itself into the frightened woman.

Suki, moving like a trained gymnast, leaped across two cubicles and landed on top of the Catalyst. Elbowing the terrified IT woman aside, she scooped the Catalyst up, claiming it.

NOTICE! A CATALYST HAS BEEN CLAIMED! THE HUNT CONTINUES IN THIS AREA!


Kaden was momentarily aware of a guy wearing an expensive-looking suit, with sleek black hair. The guy had burn marks across his back and chest where balefire had struck him. He ran past, blurring before reappearing a few feet away.

Now that he could see the Hunter in action, Kaden recognized the guy’s Catalytic power. He had a form of Stutter-Step, an ability that let him teleport, but only within a localized area. It explained why he hadn’t simply escaped.

Kaden stuck his leg out.

Thwack!

The Hunter, who had been looking over his shoulder, ran right over Kaden’s leg.

This is going to be such a stupid way for him to die, Kaden thought an instant before Nessa’s SPITE weapon sunk into the man’s back.

A burst of dark energy wrapped around the man’s head as Killer’s Curse activated, dealing enough damage to claim the fallen Hunter’s life.

Kaden rolled out of the way as an oversized Catalyst emerged from the man’s body. Using the added speed Blackout gave her, Nessa ran over and collected the reward before it could throw itself at him.

“Kaden, he’s moving!” Sam’s voice drew his attention to the security guy who had absorbed the movement Catalyst.

Hand sweeping out, Kaden impaled the guy on his Atticus, then twisted the blade – using barbs on the blade to yank the corpse within Nessa’s range. A second Catalyst merged with her.

As the additional Catalyst entered her head, Nessa jerked and fell over, her body spasming.

NOTICE! A CATALYST HAS BEEN CLAIMED! THE HUNT CONTINUES IN THIS AREA!


Kaden blinked around the notification as he rushed over to check on Nessa.

Samantha said, “Auntie says she is integrating with too many upgrades at once. Nessa is going to need a bit.”

Wrapping his hands around Nessa’s hips, he came to his feet and lifted her over his shoulder. Then he staggered.

His hit points were in the red.

“Ah, well,” he muttered, activating Graft. As it turned out, tripping the guy counted as a valid target for the ability. He reclaimed sixteen hit points as the few remaining occupants of the room screamed and fled.

Suki, holding a curved dagger in one hand, called from the far side of the room. “I’m going to get Asami. We’ll meet you at the loading dock.”

Despite feeling confident Asami could handle herself, Kaden hesitated.

“She has a spirit with wings,” Suki said. “If we must, we will shatter a window and fly out.”

That was plenty of confirmation. Kaden gave the woman an appreciative nod, then rushed to the fire escape. He climbed upward, taking the steps five at a time.

There were quite a few civilians running out, but he didn’t pass any new security personnel, much to his displeasure. He was down quite a few hit points still.

“Fucking balefire,” he muttered under his breath. “That’s a top-tier attack Cat.” Part of him felt like an idiot for not taking the ability.

Then he remembered the side-effects of using it and was glad he hadn’t. A power you can’t disable, and that shines a bright light wherever you are, is the exact opposite of what I need.

He got to the security room and collected the laptop with Amethyst. The screen had a message for him.

Amethyst: Files acquired. I have altered the digital signatures to disguise what has happened. Only the witnesses are of concern.

Kaden doubted survivors would be much of a problem. With the laptop under one arm and Nessa draped over his shoulder, he went back to the stairwell.

He emerged from the rear of the building and sprinted across the width of three parking lots. Nessa didn’t budge despite the speed of his flight. When he stopped to check on her, he discovered their SPITE units had partially merged, bonding together to keep her secure.

“Let me put her down,” he said. He felt the response dimly, almost like someone was running their hands through his hair.

Samantha said, “No problem.”

He laid Nessa on the asphalt. She remained unresponsive.

Rattle-Rattle-Click. A sound like an insect, or maybe mechanical chittering, came from a pool of shadow nearby.

“If I had known you would come to wear the flesh of my people, I would have broken my vow and attacked you.” The gravelly voice came from the shadow a moment before Nixus appeared.

Nixus, the first nix Kaden had met, looked like a creature out of nightmare. Standing eight feet tall with the silhouette of a moth and distinctly humanoid parts, the nix had a dome shaped head. Three sets of glowing red eyes, protected by high cheek guards, regarded Kaden as the sideways opening mouth split wide enough to reveal a long, curling tongue.

A wave of cold, killing desire surged through Kaden’s veins. Beneath it was an emotion that shouldn’t have been possible: concern.

Have to keep him away from Nessa. Like a creeper vine burrowing through concrete, the thought would not be ignored.

Moving a few feet away from the unconscious girl, Kaden lowered his center of gravity. The Atticus fell into his open hand as the Blade, split into claws, emerged on his other. “When I kill you, I will evolve and become stronger.” He spoke the words in nix, making them a vow.

Nixus, who’d been lifting a hand, hesitated. Two of his eyes flashed blue, then another pair became purple. “What… What are you?”

The question took Kaden off guard. “The last time we spoke, you saw my abilities.”

“You were a Hunter, then. Now, you are nix.”

Kaden blinked a few times as realization struck. “You don’t know. You’re a Survivor. How long has it been since you communicated with your people?”

“Other than the few in the Hunt, all of my people are dead,” Nixus said flatly.

Looking down at his SPITE unit, Kaden muttered, “Now would be a good time for you to say something Azgulan.”

Nothing happened. The warrior whose body had merged with Kaden wasn’t alive in any sense that a human could understand. It wasn’t like Kaden could simply summon the spirit to communicate.

“Azgulan? That is a nix name. How do you know it?”

Kaden tapped his chest. “He is one of many nix who gave their lives to a trio of Pelanir scientists. They created SPITE.” Seeing no reason to lie, he gave the Survivor a quick overview.

He ended with, “The Chronarchs sent me to stop Gentex and the cysts. But the SPITE unit, along with my association with Totilithon and learning the truth changed my plans. You were part of that.”

Nixus’s mouth parts worked. “The cysts. Yes. They are why I followed you and the girl. To ask about them. But this… I could not have anticipated this truth. Kaden, I am both amused and horrified. Amused that I had such a hand in your life. Horrified at the rest. My people…live? In a state of torment and suffering. And you work with them?”

Kaden held a hand up. “Hold. I have an idea. Don’t freak out, okay?”

“I do not freak out.”

Taking another step away from Nessa, Kaden spoke in growling nix. “Apox, you are needed.”

A web of red and black tissue burst from him. It boiled out, gradually solidifying into a nix. Now that Kaden had Bolster, Apox looked far more powerful than he had in the Madness. Tall and muscular, the red and black nix also had a vaguely insect-like face, complete with six red eyes.

Kaden looked toward the building, looking near the top floors, where a shape had emerged from broken glass. Suki and Asami would arrive soon. For some reason, he didn’t feel comfortable getting them mixed up with Nixus.

“Apox, go with Nixus. Fill him in.”

“My duration is still one hour,” Apox said. “May I murder people to extend my stay?”

“Only if they are bad ones.”

Apox’s mouth parts twitched into a shape approximating a smile. “I do so enjoy when you provide me with a challenge.” Turning to Nixus, Apox gestured. “Come, brother. I have much to say in limited time. Kaden, I will update you when next we merge.”

That’s a good way of showing Nixus where Apox’s loyalties are, Kaden thought, vaguely pleased.

Both nix vanished into the night. Watching them go, Kaden couldn’t escape the feeling that he’d done something deeply and profoundly good.

He took a moment to consider the Catalytic options he’d earned. Detect Hunter made him hesitate until Sam spoke.

“Nix have visual enhancements that will surpass that power, if you’re willing to hunt for them in the Madness.”

“Thanks,” he said. “That makes this much easier.”

“Happy to help.”

He selected Goliath and threw ten points into physical and defensive augmentation, then thirty into stealth.

Steam poured from the air, as the hyperliminal substance of the Madness bled through, adding to his mass. His body shook as newfound strength literally poured into him. Water blurred his vision as the mist coalesced against his face. Blinking, he discovered he could see further, and with far more clarity than before.

Samantha said, “Congratulations, Kaden. The human aspects of your DNA have become significantly elevated. Until this moment, the nix component has been the primary source of your strength. With Goliath, you have achieved true equilibrium. That will probably not outlast your next SPITE evolution, but who knows?”


Evolution Core Selection


You may select from any of the three benefits to integrate into your Catalyst.

Option One

(Enhanced) Goliath: Your Strength, Agility, Endurance, Speed, Senses and Reflexes/Reaction Time all increase to 24. This will make them all Post-Human 2. In terms of your recent fights, this should equal the strength of the new versions of the cysts.
SPITE Bonus: Your Physical Augmentations have been increased to 60. In addition, all of your SPITE Augmentations and Catalytic Skills have a new maximum of 150.


Option Two

(Enhanced) Detect Hunter: You can detect a Hunter within 70’. This bypasses all disguise and concealment Catalysts, up to your level + 5. This will not work on cysts or SPITE wielders.
SPITE Bonus: The range increases to 3000’ and will work on cysts, SPITE wielders, Titans, and Zeer.


Option Three

(Enhanced) Star’s Blaze: You may summon and control an aura of incredible heat. At its maximum power, this aura deals 3-8 points of damage every second to anything within its radius.
SPITE Bonus: You may wield this power through SPITE, augmenting your weapons and summons with 3-8 points of heat damage. Your summons may also use this ability, with no reduction in damage.



Kaden Character Sheet Update


Note: Due to gaining a level, your daily Summons have been reset.
Level: 11
Maximum Menagerie Size: 21 (9 slots consumed)
Resolute Blade Length: 21 inches (10 + current Catalyst Level)
Hit Points: 5 (Base) +55 (Catalyst Level) + 10 (SPITE Augmentation) + 10 (High Endurance Bonus) – Total: 80
KX Max: 80; Current: 80
(Updated) Innate Physical Attributes
Strength: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Agility: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Endurance: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Speed: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Vision/Visual Acuity: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Reflexes/Reaction Time: 24 (Post-Human 2)
SPITE Attunement: 50% (Fourth Evolution)
Allocated SPITE Augmentations
· Physical Augmentation: 70 of 150 (+20)
· Mental Augmentation: 40 of 150
· Global Biological Augmentation: 10 out of 150
· Weapons Augmentation: 70 out of 150
· Defense Augmentation: 40 out of 150 (+10)
Physical Augmentations Bonus: Your melee attacks deal an additional 7 points of damage. Because your Blade damage is based on the Atticus, it is also improved.
Defensive Augmentations Bonus: You suffer 3-4 less damage from most attacks. This stacks with other defensive capabilities.
Allocated Catalyst Skills
· Acrobatics (30 out of 150)
· Assassination (110 out of 150)
· Disguise (20 out of 150)
· Espionage (20 out of 150)
· Exotic Weapons (110 out of 150)
· Linguistics and Dialects (10 out of 150)
· Stealth (60 out of 150) (+30)
· Technology (30 out of 150)
Stealth Bonus: At 60 out of 150, you’ve gained an advanced Stealth HUD. This will allow you to toggle “stealth mode” on and off. Samantha may automate this for you.
Assassination Bonus: At 110 out of 150, this skill has evolved beyond normal Hunt potential during the first seeding. You have obtained the following benefits:
· Attacks that are made while the target is unaware of you or do not see you as a threat now deal critical damage automatically.
· You may make Critical attacks against monstrous and inhuman creatures, including those in the Madness.
· Your Summoned creatures can make Critical attacks with a slightly reduced chance. You may also score Critical attacks against any living creature.
· The critical damage you deal is enhanced proportionally to the further you are from the enemy.
· Limitation: This skill does not apply to targets whose Perception or Reflexes skills are equal to, or higher than, yours. Some Catalysts and classes will also resist Critical attacks.



Chapter 17: Regroup


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Hurricane Blast
Effect: Create an ever-expanding hurricane centered on your location. Once activated, this ability will expand at an increasing pace until reaching a 1-mile radius. The power of this effect is proportional to your overall level and combat potential, capping at the equivalent of a category-six storm. Duration: Up to 5 minutes. You may not prematurely end this effect. Limitation: You may use this ability once per week.


***

Black wings flapped as Asami touched down near Kaden and Nessa. Asami lowered Suki to the ground, an expression of relief on the older woman’s face. The wings fuzzed, taking on a misty outline, then vanished.

Sagging with exhaustion, Asami announced, “I claimed the prize.” There was triumph in her voice, and her dark eyes danced like polished agates. “Already, our reunion shows great rewards.” She looked from him to Suki, and to Nessa who remained still on the ground. “What happened to my daughter?”

When Kaden explained, his mother’s face lit up with hard-edged pride. “Great rewards for us all. I am proud of you for leading us to this victory, my son.”

Her praise shouldn’t have made him feel better. But it did. It was as if a fissure, one left by Vasilis’s betrayal, had healed.

Suki, who’d turned to watch the evacuating building, made a gentle sound. “I do not expect the authorities to ignore what has happened here forever. May I suggest we collect our unconscious member and leave immediately?”

“Sam,” Kaden said, “can Auntie provide a status update?”

His HUD flashed with a progress bar on Nessa’s Catalytic integrations. It was at 80%, with an expected time of completion of eight minutes. Seeing the message, he returned her to his shoulders.

This time, when Sam activated the “cling” feature, he paid attention to get a feel of how it worked. It felt a bit like the AI willed hairs, or filaments, to extend from his shoulders toward the other unit. Those filaments were a new part of his anatomy, one he had yet to learn to feel or use consciously.

But I will, he thought with determination. He subvocalized, “Sam, the next time Apox is available, would you ask him to provide detailed notes about nix anatomy?”

“Sure. But the aspects won’t one-to-one map to you. Not only are there many species of nix, but much of your foundational biology remains human.”

“That’s fine. I just want anything that gives me an edge.”

“Understood.”

Pointing toward the access road on the far side of the next parking lot, he said, “I’ve got her. Let’s find Vasilis and get out of here.”

Moving together, they crossed to a small access road at the rear of the adjacent property. Vasilis was waiting for them in an SUV they’d bought with cash, using an alias.

“Any local police chatter?” Kaden asked, once he’d put Nessa down on the floor between Asami and Suki. He settled in the front seat next to his father, opting not to buckle up. If my luck holds, we’ll be in another car chase in t-minus five minutes.

“Not a peep,” Vasilis said. He waved at a modified police radio they’d adapted for the local bands. “I’ve counted five calls in the last ten minutes. None of them were near here.”

“That’s odd,” Asami said. “Nessa’s suppression field cut the internet, but surely word would be out by now?”

No one had an answer for that. The thought of some mysterious factor at play only added to the tension. Kaden kept his eyes peeled as they left the complex but saw no hints they were being tracked or any emerging threats.

Vasilis drove them to the overpass. Thanks to the early hour, traffic had yet to pick up for the day, and they made good time. “I know you’re worried about Hunters, or other nefarious enemies out there to make matters worse. This time, I think it’s probably local politics.”

“How so?” Kaden asked.

“Indian politicians know places like that exist. They aren’t blind to predatory industries within their borders. Bribes grease many hands. When word gets out of a violent incident at one of these places, I’m betting they’d prefer to handle it quietly.”

The words suggested Vasilis was making an educated guess. Yet… There’s something more he’s not saying too, Kaden thought.

Asami said, “As much as I dislike admitting it, your father may not be incorrect. Even in Japan, there are similar arrangements.”

Kaden turned to look at his father, reading the man’s face. “Okay,” he said, accepting the premise. It wasn’t enough to make him let his guard down.

Nessa woke a few minutes later. Sitting up, she took a few seconds to assess the situation before asking Auntie to get her an update. Kaden got a background sense of both AIs working together to fill her in.

She didn’t remain disoriented or confused for long. “Holy shit, I’m level ten and…I’m psychic.”

“Do tell us more,” Asami said encouragingly.

“One second, let me re-read this. It’s a confusing ability.” Nessa subvocalized. “Kaden, should I lie?”

The bold, blunt question from her nearly made him give the ruse away. His HUD updated with the full text of the EC Catalyst and the speed one. Both were incredibly useful. To Asami, he had no doubt Mind Manipulation would be too tempting to avoid finding uses for.

He replied, also through their private means. “Hedge on the mind stuff but be honest about the rest. The last thing we want is her thinking she can put you in front of politicians. Maybe tell her it has more limited range or uses.”

“Got it.”

Nessa repeated her new abilities, cutting Mind Manipulation down to one target per day.

While she did, Samantha whispered into his ear. “Apox would like to send you a feed of his location. It’ll be delayed by a few seconds while I translate his senses to yours. Do you accept?”

“Yeah. Hold on.” He waited until Nessa came to a stopping point, then said, “My summons is sending me footage. I’ll be quiet for a little while. Keep talking.”

With that, he focused on his HUD. Instead of acting like a video feed, as with Nessa, Kaden felt himself merge with Apox, riding the back of the nix’s mind like a passenger.

I didn’t know we could do this, he thought.

We have grown together, Apox replied, an instant before the nix’s senses took over.

***

I see the world in shades of color humans have yet to discover. Eddies of yellow tell me the direction of the wind, and a thousand variations speak to me of the “smells” within it. Miniscule changes in air pressure telegraph my surroundings long before we arrive.

At my side is Us. In our tongue, it means “Loss.” We travel, and our proximity allows us to exchange stories wordlessly.

His heroism fills my heart with pride. Despite being away from others of his kind, despite enslavement by our enemy, he remains one of us. By any measure, I am his elder. Yet he carries the weight of so much battle, lifetimes of conflict on a thousand worlds, it makes me feel the opposite.

By mutual agreement, we follow a path to remain within range of Kaden’s van. I can feel Nixus holding back, binding his speed. Despite Kaden’s newest upgrades, I remain far slower than the Survivor.

That galls me.

It galls me, too, Kaden thinks in the back of my mind.

It is good that my Hive Leader has ambition. If I had to teach him that, I would worry about our future.

A sense of oil, like a miasma of dirt and sickness, tickles my senses. I twist, scanning the horizon and find a building with a low roof nearby. The air tells me there are a dozen, perhaps more, men in the alley next to the building. It also tells me of a woman. She “smells” clean compared to the rest.

But there is an undercurrent of sharp, horrified, fear.

Adjusting course, I leap atop the building and perch, moving to see what is happening. The men are there, unwashed and dirty, menacing a woman in a formal outfit. From what I’ve observed through Kaden’s senses, I believe she is a business woman.

I wonder how she got here? Kaden thinks, but I ignore it.

Hovering next to me, Nixus takes in the scene. He speaks, his voice the rasp of a shark. “This city boils over. Political unrest has merged with financial and religious issues. Discovery of the Seedship has intensified emotions. Gangs like this hunt females for sport.”

A feeling of distaste fills my chest like bile. “That is not honorable.”

“It is not.”

Inside me, Kaden has gone quiet. I can feel the steel of his killing rage. The link between us grows white hot as his purpose fills me. In all the ways that matter, he and I are united.

He thinks to me, Kill them all, or I will come and do it myself.

You are one of us, I think to him, proud.

I turn, studying my companion, knowing he cannot interfere. He has already explained his true role in the Hunt. “Will you stop me?”

“I will cheer you on, hive-cousin.”

Kaden’s Resolute Blade comes to my hand. It is a fine weapon. Although it lacks several crucial upgrades, it suits my hand well enough.

In my summoned form, I have access to lifetimes of battle insight.

Below me, the woman screams as the first man lays a hand on her.

He is dead before her first screams have faded.

***

Notice: Your Summons has killed a target. His Summons duration has been extended by 15 minutes.


Notice: Your Summons has killed a target. His Summons duration has been extended by 15 minutes.


Summarized Notices: Apox has killed a bunch of people. His summoning duration has been extended by 3 hours.


Kaden emerged from the vision with a strange sense of disorientation. Sharing Apox’s mind was like experiencing the world through a funhouse mirror. The nix saw and could respond to things with a level of foresight that boggled his mind. Likewise, the warrior was far more skilled than Kaden.

At least in specific ways.

My upgrades give me far more parity than I would have expected, he thought. In a few more levels, maybe by fourteen or fifteen, I’ll be able to go toe-to-toe from a pure skill perspective.

It was a startling revelation, given just how long Apox had been around to perfect his craft.

“We’re at the other SUV,” Nessa said softly, jarring him from his thoughts.

Kaden looked around, realizing they’d just pulled to a stop. Asami, Suki, and Nessa were all looking at him. Once he’d put the SUV into park, Vasilis did, too.

“What?”

Asami said, “You’ve been grinding your teeth and commenting about how you were going to ‘hunt them into extinction’ for the past several minutes.”

“I was?”

“You were,” Suki confirmed.

He didn’t remember that. “I was angry. Apox found a gang of men about to hurt a woman. We, I mean, he, dealt with them. I think he wanted me along to make sure I approved of his choice.”

“I assume you did,” Asami observed wryly.

Kaden looked away from their collective attention. It wasn’t that he was embarrassed; rather, he didn’t want them to see how badly he wanted to leave. If there were others out there, gangs of people hurting others, he felt no prohibition from hunting them.

Fair game. The thought resonated deeply, echoing into his very cells. The fact that Apox had agreed with his instincts; no, the fact that the nix had found them honorable was a revelation.

We are the same in so many ways. He remembered the times in battle when he’d felt like he was truly one with his SPITE unit, not just wearing it. Those moments were increasing in frequency. The vision suggested why that was possible.

His stomach rumbled.

“C’mon. Let’s go. I need some human food.” Kaden exited their temporary SUV. After a moment, the rest did as well.

They’d parked their primary SUV in a run-down lot and put a tarp on it. Kaden pulled the covering clear while Vasilis and Nessa did a quick cleanup check of their temporary one. Once they felt confident they’d left no evidence behind, everyone climbed into the other vehicle.

It was near dawn by the time they arrived back at their rental house. They found Apox and Nixus waiting for them at the front door.

Seeing Kaden, Apox spoke in English. “There are things your clan should know.”

Kaden, who’d glimpsed some of what his nix summons had learned, gestured approval. “You did excellent work.”

“It was a trivial hunt.” It was a dismissal, but Kaden read pleasure in the warrior’s stance.

Asami, who’d come up behind his shoulder, looked from Apox to Nixus. “My son, who is this newcomer?”

“An ally, I think.”


Nessa Character Sheet Update


Name: Nessa Yamaguchi
Age: 19
Class: Assault Infiltrator.
Level: 10
Hit Points: 5 (Base) +50 (Catalyst Level) + 10 (SPITE Augmentation) – Total: 65
SPITE Attunement: 20% (First Evolution)
Allocated SPITE Augmentations
· Physical Augmentation: 30 of 100
· Mental Augmentation: 70 of 100 (+20)
· Global Biological Augmentation: 0 out of 100
· Weapons Augmentation: 30 out of 100
· Defense Augmentation: 50 out of 100
Mental Augmentation Inherent Bonus: Her SPITE HUD now provides additional contextual insights about tactical combat engagements. This provides a small, but significant, enhancement to all actions taken during a fight.
Allocated Catalyst Skills
· Battlefield Tactics (50 out of 100) (+10)
· Disguise (50 out of 100) (+30)
· Espionage (40 out of 100)
· Exotic Weapons (30 out of 100)
· Linguistics and Dialects (10 out of 100) (Japanese, Indian, Arabic, Russian, Nix)
· Medicine (20 out of 100)
· Stealth (30 out of 100)
· Technology (30 out of 100)
Disguise: Her Changeling ability is more difficult to perceive or pierce, even with Catalytic abilities.
New Catalysts
Liquid Motion: She has a passive 30% speed bonus. Due to her high Disguise skill, she can conceal this enhancement.
Enhanced SPITE Bonus: She may squeeze through spaces 1/4th of her size, with no reduction in movement rate and without taking damage.
EC Catalyst - Mentalist: Nessa has earned a package of enhancements. They provide the following benefits:
· Telepathy with up to 5 targets within range. These targets must be seen or visible on her HUD to qualify. Range: Catalytic level X 20 feet
· Mind Manipulation with any (seen) target. This power allows Nessa to read thoughts or insert them into the target’s mind. Mind Manipulation is a form of attack – targets with high Intuition scores, SPITE units, cysts, or Hunters with augmented mental defenses may detect this attack, fend it off, or even attempt to counter it. Hunters higher than Nessa’s level by 2 receive a small bonus (per level) to negate this ability. A high Mental Augmentation score will help her overcome target defenses. While this power is in use, Nessa may not use any other SPITE or Catalytic abilities. Range: Catalytic level X 10 feet.
· Her Charisma score has a +8 bonus when interacting with non-Hunters, and a +4 bonus when interacting with Hunters. Thanks to her SPITE unit and high Disguise skill, she may control how this Charisma manifests.
Enhanced SPITE Bonus: This power may work on both Titans and Zeer, although it has an 80% chance to fail. Obtain SPITE evolutions to gain access to KX to reduce the chances of failure.



Chapter 18: Networking


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Liquid Mass
Effect: You may expand or contract your mass by up to 50%. There is no reduction of strength or flexibility in an expanded or contracted state. It is possible to combine expansion with attacks to add momentum and force to them, although this power does not outright increase your damage dealing capacity.


***

“There are factions within the Survivors,” Nixus revealed.

They’d gone inside and taken seats around the dining table. Nixus sat in a big hardwood chair across from Kaden, his chitinous hand wrapped around a fresh mug of steaming coffee.

Seated next to Kaden, with a view of both Nixus and Apox, Suki spoke softly. “Great warrior. Please elaborate?”

Lifting his cup, Nixus sent a long, proboscis-like tongue into his mug. Two of his six eyes flashed bright yellow as he drank. “I do not find this beverage distasteful, father of Apox’s Hive Leader.”

“Would you like more?” the old man offered from the kitchen, lifting the pot.

“No. I rarely drink. Dependency on local nourishment is weakness.”

Vasilis studied the nix. “Why do I get the feeling that you mean you have a drink or two per Hunt?”

“Because that is what I implied.” Despite his denial of a refill, Nixus took another sip before speaking. “There are those among us who have additional privileges. Those privileges come with responsibilities. I am part of a group who monitors for anomalies in a Hunt.”

“Like Forks?” Nessa asked.

One of the nix’s eyes flashed purple. “No. We monitor those who would make Hunts unsportsmanlike, or less engaging. The Chronarchs mandate a certain number of locals should have an opportunity to move on from one Hunt to the next, to keep things fresh. My group nurtures those who show promise. And we gently adjust those who would abuse Catalytic systems.”

Kaden said, “That explains why we met the first time.”

Another purple flash. “You and your father both have markers. They tag you as special. Survivors know not to interfere with your work. I was merely observing you that fateful day.”

“Ah.” Kaden hadn’t expected that, even if it made sense.

“Our current concern is what you call ‘cysts’. They appear to operate out of the Hunt’s regulations and structures. They emulate Catalytic powers. When they kill Hunters, the combination of Catalyst and cyst is outside of the normal scope for the first Seeding. I have revealed myself again to share knowledge.”

Asami, who was seated on Kaden’s opposite side, shook her head. “All respect, ancient warrior, but that makes no sense. Are not Survivors all powerful? Could you not simply use your Catalysts to obtain what you want?”

With no change in how he sat, the air around Nixus abruptly felt heavy. “Usually. There is a Zeer contact, one who is assigned to manage this Hunt. Something has happened to them. Moreover, three Survivors who went to investigate the manufacturing facilities where the cysts are made have gone missing.”

“But how is that possible?” Suki asked.

Nessa and Kaden exchanged a look. He nodded, and she said, “Vasilis told us days ago. Someone working for Gentex has a Catalyst that scales based on opponent power. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“Just so,” Nixus agreed. “Survivors remain part of the Hunt, and Meta Catalysts affect us just as they do other Hunters. My assumption is that the Zeer responsible for this Hunt has either died or become compromised. Either could explain Gentex having collected Catalysts to stop Survivors.”

Kaden made a subtle gesture. When he saw that he had the Survivor’s attention, he told him about Failithol and her pet Zeer, along with Totilithon’s most recent warnings.

Once Kaden finished, Nixus made a gentle rattling, hissing sound. “That is not the Zeer assigned to monitor Earth’s Hunt, Kaden. If there are more… This web of betrayal grows dangerous indeed.”

With a clink, Vasilis put a bowl of scrambled eggs on the center of the table. Bread, jam, and plates followed. Opening the refrigerator, he retrieved a container of sliced fruit and added it to the selection.

Asami and Suki fixed their plates. Nixus eyed the food, then extended a hand. A blade with an eye-catching Damascus pattern slid from his palm. The metal curved at the tip, piercing a bit of egg.

“This is not unpleasant nutrition,” the Survivor announced after taking an experimental bite.

“Hold on.” Kaden stood and walked over beside his father. Leaning into the refrigerator, he brought out a bottle of local curry hot sauce. He poured a bit on a plate and offered it to the nix. “Dip the egg in that and try it.”

Nixus did, two of his eyes lighting up with purple highlights as he did. “This is… pleasant.”

Nessa snorted, then broke out into a laugh. Kaden followed. After a second, the nix’s mouthparts slid together in a dry, rattlesnake chitter.

“Is that how you laugh?” Vasilis asked Nixus as he took a seat at the table and began preparing a plate.

“It is.”

Vasilis grabbed slices of melon. He spoke around his food, “From a strategic perspective, I think what we’re seeing here isn’t that difficult to map out.”

When no one interrupted him, he went on. “The Chronarchs who sent me back did so at the last opportunity, but they knew they’d be working against a likely enemy from within. We’ve been fighting people who knew we’d be coming, with access to the Chronarch playbook, and probably almost as much intelligence as we have had all along. They’ve been adapting to us the same way we have them. What we’ve been discovering with the Survivors, the cysts, and the Zeer, makes sense from that context.”

Suki slid her plate away, food barely touched. “It sounds as if we face overwhelming odds, even with the amazing advantages Kaden and Nessa have brought to the table. Nixus, will you assist us?”

“Few Survivors may take a direct hand in the Hunt,” he replied. “I cannot save your lives, nor can I kill your enemies. I could potentially assist against the cysts, but a Metacatalyst that is more effective against higher level foes would likely obliterate me.”

Sliding back from the table, the nix stood. He regarded Apox, who was close to the end of his timer. The summoned nix had remained in the background, content to observe during their talk.

Now, the two warriors exchanged looks, exchanging messages in ways so subtle Kaden barely sensed them, even knowing what to look for.

Maybe that is part of why Apox showed me his perspective, Kaden thought. He wanted me to understand their kind.

A large part of him craved more of that. There’d been a sense of connection, of instant understanding, that made sharing the nix’s perspective fascinating.

“Two of the three Survivors who went missing were nix. To my knowledge, that means there are fewer than three nix Survivors left in the totality of the Hunt.” Nixus twisted at his hips in a boneless, flowing motion. Locking eyes with Kaden, he continued. “The biomass of even one Survivor would take you to the next evolution. It would assist Nessa similarly. I may not help you directly, but if I can, I will reclaim the remains of my people or help you do so.”

Nessa’s lips parted as she started to reply, then stopped.

She’s realizing just what he’s offering, Kaden thought. “I could try to find them with one of my Catalysts,” he offered.

“Try,” Nixus said.

Grabbing the laptop from where he’d put it on a kitchen counter, Kaden booted up and went to a global map. Activating Heart Finder, he drew his fingers across the surface, expecting to feel two warm spots.

Nothing happened.

Nixus hadn’t moved to see if Kaden would succeed. His posture told Kaden that the nix had already known. “The enemy is not every step ahead, but they are many. Give me time. Even with all my Catalysts, I cannot teleport. Knowing what I am likely to face gives me an advantage.”

With that, the Survivor left. The door clicked shut silently behind him. Apox stepped over to Kaden, walking into his summoner until they had merged completely.

“He timed that on purpose,” Asami observed, spearing a curved hunk of fruit.

Kaden took a seat in front of the laptop, reviewing what Amethyst had digested from the scammer’s networks. She had standing orders to use her powers more-or-less “for good.” If she could, she’d returned funds to the victims of the Call Center gang.

Anything left over went to fund their private efforts to save the world.

Diagrams popped up, each designed to help him visualize and digest what she’d learned. None of it was specifically related to their mission, but insight into what groups of Hunters were up to could be useful.

Especially once we’re in the late stages of the Second Seeding.

Nessa asked, “Asami, you know what Kaden and I got. What does your EC Cat do?”

Eyes of Azgulan showed Kaden his Mother’s response. Her mouth tightened slightly. She said, “It’s administrative in nature.”

Vasilis said, “What’s the range? Is it global?”

“Something like that,” she said, still taciturn in her reply. “I’ll need to read it again.” Her look at Nessa told Kaden that she likely had interpreted their earlier exchange as misdirection.

If there was one thing Asami was, it was clever.

Kaden flicked his eyes from the computer screen to Vasilis. “Weaver. She probably got Weaver.”

Asami’s reserved demeanor faltered at that. She snapped, “How can you know that?”

“Process of elimination,” Kaden replied, finally helping him to hot sauce-drenched eggs and a few slices of fruit. The fruit tasted like cardboard, but he forced himself to chew it anyway. I am not a cannibal, he told himself. “There are only so many EC Cats with global range. This round, there are two with the administrative tag.”

“And the other should be in Mongolia right now,” Vasilis finished.

“That is annoying,” she announced, taking a deliberate moment to glare at Vasilis, then at Kaden. “And you, Suki? Do you wish to share what you gained?”

Asami’s assistant gave a polite smile. “As Kaden hoped, I can summon different modes of transportation now. There are two varieties. Spacious and slow, or sleek and fast. All should work for our needs.”

“You got Vehicle Summoning and Balefire Beam, right?” Kaden said.

“Mmm, no. Manifest Transformation and Balefire Beam.”

He looked away, consulting his memory. “If I’m recalling correctly, those are similar. Both work for what we need.”

From in the kitchen, where he’d begun cleaning dishes, Vasilis called, “You are correct. And Balefire Beam will take Suki from a simple spy to one of our deadliest team members. Good job, Suki.”

She did not reply.

Asami glanced toward her ex-husband and cleared her throat. “Now that we have exchanged capabilities, should we plan? We have six days, if I am counting correctly. I have spirits at my disposal, and Suki is excellent at infiltration. Share your thoughts, and we will help.”

Kaden typed a command to Amethyst.

The Call Center gang’s data closed, replaced with building schematics, pictures, and a list of notes. He turned the laptop around, allowing everyone at the table to see what the AI had gathered.

Vasilis addressed the group. “Joshit Agarwal has an ability called Loaded Dice. It lets him predict an unlimited number of outcomes. According to the Chronarchs, Kaden needed to kill this man to prevent others from claiming it. Getting to Joshit will probably be frustrating, and with relatively little return on investment.”

“Little return?” Suki said.

Kaden explained, “Things immune to Time’s Eye are also impervious to the power. That probably means anything with SPITE or the cysts.”

“Ah. Does that mean it would be a candidate to pass to one of us?”

Finishing his meal, Vasilis stood and began cleaning plates. “That’s a good idea, Suki. If we’ve got Meta Cats in play, it’s even more important that we limit Kaden and Nessa’s levels. At least until we can deal with them. That opportunity won’t come until much later.”

“Why not use Heart Finder to locate and extract them?” Asami asked.

“Time and strategy,” Kaden said. “As long as little fish are taking out the big ones, it gives us medium-sized Hunters room to move. Plus, deviations could create Forks and ruin the Roadmap further.”

“This is getting…complex,” she said.

“And it’ll only get worse from here on out.” Vasilis carried the empty plates to the kitchen. “We’ll need to scout the theater and the district it's in. I’m betting we’re going to see more of the new cysts. If that’s the case, our best weapon will be intelligence and stealth.”

“I can help with that,” Nessa offered. “Changeling is ideal for infiltration missions.”

Suki smiled at the younger girl. “I would like that very much. We can work together on this.”

Seeing that the rest of the group had come to an understanding, Kaden looked down at his hands. He’d curled his fingers into fists, the tips of his Blades peeking out of each like claws. A mixture of hunger and impatience chewed at his nerves.

He said, “I’m going to scout on my own for a couple of days. Mother, if you want to add me to your Contacts with Weaver, that might help.”

“Are you sure that’s wise, my son?” Asami said. “Going alone in a time like this could be disastrous.”

“I’m used to working solo. It means I don’t have to worry about anyone else. You all focus on Joshit. I’ll keep an eye out for cysts and see what I can find. If there’s too much trouble, I’ll return.”

When no one else voiced concern, Asami relented. “Very well.” Reaching across the table, she took Kaden’s hand in hers.

A few seconds later, his HUD updated.

You are now a designated Contact for Asami Yamaguchi. Because of your SPITE unit, you may choose how much of your telemetry and status are actively shared with her. You may communicate via your HUD as a text message. She has granted you a duplicate Catalytic ability. This ability may be replaced at a later date and will vanish if she is killed or loses access to the Catalyst that creates the effect.
Duplicated Catalytic Ability: Consult Spirits
Details: After three minutes of meditation, you thin the walls between Earth and the Madness, allowing entities from there to visit you. These entities will be based on local folklore and beliefs, and not from the Madness as a whole. They may answer useful questions, or even cross the barrier and visit Earth to do simple tasks for you. These spirits are limited in overall power and functionality but are invisible to most senses and have heightened movement rates, making them excellent scouts and spies.


“Excellent,” Kaden said after a quick glance at the Catalyst’s name. “Thank you. I’ll keep in touch.”


Chapter 19: Prowler


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Cursed Consumption
Effect: Grappling an opponent will allow you to consume a portion of their health and Catalytic powers. If a Hunter dies while this power is in use, you may select any of that Hunter’s Catalysts to add to yours. Limitation: While this effect is in use, your reaction times, speed, and durability/toughness are reduced by 70%.
SPITE Enhancement: Hunters with SPITE units instead suffer a 40% reduction of reaction times, speed, and durability/toughness.


***

For his first stop, Kaden wanted to explore Mumbai. He went to his room and found a change of clothes. Most of the time lately, he’d relied on Face Shift when he was in public. It made his SPITE unit malleable, to the point that it could mimic clothing.

Today, he wanted to blend in with humanity, so he wore jeans and a t-shirt. He brought his backpack, with a few emergency supplies, but left everything else at the house. The last thing he wanted was to worry about leaving evidence behind, should a fight break out.

Face Shifting to look like one of the men he’d killed, he walked up to the motorcycle. It was eye-catching and expensive, and probably not the best choice for subtlety.

“Fuck it,” he muttered, getting on it anyway. “You know, for all the things SPITE can do and become, I wonder if there’s an upgrade like Suki’s new Cat? I wouldn’t mind driving around on a SPITE bike.”

Samantha waited until he was on the freeway to reply. “I have no doubts there is something in the Madness that would grant you such an enhancement. SPITE material is quite malleable.”

Now, that was an idea. If he hadn’t used his once-per-week to go hate-murder a Titan, going over now would have made a lot of sense. “We should find time to do that. Just go over and find more things like Blades. Upgrades that don’t push me up levels should be my priority, over getting new Catalysts.”

“Would you like me to consult with Apox about enhancements he might recommend?”

“Sounds good.”

She went silent, allowing him to focus on taking in the city and its people.

It was still early, barely eight in the morning local time, and traffic was already well on its way to reaching rush hour for most American cities. Kaden navigated it easily, finding little joy in what might have been a challenge a few months ago.

He went south, into the city proper. A wave of filth and foul odors rose from broken down, dirty slums to his left. Paupers, wearing little more than rags, roamed on that side, expressions vacant. On the right, behind ten-foot-tall walls were stretches of newly constructed hotels. Men wearing uniforms stood sentinel, providing services to the well-healed rich.

For the next few hours, he took the time to explore. Whenever he could, he slowed down enough to catch bits of conversation. Most of it was about politics or crime. A lot was about the Seedship.

“Have you heard, the Russians are talking about nuking it?” one woman said to a street vendor, catching Kaden’s attention. He glanced over, seeing she was wearing a bright blue sari and a golden sash around her waist.

He glanced around, considering pulling over to listen in on the conversation.

It was shortly past noon, and he’d ventured into a market. Colorful tents and portable vendor carts created a maze of roads, with merchants hawking countless gewgaws, trinkets, and food.

Anything about the Seedship is worth listening to, even if it’s just gossip, he decided, pulling his motorcycle next to the vendor’s stall. Putting his kickstand down, he folded his arms across the handlebars, signaling that he was in no rush.

The man operating the stall, a rotund man with a handlebar mustache, replied to the woman, “Good! I hope they do. If uninvited guests want to come to our neighborhood and just hover out there, they deserve what they get. It’s past time for the Russians to finally use their nukes, anyway. Get rid of that damn stockpile.”

“You don’t worry about war? War with superior beings?” Now that he was closer, Kaden made out subtle cues in the woman’s accent. Her voice was rich and throaty, with well-pronounced ‘R’ sounds.

That sounds like a formal education, he thought. Or maybe it’s one of the local dialects. If we stay in India for more than a few weeks, I need to learn those.

“What superior beings?” The man handed the woman a bowl of something sizzling. It smelled like a mild curry rice dish. “If they were superior, they’d come down and help us.” He gestured with a hand holding a spoon. “Superior beings who do nothing for others are worse than trash.”

The woman exchanged a few more words, then left with her meal.

Kaden intended to buy a meal as part of his cover, then toss it. Walking over, he pointed at the sign. “I’ll have one.”

The man gave Kaden a perfunctory smile. Flourishing his spoon, he rotated it between his hands, then across his fingers before dipping it into a pot of steaming rice. “One helping or two?”

“One is fine, thanks. I’m mostly here to watch you work. It’s amazing.” Kaden made a show of watching the spinning, darting utensils.

“Ah, well, thank you.” A hint of genuine pleasure shone in the vendor’s eyes. He dunked a ladle into a steaming pot and brought it out, drizzling the orange mixture onto the rice.

“Do you have any red peppers? I prefer my food with flavor.”

That earned a laugh. “Of course!” Opening a separate pot of red chili peppers, the man used a pair of tongs to collect several. As he mixed them into the rice, he said, “Do you have a big day ahead of you?”

“I do. I’m thinking about moving into the city, but I hear crime is bad.”

“Bad? Hrm. Depends on where you live. There are parts that are very bad.” He gestured to the north with the hand holding Kaden’s lunch. “Up there, things are getting worse. The police have gone to sleep. If you stay south, or near the coast, you should be fine.”

Kaden accepted the food with a nod of thanks, then paid the man. “Do you know of any good parks near here? I’d like to enjoy the scenery while I eat.”

“Of course.” The merchant rattled off directions.

Samantha helpfully updated his HUD with a projected map of the spot. Thanking the man again, Kaden got back on his motorcycle. Holding his meal in one hand, he cruised toward the spot.

