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Chapter 1: First, eat the other babies

                Objective: First, eat the babies

Devour the others.

Targets devoured: [0/10]

Reward: 100 XP

 

The notification floats in front of my eyes, the text the only clear part of my vision. I blink once, twice, every movement sluggish and slow.

Liquid. The thought flashes through my mind. I’m suspended in liquid. Viscous, thick liquid, and I can only see far enough through the deep crimson to make out the shapes of other small figures around me.

The other babies.

I know what liquid is. What babies are. Information floods my mind, telling me I know much, much more than that, but even sifting through it, I can’t find anything relating to me.

Who am I?

I toss the thought aside. The others are moving, and I’m not stupid enough to think that I’m unique.

If the mysterious text—system text, my knowledge fills in—appeared for me, the others probably have similar text in front of them.

It’s hard to move in this liquid. I open my mouth—I have that, apparently—and find that I cannot speak in it.

I am, however, assaulted by a coppery-iron flavor, one that should offend my senses but instead sets the pleasure centers of my mind aflame.

With the unexplained understanding in my brain, I realize what that is.

Blood.

And there are other parts of me that react to that. Warmth blossoms in my chest as I gulp the tangy liquid down, and I don’t stop.

A moment later, that feeling crystallizes, and I Devour the liquid around me.

Devour granted +5 XP!

More of that warmth sinks into me.

There’s that text again, and there’s that word again. XP. Short for experience points, I realize, and if that sensation in my chest caused the text to appear…

I focus on it harder, willing it to expand. At the same time, I start moving. Now that I’ve gotten myself more focused, I can see that there’s more than just the liquid separating me from the others.

There are solid surfaces. Transparent ones, but solid.

I’m surrounded by glass, and there’s no way to go but up.

As I kick upwards, I continue using Devour. I don’t know how I’m doing it, but it’s instinctive.

Devour granted +5 XP!

Devour granted +5 XP!

The tube is longer than I thought it would be. Either that, or I’m not kicking as well as I can. Around me, the others have come to the same conclusion, and they’re also rising.

But I was the first one. I’m the highest up—as far as I can tell, at least.

Devour granted +5 XP!

With the newest infusion of XP, I feel the warmth coalesce into something more concrete. Text appears in my eyes once more, feeding me valuable information.

Devour (Legendary)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Consume and gain power. When you use this skill, you will gain 25% of the XP of what you kill and devour.

Bronze. The lowest tier, something tells me, but Legendary is powerful. That means… this skill—how I know that it’s called a “skill”, I still can’t tell, but I’m not going to bother figuring out why until my knowledge fails me—hasn’t leveled up at all.

To level up skills, I need to use them.

But that XP is something else. It’s not meant to be used on skills. I fish around in my mind, looking for the answer, and it comes readily.

That XP is for me.

I’ll figure that bit out later. The blood around me is thinning, in part due to my Devour and in part because I’m reaching the top of the—the tube? I think this is a tube.

Devour granted +5 XP!

Devour granted +4 XP!

Suddenly, my head feels cold. Something chilly brushes against me, and I realize a moment later that I’m feeling air.

The world seems much clearer out here, and it feels like my perspective shifts. The tubes aren’t actually that high up—I must just be small. I am, after all, supposed to be a baby.

I frown, treading blood to get closer to the edge of the tube. I’m fairly certain babies aren’t supposed to have cognitive function this high.

Magic. It’s probably that.

Not a priority. I’ll figure that out later.

For the time being, I continue Devouring as much as I can even as I prepare to push myself over the edge.

In order to eat the other babies, I need to kill them first.

For a brief, fleeting moment, doubt crosses my mind, but it vanishes instantly when I see the others begin crawling out of their blood slurries too.

Devour granted +3 XP!

The amount of XP I’m gaining is decreasing. Whether that’s because my skill is hitting a barrier or because the quality of the remaining blood is decreasing, I don’t know, but diminishing returns means searching for alternate sources of fuel.

Without hesitating, I throw myself over the side of the glass tube.

The fall lasts too long. I’m not in a body that fits me, though I don’t know what body would. This is, after all, the only memory I have of my existence.

A sharp sensation flashes through me as I land, and I take a moment to register what it’s meant to be. Pain. I shove it aside. It is a useless feeling.

My body is small. Two feet tall, perhaps. It’s unwieldy. The senses, however, all appear to be functional.

I’m in a place that might be a laboratory. Apart from the blood-tubes, there’re dozens of workstations, scientific tools. Every last one of them is abandoned.

I can’t tell how long it’s been since someone was last here. Dust gathers on countertops, which indicates that it’s been quite some time, but I’m not sharp enough to glean the exact passage of time from dust buildup. Sad.

My attention is pulled away when another baby drops, covered in blood, I see what might be a mirror of myself. A mockery of a human being, its limbs too long, its teeth too sharp, and its body shaped more like an insect’s form. Built to kill. Nothing at all like the helpless flesh-sacks that human babies are.

My reference point for bodies is human. Good to know.

Looking down at my own hands and running my tongue against my teeth, I find my own figure to be as misproportioned and sharp as the other’s. My body, however, feels different. Less insectoid, maybe, but still edged, lethal.

Neither of us are human, and somehow that irritates me.

The other creature raises one arm, gesturing to me, and I consider speaking to it.

No. Talking is a waste of time. Without another word, I charge forward.

Clearly, this startles the… demon is the word that comes to mind. My action startles the demon-baby not ten feet from me, but it raises its hands in time to try to fend me off.

Maybe it didn’t get the notification from the system. Maybe it did and thought it could reason with its peers.

Bad luck for you, I think, deftly batting its sloppy block aside with my own elongated arms and sinking my too-sharp teeth straight into its neck.

My bite is surprisingly strong for my size. I cleave straight through flesh, the tangy-sweet taste of blood dancing over my tongue.

The other demon screams, and the sound irritates me.

I bite again, this time pulling on the skill within me.

I eat the baby.

Devour granted +4 XP!

Enemies devoured: [1/10]

Twenty-five percent. That was the number, wasn’t it? I find myself disappointed. The other one didn’t spend nearly as much time as I did. Couldn’t it have fattened itself up some more? No wonder I took it off guard, incapable as it is.

I wonder how much XP I need to gain a level.

There are more of them jumping out of their tubes now, though, and I see that not all of them are the same as the insectoid baby. Some of them fall out as barely coherent lumps of flesh. Others have more than four limbs, and not all of those extra limbs appear to be a true part of their body.

Some latent part of my brain tells me to be terrified. I ignore it.

There are ten of us remaining. Nine enemies.

One of the intact insectoid ones jumps on a malformed blob. I’m honestly not sure how the malformed ones managed to make their way out of the tubes, but I suppose there’s something to them.

It sinks its teeth in—and then it stops. I look closer, and I see that the blood that all of us are coated in—is moving. The flesh-blob with no limbs quivers, and that blood shapes itself, pooling forth and forming into a simple, sharp blade.

The blood-knife slices through the insectoid baby, and then it does it again. All the while, the blob feeds.

Well, that’s one question answered.

Targets devoured: [1/9]

Warning: XP reward reduced from 100 to 95.

Interesting. Even though I didn’t kill it, it still counted towards my goal. It reduced the amount of XP, yes, but that’s not too bad. If it all proceeds like this, even all the rest of them dying to each other will mean that I still receive 55 XP, far more than I’ve been getting.

But I want XP. I don’t have access to my status sheet yet, I’m fairly sure—I try to focus on it like I did to access the description of Devour, but I find that I can’t. Maybe I’ll unlock it at a higher level.

That means that I don’t know what level I’m currently at, nor do I know the amount of XP I need to advance.

I move forward cautiously, peering at the blob that took control over the blood. The others are giving it more space now.

I wish I could tell how its skill works. I want to know. I want to know so bad that I draw on that warmth within me, focusing on the idea of knowledge in a peculiar way—a way that feels pre-trained, somehow—and I pull.

New skill unlocked: Appraise

Examine others at a surface level.

Not quite what I want, but I’ll take it. The warmth within me has dissipated a bit, and I understand on an instinctual level that it’s going to be a bit before I can do something like that again. I didn’t spend XP, but gaining skills isn’t free.

I use it immediately, finding it as natural as Devour.

 

Name: EV2

Age: 0

Race: ???

Class: Bloodspawn

Level: 0

 

Hmm. That’s it. No display of skills, nothing else. I suppose it’s level 1 and Bronze, so it makes sense.

Still. Irritating.

There’s other possibilities, though. I’m scarily good at intuiting the mechanics behind the skills—was that part of whatever process presumably created me within these tubes?

Maybe I can level Appraise up. Maybe I can find my own version of the blood-shaping skill that the blob-thing—EV2, apparently—used to kill another.

Either way, my path out of here is going to involve killing everything else in the room with me.

Some of them apparently feel the same, leaping at the freshly-created Bloodspawn next to them, but not all of them, with some of the others trying to retreat into the lab’s nooks and crannies.

I snarl and rush forward at one of the stragglers, catching it off guard as I tear through its throat in a single savage motion. It punches me in the face, sending me reeling back, but pain is nothing in the face of advancement.

I hug it with one arm, my overlong fingers scrabbling for purchase on its bloody body, and I bite it again and again until it stops struggling. I take a scratch to the face in return for my troubles, gashing my skin open, but I react to the pain much less than the other demon does to its own.

I’m going to make it out of here alive.

There’s a single truth burning at my core: no matter the cost, I will advance.

I know not where this thought comes from, but I step forward anyway, using Devour.

Yet another one eaten.

Devour granted +6 XP!

Targets devoured: [2/9]

Devour advanced to level 2!

Now grants 27.5% of XP consumed, rounded down.

I brush the notifications aside.

Time to earn some XP.

            
Chapter 2: Second, face your foes

                There are seven remaining enemies, which means seven remaining sources of XP. Three have scampered off, while another two are currently fighting each other, teeth and nails slicing into soft flesh. I might be able to collect the scraps from those two, but I’m not counting on it. One of them is EV2, the misshapen flesh-blob that had the blood-shaping skill, and I’m not keen on facing that down.

Not without a similarly powerful skill, at least. Devour isn’t an offensive skill, and neither is Appraise, though both have their uses.

That leaves two targets for me. I look at both of them, trying to assess which one is going to be easier to take down.

The closer one is twenty feet from me, standing on the edge of a lab table atop shards of glass, broken cylinders providing it footing. It looks physically weak—it’s another one of the insectoid-forms, but its stomach bows in on itself. A defect in its creation, no doubt. A single horn protrudes from its forehead, which I suppose might make up for it?

Meanwhile, the other is nearly twice the distance, slowly walking towards me at a diagonal. In a few moments, it’ll be equidistant from both of us.

I frown. The second one looks physically stronger, its inhuman anatomy better formed, but less than a minute ago, I saw an example proving that physical strength is by no means a definitive measure of how strong one is.

Targets devoured: [2/8]

Warning: XP reward reduced from 95 to 90.

The notification startles me, and I flick my eyes back to the blood-shaping blob.

Strike that. Two examples.

Once more, the blob’s used its powers to slice another baby in two.

I grit my teeth, trying Appraise again.