“You know most people can’t drive the way you are right now,” Samantha pointed out.

“True. Are people watching?”

He sensed Samantha using Eyes of Azgulan. She said, “Not yet.”

“Then let me enjoy myself. Remember the old saying? ‘Power not used is not power’.”

Her reply was wry. “I’m pretty sure tyrants use that as a way to justify violence, Kaden.”

“Not everything is extreme, Sam. I can be strong and enjoy using it without becoming a tyrant. Let’s face it, my specialty is killing people. It’s not like I’m going to run around using that casually.”

“I see. Is this where I remind you that I have a very good idea of what you’re planning to do tonight?”

Using his knees, Kaden guided his motorcycle around a corner a little too fast. He nudged gravity and adjusted the hand holding his food, going nearly perpendicular to the road without spilling a grain.

He straightened, spotting a little park nestled among a shopping square. The place looked clean, and up-scale compared to some of the other places he’d visited. He found paid parking between two of the shops. The lot had a well-kempt, professional-looking young man overseeing it.

Kaden passed the man some cash, then crossed to the square. Taking a seat on a park bench, he tried the food.

It was shockingly good.

“Are you avoiding my question?” Samantha prompted.

“I’m still formulating a reply.”

“Kaden. This is where you’d want to remind me that you’re not a hero. Your job is not protecting or saving people. Not directly, anyway. You’re an assassin. It’s who you kill that matters. Let others do the saving.”

Kaden felt something stirring at his AI’s admonition. It wasn’t resentment; as far as either of them knew, she was right. But it wasn’t acceptance, either. He took a bite and chewed slowly, formulating his reply.

“I’m not only an assassin, Sam. I’m going to be the King of Assassins.”

“Kings have followers.”

He looked down at his empty bowl and his stomach growled. Tossing the container into a trash can, he said, “What do you call my summons?”

“A very small menagerie is what I’d call them.”

“But they follow me willingly.”

“An entourage, then.”

Kaden snorted in amusement, then stilled as the seriousness of the conversation settled into place. “Sam, the Chronarchs are objectively evil. I enjoy who I am, true. It’s not like I’m ignorant to the fact that I’m good at what I do.”

“But?”

“But I will be more than what they made me. This going from one target to the next, hopping from one harrowing battle to a planning huddle… It’s worked. It still works. But we have a little time here for me to explore who I want to be. Is that so wrong?”

“I’m not here to tell you what’s right or wrong.” Her reply was measured and soft. “I just want to make sure you’re conscious of changes to who you are. At this point, those matter a lot more than changes to your biology.”

“Yeah.” They’d been over this before. Kaden wasn’t human, even if his humanity provided the scaffolding for nix DNA. If anything, he was a hybrid, with every bit of his old body replaced by the new.

That didn’t bother him. To Kaden, his body was a weapon. He was a weapon.

She’s right. What matters now isn’t about my DNA or what Cats I take. It’s about the person I’m becoming.

He thought of his father and the Survivor that Vasilis had come to serve. Remembering the expression in the old man’s face, Kaden realized something. He was supposed to die weeks ago, but he’s still alive. He’s alive and doing what good he can. For the first time in his life, Dad is free.

“I want to be free too,” he murmured, savoring the truth of those simple words. His thoughts slid from his father to Billy, the stranger who’d saved his life and sent him on a new path.

I am more than what they wanted me to be, Kaden decided.

Sliding his hand down to his hip, he felt the bulge of material concealing the Knight’s Dagger.

***

“They are hunting in packs,” Kaden subvocalized to Samantha.

It was late, near sunset, and he’d migrated to the north of the city – not quite parallel with their rental property. Over a day of talking with the locals, he’d found what he was looking for and more.

“Why do you think cysts are following them?” she replied.

That was the question.

Perched atop a fifteen story office building, Kaden had the Lotus out and was using the scope to track several gangs. Thanks to the disparity of building heights from one area to the next, he had a view of five city blocks. From his vantage, at least six gangs were moving in and out of the area.

He had yet to pinpoint the how or why of their movement, only that he was relatively certain each gang was oriented around a leader who was probably a Hunter. Each also had a cyst following them. These cysts looked different from the previous versions. Instead of muscle-bound hulks, they looked like regular, if athletic, people.

Only the way they moved gave them away.

Scanning around the landscape, he took in the mixture of apartment buildings, run-down slumps, and shops.

“I can think of two reasons,” he murmured after a few minutes. “Either they’ve done something experimental to one of those Hunters, or they are directing the gangs.”

“Do you think they might be waiting for us?”

“Not a chance. How could they possibly predict that I’d be up here right now? This has to be a pattern they’ve been up to for a while.”

“Loaded Dice,” she said, reminding him of the next target’s Catalyst.

He had to give that to her. There was a chance, however small, that Joshit had predicted the cysts might be able to ambush Kaden in this specific spot. Even if the power wouldn’t work directly on SPITE, there were incidental scenarios he could have looked for.

“If I had the ability,” Kaden mused, “I’d look for places where my cysts would most benefit from being. The problem is there’s so much area to cover. And that sort of generic question would be barely useful.”

Samantha made a hrm sound. “I think you’re probably right. There’s something going on we’re not seeing. Either way, if you go down there like you planned, you’ll have cysts to worry about. That will absolutely give your position away.”

The AI’s common-sense observation drew him up short. Kaden’s instincts screamed at him to deal with the gangs and the cysts.

But if I confirm their suspicion that I’m here, I won’t be doing any of us any favors. The best option is to observe, then go to base and report in. We can spend the next few days on scouting missions, and then when the time is right…

Debris shifted behind him. It was a tiny, nearly imperceptible thing, just a little swaying of twisted metal, but it was more than enough.

Kaden turned his Atticus in one hand, his other arm up. Resolute Blade sprang perpendicular to his forearm, ready to act as a shield.


Chapter 20: Inheritance


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Titan Binding
Effect: Bind your mass to a willing Titan. This is a Summoning effect that temporarily allows the Hunter to replace their body with that of a Titan, at significant cost. Over the course of the duration, the Hunter’s biology is gradually replaced with that of the Titan. This allows the Summoner to “conjure” the Titan, acquiring many of its powers and abilities, including its size, strength, and innate biological weapons over time. Warning: A Titan’s mind is incredibly powerful and may overwhelm Hunters who are less than level 30. Duration: 10 minutes. Limitations: This ability has numerous limitations and downsides. They are…


***

“Good.” Nixus said, body flickering and flashing as he appeared. “That was faster than I expected.”

Relaxing, Kaden retracted his weapons. “You weren’t gone very long.”

“What I uncovered was closer, and far worse, than I hoped. Join me where your enemies are not likely to prove problematic.” Nixus turned, pointing to a rooftop on an even taller skyscraper. His wings fanned out, and he flew away, becoming invisible as he did.

“Gotta get me some wings like that.” Kaden sighed, walking over to the other edge of the roof. Shaking the Atticus out in its full chain sword form, he prepared to leapfrog his way to the other building. “Actually, you know what would be nice?”

“What?” Samantha asked.

“A grappling gun option for the Lotus. Imagine if I could just, you know, shoot a building and zipline over.”

“Kaden.”

“Yes?”

“You know I’m very supportive of your ideas, especially when they come to upgrading your SPITE unit, right?”

“You are, yes. Why?”

“That is the worst idea you’ve ever had, even compared to the motorcycle one.”

Sending the Atticus flying at an angle, Kaden used a combination of his abilities to bend gravity. He “flew” by way of falling along the blade at a high velocity. At the very end, he retracted and extended it again, repeating the process.

The first time he’d done this, he’d nearly died. In time, he’d become better at it, although it would never replace true flight.

Things had changed now that he had Goliath, however. His physics-bending agility and strength were enough to change how he moved. When he sent the Atticus out, his swing created enough counterforce to send him away from his goal. He learned quickly that his heightened agility was enough to smooth out the jerky motions entirely, provided he didn’t use all his new strength.

For a solid minute, he bounced up and down in the air like a drunk balloon.

“I’m so glad it’s nighttime,” he said through gritted teeth. “This is honestly the most embarrassing thing. Also, what’s wrong with the SPITE bike idea?”

“Kaden, most nix can fly. Based on our observations, Nixus is flying eighty miles an hour on takeoff. Why would you want a SPITE bike? Also, calling it that is awful.” She emphasized ‘fly’ and ‘flight’ like a teacher who was upset at a particularly bright student failing a quiz.

Speeding through the air, Kaden was maybe halfway to his goal. Nixus appeared at the top of the twenty-five-story building. Based on context clues and Apox’s insight, Kaden had the feeling that the nix was amused.

“Flying is nice. But motorcycles are cool, Sam. Plus, they are satisfying to drive. I don’t imagine having wings is nearly as fun.”

“If I could squint at you, I would. In fact, imagine I’m doing that.”

He chuckled. “Will do.”

The top of the other building was covered with large equipment boxes, including a large metal water tank. Nixus led him to a clear spot near the middle, where he gestured.

An image projected from his torso. It was a three-dimensional replica of a four-story building, with one large subterranean bunker.

Kaden hadn’t read the language before, despite having the capacity to do so thanks to his levels. Seeing the complex symbols, he instantly saw how useful they were in situations like this. The characters looked a bit like Japanese Kanji and provided volumes of tactical information.

Not only did he instantly understand the ingress and egress points from each floor, but he also got an idea of how large those points were, and whether they were guarded. All from a single “letter”.

He saw that the top three levels had mostly office space, but the second story and third stories had a makeshift living area. Both were near metal-lined vaults. Outside the vaults there were armed security people. According to Nixus’s notes, those people lived at the location, sleeping in bunk beds next to the secure rooms.

The top level was similar to the lavish one he’d encountered in Taiwan, complete with a sauna. Nixus had labeled that a “Madness transition zone.”

Below the building was a typical Gentex bunker, which was to say the sort of place he’d expect to find portals to the Madness and Titans to fight. It held a laboratory, along with a connected storage space. Cargo doors and a ramp led out of the building, to a loading dock big enough to hold hundreds of freight containers.

Nixus waited for Kaden to skim the schematic before he spoke. “The corpses of the Survivors are in the bottom bunker, where scientists are using their bodies to develop new cysts.”

The basement level flashed, expanding to take up more of their view. Kaden saw dozens of glass tubes, each with a person inside. Cables and hoses led from the tubes, connecting to vats of chemicals and two armored cases. A nix corpse, mounted in a standing position, was in each.

Kaden couldn’t make out the precise details of the corpses, but he got the impression they had suffered a truly immense amount of damage. Their bodies were little more than stringy material.

Nixus said, “This is a war crime.”

In nix, the term “war crime” literally translated to: an act that would cause our entire hive to attack the enemy.

“I’ll handle it,” Kaden replied. He studied the glass tubes. “The men and women in these tubes. They are military?”

“Warriors who have proven their worth to Gentex. People with no honor.”

“I will handle them, too.”

“That is good. But you should be aware of three factors.” The basement area decreased in size and the third story replaced it. He saw inside that floor’s vault, into a room full of calendars, maps, and notes.

“What’s this?” Kaden asked.

“Look for yourself. Use your instincts. I’ve told my projector to grant you command access.”

Focusing on a calendar, Kaden said, “Uh. Zoom?”

Samantha made a throat clearing sound. “Just focus. I’ll smooth the learning process.”

He did, and the calendar became crisp enough to read. Beneath each date was a bulleted list of entries, each with a percentage beside them. Most of them began with his name.

He skimmed a few.

· Date (One Week Ago) Kaden: Chance to arrive 35%

· Date (One Week Ago) Kaden: Chance to approach key locations: 2% (Note: Increases by 1% per day, up to the theater gala, then jumps to 70%)

· Date (Gala Event) Kaden: Chance to disrupt gala 75%

· Date (Current Day) Kaden: Chance to intercept cyst decoys: 50% (Note: Packing Kaden’s levels with useless abilities will increase our chances of victory by 5% per level)

· Date (Current Day) Kaden: Risk to Denial wielder: 15% (Note: Increases by 5% per day, up to the gala, then jumps to 70% - recommend recycling the current wielder on this day or the next)

· Date (Current Day) Minato Nhuyen: Chance for issues with Chinese operations: 42%, increasing by 5% per day (Note: Cause unknown; Chinese Meta Cat wielder is less effective against Survivors. Recommendation – Reinforce that location)

Looking up from the calendar dates, Kaden focused on the maps. Each included concentric circles, with carefully labeled zones of probability. Each zone was indexed to an anticipated outcome.

“They’ve made heat maps to track where I’ll probably be,” Kaden observed. Part of him thought this level of detail should frighten him. It didn’t. This was precisely the sort of intelligence he’d expected Minato to possess. “I wonder why they don’t predict me visiting their lab until after the gala?”

He frowned, thinking back to his most recent decision to return to the rental. “Could it be the fact that I was thinking about that very thing until you showed up?”

“Yes,” Nixus said. “Probability powers use decision trees, based on personality and established behavioral patterns.”

“But I’m wearing a SPITE unit.”

“Your advantages are no guarantee of immunity to a skilled Catalyst wielder. Perhaps they were tracking your father, mother, or even Suki. They might track the damage your weapon deals. It’s hard to know.”

Kaden looked back over at the calendar. “You said there were three things? What are the other two?”

“The local security team announced their Denial wielder will be relocated to this facility tonight, along with his entourage. You can guess the rest.”

Brow furrowing, Kaden put himself in the shoes of his enemy. “They put decoys with useless Cats out, knowing there was a chance I’d encounter and kill them. The goal is to get me to gain levels, then take me out with their Meta Catalyst-wielding Hunter.”

“Likely,” Nixus said. “Based on these notes, I believe they mean to sacrifice that Hunter tonight. His Meta Catalyst will pass to a new Hunter, who will be level one. It’ll cost them any Catalysts the Hunter may have obtained from the three deceased Survivors, but virtually guarantee their chances of dealing with you, your allies, or other Survivors.”

“It’s an interesting maneuver,” Kaden admitted. “If they aren’t certain it’s me, per se, they likely know there’s a high-level threat headed their direction after the gala. It makes sense to carpet bomb.”

“Precisely. From what I’ve gathered, they have surrounded the Hunter who has the Meta Catalyst with others who can help protect and preserve them long enough for that person to activate the ability. It’s a carefully orchestrated plan.”

Turning from the projection, Kaden said, “How did you gather all of this?”

Nixus made a clicking sound that came across as a dismissive laugh. “I am part of an investigatory force. It would be too generous to call them friends, but I do have those I work with in situations like this. Pair a Survivor or two together and you’d be amazed how much we can uncover.”

“Probably not. Now that I know there’s a timetable, what’s the third thing?”

“I detected at least one Survivor and one, possibly two, Titans in that building. The Survivor and one of the Titans recently left. They were together.”

“Possibly two Titans?” Kaden repeated. “A Survivor is working with a Titan against us, and there might be another Titan in the building?”

“In the building at the time, yes.”

Kaden tried a curse in nix.

“Close,” Nexus said, providing the correct version. It translated as, Fuck these pustule-laden anal fissures until their hearts burn and their minds boil in an infinite ocean of suffering.

“What did I get wrong?”

“Instead of ‘infinite ocean of suffering’ you called it a ‘stinky ocean’ – similar enough, but not what you were going for, I think.”

“I guess the level upgrades don’t always include the nuances of foul language,” Kaden said.

Samantha spoke to them both. “Nix is an incredibly complex battle-focused language, with thousands of dialects. No doubt ‘stinky ocean’ would mean something different to Apox or one of the other nix.”

Nexus studied the spot where her voice had emerged. “The intelligence is not wrong.”

Using Eyes to study the projection, Kaden updated his HUD with a copy. The HUD could be fooled; it was based on his perceptions. But when it wrote something into the interface, the data became immutable and as clear as any scratch pad.

“They’ve printed everything out,” Kaden observed. “It means they don’t trust their computers with this data. Tactically sound.”

“Yes, but writing things down introduces different vulnerabilities,” Nixus said.

Kaden gave the warrior a tight smile. “We both know what I have to do. I’m going to make one hell of a distraction, then recover our fallen. And deal with the enemy’s weapons.”

“While you do that, I’ll partner with other Survivors and go to China.”

“China…” Kaden started to ask why when the answer occurred to him. “There must have always been a chance that Survivors on your team would intervene there.”

“Just so,” the nix confirmed. “I came to learn what you would share here. Others have deployed to two other locations. One of those happens to be China. Cyst are outside of Time’s Eye and thus break the Hunt. They must be stopped. In this scenario, we may act with discretion.”

“The Survivor and the Titan wouldn’t go there if they didn’t believe they could stop you.”

“Obviously. There is a chance that I will perish.”

Kaden felt something in his chest lurch at that. His plan for the Second Seeding had been to find the Catalyst that would let him temporarily ally with Nixus. He’d looked forward to fighting by the warrior’s side for months. “I would prefer you not die.”

Two eyes flashed green, then purple, then yellow. “There are ancient abilities our people possessed that could prevent death. Once, our strongest warriors could self-resurrect from a single drop of biomass, provided they died with sufficient KX. Alas, such abilities are beyond rare, and impossible to obtain now. Should I die, Kaden, know it will be a warrior’s death. Know that I will embrace it gladly.”

Extending an arm, Nixus brushed Kaden’s shoulder. His fingers seemed to flow into Kaden’s flesh, merging as surely as Apox. “I name you my inheritor.”

Samantha gasped. “Kaden, he’s given us…”

“You have my inheritance. Most of what you’ll see are sad memories. Some of it may be useful. More importantly, you will possess knowledge of all the Catalysts possessed by Survivors. This gift will become unlocked only if I die. If I am defeated, use it to destroy our enemy.”

Kaden was stunned and speechless. He sensed that he had just been given an incredible gift, one he did not comprehend.

Before he could express gratitude or demand Nixus fight safely, the Survivor turned and took flight.

Kaden watched the air where Nixus had gone. He felt oddly hollow, as if he’d discovered an ally on-par with Billy, only to have the nix leave as soon as their bond began to form.

“Nessa is your ally,” Samantha pointed out. “She’s skilled, and rapidly approaching your level.”

“True.” The problem, Kaden knew, was that he’d always want to protect Nessa. No matter how capable she became, or how self-determined, a part of him would always feel guilty for bringing her into the Hunt. She was a killer because of his actions. That guilt was a barrier he doubted would ever lower.

“What do we do?” She prompted.

He walked to the edge of the towering building. Looking down, in the direction of the gangs, he inhaled sharply.

“They set a trap for me. For us. They assume I’m an indiscriminate killer, one whose choices and fate can be predicted with a roll of dice. We’re going to teach them how wrong they are.”

“I like the sound of that. Are we going to get Nessa and the others? Will we have a repeat of the Call Center gang?”

Kaden shook his head. “No. No repeats. They have their mission, I have mine. I’m an assassin. I’m going to sneak in, get the nix corpses, and kill every motherfucker who tries to stop me.”

“How…precise of you,” she said dryly.

Fighting a wolfish grin, Kaden checked his HUD. The summoning counter for Apox had reset.

“Why did my Apox summons reset?”

His AI answered, “You assigned your class points after you summoned him. That triggered the reset.”

“Now that is an interesting loophole,” he mused, taking a few steps away from the roof’s edge. “Apox, want to come out to play again?”

Sinew and tendon stretched from his torso, elongating into tentacles that merged into a person. Apox’s foot appeared first, then the rest of his body as he stepped out of Kaden.

“That’s neat,” Kaden observed about the nix’s appearance.

Apox’s red eyes flashed in what Kaden interpreted as a nix approximation of a playful wink. “Tell me what you’re thinking.” He sounded excited, even more than on previous deployments.

With a positively feral grin, Kaden did.

In the end, Apox made a gentle, chittering laugh. “I approve.”

“Kaden,” Samantha said, raising her voice so both he and Apox could hear. “There’s something else you should know.”

“What?”

“It’s Vortigon. He’s asked me to tell you that he would like a chance to participate as well.”

That drew Kaden up short. It wasn’t that he doubted Vortigon’s allegiance per se; rather, he knew the sadistic alien had an agenda that might not align with Kaden’s. Especially when it came to value for things like human life. “Why?”

“You know I keep your menagerie informed of what’s happening.”

“Yeah.”

“He says our earlier discussion about becoming more struck a nerve. He says your relationship with Apox and Nixus has as well. Torguul are not a loyal people, nor do they work well with others, but they understand strength. He’d like the opportunity to show you his, and the depth of his value. Also, he has a suggestion.”

“I’m open to suggestions.”

“He says he knows where something called the ‘Reaver Beam’ is in the Madness. If you’d like, he’d be glad to give you directions or even accompany you to collect it.”

At her words, Apox leaned closer. “The Torguul knows where the Reaver Beam is? Kaden, you need that.”

Kaden studied the nix closely, reading tension and anticipation in the warrior’s demeanor. “What is it?”

“A weapon that will make balefire look like a toy. It’s a nix creation that is fed directly from KX. With it, you can fight true Titans. It was taken from us during the war. We thought it was destroyed.”

“The Zeer have it,” Samantha said. “According to Vortigon, the Pelanir used it to make abilities like balefire.”

Apox cursed in nix. Kaden translated it as, “I will find every fucking Zeer, rip off their body parts, defecate in those body parts, sew those parts back on, then feed them alive to (untranslatable) until they know such suffering as would make the Chronarchs themselves weep. What assholes.”

“Well, okay then,” Kaden said after Apox was done. “Samantha, tell Vortigon he’ll have his chance tonight. I planned on asking for his help with the lab anyway.”

“Will do.”

With that out of the way, Kaden and Apox made their way to the edge of the skyscraper.

“This may not work,” Apox warned before they jumped over.

“Guess we’ll see.” Kaden leaped.


Chapter 21: Grocery Shopping


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Environmental Barrier
Effect: This Catalyst provides a shield against all natural effects, including those produced by most Catalysts. It grows as the wielder levels, allowing them to shield up to 3 targets per their level.


***

Wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and a new man’s face, Kaden walked into the grocery store. It was on the edge of where the gangs were prowling, right in-line with where they were due to stop next.

Jingle Jingle.

Bells rang, announcing his presence to a young man sitting behind a barred counter. With a yawn, the attendant said, “Good evening. Can I help with anything?”

Kaden looked around. The grocery store had a lot in common with what he’d have expected to see in the States. There were rows of junk food, a little rack of fruit, and several shelves of odds and ends. It was the sort of place locals could go to for emergency odds and ends, or to gas up.

“Yeah. Do you have any stickers? I’m running low.”

“Stickers? Like for kids?”

“Mhm.”

“Sure. Near the back of the store. We’ve got some crayons and coloring books, too.”

“Thanks.” Kaden made his way around the back of the store. Crouching, he found a stack of garish, glittered sticker books. “Paisley is going to love these.”

“She is,” Sam agreed.

Jingle jingle.

A gruff man’s voice spoke. “Thaj, did a stranger just come in?”

The shop keeper’s reply came across scared. “Uh. A customer came in, why?”

“Don’t call the police.”

Kaden came to his feet, a feeling of anticipation threatening to make him smile. He had to school his face to seriousness before the speaker came around the corner.

The guy was a little over five feet tall and wearing a nice, new shirt with a sports logo on the front. He had a gun tucked in the waistband of his pants. Seeing Kaden, his eyes lit with sparks.

Samantha helpfully updated him as Sparky on the HUD.

Kaden nearly burst out laughing. He recognized the Catalyst the Hunter was using. Lifting his hands, he adopted a querulous tone. “Mister, I’m just here getting stickers and a coloring book for my kid. I don’t have much money.”

Sparky smirked. “Sure you are.” His hand slid to the gun. “Come with me. My friends and I want to talk to you.”

Leaning back, Kaden saw a cluster of twenty or thirty guys standing outside of the store. All had the same lean, hard look. Several had weapons.

Notice: Your Summons has killed a target. The duration of his summons has been extended by 15 minutes.


Sam spoke in his ear, “Apox says he got the cyst and is moving to the next. The guy was tough, even untransformed.”

“Thanks.” Kaden didn’t bother lowering his voice. Addressing Sparky, he said, “What did Gentex offer you to work for them? Did they tell you that this was a suicide mission?”

Sparky’s eyes darted around. The hand on his gun shifted, as if he was considering going for a cell phone. “Come on. It’s time to go.”

Grrroowl.

The sound, like a chainsaw revving, came from Kaden’s stomach. Wincing theatrically, he said, “Sorry about that. You’d think I hadn’t eaten. I have. There was some rice curry earlier and…”

Kaden’s nonchalance pushed the man over the edge. Hand shaking, he squeezed off a round. At the same time, a baseball-sized fireball shot across the room, aimed at Kaden’s center mass.

The bullet struck Kaden’s “shirt” without penetrating. He considered dodging the fireball but didn’t want to be at the center of an inferno. Holding his arm up, he took the strike on his forearm.

Stinging heat washed through the limb and across his face and chest.

“This guy is strong,” Samantha said. “That was five points of damage.”

Grrrowl!

“Fine, fine.” Extending his hand, Kaden threw the Atticus. It threaded free of his hand, soaring across the space. As the tip of the blade struck Sparky’s neck, Kaden activated Graft. A river of tendon and sinew burst from the length of the chain sword, corkscrewing into a hurricane of SPITE material.

With a tug, Kaden yanked Sparky’s corpse away from the rolling head. When the Catalyst oozed from the remains, Kaden pointed toward the front of the store. The attendant was closer to the Catalyst than Kaden was. “Shoo,” Kaden said, like he would a bothersome rodent.

The Catalyst probably didn’t obey him. It probably just went for the closest warm body.

But Kaden liked to think it had.

Notice: Your Summons has killed a target. His Summons duration has been extended by 15 minutes.


Kaden tossed a fistful of currency at the counter as he rushed outside. He caught a glimpse of the shop keeper, his face covered in Catalyst, open-mouthed in a silent scream.

“You know if you leave any of these men alive, they will kill him,” Samantha observed as he walked out of the door.

The thugs waiting for him backed away at the sight of their former leader’s biomass dangling behind Kaden. Wet, ropey muscle pulsed as vital nutrition regenerated the damage left by the fireball.

Looking around at the faces of frightened predators, Kaden replied, “Yeah. And? I’m still hungry.”

“I thought you weren’t a cannibal.”

“I’m not. This isn’t the same thing at all.”

***

“I knew it was you.”

The voice came from an alley, next to where Kaden had finished dealing with the last of the fourth gang. He’d had to toss the decoy Hunter half a block to get the Catalyst away, but that seemed to have worked. The little slug hadn’t come flying or slithering back in the seconds since the end of the fight.

Jessen Franz stepped into view, stopping twenty feet away at the very mouth of the alley. His body was sheathed in a buzzing matrix of little fly-like insects. They orbited a few feet above his face and chest, weaving some sort of protective sphere around him. Behind the bugs, he looked like pictures of a corporate CEO type, including loafers, slacks, and a button-up shirt with a couple buttons undone.

Every instinct in Kaden’s body lit up with killing urgency.

“He’s got part of a SPITE unit,” Sam whispered urgently. “He’ll be immune to a ton of your abilities.”

“I don’t care,” Kaden subvocalized.

Looking around, Jessen took in the atmosphere. It was near ten in the evening, and the air was heavy with humidity. Other than the gang members, most of which were dead now, there were no signs of any living thing. It was as if the activities of the past half hour had sent the locals into hiding.

“I hoped you’d do this,” Jessen said. His accent was crisp, with the vowels carefully enunciated.

“What’s that?” Kaden asked, hands shaking with barely restrained need. Dealing with the gang members had been trivial. This would not be.

Jassen flourished his fingers, indicating the mess. “Be predictable. You’re early, I’ll give you that. I appreciate you pushing the timetable up. But we knew you’d come to the laboratory.” He extended a hand, brushing it across several of the orbiting devices. “I can feel you now. Your SPITE unit is integrated enough that one of my evolutions lets me hunt you. I sensed you at the lab, earlier tonight.”

His evolutions? Kaden’s twitching hands stilled. “Your UNIT is damaged. You still got evolutions?”

“Was damaged,” Jessen corrected in an affable tone. “Between the bodies of the Survivors and a new ally, I’m better than ever. Hell, the boss even took me on a trip to the Madness not long ago.”

Kaden envisioned Jessen and Minato hunting nix in the Madness. In theory, they could capture biomass and evolve Jessen just as well as Kaden had.

Is Jessen as strong as I am now? Kaden thought, the first hint of hesitation backing some of his confidence down.

“The boss would like me to offer you a business opportunity,” Jessen continued, lips curling into a knowing smirk. “He wanted me to tell you that he is not your enemy. We want to kill the Chronarchs and destroy the Hunt the same way you do.”

“Bullshit,” Kaden snarled. “I know what you want. Minato and his allies are insane. They want to destroy everything. If the Chronarchs are killed, assuming they even can be, what happens to the Madness and the people in it? What happens to the Earth, and everything else?”

That made Jessen frown. He shook his head. “You’re wrong. People will die, sure. But there’s no proof that killing the Chronarchs will have any impact on the Madness or Earth.”

“Jessen,” Kaden half-snarled. “I overheard one of his Zeer contacts in the Madness. They want to destroy everything. It’s a core tenet of their mission.” He waved a hand toward where he felt Apox fighting the last cyst.

“You think transforming humans into monsters is the act of someone altruistic?”

“Sacrifices must be made. If anyone understands the ends justifying the means, surely it is you.” Jessen took a step closer. For all his earlier smirking, he sounded sincere. “We know what your father did to you. You’re the ultimate embodiment of the ends justifying the means. What if working with us would get you what you want? We’re this close to the breakthrough that will end it all. Maybe if you join us, you could have some say in what happens next.”

Kaden wanted to deny the other man’s words. But isn’t there truth in them? “What are his plans for the nix?”

“Plans for them? None. They rebuffed his invitation to work together.” Jessen seemed about to say more but stopped himself at the last second.

“And Minato will let that stand?”

A corner of Jessen’s eye twitched, and his posture changed. “He is not a cruel person. Why crush insects from the top of the mountain?”

The change of posture was enough. If Jessen had been nix, it would have practically been a shout of killing intent. To the other Hunter, it was probably something he’d inherited from the SPITE unit – a tell he didn’t even know to suppress.

“Maybe you’re not lying,” Kaden allowed. “Maybe Minato doesn’t want to destroy everything.”

Jessen’s smile returned. “He is brilliant. Once you get to know him, you’ll realize just how beyond all of us he is. He sees things in ways no one but he can understand.” His tone was borderline worshipful.

Hearing it only solidified Kaden’s observations. “I have no doubt. There’s a distinction here worth pointing out, I think.”

“What’s that?”

“The difference between a tyrant and a king.”

Jessen snorted. “What difference?”

“A tyrant rules with an iron fist, with cruelty and terror. Kings are aspirational. They inspire loyalty and hope in their vassals.”

“Clearly you haven’t read Earth’s history.”

“Maybe. Or maybe what matters is how things will be.” Now it was Kaden’s turn to grin. “Especially once I kill you and your boss.”

“I hoped you’d say that.” Jessen’s casual affability dropped, replaced with an eagerness to battle that matched Kaden’s own.

The Atticus fell into Kaden’s hand. In its chain sword formation, he slashed at Jessen’s face. A semi-transparent blue barrier deflected the weapon as the Hunter’s swarm of flying creatures wound around the blade.

Kaden expected his sword to slice through the insects. Instead, when he tried to retract or whip it around, the creatures held it in place. Behind his shield, Jessen’s face blackened and puckered.

Gray, lifeless chitin burst from within his clothes, pouring across his body until an eight-foot-tall nix stood where he’d been. Only this wasn’t a nix. It wasn’t even a SPITE-covered human. This was something else.

Jessen’s face had elongated, with his helmet sweeping back into long, fanning blades that split down the middle. Instead of six eyes, he had eight red ones surrounding a ninth. His jaws opened sideways, reflecting a hellscape of a maw filled with teeth.

The air around Jessen fuzzed and glowed as mist poured in from the Madness, infusing his body. He began to swell and grow, his arms elongating.

With a single step, he cut the distance between himself and Kaden in half.

Kaden tried to pull the Atticus away, or even dismiss it. Neither worked. It was as if the strange devices, or bugs, coating the weapon had temporarily disabled his control over it.

His HUD flashed with a countdown.

3…


2…


Relaxing his hold on the blade’s hilt, Kaden extended Resolute Blade from a hand and brought it slashing out. Unlike the Atticus, the Blade sheared through one of the fly-creatures. It split in two, revealing a switching bit of nix biomass.

Those fly things are like Protective Array. Either he’s gotten a version of it or he had someone use it on him.

Jessen closed the distance, clawing Kaden’s chest. Anguish burst from the point of contact, and he darted back, using gravity to accelerate his speed.

The transformed Hunter gave chase.

Between Goliath and his ability to manipulate gravity, Kaden kept ahead of Jessen. He darted around the city square, leaping over debris and cars, then ducking around a cluster of trees in a green space next to a shop.

The rival Hunter relied mostly on brute force or summoned his blue shield to shove things out of the way. He leaped over a car, and pushed a tree out of the way, his strength easily on par with Kaden’s, despite the Goliath upgrade.

Seeing an opportunity in the moment after the tree fell, Kaden brought the Lotus out in its machine gun format. He sent a shot directly at Jessen’s alien head.

FWOOM!

The projectile rebounded off one of the flying things, creating an explosion that might have been mistaken for a grenade. Heat and shrapnel flew away, potent enough for Kaden to feel it from twenty feet away.

Jessen did not appear to be hurt in the least. Mist gathered around his body as he continued transforming while giving chase. “You can’t jackrabbit forever,” he called in a monster’s voice.

“He’s got both SPITE and cyst armor,” Samantha warned.

“I can see that,” Kaden replied, maintaining his calm. Darting near where he felt Apox fighting the final cyst, he discovered several corpses. Activating Graft with a thought, he sent tendon vines into the bodies. They trailed him as he sent another four shots into Jessen’s monstrous physique.

Each attack had the same result as the previous, with four more explosions.

Biting back a curse, Kaden muttered, “Sam, how many of those does he have?”

She said, “He’s down to twelve from seventeen. If it’s the ability you think, it has a week-long cooldown.”

Jessen likely had one defender per his Catalytic level. In the time since the two had met last, the man had skyrocketed in power.

Glowing mist surged, pouring mass into Jessen’s body. He didn’t get any faster, thankfully. That didn’t leave Kaden very confident. With every second that passed, Jessen’s transformation pushed him from looking like a monstrous nix and into an entirely different category altogether.

The great red orb at the center of Jessen’s head flared, sucking in the mist greedily until it hardened, becoming a pulsing gemstone.

That’s when Kaden realized what he was seeing.

Jessen wasn’t just a cyst-SPITE mix. He was a Titan-SPITE hybrid.


Chapter 22: Hybrid


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Clinging Meteorite
Effect: Summon a sphere of fire. This process takes 3 seconds. You may throw it toward targets within 50’ with enhanced accuracy. A struck target suffers 5 points of damage, and the sphere will adhere to them with a jelly-like plasticity, making escape difficult. Every second the target remains within the flame, they will suffer an additional 5 points of damage. If the target is humanoid, this attack has a substantial chance to engulf them entirely – potentially causing asphyxiation, along with burning their eyes out, etc.
Limitation: After using this ability, you will be winded and cannot use it again for 12 seconds.


***

BzzzzzKRASH!

Energy collected in Jessen’s central eye-orb and pulsed out in a thigh-thick bar of solid red power. Similar to balefire, the attack took the form of a laser beam. Unlike the other attack, lightning wove through this beam, highlighting what looked like the outlines of demonic shapes inside the energy.

Kaden dove to the side and spent hit points to re-summon his Atticus. It flew, pulling him in-line with the tip.

With a roar like an exploding tank, Jessen’s beam attacked bored a tunnel into the ground mere inches behind Kaden’s flight.

Twisted, howling things writhed in the damaged area, crawling and extending gnarled hands into the landscape. They faded slowly, taking chunks of debris with them.

Samantha used Eyes of Azgulan to observe the phenomena, adding notes and trajectory information on his HUD. Math splashed up, as she calculated how much damage she thought it was dealing.

From atop a nearby building, Apox called out in nix. “Kaden, that’s not good.”

“No shit,” Kaden retorted, flipping into the air above the beam. Pulling himself toward Jessen’s now-giant head, he sent the Atticus out. This time, as the Hunter’s defenders moved to intercept it, he twisted the handle, expanding the weapon’s cutting aura. When the first fly touched the metal, Kaden shot it.

The explosion was enough to shove the blade against another pair of the fliers.

CRUNCH! FWOOM BOOM!

Twin blasts echoed as the Atticus finally got through the objects’ defenses. It jerked in the opposite direction, the tip slicing across Jessen’s armored head. Kaden was delighted to see the first marks of injury dig into Titanic plating.

Mist poured into the wound as Jessen twisted to follow Kaden’s acrobatic maneuvering.

“Got you!” Jessen called, a gray limb darting out. The arm abruptly elongated, nearly doubling in length as he brought an armor-plated hand against Kaden’s torso.

It was like being struck by a rocket.

CRUUUUNCH!

Kaden’s shot away from the batting impact. Like a bullet, he punched into a brick-walled building. Dust and debris erupted as he flew through racks of clothes, the door to a changing room, and the storage space behind.

The structure barely decreased his momentum.

Thud! THUD! THUD THUD THUD!

Four buildings later, and with the help of Momentum Array, Kaden finally came to a halt.

“Kaden, Ablative Coating and Staggering Resolve just saved your life,” Sam said urgently.

Reaching out to dig his way out of a few hundred pounds of smashed bricks, Kaden checked his hit points. He was down to twenty-three. Samantha’s notes indicated that one blast from Jessen’s energy attack might be enough to kill him. She highlighted all the places she’d observed corpses.

There were a lot. But how to get to them?

She offered “I can direct Apox to grab them. You’ll heal one point for each he consumes for you.”

Pulling himself to his feet, Kaden said. “Do it. Show me Jessen’s transmuted body, too.”

Jessen’s Titanic physique, all sixteen-feet-tall, appeared in the HUD. Notes about armor overlap and potential weaknesses appeared. Kaden focused on the man’s legs, noting that Jessen’s sides had split to make room for glistening black orbs. They might have been eggs or weapons. What was important was that they weren’t covered in armor.

And his legs, Kaden thought as he cleared the debris field and made his way to the front of the building. Jessen’s legs bent backwards, and had begun fusing into a single, serpentine appendage. At the juncture between the legs was a sort of glitchy-looking spot, where gray SPITE chitin met scaled flesh.

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

“I am.” Samantha highlighted the spot. Her added note labeled it as: “Potential vulnerability for critical attacks?”

CRUNCH! “Kaaaadeeeen.” Jessen’s voice was almost unintelligible. The ground shook as a twenty-foot-long limb tore into the building, nearly bowling Kaden over.

Kaden threw himself to the ground, then used gravity and his Atticus to slide him beneath the swiping limb. Bricks, clothes, and strange liquids splashed over his body as he glided from one room into another. He surfaced in a clear spot, where Jessen had demolished most of the building.

Notice: Your Summons has consumed 10 targets. You have regained an equal amount of hit points.


Returning to his feet, Kaden turned just as Jessen’s head lowered until it was even with the opening.

The monstrous man had grown even larger. Now, his head was easily as big as a car and the glowing sphere at its center swirled as shadowy shapes fluttered and darted within. Eight beady eyes fixed on Kaden as a hellscape of a mouth opened, flinging saliva across the interior of the ruined building.

Globules of foaming, white substance struck the floor, walls, and roof, instantly eating into the material. A wave of the stuff splashed against his chest and arms, earning a hiss of pain before he rolled around, wiping most of it off.

Samantha warned, “Kaden, that stuff is reducing your SPITE’s Ablative Coating. Your armor values are going down.”

“Thereeee youuuuu areee,” Jessen’s voice came out as a delighted purr. Mist swirled across his forehead gem. Lightning strobed from within, cascading in a pattern that reminded Kaden of breath somehow.

“If the attack is proportional to his new size…” Sam started to say, but Kaden wasn’t listening.

Bang Bang! Two carefully timed shots from the Lotus sent a pair of explosions next to Jessen’s head. They dealt no damage, but he did flinch a little.

Using the momentary reprieve, Kaden darted forward, screaming in nix. “Apox! Go for the crit!”

A clawed hand swept through the building. Kaden, certain he had the timing down, sprinted forward. The hand missed, and Kaden came within feet of Jessen’s head. Another few feet, and he’d be able to squeeze around the monster’s face. Once he was out in the open, Kaden could rely on his speed and maneuverability to…

Jessen’s blue barrier appeared right in front of him. Kaden slammed into the Catalytic effect an instant before a jutting spear of curved, grey bone sliced into his side.

Thorns grew from the impaling attack, spearing into Kaden’s stomach and ribs. With a roar of triumph, the transformed monster reared back, carrying him with it.

Anguish, far deeper and worse than nearly anything Kaden had experienced tore through his guts. A sense of wrongness radiated from Jessen’s attack. This wasn’t the same as when the cyst had pulled Kaden apart. Instead, it felt as if Jessen were consuming Kaden as surely as if he were being Grafted.

There was a sense of motion and distance. Kaden was barely aware of being twenty, no thirty, feet in the air.

Kaden tried extending Resolute Blade into the piercing material. It chipped into the bone-like substance, scoring deep furrows that rapidly filled with a mixture of mist and reptilian flesh.

Far below, the Apox approached, his version of Kaden’s Resolute Blade clearing out the last of Jessen’s buzzing defenders.

“Haveeee youuuuuu,” Jessen crooned, reaching up.

“The flies!” Samantha shouted. “They are all gone!”

Kaden knew better than to question the opportunity. As a clawed paw big enough to lift an elephant came for his head, he adjusted the Lotus, aiming for the central red orb. “Apox, go!”

Apox chose his target carefully. It was a ropey, thick nodule of tissue rippling beneath thick scales. Leaping, he drove the Blade deep into the juncture between Jessen’s SPITE and Titanic flesh.

Tendon tore, then snapped, as Apox slid downward, using his weight to filet the monster open. He pierced one of the nodules, releasing a spurt of noxious black goo into the air. Wherever it struck, tissue hissed. Even Jessen’s own body was vulnerable, as with the first explosion more followed rapidly after, sending a river of ichor rolling into the wound the nix had created.

Jessen froze, then screamed in surprise. He twisted, one hand coming down as blue light flashed, forming a barrier between monstrous tissue and Apox’s progress. There was a hiss and sizzle of pain as the summons was crushed beneath Jessen’s paw.

Notice: Your summons has been defeated and may not be re-summoned for 24 hours.


Ignoring the flash in his HUD, Kaden aimed. Jessen was off-center, since he’d been looking back at Apox. It meant Kaden’s shot might glance off the curvature of the forehead gem.