 

Name: EV2

Age: 0

Race: ???

Class: Bloodspawn

Level: 1

 

Still nothing useful, but repeated usage of skills is how you level them up. If I’m not going to fight immediately, I may as well use them.

EV2’s leveled up. That isn’t too surprising, either, but it puts another point in the fight somebody else decision.

The blob starts moving, apparently intent on taking a stand against one of the three of us.

I need to make a decision, and I need to make it fast.

I take off towards the stronger-looking one. My reasoning is hasty and might be wrong, but I’m thinking that if the weaker one is confident enough to stand and fight instead of running away, it probably has a trick up its sleeve.

The horned one runs at the blob at the same time, evidently not wanting to get involved in a multi-creature fight.

That's fine by me.

Before I come into contact with the other demon-baby, I Appraise it. It’s getting a little harder to do it now—do I have a limitation? Probably.

 

Name: EV7

Age: 0

Race: ???

Class: Bloodspawn

Level: 0

 

Good. I didn’t make the worst choice possible. If that level was anything but 0—which is where I assume I’m at—then I would’ve been forced to disengage.

Interesting that its name is EV7. With the other one being named EV2, there’s a pattern forming.

Not important. I shelve the thought and leap forward.

This time, my opponent actually fights back. When I dive forward, arms outstretched and jaw open wide, it ducks, evading my strike and shoving me aside.

And it takes advantage of the opening, sinking its fangs into my arm. Blood spurts from it, and sharp fiery pain accompanies the warm surge. Once again, I push aside the pain.

I don’t know if it expects me to be debilitated by the pain. The other demon-babies were certainly affected enough by pain when I hit them.

Apparently, it does. When I strike out with the hand not in its clutches, it rears its head back in surprise, and it squeals out a pathetic cry.

Alright, so this one does suffer from pain. It confuses me. Why do they scream when they could just ignore it?

While it’s disoriented, I tear my arm out of its jaw with all my strength, paying no heed to the massive wounds it gouges in it. It cuts deep, sharp enameled teeth scraping against hard bone, but it’s only an arm.

It doesn’t manage to keep hold of me, but not for lack of trying. Half the skin on my arm is missing.

That won’t kill me.

I attack.

Once again, I go straight for the neck. The others don’t seem to be nearly as aloof as I am when it comes to pain. I don’t know why, but I’ll take any advantage I can get.

I’m only on it for a second before it roars in rage, and it tries to shove me away.

I noticed earlier that it was strong, but I didn’t realize how strong. The force of its arms makes my attempts at a slashing strike with my fingers seem like a baby’s futile flailing.

Which, to be fair, it is.

Still, my arms aren’t the strongest part of my body. Even as it bruises my body, tears muscle fibers apart, I hang on with my teeth. One tears itself out, but I refuse to let it shake me.

When it finally manages to shove me off, I take a pound of flesh with me.

It keeps hissing at me even after I fall to the ground, my body a mess of unnecessary sensations, but it’s already over. I’ve taken too large a chunk out of it.

It’s taken a fair chunk out of me, too, but my arm possesses no vital organs. As much as I bleed, it bleeds more.

Soon enough, this one can’t move either. Not quite dead yet, but immobile. I flick a glance around—the other two are still fighting. Looks like my intuition was right. The one with the bowed-in chest is also manipulating blood, and the two of them are fighting for control over the blood between them.

Nobody turns an eye towards me, so I drag myself over to my foe.

I eat the baby.

Devour granted +4 XP!

Targets devoured: [3/8]

Warmth floods into me once more, but that’s not all. The system has more waiting for me.

I feel something new form within my chest. System-created warmth, but tinged differently from the skills.

Trait earned: Kinslayer I

Requirements: Kill 3 creatures related to you.

Your attacks are 10% more effective against members of your own species.

My lips curl upwards in what I recognize as a facsimile of a smile.

Now this is truly intriguing. Traits. The word feels familiar when I roll it over in my mind, but that doesn’t help at all. I have no memories to reference familiarity with. As far as I know, life began in that tube.

Besides, everyone here has been marked as age 0. I think it’s not too much of a stretch to presume that I’m the same.

Pain lights up across my entire arm, and I once again put it aside. It’s a little harder to do so now—I wince, understanding for the first time what the other demons are experiencing.

Even then, I can still force it to the back of my mind. My arm burns, and it burns more when I move it, but that’s fine. I just won’t use my bad limb.

I have three others, after all, and my teeth are no less lethal than before.

There are five enemies left, and three of them are hiding.

The other two fight. I think the bowed-in chest demon is going to win. They’re roughly even in terms of magical power, but the bowed-in chest still has functional limbs, while the blob is kind of just crawling forward on stubs.

I stalk closer to them, waiting for a resolution. I don’t want to attack prematurely—if one of them notices me, I have no recourse for their abilities.

Once more, I Appraise, this time targeting the bowed-in chest.

 

Name: EV10

Age: 0

Race: ???

Class: Bloodspawn

Level: 2

 

Appraise advanced to level 2!

Appraise now reveals the last skill used by the target.

My eyes widen. Level two? There’s not enough of us here to gain that much XP. Did it start at a higher level? How can I match that? I doubt there’s anything here I can use as an equalizer.

Unless…

I turn back towards the blood-tubes, inching away from the ongoing mess of teeth and claws. At this rate, the blob isn’t going to last much longer.

I’m not going to last long against a level 2 either. Can I get around that?

All of us drained a fair chunk of the blood out of our tubes, but there’s still massive amounts of the crimson life-giving fluid lying within the glass.

I focus on my XP, trying to draw it forth like I did with the skill descriptions. I was trying to draw on my entire status sheet, earlier, but apparently that’s too much.

The XP stat, though, comes naturally. Almost scarily easy.

XP: 46/50

Four more points. I’m so close to leveling up. That’s a single kill, which means I need to either find a hiding demon or try my luck at the tubes.

Tubes first. I can’t control where the others are, but I can control my ability to climb or break the glass containers.

I try climbing up over the side of one and give up immediately—it’s far too slippery.

Instead, I look for a tool. This is a lab. They could have a hammer around here.

I’m looking for a blunt weapon I can use when I see the notification.

Targets devoured: [3/7]

Warning: XP reward reduced from 90 to 85.

Oh no. If the fight came to its logical conclusion, then EV10 has already triumphed.

So soon? The blob impressed me before. Did it really gone down so easily?

I turn around, determined not to miss a thing, and I see the bowed-in chest once more, but this time it seems more whole somehow. Its chest is a little more properly shaped, its body reshaped ever so slightly.

It’s dripping with blood both fresh and dried, and it’s making its way towards me.

Picking off the competition. I’m the only other demon (?) that’ll actually fight back. After I die, it’ll be able to slay the last three at its own leisure.

I have Kinslayer now, but a ten percent boost in my bite’s power doesn’t seem relevant against this.

EV10 thrusts a hand out, and the blood that’s coagulated on it reshapes itself, crawling off its arm and forming itself into a long, thin blade of pure crimson.

I run.

There’s nothing else I can do. At this range, fighting is suicide.

There are two options for me—three, technically, but I’m not a big fan of “fight and die”. I can try to escape, or I can try to level up.

My most viable path to leveling up involves breaking one of the tubes or finding one of the hiders, but I don’t trust my ability to find hidden monsters and I haven’t seen anything large enough to smash the glass with. I could try my teeth, but I highly doubt that’ll work.

So instead, I run. I’ve never been in this lab before, so I have no idea where I’m going. Loud footsteps follow behind me, each of them squelching as EV10 steps through blood.

This lab is bigger than I thought. It must stretch out for another three or four hundred feet at least, and there’s all sorts of similar tubes in the area. These ones, though, don’t seem as full of life as the ones we came from. The blood is dried, sticky, and sometimes completely gone, revealing shriveled corpses within.

Failures, I think. Things like me and EV10, but they never survived to be born.

Not that I’m going to survive much longer at this rate. For a facility this large, there’s an awful lack of doors.

XP: 46/50

The number doesn’t change. I’m out of time.

I chance a look behind me to see EV10 keeping pace, not thirty feet behind.

It’s easily matching my steps, and it’s not even sprinting. Whatever skills fuel it are helping it move faster.

It’s playing with me. That pisses me off, but I can’t act on it.

As I try to speed up, it increases its pace just enough to match me.

And then luck smiles upon me. As I run, I whip my head around one more time to check the distance between us, and I catch a glimpse of something that’s not more failed creations. Eyes.

Hiding under a desk, cowering in fear… is another insectoid demon-baby. Another living creature.

More importantly, a potential source of XP.

It’s not a good option, but it’s all I have.

When it hears me, hears EV10, it goes stock still.

I turn towards it immediately, and EV10 slows, deliberately placing each and every step so I can hear it as it approaches.

Mistake.

“Sto—“ the hiding demon says, holding a hand out, but it’s too late. I’ve already ripped its throat out.

I eat it.

 

Devour granted +5 XP!

Devour advanced to level 3!

Now grants 30% of XP consumed, rounded down.

Targets devoured: [4/7]

You have advanced to level 1!

You have gained 3 stat points.

Stat sheet unlocked!

Due to Enhanced Blood Affinity, you may select 2 Bronze-tier skills to gain from the following list:

Shape Self

Shape Blood

Lessened Bleed

            
Chapter 3: Third, emerge victorious

                Lessened Bleed (Common)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

You are capable of keeping your blood where it belongs. For fifteen minutes every hour on a rolling basis, you bleed at a 75% reduced rate.

 

Shape Blood (Uncommon)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Your understanding of life is such that you can manipulate it. For six minutes every hour on a rolling basis, you gain control over up to a gallon of blood that is not currently in another’s body at a range of 10 feet.

 

Shape Self (Uncommon)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

You wield control over yourself, guided by your power over blood. Use this skill to change your body. Changes made are permanent. Can be used up to 1 time per day.

 

I discard Lessened Bleed immediately and select the other two. There’s a couple of reasons for it, but I’m already rolling away from the freshly-devoured demon baby as I enumerate them. I acted off instinct, and only now is the logic catching up.

First, it’s a Common skill while the other two are higher rarity. That means it’s less likely to have secret effects as I level up. I think. My instilled knowledge says that, but it’s murky.

Second, Lessened Bleed is purely defensive. I need something to hit my enemies, not a skill that’ll just keep me alive for a few seconds longer before I get my head taken off.

Speaking of enemies, EV10 takes another step closer to me. It hasn’t noticed that I’ve leveled up. It still doesn’t know it’s about to need to take this seriously.

Good. That gives me a precious few seconds to examine what I have access to. I tug on a new sensation in my mind, a disquieting tremor that I didn’t even notice was there.

 

Name: EV3

Age: 0

Race: ???

Class: Bloodspawn

Level: 1

XP: 1/100

Kill Count: 4

 

Traits:

Demonic Heritage

Enhanced Blood Affinity

Kinslayer I

 

Magic Affinities:

General - 1

Blood - 1

 

Skills:

Appraise (Bronze) - lvl 1

Devour (Bronze) - lvl 3

Pain Resistance (Silver) - lvl 13

Shape Self (Bronze) - lvl 1

Shape Blood (Bronze) - lvl 1

 

Attributes:

Magic (Power) - 1

Magic (Regen) - 1

Magic (Meta) - 1

Body (Speed) - 5

Body (Strength) - 5

Body (Durability) - 5

Mind (Speed) - 9

Mind (Resistance) - 5

 

Information floods my mind, and the brief second of disorientation it causes me gives EV10 enough time to close the distance between us.

I can’t think right now. Only act.

EV10 manifests its blade in one hand, its too-long face stretching into a crooked smile, and it slices downwards.

Time seems to slow down as the coppery sword swings down towards me, and perhaps it actually does. That Mind (Speed) attribute being so high surely contributes to this.

I throw myself to the floor as well as I can with a bad arm—but as I do, I realize that I no longer actually have an injured arm.

Leveling up healed me.

I file the information away for later. For now, I must survive.

My body hits the ground hard, my vision jarring as my jaw slams into the tiled floor, but I avoid the worst of the strike. It’s not the cleanest swing, I note—just an application of raw force to a sword. On some level, it disappoints me that my enemy is so weak. On another, I feel satisfied knowing I have a chance to beat it.

First, I need a weapon of my own. When EV10 was fighting the blob, the two of them remained at an impasse, presumably because their Shape Blood skills were conflicting with each other.

Actually, it might not even have Shape Blood. It seems awfully limited in what it can do, at least.

Either that, or it’s just not very creative.

EV10’s eyes narrow, the lopsided smile fading away from its face as it realizes I’m not the helpless victim it thought I was.

Well. There goes any chance for a full surprise. At least I got away with my body intact.

I draw on Shape Blood, and the entire world lights up to a sense that’s not quite sight. I can still see normally, but there’s a second layer to it, as if the fresh bloodstains coating the floor are calling out to me, shining brighter even when I close my eyes.

I have six minutes, but this fight isn’t going to last that long.

First, I focus on the glimmering edge that is EV10’s makeshift sword. It hasn’t advanced towards me, probably wary of whatever tricks I might be hiding up my sleeves.

Unfortunately, it remains just as capable with its own skill. It hasn’t been a single minute since it killed the blob, so if its skill works anywhere similar to mine, it’s still got plenty of time left.

I try to tug on the blood-blade in its hand, but I feel a will resisting mine, shoving my magic away from it. My opponent’s version of Shape Blood is stronger than mine, though I’m at least able to prevent it from extending its blade more.

Which is nice and all, but EV10 still has a sword. It’s not good at using it, but it is armed.

There’s a solid five feet between us, but I’m still on the ground. I roll backwards, getting to my feet, and EV10 uses that opening to dash towards me, raising its blade.

Once again, it’s a sloppy strike, but I’m midway through my roll and can’t easily change direction. Instead, I raise my left arm. Compared to my head, a limb is practically disposable.

The blade bites into my raised arm, hitting it at an odd angle, but I don’t even bother dealing with the sensations that brings.

Pain Resistance advanced to level 14!

You now suffer 40% less pain at all times.

Convenient. Only 40%? I suppose it doesn’t matter. I set the pain aside either way. It’s unnecessary.

My Shape Blood isn’t powerful enough to overpower EV10’s, but I can fix that. I have, after all, just leveled up.

I put two of my three stat points into the Power aspect of my Magic stat, and my skills instantly feel easier to use. The brightness calls to me as EV10 takes its blade out, and I don’t bother attempting to use its own weapon against it.

Instead, I use the blood pouring out of my redamaged arm, activating Shape Blood even as crimson fluid pumps out of my veins, crystallizing it into a ridge of jagged sharped spikes protruding from my otherwise useless left arm.

In the same moment, I act off inexplicable instinct and use Shape Self. As it’s still Bronze-tier and only level 1, it’s not that powerful—I can’t grow extra limbs or anything useful like that, and it’s only usable once per day.

I can, however, change my unwieldy demon-arm into something a little smoother. Faster. More human.

Human won’t always be the most optimal form, but I’m drawn to it for some reason. Here, it probably is. I can feel my musculature shift, sense the slight shifts of my body as my arm changes shape, becoming a better-proportioned limb with finer dexterity than the misshapen elongated claw-arm I had before.

I punch forward, and my strike is significantly cleaner than anything EV10 can manage. It tries to block, but its strength lies in, well, strength, not finesse. It tries to Shape Blood and disrupt the blood on my arm, but I fight back with my own. I can’t add more to the makeshift blades on my arm, but it won’t dissipate, either.

I draw blood, and I don’t stop. I hit it again, gashing it with the spiked blood-growths, and it flails out blindly. I take another hit, this time to the shoulder, and I bleed too. Each blow I graze it with is returned to me twofold, but I will not fall until my body fails me.

EV10 clearly doesn’t have anywhere near my level of disdain towards pain. It screeches as I continue forward methodically, and it tries to protect itself. I don’t care if I get hit. I just need to take this demon down.

After I get another solid hit in, it wails in despair and holds both hands over its head. It’s a pitiful sight. Is it trying to surrender? Block?

Well, whatever that gesture is, EV10 can’t do it anymore after I bite its face off.

Devour granted +23 XP!

Targets devoured: [5/7]

That’s a fair sight better than the other ones. I’m not terribly surprised. EV10 was the highest level by far.

Still, I frown. Devour states that it takes 30 percent of the XP from what I use it on. If it takes 50 XP to reach level 1 and 100 to reach level 2, shouldn’t I have received more?

There’s nuance to this skill, I deduce. Either that, or not everyone has the same requirements to level up. There’s any number of possibilities.

In the meantime, I will hunt.

When I scan the room, though, I don’t see another living soul in here with me. I try using Appraise a few times, searching for another presence, but that doesn’t work either.

Whoever else is still here is either hiding so well that I can’t see them at first glance, or they’ve escaped.

I think it’s the latter. It’s a little hard to tell the exact tracks that each demon’s left with how messy the blood trails have gotten, but I can clearly see some of them trailing away from the central mess where we all started. We were, after all, all submerged in blood. None of us really came out of that squeaky clean.

I could stay here and try to find a way to break the tubes open, but that runs the risk of the others running away and escaping. I haven’t seen a single other living being aside from us demon-babies, and this place has been left alone for a while. I doubt that anything will disrupt it while I’m gone, but every extra moment I spend here is a moment my targets have to run away.

I draw lightly on Shape Blood for a couple seconds, using it to identify the areas where blood trails off away from the growing puddles around the tubes. My first attempt leads nowhere, as the trail leads straight to an already-dead demon.

Well, nobody seems to have eaten it. Their loss.

Devour granted +2 XP!

Huh. Maybe the number is lower because it’s been dead longer? Either that or this one just barely got XP before it died.

Either way, it’s XP. The quest doesn’t update, but that’s not surprising. They’re already dead.

As soon as I’m done gathering it, I follow another set of bloody footsteps. They lead through a labyrinth of countertops and dried-out test tubes. The frenetic way they swing back and forth, dashing between table and tube—this one must’ve been panicked.

For a second, I worry that I’ll need to waste time breaking the tubes open. They could be anywhere from me now, and EV10 managed to make me bleed pretty heavily.

That’s when I realize that my wounds are slowly closing. I’m still leaking blood like a deflating water balloon, but flesh is slowly knitting itself back together. I sort my way through my stat sheet until I find the right entry. As it turns out, it’s a trait.

Demonic Heritage

Requirements: Be born with the blood of demons.

You naturally heal when not in combat. Vulnerability to radiant attacks.

That is… incredibly useful. The vulnerability is unfortunate, but being able to heal is excellent. I won’t have to waste time trying to level up to heal myself in between battles.

I have to assume the rest of them have the same trait. When I get to them, they’ll be at full health.

I flex my skills once more, feeling out my new arm as I do so. It’s a little odd to have a single part-human arm while the other one is still long and unwieldy like everyone else’s, but I’ll be able to fix that with time and Shape Self. For some reason, the human form draws me, and the human-ish arm feels way more natural than the demon body.

This, plus the inexplicable instincts and all the familiarity with the skills I have… I think it’s fair to assume that this body has had memories implanted into it.

It just frustrates me that I can’t remember anything personal.

For now, though, I have babies to eat.

The steps trail off into the distance, and I follow. I haven’t gotten an update to the objective yet, which means they’re both still alive.

They go off in different directions—one to the far left, one to the far right. The lab is practically empty but for the still-wet trails they left behind. I didn’t notice earlier, but this part of the lab is darker. I make my way through, my eyes slowly adjusting to the lack of light, and I make out the form of four doors.

The leftmost and rightmost ones are open, both of them leading to steel corridors that must’ve been sterile before the others tracked blood all over them.

I head left.

Time to see what else this place has to offer.

            
Chapter 4: Fourth, track down your victims

                Disconcertingly, there is still some lighting in the corridor. Earlier, there was illumination through the glow of the machines that kept us in the tubes, which was odd enough on its own, but functional lighting here? That screams to me that this place is inhabited.

To be fair, they flicker. They’re off more than they’re on, proving that whatever technology or magic powers them, it’s degrading.

I come to the first intersection less than two minutes after I leave. Thankfully, there’s a layer of dust on the floor, and I can follow the trail where its been disrupted.

Also, the blood trail helps. It’s starting to fade—the one that went this way likely dried off with time—but there’s still enough bloody footsteps for me to follow.

The corridors themselves are odd. Despite the inconsistent lighting, everything feels oddly pristine. The walls and floor are dull metal, and there are rectangular doors set into them at regular intervals. I burn with curiosity to check some of them out—I still don’t know why I’m here, nor do I know why I have so much knowledge loaded into my brain—but again, if nothing’s disturbed this area for long enough that dust has formed, nothing is likely to prevent me from going back and exploring more later.

I do fully intend on going back to the lab. There’s a lot of XP-rich blood there, and it’d be a shame to let it sit there unused.

In the meantime, I continue sprinting.

As I run, I try using Devour on the blood trails, but there’s not enough material there to gain anything. Shame.

I’m glad there’s a trail. There’s nothing to differentiate one corridor from another, though there are a couple points where I see paths end in rooms that look like smaller versions of the lab I left.

I do catch a glimpse of an open door here and there. None of the rooms seem to be populated, but it also doesn’t look like people were beating a hasty retreat. Just like the lab, there’s other rooms with weapons, equipment, and other experiments that have been neatly organized to stagnate and wither away.

I’m getting a clearer picture of the facility I’m within. It’s obviously something for scientific research, but why is it so empty? And why are we the only living things here?

Well, “we” is only three babies now, and I fully intend to reduce that to “I”.

As I round another corner, my ears prick. Off in the distance, I can hear footsteps, and they’re much slower than mine.

I speed up. At a guess, that thing’s Body (Speed) attribute is significantly lower than mine. That helps me quite a bit.

I’m not even breathing hard when I catch up to it.

One more right turn and it’s within my sight. It’s a hundred feet further down the corridor, but I push an Appraise towards it anyway.

 

EV1

Age: 0

Race: ???

Class: Bloodspawn

Level: 0

Last Used Skill: None

 

A smile splits my lips. As I expected, it’s weak.

And that means I can experiment.