No choice, he thought desperately, firing.

CRACK!

There was a crystalline sound as a fissure appeared in the gem. The fissure splintered and grew. As it did, aspects of Jessen’s body began to change. The pustules on his sides deflated, and the ichor coating him reverted to mist.

The gem was a source of his Titanic power, Kaden recognized, feeling a spark of hope.

Jessen reared, jaws opening as he roared yet again. A pillar of solid red energy shot into the sky briefly before sputtering out. Then the Hunter activated another of his abilities.

A blast of turbulence, as strong as a category-six hurricane exploded from the monstrous hybrid, sending winds outward from his central mass at hundreds of miles per hour.

The lashing winds ripped Kaden free of the bony growths. His HUD flashed a warning, but he ignored it. Leveraging every iota of his concentration and Goliath augmented body, he drew and launched the Atticus.

As the wind blasted him away, he used the storm as fuel. Flipping end over end, bouncing on wind currents, Kaden soared into the air. In a breath, he was several hundred feet in the air and climbing.

Eyes of Azgulan and Samantha’s updates to his HUD were the only reason Kaden saw what happened next.

Steam poured from Jessen’s body as the monster-man writhed. He was reverting back to his human appearance, albeit in fits and starts. One lumpy, half-human hand clutched at the central eye gem. Light and creeping shadow poured through a crack, as if whatever horrors had fueled it were about to escape.

Looking lower on Jessen’s body, Kaden saw one of the man’s legs was nearly amputated, and neither chitin nor reptilian flesh were rushing in to repair it.

“Apox did a good job,” he thought more than said as rushing wind stole his voice. He felt lightheaded. Jessen’s barbs had drank deeply of Kaden’s life force, leaving him feeling drained in ways that simple combat normally wouldn’t.

“The nix knows anatomy,” Samantha replied. “You’re hurt badly. Your armor will need biomass or time to regenerate, otherwise Ablative Coating will remain offline. We should get back to your father. He’s a healer now.”

The terrain around the fight was an absolute mess. Jessen’s hurricane continued to rage out of control, spreading in all directions. Even now, it chased Kaden, shoving him further into the air as it sent an expanding wave of destruction into the city.

Fortunately, a mixture of his defensive attributes and the distance he’d traveled saved Kaden from losing any more of his few remaining hit points.

Part of him wanted to find a way back to the ground, to finish Jessen off. His instincts told him that was a bad idea.

Jessen can’t Graft, he thought, remembering details from the fight. Not like I do, anyway. He’s going to have SPITE’s normal regenerative properties though, plus whatever Cats he might have at his disposal. Best case scenario? He’s fully operational in eight hours. Worst? An hour, tops.

“We’re not going home. We should assume Jessen won’t be out of the fight for long. That gives us a window. I’m going to use it.”

Twisting his hips, Kaden used heightened agility and strength to change his orientation. Lightning crashed and crosswinds threatened to steal his life if he fought their momentum. He didn’t. Instead, he sent the Atticus straight up. Carried on lashing winds, he soared toward the clouds.

“Sam, does Apox have any thoughts about what sorts of abilities Jessen has?”

Wind whipping around his head, Kaden saw a spreading veil of mist billowing from where he’d fought the other Hunter. In a matter of heartbeats, he’d traveled beyond his ability to see Jessen or the area of the battle.

The AI said, “He says there might have been some nix evolutions in what Jessen used, but they were corrupt. Changed from how they should have behaved. We’ll need Totilithon to help unravel these mysteries.”

“Figures.” Sending the Atticus out, Kaden began adjusting his course. “Map me a trajectory to get to the laboratory. Let’s use this storm to our advantage.”

“Are you sure?”

“Unless you tell me we’re not traveling fast enough to make it.”

“We’re moving over a hundred and fifty miles an hour and are nearly three miles in the air. The laboratory is only fifteen miles as the crow flies. We can be there in six minutes. As an asterisk to that, you’re seriously injured, so a hard landing is out of the question.”

Kaden did the math. His odds weren’t good, even compared to his past missions. The laboratory had military agents, cysts, and Hunters. If he went, he’d be risking near-certain death.

And if I don’t, we lose our opportunity. That was enough for him to decide.

I’ll need to get in and get out. No lingering, no funny business. This is a hit and an extraction mission, and we’re on a timer.

If he hadn’t been down to his last hit points, he would have found the challenge intriguing.

“Kaden?” Sam prompted.

“I’m here. I hear you. Bring up the schematics of the laboratory and tell Vortigon to get ready. As soon as I have enough health to bring him out, he’s going to have that opportunity he asked for.”


Summons Entry: Vortigon


Summon Name: Vortigon, Torguul Swarm Leader
Rarity: Class 3 (Bolstered)
Menagerie Slots Consumed: 5
Summon Time: 10 Minutes
Movement: Fast
Cost: 15 hit points
Summoned Hit Points: 25
Duration: Until Dismissed or Destroyed
Class Specialization: Vortigon is classified as a lesser Titan. He is a being of horrific destruction and cruelty. He is capable of mass slaughter, but he excels at altering or creating new technology. Note: During the Hunt, he is limited to technology within the scope of peak human technology. You will not be allowed to import torguul tech onto Earth. This limitation will be removed once the Survivors are unleashed.
He has the following capabilities:
· Assessment: Vortigon can completely analyze any standard [Earth] technology in a matter of seconds. This process is enhanced with physical contact.
· Reconfigure: He can alter how technology functions with minimal difficulty. Any changes he makes must still be within the realm of what the original technology is practically capable of.
· Combine: He can fuse multiple types of technology together to create a new form.
SPITE Menagerie Upgrade: SPITE has partially unbound the limitations of this spirit. Vortigon has no maximum Summoning duration.
He may be Summoned once in a 24-hour period. Like most Summons, gaining a Catalytic level will reset the Summon timer.



Chapter 23: Timed Mission


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Groundquake
Effect: Create an earthquake that fills the local geological area (up to a maximum of half a mile). This effect does bonus damage to Hunters within the radius. The quake and the bonus damage are proportional to your effective level.


***

The Momentum Array made for an absolutely shit parachute. Kaden could move laterally fast enough, but slowing his fall was a start-stop nightmare that would have dislocated bones had he not earned the Goliath enhancement.

“Sam,” Kaden asked, mostly to distract himself.

“Yes?”

“What happens if one of my summons gets a Catalyst?”

“Hrm. In normal circumstances, nothing. A summons is just a power. The Catalyst would ignore the entity and continue to the closest qualifying host.”

“Your statement suggests wiggle room.”

“Hrm. Well. We have no idea what a SPITE-created summons would do with one, do we?” She updated his HUD with a previously recorded list of facts he knew about Catalysts and their interactions.

“Part of me wants to experiment,” he admitted.

“Is now the time to risk such a thing?”

“Good point. Okay. Bring up the schematics Nixus gave us. We need this next plan to go a lot smoother than the last one or we’re in trouble.”

He avoided thinking about how sideways the evening had gone. I’m just making the best decisions I can, in a timeline that won’t stay still. If they’d been following the Roadmap, none of this would have happened. He would have had time between missions to train, consolidate resources, and plan.

Nixus reappearing had changed everything. Coupled with the fact that his enemy had a fortune teller actively working to anticipate every possible course of action Kaden could take, and nothing felt right.

We’re off grid, spinning out of control.

The wind whipped across his torso, almost stinging. Jessen’s foaming spit had corroded Kaden’s armor down to the thinnest sliver. From the front, Kaden would be just as vulnerable to gun fire as he’d been before acquiring the SPITE unit.

Out of control.

The echoing thought brought back some of the anger he’d felt at his father’s revelations.

An image of Billy flashed in his memory. The man’s calm, kind voice and bright green eyes seemed to take on a life-like sheen.

“Our enemies use anger to control us. Funnel it. Focus it. You can be the hand wielding a scalpel or a hammer. The choice is yours.”

“I don’t remember him saying that,” Kaden muttered without ire. The hallucination wasn’t wrong.

His HUD flashed as he neared the destination. Velocity and angle estimates appeared and updated in real time. He threw the Atticus repeatedly, using it to adjust course in increasingly predictable ways.

A few miles of falling were plenty to teach him the right timing and rhythm for this method of travel.

The target building was a typical Gentex rectangle, with three men in tactical weapons on the roof. None were looking up. Not that their night vision goggles would have spotted him.

Multiple giant chemical silos sat next to the main structure, the contents of each a mystery. Nixus hadn’t scouted those. The closest other building was a guard house half a mile away, at the end of a paved road.

Moving at a sedate forty-miles-an-hour, Kaden landed ten feet behind the first of the three guards. Momentum carried him forward as the man turned.

Kaden slammed into the guard’s back, one hand sliding upward to cup the space just beneath a helmeted head. Resolute Blade punched out, ending the man’s life in a heartbeat.

The tackle hadn’t entirely bled all the speed from his fall, and Kaden, along with the corpse, thudded into the waist-high safety wall.

“Checkpoint One. I heard a noise. Are you okay?” The voice came from over the dead man’s earpiece.

Kaden ripped the device away as Face Shift transformed his appearance. Shoving the piece into his ear, he defaulted to a raspy accent. “Fine. Stumbled over something.”

“What was it?”

Bending down, Kaden stripped the man of his combat gear. Two pistols and a rifle slid into SPITE biomass that he’d shapeshifted to match the guy’s wardrobe. “I think it’s some sort of bird. Come look. Maybe it’s something we should tell the boss about.”

Feather light footsteps rustled the rooftop gravel a few feet away. A metal structure concealed whoever was closing the distance. It seemed that Kaden’s ruse hadn’t worked.

No worries, Kaden thought. Gravity bent, reducing his weight as he darted over. He felt more than heard the guard peering around the corner.

Shnickt!

Kaden drove his hand through the metal. Resolute Blade snapped out, pistol fast, skewing through a helmet and the head within. Darting around the edge, Kaden caught the body before it could fall.

The remaining spotter said, “Boss is busy, remember? Odds are good we’ll have a quiet night. I’ll come check it out though.”

There was tension in the man’s voice, a subtle thread of fear. It told Kaden what he needed to know.

He’s not ready to call in reinforcements yet, but he knows something is going on. No time to waste.

Leaving the second body behind, he toggled Stealth Mode in his HUD and leaped onto the metal box. The light seemed to dim around him as a new, sub-HUD button manifested in the center of his vision. It was labeled “Chance to be spotted: 30%”.

That’s useful, he mused, running and leaping to cross the distance to the final target.

The last guard was turning in his direction, one hand held to his ear.

Kaden’s Atticus ended the man’s life before he could sound the alarm.

Landing lightly, he grabbed at the fallen guard’s earpiece, tucking that one into place as he pulled the previous out. Face Shift made him into the most-recently deceased just before the sensors in the technology settled against skin.

The security channel remained quiet.

Exhaling a pensive breath, Kaden took precious seconds to Graft the trio. It barely stopped his hit points from flashing and wasn’t enough to fill in his depleted armor.

Grrrrgle.

He patted his stomach as he reviewed the HUD, looking for the bathroom he’d spotted earlier.

***

“Fold,” Rajesh said sourly, slumping back in his chair as he flopped his hand of playing cards onto the tabletop. Keeping his voice low, he muttered, “I swear, one of you is a cheater.”

Laughter from three of the eight other players met his consternation. One of them said, “You’re just unlucky, Raj. Maybe tomorrow will be your night.”

Another man, this one wearing gold-rimmed aviator shades, hooked a thumb at the bunk beds lining the back half of the room. The day shift, another sixteen men, slept a mere ten feet away. “Want us to wake up Keelvar? He’s the only one I know with worse luck than yours.”

Rajesh shook his head and pushed himself to his feet. Adjusting his shoulder-holstered rifle, he said, “I’ve got to piss. Keep going.”

Gentle, mocking laughter rose from several of his companions as Rajesh made his way to the rear of the room. The area was wedge-shaped and narrowed at the bunk beds and access to the bathroom. Lockers full of equipment stood between bunk beds, the doors open to give quick access to weaponry. A few of the guys had piles of protein bars and energy drinks on hand.

First generation, Rajesh thought, not envying that lot. As part of the second generation, he and the others still needed more calories than a regular person, just not nearly as many.

Yawning, he stepped into the bathroom and closed the door. He flicked the light on and flinched away from the sudden brightness. Parking himself in front of one of the half-dozen urinals, he leaned forward, pressing his forearm and head against the wall.

Another yawn stretched his jaws as he fumbled for his pants.

A shape shifted in the periphery of his vision. It was little more than a silhouette of shadow, barely recognizable as a person. Is that Yasmeen? he thought, confused. We’re not supposed to…

Then he knew nothing.

***

“Critical hit,” Samantha subvocalized as Kaden withdrew his hands and the Blades.

“Apox was right. These guys are tougher,” he replied, catching the body beneath the armpits.

“They’ve got some SPITE advantages built in. I’m estimating they can absorb five or six points of damage even without being transformed. They are functionally bulletproof.”

Lifting the corpse, he carried it to an open stall and activated Face Shift. “And when they transform, their toughness more than doubles.”

“Eh, maybe not ‘more than doubles’ but it definitely goes up. I’m more concerned about the other abilities they have baked in. Graft is able to tell me a little about the biomass we consume. Generation two cysts seem to have Catalysts as part of their anatomy, unlike Gen-Ones. There’s a strong difference between the two that we need to understand.”

“Yeah. On it. Give me a few.”

Kaden stepped out of the stall and checked his reflection. He looked like a youthful, fit Indian man with oiled hair. Relaxed tactical gear hugged his chest, with a pair of handguns slung low on his hips.

Exiting the bathroom, he took in the security station. The room was narrower near where he stood, putting him within easy reach of the bunk beds to either side. Twenty feet away, at the room’s only exit, was a round table with eight men seated around it. A nook next to them had a kitchenette and a table covered in protein bars and iced lunch meat.

The area was dark, save for a single light near the card players. A man wearing shades glanced over as he emerged, nodded, then went back to focusing on his cards.

Kaden’s HUD highlighted the room, labeling it “Security Station 1 of 2.” According to Nixus’s intelligence, there was another station on the floor below where his ultimate targets would be. There were likely even more security personnel on the first floor and grounds, although he had no intelligence on them.

There might be eighty, or even ninety, cysts in this facility right now, he thought. They might not expect him to show up tonight, but it wasn’t like they’d let their guard down.

He reached out, relying on Eyes of Azgulan to guide him, and began tapping the heads of the recumbent cysts. Resolute Blades, shot out from his fingertips at each contact. Five or six points of passive damage resistance were not enough to ward off being brain-crit.

“Crit-crit-crit-crit-crit,” Sam recited in his ear. She sounded amused.

Ignoring the AI, he made his way down the room. The room widened near the card players, putting the last four bunk beds out of easy reach. He walked closer to one pair, tapping each, then made a show of pulling out his cell phone and fumbling it. It tumbled near the remaining sleepers.

“Shhh,” Shades guy said, grinning at Kaden as if the person whose face he wore was prone to such antics.

Throwing the guy a sardonic look, Kaden made a show of bending over to pick the phone up. As he rose, he lifted one hand, timing the Blade’s thrusts behind a perspective-blocking flourish of the device.

Between Goliath’s heightened agility, Eyes of Azgulan to feed Samantha perspectives, and his latent skills, Kaden pulled the kills off without a hitch.

He made his way into the room, judging trajectory and angles. Four of the card players were within easy reach of his Blade, if he extended one to its maximum length. But then there were the other four to consider.

The muzzle of the Lotus appeared on the palm of one hand as he readied himself.

“Are you back to test your luck, Rejesh?” Shades man said from next to Kaden’s left hand. “Or are you just trying to observe technique?”

Chuckling, Kaden held both hands out, as if he were about to pat Shades and the other nearest player on the shoulder.

Blades punched through two skulls.

As soon as he struck, Kaden whipped his arm around, projecting the Atticus from his elbow. The chain sword flung around, curving to deal devastating damage to three unsuspecting cysts.

Kaden shot another cyst in the eye. Thanks to the nature of the weapon, it was utterly silent.

Each strike on the untransformed enemies was instantly lethal, and they happened simultaneously, delivered by an assassin operating far beyond standard human capability.

Both surviving cysts barely had time to rise before Kaden leaped over the table, shoving a knee into each of their chests. Blades shot from his knees, dealing lethal damage to one. The other got his hands up in time to put space between himself and the shortened weapon.

“What…” The cyst’s skin darkened, transforming with impressive speed.

Whipping his hand back and forth, Kaden dismissed and re-summoned the Atticus in a single motion. The katana-length weapon bisected the cyst’s throat before the man could become a problem.

Kaden landed and rolled, coming to his feet in a serpentine motion. Eyes told him he’d succeeded in his objective. No one had raised the sound of alarm.

Everyone was dead.

Consulting the HUD map, he walked over to a section of floor directly above the vault with his target. It was conveniently near the center of the security room. Graft activated with a thought, pulling in vital nutrients.

As SPITE fed, he drew a circle on the floor with his foot. Blade cut a perfect circle through three inches of solid steel. A hooking motion at the end popped the “lid” up, revealing the ductwork beneath.

He was still eight feet away from the ceiling on the floor below, but the subtle hum of conversation carried through. “Hrm. Goliath enhanced my hearing a lot, didn’t it?”

“It did,” Samantha confirmed. “Would you please move a few feet to the left?”

When he did, she adjusted Graft for him. A few seconds later, he had enough health to feel safe summoning Vortigon.

Kaden crouched, drawing his hands around his knees. This part wasn’t required, but given space limitations, he figured it was a good idea.

SPITE tissue burst from his body. Graft was still in use, spreading through recycled biomass. The combined effect created what was like an inverted circulatory system. Material extracted from the deceased cysts split, going both into the scaffolding around his body and to regenerate his wounds.

“It’s a good thing these new cysts are worth seven or eight hit points each,” Samantha observed.

The near-solid sphere bubbled and roiled as immense claws emerged from the mass. Vortigon ripped himself free, the gigantic alien folding like origami to fit within the confines of the room. He stepped aside, giving Kaden room to stand.

Vortigon was a torguul. They were like apocalyptic locusts. Despite their cruelty, only the pelanir surpassed the creatures in sheer scientific capability. In the Madness, Kaden learned the scavengers only served the Zeer and Chronarchs out of fear. The fate for those who resisted was decades of torture.

“I appreciate this opportunity, summoner,” Vortigon rasped in his metallic voice.

Kaden looked the creature over, taking in the changes to the torguul’s body.

Vortigon had grown to over twelve feet from head to his feet. Covered in leathery SPITE material, he resembled a combination of ape and scorpion. He had an oversized torso and immense, claw-tipped hands. His spade-shaped head was a nightmare of teeth and jagged protrusions that tapered back into an eight-foot-long, muscular tail. A pair of spikes, each able to inject deadly venom, tipped the tail like the tines of a pitchfork.

Glowing red eyes met Kaden’s inspection as the torguul’s jaws relaxed in a wicked grin, revealing rows of jagged teeth.

Now that he was Bolstered, Vortigon’s physique had grown dense with amplified muscularity. His fingertips ended in sheaths that hadn’t been there before.

“You look stronger,” Kaden observed.

“I am.” Vortigon’s head-tail flexed and drops of ichor black venom bubbled from forked protrusions. “Tell me your commands. I shall exceed them.” He made the declaration sound like a challenge.

“Can you fit, or should I make it bigger?” Kaden pointed at the hole in the floor.

“I can fit.”

“Good.” Kaden drew up his HUD. “Sam, can you pass Vortigon what I see?”

“I can,” she said. “He is made of SPITE material. I can relay messages. Unlike Apox, I cannot synchronize your perceptions without further upgrades.”

“That’s fine.” Kaden didn’t think he’d want a view into Vortigon’s mind anyway. “Pass him the map data.”

When his HUD flashed to indicate she’d followed his directives, Kaden said, “The bottom level is where they have the nix corpses, and the chemicals.”

Vortigon’s nostrils flared. “I smell them from here.” He rattled off a list of incomprehensible names. “The Hunt limits what I can do with these, summoner. This is technology beyond the peak of current human capability.”

“I figured. If I send you down, can you figure out what they are doing with them? There will be computer equipment and people you can interrogate.”

“That I can do. Your computers are primitive compared to the countless worlds of the Hunt. Besides, analysis and questioning are two of my favorite pastimes.”

Kaden returned the giant predator’s self-amused look flatly. “I remember. I need information, and the laboratory area secure. I don’t suppose any of the chemicals you’re smelling might be explosive or flammable?”

“Quite a bit of both.”

“Even better. We’re on a tight schedule. Get down there and do what you need to do. We’ll be leaving this place as soon as possible, so gather what you need. I’ll join you once I deal with the prey. There’s a loading dock at the back of the laboratory, with a truck next to the doors. If possible, we’ll take that and get out of here.”

Vortigon looked from Kaden to the hole in the floor. His head was one solid piece, limiting the motion of his neck. That was one of the few weaknesses of his kind. “Next time, summon me sooner. I will spawn drones. They make life so much easier.”

During his time in captivity, Kaden had learned that the torguul leader could create offspring-clones. It effectively made Vortigon, and other torguul leaders, into hive queens.

“You can still spawn?” Kaden asked, surprised.

“I retain all biological functions.” Vortigon ran a claw across his SPITE flesh. It skittered with a sound of metal on bone. “If anything, I am stronger now. Creating a drone can take many hours, and quite a few calories. My offspring will be useful to your mission. You should think of me that way. As useful.”

The sound of the torguul trying to act diplomatically made Kaden’s hair stand on end. Their alliance was one of pure convenience. He had zero doubt that Vortigon would, if allowed, take advantage of any situation.

Images of drones hiding in alleys, ready to serve Vortigon as a private, secret army flashed through Kaden’s mind.

“Let’s see how you do on this mission,” Kaden hedged. “Go. We’re running out of time. Jessen has a functional SPITE unit and has fused with a Titan. I’m not sure if I can defeat him yet. And I certainly can’t fight him and an army of these new cysts.”

“You doubt your capability?” Vortigon asked.

“No. I’m realistic. Jessen has several advantages I do not yet have a means to counter.” Kaden almost mentioned Sun Tzu and the Art of War but held back. The alien wouldn’t understand.

“Wise wording, summoner.” With a toothy grin, Vortigon turned. Body popping as he compressed to less than half his size, he squeezed into the duct. Kaden worried about his mass crashing through flimsy material, but Vortigon didn’t have any problems.


Chapter 24: Intelligence Gathering


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Commanding Presence
Effect: Your presence passively influences others, increasing their loyalty and trust in you. This ability stacks with other charisma-type Catalysts. At high potency, it can create bonds of extreme devotion. Range: Sight
Limitation: This effect does not need to be sustained on non-Hunters, but it does on Hunters. Hunters who leave your presence revert to their normal attitude in 4 hours. In addition, individuals with mental resistances or proper Catalysts will be entirely immune to this ability.


***

Vortigon would take time to reach his destination, and more to conduct his research. That left Kaden torn.

“We have to hurry, but we also have to wait.” He reviewed the map, considering going after one, if not both, of the remaining security teams. The risk-reward equation wasn’t there. All it took was one cyst to survive long enough to call in reinforcements and he’d go from an organized mess to an outright slaughter in a matter of seconds.

Bending down, he went through discarded gear. Graft had been quite thorough; he found no biological remains anywhere in the room. “Talk about licking the plate clean,” he mused, picking up three different ID badges.

“You’re not hungry anymore, are you?” Sam pointed out.

He didn’t reply. Just because it’s true doesn’t mean I’m going to dignify her fixation with cannibalism.

Following the map, he left the security room. The vault on this level was nearby, just down a hall and through a pair of heavy blast doors. It was protected with a badge and iris scanner. He got through both without a problem.

The space beyond was a mixture of board room and entertainment facility. Maps, diagrams with hundreds of pushpins, and calendars decorated the walls. A table in the center had a wired telephone next to drawing tools, an old model computer with a printer, and a projector. White boards on rollers sat in one corner, scribbles covering them.

“Someone made them very paranoid about going digital,” Samantha observed, updating the HUD with copies of what he saw.

“Nixus didn’t get all of this.” Kaden crossed to a global map, one with three prominent circles. One was in China, one was in Mexico, and one was in America – in the northeast.

“Perhaps his vision was limited.”

“Maybe.” He skimmed documents until he found the area from the nix’s scan. Papers covered an entire wall, providing zones of probability about Kaden’s activities up to six months from the current date.

“These assholes are spot-on for my next targets,” Kaden said after a few seconds of study.

“You have conjectured overlap between the Roadmap and Gentex before.”

“True.” He turned, feeling a mixture of relief and trepidation to discover other ‘probability clouds’ around dozens of other people.

Nessa occupied a large section. A calendar revealed their plans to capture her within the week.

· Date (Gala Event) Nessa: Chance to capture at gala 61% (Note: Jessen should be fully evolved by this date. If he is not, Nessa will likely provide more value elevating him than for her genetic code.)

Seeing that entry, Kaden went looking for Jessen’s time map. During his search, his HUD pinged.

Notice: Your Summons has consumed multiple targets. You have regenerated 8 hit points.


Samantha said, “Vortigon reports that his attempts to intimidate the scientists are going well.”

“It’s been twelve minutes,” he pointed out.

“Imagine me shrugging. After that, I’ll point out he’s a lesser Titan who just consumed eight people. Presumably, the survivors are eager to answer his questions.”

“Ah. Yes. Well.” Kaden returned to skimming Jessen’s entries.

· Date (Current Day) Jessen: Chance to encounter Kaden 35% (Note: This chance increases by 5% per day up to the gala, where it reaches 92%)

· Date (1-week Window) Jessen: Chance to defeat Kaden 75%

· Date (1-week Window) Jessen: Chance to recruit Kaden 38%

· Date (1-week Window) Jessen: Chance to kill Kaden 64%

· Date (1-week Window) Jessen: Chance to be killed by Kaden 15% (Note: If defeated by Kaden, Jessen should obtain his last evolution using one of the two Survivor corpses. This will lower serum production time and reduce the chances of invasion success by 1.8%. Provided at least one remains in Gentex holdings, the reduction is negligible. With the final upgrade, Jessen’s chance to defeat Kaden increases to 97.9%)

· Date (N/A) Jessen: Based on the probability swarm, Jessen will need two offensive Catalysts currently in the Madness. These are the: Reaver Beam and Atomize Essence. (Note: With these Catalysts, the invasion has a 74% chance of success. The Warlock’s absence is problematic; however, per our discussion, there remain ways to locate them).

Kaden bit back a curse. “With this probability asshole working for them, they’ve barely needed Failithol’s help.” As he said the words, he realized what he should have been looking for.

It took him minutes to locate the entry for Minato. There were only three entries.

· Date (1-week Window) Minato: Risk to the Chinese portal peaks at 89% during this period. Intervening against the (likely) Survivors will disarm the risk. (Note: Limitations to the Hopper Catalyst means he will have to go in person)

· Date (3 Months from Current Date) Minato: Consuming the missing pieces of Totilithon’s biomass will increase the chances of success by 22%. Victory will be virtually assured. (Note: If Totilithon regains the piece of his brain possessed by the Warlock, this will likely make the conflict with the pelanir more difficult. Use a minimum of 100,000 3.0 cysts to ensure victory against him)

· Date (N/A) Minato: If victory is accomplished, chances of total reality destruction: 45%. Chances of Minato claiming the reigns of Chronarch authority: 45%. If Kaden is alive, unknown outcomes occur 10% of the time. Recommendation: Kill Kaden prior to the assault on Time’s Eye.

“Mother. Fucker.” Kaden started there, then ramped up into a steady stream of epithets.

“I…didn’t see that coming.” Even the AI sounded scandalized. “It makes sense, but holy shit. How?”

Pausing mid-stream, he said, “What? Which part has you shocked?”

“The Totilithon thing. You?”

“The fucking hundred thousand three-point-oh cysts. We barely survive the two-point-oh versions once they transform.”

“Ah. Good point. But what about Totilithon?”

Kaden exhaled, trying to find calm. “We knew it had to be something like that with Minato, right? For all we know, he’s got a Survivor and a Chronarch helping him.”

“Do you think Totilithon knows?”

“He looks like Satan. What do you think? I have zero doubt he’s known all along but hasn’t wanted to admit that someone is using part of him against us.”

“Good point.”

Kaden scanned the room, taking long enough for Samantha to add the data into his HUD. This process was based entirely on his capabilities, not hers. If he remembered anything incorrectly, or misread, it could throw her off.

Beep! Click!

He darted out of the line of sight, Atticus in hand, as the door swung open.

A man wearing expensive silk clothes and polished shoes backed into the room. He was pulling a metal, wheeled trash can awkwardly before him. He was middle-aged, with thinning white hair, and was whistling.

A gleam of metal drew Kaden’s attention to the rows of rings decorating the guy’s fingers. Kaden didn’t need to be told the newcomer wasn’t a cyst.

As soon as the door clicked shut, Kaden casually tapped the wall next to the guy with the tip of the Atticus. It punched a scar into the solid steel. “Excuse me.”

The man spun, flailing as he fell against the wall. His laminated name tag flashed the name, “Roger.”

“What are you doing here?” Kaden said, pointing at the trash can and affecting his best security guard voice.

Shaking in terror, Roger held up a clipboard. “Scheduled cleanup. The Hunter is due in a few days.”

The odds, Kaden realized. They didn’t think I’d be here for a week now. Minato left only recently. This guy is here to destroy all the hard evidence before I arrive. In the proper timeline, Kaden likely wouldn’t have been here for at least a week. If he got to the Gentex facility at all.

“Who is all this for?” Kaden asked, waving a hand. “The boss knows it all.”

Roger straightened and began ripping documents off the walls. He shredded them manually, then threw them into the trash can. “If you were meant to know, you’d know.”

“Friend, I am very curious. Please tell me.” Kaden gave the guy his best smile. Seeing a flash of resistance, or maybe arrogance, in the man’s face, he sighed. In a ripple of color and material, he resumed his SPITE-shrouded shape.

That earned a scream from the man. “Early. You’re too early!” To his credit, Roger didn’t try to run or do anything stupid. Instead, he reached for the patch of papers with Minato’s timeline, jagged fingernails tearing at the dates and times as quickly as he could.

Kaden grabbed Roger by the back of the collar and slammed him onto the table in the middle of the room. “Who. Are. These. For. Roger?” SPITE transformed Kaden’s voice into a demonic growl.

“I won’t tell you!”

With an effort of concentration, Kaden activated Graft. Tendrils of wet tissue wove from his body, across Roger’s face. Black, pulsating mass stretched for the struggling man’s eyes. When he screamed, some went into his mouth.

The questing network couldn’t consume living flesh, but Kaden had a degree of control over it now. And it was strong enough to force the guy’s jaws open.

Roger choked, then began to sob. “Too early,” he said in muffled horror. “You weren’t supposed to be here! Two percent! IT WAS TWO PERCENT!”

“Answer me, Roger. Who is this all for?”

SPITE tendrils thinned and spread, poking at the man’s eyes.

“His generals! They were for his generals! He had a meeting with them. He doesn’t permit hard copies to leave the room.”

“Which generals, Roger?”

“Simon, Ruez, and Chu. They are overseeing the Gateway projects.”

“Gateway projects?”

Roger shook his head, trying to bite through the invasive tentacles. His teeth weren’t strong enough. One chipped, earning a screech of pain.

Damp SPITE tendrils pushed beneath Roger’s eyelids. Speaking casually, as if to a friend, Kaden said, “When did these generals leave? How did they go?”

“Chu went with Minato yesterday.” Squealing, Roger wiggled and writhed, reaching for his face. Kaden draped the edge of a Blade against one wrist. Graft wrapped around the other.

“And Simon and Ruez?”

“Private jets! They left earlier tonight on private jets!”

Kaden froze, thinking of an opportunity missed. I came early enough to see all this, but not stop Minato’s agents. But wait. I’m not alone, am I?

Glancing at his HUD, he sent a message.

Kaden (to Asami): There are two military guys. One named Simon. One named Ruez. They left on private jets earlier tonight. Work with the team to see if you can find them? If possible, we need to bring those jets down. Or, even better, capture the men on board.

While he waited for a reply, Kaden studied Roger’s face. Something felt wrong. Very wrong.

“Roger, you’re a Hunter aren’t you? Someone Minato trusts an awful lot.” Leaning forward, he put his face right against the crying prisoner. “Who are you, Roger?”

Roger tried gritting his teeth, then he had the bright idea to shout. A wrist-thick length of Graft tissue fixed that. As he struggled, Kaden glanced down. The man had flexed enough to open his own wrist open, sending a river of blood down the tabletop.

That’s when Kaden saw Roger’s fingers. They were smudged with ink.

“You’re not Roger,” Kaden said, as shocked as ‘Roger’ probably had been to see him. “You’re fucking Joshit Agarwal, aren’t you?”

Joshit Agarwal, the ‘Prophet of India’ and mastermind behind the predictions decorating the room, tried to scream again. It came out as a gurgle.

Asami (to Kaden): We found their flights. Simon is out of range. Ruez took off an hour and a half ago. According to our calculations, Suki’s new flight Cat will allow us to overtake him before he lands. We’re on the way. Perhaps your cyst contact in the States can help with Simon?

Kaden (to Asami): Good deal. I’ll contact Vivana shortly.

Kaden (to Vortigon): I found someone valuable. How much time do you need to finalize your investigations?

Vortigon (to Kaden): Half an hour, minimum. I’m preparing a special surprise and loading the truck. There are limits to how fast even I can move.

Kaden (to Vortigon): Understood. I’ll head that way as soon as I can.

Looking Joshit over, Kaden came to a realization. “You’ve been helping them spy on me for months now, haven’t you? Your Cat takes ten minutes to give you one number. To do all this,” he gestured at what must have been thousands of predictions, “you must have been working nearly full time.”

Remembering Minato’s SPITE-layered safe room, he added, “And you’ve been staying here, haven’t you? Maybe you’ve had cysts staying nearby to interfere with location powers, or a Hunter who can help disguise you, hrm? That’s why you can’t be tracked easily. We assumed you were jumping around, but that wasn’t it at all. Blink once if I’m right.”

Blink.

Kaden had an idea. It was a wild, ambitious plan. One that probably wouldn’t work. But if it did…

“I want you to use Loaded Dice for me. Should I still attend the gala?”

Joshit didn’t need much encouragement. His eyes rolled back, and he went still. Ten minutes later, he gasped as Kaden removed the mass from his throat. “Seventy-five percent chance of positive outcome for your allies. Whatever you’re planning is a good idea.”

As the captive spoke the last words, he paled. “Minato will kill me for this.”

Kaden ignored the man’s protestations. “If I leave here with you, will it benefit my allies in the long term?”

Again, Joshit froze. This time, when he surfaced, he seemed to be struggling not to speak. Jaws quivering, he whimpered the answer with obvious reluctance. “Eighty-nine percent no.”

“That’s odd,” Kaden said. “Why does it look like you’re forced to answer?”

“Minato did something to me,” Joshit admitted, sounding exhausted. The defiance he’d had earlier was weathered, replaced with resignation. “I can’t lie about any of my predictions.”

“Ah. I see. He didn’t trust you either.” Time for one more question. Joshit’s answers had sealed his fate. Kaden wasn’t about to put his friends in danger, nor was he going to risk more time to be discovered by Jessen or one of the security detachments.

Mind racing, he went through dozens of important things, each of which could mean the life or death of him, his allies, or millions of people. Small things, like whether he should risk claiming more Catalysts, came and went. They were followed with bigger, more meaningful problems dealing with the Roadmap, his mother, and even the cloaked figure who’d joined the nix in the Madness.

Finally, he settled on, “Should I trust Totilithon?”

Joshit’s eyes bulged. “No. Please. Don’t make me…”

Kaden provided encouragement. It didn’t take much.

After using his power for the last time, Joshit gasped out, “Trusting him is ninety-five percent better for your allies than the alternative.”

That’s it. That’s what I’ve needed to know all along. Totilithon might be a scheming, manipulative scoundrel but this knowledge cleared a swamp of worries.

It left only one question. “Joshit, why are you all still using humans and not cysts for your Catalyst schemes?” He pointed below, toward where the group with Turnspinner waited. “Seems to me like it would make a lot more sense to bundle the powers together in someone who can defend themselves.”

Relaxing a little, Joshit sat up. Holding his throat, he rasped, “There’s a chance whenever a second generation cyst gets a Catalyst there will be a negative interaction. They have to get their Catalytic upgrades through the modified SPITE process for them to work reliably. Doing that destroys the seed Catalyst.”

“Ah. That makes sense. Thank you.”

A man looking like Joshit Agarwal left the room a few minutes later.


Evolution Core Selection


You may select from any of the three benefits to integrate into your Catalyst.

Option One

Loaded Dice: This ability grants the wielder a general idea about the odds of one concrete outcome, or a clear objective. There are no range limitations, and this power may be used an unlimited number of times. Each use of this ability takes 10 minutes of dedicated, focused concentration.
Limitations: Entities immune to Time’s Eye cannot be directly targeted with this Catalyst. It is possible to “see around” them with careful application of the ability. As you have learned, free will and intent can dramatically influence the effectiveness of this ability.
SPITE Bonus: There is no SPITE bonus for this ability.


Option Two

Timeless Echo (Metacatalyst): After using a qualifying ability, you may use it again immediately. This power removes any cooldown or preparation time from the echoed power – you could, in effect, summon a second entity in an instant rather than the standard delay. Timeless Echo also removes any level restrictions associated with using an ability. In effect, you could bring out an additional summons. The costs associated with the ability remain the same – if you use the Lotus, you’ll still pay extra hit points, even if it takes the time to shoot an extra time down to zero.
Limitation: This ability won’t grant cumulative benefits to things like Resolute Blade, Graft, Goliath, etc. It specifically applies to single-use powers, including Heart Finder, Summoning, Enter Madness, and Black Lotus. If you gain a future ability that is qualified to use Timeless Echo, it will be upgraded to list the feature.


Option Three

Math Savant: You may process math and physics equations as if you were an Earth-equivalent supercomputer.
SPITE Bonus: Your HUD will be significantly enhanced, adding a passive 35% accuracy bonus to everything you do using it.



Chapter 25: Face/Off


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Flawed Immortality
Effect: The Hunter cannot be killed by hit point loss. Instead, they gain a visible – and unconcealable – vulnerability (such as a glowing spot on their back). If that spot suffers half the damage of their normal maximum hit points, they die. It regenerates health at the same rate as the associated Hunter.


***

Everything had changed in less than an hour. Joshit Agarwal was dead a week ahead of schedule. A dangerous Catalyst, one that had likely already done incredible damage, was out of play. Moreover, Kaden had an ability he hadn’t anticipated.

He’d picked Timeless Echo.

The potential for that Meta Catalyst was just too huge not to have. Doubling his summons and the speed of the Lotus? In terms of his combat potential, it had game-breaking possibilities, especially if he chained it with other qualifying Catalysts.

What’s next? Now that I know more of Minato’s secrets, what has to happen?

Possibilities, as unpredictable and unknowable as anything he’d ever considered, wove through his imagination. In a daze, barely aware of what he was doing, he went down the hall to the security room. Badging the door open, he went to the opening in the floor.

The sounds of conversation wafted up. He counted five or six voices. One of them was higher pitched than the rest, as if the person was excited. Or maybe afraid, Kaden realized, shaking himself from his momentary confusion.

If someone killed the guy with Turnspinner before Kaden could, it could mean the loss of an invaluable Catalyst.

Cursing, Kaden practically dove into the hole, Blade extending from one hand and the Atticus in the other.

***

Taalish pointed at the door, then brought his palms close together. “Get out. I’m not going anywhere without Joshit. If you even think about coming in here, I’ll use it.”

The threat brought everyone in the secure room to their feet. There were four other men, all Hunters. Each had been hand-picked to stay with Taalish, to protect him and bolster his abilities when the time came.

At his outburst, they broke out in protest, demanding that he put his hands down.

A small man with dark hair and glasses growled, “We don’t have enough hit points to survive it. You’ll kill us.”

“That’s the point,” Taalish said, waving at the door again.

A member of the security team, a tall man wearing matte black tactical gear and looking both bored and angry, stood there. “Minato has sent word. I’m to escort you upstairs. Joshit will meet you shortly.”

Taalish jerked a nod to one side, at a lanky man with unfortunate teeth. “Prahalad says that I should wait. I will wait.”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, the security guard exhaled through his teeth. “Fine, but I have to lock this room down. No more going in and out. Joshit may take an hour or more. Are you sure you want to do it this way?”

“I am.” Taalish kept his hands close, ready to activate his power as the heavy steel door clicked closed. The sound of it bolting in place was ominous in the small room.

“Taalish, why did you do that?” the small man said once they were alone. He waved around the tiny space, which had no amenities. “You know making them angry only makes things worse for us.”

Before Taalish could answer, the lanky one spoke. “Danger approaches for him. I felt it when the door opened.”

That cleared things up.

Taalish sagged, relaxing into his chair. Lowering his hands to the tabletop, he studied the faces of the others. Addressing the one with glasses, he said, “I’m up to six, Ranen. If I get any more, they may decide to do something about it. That’s what I’m worried about.”

“And you’d threaten to kill all of us?” Ranen lifted his voice, nearly shouting. “You selfish prick. Our entire job is to protect you. Why would you endanger our lives?”

***

Perched above the reinforced steel of the secure room’s ceiling, Kaden withdrew his Blade an inch before he’d have cut through the metal. This close, the conversation floated up clearly.

“They want to move the guy with Turnspinner to a location where he can’t hurt any Hunters in the facility,” he mused to himself.

Samantha said, “They have no way of knowing that anything happened to Joshit. Security will want to wait until he’s done with the cleanup, assuming they know what he was up to before we handled him.”

“Agreed. I could go down now and take care of all those Hunters. But…”

“But leveling you up still isn’t the right move.”

“Precisely.” He frowned, considering his options. Time was running out, but this was a situation that had to be handled carefully. “That guy is level six. I’m twelve now. We’re talking about less than thirty points of damage. I can survive that.”

“But when the cysts outside feel it happen, they will all come for you.”

“Yeah.” It was a puzzle, one he’d normally enjoy if not for the time constraints. Kaden considered jumping into the room and dealing with Taalish. After, he could just leave through the same hole.

Simply killing all the guards who might raise an alarm made sense. I’m betting this group is alert and awake, since they seem to be the ones that are tasked with getting the target off-site and dead. The odds of me pulling off what I did to the last one are slim. Fighting sixteen or more cysts wouldn’t work either. Even if he took out half of them before the rest transformed, the odds would be awful.

That left one option.

“I don’t like re-using the same tactic,” he mumbled, moving to implement the plan.

“Like you don’t use the exact same method every time you shoot someone?”

“Fair.”