I used Shape Blood for maybe two minutes earlier. That gives me plenty of time to use it right now.

Closing the distance is easy. This one is insectoid just like many of the others, but its legs are malformed and its level is 0. Its arms are stronger in exchange, but it looks like it made the mistake of not absorbing all the XP it could.

It is, however, still tracking blood on the floor. So am I. All of us were. It’s hard not to when our bodies were submerged in it not fifteen minutes ago.

A single exertion of will turns my skill on once more, and I’m pleased to see that the blood coating its skin lights up to my senses.

There are a number of things I want to try. EV10 just created a sword to hit things with, but I’m far more creative than that.

I reach out, and I decide to turn the blood on its skin into a spike.

It doesn’t work. Figures. With no leverage, it’s hard to create a spear when there’s no separation between the blood I’m creating and the skin.

Instead, I move as much of the blood coating it away from its body as I can. Much of it has dried or fallen off already, so I’m able to control the majority of it with my gallon capacity. For a moment, it looks like it has a crimson shadow encasing it, half again its size, and then I start acting.

I close my eyes and fold blood over on itself, manipulating them until I create an almost-hollow spike maybe six inches long. I’m surprised how much effort it takes—where controlling the entire mass is simple, this one takes all my active attention to keep it running. I have enough material to make six of them.

While I have them going, hovering in a loose circle around the slowly-crawling demon, my body freezes up. The entirety of my mind is focused on managing them, keeping them manifested in a way that makes their tips sharp.

Shape Blood advanced to level 2!

You can now control 2 gallons of blood, and your time increases to twelve minutes per hour.

And I send them flying into my enemy.

My spears pierce EV1, and then my control gets murky. Once the points of the spikes break skin, blood spurts out from its body, and I find that it’s getting harder to determine which blood has the luster that indicates I can control it and which can’t.

Not that it really matters. I gain more arterial blood to add to my control as fast as I lose control over the edges that have penetrated already.

EV1 shrieks, and it starts crawling away faster.

I don’t bother prolonging its suffering. I could try to get more levels out of Shape Blood, but it’s a little easier now that I’ve leveled it up. I doubt I’m going to get much more out of this.

Ending its life is more of a mercy than anything else.

Devour granted +3 XP!

Targets devoured: [6/7]

Only 3 XP. It makes sense. It must not have gotten very far.

I turn around immediately, stretching my unwieldy body to its limits.

Thankfully, the blood trail hasn’t dried enough for me to lose it. Going back is simple.

I can’t let the other one escape. This whole time, I haven’t seen any way to go up and down through this lab, but then again I’ve only been following EV1. There’s almost certainly a way to get out.

And there’s even odds that the last demon-baby has found that already.

I up the pace. If it’s anything like EV1, then it won’t have gotten too far. It took me less than ten minutes to find EV1, and it takes even fewer to get back.

That is, of course, in part due to me putting the last available stat point I have into Body (Speed). It’s not instantly noticeable, but after a few minutes, I realize that each step I’m taking is longer even though the timing of each one hasn’t changed at all.

With a bit of extra time, I can afford to stop a couple of times. I don’t look through all the shelves in every open room, of course, but I do recall seeing an armory-adjacent room. I look into it for a moment—it’s smaller than I thought it was, more of a closet than a proper weapons room.

Most of the weapons in here are too large for me. I’m not very large, though I do plan on changing that.

Shape Self is only usable once per day, though, so it’s going to be a while.

In the meantime, I take two daggers, each of them a solid six inches long. Compared to my body, they may as well be swords.

It’s much easier to wield the knife in my human left arm. I discard the one in my right hand.

Then I keep going. I can come back and look over it more later. Nothing else in there is usable to me—every rifle looks heavy-duty, and they’re nearly half the size of my body. I won’t be able to control them.

With a knife in one hand and naught but claws in the other, I arrive back in the lab.

The final baby is already there, and it’s big.

I stop myself from making a sound, hidden in the shadows as I am.

It’s over double my size. At least six feet tall, at a guess, though I’m too far from it to completely accurately tell.

Five of the eleven tubes are shattered, and my final enemy is drenched in blood.

The tubes aren’t nearly as full as they were before.

It took the XP.

Even from this distance, Appraise still functions.

 

Name: EV11

Age: 0

Race: ???

Class: Bloodspawn

Level: 4

Last Used Skill: Bloodsense

 

It’s three levels higher than me.

EV11 wasn’t running away because it was scared.

It was running away because it was buying time. Once everyone else was gone, it came here.

And now, it’s feasting.

I start inching my way forward, clutching my knife.

It might be three levels higher than me, but we all still bleed.

If I can catch it unawares, I might be able to kill it.

I take one more step forward, and then it turns its head ninety degrees. Not quite enough to see me, I think, but it’s a precarious thing. I freeze, slowing my breathing.

“One more,” it grumbles to itself, its voice grating and sharp. “To completion.”

It has the same quest.

It manifests a sword taller than I am in each hand and slams them into a tube, cracking the glass.

I can’t beat this. Not now.

“I must feed,” it rumbles, still absorbing the blood flowing forth from the tubes. “I will find you.”

If there’s any doubt in my mind that it knows I’m here, it’s banished immediately when I see it start sweeping the room with its eyes.

I’m back in the darkness by this point, so I run, taking off in the same direction I went before.

As I do, pressure pushes down on me, emanating from the center of the room. A quick glance reveals that EV11 is glowing bright red, the blood on top of it shining with some power I don’t recognize.

A new skill.

It shoots it towards me, but I’m already gone, my legs pumping as fast as they can to carry me down a corridor.

I get the vague sensation that I should be panicked. That’s an unnecessary feeling, though, so I banish the thought.

EV11 isn’t following me. Then again, it doesn’t really need to, does it? Unlike many of the others, it’s smart. It actually had a plan to level itself up, and now it’s strong. At this point, if it has the same quest, it should know that the only other one of its kind still alive—me—is desperate to level up.

85 XP isn’t that much, assuming the amount of XP required to level up increases with every level, but it’s significant. Larger than anything else I can get short of consuming EV11.

I need to get stronger, and I’m sure that this lab complex can help me. There are a ton of rooms that I haven’t even started exploring, and with the complex as pristine as it is, I’m certain there’s something that I can use.

If not, I’ll figure out another way. I’ll train new skills from the ground up if I have to.

Five minutes pass before I find a promising lead, and as I enter a corridor full of open doors that I haven’t seen before, something changes.

Targets devoured: [6/6]

Warning: XP reward reduced from 85 to 80.

What? The objective just changed. Did EV11 kill itself somehow?

Objective: First, eat the other babies [COMPLETE]

You have slain the others.

80 XP rewarded!

 

You have advanced to level 2!

You have gained 3 stat points.

Due to Enhanced Blood Affinity and your actions, you may select 2 Bronze-tier skills to gain from the following list:

Lessened Bleed

Enhance Bleed

Lesser Vampirism

Knifefighting

Venomous Bite

That’s not all.

There’s a new quest waiting for me.

Objective: Second, slay your adversary

There is one enemy remaining, though a baby it remains no longer. Devour it.

Targets devoured: [0/1]

Reward: 250 XP

            
Chapter 5: Fifth, grow your skills

                I hold off on selecting the new skills. There’s a larger variety of them to select from this time, but I want to have a better idea of how I want to take EV11 down before I commit to anything. I don’t want to end up with a half-assed build cobbled together from hastily-selected skills. Earlier, I needed to, but now…

EV11 hasn’t given chase, which I am beyond grateful for.

That does mean that it’s likely even more powerful now, but oh well. There’s nothing I can do about that except build my own strength.

I got a new objective, a logical progression from the first one, and it states that EV11 is no longer a baby. Obviously, that’s at least in part because it’s double my size now, but that can’t be all. After all, the objective didn’t shift until after I left, and it hit that six-foot size way earlier.

That means that something else happened. My best guess is that its class changed. Every single one of us has—well, had—the Bloodspawn class, which I suppose is an easy way to quantify us as babies.

That’s the only metric I can think of that would indicate a major shift. I know class evolutions are possible, though I don’t know how I know that. Then again, I don’t know how I know anything. As far as I know, I was born under an hour ago, but I have decades of information that feel like they come from lived experience.

Maybe some of the lab rooms will help me out. Since EV11 isn’t following me, I have plenty of time to explore.

Not that there’s a ton of super interesting corridors. You can only see the same style of off-white corridor dotted with a couple dozen identical doors differentiated only by their marking before you go insane.

No wonder the lab techs here ended up making us.

I run into a bunch of dead ends before I find anything interesting. Despite all the knowledge clogged in my mind, there’s a lot of missing parts.

Like, for instance, languages. The first four rooms I find are full of books and documents packed away in steel drawers, but I can’t read a single one of them. I fail to read enough of them that I get rather worried that I’m illiterate, but when I enter the closet-sized armory that I gathered my knife from, I’m surprised to see there’s a few manuals in here, and all of them have recognizable text.

I sigh in relief. I’m going to have to learn the other languages at some point, but I can’t afford to spend time on that for now. I’ll have to make do with my ability in… Common? That’s the term that comes to mind when I look at this text.

Introductory Knifefighting

An Idiot’s Guide to Handling a R-Class Firearm

Mastery of the Sword Arts

None of them look like scientific texts, so I assume that they’re here to… what, help the nonexistent researchers hone their close-quarters fighting skills?

The reasoning could be anything. Whatever the case, it’s convenient for me.

I crack open Introductory Knifefighting. With a high Mind (Speed) stat, it’s easy for me to skim the text and grasp the basics of it. Some of them don’t apply, since my use of Shape Self hasn’t progressed far enough yet, but even with one functioning human arm, there’s a lot of principles I can apply.

When knife fighting, always execute movements with the knife blade within a box, shoulder-width across from your neck down to your waistline.

The stances are awkward with my stunted body, but I can fix that given enough time. All I need to do is survive long enough to Shape Self myself.

There’s a set of basic stances and strikes, targeting arteries and weak points in the bodies of various species. They’re adapted for human bodies, but I can approximate them.

I start practicing, pausing after every set of exercises to scan the hallway with my eyes and ears, confirming that EV11 still hasn’t pursued me.

It tires me quickly. Despite a decent durability stat, the exercises are hard work, and it doesn’t help that I’m really, really not built for this. There’s a few parts of the exercise that involve stabbing straight into a target, but there’s no training dummy. I use the wood of the armory closet instead, and even with all of my force behind each strike, the sharp blade just bounces off the wood, jarring my hand.

I can’t wait for Shape Self to come off cooldown.

Still, I stick to it. I could just take the skill from my level-up, but I have a sneaking suspicion that I don’t need to. Given that every sneaking suspicion I’ve had so far has proven to be generally correct, I continue forward with it.

By the time I’ve completed four dozen sets, I’m sorely tempted to quit, but I continue. I keep at it, religiously following the text, and eventually something changes.

New skill unlocked: Knifefighting

Knifefighting (Common)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Your knife-based attacks are 50% more effective and consume 50% less stamina.

The notification is a welcome one, and it confirms the thought I had. Skills are trainable, after all—I leveled up Appraise earlier just by using it a bunch—so they should also be unlockable through means other than leveling up.

I think that this means I can theoretically unlock a lot more. In order to do that, though, I’ll have to do more intensive training, and while I’d like to pick up skills involving the powerful-looking rifles, I’m still not built for that.

Yet.

There’s plenty of room in this building. By casting Appraise every now and then, I can create a very basic security net. I don’t know how the skill will interact with stealth, but I can only hope that it either spots my target out or that EV11 doesn’t have any stealth skills.

I run through the knife exercises one more time. This time, when I stab into the closet’s wooden side, the blade sticks, sinking three inches deep into it. The wood splits satisfyingly, and my hand stays steady.

The motions felt smoother. Does Knifefighting give me benefits other than the mentioned ones? It’s possible.

Either way, I intend to train it as much as I can.

I spend six hours at it, repeating the same monotonous series of exercises and pushing far past the point where my arms and legs are screaming at me to stop. Pain is just in the mind, after all, while the level my skills are at can and will have an effect on my ability to survive the week.

Knifefighting advanced to level 2!

Knifefighting advanced to level 3!

Knifefighting advanced to level 4!

Knifefighting advanced to level 5!

After another hour of training Knifefighting at level 5, I’m forced to admit that I’m not seeing any progress. Either I need to increase my overall level or training against empty air and an increasingly pock-marked wooden closet just isn’t enough.

I’m honestly surprised EV11 still hasn’t moved at this point. Is it still in the main lab room? I thought that it would’ve been hunting me for sure by now.

I shrug. If it’s not going to act, that’s fine by me. It might still be powering up, but so am I.

Leveling Knifefighting up hasn’t had any influence on my XP, I notice. Skill and overall experience are separate pools, then, which means that it’s possible that I can go into the next fight with highly overleveled skills despite only being level 2. I don’t think I’ll be able to push myself to level 3, since there’s not exactly an overwhelming abundance of XP-rich beings that I can kill and eat.

I’ll have to make do with the skills I can get.

After I conclude that I’ve leveled up my knife ability as far as it’ll go, I seek other pursuits. None of the other weapons work in my hands, so I don’t bother trying to learn the way of the sword or the club or the rifle. There’s not much else I can do from that.

But that’s not the only skill I can train.

As I make my way around the abandoned facility, I move with specific attention paid to my steps. Everywhere I go, I try to blend into the shadows, mask every sound I make. It’s a good practice to get into—I’m reasonably sure that if EV11 improves at the same rate, it’ll just straight up kill me when it next sees me. As such, I need to ensure that it doesn’t see me.

Sticking to the shadows comes naturally, and I have to wonder if that’s part of the knowledge that apparently came pre-installed with me. I won’t complain, though.

Despite a couple hours of sneaking around, I don’t actually manage to unlock anything. It’s a little disappointing, but I keep the practice up anyway. I don’t want to accidentally wander into EV11’s line of sight and get spotted, after all.

I explore the building while I can, searching through empty room after empty room as I try to find literally anything that might be able to get me a leg up against my enemy. Most of the rooms have files compiled in places, but none of the devices seem to be operable. Broken, maybe, or just out of power.

It doesn’t help that most of the papers are in languages I don’t recognize. There’s a few that I can parse, but they’re not really useful. We are, after all, not the only experiments in this vast laboratory. I still read the papers anyway—who knows what useful information I might find?

Not much, the answer apparently is. I manage to glean that we’re in “Underground Site 17”, which implies the existence of at least 16 other complexes. That’s a bit disturbing. I also gather from a few half-torn articles that this place is built to manufacture living weapons. Beings like me.

That doesn’t help either. Every other tube, cube, or other containment vessel is long dry. Shriveled corpses reside in some of them. The first time I see one, I spend half an hour cutting through glass to reach it, and then I find that Devour refuses to take it. Too long dead, I suppose.

Any information on my actual situation is probably back at the cavernous lab where I emerged, but I can’t access that. That’s EV11’s territory at the moment.

A day passes before I even realize it. I don’t hunger, and any thirst is easily slaked by the sinks that dot every lab room—still functioning, somehow.

As soon as I sense Shape Self is available again, I use it. This time, I equalize my arms, making my right arm as human as the other. At the same time, I stretch my body, making it longer—but I can’t force myself all the way into a human form. It stops at an altered arm and about an extra eighteen inches in height, putting me at a respectable four and a half feet. Looks like Shape Self only allows for a certain amount of change at level 1. Makes sense.

I wonder what I look like. I can see the front of my demonic body, of course, and I was one of the more humanoid ones, but it’s got to be weird seeing me. Shame there’s no mirrors lying around for some reason.

At least I can dual wield knives now. Doing a set of exercises with that manages to get the skill up to level 6.

My next skill comes when I least expect it. As I read yet another pamphlet—the first one in a while to show some promise, actually—I casually slip into a darker part of the poorly-lit room, taking advantage of the flickering light to wreath myself in shadow.

Stealth skill unlocked!

Stealth (Common)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Your steps are 50% quieter when this skill is active.

Excitement sparks through me, not only from the skill unlock.

I finally found a room that contains something living.

As I keep reading, I flick my eyes over to the vat at the center of the room, which stores green liquid so viscuous that it looks like vibrating jelly when it shakes.

Technically living.

 

Name: VEV1

Age: ?

Race: ???

Class: None

Level: 0

Last Used Skill: Amplify

 

The pamphlet in my hands reads A Brief Summary of a Study on Organically Enhancing Venomous Effects.

Through the creation of this life-form, we hope to ensure the efficacy of poison-based assassination techniques as well as mass suppression solutions…

That goop there? It’s not meant to attack anything on its own. Its purpose is to track down the venom in another being’s body and spread it.

And I just so happen to have a skill that synergizes with it.

I select Venomous Bite as my level-up skill, happy to do so now that I finally have a plan.

Venomous Bite (Uncommon)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Activate this skill to inject deathadder venom into a bite wound. Can be used twice per hour.

Sadly, I don’t have anything convenient to practice it on.

I mean, I could try biting myself, but I don’t think accidentally fatally poisoning myself with my own attack is the way I want to go. Pain aside, that would be brutally embarrassing.

I try biting the slime, which involves a really awkward angle and me shoving myself face-first into the tube. The sensation of liquid venom spurting forth from my jaw is certainly a new one, but the skill does nothing to the slime.

Figures. I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s immune.

Just in case, I try it five, six more times. No skill-up.

Unfortunately, this means I can’t really level Venomous Bite up. Instead, I’m going to have to rely on planning.

It takes some time to set up. As well-equipped as these places are, it still takes time and effort to set everything up, especially since my body still isn’t much larger than the average eleven-year-old child’s and not set up to carry heavy weight.

I manage anyhow, finding a knapsack stowed away in a closet and a set of glass jars. Scooping out the green goop takes more effort than I thought it would. It’s resistant to my human fingers, and the viscosity isn’t its only unique trait—every time I almost manage to dig my hands in, it slips right out.

Eventually, I give up and start going at it with a knife, hacking and slashing and shoving it until I can get pieces of venom-enhancing slime into my jars. Even within them, it doesn’t want to cooperate, clinging to the sides and somehow slipping upwards. I cap each jar as fast as I can, and I manage to get six messy containers roughly half-full with the slime.

Hopefully, that’ll be enough.

I spend another day practicing my skills. Knifefighting increases one more level when I spend a few hours just hacking away at the slime, but it ardently refuses to bridge the gap from 7 to 8 afterwards. Stealth is significantly more boring to level, but I manage to get it to 4 by perfectly timing a thousand flickers of the light. Now, it almost completely cloaks the sound of my footsteps.

At the end of the second day, I use Shape Self again. While on an excursion, I managed to find a few basic biology manuals, which include the shape of the human body. Now, obviously, I don’t actually want a fully human body—there’s a lot of strengths to this demonic one that help—but I want its shape.

So this time, when I work to turn both my legs into human ones, I pay closer attention. Painstakingly, I fold muscle and flesh over itself, shaping two lithe legs while keeping the demonic musculature underneath.

It’s not perfect, but it doesn’t have to be. I can fix it later.

I’m still not large enough to handle the rifles. Shame.

Faint aches are plaguing my stomach now, and it takes me a bit to place the sensation as hunger.

Well then. Looks like my time here is up. I tried eating the slime, I did, but it just doesn’t fill me. Even Devouring a portion of it only gave a point of XP, not contributing any satiety.

Just for good measure, I shatter its containment vessel before I leave, slicing thin glass into pieces with my lethally sharp knives and watching green goop flood onto the floor.

And I Devour it. It’s not easy. The slime is not the most intelligent living creature, so it doesn’t fight back much, but it does fight back. It pits its will against mine, but it can’t act as I tear into it with my teeth.

Devour granted +7 XP!

Very little XP, given its size. I suppose it breaks some rules, being a man-made monster.

I don’t manage to consume all of it. I don’t try. I’ll come back for it later, but I want to keep some of it here just in case I need to use more of it.

With a single exertion of will, I fade into the shadows, my Stealth in full gear.

I’ve gotten what growth I could. I’ve found a plan. I still don’t have enough information about this place, but I’ve learned some things.

I start making my way back to the lab. To EV11.

As I do, I consider which stats to invest in. I put it off for too long, since I didn’t actually know what my plan was.

Hmm… I don’t know what Magic (Meta) does, so that’s out, and Mind (Resistance) is probably unnecessary. Mind (Speed) saved my life a few times already, but it’s already at 9 points. I could invest more in it, though, and try to rely more heavily on it to improvise.

On the other hand, increasing my body’s strength or speed could also be helpful. Durability is also an issue, which a stat point could fix.

Urgh, too many options… investing heavily into anything means committing towards it, and that shapes the style of combat I’ll be using for a very, very long time.

I’ll scope the situation out before I pick a build. After all, I’m in Stealth right now. I can afford to take a look at things before committing.

One more baby—ex-baby now—to eat.

Let’s see who kills who first.

            
Chapter 6: Sixth, become the sole survivor

                The shadows hide me as I lurk, slowly inching my way back to the lab. My memory is perfect, as far as I can tell. Every time I see a corridor, I record it. I remember every door I’ve passed, every dead-end storage room full of research I can’t read and dead subjects I can’t Devour.

It’s almost nostalgic, really, even if it’s only been two days since I’ve come here.

I find the lab all too soon, and it’s not just my memory that guides me.

Pressure weighs down on me. It’s not overwhelming, but I get the sensation that the air itself is pressing down on my not-quite-human shoulders.

I think that might be a skill. It might have detected me, but given the even way it’s increasing as I approach the lab, I don’t think it’s seen me.

Either way, I draw further into Stealth, taking to the shadows like they can veil me from the world itself. I don’t think my skill is yet capable of blocking skills from finding me, but it doesn’t hurt to try.

I arrive at the lab without a hitch. It’s surprisingly easy, enough that I’m worried I’ll be walking into a trap. With any of the others, I could believe that they’ve just been sitting there, unsure of what to do. EV11, however, demonstrated intelligence. If it can plan the scheme that got it to level up so much, it can plan a basic trap.