***

Knock. Knock.

The heavy security door opened, revealing a room full of alert, well-armed cysts. Kaden’s target was beyond yet another, even heavier, door on the far side. This room also had bunk beds and a kitchenette, but neither seemed to have been used lately.

“Mr. Agarwal?” A tall man who looked like he belonged in a fitness commercial cracked the door, looking Kaden over.

Affecting Joshit’s accent and, hopefully, the right note of arrogance, Kaden said, “I’m done. Give me twenty minutes to clear the area, then handle things.”

“Understood. Ah. There’s just one problem.”

“Problem? What problem?”

The security guard winced at the note of irritation in Kaden’s voice. “Taalish says he won’t leave the room without you, and he’s ready to use his power if we just barge in. He figured it out.”

“He’s got a soothsayer in there with him, of course he figured out something was going on.” Kaden sighed. “You can’t just yank him out, or crack the door and shoot him in the head?”

“No, sir. He’s level six now. He’d survive the first shot. Mr. Minato was clear about how we were to handle the situation.”

“Fine.” Kaden started forward. “I’ll deal with him myself.”

Taking a step back, the guard let him into the room. “Yourself, sir?”

“Sure. Well, not me personally. I’ll have someone handle the problem once we’re out of range. If he gets the power off, it won’t be lethal. I’m not level one.”

“Ok. The new host is waiting outside, beyond the radius. I’ll escort you and take care of it.”

That was less than ideal, but Kaden nodded anyway. “Fine. Let’s make it happen.”

Turning to the rest of the crew, the guard lifted his voice. “I’m going to escort Joshit and the package to the lobby. I’ll be back once the transfer is done. You all, keep the rest of the support group calm. The last thing we want to do is recycle them, too.”

Once Taalish saw Joshit standing there, the middle-aged man visibly relaxed. He even smiled as he approached through the rows of armed cysts. “You’re here.”

“I am.” Kaden said, waving to the guard to lead the way away from the secure room. “What’s this I hear about you not listening to your security detail?”

The Hunter shrugged, sliding his hands closer together. “I’m just worried, now that I’m level six…” He trailed off, looking sheepish but kept his palms within a few inches of each other.

The guard spoke from a couple steps ahead, “Mr. Agarwal, did you know that Taalish was once a member of a gang? He’s a real badass. He got his first two Cats from murdering a couple of people on the city streets.”

“Is that so?” Kaden made a show of looking the skittish-seeming man up and down.

Taalish straightened, adjusting his sleeves as if the reminder of his past prestige was enough to perk him up. “Sure was. That’s where I learned about people, and how to handle myself. It’s why I was selected to receive Turnspinner from the last guy.”

Once they arrived at the elevator, the guard pushed the button and all three got on. Kaden put his back to the wall between the two men.

Ding! Their escort pushed the button for the first floor and the door closed.

“What happened to him?” Kaden asked once they’d begun moving.

Taalish said, “Well, they made him use the power. And I killed him right after...” He paused, voice trailing off as if something new had occurred to him.

I bet he’s doing the math, Kaden thought, deciding it was time. He hadn’t worried about the target before the revelation or confession of his true nature. Taalish was a tool of Minato, a weapon that could lead to the destruction of everything. There was no way the guy was going to leave the building alive, one way or the other.

It sure didn’t hurt that the guy was also an asshole.

Kaden shook his head and laughed as if Taalish had made a joke. He turned to the guard, “Did you hear what he said? They made the last guy use the power, and Taalish killed him!”

The guard eyed Kaden. “I don’t see what’s so…”

Snickt.

Kaden’s Blade took the man beneath the jaw and up into his brain. The Atticus sprang out of his back at the same time, spearing Taalish in the chest.

“Critical hit,” Samantha purred approvingly in his ear, just before the Catalyst leaped from Taalish’s corpse and rammed itself into his head.

As soon as he’d had a chance to read the rewards, Kaden gawked. “Samantha, what the actual fuck. Unlimited Genetic Code? You’ve got to be kidding me. There’s zero chance the Chronarchs allowed this.” He was so shocked at the text that he barely remembered to activate Graft and push the button for the basement level.

Her reply took several seconds. She sounded serious. “Kaden, we need that Survivor’s body. I can’t be sure what we’re looking at, but I think this Catalyst was altered by a pelanir.”

“Well, that is the most likely scenario. And?”

“Remember the pelanir specialist, in the Madness?”

“Oh.” He did. “You’re thinking that Totilithon, this mysterious third, and Failithol, there might have been an arrangement we’re not aware of yet?”

“Sure seems like it.”

With the seconds left before he arrived in the basement level, he selected the nix-specific Catalyst, then allocated the points he’d gained from the two new levels.

“Twenty points to Defense Augmentations,” he mumbled to himself, recognizing the need for even more survivability. “And another twenty into Mental.”

When Sam gave him the new prompt for his mental upgrade, he couldn’t help but chuckle. “We’ll max out Assassination again and put an extra ten in Exotic Weapons. I want to boost the Lotus as much as I can.”

“Done,” Samantha said. “Also, if I might observe – that last Evolution Core Selection seemed to suggest extra planetary adventures might be in the works. It might be wise to pop some points into Global Biologics before some Hunter or cyst tosses us to the moon.”

“I…” Kaden’s mouth worked. “I hadn’t even considered that as a possibility.”

“You know what comes with the Third Seeding,” she pointed out.

“True. Okay. Fair point.”


Evolution Core Selection


You may select from any of the three benefits to integrate into your Catalyst.

Option One

Turnspinner: Deals 5 points of unblockable damage to all Hunters within 120’. This damage increases by 3 per level the Hunters are above the wielder. This damage bypasses all barriers and is tripled if the recipients are 10+ levels above the wielder. It is quadrupled if they are 20+ levels above the wielder. There is a 75% chance the wielder will obtain one random Catalyst per Hunter defeated with this ability.
Restrictions/Requirements: The wielder may use this ability once every 24-hours. Activating it requires both a gesture and a word of command. It will not work on Zeer.
SPITE Bonus: There is no SPITE bonus for this ability.


Option Two

Unlimited Genetic Code (Nix-Only): This nix-restricted Catalyst upgrades your genetic code, allowing it to store additional data in hyperliminal space. This conveys the following benefits:
· Nix added to your menagerie take up zero slots and require only 3 hit points to summon.
· There is no limit to the number of nix that you can summon at one time – this removes the level restrictions related to all summon abilities for nix.
· The re-summon timer on nix in your menagerie has been reduced to 4-hours.
· You may create summoning pacts with other nix without a coin.
SPITE Bonus: Not a chance.
Decrypted Coding Note: This Catalyst will always take priority – superseding transmission to other Hunters. Its properties will be masked for non-nix, non-SPITE wielders. This mask will make it appear as a very useful, if not Hunt-breaking ability.


Option Three

Self-Sustaining: You require no sleep, water, or food.
SPITE Bonus: You can survive the total vacuum of space and suffer no damage. You also gain a 70% environmental bonus to entering other worlds.



Kaden Character Sheet Update


Note: Due to gaining a level, your daily Summons have been reset.
Level: 13
Maximum Menagerie Size: 23 (6 slots consumed)
Resolute Blade Length: 23 inches (10 + current Catalyst Level)
Hit Points: 5 (Base) +65 (Catalyst Level) + 10 (SPITE Augmentation) + 10 (High Endurance Bonus) – Total: 90
KX Max: 90; Current: 90
(Updated) Innate Physical Attributes
Strength: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Agility: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Endurance: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Speed: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Vision/Visual Acuity: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Reflexes/Reaction Time: 24 (Post-Human 2)
SPITE Attunement: 65% (Fourth Evolution)
Allocated SPITE Augmentations
· Physical Augmentation: 70 of 110
· Mental Augmentation: 60 of 110 (+20)
· Global Biological Augmentation: 10 out of 110
· Weapons Augmentation: 70 out of 110
· Defense Augmentation: 60 out of 110 (+20)
Mental Augmentations Bonus: Your mind can keep up with your Goliath-enhanced body, barely. This means you can adapt to your new speed, strength, and endurance without significant re-training.
Defensive Augmentations Bonus: You suffer 4-6 less damage from most attacks. This stacks with other defensive capabilities.
Allocated Catalyst Skills
· Assassination (150 out of 150) (+50)
· Acrobatics (30 out of 150)
· Disguise (20 out of 150)
· Espionage (20 out of 150)
· Exotic Weapons (120 out of 150) (+10)
· Linguistics and Dialects (10 out of 150)
· Stealth (60 out of 150)
· Technology (30 out of 150)
Assassination Bonus: At 150 out of 150, this skill has evolved beyond the normal First and Second Seeding parameters. You have obtained the following benefits:
· Any weapon you wield, including non-traditional ones or chemicals (such as poisons and toxins) may now deal critical damage.
· Your Summons enjoy a 10% bonus to their chance to make critical attacks, and automatically deal critical damage against opponents who are unaware of them.
· Limitation: This skill does not apply to targets whose Perception or Reflexes skills are equal to, or higher than, yours. Some Catalysts and classes will also resist Critical attacks.



Chapter 26: Mr. Baxter


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Meta Catalyst Name: Reduced Downtime
Effect: Choose a Catalyst with a side-effect or limitation that imposes downtime over 1 hour. The downtime is reduced by half, down to a minimum of 1 hour.
Special: The benefits of other, similar, Catalysts may stack with this one.


***

When Kaden made it to the basement floor, Apox stood next to him. Moving together, the pair made their way into a bunker-sized series of glass-walled research rooms like other Gentex facilities.

Several rooms were nothing but computing equipment. Others were full laboratories, with beakers and racks of test tubes next to coolers. Still others had large, expensive-looking equipment that resembled MRI machines.

As Kaden and the nix moved from one room to the next, they came to a stretch of open lab area with a fleet of autonomous drones. With attached power cables dangling from the ceiling, the drones were vaguely humanoid, albeit with a dozen limbs. The machines moved about the area, migrating vials, beakers, and other implements from one place to another.

Vortigon’s voice came from across a speaker next to a computer. “I’m sending a drone to lead you to me. Don’t dawdle. Time is of the essence.”

True to the alien’s word, a pair of doors opened, and a dog-sized robot wheeled through. It spun, a green light flashing on its back, and led them through a maze of ever-increasing wonders.

Kaden nearly stopped next to a machine that resembled a tanning bed. Only inside dozens of articulated limbs were weaving flesh and metallic bits together like some sort of biological loom. A glint of SPITE chitin reflected in the material.

“What…”

The torguul’s voice came from yet another speaker. “Don’t be distracted. I have the details. Key devices have been loaded on the truck, along with the requisite samples. Come.”

They found Vortigon past the laboratory section and at an area of rocky cavern that held dozens of tall shipping crates. On the border where the laboratory met the cavern were two cylinders, each containing a nix corpse.

The remains were as Nixus’s projection had displayed – damaged beyond any hope of repair, just intact enough for whatever experiments Minato and his scientists had planned. Bits of both were gone, chewed away and sucked through a nest of tubes running from their containers.

Seeing them that way, disfigured and dishonored, was enough to make Kaden shake with rage.

Vortigon, wearing what looked like an oversized, tattered lab coat, perched behind a desk. He’d put two computers side by side and was using a combination of his hands and tail to operate both.

“Why are you dressed like that, torguul?” Apox said.

Shifting to the side, Vortigon adjusted a pair of tiny spectacles across the bridge of his wide nose. “It suits me to blend in.” His jaws creaked open in a crocodilian grin. “Also, this is Mr. Baxter. He’s been helping me. Haven’t you, Baxy?”

Next to Vortigon, crouched against a raw stone wall, was a man. He had brown hair, glasses, and a lab coat covered in filth. “H…Happy to help.”

Vortigon drew a fingernail big enough to be mistaken as a scimitar across Baxter’s cheek in a not-quite caress. “Yesss. Such a good helper. Kaden, I plan to keep him. Don’t you dare say no.”

“I’m not one to deny reasonable requests like that,” Kaden muttered, looking at the nix corpses. “Not like I haven’t taken my share of captives during this Hunt. Is there any reason for me not to remove these bodies?”

“None at all. I’ve poisoned the spoor. This place killed all remote connectivity, but my dear Baxy helped me bring it to life. Their toxic data is flowing outward as we speak. By all means, exhume your fallen.”

Kaden didn’t get the impression that Vortigon was talking to Apox with that last bit.

“I’m still human,” he replied, walking to the glass tubes. Resolute Blade sheared both open. One of the two, the body little more than tissue and paste, shifted as he drew near.

On instinct, Kaden reached through the opening and touched the material, willing a few points of KX into the body. There was a sense of motion, of connection far deeper than anything his human mind could process.

Then a voice sighed from the tattered remains. “To thee, I pledge my loyalty.”

The body instantly liquefied, flowing like water until it merged completely with Kaden’s SPITE unit.

His HUD flashed so brightly that he couldn’t see, as a wave of sensations roiled through him. The fallen warrior’s essence, her thoughts and dreams, were encapsulated in her genetic code.

And those merged with his biology, adding a tiny portion of their strength and capabilities to his own.

Beneath the sense of empowerment was one of resolute determination. Before the process ended, he heard an echo of a whisper, the tiniest hint of a voice.

I’m glad you found me, Kaden. Use the gift I was given, Hive Leader.

The words were profound, momentarily taking him off guard.

“Kaden?” Samantha whispered. “Time is fleeting.”

Returning to his senses, he backed away from the now empty container. Turning to Apox, he said, “I want the other to go to Nessa. How do we prevent it from merging with me?”

“I will help.” Apox crossed the distance and touched the other nix body. It also liquefied, merging with the summons. “I have more conscious control over myself. Do not worry, I will teach you when we have time.”

“Time?” Vortigon hissed a laugh. “Perhaps. Perhaps more than you fear and less than you’d hope. I have caused much harm. And more will come when the air conditioning turns on. We should go.”

Kaden didn’t question the torguul manhandling Baxter or leading the way further into the cavern. Thirty feet into their egress, they passed dozens of tall, cylindrical tubes big enough to contain a large person. Built into the cavern walls, each tube was labeled with a letter and had cables running into the top. Computer terminals sat at the base of each of the containers, with a scrawl of text running down each of them.

He caught sight of things like, “Adrenal Bonding: 27%; Chance of Failure – Low. Catalytic Annealing: 52%; Chance of Failure – Low.”

Past the tubes, they came to a sloped area leading to a loading dock with an automated metal door. Someone had backed a semitrailer down the ramp.

Seeing no sign of the vehicle he’d intended for them to use, Kaden said, “I thought we were just getting a big truck. As in, a regular truck.”

Vortigon hoisted Baxter one-handed. The man looked worse than terrified and had clearly soiled himself. “Baxy told me about it. It did not take long for me to acquaint myself with the larger vehicle. This will be better. Trust me, you will see. I have exceeded your expectations in all ways.”

As they neared the truck, Apox asked, “Torguul, what sort of event have you planned for our enemies? I didn’t see any chemicals I’m familiar with.”

“Just you wait. Baxy here has given us quite the gift.” With that promise, the monstrous creature opened the cab. He tossed Baxter inside, then slid into the driver’s seat. “There is limited room. I trust that will not be a problem for you two?”

Kaden leaped, clearing the back of the semi’s trailer. He crouched, extruding Blade claws from each finger. They bit into the roof. Apox landed next to him, performing a slightly more elegant version of the same maneuver.

“Not at all,” Kaden called down. “Get us out of here.”

The truck rumbled to life. There was a dull grinding sound, then it jumped once before Vortigon got the transmission in the right gear. They eased out of the dock, onto a pressure plate that opened the rolling door.

They emerged into cool night air. Next to them were four more semi trucks, two of which had their doors ripped off and overt claw marks on the drivers’ side doors.

“I suspect Vortigon had to break a few before he figured this one out,” Apox noted dryly.

“Probably,” Kaden agreed. The torguul was a Titan-class creature, with a literal infinity of knowledge and familiarity with all manner of technology from across thousands of worlds. That didn’t mean the alien could just absorb knowledge instantly, however.

And manual transmissions can be a bitch, even with human hands and feet, Kaden added with a wry chuckle.

“Hey, Vortigon,” he called as they picked up speed. “How did you figure out the computer systems so quickly?”

Vortigon called back through an open window. “The Zeer imported them for my research into Earth science. I’ve had access to your technology for a long time.”

“I guess it helps when you’re on the side of the bad guys,” Kaden observed.

“I do so enjoy being bad,” Vortigon confirmed.

He took them up a slope and out of the paved loading area. They came to the silos, which were labeled with big warning signs that said the contents were “DANGEROUS CHEMICALS!” on the side.

Kaden detected an odor of natural gas coming from somewhere nearby. It grew stronger the further Vortigon drove them away from the main building.

Vortigon explained, “They are piping chemicals into the laboratory for their experiments. Two of those chemicals are from civilizations far more advanced than Earth. My limitations prevent me from altering either. They do not stop me from knowing how to weaponize them, however. The smart machines inside the laboratory will be setting off a chain reaction any minute now. It should be interesting.”

He took them down a paved access road. Just before they made the final turn and lost sight of the docks, a bright puff of yellow smoke burped out of the tunnel.

“And so it begins,” the torguul crowed, as excited as a science teacher showing students their first chemical volcano.

Yellow fumes became visible in the lower windows of the building as they came around to the front side of the building. Kaden spotted several vehicles he hadn’t seen before and couldn’t help but hope Jessen was in one of those.

As long as he’s just mauled, not killed, a part of him added. He wasn’t concerned about getting Jessen’s Catalyst, or SPITE biomass as much as fighting the man again. I’ll make it different this time.

With his fifth Evolutionary Upgrade text pulsing on the interior of his HUD, Kaden couldn’t help but grin. Tonight may have revealed nuance to Minato’s plans that would haunt them for the weeks and months to come, but it had also given Kaden unexpected advantages.

The landscape around the building came into view. Kaden hadn’t paid much attention to it before. Unlike the previous Gentex installations, the laboratory was in a flat, open area. Ten-foot-tall security gates, topped with barbed wire surrounded the installation. Looking ahead, he saw the one access road ended at a roadblock, next to a guard house with several burly guards.

Why do they all have guard houses? he mused, skimming the roadblock. It consisted of five metal pillars, each of which was three feet around. They’d be more than enough to stop the truck.

THUD THUD BUMP.

Dull, shaking earthquakes traveled through the ground. A beat later, every single window of the Gentex building turned bright yellow.

“Ahh. The ventilation units,” Apox said.

Kaden nodded. “It’s what I’d have done. Well, either that or a really big explosion. I love blowing the Gentex buildings up.”

“Wait for it,” Vortigon called again. They were picking up speed, moving nearly thirty miles an hour toward the security gate at the edge of the property. “Would one of you please clear the way ahead?”

Kaden transitioned from a crouch to a sprint, racing to the front of the truck. As he ran, he brought the Lotus out, cycling it into its machine gun configuration.

Sprinting nearly as fast, Apox caught up after a few steps. “Goliath has taken you far,” he observed as both leaped through the air over the truck’s cab.

Moving at incredible speed, the pair touched down twenty feet ahead of the truck and maybe thirty feet from the pillars. Two guards stepped out of the secure building, fully automatic machine guns firing at Kaden, Apox, and the window of the truck.

Apox ducked and dodged, using Kaden as a partial shield. Kaden didn’t mind. He’d been bullet proof for a while.

Behind the shooters, a third man began transforming. His skin bubbled and boiled with red spots as his skin stretched and tore.

“No! Baxy!” Vortigon’s roar of upset carried over the crash of glass. “They killed Baxy!”

Ignoring the torguul’s antics, Kaden brought his Blade in a sweeping strike against two of the pillars. The Atticus took the next. Apox cleared the remainder.

Once the path for the truck was clear, Kaden shouted, “Keep going. We’ll catch up.” Shifting, he addressed Apox. “We need to kill these guys fast.”

He might as well have not spoken. Apox was already flipping through the air, a veritable blur of elegant motion. Although the nix’s version of Kaden’s Blade did less damage, the improved critical range was enough to make every single one of the experienced warrior’s strikes crippling.

The first of the two shooters practically melted. Beside him, the second guard initiated his transformation, his eyes widening and skin turning purple. The red one had already finished transitioning, becoming a herculean monster nearly twelve feet tall and covered in flaming sores. Samantha helpfully labeled him, “Volcano Ulcer – VUK.”

VUK reached back, grabbing the air and summoning a sphere of solid fire.

Kaden popped the Lotus up and sent two Echoed shots into the mid-transformation cyst’s head. Within twenty feet, he couldn’t have missed if he tried. The instantaneous firing of four rounds, all dealing critical damage, was enough to send the cyst to the ground.

Roaring in rage, VUK tossed the fire sphere at the departing semitruck.

“Fuck me,” Kaden roared, using the Atticus and throwing himself in the way.

He was just fast enough. Unfortunately.

A wall of clinging, volcano-hot fire wrapped around him like napalm. It blanketed his body, costing him valuable hit points and blinding him as he fell to the pavement.

Fucking Clinging Meteorite, Kaden thought, recognizing the Catalyst. He rolled, trying to smear the clinging stuff on the ground. The ability description he’d memorized didn’t include a duration, so he had to assume it worked like regular fire.

WUP-WHOOOOOOOM!

The ground tilted. Someone picked Kaden up and slammed him down. On the positive side, it put the fire out. On the negative side, whoever did it had used enough force to crack ribs.

Gasping, Kaden’s senses came back into focus a beat later. He saw Apox riding VUK’s back. With his legs wrapped around the cyst’s torso, Apox was stabbing the monster repeatedly in the back and shoulders.

Samantha updated Kaden’s HUD with projected damage from those rapid strikes. It was astronomical.

Further away, at the Gentex building, an absolute apocalypse was happening. The building was imploding, the structure crumbling inward. A yellow mushroom cloud burst from the remains and, in the center, a giant shadow had emerged.

A roar of absolute anguish and anger came from that shadow. “KAAAAAADEEEEEEN!”

It was Jessen.

“Well, he’s still alive,” Kaden observed, flicking his foot. The Atticus shot out, stabbing VUK in the face. Like with all the newer cysts, his attack didn’t go deep. It also didn’t need to. VUK flinched, bringing a hand down to grab at the Atticus.

Apox rewarded the loss of focus by clapping his hands into the monster’s ears. Blood went everywhere. As the nix rolled down the corpse, he activated Graft. It was a seamless, utterly fluid application of their shared powers.

“He’s alive and he sounds a bit like you just pissed in his cheerios,” Samantha gently corrected.

Kaden Grafted the two remaining corpses, then turned with Apox to chase the truck. Vortigon had slowed just enough that the two could catch up.

As they ran, Eyes gave Kaden a brief glimpse of Jessen’s titanic body as he shoved out of the ruin. The man was covered in immense, festering, yellow boils. Incredibly, the wounds appeared to be affecting his SPITE bits more than the rest.

The black nodules he’d noticed in their previous fight were gone, replaced with three-foot-deep craters. Vortigon’s mist pushed into those craters, cracking the skin and dealing even more damage.

“Vortigon,” Kaden called, suddenly wary. “You’d better have made some sort of fucking vaccine to whatever the shit that is or I’m going to be very cross with you.”


Kaden Evolution Update


SPITE Attunement: 75% (Fifth Evolution)
Hyperliminal Biomass Vault: You may store your Catalyst level times your hit points in additional biomass and KX. The additions are stored in an extra-dimensional area that only you can access, and that travels with you at all times. Biomass storage is added by the Graft ability and only while you are at full health. This stored biomass may not be used to heal yourself, but it can fuel any of your SPITE-based abilities or be used to defray hit point costs for things like your Summons.



Chapter 27: Cruelty Unleashed


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Meta Catalyst Name: Reduced Side-Effects
Effect: Choose a Catalyst with a negative side-effect. If the Catalyst has multiple side-effects, choose one. The influence of that side-effect is reduced by 50%.
Special: The benefits of other, similar, Catalysts may stack with this one.


***

Kaden took a seat next to Vortigon in the front of the semitruck. Baxter was gone, his body turned into rejuvenating biomass, and Apox remained perched above as a lookout.

Sniffing theatrically, Vortigon said, “How could you? He was so special to me.”

Kaden tried not to glare. “The guy was the definition of an evil scientist. The only reason he obeyed you was because you did awful things to his coworkers.”

“So?”

“How does that make him special?”

“Special people serve us, Kaden. The ones who serve enthusiastically are extra special. You will learn that.” Reaching down, Vortigon smoothly adjusted the transmission. Even sitting next to him, Kaden wasn’t entirely certain how the torguul sculpted his mass into such a relatively small space.

“Are you trying to be extra special, Vortigon?”

The torguul didn’t miss a beat. “You learn so quickly.”

Shaking his head, Kaden slouched in the chair. Crushed windshield glass tried to grind into his backside, not that it had a chance against SPITE. “I’m tired. Let’s figure out where we’re going to store this truck.”

He retrieved his phone and activated Heart Finder, looking for a place to conceal their goods in the area closest to their destination. “A place where others will not look, and where our haul will not be found with devices or Catalysts.” When that didn’t work, he narrowed it down to just “devices” rather than “devices or Catalysts.” That worked.

Kaden recited a list of turns, figuring Vortigon would memorize them instantly.

“Are you sure it’s wise for me to continue piloting this device?” Vortigon asked. “I would be happy to exchange seats.”

“I can’t drive a semi.”

“Really? That’s surprising.”

Kaden hedged. “Not well. Anyway, what did you do? Or learn?”

The change of topic was enough to earn another devilish grin. Vortigon said, “Where shall I begin?”

“Start with the nix.”

“Ah. Yes. Our rivals had the bodies long enough to harvest crucial genetic material. They were using it to produce the second and third generation of cysts.”

“Let me guess, making them stronger, faster, and all that?”

“Precisely. With the knowledge they’d gained from Jessen’s half-consumed SPITE unit, Aldo’s notes, and those, they were able to get a seventy-percent fidelity rate.”

“Are there key differences between the second and third generation of cysts?”

“Two key ones.” Vortigon flicked his tail over, waving the two-pronged spike at the end illustratively. “The second generation consume whatever Catalysts give them their powers. They are also unstable, Catalytically-speaking. Gaining a traditional Catalyst can lead to suboptimal results. I believe it’s because they duplicated their code from Jessen’s faulty SPITE unit.”

That made sense. When Kaden had rescued Nessa and gotten the three SPITE units, one of them had spilled across the interior of the car. Whatever Jessen had managed to consume had given him an incomplete transformation.

So much for that, he thought, remembering his recent fight with the man.

Vortigon continued, “The third generation does not consume the entire donating Catalysts. According to Baxter, experiments with them are still in the early stages, but he estimated that one Catalyst could be given to up to four gen-three cysts before it is consumed.”

Kaden growled. “Fuck that.”

“Yes. Quite. In addition, the third generation is significantly more stable. There’s a reduced chance of side-effects if they consume a Catalyst the normal way. It’s still not perfect, but much better than the second batch.”

Kaden swallowed as the full ramifications of the third generation played out. He imagined legions of cysts running around, each armed with Hunt-breaking, stacked Catalysts on top of SPITE abilities.

It would be like fighting lesser versions of himself. Disposable ones that could be mass produced at will.

“All is not for naught, however.” Vortigon looked over, eyes glowing with malice. “I poisoned their data, and their genetic well. It should delay them significantly.”

“I’m sure they’ll have backup data,” Kaden pointed out.

“True. But, based on what I uncovered, the third generation requires fresh cells from a nix to provide that specific cocktail of augmentations. With those bodies out of reach, they won’t be able to continue with that fork of their research. They’ll have to go down a different path.”

“A different path?”

“They have access to Titans, Kaden. Nix biology might be the best solution to creating an army of soldiers, but they have alternatives that might be nearly as good.”

“Ah.” He hadn’t considered that. “They must not have had much time to create many gen-threes, right?”

Vortigon’s tail flickered in what Kaden took to be a shrug. “The nix were missing much of their bodies. Cells are small. I cannot guarantee anything, other than a loss of future productivity.”

“Great. What about that yellow stuff back at the lab? If you’ve given the enemy a weapon to use against…”

Before he could finish, Vortigon flicked a claw into his lab coat pocket. A glass box of syringes popped out. Kaden caught it, examining them.

“You asked for a vaccine,” the torguul said. “With Nessa’s help, we will use these samples to synthesize one for you both.”

“You and Nessa?”

“Her familiarity with native science, particularly the biological elements that I am not as skilled in, will prove pivotal to synthesizing a vaccine. I do not believe it will take long.”

Kaden wasn’t sure about that, but he let the matter drop. “What are the chances of that chemical killing the cysts in the lab? What about Jessen?”

“Everyone in that building is dead,” Vortigon said confidently. “Jessen is likely quite unhappy and will remain so forever. The toxin will warp his SPITE DNA. What he was before, he is no longer.”

“But he’s probably not dead?”

“If the Titan bolstered him, that is unlikely. Titans have tens of thousands of hit points. And do not forget that he likely gained many levels from Hunters there.”

Kaden cursed. He hadn’t thought about that. On the plus side, Jessen had probably gotten multiple mostly useless abilities. On the downside, the man had also gained quite a few hit points and augmentations.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Samantha piped up.

“What?” Kaden asked.

“I’m thinking Jessen might be the highest-level Hunter currently in the round. You know what that means, right?”

Kaden grinned but didn’t laugh. There were a dozen powers out there that would practically demolish any Hunter foolish enough to climb above level twenty during the First Seeding. He doubted they’d be strong enough to deal with this new version of Jessen, however.

Those wouldn’t arrive until the Second or Third Seeding.

The drive into town took them twenty minutes. During it, Vortigon went into detail about his findings. Most of it was highly technical, involving alien chemicals and technology that should technically be forbidden during this phase of the Hunt. Kaden followed along, even if it didn’t all make sense.

Heart Finder led them to an old, subterranean building off the coast. It was clearly military but unmanned and with no signs of security or cameras.

“Likely some sort of safe depot in the event of nuclear war or something,” Kaden observed, getting out of the truck and walking to the tarp-concealed entrance. Removing the covering revealed double doors bolted into place, along with signs that warned against trespassers being shot on sight.

Kaden handled the bolts and got the doors open. The interior was just a big metal hole in the ground, with wooden boxes on pallets lining the far wall. English writing on the sides declared them, “MRE – RATIONS,” and “.50 AMMUNITION BOXES” and other ordinance.

“Guess I was right,” he said, waving Vortigon to drive the truck down.

Once the semi was in place, Kaden used Heart Finder to make sure there were no tracking devices on the exterior or interior. There was one on a piece of equipment in the back of the truck. It looked like something a man would stand in, but with a bunch of articulated arms, each ending in an injector.

“What’s this?” he asked Vortigon.

The alien, who’d been unloading the contents of the truck into the cave, turned awkwardly. He was still wearing the tattered lab coat and glasses. “No clue. It honestly doesn’t look like technology that should be on this world. That’s why we stole it.”

“Uh huh.”

Vortigon clearly wanted Kaden to value and trust him, so much so that he was putting on some sort of non-threatening act. Kaden still found it hard to imagine a time when he’d lower his guard around the creature.

His HUD flashed.

Asami (to Kaden): We dealt with the plane. Nessa captured the man’s Catalyst. It should prove quite useful. She says it’s called Commanding Presence. Expect us back at the house in three hours. Have you contacted the cyst in America yet?

It took Kaden a second to remember what Commanding Presence did. He cracked a smile once he did. Between her Mentalist upgrade and this new one, Nessa was going to be an absolute menace to their enemies.

Kaden (to Asami): Good job. And no. Not yet. There were complications. I’ll handle it now.

Asami (to Kaden): Understood. You should know that your sister did an excellent job. As did Suki. She has been asking about you, by the way.

Kaden (to Asami): Asking about me?

Asami (to Kaden): Indeed. I believe Suki is quite besotted with you. When we’re not running around on surprise missions, I would like for you to spend time with her.

Kaden started to reply in a terse tone, then stopped himself.

Asami and Vortigon seemed to be warring with who would manipulate him first. At least with mom, I have an idea of what she wants. Asami wanted a legacy and a degree of control over him. If Suki and he became an item, she would have that.

“She’s not even fucking trying to be subtle,” he growled beneath his breath.

Kaden (to Asami): I’ll see you soon.

He tried calling Viviana’s cell phone. It didn’t work until he left the bunker.

Her voice was as warm as he remembered it. “Kaden, good to hear from you. What’s going on?”

“Oh. You know. The usual. How are things over there?”

“Good. I’m bunked down in that town you sent me to. I’ve even got a cover job. It’s working out. Can’t say I’m having an exciting time, but it’ll do for now.”

“Did you get any of your other targets on the way?”

“A few, yeah. I’m level nine now.”

“Nice. Listen, there’s this guy who should be arriving at an airport tonight. He’s kind of a big deal, but he was moving in and out of the country discreetly. I figure we’ve got a window where he won’t be surrounded with bodyguards.”

Her professional, if friendly, tone became both harder and amused at once. “So much for a casual chat. Sure, I’ve got a small arsenal of tools and some useful Cats now. Who is it?”

When he told her, she burst out laughing. “Oh, fuck you, Kaden. You don’t ask for anything small, do you? Fine. Tell me where he’ll land and when. I’ll make it happen.”

Heart Finder gave him the location she wanted.

There was no time for small talk after that.

Kaden ended up leaving Vortigon at the bunker. He had an unlimited summoning duration and wanted time to investigate their discoveries.

“Do be a wonderful summoner and bring me some energy generation units before you leave entirely, please?” Vortigon asked as Kaden was making his way out of the cave.

“Sure.”

They were within three miles of the safe house, so Kaden ran there and borrowed Vasilis’s SUV for a quick supply run. By the time he’d gotten Vortigon settled, he was totally exhausted.

It was dawn before he completed his tasks. Walking into the kitchen area, he took a seat and put his head in his hands. Apox had merged with Kaden’s body and gone quiet. There was no sign of his father.

For a few moments, he allowed himself to breathe and feel human again.

Kaden’s body felt heavy. Gravity seemed to be reaching out to tug him into the center of the planet. “Sam, wake me when it’s time, okay?”

“Of course.”

***

Kaden woke to steam and the soothing sensation of warm water up to his neck. He was naked, seated on a stone outcropping.

Relaxation unlike anything he’d ever known seeped into him. It felt as though knowing, strong fingers were rubbing away aches and pains deeper than the flesh.

“You must know I am quite displeased with you.” The voice was soft, almost effeminate, but clearly belonged to a man.

Opening eyes he hadn’t realized he’d closed, Kaden saw Minato sitting across from him. A gaggle of steam-covered nagas, the too-ripe women Kaden had seen more than once, sat behind his enemy. They were looking at Kaden, their eyes phosphorescent yellow.

A dull feeling of shock threatened to bubble up, only to settle as the massaging hands continued their work. Had anything ever felt so good? He doubted it.

“The loss of the laboratory, the cysts, the biomass, and my servants will delay me. But only that. You’re already too late. Things were set in motion before you were born.”

Kaden’s head lolled to the side as sleep threatened to pull him under again. A spark of curiosity was all that kept him from giving in. “Before I was born? The Chronarch traitor, you mean.”

Minato’s eyes narrowed and his thin lips creased into a subtle smile. “It wasn’t a Chronarch traitor. I don’t believe so, anyway. The being who set this in motion, who arranged for my victory, is neither Chronarch nor Zeer. I suspect they came from another place entirely.”

A memory bubbled beneath Kaden’s sluggish thoughts, reluctant to surface. All he managed was, “You suspect. You lie.”

“I wouldn’t lie to you, Kaden. Lies are too easy to pierce during a Hunt.”

“I’m going to stop you.” Forcing the words out was difficult. Between the warmth and the pressure, it felt as if a vast chasm had opened beneath Kaden. All he wanted to do was fall into it for a little while longer.

“No,” Minato corrected gently. “You’re going to help me. My assault on Time’s Eye begins soon. Regardless of what you think you’ve done; the outcome is certain. There is only one way to stop me.”

“Arog…” Kaden tried to speak, but his mouth wouldn’t work.

Lunging, Minato crossed the distance between them in a flash. Face to face, the man’s breath smelled like sour wine. He growled, “To stop me from taking Time’s Eye, you’ll have to get to it first. There is no other path for you. It was foreseen before you were born. There is no other future for this world or the Madness. Even if my agents fail to kill you, I still win. Dream and think on the futility of your fate, Hunter.”


Chapter 28: Performative Assassination


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Sentinel
Effect: Your attributes are increased by 30%. This includes mental acuity, perception, etc. In addition, when acting on behalf of another, this benefit increases to 75%.
Special: The benefits of other, similar, Catalysts may stack with this one.


***

“Suki used balefire on the jet, then I dove into the ocean to search the wreckage,” Nessa explained.

She’d joined Kaden outside their rental property shortly after she, Suki, and Asami arrived from their impromptu mission. Asami and Suki, both exhausted, had exchanged a few quick pleasantries with a promise to catch up later, then gone to bed.

Nessa didn’t yet have Kaden’s ability to ignore the need for sleep. Still, once she’d learned about the potential for new evolutions, she’d perked right up.

“My timer is running low,” Apox said, extracting the other Survivor’s remains and lowering them to a garden stone. Turning to Nessa, he continued, “As you progress, it will become more difficult to merge with your SPITE unit. You’ll need more nix biomass, or more potent nix to achieve an evolution.”

A pair of his eyes flashed yellow. “Based on what I’ve ascertained from Samantha and my observations of how quickly you’ve acquitted yourself, I believe that this Survivor may be sufficient to grant you two evolutions.”

Nessa’s eyes danced.

“Why do you have a concerned posture?” Kaden asked. He was getting far more comfortable reading nix non-verbal communication.

“Because she was experimented on. Her biology was primed using the serum, which had nix DNA in it. I am concerned that two evolutions at once might temporarily overwhelm her humanity. These things should progress slowly, not all at once.”

Nessa said, “Auntie says that’s part of why she’s in the SPITE units. To help protect me.”

“Fair enough.” The nix turned, speaking to the remains. “Veec, I bring to you a worthy warrior. One who fights for our people. Please accept her and add your strength to hers.” He gestured for Nessa to touch the fallen Survivor’s chitin.

Nothing happened.

She looked over at Kaden, visibly worried. “Am I doing something wrong?”

“Let me help,” he said, moving over to touch the body with her. On instinct, he applied a single point of KX to the remains, then drew his hand back.

The flesh of the Survivor lit up in hues of magenta and silver. It rippled, wrapping around two of Nessa’s fingers, as a feminine nix voice sighed out. “I accept this bond. May my broken blade enhance yours.”

Then Veec’s flesh shot into Nessa.

This was Kaden’s first time seeing it from the outside. He found it fascinating. From his perspective, each evolution he’d earned like this had been a simple merger, like water poured into a fountain.

That couldn’t have been farther from the truth.

Magenta and silver biomass wove around Nessa’s body. At first Veec’s remains resembled armor. As they integrated with Nessa, they flattened, becoming raised scar tissue. Finally, they faded into tattoo-like patterns before vanishing entirely.

As with the double-Catalyst upgrade, Nessa collapsed to the ground, shaking.

Samantha said, “Auntie says Apox was right. It’s a double evolution. Veec is bringing over a lot of instincts that need to be processed. Nessa should be fine, just give her a few hours.”

Kaden picked Nessa up and carried her into her bedroom in the house. Apox waited for him in the hallway.

“Her father prepared her well for the SPITE bond,” the nix murmured. “It is good that she advances quickly. I believe what will come will test even you.”

Biting back a snort, Kaden said, “I’m constantly tested. Not three days ago, I had my spine broken. And then the fight with Jessen. If his Titan form hadn’t been quite so cumbersome, I suspect the outcome would have been different.”

Apox’s eyes flashed red, then green. “Yes. Upon reflection, I agree. Your class gives you advantages against a specific range of opponents.”

“I do what I can, with what I have. And intend to take what’s missing as I am able in the coming days.”

“Wise, Hive Leader.” With that, the nix stepped into Kaden, merging their biomass a few seconds before his timer ran out.

Kaden made his way into the kitchen. Vasilis had left a covered plate of food out, along with a note.

Getting the C4 charges. Be back later.

He took a seat and tried the bacon. It tasted delicious. Looking down, he discovered that his father had added red chili flakes to the mix.

“Who are you?” he asked the air, as if Vasilis might reply. The father who’d reared him had seen food as calories, not something to be enjoyed.

Halfway through his meal, Samantha piped up. “Vortigon has hit a couple stumbling blocks. He’s asked me to remind you about needing Nessa. Also, he’d like you to come and swap him with Paisley. There’s a bunch of passwords and encrypted locks. Without Baxter to help, he’s struggling.”

“Sure. Later. I think Asami wants us to do a quick scouting trip to where the gala will be held. I’ll talk to Nessa about it after.”

“Relayed.”

“Sam?”

“Yes?”

“What’s your assessment of Vortigon? He’s behaving differently. I’m not sure whether it’s safe to trust this new version or not.”

She made a soft, contemplative sound. “I believe he’s thrown in with us, Kaden. While it might not be prudent to assume he has your moral or ethical code, the parts of his psyche that I have access to make one thing clear.”

“What’s that?”

“He…for lack of better term…is starting to like you.”

“Huh? How does that make sense?”

“Think of torguul hierarchy. There is an apex, one who crafts pawns to serve. By joining your menagerie willingly, he has, in effect, acknowledged you as that apex. From a sociological perspective, even if he may not be consciously aware of it, you are Vortigon’s King.”

That revelation, however welcome, felt very strange.

***

Six Hours Later

Kaden, Asami, and Nessa stood on top of a skyscraper near the center of Mumbai, facing a golden-topped, domed theater. Dressed casually, Kaden and Nessa both resembled locals. Asami didn’t bother hiding her heritage, although she’d opted for a pair of slacks and a blouse.

“I’m surprised you only got the one Catalyst from the plane,” Kaden said, looking over at Nessa. She’d woken from her integration none the worse. If anything, she seemed happy with how it had gone.

“Just the one,” she confirmed. “It was only him and the pilot. The pilot survived the splash down. I left her alive, just so you know.”

“Tsk.” Asami made a disapproving sound.

“It doesn’t matter,” Kaden said. “Minato knows what we did. We don’t have to murder everyone we come across.”

Some of the tightness left his mother’s mouth. “I dislike messes. Witnesses are often messy. Fine. We will move on.”

Taking a step closer to the edge of the ten-story-tall skyscraper, Asami looked down. “I still do not understand why we need to continue the plan. Why attend the gala at all? Joshit is dead.”

“Because the event hasn’t been canceled,” Nessa said. “It seems no one knows he’s gone, other than the Gentex folks, and they haven’t told anyone.”

“So?” Asami pressed.

Kaden altered his appearance, transforming into Joshit. “We’re going because once word gets out to Gentex that I’m there, I’m hoping Jessen will show up. When he does, I’m going to kill him.”

“We,” Nessa corrected sharply.

“We,” he amended.

Asami stepped away from the edge. “And you want to do this at a public event? Surrounded by mundane people? Why not use Heart Finder to track him down later?”

Retrieving her phone, Nessa recited a list of names. “Are any of these familiar?”

“Sure. Wealthy people, from successful businesses.”

“They are the elites supporting Gentex,” Nessa said. “We’re talking about dictators, and the CEOs of billion-dollar mega corporations.”

“Plus, that one guy who tripled the price of eggs and fired half of his employees the same day,” Kaden added.

Both women looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. He gave them his version of a sheepish look. “If our attempt to kill Jessen before a fight breaks out fails, there will be collateral. According to the list Nessa’s collected all the attendees actively support Gentex. That makes them complicit. Every one of them we remove is a potential future problem we, or someone like us, won’t have to deal with later.”

“Politicians from multiple countries are attending, too,” Nessa added in a helpful tone. “I looked up their voting records. One woman helped deregulate baby food. A month later, three kids died from listeria.”

Asami held a hand up, forestalling further argument. “We are not vigilantes. Social justice and politics aren’t what we are here for. Our goal is to save the future of billions. While I find it admirable that you two want to engage in performative assassination, no matter how justified, I question the timing.”

“We’re doing it.” Kaden enunciated each word precisely. “Joshit’s prophetic power told me it was a good idea. And it’s a controlled situation. If we can kill Jessen here and now, before things go even more sideways, all the better. At best, we’ve got a few months to get to the bottom of Minato’s full plans. Speaking of which…”

He turned to Nessa, “Vortigon sent a message through Sam a little while ago. He’s asking for us both to give him a visit. He says he needs your help.”

At her questioning look, he explained, “Vortigon’s got the ability to assess and reconfigure virtually any technology. He’s not a biochemist. And he says some of what he’s found indicates you might provide crucial information.

“Because my genetic code was used to create the first cysts?”

“That and the fact that you helped your father with the research.”

“Sure.” She hooked a thumb back at the theater building. “I’ve got a list of people to question first. Commanding Presence should help with that. Once I’m done, we can head out to him. You said it’s only a few miles from the house, right?”

Kaden’s reply was to push a map through his HUD to hers.

Her eyes narrowed as she studied the information. “Right next to the coast? Nice.”

The trio made their way inside the office building. Passing the shattered door jam and broken security camera, they took the elevator down.

Leaning against the wall, Kaden thought about his dream. Or vision. That was clearly a vision from a dream-type Catalyst. I’m impressed that Minato got through SPITE’s shielding to send it.

Minato’s words hadn’t bothered him at first. It wasn’t until he’d had time to reflect on them that he’d begun to worry. The way Minato had described not lying during a Hunt sounded like someone who had done it before.

That has to be a Survivor’s influence on him.

Worse, Kaden was certain that Minato was both angry and genuinely confident. Time’s Eye is the key. And he means to assault it soon. What about the Seeding?

He looked up, imagining the Seedship and its cargo of Catalysts.

The elevator dinged open at the lobby floor, and they walked out. Nessa took the lead, which softened the expression of suspicion from the guy behind the front desk.

Commanding Presence, coupled with the EC Catalyst that boosted her charisma, had given Nessa an aura exceeding that of any movie star or politician. Unless she actively suppressed the ability, it caused regular people to feel drawn to her.

A wave of sweltering humidity met the group as they made their way down the sidewalk. Nessa disabled Commanding Presence, which immediately made the pedestrian response to her presence dim from excitement to merely interested.

She still had the passive charisma ability.

“Oh! Street food,” the girl called, practically prancing away to join a line of locals waiting for some sort of lamb dish.

Watching her go, Asami stepped closer to Kaden. “I am not surprised the General had that Catalyst. In Minato’s shoes, I would have gotten every significant leader some version of it. Commanding loyalty is an incredible asset.”

“What surprises you, then?” Kaden asked.

“How comfortable Nessa is with wielding it. Her adaptability is impressive.”

Kaden bit back a snort. “Some people are just wired differently. You trained her for weeks. I’d think you’d have been accustomed to her capabilities.”

“Learning quickly is relatively easy. Given her background, the fact that she is comfortable killing is not surprising. It is her ease with deliberate applications of power that impress me the most.”

“Part of that is her SPITE. The unit doesn’t take free will away. That’s something the nix wouldn’t allow. But it’s…” He searched for the right word, studying Nessa’s cheerful smile as she engaged in conversation with the locals.

“Predatory?” Asami suggested.

“Yeah. That’s an oversimplification, but basically. Nix biology thrives on combat and physical challenge. The more integrated the unit becomes, the more that instinct bleeds through, even with the AI filtering it.”

“And how has it influenced you?”

How has it influenced me? Kaden hadn’t exactly taken the time to search his own feelings lately. “I feel free.”

“Free to be a killer?” Her cold smile didn’t touch her eyes. “I would have thought Vasilis would have taught you that long ago.”

“True. Maybe free isn’t the right word. How about this? It makes me happy. I enjoy fighting the cysts and the targets I hunt. There’s pleasure in my life that was never there before.”

“Pleasure in killing. I see.” She looked away, tight mouth flexing as if she tasted something sour.

“Killing is an output, not the goal,” he corrected. “It’s about using my skills with focus and purpose against my enemies.”

Nessa’s return interrupted their discussion. Eyes shining, she offered each of them some sort of wrapped meat on a stick. Hers and Kaden’s were drenched in a red sauce that smelled of spices.

Taking the offered food gratefully, Kaden took a bite. “Oh! This is good.”

Asami accepted her skewer and waved. “Let’s walk. Sightseeing happens best when the feet are in motion.”

Their trip was to scout the area and get first-hand intelligence about the layout. Kaden was there because he had yet to hear what they’d discovered about the theater mission so far. It was either be with them or go around hunting for more cysts.

The problem with the second option was that he’d apparently cleared out the local cyst population. The closest group Heart Finder found was nearly two hours outside of the city.

That left him with two options: look for Jessen specifically or go after more gangs. He fully intended to do both. Jessen, he simply needed to keep tabs on. It was one thing to be certain the man would show up at the gala, and another to verify that.

Dealing with gangs would help him feel like he was making a positive difference in the city. Plus, the new extradimensional storage needed to be filled. As awesome as that power was, it emphasized dealing with many threats rather than single, isolated targets.

Always a catch, he mused.

Kaden’s stomach growled at the idea. Since getting the storage space, he couldn’t stop feeling a ghost of hunger, as if his body was wired to see the storage as a sort of second stomach. One that was starving.

“Shut up,” he subvocalized to his body, then took another bite from the skewer.

Several hours passed with the trio moving from one location to another. Nessa took frequent stops to visit a shop or enter a business to speak to someone. Every discovery she made about the locals flashed in their synchronized HUDs.

She was getting tactical data; learning the culture, the people, and what they knew about the gala. Along with the social aspect was the logistical one. She mapped the interior of buildings that might be useful if a moving fight broke out, complete with routes of escape.

And she did it all while making friends.

“She learned this watching you,” Asami said at his comment about it. “She told me about how you slipped into personas when you travel. Like you’re some sort of actor.”

“Makes sense.” Those were techniques he’d learned during his years of training.

“Let’s go there. I want to get you something.” Asami pointed at a two-story clothing store. It was upscale, with theft detectors at the doors. As with many things in Mumbai, the buildings directly next to it were run down and dirty. Some even had clothes dangling between the windows like bright flags.

Reluctantly, Kaden let his mother draw him on a shopping trip. Nessa joined them a few minutes later, just as Asami was handing him an expensive leather jacket.

“I love it!” Moving to a rack of accessories, she grabbed a pair of shades and passed them over. “Now you’re all mysterious and biker-esque.”

“Real subtle,” he grumbled, accepting their selections.

This is so odd, he thought.

Samantha told him, “It’s just because you’ve never had a proper family, Kaden. This is how humans interact with each other in the real world.”

“Oh! I see dresses,” Nessa bounced, jumping just a little higher than a human with her athletic build should have been able to. “C’mon. I want to try a few on.”

Grabbing his hand, she drew him behind her.

Asami’s look of stern displeasure made his decision for him. Kaden went with Nessa, actively participating in a solid hour of wardrobe changes. Seeing his mother’s growing irritation made every dress, pair of pants, or new shirt worth it.

By the end, even she crumbled to Nessa’s infectious charm and began trying on local wardrobe.

This is what having a family feels like, Kaden thought later, an unfamiliar warmth lighting his heart.


Nessa Character Sheet Update


Name: Nessa Yamaguchi
Age: 19
Class: Assault Infiltrator.
Level: 11
Hit Points: 5 (Base) +55 (Catalyst Level) + 10 (SPITE Augmentation) – Total: 70
SPITE Attunement: 35%
Allocated SPITE Augmentations
· Physical Augmentation: 30 of 100
· Mental Augmentation: 90 of 100 (+20)
· Global Biological Augmentation: 0 out of 100
· Weapons Augmentation: 30 out of 100
· Defense Augmentation: 50 out of 100
Mental Augmentation Inherent Bonus: Nessa’s intellect has been boosted to supernatural levels. She gains a passive 20% bonus to actions that require concentration and thought.
Allocated Catalyst Skills
· Battlefield Tactics (50 out of 100)
· Disguise (60 out of 100) (+10)
· Espionage (60 out of 100) (+20)
· Exotic Weapons (30 out of 100)
· Linguistics and Dialects (10 out of 100) (Japanese, Indian, Hindi, Russian, Nix)
· Medicine (20 out of 100)
· Stealth (30 out of 100)
· Technology (30 out of 100)
Espionage: Her ability to blend in and remain undetected while gathering intelligence has been significantly enhanced.
New Catalysts: Commanding Presence
Her presence passively influences others, increasing their loyalty and trust in her. This ability stacks with other charisma-type Catalysts. At high potency, it can create bonds of extreme devotion. Range: Sight
Limitation: This effect does not need to be sustained on non-Hunters, but it does on Hunters. Hunters who leave her presence revert to their normal attitude in 4 hours. In addition, individuals with mental resistances or proper Catalysts will be entirely immune to this ability.



Nessa Evolution Update


SPITE Attunement: 35% (Third Evolution)
The potency of the Survivor, coupled with her unique genetic advantages, has granted her two evolutions rather than the normal one.
Mirror Step: Provided she remains in motion, she may create up to 3 duplicates of herself. These duplicates have actual mass and weight and can act. They have none of her Catalytic or SPITE abilities, however. These duplicates will appear anywhere she wishes, within sixty feet, and will act according to her will, but independently. They need not remain in motion. If she stops moving or is forced to do so, the duplicates will vanish after 10 seconds of her immobility. If she resumes motion before they vanish, it will prevent them from doing so.
Kove Tether: She may insert her Kove into a living being. As long as it remains sheathed in their biology, all of the damage she would take is instead dealt to the sheathed target. If the blade is removed or re-summoned, or if the recipient dies, this effect ends. Note: Because this weapon has the “subtle” enhancement, the wounded target will be aware that they are suffering damage but not know the source – to them it will feel as if their life force is being drained from them. Range: 10 miles.



Chapter 29: Postponed


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Greater Restoration
Effect: With a touch you completely restore someone’s health, instantly removing any and all side-effects. This power can restore amputated legs, brain damage, and even genetic abnormalities. It may be used on a target reduced to zero hit points and unconscious, but not dead. You may use this ability one time per day per 3 of your Catalytic levels.
Limitation: It will not remove anything overtly beneficial.


***

After their trip through the city, collecting information from locals and employees at the theater where the gala would be held, the three went back to their rental.

On the way, Nessa asked, “Is it strange that Gentex hasn’t sent the local military against us? Surely they could find us if they wanted.”

Kaden had told them of his actions against the lab and Jessen but had withheld the dream. He was certain the true answer to her question had to do with Minato’s certainty that Kaden was ultimately working to further the rival Hunter’s ambitions.

What he said instead was, “The Indian military is strained right now. At best, they could send a few hundred troops. Gentex knows we would handle them. In the unlikely event that they managed to kill us, it would virtually guarantee valuable Catalysts went into the hands of random soldiers.”

Asami said, “The best way to counter stealth is with an unavoidable trap. Given your capabilities, I’d lure you somewhere I was relatively certain you’d go, then overwhelm you with my elites. That would virtually guarantee victory.”

Kaden, who was driving a car they’d purchased earlier, glanced at his mother in the rear-view mirror. “Joshit’s probability Cat said we should go.”

“Free will, SPITE, and cysts, all foiled that ability,” she retorted. “I am not arguing against the mission, only pointing out that the silence we’re enjoying is likely them preparing for a counterstrike.”

“Fair enough.”

Nessa and Kaden went to the cavern location on foot, much to Asami’s displeasure. She wanted Kaden to take Suki with them.

As the duo raced along, weaving from the suburbs to overgrown landscapes drenched from monsoon season, Nessa used SPITE to communicate with him.

“Suki seems nice.”

“We’re not discussing her, or my mother’s intentions,” he replied. “There’s no time for any of that.”

He got the sense that his reply had pleased his companion, and almost mentioned his interest in Viviana. What good would that do? Thinking of the first-generation cyst reminded him that they’d need a way to protect her, should their theories about remote control commands prove true.

They made it to the subterranean bunker late in the evening. Vortigon had three generators going, creating pools of light around various bits of equipment. There were a pair of laptops, several desktop computers wired to extra hard drives, and a veritable chemistry lab all nearby. A variety of machinery, including the multi-armed injection device, all sat to one side. None of those were powered.

The torguul summons was still wearing the lab coat and glasses. Spinning as they entered, he beamed at them. It made his red eyes glow in the near-dark.

“You’re here. Excellent. Kaden, I have prepared a list of things that I need.”

Kaden’s HUD flashed. The list included wires, common chemicals and lab equipment, and a request for a dozen more expensive generators.

Vortigon added, “I also need Paisley to bypass quite a few passwords. Would you mind fetching the things off that list while I discuss my findings with Nessa? I believe she’ll be able to work on these puzzles with me while we await your return.”

“I’m not an errand boy,” Kaden muttered, seeing little choice. He left Nessa and Vortigon to talk and returned to the house.

Suki met him outside, dressed in jeans and a shirt, apparently ready for travel. “What are you doing?”

“Going on a few supply runs, why?”

She replied in a soft voice, but with with visible determination in her eyes. “I would enjoy shopping with you while we discuss plans for the gala.”

That gave him pause. “Plans for the gala?”

“Asami has told me of her concerns for an ambush, and I know that your father is collecting C4. I’ve done a detailed analysis of the schematics. Based on what I’ve been able to gather with Amethyst, there are several opportunities that I think we should discuss. Also, why don’t we take my vehicle?”

“Your…vehicle? Oh. Right.” He’d forgotten about her ability to create transportation for them.

She pointed and mist boiled out of the air, solidifying into a large van. It had a floral motif, and graphics on the sign indicated it belonged to a florist. “My vehicle,” she echoed.

Faced with what was objectively a better solution, he could not help but concede. They took the van.

They drove into town, with him providing Suki with a frank assessment of the location and possible outcomes. “Heart Finder will tell me if there are cysts in the area the night of the gala. Currently, there are none nearby. I wouldn’t expect them to throw more Hunters at us, given they are consuming Catalysts to empower their army. I’m hoping Jessen will show up once Joshit makes an appearance. Worst-case scenario, there might be a couple cysts he brings with him, plus local security.”

“And you suspect he is level twenty-one now?”

“At least.”

“With a SPITE unit and a bond to a Titan?”

“Yeah.”

“Would you mind telling me about your last confrontation with him? In detail, please. I’d like to offer perspective.”

Kaden started out with the basics. As they moved from one store to the next, collecting things, she began asking him probing questions. He elaborated, providing answers and nuance that reminded him a bit of Vasilis, during their early days of Kaden’s training.

When they’d finished their back and forth, she said, “It sounds to me like your best path in fighting Jessen is to get him to transform.”

“How so?”

“You said it yourself. It limits his mobility. From what Asami and I have discovered with her spirit guides, the shapeshifted form also likely limits which Catalysts he can wield.”

“Good point.” Almost all top-tier Catalysts had a drawback, or some limitation to keep them from being totally broken ‘I-win’ abilities. Kaden knew of three or four that would prevent the wielder from using any of their Catalytic abilities entirely while in another form. Two in the first Seeding had lesser versions of those limitations.

No doubt Jessen has one of those.

Suki’s lips quirked at the praise. “In my estimation, the best way to get him to transform will be either to injure him until he has no choice but to do so or to enrage him.”

“I plan to kill him before it becomes an issue.” Kaden didn’t like to divulge his capabilities to anyone other than his father. Or Nessa, he added to himself. It wasn’t like Suki hadn’t seen a lot and proven herself in the days since they’d met, though.

“My Atticus and Resolute Blades deal around twenty-nine hit points of damage on a regular hit. If I can get a critical attack, he’ll be taking between sixty and ninety points of damage, depending on a few factors. If we’re lucky, I can get two or three swings off before he can respond. That should be, at minimum, a hundred and twenty hit points of damage. I’ll combine that with my Lotus, which should add another ten or twenty points – even if I don’t score a critical strike. I doubt he’ll survive.”

“Twenty-nine on a regular hit,” Suki repeated. “I believe that four or five points is equal to a shotgun blast, yes? And fifteen would be a grenade?”

“Twelve, usually,” he corrected. “The Atticus is dealing about as much damage as being hit by a round from a tank at this point. On a critical, it’s closer to being hit by a rocket launcher.”

She whistled through her teeth. “Impressive. I worry that he survived your first encounter at all. It says much.”

Samantha spoke to them both. “Based on my back-of-the-napkin calculations, I believe Titans have thousands of hit points in their full form. I would also assume that at least half of Jessen’s Catalysts were given to him specifically to allow him to wield and survive the bond with his.”

“Maybe more,” Kaden said, thinking about the available list. “Titan Binding is one of maybe three Cats it could be, and that thing has a laundry list of drawbacks and limitations. I didn’t even bother learning them, since one of them leaves the wielder incapacitated for a week after they use it. If I ever fought someone with it, my plan was to run out the ten-minute timer.”

“But there are Catalysts that could remove some of those?” Suki asked.

“Yeah. Ones that reduce the duration of side-effects. Ones that render the wielder immune to specific effects, or that enhance that specific type of transformative Catalyst.” Thinking back to the fight, he knew Suki was right. “From what I can gather, he only used maybe four or five powers during our fight.”

“And if he transforms, it will only restrict him further.”

Pausing there, they went into the final store of their trip. The generators were expensive and took considerable space. They had to strap three down onto the roof. Suki’s summoned van withstood the weight easily enough.

A few miles into the trip back out of the city, she turned in her seat. “You’re going into the Madness again after this, aren’t you?”

“Likely. I need SPITE upgrades, and I made promises to people there. Why?”

“Take me with you.”

One hand on the steering wheel, he glanced over. Suki’s expression was as hard as steel. Instead of going with his gut and telling her no, he instead said, “Why?”

“You will need someone to watch your back. I have abilities that will help you.”

“They won’t work in the Madness. If you don’t have a SPITE unit, with an adapter, you’ll be a regular person trapped in hell.”

“Hell?”

He told her about his first trip. “I was captured, tortured, and nearly died. There are Titans over there, Suki. They are as big as moons, and hunt at night. It’s a land of opportunities, and so dangerous that no sane person should ever want to go there.”

She trembled, the determination steeling her posture giving way to uncertainty. “I… I would be a liability.”

“Just so.”

“I will grow stronger.” Straightening in her chair, she looked ahead. “Perhaps we can figure out a way to create a cyst without the brainwashing of the others. If so, I shall become one.”

“Why would you want to do that?”

“To be of use.”

Kaden fought not to gawk and lost. “Suki, you’re incredibly useful. You were even before you got balefire. Just because you don’t have a SPITE unit doesn’t mean you’re not able to help.”

“I want to be of use to you,” she replied, emphasizing the ‘you’ heavily.

“Because Asami has told you to.”

She didn’t bother trying to deny it. “Because you are her inheritor, Kaden. Because I have been in her service for half of my adult life, and it would bring me every joy to continue it at your side. I bring many valuable skills to the table. For example, I…”

Kaden cut her off with a gesture. “I’m not saying no. I’m also not saying yes. Promise me you won’t take suicidal risks, and I’ll make you a promise in exchange.”

“A promise?”

“I’ll promise once the Chronarchs are dealt with, assuming we’re both around and able to have the discussion, we can have it then. Until then, whether it’s romance or service or whatever else, it has to wait. And I want you to tell Asami that, too. This match making thing is on hold until we survive the apocalypse.”

That gave her pause. As he pulled them onto the gravel road leading to the bunker, she slumped into her chair. “If that is what you will give, it is what I must accept. Do not expect me to be any less useful or to be any less determined than your mother or Nessa in my ambition.”

The fact that she called Nessa by name, rather than labeling her his sister was enough for Suki to earn a few more points in his esteem.

“I admire it,” he said warmly, reaching over to squeeze her hand. In his mind, there was no intimacy in the gesture, just the reassurance he’d give a friend.

She flushed at his touch, looking down. “My lord, I…”

“Nope! Whatever you’re going to say, anything that starts with ‘my lord’ gets a firm no.” With a laugh, Kaden put the van in park and threw himself into unloading. With a chuckle that belied her attempt at shyness, she joined in.


Chapter 30: Event Horizon


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Binding Tongue
Effect: The Hunter gains the ability to produce Pact Coins. These may be used to create binding agreements between other entities participating in the Hunt, or in the Madness. These pacts must have reasonable terms and conditions, including an exit clause.
Note: The Zeer assigned to oversee the Hunt will determine what is ‘reasonable.’


***

Kaden walked in on Nessa and Vortigon standing next to one another, looking at a computer monitor connected to an advanced microscope. They were deep in conversation, their tones light, almost bantering.

Vortigon’s normal steel growl had softened to that of a tiger. He must have said something funny, as Nessa laughed and gently punched one of the near-Titan’s arms, right beneath the split sleeve of the tattered lab coat.

As Kaden sat down the first of the generators, the torguul twisted, his forked tail lashing menacingly. His arm shot out, either to protect the equipment or Nessa.

No fucking way Vortigon is protecting Nessa, Kaden thought. Then it occurred to him. Vortigon isn’t immune to her Charisma. Holy shit. Do the torguul have a vulnerability no one told me about?

Suki came up by his side, two stacked crates of supplies in her arms. “Where should I put these, Miss Nessa?”

Nessa pointed. “Over near those tables, please. Thank you, Suki. Kaden, you won’t believe what we’ve found so far.”

Pausing halfway back out the door, Kaden said, “Do I want to know now, or later?”

“I’ll tell you for sure once we get Paisley out to unlock this code. I’d also like to upload Amethyst to these devices, if you’ll let me.”

The request sounded reasonable, but there were problems with using an AI like Amethyst. For one, she’d been created by a summons belonging to someone else. He could imagine a thousand scenarios where her code became self-aware and turned on him. For another, he had no idea what sorts of traps might lay in wait on Vortigon’s stolen hardware.

There was more than one Catalyst that could produce self-aware AI.

“You, Vortigon, and Paisley check the systems we captured. I don’t want any sort of contamination to copies of Amethyst’s code. If you see any suspicious activity, I want the hard drives destroyed. No questions asked. And no internet connection, obviously.”

Nessa bobbed her head. “Sounds good. Let’s go.”

It took another couple of hours to get everything unloaded and set up. The generators also needed fuel. Suki offered to get that for them, but Kaden wouldn’t let her go alone.

“Vortigon, come here. I’ll get you and Paisley out so you can work.”

Vortigon walked over, then hesitated a few feet away. “Both of us? Are you level twenty now?”

Grinning up at the nightmarish alien, Kaden chuckled. “I thought Samantha kept my summons informed of my capabilities.”

Samantha spoke up for all of them. “I keep your summons apprised of the situation around you. If I know you’ll need one of them to be familiar with an ability for a mission, I share it. But only then. Your private matters, including your thoughts and HUD, are your own. Would you like me to change that?”

“No. It’s fine.” Kaden held a hand out. “C’mon Vortigon. You’ll see how it works in a second.”

With a rueful look, the torguul gingerly shed his coat and glasses. Then he flowed around Kaden, enshrouding him in a mass of SPITE tissue. A few seconds later, the summons was gone, merged with his summoner.

With a wink at Nessa, Kaden said, “Let me show you Timeless Echo. C’mon Paisley, let’s unlock some things. Also, I have stickers for you this time.”

Summoning Paisley took sixty seconds. As soon as she’d finished pulling free of his back, he triggered Timeless Echo, repeating the summoning and targeting Vortigon.

CRACK!

There was a powerful thunderclap as Vortigon seemed to spear out of Kaden’s body, the biomass yanked free with the speed and force of a car crash.

A ripple of dull agony, suppressed by his SPITE unit, rose like a wave through Kaden as his hit points plummeted from the combination of both summons.

“Timeless Echo?” Vortigon said, uncurling and pulling his wardrobe back on.

Putting a hand to his head, Kaden said, “Yeah. Good guess.”

“That’s an incredibly powerful Catalyst.”

Hearing the torguul’s respect for the ability nearly made the phantom pain of the Echoed summons worth it. “Okay. Vortigon, Paisley, both of you work with Nessa. I’ll stop by the house and get Amethyst’s laptop for you, once you know it’s safe.”

Flying at head height, Paisley made a pipping, bird-like sound. “Stickers?”

Kaden handed her an entire sheet of stickers, the ones he’d gotten before his fight with Jessen. The adorable-yet-horrifying ziltrax stuffed the entire thing into her human mouth. Chewing loudly, she mumbled, “Spicy. I like it!”

With an enthusiastic buzzing sound, she zipped over to the nearest active computer. “Show me what you’ve got.”

“Of course,” Nessa said, hurrying to join the flying summons.

Still standing next to Kaden, Vortigon turned to watch Paisley, his bright red eyes thoughtful in an otherwise fixed expression.

“What is it?” Kaden asked.

“Ziltrax and torguul have ever been in conflict. The hate between our people pre-dates the Madness. We may have shared space in the menagerie, but we did not communicate. I am…uncertain how I feel right now.” His tone wasn’t angry. If anything, he sounded curious.

Vortigon’s admission brought Kaden’s wariness back to the forefront. He wished he’d thought to ask Joshit if he could trust the torguul, too. “Focus on the task at hand. Paisley is working for the same cause we are. Help her so she can help us.”

Shaking himself like some sort of giant dog, Vortigon stalked over to do just that.

Kaden and Suki left to get containers and gas for the generators. Based on quick math, they’d need several hundred gallons to keep each going at full capacity for the remainder of their time in India.

By the time they returned to the cave with the fuel and Amethyst, Nessa was ready for them.

Accepting Kaden’s laptop, she walked it over to a computer and connected a cable between the two. Typing, she said, “You and I were right about the virus. They’ve figured out how to spread the first generation of cysts orally. It’s expensive and time consuming to produce enough to transform one person, but it’s do-able.”

“Just the first generation?” Kaden asked, walking over to watch her work.

Nessa: Amethyst, we’re copying you over to a system for scientific analysis. Are you ready?

Amethyst: I am. But I should remind you that I am an underpowered ghost compared to the true Amethyst entity. Please retrieve her from the Madness to refresh my code.

Nessa: Not at this time. Proceed with what you have available.

Amethyst: Understood. Proceeding. Please enter a list of queries.

As she typed, Nessa continued her explanation. “Just the first. They had more time with it. China came up with the delivery mechanism. The problem is there’s about a fifty percent mortality rate.”

“Does it have to do with the calorie requirements?”

“Bingo. The infection consumes close to a hundred thousand calories during the change. Anyone with low body fat is basically screwed. That’s a lot of dead skinny people.”

“And the second or third generation? I’m guessing those will be more stable.”

She pointed to the screen of a stolen computer, where a window with Amethyst’s duplicate code popped up. “That’s part of what we’re trying to figure out. It’s obvious that different labs developed the second and third generations. What we don’t know is if either is a candidate for serum, or viral spreading. Gen-two has a long incubation period and has a bunch of flaws.”

Vortigon picked up the thread. “We have the least data on the third generation. Second gens can use Catalysts innately, on top of needing far fewer calories to transform. But the steps to produce one are more volatile. From what we’ve found, there’s no simple injections to create one. They’d have to migrate a lot of genetic code from a host to victims to initiate the transformation.”

“What about the stuff that makes them easy to mind control?” Kaden asked. “Have you been able to isolate it? Can we cut it out or stop it?”

“Working on it.” Nessa moused over a folder and opened several files. Images of cells and DNA sequences popped up. “I know the genes that turn those sequences on, since I have a good idea of how Auntie works. Cutting it out or suppressing it…that’s the part I’m not sure about.”

Vortigon shifted over to a table and lifted a piece of circuitry attached to a metal plate. “This is as far as I’m allowed to go with Earth technology. This is a signal blocking device. It just operates on a cellular level. If we put this on a cyst before the command signals get through, it should stop them from being taken over.”

Kaden walked over, studying the object. It was a little larger than palm-sized, and looked delicate, with wires and mysterious diodes attached to a circuit board. “Can you mass produce it, or beam the protection out?”

“No. I can make it smaller and harden the housing, but there’s no way with Earth tech to beam a protective field out. And mass production is unlikely. We’d need to create a factory of similar size and scope to the laboratory we destroyed.”

Kaden bit back a string of curses.

Skitter-Skitter. Paisley’s sharp legs clicked as she walked into view from a nearby desk. “There are some base messages in the genetic code. I’ve unlocked that. Take a look.”

Nessa brought up a document. It had three lines.

Go to [uncertain] location.

Go through the [uncertain].

Kill every [non-cyst?] you encounter.

“The thoughts Samantha suppresses in my SPITE unit are far more cogent than that,” Kaden observed.

Vortigon said. “We lack the tools or time to decode those. What I can tell you is that cyst genetic code has a homing function. It will pull them to one of three locations. If someone tries to stop them, they’ll go into a killing frenzy. And once they reach their destination, they’ll kill anything they find that isn’t a cyst.”

Kaden looked down at his arm, SPITE chitin appearing over the illusion of human flesh. He thought about how his thoughts transformed the material, and how the nix could communicate in complex ways, even when “deceased”. “That’s part of why they needed the nix. Genetic communication.”

“Likely,” Nessa confirmed. “Like Big V said, we’ve only scratched the surface, but Auntie and I agree with your assessment.”

Kaden closed his eyes, thinking about the current Category list. He said, “Minato is moving soon. That means he’s acquired the Cats he needs before the Second Seeding. Vortigon, I’m thinking about Plague Carrier and Metas that could boost and spread it. What do you think?”

“Plague Carrier?” Suki, who’d been quiet up to that point, spoke from nearby. She’d walked over and was standing on her tiptoes to see the computer screens over Kaden’s shoulder.

He recited what it did. “Basically, it lets someone carry a disease or toxin, then spread it around. They weaponize illness. There’s a bunch of Metacatalysts that could amplify the range or effectiveness, if you stacked them properly.”

Nessa picked up the thread. “And with generation-threes being able to share Catalysts…”

Kaden nodded. “It’s thin. Very thin. But the possibilities are there. If Gentex can encapsulate the transformation process into something the Hunt thinks of as a virus or infection, it would fall within the allowable parameters. They could mass-infect hundreds of thousands of people in a matter of days or hours.”

“Try Heart Finder?” Suki suggested. “If you find four people with Plague Carrier, that’ll give us a list of targets for after the gala.”

“Good idea.” Kaden said. “One second.”

He walked outside until he had signal to get an up-to-date map, then did the test. “Show me individuals with a Catalytic ability to spread viruses or diseases.” The lack of specificity would cost him accuracy, but they were more worried about proving a hypothesis.

Warm spots popped up in a dozen locations in every major country.

“Show me points where remote genetic commands can be issued.”

This time there were three. One in Mexico, one in China, and one on the east coast of the United States.

He walked back down, reporting his findings. Once he’d finished, he reminded the group what they’d seen from Joshit’s prophecies.

“They had a note to send a hundred thousand cysts after Totilithon. And I believe they are going to assault Time’s Eye sooner than later.”

“Kaden,” Suki murmured once he was done. “Let’s find a big map. We need to have some idea of how many cysts there are already.”

“That would hardly be precise.” Vortigon gestured at the stolen computer. “We have shipping manifests, along with dates and times. Assuming every resource is constant, and they are all consumed, I can provide an estimate.”

It only took a few minutes. Between Vortigon and Amethyst they crunched the numbers.

Potential Maximum Catalysts

Generation 1: 250,000

Generation 2: 30,000

Generation 3: 2,800 (Best guess)

“Over two-hundred thousand?” Kaden fought back a sense of dread. “That’s an army.”

“A potential army,” Vortigon said. “We learned it takes several million dollars to make a single cyst using the current production pipeline. It’ll likely be months before this many go into production.”

Nessa added, “I think you hit the nail on the head when you said army. They’ve infiltrated world governments. There’s no way the Generals were the end of the infection. It makes tactical sense to transform soldiers. If they successfully develop a virus that can spread cysts around, the potential spread is…exponential.”

Kaden took a mental and physical step back. “We need to discuss this with Vasilis and Asami. His Survivor will want to know. Maybe she’ll have some insight. There have to be ways we can break this down into manageable chunks. Destroying Gentex’s ability to transmit commands to the cysts must be a priority. Killing disease spreaders needs to be another. If we can act quickly enough, maybe we can stop the apocalypse.”

He pointed at Vortigon’s blocking device. “I need as many of those as you can produce. They need to be portable, and able to survive combat. I want to get Viviana a couple immediately.”

The torguul’s tail dipped in a bow. “Give me a couple days.”

Kaden turned to Nessa. “You and Amethyst see if you can uncover anything else. A timeline to when we can expect their virus to go online would be great. If you can find a weakness or flaw we can exploit, all the better. Oh! That reminds me. What about the vaccine?”

“That, I have good news about,” Nessa said. She walked over to a series of beakers, next to more computing equipment. Lifting a syringe, she offered it to him. “Vortigon told me about the molecule he used to target certain enzymes in the SPITE. This should block those genetic receptors, rendering us invulnerable to that type of attack.”

Accepting the syringe, Kaden gave the girl a nod of approval. “You came up with this fast.”

She tapped her forehead. “I knew what to look for, remember? Go ahead and inoculate yourself. I’ve already done it. Auntie confirmed it worked.”

He jammed the needle into his stomach, pressing the stopper down until he’d gotten the full dose.

Samantha spoke out loud, “I’ll get this distributed. Give it fifteen minutes and you’ll be totally inoculated.”

“Thanks,” Kaden said, then asked, “Would it be possible for us to use a version of this just on cysts? Maybe a virus to target them and turn their own plans against them?”

Vortigon waved at the machines he’d stolen. “Not with the time or materials available. At best, we can make weapons – like bombs – that will target compounds in their skin. Those toxins are not communicable.”

Nessa also indicated it was beyond her skill. “I’ll see what I and the AI can dig up. If we’re still doing the gala gig, I need to spend some time preparing for that, too.”

“Yeah. We need to.” Kaden was less worried about removing humans who were funding Gentex than he was Jessen at this point. Given that nix DNA was critical to the development of cysts, he had a suspicion that killing Jessen might be the best way to remove yet another arrow from Minato’s quiver.

With the group in agreement about next steps, Kaden turned to go. Suki followed.

“Kaden?” Nessa asked, drawing him up short. “What are you going to be doing?”

“Hunting.”


Chapter 31: Concentrated Villainy


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Titan’s Malice
Effect: A target you can see, that you have dealt damage to within the past 3 seconds, is stunned. They may not move or take any other action for 8 seconds. You may use this power once per day. Range: 300 feet.
Limitation: This Catalyst will become available during the Third Seeding. Beings that bring this into the Hunt prematurely will be qualified as legal targets for Survivors.


***

Biomass/KX Extra Vault Capacity: 1,170 (Catalyst level X hit points)
Current Vault Store: 281 (biomass)\281 (KX)


Kaden spent two nights using Heart Finder to locate dangerous gangs. It didn’t take him long to effectively clean the city of any coordinated groups, the ability qualified as “life-threatening to civilians.”

“Most of the crime in this city is theft,” Samantha observed on the second night, when he pointed out that they’d barely made a dent in what he needed to max out the new vault. “Unless you want to go after individuals rather than gangs, the only other choice is to leave the city.”

That wasn’t an option.

He returned early on the morning before the gala, feeling accomplished but not satisfied. Vasilis was waiting for him. This time it wasn’t with breakfast, but with cases of explosives.

“Everything you asked for is in these. After the gala, I’ll be helping Lakshmi with the migration and safety plan.” He made the announcement like it wasn’t a big deal.

The Survivor had been unwilling to provide the group with direct aid, other than Vasilis, although she had thanked them for the information about Minato. She had, however, imbued Vasilis with several new Catalysts and given him additional tasks.

Hearing that his father would be moving on to serve the would-be goddess full time wasn’t a surprise.

It still knocked him off center. “This soon?”

“This soon.” Vasilis took a seat on a couch and leaned forward, looking at Kaden with clear eyes. “What you and the others discovered about Gentex’s plans is within Lakshmi’s purview. She’s allowed to act. Several of my Cats allow me to purify and protect mundane people. Her other followers are spreading around the world, working to create places of safety in case the worst happens.”

“The worst?”

Vasilis held his hands up. “You tell me? Nuclear attacks, maybe? Wholesale slaughter of anyone with enough fat to survive being turned into a mind-controlled monster?”

Biting back what he truly felt, Kaden said, “You’ve always wanted to save the world.”

The old man’s mouth quirked into a sad phantom of a smile. “I gave my only begotten son, knowing I’d die before I could make a personal difference.”

“And now you can.”

“Now we both can, in our own ways.” Vasilis tapped his chest. “I’m out of the Hunt. Lakshmi is letting me act as a driver and healer at the gala. After that, she isn’t willing to risk the Catalysts she’s given me.”

“Makes sense.” Kaden didn’t like it. What’s wrong with him going off to save lives? He’s getting what he wanted. While I… I continue to do what he trained me for. There was a hint of the anger that had driven him away in that thought. He figured it was resentment.

When would Kaden get the life he wanted?

And what life is that? Would I be satisfied with peace?

Clearing his throat, Kaden asked, “Ask your Survivor to do me a favor?”

“What?”

“Viviana, in the States. If there’s some way to prevent Gentex from mind-controlling her, I’d appreciate it.”

“I thought Vortigon had that covered.”

“Eh. We plan to get Suki to fly over and deliver them after the gala. Still, I’d rather hedge my bets. Every time we think we’re ahead of Minato, he’s ten steps further than we thought. If he randomly decides to activate the cysts, or has some way to bypass Vortigon’s hack, I’d like a pocket ace.”

“No promises, but I’ll see what I can do.”

That was all Kaden could ask for.

Reaching into a pocket, Vasilis drew out a folded sheet of paper. He put it down on the table, turning it so Kaden could read with him. “This is the most concentrated villainy I’ve ever seen in my life.”

It was their most up-to-date list of gala attendees.

“There’s the guy who cut funding to airplane parts, right before hundreds of people died. And software executives who sell plagiarism software that puts authors out of business. What’s the common thread here?”

“These people have influence,” Kaden said. “Joshit’s cousin is running for elected office. He wants to take over India’s parliament, so this event is acting as a combination fundraiser and publicity stunt. I half suspect that Minato is selling opportunities for these people to become cysts. There are a trio of longevity gurus attending, including that guy who told kids to eat only raw liver.”

“Or,” Vasilis said, looking from the paper up to meet Kaden’s eyes, “whatever you’re planning will benefit him, too.”

That was always a possibility. “We can ‘what-if’ scenario this to death. At the end of the day, I don’t care as long as Jessen is out of my way.”

“And if he doesn’t show?”

“Oh, he will.”

“How do you know?”

“Call it a gut feeling. I used Heart Finder to look for local cysts. They are still miles away. I looked for Jessen’s shoes and found several pairs in a spot just outside the city. I think he’s still local. Once ‘Joshit’ makes an appearance, he’ll come.”

“His shoes?”

“A bullshit way to avoid the fact that he’s immune.”

“I see. Well done. And what if he doesn’t come after you. What will you do?”

Kaden lifted a hand, making a fist. The tip of the Blade slid out from between two knuckles. “Who knows? Maybe take out a lot of trash. Or maybe go hunting for him. I won’t leave him at my back any longer than I have to.”

They discussed details of the simple plan, after which Vasilis made breakfast. It should have felt like a solemn morning, one of the last Kaden would likely spend with his father.

Yet it didn’t.

If anything, the past few days had told Kaden that he had more in common with Asami than Vasilis. She was the parent and partner he needed in this moment.

He loved his father, and he knew Vasilis loved him. Yet in finding a new cause, Vasilis had left behind his devotion to his son and their shared cause.

Yeah, fuck you too, old man, Kaden thought without really meaning it. The time for resentment was over.

***

They gathered the morning of the gala. Even Vortigon was there, crouched and folded to fit into the living room.

At Kaden’s look, the torguul said, “Amethyst backed up pertinent data in your encrypted cloud database. I sanitized everything we couldn’t bring in the van.”

Nessa griped, “All that work and research, just to destroy it.” Despite her complaints, she was bright-eyed. “Are we ready?”

“The Roadmap is trash, but today lines up, even if the headlines don’t.” Vasilis, who stood drinking a mug of steaming coffee, held up a newspaper. The headline read, “Indian Prophet Missing: Will the Recluse Make an Appearance?” Below were details about the gala, including bolded names of a few of the local politicians due to attend.

Suki walked into the room. She was wearing a business-like pair of trousers, with a white button-up shirt. Her makeup was understated, and her hair tucked beneath a hat. “Asami is nearly ready. Once Vasilis has her and Vortigon in position, I’ll drive Nessa and Kaden to the front door. Are we sure about having Joshit show up so early?”

“We are,” Kaden said. “Shapeshifting Cats are common enough that I wouldn’t put it past Minato to send someone in Joshit’s place. I want the leg up. Also, Nessa, it might be wise to keep the use of your mind-reading powers to the minimum. There are tons of ways to detect Mentalist Cats at a distance, and we don’t want to trigger anyone before we’re ready.”

“Not a problem,” Nessa said. “It’s not like I’ll want to read the thoughts of any of those assholes anyway.” She turned to Suki, “And once Kaden and I are in place, that’s when you do your thing?”

“Right. Once the munitions are in place, I’ll join you both. Before he became a total recluse, Joshit was known to be something of a womanizer. No one will bat an eye.”