Sure enough, when I peek around, it’s not in plain sight. It doesn’t help that the already-dim lights are even darker now, some of them shattered like the tubes.

The tubes are in shambles. EV11 evidently hasn’t bothered to clean up after itself, because crimson-tinted shards of glass are scattered across the floor. Of the eleven tubes that we started with, there are none left intact. The ones with desiccated corpses in them haven’t been touched, which makes sense.

The pressure in the air is heavier now. Less like something’s pressing on my shoulders and more like invisible hands are squeezing my entire body.

It has to be nearby. EV11 has a much higher level than I do, but given what I’ve seen, there’s no way it has something that can remotely create this effect, right?

Thankfully, I have a way to sense it. I don’t know how it’ll interface with any stealth skills it has, but I’m fairly sure it should work.

I use Appraise. My mana sweeps out across my field of view, looking for the target I have in mind.

I find nothing.

That’s fine. I highly doubt the skill does a full field of view sweep, anyway. I use it again.

This time, it clicks.

 

Name: EV11

Age: 0

Race: ???

Class: Bleedling

Level: 6

Last Used Skill: Threatening Aura

 

Well, that explains the increasing pressure.

I think I also understand why that quest changed. It’s not a baby anymore, and it’s not just because of its size. Bloodspawn became Bleedling, which… I don’t have a reference point for what that class indicates. I just know that it definitely has more tools than me.

But I do have something it doesn’t. I can see EV11, and it hasn’t spotted me yet. It’s hiding in the shadow of one of the useless old-corpse tubes, down on all six limbs like an oversized ant. It doesn’t even resemble a human anymore. It had a vaguely humanoid form before, but now? Now, it looks fully monstrous.

I can’t even call it a baby anymore.

Oh well. It’s still 0 years old, just like me.

I creep closer, and it still doesn’t see me. Stealth is active as far as I can push it, and soon I’ll explode out with my other skills. I wield a single combat knife in each hand, full-sized now that I have full arms.

A hundred feet between us becomes seventy feet. The lights flicker off for a slightly longer period of time, and that becomes fifty feet. Tube to tube to shadow to counter, and I’m within throwing distance.

Not that I’m going to try throwing this knife. I’ve got no skills for it.

Soon enough, I’m almost within arm’s reach of it. Stealth won’t take me any further, though—its nose is already sniffing at the air like it detects something is wrong, and it’s on the other side of the corpse-tube that I have my back to.

I don’t need to take a deep breath to center myself, so I don’t. Instead, I close my eyes, readying myself, and I strike.

EV11 doen’t see me coming, even if its guard is a little raised thanks to its presumably enhanced senses. I have Knifefighting at level 7 and the Kinslayer trait, which both drive my attack forward with increased furor.

With my blade skill, the strike is as natural as breathing. In the last second, EV11 notices me, and it raises a bladed red limb in an attempt to stop me. I deftly dodge it and plunge my twin knives into its back.

Blood sprays from the stab wound, geysering upwards, and I take control of it with Shape Blood.

And then my control freezes, an exterior will crushing mine.

I fight it. I try. I’ve come this far, my plan has worked so well, I won’t let myself lose simply because its raw power is greater than mine.

Shape Blood advanced to level 3!

You can now control 3 gallons of blood, and your time increases to eighteen minutes per hour.

Suddenly, the struggle eases just a bit, my will pushing back against EV11’s, but even the level-up isn’t enough. Blood freezes in the air mid-geyser, a dark red fractal pattern held still only by our competing will. I hold on for precious seconds longer, but I can tell that it’s going to turn it against me soon.

And that’s not the only blood it controls. I withdraw the knives and stab it again, but the spurting geysers have stemmed away to nothing. It must’ve taken Lessened Bleed, which isn’t terribly powerful but is really, really not what I want to see right now.

My will fails, and the levitating mass of blood sharpens itself into an array of spears.

I slash at EV11, targeting important points in the body. Joints, the neck, the center of the abdomen. Each time, I manage one or two spurts of blood before it clamps down on it with Lessened Bleed.

It does, however, split its focus. EV11 hisses in pain, no amount of its skill able to take all of that useless sensation away, and it loses control over the blood-spears. Not enough to the extent that I can take it over, but it’s no longer an immediate threat to me.

I’m making progress.

And then two of its limbs flash bright, reshaping themselves with the assistance of its own Shape Blood, and they slam into me like the hands of a god, sending me flying straight off the ground, spinning as I fly. I’m in the air for almost an entire second before I make solid impact face-first with a corpse-tube. The glass cracks as I smash into it, but it doesn’t shatter.

Convenient. I don’t know if I could handle my own blood being turned against me.

More importantly, my bag is intact. I have my tools.

I wince, the overwhelming stabbing pain of a dozen broken bones bypassing even my ability to not care—

Pain Resistance advanced to level 15!

You now suffer 50% less pain at all times.

The skill lessens the blow, reducing it just enough that I can shove the pain aside.

My Demonic Heritage trait might be able to heal me, but I doubt it’s going to work in time. My limbs don’t work properly right now. One of my arms is useless and broken even with the demon musculature and skeleton underneath, and every step is stunted by the snaps in my spine.

I advance nonetheless. As it turns out, the trait does actually heal me a little bit now that I’m not engaging in direct combat. Not enough to fix my arm, but I can walk a little easier by the time I’m back within thirty feet of EV11.

It stands up on two limbs, its other four bladed arms spread, and it screeches. The pressure that never went away redoubles, but I refuse to let it drown me. Part of my mind screams at me to run, to get away, but I don’t have to listen to it.

Two of its arms grow crimson with new liquid blood, and I tense.

Time slows down for me as I think of my options.

There’s a reason I came into this with unspent points and an empty skill slot. I needed to be ready to adapt. Now, I need to make good on that.

Bloody spears are forming from its limbs, and if my last encounter with it said anything, it’s that it’s going to throw those at me. I need to be able to dodge those. I can see them coming, but I don’t think I’m fast enough. I advance my Body (Speed) stat to 8, spending 2 of my 3 points on it.

I shove myself out of the way just as it throws the spears, my quickened body screaming at me as I abuse it.

Better to hurt some broken bones than to get impaled by that thing’s skill.

It prepares itself for another attack, though I don’t know what it’ll be. I have some more time to think.

What else? It’s stopping the bleeding, which means I’m not going to be able to kill it through raw force.

That means my alternative plan is going to have to work, and that means relying on a level 1 skill. I know for a fact that the poison-slime can expand venom through bloody wounds, but EV11 can counter that.

But I can counter its counter.

I put the last point in Magic (Power). At the same time, I fill in my final skill slot from the level-up.

Enhance Bleed (Common)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

You can increase an attack’s efficacy by 50% once per hour if you draw blood.

Perfect. Now all I can do is hope this works.

With my enhanced speed stat, I dash forward, one knife readied in my bad arm. Just as I expect, EV11’s attention is drawn to that hand, and it thrusts its own bladed limbs forth to meet it.

I let it. If I survive this, I’ll level up, which will fix my injuries. If I don’t, then injuring an arm doesn’t matter.

It takes my arm off off wholesale even as I dodge a blow that would’ve been lethal, the dangerously-sharp limb sawing straight through flesh and bone. The follow-up attack tries to take my head, but I duck under it and leap upwards.

At a range this close, EV11 is actually less dangerous. It’s something like eight feet long, and it uses its elongated limbs to crawl and attack. That means that when a being half its size is clinging onto it, it can’t smack it off easily.

This next part is going to be a touch tricky.

My backpack is still strapped to me through some miracle, but I only have one arm and I’m using it to cling onto EV11’s bony back.

But that’s not the only tool I have.

I sink my brutally sharp teeth into its chest, savoring the metallic taste of blood and flesh. It tries to stop its blood from flowing out, but I activate Enhance Bleed for the first time and blood gushes forth.

I let go of its back, and it starts thrashing, trying to shake me off.

My bite is strong. I’ve suffered through something like this before, albeit to a lesser extent. I’ll be fine.

That’s what I tell myself, at least, as my world spins around and around as it rolls around. My jaw screams with pain even through the resistance, but that is less important than winning.

With my now-free hand, I unhook my backpack from my shoulders and open it.

Some of the jars have already shattered. I shouldn’t be surprised, honestly—I’ve been tossed around quite a bit already. I am surprised that very little of the neon-green slime has actually escaped, but that works quite well for my purposes.

I trigger Venomous Bite, feeling the rush of liquid death from my teeth into my enemy’s body, and at the same time I throw the opened contents of the backpack at the still-thrashing EV11.

Not all of it hits. Very little of it does, actually, but enough does. One of the jars lands almost in its entirety, and I drop from EV11, watching it sink in. Even though the Bleedling keeps trying to shake everything on it off, I watch as the slime moves, worming its way into the fresh wound I’ve made.

And then I fuck right off, because I’m not stupid. Two of my teeth are damaged, I’m missing an arm, and I’m beat up all over.

It’s a wonder I’m not bleeding more—thankfully, the venom coursing through EV11’s veins is distracting it enough to keep it from controlling the blood spurting out of my arm. Instead, I Shape Blood my lifeblood, forming a makeshift bandage to prevent too much from flying out.

I watch EV11. If I thought it was thrashing before, it was nothing compared to what it’s like now. It rolls its entire body over, slamming itself into tube after tube, table after table. It goes fast, and it’s all I can do to avoid it.

But it’s not escaping. In fact, it even rolls over some of the venom-enhancing goop, sucking up more of it into its body. It smashes into the tube that I made impact with, and the glass shatters. The skeleton of something that vaguely resembles one of the insectoid EVs falls on EV11. It’s not very effective, but my opponent is too busy writhing in pain to react.

It screams, again and again and again, and then one of its screams sticks longer than the others, pitches higher, warbles differently.

And it cuts off.

I wait another two minutes, ensuring that it’s not playing dead, and I drag myself forward to it on bruised and battered legs.

I eat the final baby.

Devour granted +127 XP!

Devour advanced to level 4!

Now grants 32.5% of XP consumed, rounded down.

 

Objective: Second, slay your adversary [COMPLETE]

You have devoured all of your enemies.

250 XP rewarded!

 

Trait earned: Kinslayer II

Requirements: Kill 7 creatures related to you.

Your attacks are 25% more effective against members of your own species.

 

You have advanced to level 3!

You have gained 3 stat points.

Due to Enhanced Blood Affinity and your actions, you may select 2 Bronze-tier skills to gain from the following list:

Lessened Bleed

Lesser Vampirism

Venomous Blood

Temporary Shape Self

Woundshape

 

The energy of the level-up swirls into me, magic settling into my body, and my wounds heal. My arm grows once more, assisted by my Demonic Heritage.

Alright. I survived. Somehow, that doesn’t fill me with the elation I should. Then again, I don’t feel pain the same way that others do either. Emotional deadness is to be expected, I suppose.

I analyze my situation.

I’ve killed the enemies. I have skills and stats to consider.

From here, I’ll explore the lab, see if I can’t figure out what else I can do. Pick up any new skills I need to survive.

Then I’m getting out of here. I’m going to see the outside world.

            
Chapter 7: Seventh, leave the nest

                I’m not going to leave immediately, of course. There’s quite a few things I need to do first, after all.