Asami emerged from the same hall Suki had. She had a palpable glow about her, as bright and potent as anything Kaden had seen. His heightened visual acuity told him that her irises had become shaped like nine-pointed stars. She was wearing all black tactical gear, including a few toys Vortigon had whipped up in his spare time.

“I have made an agreement with the Nine Tails,” she said, sounding smug. “Between my expertise and Vortigon’s help, we will infiltrate the building and take over a security station. We’ll be your eyes and ears. And help if it comes to it.”

Vortigon bobbed agreement.

“How are you going to conceal him?” Nessa asked, gesturing at the hulking near-Titan.

“Like this.” Asami gestured and a neon blue tail made of flame flicked out from behind her back. It waved and Vortigon’s outline shimmered.

“I accept,” he said. A moment later, he’d been shapeshifted to resemble a blocky, heavily muscled human man in a suit. Looking down at his new physique, he exclaimed, “I dislike this shape. But the head movement…I must admit, it’s nice.”

Despite the seriousness of the situation, Kaden burst into laughter.

Asami clarified, “It’s a real change, but he can revert at will. The power has an hour cooldown, so don’t try to pop the seal too frequently, okay?”

Vortigon gave her a thumbs-up. Blinking at his hand, he grinned. “Oh. Fully articulated opposable digits. Nice.”

That got Nessa laughing, too.

Once the amusement was over, Vasilis walked through his part. “I’ll park a few blocks away, behind an abandoned bank. I can’t fight, but I can heal basically anything short of death. Get to me if you’re injured and I’ll get you back in the fight. If things go sour, I’ll come to you if I have to.”

“How many times can you do the healing thing?” Nessa asked.

“Four.”

Kaden whistled. “You got four uses of a Full Restoration type Cat? Impressive.”

“Lakshmi was generous,” Vasilis replied, the passion in his eyes brighter than Kaden had ever seen.

Suki asked, “Do we still expect to only have Jessen to deal with, assuming he shows up?”

Pulling out a local area map he’d had laminated a day ago, Kaden said, “I’ll pull updates on the local cysts every few hours. We can use our earpieces to keep up to date. Right now, it looks clear. Jessen’s shoes are still on the outskirts of the city.”

They didn’t discuss what they’d do if Jessen didn’t show up. Kaden had made it clear it wasn’t a debate worth having. Joshit had foreseen a positive outcome if they attended the gala – as far as Kaden was concerned, that meant the rival Hunter had to be there.

With the plan sorted, Vasilis, Asami, and the transformed Vortigon gathered the things they’d need for the mission and left.

***

Asami (to Kaden): We made it. The rear entrance wasn’t guarded. Vortigon and I are in one of the corporate offices. Amethyst helped us tap into the live camera feed. Security appears to be light. No one is here yet.

“We’re up,” Kaden called, accessing his HUD. His skin flickered, darkening and stretching as a mixture of SPITE and Catalyst worked together to turn him into Joshit Agarwal. The effect was seamless. Even to fingerprint and retina scanners, assuming Kaden allowed them to scan him, he’d read as Joshit.

SPITE is so badass, he mused as Nessa and Suki both walked in.

Nessa’s shapeshifting ability was less specific than his, but also far more versatile. She’d darkened her skin and hair, brightened her teeth and overall taken on the aesthetic appearance of a Bollywood star. Her figure filled out a blue sequin dress that had cost them quite a bit of money, revealing cleavage that most people would find distracting.

Seeing his look, she lifted her hands and did a little spin. The hem of the dress was a modest thigh-length and lifted just enough to show off toned thighs.

“Do you think it’ll work?” she asked, finishing the flourish with a grin.

“With your Charisma power turned on? Yeah. You’ll distract everyone with a libido.”

“Just wait until you see what Suki’s bringing as her backup dress.”

Suki, who’d been eyeing Nessa with a calculating expression, said, “Don’t spoil it.”

“Spoil it?” Kaden just shook his head. He wasn’t blind to the dynamics between people. There’d been a couple missions before the Hunt where he’d used his appearance to get what he needed. A person’s looks just meant very little to him, other than when they could be weaponized to his benefit.

Walking over to collect a pair of briefcases off a table, he headed outside.

Suki had already created a car for them. It was modeled after a rare model of Rolls-Royce, and had a vintage flare mixed with a powerful engine. Kaden had falsified some license plates earlier, so they had no reason to delay.

Taking up seats in the back, Kaden and Nessa buckled in as Suki got in the driver’s side. She eased them out of the rental property’s roundabout, the engine rumbling like a miniature earthquake.

“This reminds me of when you used to drive me around,” Nessa said in the silence that followed. Her voice was no longer hers. She’d adapted it to fit the local accent. Other than the words, every aspect of the girl was hidden behind the Changeling mask.

“I enjoyed being David,” he said, reminiscing with her.

“David?” Suki asked.

Nessa spent a few minutes explaining how Kaden had disguised himself as a driver and used that cover to ingratiate himself to her and her father.

That led them into a discussion of why Kaden was there, and his objective. Aldo, Nessa’s father, had been pivotal in developing both SPITE and the first generation of cysts. The Chronarchs sent Kaden to kill the man.

Things had gone awry from the start. They’d later learned that Failithol was, at least in part, to blame for some of that.

When they finished, Suki glanced back. “Nessa, I’m sorry you had to live through that. All of it.”

Nessa didn’t bat an eye. “That part of my life is over. None of it would have happened if my father hadn’t experimented on me while I was still inside my mom.” She didn’t elaborate on Aldo’s other crimes, of which there were many.

Before Suki could press further, Nessa asked, “What about you? How’d you come to work for Asami?”

“My parents went into debt to a gang. The leader took me as compensation.” Suki was just as matter of fact about her life as Nessa had been. “I was six. When Asami came into her position, she became a rival of that gang. She discovered my presence and arranged for me to come into her care as part of a territory exchange. She spent a fortune to rescue me. I was eleven.”

The car seemed to fill with an ocean of unspoken history and pain, as the implications of Suki’s story settled in.

“Asami helped me. She made sure I had an education, and never wanted for anything. It was by her hands that I was elevated. When I came to her with a desire to help, she allowed me to plot my former owner’s downfall. I drove my knife into his heart as a birthday present from her.” Suki’s flat tone warmed at the end, taking on a note of genuine pleasure. “Since then, I have been her right-hand. Her confidante and personal assistant. It was at my suggestion that I infiltrated Isamu’s inner circle.”

A lot of things Kaden had assumed about his mother and Suki shifted as he learned the reality of their relationship.

Nessa exhaled a long breath. “Wow. I guess that makes it official.”

“What’s that?” Suki said.

“We all had pretty fucked up pasts, and asshole parents.”

Suki shook her head. “Asami is a professional, not an asshole. She’s warm and loves fiercely. That she’s willing to kill to protect her clan and family is admirable.”

Kaden couldn’t disagree with that. It’s what he would have done.

They traveled in silence for a few minutes. Although Kaden didn’t know all her capabilities, Suki showed excellent reflexes as she wove them through the crowded streets of downtown. If he had to guess, she likely had a whole-body Catalyst, similar to Goliath, but on a smaller scale.

Sentinel, perhaps? He thought.

As they neared the golden dome of their destination, Kaden said, “In Brazil, I trained with a man who was a martial artist and a blacksmith. After our sessions, he liked to say the same thing, over and over. ‘The hammer reveals the blade within. Your quality is yours to own, regardless of who carved you from the stone.’ At the time, I wasn’t very impressed with his wisdom.”

“Kaden, not to interrupt your profound moment, but are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Nessa pointed out of her window, at a line of well-dressed people walking toward the double doors.

They were, all of them, incredibly fat.

“Ah. Fuck.”


Chapter 32: Many, Many Donuts


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Dispelling Burst
Effect: All Catalytic effects within 120’ of you are ended. You may use this ability once per day per 5 Catalytic levels.
Limitation: If a rival Hunter is actively maintaining their power, or there is some secondary effect maintaining them, there is a chance they will not be removed. This chance is further reduced if the opposing Hunter has augmented mental attributes.


***

Suki drove them to the theater entrance. There was a red carpet leading from the curb to the front doors, and a roped off section for VIPs. Two locals wearing suits stood next to it. Neither had the look of a cyst, or even paramilitary. Standing next to them, outside of the cordoned off area were a cluster of five unenthusiastic journalists with several assistants. Other than the thin stream of rotund party goers, the sense in the air was one of anticipation before the storm.

“I recognize most of these people.” Nessa rattled off people from the attendees list. All of them, with one or two exceptions, had been fit and thin in their most recent social profiles. Now, none looked to be less than two hundred and fifty pounds.

“How many donuts does it take to gain so much weight so quickly?” Suki asked, pulling to a stop.

“Many, many donuts,” Kaden replied confidently. “Okay. Well, we know what this means. Let’s get in there and act like this isn’t a surprise.”

Suki got out of the car and ran around, opening Kaden’s door. Several of the journalists perked up. Murmurs of, “Who do you think it is?” were loud in the otherwise quiet mid-morning.

When Kaden emerged, audible gasps arose from the journalists. Someone hollered, “Joshit! Mr. Agarwal! A few words, please?” Not to be outdone, the others threw in.

Then Nessa slid out of the car, Commanding Presence and her EC Catalyst both active.

Every eye went to the girl. Even one of the wealthy CEO-types walking toward the entrance stopped to ask, “Who is that? I want her on my yacht.”

Fighting a grin, Kaden turned and offered Nessa his hand. She took it as he subvocalized to her, “That’s a very useful distraction you’ve got there. Might want to peel it back a bit though.”

“I’ll see what Auntie can do,” she returned, smiling at him flirtatiously.

The act was good. If he hadn’t known Nessa saw him as an older brother, or maybe an uncle, he’d have thought the regard in her gaze was genuine. A journalist gasped, “Mr. Agarwal, is this your new girlfriend? Come here, you two. We’d love to hear all about your love affair!”

Closing the car door for them, Suki murmured, “I’ll park and be in shortly. Have fun with the journalists.”

Nessa, bubbling with all the enthusiasm her extroverted personality could muster, tugged Kaden to the reporters. Adopting a playful tone, she elbowed him in the ribs. “Joshit has been telling me he has all sorts of news to share. Haven’t you?”

“News?” The reporters, who’d formed a line outside of the roped off area, leaned in, pushing microphones in his face. Despite their borderline desperation to get a scoop from Kaden, they kept looking at Nessa. Her abilities had made her a magnet for attention, drawing them in like moths to a flame.

“Actually, I do have a few stock predictions I might be willing to share.” Kaden gave his companion a thoughtful look. “Or did you say we should do this on one of those new social media apps? I can’t keep up.”

“We can broadcast live on the news stations and on social media,” a reporter promised. It was a young man with Bollywood good looks. He was practically staring at Nessa. “We have ten million followers.”

“Oh. Good. Go live then.” Kaden gestured for them to hurry up. “I want to get inside.”

The reporters peeled away.

Not bothering to hide his urgency, the male reporter practically shouted into his phone. “The Prophet is here! He’s offering to give us one of his predictions live. C’mon. Let’s go! Pipe me in everywhere. Five minutes? Are you crazy. Do you have any idea how rich this guy is? He’ll spit on my face before I make him wait that long.”

Nessa subvocalized through their SPITE sync. “Just how rich are you right now?”

“Joshit’s got stocks worth about fifty billion. And he’s got a consulting business for the top one percent in the world worth twenty times that. A lot of people think he’s the power behind most of the fortune fifty right now.”

She blew out a breath. “Is that true?”

“It probably was. Tracking targets took up most of his time, but just two or three predictions a day would be enough to net anyone a fortune.”

The reporters, starting with the young man, rushed over with enough eagerness to make the inexperienced security guys look uneasy.

An assistant held up a light as the reporters turned and began rattling off their introductions.

The young man who’d muscled back in front of Kaden and Nessa spoke into a camera enthusiastically. “We’re outside of the Golden Plate Gala, hosted by Joshit Agarwal and his cousin Roshi. Roshi, as you all know, is running for parliament. Joshit is often called the ‘Prophet of India’ for his incredibly accurate stock predictions. He’s here tonight with his gorgeous…friend and has offered to share his predictions with our viewers!”

Kaden waited a few moments, giving each reporter time to do their thing. Maintaining a smile, he kept glancing over at Nessa, as if her beauty were the only reason he was tolerating standing there.

It’s what Joshit would have done.

When the time finally came, Kaden cleared his throat. “Well, first of all, none of this is financial advice. If you want the official versions, you’ll need to hire a proper consultant.” He chuckled, then dropped his voice to a whisper. “We all know about Gentex and their meteoric rise to power. Well, I am here to tell you: the bubble is bursting. If I were you, I’d divest their stock and any Gentex assets I owned and invest elsewhere.”

This part wasn’t well-acted, nor was it subtle. They’d debated how overt Kaden should be, only to decide that the more overt the better. A large section of their potential audience wouldn’t want subtlety. More importantly, this was about luring Jessen out – not actually dealing damage to Gentex’s bottom line.

That would just be a bonus.

Kaden tolerated a few other questions, mostly soft balling them back to the reporters.

“Mr. Joshit, where have you been the past few months? We heard you were missing!”

In reply, Nessa snuggled up against his side. “Where do you think he’s been?”

At that, two of the reporters peeled off to pepper her with questions. They wanted to know her skin care routine, and her diet. One even asked if she’d had “work” done.

Nessa handled it all with bubbly brightness. “All natural, of course. I eat a strict vegan, grain free diet and avoid the sun.” She went on, spouting the sort of things anyone could read off the front of a health magazine.

The reporters ate it up. At one point, the young man who’d been focused on Kaden, gasped. “We’re up to ten million simultaneous online views across all networks. They all want to know…” He paused, touching his ear and repeating what he’d been told a few times before turning to Nessa. “The number one question is when is this enchanting young woman doing her first movie or music video.”

Kaden bit back a laugh.

If he’d been curious about whether her new abilities would work across camera, that did it.

Instead of answering their questions, Nessa turned to Kaden. “You know, I really do want to try a music video. Joshit here has offered to help me find the right director.” Her eyes flashed, as if an idea had just occurred to her. “You said we’d look into that after the Gentex stock crash, right, baby?”

She winked at the ‘baby’ comment.

Kaden wanted to groan but held back. He hadn’t been subtle, but this…

“We’ve had hundreds of people commenting hashtag crash Gentex stock,” some assistant holding a cell phone said a beat later.

With an uneasy laugh, the nearest reporter looked from Nessa to Kaden and back. “I guess you’re going to get a music video.”

Before things could continue, Kaden pointed up the stairs to the main entrance. “Sorry, folks. That’s enough. I have other people to mingle with.” He drew Nessa behind him, despite shouted questions.

“Holy shit your Cats are more powerful than I expected,” he murmured as they moved ahead of the line of early partygoers.

She snorted. “I mean, you have to balance someone who can make an earthquake big enough to level a city block. And remember, Hunters can resist my powers. You’re immune, aren’t you?”

“I’m pretty sure you haven’t tried to use them on me deliberately yet.”

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“Remember? Mind control sends us SPITE folks into a killing rage. I haven’t felt a thing from you.”

She flushed a little at his observation. It barely showed against her creamy dark skin. “Oh. Yeah. I’d forgotten about that.”

A man dressed in a suit greeted them at the double doors. His eyes skipped down to the suitcase Kaden was carrying, then jerked over to Nessa as if drawn by a force greater than gravity.

“Ah. Mr. Agarwal, we didn’t expect you…so early.”

Kaden read the man’s stance and eyes. Based on the beat of hesitation, he knew the guy had to be in on some version of the truth about Joshit. Leaning close, Kaden dropped his voice to a wolfish whisper. “I trust the serum is ready for our guests.”

At his words, the guy’s wary expression faltered. “Ah. Well. I don’t know any details about…”

“I don’t care if you know the details. Is the product here, yes or no?”

“Not yet, sir. It’s due in a few hours, for the toast ceremony. Do you need a copy of the itinerary? I can text it to you.”

Kaden lifted his phone. A text from Amethyst was waiting for him. It included the itinerary. He turned it around, flashing it to the door man. “I have it. Now, let us in. I want to mingle before the big event.”

Without a word of protest, the doorman let them inside.

The entry area was spacious and high-vaulted. A chandelier bedecked in crystal threw sparkling light across plush carpet and lavish ornamentation. Filigree decorated brass wound around the room in a band, and velvet ropes helped guide traffic toward the ticket desk.

Manned by a pair of attractive women in cocktail dresses, the ticket desk was next to a hall with a dangling sign for “Office Personnel.” As Kaden and Nessa approached, his HUD, coupled with Eyes of Azgulan provided a real-time update of the room’s layout and schematics. He made note of the bathrooms on either side of the curved area, next to the stairs that led to balcony seating.

Two pairs of double doors, currently open, led into the auditorium.

“Mr. Agarwal, would you mind scanning your retina here?” One of the two desk girls, a bottle blonde, held up a round device with a thrumming red light.

“Of course.” Kaden did as he was asked. His HUD flickered with a note from Samantha.

Samantha: This technology has attempted to scan you for abnormalities. SPITE, coupled with your heightened Stealth scores has allowed you to bypass this diagnostic.

Beep-beep. The woman looked at the results of the scan, beamed at Kaden, and passed him a locked bag. “Security has requested all cell phones be locked up for the duration of the event.”

Kaden just gave the woman a flat look until she dropped her hands. “Well, yes. I’m…sure there’s an exception for you, Mr. Agarwal. Thank you. Enjoy the evening.”

Both desk women took one look at Nessa and neither tried to ID her. They insisted on taking her cell phone, however.

“No problem,” Nessa said, opening a dainty purse to hand it over. The case was a garish, begemmed thing with pink flair.

“That’s your phone?” Kaden subvocalized, schooling his expression to bored disapproval at the women.

Passing her phone over, she turned, looping her arm in his, and drew him toward the auditorium entrance. “That’s my cover’s phone,” she corrected.

The room was round, with a slight slope starting from where they’d entered leading down to a stage at the rear of the room. Three rows of comfortable-looking seats ringed the wall. Dozens of people were already seated and taking advantage of cocktails and sweets. One man was dipping marshmallows in some sort of chocolate spread. From the looks of the plates stacked on a tray table nearby, he’d already finished two of the tubs.

Beyond the recumbent attendees, the floor was open, suggesting they expected standing room only for the final event.

Or they will need space to transform.

“Mr. Agarwal, you made it.” A man with narrow, black eyes, wearing a suit that barely fit across his paunch, waddled up. “I’m terribly excited for this weight loss formula your friends have promised all of us.” He winked theatrically, rubbing his hands across his stomach. “Not that I’ve minded skipping the gym for a few months.”

With a theatrical laugh, Kaden turned. “Simon, you made it. How are you? I hear the judge ruled in your favor about that copyright lawsuit. I bet you’re relieved…”


Chapter 33: A Few Words


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Catalyst Name: Water Razor
Effect: Fire a blast of focused water that can cut through most mundane surfaces. This ability deals 5-8 point of damage and can be reused every 3 seconds. Range: 30 feet.


***

Time passed as Kaden allowed himself to be drawn from one conversation to another. Only a few of the attendees seemed surprised to see him. He made sure to make note of those in his HUD.

People in the know would have Gentex’s trust. If a fight broke out, they would be his first Graft targets.

The official ceremony began at ten in the evening, and he expected Roshi to arrive at eight. At seven, his SPITE HUD popped up with a warning.

Notice: Someone has used a dispelling ability within your range. If your SPITE unit could voice amusement, it would. Imagine a sinister laugh. Oh, wait.


Samantha projected one of Vortigon’s laughs into his ear. It was creepy as hell.

He read the words with half his attention. The rest was on the cluster of people who’d gathered around to hear ‘Joshit’s’ wisdom about upcoming events. Kaden had taken to spouting off whatever random crap came to mind and was only half-surprised when these people ate it up.

When the text’s meaning registered, he looked over at Nessa. She’d gathered her own group of people, mostly men, who were hanging on her every word. Instead of discussing stock or tech trends, she was pitching them on her newest beauty line. It involved snails and crushed apple seeds. From what he’d gathered, she already had a few million dollars in investment money lined up.

She returned his look with a tight nod, subvocalizing. “All good. Auntie and SPITE fended it off.”

Kaden shouldn’t have been surprised at the anti-Catalyst effects going off at the event, but he was. They hadn’t had as much intelligence on the gala as he would have liked. The Chronarchs had told Vasilis the target, Joshit, would be in a specific place at a specific time. Other details were fuzzy, at best.

Now he knew why. Cysts were going to blot out anyone’s vision of the place in a few hours.

Seeing Nessa holding her own against the effect, despite being lower level and having fewer SPITE evolutions put him even more at ease with having her front and center on the mission.

Thanks to her laundry list of upgrades, Nessa was an entirely different being than she’d been less than a year ago.

After a few more minutes, Kaden reached over and touched her elbow. “Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll excuse us. I’d like a private word with my friend.”

He guided Nessa away before anyone could protest. The theater had well over five hundred people in it now. Not all were billionaires, but most were, or represented corporations with global influence. Every single person in the room, other than the staff who were passing out drinks and calorie-dense food, were overweight.

They’d learned over the past hours that Joshit and his cousin were marketing the event publicly as an opportunity to unveil a very expensive new body transformation technology.

“It’s a brilliant way to get people with money on Gentex’s side and to fund more research,” Nessa observed as they shared notes via their HUDs.

“It is,” he agreed. Acting as if he were talking to her, he made a rolling motion. Samantha took the cue. SPITE tissue rippled and flexed, depositing an earpiece into his hand. He tucked it in and tapped it on.

Amethyst’s AI voice chimed in his ear. “Comms online. Joshit connected. Suki connected. Asami connected. Vasilis connected. Nessa connected. All pre-determined communications methods functional.”

“Comms to Suki,” Kaden murmured, barely audible even to himself. There was a quick clicking sound.

“Suki here,” she replied. “I’m on the way. Asami and Vortigon found security logs suggesting a Catalytic AI involved in the checks up front, so I had to adjust plans. I’m getting the ordinance in place on the internal structures now.”

“Heard,” he said, relieved that she’d been able to navigate around their enemy’s plans.

His earpiece clicked twice. “Asami to Kaden. We’ve detected an active Catalyst-powered AI working front end security. It seems focused on keeping Hunters out. Word is everywhere on their private network that you’re the real Joshit. We’ve received confirmation that Jessen and several teams of cysts are on the way to your location. ETA two hours.”

Kaden had been certain Jessen would show up, but hearing official word of it was a relief. “Comms to Asami. We just got scanned by a Hunter’s ability. Any idea where they are located?”

“Yeah. There’s a trio of Hunters operating on the floor above us. They temporarily suppressed my Nine Tails. He’ll be back online in half an hour. As soon as we get a window, Vortigon and I will go up there to deal with them.”

“Understood. Be careful. Any other word? No Minato or surprises?”

“None that we’ve found yet. You know about everyone probably turning into a cyst tonight, I’m sure.”

“Yeah. We figured that one out. Honestly, it’s for the best.”

“Why is that?”

He explained, “Cysts are worth more hit points. They’ll be the first generation, which are relatively easy to kill compared to the others. And once these assholes take the devil’s bargain, I’ll feel even less guilt for killing them all.”

“You’d have felt that in the first place?”

“Mom, one of the women in this room voted against enforcing child protection laws. I’d murder most of them for free.”

“So…”

“Fine, I’ll enjoy it a lot more when they fight back.”

Asami’s voice was warmly approving. “That’s my boy. Take pleasure in what you do. When will you set things off?”

“I figure we’ll let Jessen get into place. I don’t want him getting away.” He lifted his voice to ensure Nessa would hear. “Once we know how many cysts are coming with him, we’ll strategize.”

“Sounds good. Comms out.”

There was a double click as Asami went silent. Vasilis checked in after that with a simple, “I’m here. On location. No issues.”

Samantha had already pushed the new details through to Nessa’s HUD.

“I’m ready for the good part of tonight already,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at the increasingly crowded room. More and more of the people showing up were locals. There were even a couple B-tier film stars who wore their newfound weight less awkwardly than the rest.

They returned to mingling, Nessa’s arm wrapped around his. More than one person tried to take her aside to talk. She resisted with an award-winning smile.

Not long later, Joshit’s cousin arrived. Roshi was a middle-aged man with thinning hair and three chins. He was wearing an expensive suit and managed a weak smile as he waved in Kaden’s direction before walking over.

“Cousin, you look surprisingly well,” Roshi said, stopping a few inches away. The man’s breath smelled of illegal substances, and his pupils were completely dilated.

He knows, Kaden thought, amused. “Nothing to be surprised about. A man with my talents is impossible to kill. We established that long ago, didn’t we? You, on the other hand. Well, I’ve got some new numbers for you.”

Roshi paused, mouth working. “It is you.” Glancing over at Nessa, he shut his mouth.

“Don’t worry about my assistant,” Kaden said with a chuckle. “She’s the safest choice of all. Tonight you absolutely must make sure no one leaves the event early. Once the serum takes effect, the last thing we want is someone acting out and alerting the news.”

“That won’t be a problem.” Roshi pointed at the door. “We’re going to block off five city blocks in all directions. I’ve ordered all the locals cleared out. Plus, Jessen is bringing in a full enforcement crew. No one is going to do anything stupid.”

Even as he explained, Roshi’s expression tightened with a hint of suspicion.

Kaden hurriedly replied, “Perfect. I had…complications after the event at the lab, so I’ve been out of the loop. Thanks for filling me in.”

“We appreciate you so much.” Nessa reached over, touching Roshi’s hand.

However she’d used her Catalyst or Charisma powers, the man’s knees nearly buckled. He looked almost feverish as he replied, “Ah. No problem. Well, I’ll… I’ll go mingle. It’s so good to see you here, cousin.”

When they were alone again, Nessa made a choking sound. “I got him to leave. Had to look inside his mind to do it. Fuck, Kaden. It’s bad.”

Kaden squeezed her arm. “Don’t use that ability again. Not until the fighting breaks out.” He looked around, worried one of the Hunters acting as security might have detected it.

Nothing happened. Minutes passed. Gradually, Kaden’s concern about the local Hunters working the event fell away.

Worst case scenario, they know Nessa has a mind influencing power. What does that change about the evening?

Nothing.

Jessen arrived shortly before ten. He was accompanied by a full platoon of muscle bound cysts.

“I’m counting forty, maybe fifty cysts, in multiple armored vans,” Asami said into Kaden’s earpiece. “Vortigon says they look like a mixture of first and second generation. All are heavily armed. They seem to be setting up a perimeter. Jessen is coming in with a few of them. Kaden, he looks…bad. And angry. The evening is about to get very interesting. I’m going to take Vortigon up and deal with the Hunters above us. Good hunting.”


Chapter 34: Clash


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Meta Catalyst Name: Limit Movement (Teleportation)
Effect: Teleportation effects within 500’ of you have their maximum range reduced to 10’.


***

Suki appeared from within the crowd, hurrying without appearing to rush as she moved to join Kaden and Nessa. She’d changed into a purple sequin quiapo that flattered her incredible figure while remaining appropriate for mixed company.

“It’s done,” she murmured, settling in next to Kaden’s other side. She lifted a hand, indicating a circular device with buttons. Each button corresponded with a bomb at a location around the building’s perimeter. Their plan was to use those to create distractions, exits, or to kill people depending on how things went.

A few people turned to watch Suki, eyes flickering from her to Nessa with expressions of open approval or interest. The unfettered, raw desire Kaden saw in those eyes turned his stomach.

He turned to Suki and murmured, “Change of plans. Jessen’s here with a small army. Go to Asami and Vortigon. We’ll need you to have a clear view. If worse comes to worst, I want you all to go. Nessa and I can handle ourselves.”

She returned his look, stubbornness flashing in her eyes.

Nessa leaned in. “SPITE gives us a ton of extra hit points, Suki. Plus, Asami and Vortigon might need help. Please?”

With a terse nod, Suki turned and hurried away. She lacked Nessa or Kaden’s ability to instantly vanish in a crowd, but she melded out of view quickly enough before exiting through a service door near an access stairwell.

Waitstaff, who’d been quietly serving the whole evening, seemed to materialize with flutes of a bubbly drink. Carried by hand, they moved through the room like ghosts.

On the lookout, Kaden spotted Jessen when he first appeared at the entrance.

Jessen didn’t just look bad. He looked like he’d been through a trash compactor, melted, and spit back out. Half his face was covered in deep pock marks. The other half was scarred with shrapnel lines. He was dressed in a misshapen yellow suit. Bits bulged, as if the body beneath was a lumpen mess.

Though he looked like spoiled meat, he still moved well. Seeing Kaden, he turned and made a spinning gesture. Bulky cysts in tactical military outfits slid around the perimeter. They kept low and quiet, clearly trying not to draw attention from the ceremony.

None were transformed, but Kaden read the tension in their bodies. At the first sign of violence, they’d change, becoming far more dangerous than mere men with guns.

Kaden’s palms itched for it to begin. He found himself grinning and couldn’t stop.

Nessa tugged at his hand. “I’m getting into position. I’ll have Blackout ready to trigger. We’re just doing projectiles, right? No darkness? No internet?”

Kaden considered. “Will killing the internet stop our earpieces?”

“It won’t stop short-range communications, no.”

“Then do the internet, too. Let’s keep this sealed tight.”

“Got it.” She squeezed his hand, then walked between a pair of waiters. Activating Changeling, she altered her appearance and suppressed her Charisma powers all at once. In a fraction of a second, Nessa had become invisible.

When Kaden turned back to the room, Jessen was standing a few feet away. One eye melted shut, his mouth twisted in a grimace, the man didn’t bother lowering his voice. “You fucking asshole. Before I kill the shit out of you, I’d like to know one thing.”

Kaden spread his hands, not surprised that Jessen could see through the illusion. “Anything for you.”

“How?” Jessen waved at his face.

“Haven’t your scientists told you?”

“You killed all the local ones, asshole.”

“Oh. Sorry. Hey, you lived.”

Jessen grimaced. “I have lots of hit points. Now, are you going to tell me, or are we getting into this?”

“Apparently, it was really simple. The enzymes that bond SPITE to human DNA have a weakness. All we had to do was tweak the formulation and it went from bonding to, well.” Kaden gestured at Jessen’s face. “I hear we probably ruined a couple hundred million in expensive chemicals, too.”

“Try a billion,” Jessen growled, studying Kaden. His fingers curled, and his one good eye was full of hate.

But he didn’t attack. “You have the prophet’s vision?”

Kaden smiled. “That or something better. Why? Are you worried I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t know the outcome?”

Jessen abruptly exhaled and slouched. He walked closer, turning to look at the room from a few feet away. All the threat in his posture was simply gone, washed away like a mirage. “Minato is very upset. He’s not thinking clearly.”

“Oh?”

“Survivors screwed his timetable. He wants revenge.”

“And that’s why you’re here?”

“I’m here to confirm it is you. We knew it couldn’t be Joshit, but none of our readers could tell the difference. For all we knew, you were a Hunter taking advantage of a situation.”

“Ah. Sorry about that.” Kaden wasn’t even lying. From everything he knew about Jessen, the man wasn’t evil; rather, he was just working for the wrong side. “Hey. Remember how you tried to recruit me? What if we flipped that around? How about you join me?”

Jessen snorted. It sounded painful. “Minato has backups for the backups. He has the personal strength to deal with multiple Survivors at once, all by himself. All your destruction has just delayed the inevitable. The only way forward is to trust his vision.”

“What about my vision?”

“You?” The injured Hunter jerked his single good eye over at Kaden. “You’re like me. Mercenaries make shit leaders.”

“Mercenaries who think like pawns can’t be anything other than that,” Kaden asserted. “I know about Time’s Eye and his plan there. I’m here to deal with these assholes, and to finish things with you. One way or the other. After that, I’m going to stop him. And then I’ll handle the Chronarchs on my own terms.”

The drinks were out, and Roshi was climbing to the top of the stage at the far end of the room. He had a champagne flute in one hand as he lifted a microphone to his mouth. “Friends, one minute left. Eat up, you’ll need it.”

Sounds of anticipation and amusement flitted through the crowd.

Jessen had fully turned to face Kaden. “There’s no way you’re serious. You can’t be.”

“I have the power and the knowledge. More importantly, I have the allies.” Kaden kept his tone steady, as if he was certain of every word. It was a bluff, but not a hard one. He did intend all the things he was saying, even if he didn’t know how to achieve them. “Think about it, Jessen. If we can target SPITE in you and cysts, what else can we do?”

Ding ding!

Glass chimed. The din of conversation lowered as Roshi began his speech. Kaden had his Eyes on Jessen and the cysts still trying to circle the room. A pair had settled nearby. Both were aiming rifles at the back of his head. The rest were scanning the area, likely looking for Nessa.

Roshi’s voice broadcast through the room. “My friends, aliens are in the sky and magic is in the air. All of you with me tonight are the few, the worthy – you will be the ones who shape the future for India and, indeed, the world!”

Voices rang in acclaim.

Kaden leaned over to Jessen. “Give me a three second head start.”

“Why’s that?” Jessen replied, a hint of amusement in his cracking voice.

“I want to kill and eat that slimy fucker.”

“Ugh. Tell me about it.” Jessen laughed. It sounded genuine, maybe even relieved. “If I give you five, how about you take out those assholes, too.” He pointed to a cluster of people right in front of the stage.

“Sure. No problem.” Kaden held his fist out.

Jessen bumped knuckles with him.

The speech continued. “Your pledges of support have guaranteed you the first batch of our VitaPlus elixir. With this in your body, you will stop aging. You’ll be stronger and faster. Even better, Gentex will provide you with personally curated Hunts!”

A tapestry unfurled behind Roshi. On it was a map of the globe, with spots highlighted. “As you all know, our teams have been busy capturing special targets for all of you. These people thought they were the hunters. Well, now all of you get the privilege of hunting them. And with each one you kill, you’ll become more powerful.”

Light flashed as a projection appeared next to Roshi. It was shot from someone’s helmet camera and showed a woman with a rifle walking over to a small corpse. A Catalyst popped out of the body and into the woman. A few seconds later, she grinned into the camera and flexed her hand. The corpse floated into the air, fresh blood dripping.

“That’s a…” Kaden started, then stopped. Now he was angry. No, not angry. Furious. “You can’t be okay with that.”

“I didn’t know about this,” Jessen said, mouth tightening. “Swear to whatever gods are real, Kaden. I had no clue about any kill squads.”

Someone in the audience picked up a chant. “Hunt! Hunt! Hunt!” Others repeated it.

Kaden must have missed several more paragraphs of the speech, as the next thing he knew Roshi had his glass in the air.

“And now, my esteemed friends, we step into the future.” He tipped the drink back, downing it in three swallows. The rest of the attendees joined him.

“Are you sure you won’t switch sides?” Kaden said through clenched teeth, waving at the people as they began to collapse. Screams of pain arose from the throng as mist boiled across the floor, engulfing bodies.

Turning to face Jessen fully, he continued. “Look, man. I’ve fought you. I know what kind of man you are. That we’re talking at all says something. If there’s even a chance that you can save your soul by working with someone who isn’t comfortable murdering everyone on the planet for power, wouldn’t you consider taking it?”

A new video popped up, this one of a different hunt. This time, a group of cysts was corralling someone who looked homeless into a pen so some guy with a suit could pepper them with arrows. The suited guy was laughing, his voice loud enough to be heard even over the speakers. “Shit, this is way more fun than I expected.”

Jessen slid a gnarled hand into his pocket, withdrawing something small. “You want to know the truth?

“Yeah. What?” Kaden readied himself. The Lotus appeared on his back in its machine gun form. The hilt of the Atticus slid into one palm, as inch-long Resolute Blades extended from his feet and elbows.

Holding the object up, Jessen revealed a purple coin. One side was stamped with Minato’s head. He turned it, revealing a monstrous creature superimposed over Jessen’s features on the opposite side.

“I’m in a three-way pact. My damaged SPITE unit couldn’t be repaired with anything short of a Titan. The Titan wouldn’t help without its freedom from the Madness. And Minato wouldn’t let the Titan cross without a binding of service. You get what I’m saying, right?”

Kaden worked the logic chain through. “Your SPITE unit is half Titan, but is enslaved to Minato?”

“Yeah. Sorry, Kaden. I wish things were different. But they aren’t.”

With that, a circle of blue energy appeared around Kaden’s neck, snapping closed before he could react.

The head and Kaden’s body both fell to the floor at Jessen’s feet with a thud.


Chapter 35: Valkyrie


Chronarch Hunt Catalogue
Spirit Name: Nine Tails Fox
Summary: The Nine Tails Fox is one of the Earth-like entities allowed to participate in the Hunt. It is, technically, a Titan-class creature and is allowed to negotiate its own terms for helping Hunters. Each of the fox’s tails grants the recipient of its boon a different power, and each power has its own limitations, range, and cooldown timer.
Limitations: The Nine Tails Fox is a limited entity – Shamans, Summoners, and other similar classes, may draw on its power no more than once per week.


***

Nessa saw Kaden fall. She wasn’t far, maybe thirty feet away. Biting back a scream of disbelief, she activated Blackout and Assault Wings.

A shimmering aura sprang up around her, dampening all projectiles in the area. It effectively made anything short of a fifty-caliber rifle useless against anyone with SPITE. As it manifested, she ran toward Jessen’s back.

With multiple speed-enhancing powers active, she effectively went supersonic, easily outmaneuvering the cysts who tried to intercept her. As she wove through the crowd, she brought her Kove out. Anyone stupid enough to get within range took punishing amounts of damage.

Three duplicates shimmered into being as she turned on one of her new evolutions: Mirror Step.

The doppelgangers couldn’t use her abilities, but they did have mass and mundane versions of her equipment. They began slashing with copies of Kove, adding lacerating wounds to bodies that had not yet grown into their full durability.

Nessa closed the distance to her target. One of her duplicates flashed into place beside her, giving Jessen two targets to worry about.

The man moved jerkily, lunging out of the way. For all he lacked in grace, he more than made up for in speed.

Two blue walls appeared at stomach level, halting both her and the clone’s momentum. For an instant she saw his face. She glimpsed a hint of sadness before he flicked his fingers.

The blue barrier pulsed with energy, then exploded. It dealt enough damage to destroy her duplicate and sent her flying into a tangle of writhing cysts. She struggled to her feet, stabbing again and again with her Kove before leaving it buried inside one of the mutating monsters.

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about Aldo,” Jessen said, lifting his hands. Rotten gray tissue split the sleeves of his jacket, revealing black-purple blades that must have been his version of a Kove or Atticus. They were jagged edged and dripping with mucus.

He flinched, looking at the weapons. “Fuck, that hurts.”

Then he moved to close the distance.

Nessa considered her options. Healer’s Boon wouldn’t work on someone dead, nor would it regenerate lost limbs. Killer’s Curse was likewise less than useful.

She had one choice.

Brow furrowing, she activated her EC Catalyst, throwing her willpower against Jessen’s.

He screamed in rage. His body fluctuated and shimmered as misshapen SPITE tissue grew out of his skin, demolishing the rest of his outfit. Mist gathered around as the ground began to shake.

Someone slammed into Nessa, stealing her focus. The guy must have weighed half a ton, all of it muscle. She caught a glimpse of gray skin and bone spurs before she felt the cyst’s fist crunch into her face.

Her Kove did its work. The damage transferred through her and into the wounded, transforming, cyst. It was enough to absorb the blows and give her time to refocus her intention on the attacker.

Kill Jessen she thought, pushing the intent at the cyst. To her surprise, the effect took hold immediately, as if the guy had no resistance to mental attacks at all. Roaring to his feet, the cyst intercepted Jessen mere feet away from her.

No longer enraged, Jessen met the new opponent calmly.

Nessa started to climb to her feet. More cysts, Jessen’s personal hit crew, were firing bullets at her. None dealt any damage. Behind the shooters, several more were in the middle of transforming, with mist swirling around them, drawing energy and mass from the Madness. Some of the newborn cysts were finally coming to their feet.

The giant half-animal, alien creatures looked around with feral eyes. Seeing her, several rushed over, clawed hands or tentacles reaching for her.

BOOM! BOOM BOOM BOOM!

Explosions rocked the perimeter, blasting through anyone and everything near the walls. Nessa caught a glimpse of Roshi, still on the stage, disappearing beneath several hundred pounds of mortar. Then, with a roar even louder than the explosions, Vortigon burst through the ceiling.

Unfolded to his full height, the alien fell for nearly two seconds before landing next to Kaden’s corpse. Scorpion tail and claws lashing, he barreled into a knot of cysts. For a summons with scientific focus, the torguul had an unimaginable killing capacity. He became a blender, literally tearing through a dozen of the first generation, newborn cysts in seconds.

Nessa glimpsed a flash of blue as Asami and Suki appeared in the newly created skylight. Spreading her hands, Suki aimed her palms into the room.

A bar of yellow-white balefire blasted through standing cysts, slicing them in half and creating a thigh-thick band between Nessa and the horde. Adjusting her aim slowly, Suki methodically mowed down enemy after enemy, leaving the area with Jessen, Vortigon, and Nessa untouched.

“What the fuck is that?” Jessen muttered, looking up from the remains of a cyst. He flicked his hand, and a blue barrier appeared right in front of Suki’s face. She jerked back, sending the slicing beam through dozens of people and into the wall. Balefire penetrated wood, metal, and sheetrock like butter.

Blue fur appeared as Asami’s tails wound around Suki. An instant later, Jessen made a tossing motion. The women vanished, shot away with overwhelming force.

Nessa’s earpiece squealed as the Amethyst AI droned. “Comms lost with Suki, Kaden, and Asami.”

“Nessa, what’s going on?” Vasilis’s voice clicked through as she summoned her Kove and moved toward Jessen.

“Nothing good,” she managed, driving the blade toward Jessen’s chest.

Jessen, still looking up, flinched back as her weapon sliced deeply. She released the blade even as he used his forearm to shove her away.

His SPITE weapon sliced through her dress. She got the distinct feeling it would have cut her in half. Instead, Jessen staggered, eyes widening as he looked down at the still embedded Kove.

“Fuck you, asshole,” she growled, throwing herself forward. Before he could grab the dagger and remove it, she’d thrust herself onto his weapon again, and again.

He reabsorbed his blades with a shout of, “Enough!” Another of his blue barriers appeared at head-height. She bent in two, compressing her body to flow around the manifestation.

Nearly flat on the floor, she spent the hit points to summon her blade, then drove it up into his gut at an angle. Auntie spoke in her ear, “Good job, dearie. Critical hit.”

A wave of pressure boiled from Jessen as the ground began to tremble and shake. Mist gathered around his body as his flesh began to expand, tearing through his clothes. The Kove slid from the wound, falling to the ground as a semi-circle of blue light wound around Nessa’s torso.

She darted back, leveraging her agility and mutable size to avoid being squeezed to death.

Then she saw something impossible, and it made her stumble.

Kaden’s corpse, still headless, stood up. Graft tissue, like the roots of an ancient tree, spread out from his body in all directions, connecting to the mess of corpses Vortigon was…

Tossing over to him!

Fresh cysts were running over to stop Vortigon, much to the torguul’s evident delight. He’d suffered damage from second generation cyst soldiers. Deep lacerations covered much of his chitinous body, and one arm dangled at his side. Despite that, he continued to claw, bite, and stab anyone who came within range.

Kaden’s body moved in a sudden explosion of graceful violence. His Atticus swung out to one side, even as he hurled himself against a fresh cyst. His Blades, extruded and retracted at a speed too fast to follow, turned monster flesh into puree. At the same time, Black Lotus was firing at any threat within thirty feet.

Each shot came out twice, pelting the newly transformed and experienced monsters alike. If the Lotus was affected by Blackout, it didn’t show. Few cysts could survive two shots from that weapon.

Headless and apparently not dead, Kaden had become a one-man killing machine.

Jessen, free of the Kove, used her distraction to close the distance. He slammed fists into her face, then brought his SPITE weapons down at an angle, jamming them deep.

“Critical hit,” the man said, a hint of apology deep in his one working eye.

Her auto-teleportation power, Bumper, sent her thirty feet away. A wave of healing rolled through her body, keeping her standing. Disoriented, she turned in time to see Jessen running toward her.

She twisted, taking a step to flee the much higher-leveled Hunter.

Only to smash into a blue wall.

Something hit her head, slamming it into Jessen’s barrier. Everything blurred, and she fell, body out of her control.

Her last sight was of Jessen turning to re-engage Kaden.

Then her HUD flickered with neon purple light.

Notice: Activating Thorns of Resurrection. Dearie, you’re going to be a bit on autopilot for a second. Here, let me find a nice nix memory inside you to help. Okay? Oh yes. This will do. Now, let’s see what we can do with life draining powers, shall we?


***

Kaden hadn’t died. He’d been disoriented for a few seconds, for sure, but being headless wouldn’t kill him. That didn’t mean he wasn’t down to just a few hit points, however.

Graft, in combination with Vortigon’s quick thinking, was remedying that at an astonishing pace. It felt as if the ability was activating faster, and with more voraciousness, than he could ever remember. Or maybe he was just using it instinctively, without his brain getting in the way.

Eyes of Azgulan showed his body everything, both from Vortigon’s perspective and from any of his SPITE tissue. That included Graft.

He flowed from one stance to another, parrying claws, dodging the ice blue beam attacks of a second-generation cyst, and ending life with every flourish of his weapons. In his decapitated state, Kaden wasn’t conscious in the normal sense. He didn’t think.

But he was aware.

More than that, he felt a deeper connection to his body – to Azgulan and even Apox – than ever before. Their genetic heritage, memories he’d absorbed along with their biomass, flowed into him.

“How are you doing that?” Jessen said from nearby, summoning a blue barrier.

The corrupted SPITE covering Jessen spoke to Kaden’s instincts, telegraphing where the effect would appear. His body leaped over the shield before it manifested, and he came down inches from his opponent.

With a yelp of surprise, Jessen brought his hands up.

Two SPITE wielders met in combat. One, headless and at the pinnacle of his instinctive power, fought against one who’d fused with a Titan.

Jessen’s purple blades and blue defensive shields deflected claws, the whip-like thrashing of the Atticus, and a combination of elbows and knee strikes. With every exchange, more mist coiled around the injured man’s body.

As he transformed, Jessen’s damage became even more evident. Where he’d grown pustules before was only empty scar tissue now. He didn’t summon the flies he’d had during the last fight, likely due to the cooldown not being over.

Despite the lingering injuries, he was still able to lean on the Titan bond for strength and speed. If he hadn’t, he would have died a hundred times over.

Kaden was aware of Nessa’s resurrection. She rose as a sleek, all-black nix. Her helmet had taken on a twisted X-shape. It split open like a flower, revealing rows of teeth, as she bit down on the nearest cyst.

The monster roared, then went silent as Nessa’s Kove rammed through its neck. She spun, diving at the next-closest victim.

There was nuance between what had happened to Kaden and Nessa. He hadn’t died. She had. But in terms of the outcome, the results were nearly identical. Subtle, non-verbal communication passed through the warriors as they coordinated.

Kaden, fully occupying Jessen’s focus, fired the Lotus at any enemy that came close to threatening Nessa on her journey to regain her health. At the same time, Graft flowed behind him like some great, bloody cape, absorbing the life essence of dozens of cysts Vortigon had thrown over.

If he’d had his head, he would have been surprised to realize some of the life-absorbing filaments had wriggled around to reach for Jessen.

KAFWOOOM!

Someone had the bright idea to bring a rocket launcher into the building. Vortigon avoided the first blast, which killed at least a dozen cysts. He skittered over, darting from side to side to avoid more shots as he intercepted a new wave of threats.

Notice: Biomass regeneration complete. Head emergence in 3…2…


Kaden inhaled a deep breath as his head popped out of what had been a smooth stump. Eyes told him his previous head was gone, melted into biomass and reabsorbed by a Graft root.

“What the shit,” Jessen snarled, body expanding further. His pants fell away, revealing reptilian Titan tissue. Unlike the SPITE sections, the Titan’s skin was intact. At the edge, where Titan and damaged SPITE met, Kaden saw several inches of smooth, undamaged chitin.

In another six or seven weeks, his SPITE unit would probably recover, Kaden thought, determined not to let that happen. Jessen was just too much of a threat to leave alive.

“Sam,” Kaden subvocalized, extending Resolute Blade from a foot and kicking at Jessen’s shin. He responded by throwing a barrier between them. Ready for it, Kaden leaped over, shoving the Atticus into his face.

Jessen stumbled, blood running from his forehead. Fresh mist poured out of the air and into the wound, repairing it.

“Yes, Kaden?” Samantha replied.

“As soon as Nessa is conscious again, have her try to mind control Jessen. I don’t want her to stop until he’s berserk. We want him to summon the Titan form. Hopefully Suki was right and that will stop those damn shields of his.”

“On it. According to Auntie, it won’t take much longer.”

FUHWOOOOM! BOOOM!

A ring of explosions sounded from the side of the room with Vortigon. He’d mowed down another five cysts with rocket launchers, only to take a couple grenades to the face. One of the second-gens had some sort of flame throwing power and was blasting the torguul with a constant barrage of blue-white heat.

Before Kaden could intervene, Vortigon collapsed, his biomass melting into SPITE tissue that flickered before turning gray.

Notice: Your summons has been defeated and may not be re-summoned for 24 hours.


The ground quivered, then stopped when Jessen reached up and rubbed the blood from his face. Looking grim, he slapped his hands together. One purple blade merged with the other, then extended until it became a proper sword.

Kaden took the opportunity to dart to the side. Resolute Blades extended from his arm, scoring deep lacerations across Jessen’s shoulder. At an oblique angle, Kaden threw a coil of Graft tissue over his opponent’s neck and pulled.

“Glurk,” was all Jessen managed as Blades ejected along the tissue , directly into his throat. This time, Kaden felt Graft trying to consume the man’s flesh. Chunks of dead, gray SPITE tissue flaked away just before Jessen used the amputating attack again.

This time, it wrapped around a whole nest of Graft tissue, severing it. As soon as he was free, Jessen turned, stabbing his new weapon into Kaden’s side.

The purple-black, serrated blade slid deeply, slicing through ribs. A blue disk appeared on Kaden’s other side, smashing him into the blade.

Impaled and unable to escape, Kaden rotated the Lotus into position. Jessen got his second shield in place in time to cover his face.

That’s fine, Kaden thought, adjusting the barrel. Five bullets – doubled to ten thanks to Echo – hammered into Jessen’s chest at near point-blank range.

Jessen jerked backwards, body dancing as he suffered overwhelming injuries. His shoulder turned to pink rain, as did half of his chest. He collapsed, SPITE sword vanishing. Like Nessa and Kaden, however, the man was not done simply because he’d fallen.

Mist coalesced around his injuries, solidifying into whole tissue. The damage to his SPITE remained bubbling and corroded, but otherwise intact.

He’s got a surplus of biomass like I do, only it’s the Titan’s hit points, Kaden realized, pumping more rounds into the fallen man’s torso to slow the healing process down. He walked over, drawing the Atticus. If he had to dismember Jessen for the next ten minutes, so be it.

“Kaden!” Samantha warned, his HUD flashing.

Too late.

FWOOM! A rocket blast slammed into his side, sending him flying. Staggering Resolve reduced the damage, as did his other defensive attributes. Between it and the sword wound in his chest, not to mention his recent beheading, Kaden was once more near death.

“Paisley,” Kaden said, beginning the thirty-second summoning process as he came to his feet, looking for calories.

Suki’s rays had killed dozens, maybe hundreds, of people. Others had fled through holes in the wall or even out the front doors. Distant gunfire and the fact that more military cysts weren’t in the building suggested the consequence for that.

Gentex wouldn’t want word of what was really happening getting out.

There were still quite a few standing around, however. The aggressive ones, who’d rushed for him or Nessa at the start, were all dead. What remained milled around, looking down at their animalistic bodies or the carnage with horrified expressions.

Kaden had no pity for any of them.

Using gravity, he threw himself at a woman who’d become a mixture of crocodile and shark. She was strong and had enough mass to withstand the tackle, but not the Blades he drove into her body.

Graft activated even as he peeled himself away, firing the Lotus at two other nearby cysts and capturing their biomass.

Kaden was aware of Nessa moving like a shadow through members of the kill squad who’d shot Vortigon and Kaden. What she lacked in Kaden’s ability to deal overwhelming critical damage, she made up for in agility and stealth.

One cyst fell with a hole in his face, then another screamed as she hamstrung him. Seeing no nearby threats, she fell on top of the closest corpse, the flower of her SPITE-covered face opening to consume the man’s flesh.

“That’s gross,” he muttered, looking for Jessen. The Hunter was coming to his feet, most of his wounds gone.

“You’re calling what she does gross?” Samantha said in his ear. “Pot. Meet. Kettle. Also, fifteen more seconds on Paisley. Auntie says Nessa is waking up.”

That meant Kaden had to keep Jessen occupied, on top of needing health for the fight still to come.

I’m so glad we got that biomass storage before this, he thought as, firing more shots, he rolled to a pair of nearby corpses. As Graft collected the mass, he came to his feet, running to intercept Jessen. “We’re not done,” he shouted, firing several more times.

“Kaden,” Samantha warned, “Your spare biomass is running low. You’ve got another twenty shots before the reserves are gone.”

Fuck. It was always something, wasn’t it?

Two blue barriers appeared next to Jessen. They moved with him, protecting his flank as he drew his purple-black sword and set himself to meet Kaden’s charge.

Among the fallen, Nessa’s SPITE helmet changed, returning to its normal shape. Her face appeared, briefly, as her eyes focused on Jessen. With a look of grim determination, she furrowed her brow.

It took all of a second before the ability did what they’d hoped.

Jessen’s face twisted with rage as he summoned the full power of his bonded Titan.


Chapter 36: Clash of Titans


Chronarch Hunt Catalog
Meta Catalyst Name: Shatter Blast
Effect: The Hunter may cause one of their energy-based effects (such as a beam attack or energy barrier) to explode. The damage is proportional to the size and intensity of the original effect. This blast is spread evenly over the area, and reduced for particularly large effects.


***

The amphitheater flooded with churning, rippling mist. Jessen’s shadow grew, doubling in size as he took on his alternative shape.

“Well, that was easier than I thought,” Kaden said, running for the doors. “Nessa! Get out. We need to make room. Fighting Titans in an enclosed space is a mistake.”

Her reply came through his HUD. “On it.”

The ticketing room beyond the amphitheater was nearly demolished. Bomb blasts, munitions, and damage from balefire was in evidence amidst a sea of corpses. Both front doors were gone, allowing excess mist to vent into the night. A row of armored cysts, cut in half, lay in rubble just beyond the exit.

Sprinting clear of the building, Samantha updated Kaden’s HUD with a flurry of details. A group of red-labeled cysts were behind an armored van near the corner of the theater. They peeked out as Kaden and Nessa emerged. When one lifted his gun, a shimmering ring of twinkling blue-pink foxfire surrounded his body. The guy’s scream rose above the crashing sounds of Jessen’s growth.

Looking for the source of the attack, Kaden spotted Suki and Asami a few hundred feet away, between two buildings. Suki was sagging, her hands closed tightly against her chest, and her face pale. Asami held the girl with one arm, five blue tails lashing at the air as she scanned the area, looking for new threats.

Vasilis stood behind the women. When he saw Kaden and Nessa, he held up two fingers. “Two Restorations left.”

“Run! Get away.” Kaden waved, hand jerking. “We’re about to have a Titan. Mom, get Suki to safety.”

To emphasize his words, a roar filled the theater just before a quarter of the dome burst apart. Transformed into his Titan form, one of Jessen’s slate gray arms swept across the ruin, smashing a path clear.

Kaden’s Eyes revealed that even in his new form, Jessen remained maimed. Boils and deep, crater-like scars covered the upper half of his body. The central crystal that had been in his forehead was gone, replaced by a cavity big enough to fit a car.

So much for using that trick again, he thought, even as he adjusted the Lotus to its rifle configuration. He wanted accuracy and maximum damage for this fight.

When Asami didn’t move, he shouted, “You have to get out of here. I don’t care how powerful your Nine Tails is, you’re not going to survive a couple hundred points of damage from a fucking Titan. Get somewhere safe.”

Vasilis reached out, tugging at her sleeve. “We don’t want to distract him. Please, Asami. We don’t want to endanger our son.”

For whatever reason, that plea was enough to get her attention. Keeping her blue tails wound around Suki, Asami turned to follow Vasilis.

Tissue stretched from Kaden’s back, bulging and stretching as Paisley emerged. He Echoed the summoning, bringing Apox out as well. By bringing her out first, he’d dropped the time needed for the nix by half.

Use every advantage we can, he thought, turning to see Jessen looming over the theater. In their last encounter, he’d been maybe fifty feet tall. Here, he was easily double that and still growing. Fortunately, many of the advantages he’d had last time were gone.

Even as Kaden had the thought, Jessen extended a clawed, six-fingered hand and grabbed a van. He flung the vehicle like a toy in Kaden’s direction.

“Nessa!” Kaden warned, dodging out of the way. He needn’t have worried. She’d already moved around the perimeter, out of the direct line of fire.

The van slammed into the alley, metal squealing as it tore through aged wooden construction like confetti. One of the buildings shook, half the façade crumbling into a mess of loose bricks and mortar.

“Kaaaaadeeeennnnnn.” It wasn’t Jessen’s voice, but that of a Titan. Deep and menacing, like thunder.

Kaden shot his Atticus into the air. Riding gravity along the tip of the chain sword, he leaped atop the nearest intact building. Paisley fluttered up next to him, and Apox followed shortly after.

“What’s the plan?” The ziltrax asked, piping voice utterly fearless. “I can’t unlock its genetic code, if that’s what you’re going to ask.”

“I want you to buzz around and distract him. Apox, do your thing. I want you both keeping him occupied and pissed off. I have no clue what Cats he can use in this form, but if Jessen gets enough focus back to start using those barriers again, it won’t be good.”

Samantha said, “Nessa says she’s going to throw the surviving cysts against him. She tried influencing his mind again after he transformed, but the Titan felt her coming and counterattacked. It took nearly a quarter of her hit points.”

“And if she dies again, she’s gone,” Kaden added, mostly to himself. “Yeah. Sam, coordinate with Auntie and Nessa. Keep her as safe as possible.”

Gunshots rang as a cyst started firing on Jessen. Another opened a van door and withdrew a rocket launcher. A second later, he had help from a third to load it.

FWOOM! The rocket hit Jessen’s shoulder, blowing a four-foot-deep fissure. With a roar, he twisted to face the new threat.

Pleased with Nessa’s use of surprise resources, he studied Jessen’s body, looking for any hint of a vulnerability. The monster’s wounded shoulder was already recovering.

Moving far too smoothly for a creature of his size, Jessen brought an enormous hand down on the van and the three cysts who were attacking him. One dove out of the way. Two turned into smears.

A cluster of fresh cysts came running around the theater. All were transformed and covered in gore. A camera flashed into view, tangled among the spines of one of them.

So much for any journalists trying to sneak a peek, Kaden thought.

The group swept the area, ignoring Jessen. One by one, they jerked, changing their focus to the Titan.

Nessa is so overpowered. Not that he minded.

Returning his attention to the monster, Kaden muttered, “How the fuck do I kill that?” He reached down to his hip. The Knight’s Dagger was only partially restored. He felt energy swirling around the weapon but knew instinctively that without being completely repaired it might not work against Titan-Jessen.

If only there was some way to get the Titan out of Jessen, or maybe to remove the SPITE. Without that protection, he might be killable.

Then Kaden remembered what he’d seen on his exchange with Jessen inside the theater. “Sam, why was Graft able to consume Jessen’s SPITE?”

“I…” She hesitated. “One of the voices in here says he has an answer. Should I let him surface?”

“Go ahead.”

A bestial growl rasped in Kaden’s ear. It was familiar, although Kaden still couldn’t put a name to what, or who, it had been. “Dishonor is poison. Your rival’s lack of honor has tainted the SPITE bond. It longs to join a worthy host. Reclaim the warrior’s soul, SPITE wielder. Give Turatallahn peace.”

Samantha resurfaced, warning, “Jessen said the Titan repaired his SPITE unit. It’s fully functional, Kaden. That means the Titan had to inject its own genetic code into the gaps. There’s no telling what will happen if you attempt to absorb it.”

A wall of blue the size of a school bus flickered near his perch. Jessen twisted, ignoring the oncoming fire of the cysts. His split jaws opened wide, revealing hundreds of curved teeth as he bellowed a challenge.

Electricity danced in the barrier an instant before it shattered, exploding in a detonation that could have been mistaken as a few hundred tons of TNT.

Kaden was already in the air, one hand on Paisley. Bolster gave her the strength to lift him easily. As the blast wave carried upward, he curled his body, relying on bent gravity to put his body between it and her.

It hurt. From what he knew about explosive, energy-typed Catalysts, the damage should have been reduced across a large area. If that was the case, what he’d just learned about Jessen-as-a-Titan was horrifying.

A flash of movement showed Apox had dodged the attack by diving from one roof to another. Like a shadow, he was running around the Titan.

“What’s more dangerous is letting him survive this,” Kaden replied to Sam, then lifted his voice. “Paisley, get me over that fucker. I want to land right on…”

They were a little over a hundred feet away when Jessen reached out. His limb stretched, becoming like rubber as it swatted Kaden. He was ripped free of Paisley’s grip and sent tumbling through the air.

Bzzzzat!

Notice: An effect called Titan’s Malice has been applied successfully to you. You have been stunned.


Kaden didn’t register the words. He couldn’t think and couldn’t move. When he hit the first building, things popped inside his body. By the third, his hit points were nearly zero and he remained frozen.

There was a flash of blue as something enormous flashed past. Then he felt hands on his head and heard his father’s voice.

“Be restored, my son.”

Kaden jerked as unfamiliar energy restored his health. Sitting up, he saw that he’d landed in an opening between buildings nearly two hundred feet from the theater. Clothes swung on a line over his head. Suki was leaning against a tree nearby, still looking drained.

“One left,” Vasilis said, all gentle concern. “Are you sure you want to continue this?”

Kaden just growled, “Thanks,” then came to his feet and sprinted back toward the battle.

He arrived to see not one Titan, but two. A giant fox, nearly as tall as Jessen, but with nine blue tails, crouched next to the crumpled remains of the theater. It darted back and forth, biting and clawing with a ghost’s effortless grace.

Dark, dirty-looking blood oozed out of meter-deep cuts in Jessen’s serpent skin half. His chitinous SPITE parts weren’t bleeding, but entire segments had been shorn free to reveal throbbing, oily tissue beneath.

Jessen twisted, using a combination of timing and his malleable reach to draw six furrows across the fox’s side. Mist burst from the wound. Instead of sinking in to heal the spirit creature, the stuff vanished, returning to the Madness.

Two of the Nine Tails Fox’s tails evaporated. It yelped, jerking to the side and pointing a tail at Jessen. A bolt of lightning shot from it into the SPITE-empowered Titan’s face.

Several of Jessen’s eyes burst as the fluid within boiled. He reared back, flinching away from the elemental barrage.

“Samantha, relay my position and intent to the team. I need to get on top of Jessen’s back, somewhere he can’t easily scrape me off.”

She did not reply verbally, but his HUD updated as she obeyed.

Darting past ruins, corpses, and destroyed vehicles, Kaden leaped on top of a toppled van. His Atticus shot out and he used it to lift him high enough to intercept Paisley. She was missing a leg and parts of her wings were charred. Still, she caught him.

“I hurt,” she said in her childlike voice. “When you get there, be an awesome summoner and make that fuckface suffer for me?”

“Will do,” Kaden replied, wincing as they neared the combatants. The fox spirit’s energy blast was diminishing, taking the tail that had created the effect with it. Simply being near the lightning blast left him tingling, teeth gritted as castoff electricity got through his SPITE defenses.

Jessen’s back half writhed. The ground shook violently, sending buildings collapsing in all directions. Nessa’s cysts fell, some of them dying, as the effect dealt damage. The Groundquake did horrible damage to the Nine Tails, sending the fox stumbling back and sucking away the energy from yet another tail.

With each appendage lost, the fox shrank. It was less than half its previous size but still darting around, nipping and pawing at anything in reach.

“Samantha, is mom inside that fox?” Kaden asked, certain he knew the answer.

“She is.”

The revelation made his chest clench. Part of him had been certain Asami was helping him for selfish reasons.

Would a woman who didn’t care risk her life against a Titan?

Paisley darted forward, curving around Jessen’s side. A red eye caught the motion and began to turn, but Asami was faster. She lunged, wrapping her jaws around the transformed man’s throat. Teeth bit deep, crunching through chitin to spill toxic blood. The fluid against her lips was enough to cost her another tail.

In this case, the loss of mass benefited Asami, however.

Jessen brought a wall of blue down on the fox’s back an instant before she shrank. The disk of light shot toward the ground, clipping her back half before speeding past. It burst through cracked pavement and dug a hole deep into the ground.

A pair of gray hands lifted toward the fox.

“Here!” Kaden dropped forward, leaving Paisley’s grasp and landing on the Titan’s mottled back. Jessen was big enough now that the individual sections of hollowed-out SPITE were big enough for Kaden to duck into.

Driving both the Atticus and his Resolute Blade into the Titan’s flesh, Kaden howled, “YOUR BIOMASS IS MINE!”

He heard Asami yelp, high and desperate, even as tendrils shot from his body, tethering him to Jessen’s back.

There was a flash as a second blue barrier appeared. Through his connection to Apox, Kaden saw what happened next.

The barrier caught Asami as she fell. She’d lost the Nine Tails and was back in her human form, her body as limp as a dishrag. With a whining, triumphant sound, Jessen brought his hand down onto Kaden’s mother.

Notice: Your connection to Asami has been broken.



Chapter 37: Devoured


Ascream filled Kaden’s mind. He barely registered the silver Catalyst emerging from the mess, or Apox streaking over.

The nix warrior leaped, one leg stretching out as the Catalyst began orienting on Jessen’s towering form. It lengthened upward, stretching to merge with Titanic flesh. The nix’s toes slammed into the blob, sending it shooting to where Nessa lurked.

She didn’t even try to catch it. For all she’d grown and transformed from the innocent girl she had once been, she’d frozen in place, disbelief and horror on her face.

NOTICE! A CATALYST HAS BEEN CLAIMED! THE HUNT CONTINUES IN THIS AREA!


Jessen’s triumph transformed into a hiss of anger as he slapped the ground, missing Apox by several meters.

I don’t understand, Kaden thought distantly. Our plan was to distract him. How is Jessen using his Catalytic powers so casually?

Samantha whispered, “The Titan. It has fully manifested.”

Why does she sound sad? She’s just an AI. If anyone should feel that way, it’s me. Right? But he didn’t. Oh, there was that scream in the back of his mind. It wasn’t him though. That belonged to someone else.

If anything, he felt numb. The analytical part, the aspect Vasilis had always nurtured, was busy calculating the opportunities lost. Asami’s death would make things so much more difficult. Without her wealth and reach…

The scream turned into words. It said: Fuck you.

Huh? Confused, Kaden tried to assess which SPITE voice had spoken.

OUR MOM IS DEAD, YOU ASSHOLE.

It wasn’t any one voice inside the SPITE shouting at him, he realized. He’d evolved past simple separation between himself and the unit. What he heard was a culmination of voices, of entities inserted by the nix to help future SPITE wielders.

Or maybe that was wrong. Maybe it wasn’t the SPITE unit at all. Maybe it was his own voice, decentralized through every cell in his body. Maybe some other Kaden was the one screaming at the top of his lungs.

Jessen turned, unaware of Kaden’s Graft burrowing into dead tissue. Mist swirled around the injured monster, regenerating wounds almost as fast as they’d been made.

“Kaden!” Nessa’s shaken voice carried through their shared HUD. “You need to go, run! This thing is unstoppable. We can’t kill it!”

Like a hound with a scent, Jessen leaped free of the ruined theater. His back half was one long, muscular tail that stretched several hundred feet behind him. It thrashed, leveling buildings as it propelled him toward the girl.

Run. Unstoppable.

Killed Asami.

Murdered my mother.

Mom…

He blinked and tears spilled down his cheeks. Why am I crying? She knew the risks. We all did.

Graft tissue spread all around him, weaving into Jessen’s mass. At some point, he’d grabbed something. Looking down, he saw it was the Knight’s Dagger.

It was useless without a source of KX to finish its repairs. Whatever that means. To Kaden, KX was a mystery. He knew what it was supposed to be. KX was why the nix were so formidable. It was how they could defeat Titans and had defied the Chronarchs at the beginning of their war.

But my HUD doesn’t tell me how to use it.

This time, he recognized the voice that surfaced. It was the growling one who’d told him why Graft was effective against Jessen.

A King does not wait for permission to wield his power. Will you wait for the Chronarchs to give us permission to wield what is ours?

The question echoed.

His HUD showed him Apox stabbing at Jessen’s tail, looking for a vulnerable spot to distract Jessen from Nessa. She’d leaped, throwing her Kove deep between two armored plates. Neither attack distracted it nor even dealt any real damage.

In this version of the transformed Titan, Jessen had fewer vulnerabilities.

Nessa ducked behind a building, only to have a blue wall crush it to the ground.

Nessa.

The question came again, this time in his own voice. Will you wait for the Chronarchs to give us permission to wield what is ours?

“Fuck. No.” The words came out as a growl, as monstrous as the voice inside his head.

Wrapping his hands around two of the Graft tentacles, Kaden recalled how he’d acted minutes prior, when he’d been headless. Without his mind to get in the way, he’d been pure instinct. He’d known how to use every one of his abilities.

Teeth clenched, Kaden addressed his enemy. “Your SPITE is mine!”

Red and black energy seared down his hands and into Graft. Like a timelapse of questing roots, the tendrils split and grew, then split and grew yet again, and again. In a heartbeat, he felt his consciousness sink deeply into the Titan’s body.

And deeper still.

Graft should have had a maximum range.

That changed.

Notice: You have successfully applied your KX reserve to Graft. This has temporarily multiplied the maximum range by a factor of 20, and the speed of consumption by 300%. Graft temporarily consumes more than calories. Through it, you may extract SPITE from unworthy enemies.


The voice growled in his thoughts. This Titan is unworthy.

One building, then another, and another collapsed. Jessen flung power around like it was nothing, summoning blue barriers and sending them soaring through the air, or simply detonating them wherever they appeared.

With her wings out, Nessa was fast. Despite the odds, against Jessen’s point-blank blasts, she continued distracting the increasingly frustrated monster.

Then the Titan came to a halt. A curious, uncertain sound filled the air. Mist surrounding most of his body, Jessen twisted and turned, looking for something.

Graft was deep inside the monster now. Through it, Kaden’s awareness of his enemy grew. He felt/saw how the Titan had usurped Jessen’s psyche – utterly taking control of the host.

With his SPITE unit damaged, and the protective AI compromised, Jessen had been fair game to the immortal, god-like Titan. With the extra damage Vortigon’s chemicals had done, that had only pushed the balance further askew.

The rules of the Hunt should have stopped a Titan from outright manifesting on Earth so early in the Seeding.

When has Minato given a shit about the rules?

Kaden drew in Jessen’s SPITE unit, and with it came the Titan’s genetic graft.

“WHHHHHHAAAAAAT ISSSSSSS THISSSSS?” Wind erupted from the monster as it activated the hurricane Catalyst. Shrapnel flew as damaged and destroyed buildings became fodder for even more destruction.

Apox had stopped attacking the Titan. Instead, he’d gone over to Nessa. Over the squeal of the hurricane, through his bond to the summons, Kaden heard Nessa say, “Stab me! Hurry! Before the Kove comes free!”

Her blade, Kaden realized. That was how she’d survived. At some point she must have stuck it into Jessen’s body. His Titanic attacks had done nothing but damage himself further.

Heeding Nessa’s request, Apox attacked her with merciless precision. He had access to heightened critical range and was borrowing half of Kaden’s Blade damage. Against a willing target, the nix was atomic.

Jessen writhed, flopping onto the ground. Either he’d noticed Kaden, or Jessen had guessed the source of his ongoing trauma. Either way, the monster flung himself about, trying to dislodge the source of pain.

Through Eyes of Azgulan, Kaden saw the next few seconds through Apox’s perspective.

***

“Apox, stop!” Nessa shouted jerking away just in time. Apox had been in mid-swing and shot his hand to the side at the last instant, narrowly missing her vital organs.

Grabbing his arm, Nessa pointed to an entrance to an underground structure. “We need to get cover.”

“You do,” the nix corrected. “I cannot die while Kaden lives. Go.” Twisting his arm free, he gently pushed Nessa away. Without waiting to see if she would obey, Apox sprinted to the Titan.

Wind beat at him, howling and throwing debris at lethal speed. Dodging around chunks of people, cars, and buildings, he glimpsed what was happening to the monster.

The entire back half of Jessen’s Titan form was covered with red and black tendrils from Kaden’s Graft. Jessen had rolled onto his side and was reaching back, desperately grabbing for the Hive Leader.

Leaning against the storm, Apox used every bit of his strength to close the distance. No matter how strong he was, however, he couldn’t deny physics. Even Bolstered, Apox weighed barely a hundred and sixty pounds. Only skilled applications of Resolute Blade and body mechanics kept him from being flung away.

Part of him longed for his wings, or the abilities he’d possessed in life. He was too pragmatic to let such thoughts linger, however.

“Paisley, can you help?” He spoke the words aloud and through the shared menagerie bond.

Her reply was wistful. “I have even less mass than you.”

He got a sense of her location, which wasn’t far. She’d nestled herself behind a van that had come to a stop against a couple tons of bricks. Once the wind let up, she’d be in an excellent position to help Kaden.

Only Kaden needed help now.

Apox wasn’t certain what his summoner was attempting. Their bond was one-way. What Samantha didn’t tell him, he didn’t know. From the look of it, Kaden was trying to eat the Titan.

That won’t work. Years of wars against beings like the Titan spoke of the futility of such an act. Not only were Titans beyond the reach of any single nix to kill, but Graft only devoured dead tissue.

Then Jessen’s split mouth opened and Apox saw something impossible. Black and red tendrils had pushed through the monster’s soft tissue and emerged from his throat.

And the throat was covered in scales, not chitin.

Somehow, Kaden was devouring the living Titan.

***

“Kaden,” Samantha groaned, panting in his thoughts as if she were running a marathon. “You suck.”

“Pretty sure I’m biting right now.”

Jessen finally found the angle and bent his arm enough to scratch around the spot where Kaden was hiding. Sharp nails sliced Graft tissue, although by now there was too much of it for an accidental cut or two to slow the process down.

There wasn’t anything Kaden could do to devour the Titan faster. His goal was simple: take Jessen’s SPITE completely. Once it was gone, the Titan would lose a ton of strength and durability. It would make the fight possible, if not easy.

The problem was, SPITE was woven throughout the transformed monster’s physiology. There were bits of the DNA in his skull, making up brain tissue, along with the vital organs.

Kaden was devouring literal tons of tissue to do his work.

His HUD read like a computer screen, scrolling with tens of thousands of lines of text. Samantha said, “It’s Titan DNA. I’m having to screen and filter that shit out. You’re still getting parts of it. I’m trying to put it to use for us, but it’s not easy. I say again: this sucks.”

Pop!

The sensation of questing roots breaking through bone was an odd one. Kaden was both in his body, shoving himself as deep into a pock mark as he could, and part of the Graft tissue. He was simultaneously circling Jessen’s thrumming heart, ripping tissue free, and burrowing through brain matter. Then he felt the passage of wind as he tunneled into the Titan’s throat.

Jessen’s clawing went from excited to frantic. He tore furrows into his own flesh, opening wounds that would have killed dozens of cysts.

Three claws found Kaden’s body. The angle was difficult, making Jessen dig deeper until he had a good hold of the torso. Once he had it, he yanked.

Kaden clung like a tick. Connected by hundreds of feet of Graft’s devoured biomass, the Titan was fighting his own biology as much as Kadan.

Snap!

Cords of glistening meat, the smallest of the connective tissues, tore.

That was okay. The least of the tendrils had already cleaned their plates.

Glurrrk. Hwwwaaaak.

With a rasping, choking sound, Jessen tried swallowing. It didn’t clear his throat. SPITE tissue was everywhere, invading every cavity of his upper torso. Adjusting his grip to shove a fourth claw into his back, he ripped a rib free.

With it came Kaden.

***

Apox watched in a mixture of disbelief and awe as the Titan ripped part of its back out to finally dislodge Kaden. The man hung in the air, body surrounded by pulsating threads that still ran into Jessen’s body.

Tainted blood gushed as Jessen lurched, vomiting up bits of tissue and hundreds of gallons of viscera. Chunks of white brain matter and vital organs all rode an endless river to the ground.

Kaden shook himself, drawing his consciousness back into his body. Hundreds, no thousands, of hit points worth of mass retracted into him as he jerked his elbows backward, into Jessen’s palm.

Resolute Blades tore into skin that was no longer armored. Leathery, pink flesh tore like gauze.

“He absorbed all of the SPITE from the Titan,” Apox said to himself. “Now the Titan is down all that health and unarmored.”

The worst of the hurricane had blown past, allowing him to move. Leaping onto the remains of an overturned van, he vaulted to Jessen’s blood smeared chest, driving his Blades deep. Tissue ruptured, splitting to reveal a cavity that had more in common with a honeycomb than a living being.

Kaden had hollowed the Titan out.

Mist abruptly burst around Jessen’s body as, in a flash, the Titan began to retreat. For a moment there was not one but two creatures there. One was the shell of the Titan’s summoned mass. The other was Jessen, floating in the middle of an ocean of mist.

It’s over, Apox thought. With the Titan gone, Kaden could finish Jessen. We won.

Still, the idea that the Titan would get away galled him.

Then he heard Kaden issue a command. “Eat that fucker, Sam.”

The Titan’s hand flickered, becoming ethereal. SPITE tissue writhed away from Kaden, weaving through the mist. Tiny, puckered orifices appeared all along the mist, drawing it in.

A roar of denial came from the steam as it fought back, eddies and ripples revealing a desperate struggle against being consumed. “NO! NO! HUNTERS MAY NOT HARM TITANS! THIS IS IMPOSSIBLE!”

“I can taste your fear,” Kaden said, like a revelation. The words were too soft for anyone to hear. Apox felt them more than anything else.

The Titan vanished, sucked into miles of tissue that retreated, folding seamlessly into Kaden’s body.


Chapter 38: Vassalage


Kaden and Jessen landed at nearly the same instant. Both men were on their feet.

Removing the Titan and SPITE from Jessen hadn’t removed his Catalysts. If anything, it had healed him. Gone were the pock marks and scars. Gone was any hint of what he had been mere minutes before.

He stood there, naked, fists raised as Kaden came for him.

There were notifications in Kaden’s HUD. Lots of them. He ignored them. Suppressing his SPITE unit as much as he could, he threw a punch at Jessen’s face.

A blue barrier popped up. It was slower to manifest than before. That gave Kaden enough time to adjust his aim. The punch scraped against Jessen’s shoulder instead of his face.

Jessen twisted, kicking Kaden’s thigh. It was well-executed and backed by serious human strength.

Grunting, Kaden accepted the blow and lunged, bringing an elbow up beneath Jessen’s chin. He pulled the blow. Still, the impact was enough to lift Jessen inches into the air and send him stumbling backwards.

Jessen made a gesture. A blue circle appeared around Kaden’s neck. As with the barrier, the amputating Catalyst was a shade slower this time.

Kaden ducked, feeling the wind of the closing attack brush his scalp. Closing distance, he slammed his knee into Jessen’s stomach.

“Urrgth.” Bile and vomit burst from Jessen’s mouth as he doubled over.

Sliding back a step, Kaden waited for his opponent to catch his breath. When he did, Kaden returned for more.

A pair of blue shields came up, one to block punches and one at hip-level. The lower of the two glimmered with an electric charge.

Kaden darted to the side. He wasn’t using gravity, or his Atticus, or any other Catalytic power. He wasn’t even relying on Goliath, not that he could suppress the permanent upgrade entirely. This was pure instinct and skill, Kaden against a high-level hunter.

Froom!

The blast was smaller than they had been with the Titan backing them. It was enough to draw blood from Kaden’s side and face, although the damage was superficial.

Kaden twisted, kicking around Jessen’s guard and into his back. Jessen fell forward, rebounding off his own barrier. Kaden followed the kick with a punch, then another, and another. Each blow, delivered at greater-than-peak human capability and backed with nix instinct, was utterly devastating.

SNAP!

By the fourth rebounding strike, Jessen’s ribs cracked. He collapsed, wheezing, at Kaden’s feet.

This time, Kaden stood there, hovering over the man who’d killed his mother. The hilt of his Atticus slid into his palm.

“For…” Jessen wheezed. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.” Head down, utterly broken and beaten, he held still. “I should have been you. From the beginning, I was just trying to save the world. By the time I knew the truth, I was Bound.”

Kaden studied his enemy. He knew that what Jessen said was true. The Titan’s DNA, coupled with the coin, were irrefutable.

He has to die. Must die…

Lifting his hand, Kaden prepared to strike. Then Jessen’s words made it through. “You should have been me? What the fuck are you talking about?”

Instead of cutting his enemy’s head off, Kaden kicked him, forcing Jessen onto his back.

Eyes closed, the fallen warrior heaved labored breaths. It seemed he had no innate healing Catalysts. “Think about it, Kaden. I had my own prophets. People who told me I was the chosen one. It was my job to save the world. I was promised a SPITE unit and trained to kill. I was every bit as loyal to Minato and Aiko as you are to Nessa and that old man you travel with.”

Inhaling a sharp, wheezing breath, Jessen opened his eyes. Looking directly at Kaden, he said, “In a different Fork, I was you.”

The reality of Jessen’s statement hit Kaden like a hammer. It had never occurred to him. Now, face to face with it, he saw the truth.

Jessen wasn’t lying.

They were the same.

Looking around, Kaden spotted a purple coin on the ground a few meters away. He didn’t issue any command or order. Simply reading his body language was enough for Apox to read his intent.

The nix picked the coin up and brought it over.

Kaden studied the Pact Coin. It was blank now, wiped clean on both sides. He looked from the coin to Jessen. “I took the SPITE from you, and the Titan, too. You must hate me.”

Jessen laughed. It sounded painful. “I could never hate you. We did our jobs. You took your kill. This is it, the end. I accept that.”

“What if it wasn’t the end?” Kaden asked the question softly, as if speaking it too loud would somehow violate what had transpired that day.

Footsteps sounded from nearby as Nessa approached. She was holding one arm and moving with a limp, but otherwise seemed fine.

Ignoring the newcomer, Jessen said, “What are you suggesting?”

Kaden held the blank coin out. “Be my vassal and you may live.”

“Kaden?” Nessa said softly. “What are you doing?”

Samantha, Kaden thought toward the AI. He didn’t like using direct thought with her. It felt wrong. But if there ever was a time to do it, it was now.

Samantha responded, reading his intent. His HUD flashed as it passed Nessa the relevant bits of information for her to understand what had happened.

Unaware of what was transpiring, Jessen said, “Your vassal? Like…you’re some kind of royalty?”

“A King, to be precise,” Kaden replied. “The Steel Shadow is known as the King of Assassins, Jessen. It is a title promised to me. Today, I claim it, just like I claimed the true life of a Titan.”

He felt the reality of those words even as he spoke them. In the Madness, Titans would regenerate infinitely. The Titan he’d fought on Earth months ago had retreated. This one, the one that had commandeered Jessen’s body and killed his mother, was dead.

Nessa moved closer, one hand on Kaden’s arm. “Are…are you sure? Jessen killed my father. Yes, I know he was technically defending Aiko. Yes, I know he believed he was doing the right thing. But…” She paused, swallowing. “Fuck, Kaden. Jessen has only ever been our enemy.”

“No,” Kaden said, forcing himself to see with eyes other than those of a killer. “Jessen has only been our opponent. Enemies don’t change sides, not really. They might be forced into service, or enslaved. But they can never be trusted. Opponents, on the other hand, may become allies.”

He locked eyes with Jessen, holding the coin up. “What do you say? Opponent or enemy.”

Jessen licked his lips, a mixture of wariness and trepidation on his face. “You’d enslave me…just like Minato.”

By way of answer, Kaden held the coin up. The words came easily, as if he’d been preparing to say them ever since he’d met Billy.

“I, Kaden, King of Assassins, do pledge to provide guidance to the man who becomes my willing vassal. I promise to treat him with honor and respect befitting a warrior. I pledge to give him duties in-line with what I believe is right and necessary to save the world and its inhabitants. While I may be an assassin, I will not require my vassal to behave as one, unless there is just and righteous cause.”

The coin warmed, one side embossed with Kaden’s face. He offered it to Jessen.

Accepting the coin, Jessen managed a weak grin. “If I say no, you’ll kill me, won’t you?”

Kaden shook his head and pointed at Nessa. “I’ll give her the privilege.”

The offer visibly brightened her mood.

“Well, that makes things a lot easier,” Jessen said wryly. Closing his eyes, he held the coin between two fingers. “I’m Jessen, and I’ve been a tool for people who are willing to kill everyone on the planet just for the chance to win against the Chronarchs. I don’t want to be the bad guy. If serving Kaden as his vassal, or whatever, gives me a chance at redemption, I accept the terms. As long as he honors them, I’ll be his man.”