I know what Lessened Bleed does already, and I’m not terribly interested in it at the moment. It might be relevant if I come up against more blood manipulators, but somehow I doubt that every single potential source of XP is going to be a blood mage. The fragments of other experiments that I picked up through extensive perusal of this facility’s files certainly point to a wider world of classes.

The other skills, though, could be useful. Lesser Vampirism allows me to recover a small fraction of health when I deal damage to others, but the level of recovery it offers is honestly pitiful. Venomous Blood is new and a logical extension of my Venomous Bite—it fills my veins with poison, essentially, which could be potent combined with Shape Blood.

The last two interest me the most.

 Temporary Shape Self (Rare)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

You wield control over yourself, guided by your power over blood. Use this skill to rapidly change your body. Changes last for 1 hour max. Can be used up to 1 time per day.

This one is a tier rarer than Shape Self, which is interesting. The system appears to value the sudden transformation aspect of it more? Maybe it’s more dynamic than Shape Self. Either way, this one’s a strong contender for one of my two free skill slots. I think back to my fight with EV11. Could I have used a skill like this to grow another arm so that the final sequence was a little less treacherous for me? It sure seems like it.

I’ll take it. It’s too valuable not to.

 Woundshape (Uncommon)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Furthers your ability to maximize damage. Once per hour, when you inflict a wound onto another living being, you can mirror the wound onto another part of their body or change the location of the wound.

That one’s also super valuable. It’s not limited to blood wounds, I’m pretty sure. It’s like a sidegrade to Enhance Bleed, and the two of them working in tandem could increase my low damage output by a lot.

I don’t take a second skill for the time being. The free slot could come in handy if I get into another situation where I need to quickly adapt.

After my adventures with Knifefighting and Stealth, I think it’s reasonable to assume that I can obtain skills just by working really hard at it. I don’t know how I’d get body-morphing magic, but I’m sure it’s possible. Just not easy. Woundshape is probably similarly hard to receive, but it’s probably out there.

In essence, the skills I’m getting as I level up are free skills that I don’t actually need to work towards. That makes them valuable, and I’m not sacrificing a slot right now if I don’t need to. I can try to earn the other skills myself, though I imagine that I can’t do them here. There’s not exactly a copy of Introductory Guide to Blood Magic or whatever just lying around in the lab, after all.

There are things I can do, though. For instance, while I’ve eaten the juicy parts of EV11’s corpse, there’s still blood running everywhere.

And I’ve still got a while left on my hourly allocation of Shape Blood.

While I walk around the lab, looking for anything relevant to my current situation, I use it to its fullest extent, raising three gallons of blood from the Bleedling I killed.

Practice makes these skills level up, right? That means I need to use it in ways that strain me. I try something other than the simple spike-creation that we all tried. Instead, I manipulate the viscous blood on a detailed level, spreading my focus over every drop. With the gallons I have, I make a swirling lotus flower out of blood. It’s imperfect, but I’ve never seen a real lotus flower so I can’t tell what I’m missing.

I try other things. I create an impromptu dress out of it, coating myself with blood that I control before shifting it off, turning it into a perfect cube and then a perfect sphere—as perfect as I can manage, at least. Before I realize it, ten minutes pass, and I find my control over the blood weakening.

Shape Blood advanced to level 4!

You can now control 4 gallons of blood, and your time increases to twenty-four minutes per hour.

I grin, and I keep at it. With the level-up, shaping becomes marginally easier, and I’m able to devote more attention to looking around the lab.

Unfortunately, this place isn’t exceptionally intact thanks to the efforts of the eleven of us demon-babies. More of the tiled floor is covered by broken glass than not, tables have been overturned and torn to pieces, and a thin congealing layer of blood settles over most everything.

Still, it’s not too hard to find what I’m looking for. There’s a few cabinets that somehow managed to stay intact through everything, and there’s papers within.

My hopes of finding a real answer to why and how I’m here are a little shot when I see that the first few pamphlets I find aren’t written in Common. They have Common titles, but their content may as well be unparseable.

Even the titles give me some valuable information, though, and I store them in a new backpack—the one I used was torn to shreds by EV11—reading them one by one as I do.

Underground Site 17: Replicating Demonic Bioweapons

Gestalt Soulmerge Experiment Log

Failures of Previous US-17 DBs on the Alyen Front

They give me pause, because even the titles say a lot with very few words. Putting together the pieces isn’t too hard. I’m a bioweapon of some kind, most likely, and a demonic one. Demonic Heritage makes that much obvious.

Still, I don’t think of myself as a demon. I’ve been working towards a more humanoid form this entire time, and I when I think ‘human’, I think of an us, not a them. The second title might lend some clues to that, though. I don’t know what a gestalt soulmerge is, but at a guess, it sounds like there might be more than one soul merged into one inside me? It would explain the knowledge.

There’s too many unknowns, and each new pamphlet I take opens up another question about the facility I’m in. Once I get out of here, I swear that I’m going to learn the languages needed to parse these pamphlets. I get the idea that this is a secret installation, not one that the general public is supposed to have access to, but I want to learn why it’s here, what happened to it to make everyone leave, and whether I should serve its purposes.

Okay, that last part’s a lie. I serve one person in this life, and that’s myself.

But I do want to figure out where it wanted to deploy me. The third pamphlet I get clearly indicates that I’m one in a line of many bioweapons, presumably used as part of a war effort? Maybe something else.

I’m not going to find out the full truth until I learn those languages, though, so I stow the thought for the time being.

The last pamphlet I find is actually immediately useful. Instead of a long, complicated title about presumably dangerous research experiments, it simply reads Map.

It’s thicker than I would’ve assumed a map would be. Three full pages. The first page displays a map of the outdoors, symbols thrown across the sheet, but it means nothing to me while I’m down here.

The second page is more relevant—it depicts the entirety of Underground Site 17. This one’s less formal than the first. There’s standard designations for every room, of course—I’m in Main Lab 1 right now, the largest one—but there’s handwriting scrawled over it in different fonts. Over this lab, someone’s written the word “HELL” in all caps with a smiley face after it. Over another, I see “extended lunch breaks here.” Dozens of scribbles mark the map. It’s been well-used.

The third page is full of pictures. Twenty-four faces, each of them smiling vacantly with their names written under them.

The researchers that put us here. At least, that’s who I think these are. Twenty-two human men and women and two elves of indeterminate gender, their characteristic overly-large eyes and jagged fangs giving them away.

I frown. Another piece of information I shouldn’t have. It shouldn’t surprise me at this point, but I’ve never seen an elf before now, I’m sure of it, and yet I can still recognize what they are.

I commit all twenty-four faces to memory. Assuming they’re alive outside, I may be able to track them down for answers.

My eyes gravitate towards a single face. Marie Jade. A woman. Her eyes are sharp where the others are hollow, intense as the rest of her pale face.

I like her appearance. Once Shape Self comes off cooldown, I think I’ll steal it. As far as I know, my face isn’t much more than a jaw of sharp teeth and a pair of eyes—burning red, if the other demon-babies are anything to go off of—and I’d like something a little more compatible with dealing the outside world.

I set off as soon as I’m sure that I’ve looted this room for everything it’s worth. Most everything that looks like it might’ve once held something valuable is broken or gone, presumably eaten or destroyed by the others. Still, I find intact tubes of liquids of different colors, and I take them all. Waste not, want not.

With the map in my hands, it’s much easier to navigate the complex. As it turns out, this is the lower of two floors, but it’s truly expansive. Nearly a mile from one end to the other, just full of abandoned corridors and empty rooms. It’s a bit eerie, walking through them as dim lights threaten to go out for the last time, but it doesn’t bother me too much. Instead, I practice my Stealth skill. Though it doesn't level up, using it makes me feel more comfortable in my steps.

I try Temporary Shape Self as well, using it to create a third bladed arm stretching from under my current ones, mimicking EV11’s Bleedling limbs.

It works even better than expected, giving me full control over the limb. It exhausts me to hold onto it, though, so I retract it back into my body soon enough. There’s a hidden limitation—it exhausts my magic resources to use. Even if it has a true limit of an hour, its practical limit is far lower when it drains me like that. I use one of my three stat points on Magic (Regen), and the load lessens.

Every stat point matters. I’m not going to invest everything on regeneration right now, especially when I don’t know what I want to focus on.

Still, this new skill is a useful tool. Hopefully it’ll become even more powerful as I level both the skill and my self.

There’s a few points that I want to visit before I leave, and there’s nobody in the halls to stop me. I visit a location marked Armory on the map, glad to find that this location is larger than the broom closet I found my first weapons in. I trade dented daggers in for a half dozen new knives, packing the extra ones into my bag, and I find a half-sized rifle that I might actually be able to use at my current sub-five-foot height.

I try taking a shot with it, and the explosive scream as the magical mechanism activates is almost enough to deafen me. The rifle jumps out of my hands, clattering to the floor, and I feel the jar of it all over my arms.

Alright. I store it in my bag along with An Idiot’s Guide to Handling a R-Class Firearm. I’m unable to use it right now, but I might be able to do more later on when I’m more human.

I also find a library, but the vast majority of the books there look to be research-heavy ones that I can’t read. I store a few interesting-looking ones, but my pack is getting rather full already.

One more stop before I make my way to the exit.

I find myself in front of a warehouse entrance four times my size, an imposing doorway labeled with the term Experimental Errors above it.

I stay on my guard as I inch in past the open gates, and I redouble it when I hear the wailing.

I’m not the only living thing in here.

When I see what this room contains, however, I relax a little. Unlike the lab where I was created, the tubes in here aren’t glass. They’re steel. I can’t see through any of them, and a quick Appraise doesn’t reveal anyone.

The wailing continues, a high keening screech that pierces even the steel containers, and I look around. Each of these tubes has a separate label attached to it. Once again, I curse my lack of languages besides Common, because most of the descriptions are in another language. There’s names on some of them, but they’re equally as incomprehensible as a name like EV3.

The tube that the screaming is coming from is labeled as containing RI1. There’s actually a bit of Common text explaining the full name—Resistance Infusion 1, apparently—but it doesn’t reveal anything further.

I look around the room for a while, but I find nothing else of value. There are no pamphlets here, I can’t read the labels, and I can’t operate any of the machinery even after I try for a few minutes.

The wailing continues, and I walk away.

I consider trying harder to open some of the containment tubes and trying to Devour whatever’s within, but I don’t bother. If these are all errors, I doubt there’s anything I can actually use.

The rest of the trip is uneventful. There’s staircases at multiple points in the building to get to the level above, but the first path I attempt has caved in on itself. For a moment, I fear they’re all like that, but the second staircase is clear. The building is less intact on the second floor, with more sections of the roof fallen in, revealing the stone above, but it’s still walkable.

I find the central staircase quickly enough. According to this map, there’s a magical teleportation platform that people are supposed to use in order to return the surface, but with the general state of disrepair and abandonment in this lab, I highly doubt that that’s still functional.

Instead, I use the backup staircase. There’s a long way to the top—nearly a mile, apparently—but I’ll have to manage.