The coin glowed as it copied Jessen’s features on the opposite side. Then it flew into the air, spinning as copies of their spoken words merged, becoming a pledge. With an electric spark, the coin split – duplicating itself. One flew into Kaden’s palm. The other fell to Jessen’s chest.

In the distance, the first sirens began to wail. Nearby, the air shimmered as Nixus came into view. The nix was missing an arm and half of his jaw.

“Now that your battle is over, I have urgent news,” he said. “It is not good.”


Kaden Titanic Update


You have absorbed the genetic power of a Titan. During the absorption process, your AI re-routed the energy as an enhancement to two of your abilities. These are considered genetic gifts and are part of your SPITE unit - not Catalysts. These enhancements are:
Improved Timeless Echo (Metacatalyst): Timeless Echo now applies to the manifestation of Black Lotus. You may effectively have two active at the same time.
Royal Summoner (Enhancement to Unlimited Genetic Code): Your summons now inherit 30% of your assassin levels and class abilities upon being summoned. Nix instead gain 50%. This allows your summons to inherit both your SPITE Augmentations and augmented skills.



Part 3: End Game



Chapter 39: Bad News


Nixus remained in view, limping along as Kaden, Nessa, and the newly converted Jessen checked the wreckage. Asami left no remains for them to collect.

In somber silence, the group made their way from the wreckage.

Vasilis and Suki were waiting several blocks away, their travel van tucked behind an old, abandoned bank vault. Suki was still too weak to do more than protest at Jessen’s appearance.

As they got into the van, Kaden filled his father and Suki in on what had happened, and why. Jessen showed off his brand-new pact coin, his expression remorseful.

“Thanks to Samantha, I could sort-of read what was happening to him, genetically,” Kaden elaborated. “The Titan subverted him, corrupting the SPITE. Then there’s the Pact Coin. Jessen was bound to fight us, even when he wanted to change sides. We thought getting his Titan form out would make him easier to kill.”

“Which it did,” Samantha pointed out loud for all of them. “It was far easier to devour his SPITE in that form. He was also less flexible and able to adapt.”

“But,” Kaden continued, “the Titan was in more control this time. It used Jessen’s Catalytic abilities. Mistakes were made. Lives were lost. We won.”

Suki, sitting next to Nessa in the second row, whispered, “She would be very proud of you.” She had tears running down her cheeks, even as she fought to smile. “Turning a powerful enemy into an asset was ever her way.”

They drove in silence for a while. Kaden tried to process, to understand what he felt. It wasn’t like Asami had been a significant part of his life. Yet in their short time together, she’d become more of a parent to him than Vasilis ever had.

She was with me, encouraging me. Planning for me and not some stupid divine goal. The recent anger he’d felt at his father only intensified the sensations, making her the ideal parent in comparison.

Then there was Nixus. He was sitting in the far back of the van, cross legged and straight backed. Kaden’s Eyes saw the nix, and his awakened instincts about the species read intent and story in the alien.

He might not be saying it, but Nixus was in pain.

They’d mapped out their escape route days in advance and got away without any problems. There was too much destruction for the local police to care about one lone van.

It was late when they arrived at the house. As soon as they were all out of the van, Kaden grabbed his father’s arm and pointed at Nixus. “Use your last restoration on him.”

Vasilis, who looked confused and devastated, just nodded and shuffled over to apply the ability to the nix. Several colorful rings, tan, orange, brown, and black, appeared around the alien before melting away. Most of his physical injuries, including the missing bits of jaw, regenerated.

“There’s…more,” Vasilis said, eyes wide. “Just how many afflictions are on you?”

“Many. I will need five more applications of Restoration before I regain the use of my wings.”

Kaden had noticed the nix didn’t fly to them. “No wonder it took you so long.”

“Among other reasons. Come. Let’s go inside. Your friends need rest and refreshment. Even I would not gainsay some of your father’s food, if it’s available.”

Suki excused herself as soon as she entered the house, practically fleeing to her room. Kaden stopped by his bags long enough to provide Jessen with clothes.

Jessen, clearly uncertain where he fit in the new order, took up a position in the living room. He sagged, head down, no doubt utterly exhausted, but determined to participate in their discussions.

The next hour became a surreal ghost of the life the group had, however briefly, shared. Vasilis cooked. Nixus, Kaden, and Nessa all sat in the kitchen. They discussed the battle and what they thought might come next, avoiding the painful topic of Asami.

Nixus asked questions and provided observations based on the last few minutes of the fight. As far as he was concerned, the team had done everything right.

“Based on what knowledge you went with, and your objective, I see few ways you could have changed the outcome,” the nix said when Kaden asked him for a frank assessment. “You and Nessa used your abilities wisely. Even if things did not go as well as planned, you achieved the desired outcome.”

Without him asking, Nessa sent Kaden the Catalyst she’d gotten from Asami. It was a version of Asami’s Networking power.

It wasn’t Spirit Shaman, but it would do. Especially when he had to get back into the Madness to the nix.

“Tell Auntie I said thanks for steering you to that power.”

She nodded, eyes flicking down to the tabletop. “I’m going to miss her, Kaden.”

He didn’t know what to say to that.

“She was a hard woman, but passionate. She knew what she wanted more than anything, and she’d do anything for it.” Nessa swallowed hard. “You might not have had a chance to see it, but once she found out you were alive, it changed her entire world. She loved you.”

Crash.

A plate shattered in the kitchen. “Sorry,” Vasilis mumbled, opening a closet to retrieve a broom and dustpan.

“She didn’t know me,” Kaden said, ignoring his father.

Suki’s voice came from the hallway. Her tone was decisive. “You were her only child. She would have loved you even if you weren’t everything she’d want in a son.” Walking into view, she’d changed into a pair of jeans and an oversized shirt. She was carrying a laptop that she sat on the table as she took a seat.

“Asami told me, more than once, that her life ended the day her husband stole her son. It ended again with her uncle’s betrayal. You brought that life back.” Suki paused, shifting her attention to Nessa. “And you were a surprise gift that she came to cherish, too.”

She opened the laptop and turned it around. “We knew this day would likely come. Asami and I prepared before Kaden ever returned from his mission. Your mother did not live a life of peace, and once she began consolidating power, it was only a matter of time. There are documents you will both need to review and sign. Her empire must not languish, or many will die.”

To Kaden’s surprise, Suki turned to Nessa. “She’s given you control over all of the family’s assets, contingent upon my remaining your advisor.”

“Me?” Nessa squeaked, looking confused.

“You are Kaden’s sister and wield the SPITE. In what is to come, you are the most logical choice.”

“But why not…”

Suki’s reply was utterly professional. “Kaden intends to enter the Madness again. His very nature is to throw himself in life-or-death situations. Asami wants her legacy to survive. The most logical person to safeguard it on Earth is you.”

“Kaden?” Nessa asked. “Are you…”

He reached over, squeezing Nessa’s hand. “I don’t want chains. Not even of gold. My title isn’t manager, or Master of Spies or whatever. Besides, I have no idea what Asami’s business ventures entail. She trained you with that special Cat of hers for weeks.”

“That she did,” Suki added. “If you ever wondered why she made sure to show you so many of her rivals, or how things operated, it was for this reason. We will want to return to Japan as quickly as possible to secure your position.”

Vasilis chose that moment to bring in bowls of steaming rice curry. It smelled so spicy that it should have burned Kaden’s nostrils. Instead, he found his stomach growling.

How am I hungry? He checked his HUD.

Biomass/KX Extra Vault Capacity: 1,170 (Catalyst level X max hit points)
Current Vault Store: 1,170 (biomass)\275 (KX)


He’d eaten enough of Jessen in his Titan form to completely refuel his biomass storage, but not the KX.

“I am afraid Kaden has no time to help with your plans here,” Nixus announced, taking a fork full of spiced cuisine into his sideways-opening mouth. He continued to speak from his throat area as his face chewed. “Minato has sent an army into the Madness. They are hunting for Totilithon. From what we were able to uncover, if that happens, they intend to reunite the component Minato possesses with the rest.”

Kaden groaned. “Totilithon is one of the pelanir who helped invent SPITE. If a piece of his mind has been helping Minato and the man can somehow subdue the rest, we’ll be fighting against something cosmic in scale.”

“Just so,” Nixus agreed. Lifting a hand, he projected an image between them. It was of a rock quarry, easily three or four miles across. In the center was equipment similar to what Kaden had seen in multiple Gentex facilities – all gleaming metal and strange parts. A whirlpool of mist swirled to one side, easily forty feet across. Big, fat men with heavy backpacks were walking through the portal in rows of ten.

The image panned, revealing lots of men.

“There were Hunters in that mix as well.” Nixus made another gesture, and the image changed. Colorful auras replaced the people. “Eyes of Revelation,” he explained. “They allow some nix to see deep truths. What you’re seeing now is the approximate capabilities of these people.”

With the new view, they saw shapes on the other side of the mist portal. At least two hovered over the ground, circled by white-blue orbs.

“Zeer,” Kaden said, realizing what he was seeing. “There are Zeer on the other side, helping them through.”

Nixus made an angry, clicking sound. “This was before I and six other Survivors attacked. We damaged the equipment and killed thousands before Minato arrived. He’s stacked Catalysts and has the potency of a Survivor. I was the only one who escaped with my life.”

Sitting back in his chair, Kaden cursed. “Minato sent me a dream. He said I’d meet him at Time’s Eye one way or another. Fuck me, we’re not even at the Second Seeding yet. I was supposed to have years before we came to the end game.”

Nixus put his fork down and lifted two hands. “Timetables change. The Seedship is closing on Earth. It’s safe to assume the Second Seeding will begin any day now. You’re too high of a level to benefit from it.”

“And time works oddly in the Madness,” Kaden added. “If I don’t go help Totilithon, it could mean the end of everything.”

“I am afraid so.”

Nessa said, “Fine. I wanted to visit the Madness anyway. I’ll go. We’ll take care of the cysts and the Zeer and be back in time for the Seeding.”

“Not an option,” Kaden said, shaking his head. “For one, you’re not Adapted, and I won’t have time to get that for you. For another, if the Seeding is coming, I need you here. There are Catalysts we have to get to the right people or keep out of the hands of others.”

Nixus leaned forward, pointing at the portal generator technology in his projection. “Minato will open more portals on Earth. We will need to work together to stop them.”

“I don’t want to be left behind again,” she growled. “Why does it feel like you always get to go off and have adventures?”

“There will be adventures here,” Nixus asserted. “With Zeer confirmed to be assisting the enemy, I am largely unbound in my actions. I can…recruit. We can use Asami’s network to identify loyal men and women. Together, we can prepare a counter force to stop Minato’s ambitions on this side.”

Suki lifted a hand. “And I will be your right hand.”

“Jessen will, too.” Kaden lifted his voice. “Won’t you, vassal?”

The exhausted man replied, “Sure thing, Your Majesty.”


Epilogue: Divergent Paths


They spent the night making plans. They all agreed: if Minato captured Time’s Eye, even if he simply assumed the powers of a Chronarch, life as they knew it would end. That meant everyone other than Kaden had to focus their attention on stopping Gentex on Earth.

Their efforts would not only save the planet from an inevitable plague, but it would also save Kaden from facing off against fresh battalions of cysts.

Jessen proved to be extremely useful. He didn’t know everything, but as head of Gentex security, he provided many insights.

“Minato has access to literally trillions of dollars and a legion of people who will serve him. The problem is, the First Seeding had a fixed number of Cats, and he’s gotten his hands on every one he could. Plus, you all killed enough scientists to slow his virus research down. You absolutely bought time. How much…” He shrugged. “Minato has always known too much and seen too far ahead. I still wouldn’t bet against him, even if I want him to lose.”

“Do you know what Cats he has?” Kaden asked.

“A few. He can teleport, project into dreams, and is functionally immortal. From what I gather, he’s got a source of intelligence that helps him with alien technology. Plus, he knows how the Hunt works like he’s lived through it a few times.”

Jessen hadn’t been around Minato enough to know much more. It wasn’t like the man got into fights, anyway. Other than “incredibly scary” there wasn’t much else to go on.

“Personally, I think Minato is either a Survivor wearing a real person’s skin, or he’s used a Pact to bind one somehow,” Kaden supplied. “There’s a Catalyst that shows up later called Double Body. It basically lets two people share the same physical space, with a whole bunch of benefits.”

“You think a Survivor with that is co-existing with him?” Nessa asked. She turned to Nixus. “Is that even possible, given your restrictions?”

“With a Zeer’s help, many things are possible,” he replied. “On the topic of Minato’s powers, he has the ability to create afflictions, curses, and diseases. Strong ones. He can also suppress the powers of others or render them far less potent. When we fought him, he was effectively a one-man Meta Catalyst manipulator. If at all possible, we should avoid confronting him while we work to stop his plans.”

They spoke at length about potential Catalytic combinations, with Vasilis offering insights. In the end, there was no time and very little in the way of options.

“I need to go. Totilithon will need protection from that army of cysts and the Zeer.” He stood, feeling emotionally and physically exhausted. Every cell in his body felt energized, thanks to the Titan’s mass. He also felt wrung out, ready for a few days to sleep and center himself.

But there was no time for selfishness.

“I’ll use Heart Finder to find anything you all think you’ll need, then head out. If things go badly over here, Nessa can contact me, and I’ll come back. There are Cats due the second half of the Seeding that I’d absolutely kill to have.”

Nixus said, “There are caches for Survivors hidden around the world. They were put here for the Third Seeding, when the Chronarchs were planning to have some sort of treasure game. If you can find one or two of those, that would be useful.”

Nessa stood and walked into the kitchen. She returned with a piece of paper and a pen. “I want to know where Minato’s scientists and tech are. If we can destroy those, it’ll buy us all time.” She proceeded to rattle off a list of other targets, showcasing the advantages of her heightened tactical acumen.

By the time she was done everyone, including Nixus, was looking at her with respect.

She returned the looks flatly. “What? I gotta keep up with Mr. King of Assassins over here, right?”

Kaden used all but one of Heart Finder’s daily charges to locate things for the team. He left them Amethyst, along with information on the accounts he and his father had organized.

“I won’t need them,” Vasilis confirmed when Suki asked about him. “You all are trying to stop evil. I’ll be working to preserve good. Where I’m headed, money won’t matter.”

There was no time for grief or mourning. By dawn the next day, the allies had their plans, their resources, and had said their goodbyes.

They gathered outside as Kaden prepared to enter the Madness.

“Hunt well, my son,” Vasilis said. The old man’s grief over his late wife’s death remained, adding years that he’d recently shed back on his face. He and Kaden exchanged a handshake.

Nessa threw herself into Kaden’s arms, squeezing him tightly. “Please come back.”

“I will if I can.”

They both knew the truth. Their fight with Jessen had been close. What came next would make that look easy.

When it was her turn, Suki stepped up and kissed Kaden’s cheek. “When this part is over, I hope we can share a meal together.”

He chuckled and, on impulse, gave her a hug, too.

Finally, it was Nixus’s turn. Kaden looked into the alien’s six eyes. “I planned to find that Catalyst you said would have your mark. If I had my way, we’d be hunting together within the year.”

“Plans change,” the nix said, echoing his earlier statement. “When you visit our people, synchronize with them. Share what you’ve accomplished. If you have time, collect more of our lost artifacts. They will aid you in both worlds.”

“I will.”

Stepping back, mist boiled out of dawn’s pink and orange rays, swallowing Kaden. When the mist cleared, he was gone.

The End – Spite the Dark: Book 3


Author's Note


Thank you for reading Spite the Dark: Book 3 – Relentless. If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review. Fans have been vocal on Discord, but not on Amazon – and every review helps.

Expect the conclusion of the series later this year.


Kaden Final Character Sheet


Name: Kaden Yamaguchi
Age: 31
Class: Steel Shadow
Level: 13
Maximum Menagerie Size: 23 (6 slots consumed – Paisley, Vortigon, - Nix no longer count against this limit)
Resolute Blade Length: 23 inches (10 + current Catalyst Level)
Hit Points: 5 (Base) +65 (Catalyst Level) + 10 (SPITE Augmentation) + 10 (High Endurance Bonus) – Total: 90
KX Max: 90; Current: 90
Biomass/KX Extra Vault Capacity: 1,170 (Catalyst level X max hit points)
Innate Physical Attributes
Strength: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Agility: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Endurance: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Speed: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Vision/Visual Acuity: 24 (Post-Human 2)
Reflexes/Reaction Time: 24 (Post-Human 2)
SPITE Attunement: 65% (Fourth Evolution)
Innate Mental Attributes
Discipline: 19 (Post-Human 1)
Intelligence: 19 (Superhuman; with SPITE HUD and AI enhancements)
Intuition: 8 (Below Average)
Charisma: 8 (Below Average)
Madness Attunement: 12% (Subsequent visits to the Madness may reveal more of its truths)
Innate Skills
· Diplomacy: 3 (Proficient)
· Disguise: 5 (Advanced)
· Espionage: 5 (Advanced)
· Driving (Stunt): 6 (Advanced)
· Explosives: 7 (Expert)
· Global Politics: 4 (Proficient)
· Gymnastics/Acrobatics: 8 (Expert)
· Military (Special Operations): 7 (Expert)
· Martial Arts: 8 (Expert)
· Marksman (All): 11 (Post-Human 1)
· Technology (Standard computers and smart phones): 8 (Expert)
· Security (Computers): 7 (Expert)
· Security (Physical/Military): 7 (Expert)
· Stealth: 14 (Post-Human 2)
· Non-Projectile Weapons: 11 (Post-Human 1)
· Hunting and Tracking: 7 (Expert)
· Linguistics (English, Japanese, German, and Russian)
Note: “Innate” attributes and skills are listed to provide details about the character’s base capabilities. They may be augmented as the story progresses. Entries listed as innate remain even if the character’s other abilities are suppressed or consumed.
Allocated SPITE Augmentations
· Physical Augmentation: 70 of 150
· Mental Augmentation: 60 of 150
· Global Biological Augmentation: 10 out of 150
· Weapons Augmentation: 70 out of 150
· Defense Augmentation: 60 out of 150
Physical Augmentations Bonus: Your melee attacks deal an additional 7 points of damage. Because your Blade damage is based on the Atticus, it is also improved.
Mental Augmentations Bonus: Your mind is capable of keeping up with your Goliath-enhanced body, barely. This means you can adapt to your new speed, strength, and endurance without significant re-training.
Weapons Augmentation Bonus: Your Atticus and Resolute Blade now deals between 22-29 points of damage per strike. The chances of scoring a Critical attack with any weapon are increased by 40%.
Note: This includes a +7 bonus from Physical Augmentations.
Defensive Augmentations Bonus: You suffer 4-6 less damage from most attacks. This stacks with other defensive capabilities.
Allocated Catalyst Skills
· Assassination (150 out of 150)
· Acrobatics (30 out of 150)
· Disguise (20 out of 150)
· Espionage (20 out of 150)
· Exotic Weapons (120 out of 150)
· Linguistics and Dialects (10 out of 150) (Hindi, Spanish, French, and Nix)
· Stealth (60 out of 150)
· Technology (30 out of 150)
Acrobatics Bonus: You can perform complex acrobatic maneuvers roughly on par with Olympic level gymnasts. This includes heightened flexibility and joint mobility.
Assassination Bonus: At 150 out of 150, this skill has evolved beyond the potential normally allowed for up to the final Seeding. You have obtained the following benefits:
· Attacks that are made while the target is unaware of you or do not see you as a threat now deal critical damage automatically.
· Any weapon you wield, including non-traditional ones or chemicals (such as poisons and toxins) may now deal critical damage.
· You may make Critical attacks against monstrous and inhuman creatures, including those in the Madness.
· Your Summons enjoy a 10% bonus to their chance to make critical attacks, and automatically deal critical damage against opponents who are unaware of them.
· The critical damage you deal is enhanced proportionally to the further you are from the enemy.
· Limitation: This skill does not apply to targets whose Perception or Reflexes skills are equal to, or higher than, yours. Some Catalysts and classes will also resist Critical attacks.
Disguise Bonus: You may adopt the posture and dialect of others with significantly greater ease and effect.
Stealth Bonus: At 60 out of 150, it is now 30% more difficult to notice you in low-light or dark conditions. In addition, you’ve gained an advanced Stealth HUD. This will allow you to toggle “stealth mode” on and off. Samantha may automate this for you.
Technology Bonus: You can now identify any Earth-based technology up to “Classified.” Post-30 and you’ll be able to identify non-Earth based technologies, such as those created by Catalysts.
Exotic Weapons Bonus: Your SPITE weapons will respond to a combination of intent as well as skill, now. This will allow you to use your SPITE in increasingly flexible and creative ways. At 120 out of 150, this skill grants you an innate ability to wield alien or foreign weapons, including those originating from the Madness. Your Black Lotus now deals an additional 75% damage on a critical strike. It also has an increased critical range and may deal critical damage to enemies that would normally be resistant to it. Limitation: Creatures immune to Critical attacks, or who take specific types of damage to be injured, similar to the shadow Summons, remain invulnerable.
Abilities
Dark Sight: You can see in darkness.
Evolution Core (Catalyst and SPITE Upgrade):
· Whenever you win a Catalyst during the hunt, if it has multiple benefits, you will be presented with up to (3) choices to integrate with your Catalyst. The choices will be among those that most closely align with your selected class and abilities.
· The maximum skill benefits your Catalyst can provide are increased from 100 to 110.
· You have gained a second metabolism dedicated entirely to powering nix abilities, such as flight or alternative modes of sight, etc. In your HUD, this will be displayed as KX. Future enhancements and upgrades will consume KX to activate or maintain. KX is gained using your Metabolic Graft ability or consuming meat the traditional way. Your maximum KX is equal to your hit points.
Heart Finder: Focus on a specific, concrete desire. This power will allow you to locate that object, person, or objective, on a map or diagram. If multiple targets are equally viable, you will be able to locate them all. You may also use this power to locate someone else’s desires, although you are the one who must locate the target. If you use this ability on another person, they must be within 90 feet. Limitation: You may not use this power to find Hunters who are 2 or more levels above or below you. You may not use this power to decipher or decode things, such as passwords or encrypted text. You may not use this power to bypass other Catalyst abilities that create concealment unless those powers originate from an opponent 5 or more levels below you. You may use this power once per day per your level. Leveling up resets the daily uses of this power.
SPITE Gravity: This ability grants you a new skill: Acrobatics. It begins at 30 out of 100 points automatically. You now generate a field of beneficial gravity. This means that gravity itself will work to assist you, allowing you to attempt maneuvers that would normally be impossible.
Shadow Meld: You are effectively invisible against all forms of detection other than natural ones. This conceals you from radar, infrared, AI, and so on. People may still see, hear, and feel you normally, however.
Sight-Blinding Mirage: You may transform any held picture or piece of text, altering it to suit your needs. This is a permanent change that takes 12 seconds to enact. It will not add information you do not know or create data out of thin air. If you devote 30 minutes of focused concentration on the object, you can replace both physical and digital copies of the picture or text to the updated version. Limitation: This replacement can apply to up to 100 physical copies and/or devices per your level (currently 1300). You may select targeted copies you are aware of for this replacement. If multiple copies are stored on a single device, this power treats the device as 1 copy/device.
Staggering Resolve: You gain passive, adaptive resistance to massive damage. This resistance increases an amount directly proportional to the damage dealt.
Summoning: You may have one active Summon per 10 levels (currently: 1). Summoning pulls a being from a parallel reality known as the Madness. Summoned beings are bonded to you. This bond lasts until you die or until you replace them, which you can do at levels 5, 10, 15, and 20. Each Summons takes a different amount of time to manifest and costs a permanent amount of hit points while they are active.
If killed, you may not re-summon the same creature for 24 hours (unless otherwise noted in the entry). You may heal the hit points lost from the summon naturally once it is killed, but you do not instantly heal them as you would with a dismissal.
· SPITE-Enhanced Summoning: Because you have a SPITE unit, this ability has been enhanced. The suit itself functions as your menagerie, allowing you to store your Summons within the unit itself. This may also influence how they appear and their abilities.
· Expanded Menagerie: Your maximum menagerie size is equal to double your level.
· Enhanced SPITE Bonus: You may activate a Summons from any SPITE tissue you govern.
· Bolstered Summons: Your Summons begin with 10 extra hit points.
· SPITE-Enhanced Bolstered Summons: Your Summons share more of your abilities. They may use these powers both independently and simultaneously with yours.
o Metabolic Graft: Your Summons may Graft a defeated opponent. When they do, you and the Summons both regain 1 hit point.
o Resolute Blade: Your Summons gain access to defensive blades that deal half the damage of your Resolute Blade.
o Eyes of Azgulan: You may now extend your Eyes of Azgulan through your Summons (see Third SPITE Evolution for details).
Summons - Acquisition: Acquiring a summons requires a visit to the Madness (see The Madness, and Entering the Madness). There, you will have to enter a pact with the spirit. Your collection of summons is kept in your menagerie. Some summons, such as Titans, may take up multiple menagerie slots.
Summons in Combat: Each summoned creature behaves differently in combat and has their own skills and abilities.
Enter Madness: Once per week you may enter the Madness. You may leave at will, however the process takes several minutes – and if you are damaged, it resets the transition timer.
(SPITE Enhanced) Face Shift: You may alter your appearance to resemble anyone you’ve touched. This includes an ability to dramatically reshape or re-color SPITE biomass, allowing you to mimic objects and gear. Those with SPITE units may pierce this illusion.
(Enhanced) Goliath: Your Strength, Agility, Endurance, Speed, Senses and Reflexes/Reaction Time all increase to 24. This will make them all Post-Human 2. In terms of your recent fights, this should equal the strength of the new versions of the cysts.
SPITE Bonus: Your Physical Augmentations have been increased to 60. In addition, all of your SPITE Augmentations have a new maximum of 150.
Timeless Echo (Metacatalyst): After using a qualifying ability, you may use it again immediately. This power removes any cooldown or preparation time from the echoed power – you could, in effect, summon a second entity in an instant rather than the standard delay. Timeless Echo also removes any level restrictions associated with using an ability. In effect, you could bring out an additional summons. The costs associated with the ability remain the same – if you use the Lotus, you’ll still pay extra hit points, even if it takes the time to shoot an extra time down to zero.
Limitation: This ability won’t grant cumulative benefits to things like Resolute Blade, Graft, Goliath, etc. It specifically applies to single-use powers, including Heart Finder, Summoning, Enter Madness, and Black Lotus. If you gain a future ability that is qualified to use Timeless Echo, it will be upgraded to list the feature.
SPITE Bonus: Timeless Echo also works with some SPITE-based abilities.
Unlimited Genetic Code (Nix-Only): This nix-restricted Catalyst upgrades your genetic code, allowing it to store additional data in hyperliminal space. This conveys the following benefits:
· Nix added to your menagerie take up zero slots and require only 3 hit points to summon.
· There is no limit to the number of nix that you can summon at one time – this removes the level restrictions related to all summon abilities for nix.
· The re-summon timer on nix in your menagerie has been reduced to 4-hours.
· You may create summoning pacts with other nix without a coin.
SPITE Only Upgrades
Summary: SPITE acts as an all-encompassing biosuit capable of protecting and enhancing the wielder in almost every conceivable way. It is compartmental, meaning the wielder may summon or unsummon (or, in Kaden’s case, absorb) the material at will. It provides passive protection against most mundane things that would harm a human – including airborne toxins and gases, mild acids, etc. It also provides a secondary tactical HUD. This HUD is separate from the Catalyst HUD which displays system messages and character information.
Ablative Coating: You take 3 points less damage from non-SPITE sources, effectively making you immune to most small arms fire.
Atticus: Your Atticus deals between 17 and 24 points of damage per attack. This damage may be mitigated by advanced armor and shielding. Critical attacks deal double damage and bypass a moderate amount of the target’s defenses.
Evolutions
· First - Metabolic Graft: You may consume the flesh of a creature you or any SPITE connected to you kills. Doing so heals you hit points proportional to the creature’s size and level. Time to Effect: This consumption takes 3-5 seconds. Range: 8 feet.
· Second: Your SPITE unit and biology have merged.
· Third - Eyes of Azgulan (1st Stage): You can “see” through any SPITE tissue, including your summons.
· Fourth - Hyperliminal Biomass Vault: You may store your Catalyst level times your max hit points in additional biomass and KX. The additions are stored in an extra-dimensional area that only you can access, and that travels with you at all times. Biomass storage is added by the Graft ability and only while you are at full health. This stored biomass may not be used to heal yourself, but it can fuel any of your SPITE-based abilities or be used to defray hit point costs for things like your Summons.
Momentum Array: You can manipulate gravity anywhere your SPITE reaches, allowing you to pull yourself in different directions (including skyward) dynamically.
Resolute Blade (SPITE Upgrade): You gain a weapon that can be projected from various places on your body. It is modular, extending up to 10 inches + 1 per your Catalyst level. Damage is proportional to the size of the extended blade. At full extension, the damage is equal to the Atticus. You may choose to divide the blade into smaller ones, with a minimum size of 1 inch.
Black Lotus (SPITE Upgrade): You may Summon a variety of ranged weapons from your SPITE unit. These function precisely like your Atticus with a few notable exceptions. Instead of bullets, these weapons consume biomass. You must spend hit points to use them, although there are upgrades to allow them to use KX. The amount of hit points is based on the type of round fired. This counts as an Exotic Weapon.
· Dart: This projectile weapon is tiny, with a muzzle that will extend as little as one inch above your skin. Maximum Range: 15 feet. Damage: 3-6. Rate of Fire: Slow. Hit Points Consumed per Shot: 1
· Gun: This is a full-sized, standard projectile weapon comparable to an Earth-based handgun. Maximum Range: 150 feet. Damage: 5-10. Rate of Fire: Average. Hit Points Consumed per Shot: 2
· Rifle: This is a large-sized, standard projectile weapon comparable to an Earth-based rifle. Maximum Range: 2000 feet. Damage: 15-25. Rate of Fire: Slow. Hit Points Consumed per Shot: 4
· Machine Gun: This is a massive, standard projectile weapon comparable to an Earth-based machine gun. Maximum Range: 1500 feet. Damage: 4-18. Rate of Fire: Fast. Hit Points Consumed per Shot: 3
Titanic Enhancements
Improved Timeless Echo (Metacatalyst): Timeless Echo now applies to Black Lotus. You may effectively have two active at the same time.
Royal Summoner (Enhancement to Unlimited Genetic Code): Your summons now inherit 30% of your assassin levels and class abilities upon being summoned. Nix instead gain 50%. This does not duplicate Catalytic abilities, but it does both SPITE Augmentations and Catalyst Skills.



Nessa Final Character Sheet


Name: Nessa Yamaguchi
Age: 19
Class: Assault Infiltrator.
Level: 12
Hit Points: 5 (Base) +60 (Catalyst Level) + 10 (SPITE Augmentation) – Total: 75
SPITE Attunement: 35%
Physical Attributes
Strength: 14 (High-Standard)
Agility: 17 (Peak Human)
Endurance: 18 (Peak Human)
Speed: 22 (Post-Human 2)
Vision/Visual Acuity: 17 (Peak Human)
Reflexes/Reaction Time: 20 (Post-Human 1)
Mental Attributes
Discipline: 14
Intelligence: 22 (Post Human-2)
Intuition: 15
Charisma: 18
Madness Attunement: 0%
Skills
· Diplomacy: 5 (Advanced)
· Espionage: 5 (Advanced)
· Global Politics: 4 (Proficient)
· Gymnastics/Acrobatics: 8 (Expert)
· Martial Arts: 8 (Expert)
· Marksman (All): 8 (Expert)
· Technology (Standard computers and smart phones): 8 (Expert)
· Security (Computers): 8 (Expert)
· Non-Projectile Weapons: 5 (Advanced)
· Linguistics (English, Spanish)
Allocated SPITE Augmentations
· Physical Augmentation: 50 of 100 (+20)
· Mental Augmentation: 90 of 100
· Global Biological Augmentation: 0 out of 100
· Weapons Augmentation: 30 out of 100
· Defense Augmentation: 50 out of 100
Physical Augmentation Inherent Bonus: Nessa’s physical attacks now deal an additional 2-3 points of damage.
Weapons Augmentation Inherent Bonus: Nessa’s Kove now deals between 8-15 points of damage per strike. The chances of scoring a Critical attack with any weapon are increased by 20%.
Mental Inherent Bonus: Nessa’s intellect has been boosted to supernatural levels. She gains a passive 20% bonus to actions that require concentration and thought.
Defensive Augmentation Inherent Bonus: Nessa suffers 3-5 less damage from any attack that does not have a SPITE or Catalyst-based source. As cysts use both technologies, this passive benefit does not include them.
Allocated Catalyst Skills
· Battlefield Tactics (70 out of 100) (+20)
· Disguise (60 out of 100)
· Espionage (60 out of 100)
· Exotic Weapons (40 out of 100) (+10)
· Linguistics and Dialects (10 out of 100) (Japanese, Indian, Hindi, Russian, Nix)
· Medicine (20 out of 100)
· Stealth (30 out of 100)
· Technology (30 out of 100)
Battlefield Tactics: By combining her enhanced tactical acumen with her EC Catalyst, Nessa can provide subtle guidance to up to 10 individuals per her Catalyst level. This helps with coordination for large assaults, providing as much as a 5% enhancement to tactical situations.
Exotic Weapons: Nessa can wield all exotic firearms and munitions available on Earth.
Disguise: Nessa’s Changeling ability now also conceals her voice or accent.
Espionage: Nessa’s ability to blend in and remain undetected while gathering intelligence has been significantly enhanced.
Class Abilities
Blackout: Shemay cloak a sphere equal to 10’ per your Catalyst level (Currently 80’). Blackout does not move with you and takes 10 seconds to erect. Dismantling the effect takes 6 seconds. Once used, you must wait 1 minute to activate Blackout again. It may have any, or all, of the following effects:
· Light: You may make the area entirely dark. You can still see in the area.
· Internet Transmissions: You may block any or all internet traffic in or out of the shield.
· Projectiles: You may reduce the damage all projectiles deal by 4. Note: This benefit came from a separate Catalyst.
· SPITE Benefits: While operating within your area of Blackout, your speed and reflexes are doubled.
(Enhanced) Changeling: You may alter your appearance to a significant degree. This includes gender, skin color, eye shape, proportions, etc. If you touch a creature in the Madness, you can change your appearance to match it and gain 1 special ability related to the species.
(Enhanced) Bumper: Once per day, when an attack would kill you, instead teleport to a nearby safe location. You’re also healed by 15 hit points.
Killer’s Curse: Target someone who has taken sufficient damage to reduce them to half health or less. They must be within 30 feet. They suffer damage equal to your level. You may use this ability once every 5 minutes. If you kill an enemy with it, this power resets. Limitations: SPITE wielders are immune to this power. Enemies with unique biology or extremely high resistance capabilities and/or Catalysts will also be immune to it.
Healers Boon: Target someone who has taken sufficient damage to reduce them to half health or less. They must be within 30 feet. They heal an amount equal to your level. You may use this ability once every 5 minutes. If this fully heals the person, this power resets. Limitation: This cannot regenerate limbs. Note: This upgrade to Killer’s Curse was from a separate Catalyst.
(Enhanced) Thorns of Resurrection: Once per day, when you would normally die, you instead are reborn as a nix. In this form, you gain extensive physical benefits, at the cost of your intellect. You also gain a temporary life-draining ability. You may not return to your senses until the new form has healed you to at least half of your hit points.
Liquid Motion: She has a passive 30% speed bonus. Due to her high Disguise skill, she can conceal this enhancement.
Enhanced SPITE Bonus: She may squeeze through spaces 1/4th of her size, with no reduction in movement rate and without taking damage.
EC Catalyst - Mentalist: Nessa has earned a package of enhancements. They provide the following benefits:
· Telepathy with up to 5 targets within range. These targets must be seen or visible on her HUD to qualify. Range: Catalytic level X 20 feet
· Mind Manipulation with any (seen) target. This power allows Nessa to read thoughts or insert them into the target’s mind. Mind Manipulation is a form of attack – targets with high Intuition scores, SPITE units, cysts, or Hunters with augmented mental defenses may detect this attack, fend it off, or even attempt to counter it. Hunters higher than Nessa’s level by 2 receive a small bonus (per level) to negate this ability. A high Mental Augmentation score will help her overcome target defenses. While this power is in use, Nessa may not use any other SPITE or Catalytic abilities. Range: Catalytic level X 10 feet.
· Her Charisma score has a +8 bonus when interacting with non-Hunters, and a +4 bonus when interacting with Hunters. Thanks to her SPITE unit and high Disguise skill, she may control how this Charisma manifests.
Enhanced SPITE Bonus: This power may work on both Titans and Zeer, although it has an 80% chance to fail. Obtain SPITE evolutions to gain access to KX to reduce the chances of failure.
Networking (Mentalist Enhanced): This ability pairs with Mentalist, allowing you to designate up to 1 person per your Catalytic level to create a permanent telepathic bond with. There is no range limit.
Enhanced SPITE Bonus: This power now works even across reality, into the Madness, and allows the wielder to synchronize HUD data with qualifying recipients as well.
SPITE Upgrades
Kove: This is Nessa’s version of Kaden’s Atticus. It deals 8-15 points of damage and can be used subtly, which means enemies may not feel the damage it does.
Evolutions
First – Assault Wings: You have grown your first set of wings. They currently grant you high speed and average maneuverability. If engaged in a charge-type attack, you gain up to 50% additional speed if using these in tandem. Striking a target at great speed will increase the damage of your melee attacks by up to 200%.
Second - Mirror Step: Provided she remains in motion, she may create up to 3 duplicates of herself. These duplicates have actual mass and weight and can act. They have none of her Catalytic or SPITE abilities, however. These duplicates will appear anywhere she wishes, within sixty feet, and will act according to her will, but independently. They need not remain in motion. If she stops moving or is forced to do so, the duplicates will vanish after 10 seconds. If she resumes motion before they vanish, it will prevent them from doing so.
Third - Kove Tether: She may insert her Kove into a living being. As long as it remains sheathed in their biology, all of the damage she would take is instead dealt to the sheathed target. If the blade is removed or re-summoned, or if the recipient dies, this effect ends. Note: Because this weapon has the “subtle” enhancement, the wounded target will be aware that they are suffering damage but not know the source – to them it will feel as if their life force is being drained from them. Range: 10 miles.



Glossary


Catalyst: Biological enhancement devices, designed to give a few humans special abilities.

(Evolutionary Catalyst “EC Cat”): A Catalyst that provides a substantial package of abilities. A Hunter may possess only one of these. Getting a new one grants them the choice to replace the old.

(Meta) Catalyst: A Metacatalyst affects other Catalysts or the Hunt directly. For example: a Metacatalyst might allow the wielder to swap one class ability with someone else’s. These are unique items.

Chronarchs: Semi-fourth dimensional beings who engage in the Hunt and Seed planets.

Cyst: Human transformed into a monstrous super-being.

Delta: Enemies who caused the apocalypse. Alternatively, any being capable of causing a Fork.

Fork: A deviation from the established/known timeline.

Hunt: The hunt is a game played by beings from a higher reality (Chronarchs). They pit humans against one another and bet on the outcomes.

Hunt, Limitations: Chronarchs agree to never directly interfere during a Hunt. Furthermore, they voluntarily limit their foresight to keep the games fun. Cheating is punishable by death, and therefore rare.

Hunter: Participant of the Hunt; one actively attempting to add to his or her collection of Catalysts.

Hyperliminal: Where the Madness is kept.

KX: This is the fundamental energy that allowed the nix to grow and adapt at a genetic level. It distributes their consciousness within their biology and allows them to generate adaptive bio-organic weapons that do not exist anywhere else.

Madness, The: The Madness is a hyperliminal space where the collective knowledge and spiritual presences of all past Hunts are maintained. Chronarchs and their servants use the Madness as a vast, infinite repository, drawing from countless civilizations to ensure future Hunts are entertaining. Note: Time in the Madness is fluid and somewhat subjective. It does not flow like standard Earth time. Visitors should check their time keeping devices frequently.

Magic and the Hunt: Technically, there is no magic. The Chronarchs have accumulated the sum of all knowledge, wisdom, and innovation of a million civilizations. Powers that seem like magic have a scientific, or fourth-dimensional reason behind them. That said, it’s totally fine to call it magic.

Synthetic Physiological Integration Temporal Enhancement (SPITE) Unit: Biological enhancement that uses the Catalyst as a base for physical augmentation. If no Catalyst is present, Spite Units can transform mundane people into nightmarish cysts.

Summons Class Ratings: Class ratings scale from 0-10, with 10 being the most common summons. Lower class summons have access to better, more useful abilities.

Survivor: Beings from previous Hunts granted refuge on the next planet.


Appreciations


As always, the highest praise goes to our Discord group – who provide feedback, critique, and help with our drafting process.

Join in on the fun: https://discord.gg/GXn8csy2gg


Editing Note


Pivot Press is staffed by a small, but dedicated team of people. All of us have day jobs, on top of working to produce the best product available. The books we release have gone through quite a few revisions. In brief, that process is:

	Author(s) drafts the material.

	Author(s) edits the draft.

	Alpha reviewers read and comment on the story.

	Betas review and provide comprehensive feedback and line edits.

	The author(s) do another round of editing, including using tools like ProWritingAid.

	Our copy editor does (2) passes.

	Our readers on Patreon provide their advanced feedback.




Errors still make it through. We promise, these are not intentional. Whenever we receive word of bugs or glitches in the text, we do our best to address them and get them uploaded to Amazon within 24 hours. These updates will not automatically push to your device, and don't always roll out in a timely manner. If your book has “hang nails” or small errors, please make sure you’re reading the latest version. To verify you have the latest version follow these instructions:

	Go to Manage Your Content and Devices.

	Search for your Kindle book.

	If available, select Update Available, then select Update.




Tip: To receive automatic book updates as they become available from the publisher or author, enable Automatic Book Update on the Preferences tab in Manage Your Content and Devices.


If the errors remain, please feel free to let us know on Discord or Patreon.

With sincere gratitude,

The Pivot Press Team


AI Disclaimer


This novel is the result of over 180 hours of work, between drafting, revisions, and multiple editing passes. Although the merits of using AI grow daily, this story and the writing are the product of human minds and hands. Warts and all.


LitRPG Books Group Shout


Thanks to the following Facebook groups for allowing me to promote on their page:

	Thanks to the LitRpg Books group





LitRPG Group Shout


We appreciate the LitRPG Group on Facebook for allowing us to promote our first book, and the audio version, to their amazing members. Join in to learn about more books, meet authors, and discuss stories like this with other fans!


GameLit Society Shout


Thanks to the GameLit Society for supporting LitRPG authors and fans alike. You can find more great works on their Facebook Group.
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