For the entirety of my short life, I’ve been inside this lab complex. I’ve learned and leveled up, but I’ve killed everything I can. There might be more left here, but I want more.

I take one last look at the sterile halls and start making my way up the stairs.

Above me lies opportunities for skills. For languages, which I can use to discover what my true origins are. For magic, which I’ll never have enough of. For levels.

There’s an entire world of XP out there.

I can’t wait to devour it.

            
Chapter 8: Eighth, escape containment

                The stairs are long. I knew that, of course, since I read the map, but knowing the length of a journey and understanding it are two completely different things.

Look, I’m patient. I have to be. After all, advancement is more important to me than anything else, and that includes entertainment.

Still, an hour into the trek, I’m starting to get bored. My physical body isn’t tiring much, which I think must be thanks to the demonic musculature that I have. Whatever those lab techs did to make me, I must be past the peak of human bodily functions.

As I walk, I think. Obviously, I’m still hyperaware of the space around me, but the staircase up is just flight after flight after flight of monotony. If it weren’t for the numbers indicating how many I’ve climbed, I could believe that I’m in a timeloop.

71, 72, 73…

Here and there, service doors extend into small hallways. I go down one of them at one point, but there’s really nothing there. There’s a couple cabinets that have SUPPLY KIT labels on them, but they’re empty. To blindly speculate, I think that the previous residents of this place had to evacuate, and they took many of the valuables with them.

Well, it’s also possible that there’s actual maintenance going on, but I doubt that they’d send anyone this deep, right?

I stay on my guard regardless. I try to train the skills I have, but it’s not terribly fruitful. I manage to get Shape Self to level 2—the moment I feel the skill come off cooldown, I use it to increase my height once again and start on my face. It’s a little complicated to do, since I don’t have a mirror, but I try to mimic Marie Jade’s eyes and skin. I won’t be able to check my work for a while, since there’s no reflective surfaces here, but I make do with it anyway.

And as soon as it levels up, I’m able to use it again, so I do. At this point, I have to be a solid five and a half feet tall. Average height for a human female, I’m pretty sure, and if the pictures I have are anything to go off of, I should have a somewhat accurate body. My torso is still mostly demonic, since I found that least important. I’ll fix it the next time I have Shape Self off cooldown.

137, 138, 139…

Unfortunately for me, all of my other skills refuse to level up, even though I make active use of Stealth the entire time.

Well, I suppose that’s not too surprising. A staircase is not exactly the highest-quality training room, and there’s no monsters for me to train myself on. The greatest gains I’ve made so far were made when I killed other living beings.

When I get to the surface, I’ll kill more. Assuming there’s more entities I can Devour up there, at least.

164, 165, 167…

At the 175th marking, I can see the light above changing. I’m near the top.

Just over ten minutes later, I arrive at the 200th flight of stairs only to find that there are no more.

There’s only one corridor and a single door between me and the outside world.

I don’t hesitate, not even throwing a glance at the lab behind me. The door is unlocked, and it opens with surprisingly little sound. I step out unceremoniously.

The beauty of the outdoors slams into me all at once, flooring me. It’s some indeterminate time at night. The two moons shine faintly in the sky, framed against a carpet of twinkling stars. Around me, evergreen trees rise proudly, reaching so high into the air that they seem to brush against the celestial bodies themselves.

Then reality settles in, and I tense.

Not all of the trees are tall and prideful—in fact, most of them aren’t, which is why I can see the sky’s beauty in the first place. That’s not just because there aren’t trees. As I look around, I see fallen trunks, trees marked with deep scratch marks made by claws that have to have been larger than my entire body, patches of scorched dirt where nothing grows, splashes of blood here and there, and a glint of something that might be a discarded weapon… or bone.

The outdoors looks no safer than the lab where I was created. This looks like a warzone, and from the freshness of those bloodstains, it is one.

I draw as hard as I can on Stealth, but I don’t return into the unassuming door behind me.

Sure, the outdoors might be danger, but danger is good. It means opportunities.

I spam Appraise a few times, scanning the area like I did when I was finding EV11, but I don’t find anything.

Alright. I don’t think there’s any enemies in the immediate area, though I also don’t know if Appraise is infallible. It’s still only Bronze-tier just like all my other skills, after all.

I move away from the complex’s door, memorizing its location, and I move as quietly as I can. It’s exponentially more important now that I’m out of the complex, since it’s pretty obvious that there’s a lot of enemies out here.

Stealth advanced to level 5!

Stealth (Common)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 5

Your steps are silent when this skill is active.

Now that is a solid benefit. I wonder what I’ll gain with further levels in the skill.

What’s the difference between here and the stairs? Even while practicing Stealth as much as I could, I didn’t advance at all down there, while simply slipping into the shadows here leveled it up instantly. Maybe imminent threats to me make leveling easier, even if I’ve not yet encountered them.

After all, my enemies could be Stealthed as well.

I recall the map, not bothering to take it out. If the notes on it were accurate, then I should head north, which is directly away from the door I left from. Once I make it a couple of miles, there should be an outpost that has transportation to major cities.

What cities are major? That’s a good question, and one that I don’t have the answer to yet. That’s all I got from the map.

One thing at a time.

I advance forward, placing my steps carefully. Even with fully silent steps, I need to be careful not to leave traces of myself. I step over dry leaves, around bloodstained grass, and through a thicket of trees within the first hundred steps.

Ten minutes in, I find the first body.

It doesn’t come as a shock to me. It’s human, and it’s completely and totally decomposed. There’s little left other than the bones and chunks of slowly-disintegrating flesh.

The body’s head is missing, severed cleanly at the neck. Whatever killed this person, it clearly didn’t stay for long enough to consume the rest of their body.

I find out why a moment later when I try to Devour them and find that there’s no XP available. Maybe they’ve been dead too long.

Whoever this was, they died wearing a uniform, a grey and dark blue coat with similarly-shaded pants. Their top is crusted with days-old blood that must’ve flowed down from their fatal wound and dried there.

Site-17 Auxiliary Security D-12, I read. There’s Common text sewn into parts of the coat, indicating who this person was in life.

I kneel and pat the skeleton down, searching for anything that might be useful. They must’ve been traveling light or been relying entirely on skills to survive, because I don’t find anything useful.

Instead, I steal the uniform, leaving the bloody skeleton behind. The dead body had a similar build to me, around the same width and height, so this is actually usable. Thankfully, it turns out that my skills work on even old dry blood.

I use Shape Blood to get the worst of the gore off, cleaning it off just enough for me to put it into my pack. It’s ripped in places, but that only makes sense. The underbrush isn’t very nice to walk through, and if the signs of monsters I see here tell me anything, it’s that I should be glad to have a mostly-intact uniform.

I keep walking, my senses on edge. The bushes rustle, but even as I freeze and throw an Appraise, I find nothing. The sounds in the air could just be the wind, or they could be a fast-flying animal about to tear me apart.

My increasing paranoia is finally validated after another seven minutes of walking. This time, when I hear steps next to me, I whip my head around and Appraise. Even without the skill, though, I spot my enemy.

Hanging on a literal piece of thread from a nearby tree branch is an albino spider the size of my torso.

 

Name: MSV772

Age: 0

Race: White Spider

Class: Teraspinnan

Level: 4

Last Used Skill: Thread-weaving

 

Level 4 is pretty high, but this seems a lot less scary than EV11. I suppose the race and class being different affects it, but I can worry about those questions later.

First, I need to kill it.

My knives flash into my hands immediately, my constantly-on-edge mind firing on all cylinders, and I sprint forward at it.

The Teraspinnan detaches itself from the tree and shoots a thread at the ground, propelling itself forward. Its motions are jerky and unpredictable, but that doesn’t matter as much when I can track it.

There’s benefits to a human-shaped body with demonic power behind it, and a strong body is part of that. I twist to one side as it jumps towards me, sliding under its leap—and then it readjusts midair.

A sticky thread impacts my still-demonic chest, and the white spider pulls itself towards me, its eight limbs and eyes flaring out as it approaches.

It latches onto my now-human face, barbed legs digging into my skin, and twin spikes of pain erupt as it sinks its mandibles into my neck.

Irritating, but not impossible to deal with.

It becomes a little more irritating a moment later when the pain redoubles, breaking through my Pain Resistance. I manage to push it aside anyway, but the burning sensation spreads through my veins, exploding inside me.

I know what this is. I use the same attack.

I won’t let it beat me with that, so I bite it back, activating a Venomous Bite of my own.

At the same time, I stab it from two sides, using Knifefighting to ensure both of my hits are as devastating as I can make them.

And my skin is still burning.

New skill unlocked: Poison Resistance

You take 40% less damage from poison and venom.

It lessens enough for me to set the pain aside once more, and I stab the spider again and again and again.

This thing’s battle plan is to latch onto its victims and disable them. I haven’t been disabled, and it hasn’t learned how to adapt.

With each attack, I use Enhance Bleed, followed by a Shape Blood to control the leaking crimson, shaping spears to assail it more.

Enhance Bleed advanced to level 2!

It’s dead within the minute.

Devour granted +31 XP!

Spiders aren’t that appetizing, and the XP this one granted isn’t anything special, either. In fact, I’m pretty sure it’s lower than what I would’ve received from a similarly-leveled EV.

As soon as I finish consuming its corpse, I get moving.

Poison Resistance advanced to level 2!

Poison Resistance advanced to level 3!

Hm. That venom’s still acting in my body. Honestly, it’s kind of nice. I won’t say no to fast leveling, and it doesn’t hurt enough for me to care. Plus, Demonic Heritage will restore me to full health soon enough.

I check my stat screen and find that I’m painfully close to another level. I need to find something else to kill. More things to devour.

Fifteen minutes of northward travel don’t result in an encounter, unfortunately. As I move, pathing through dense shrubbery and thick half-destroyed forest, I find more traces of previous battles. None of it is usable to me, so all I do is stay on guard.

The next skill-up I get is almost completely unexpected. It appears just as I’m about to cross into a wide clearing, calculating the best way to make my way across. It’s five hundred feet wide and almost half as long. Going around it would be a pain, but I might need to depending on whether there’s monsters hiding in the tall grass…

Stealth advanced to level 6!

Stealth (Common)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 6

Your steps are silent when this skill is active. You are 10% harder to see in the dark when this skill is active.

While I’m busy congratulating myself on leveling Stealth up again, I hear it.

Footsteps. Several sets of them, none of them making an attempt to hide themselves. There’s a group. Either they’re utter idiots or they’re fully confident in their ability to stay alive. Given the circumstances, it is almost surely the latter.

I stop moving, relying on my newly-leveled skill as hard as I can. I’m confident in facing one or two monsters. A large group, confident enough to stomp around in this forest?

I hold my breath as their steps start in my direction.

A hundred feet away from me, the first six humans I’ve ever seen emerge into the clearing.

            
Chapter 9: Ninth, infiltrate the humans

                Two of the six are wearing the same uniform I have stashed away in my bag, though theirs are pristine and undamaged. I can’t make them out from here, but I’m sure that they say Site-17 Auxiliary Security with some designation on them if I look close enough.

The other four, however, aren’t. I have no reference point for any of them, but some part of my mind screams to me that they’re noble. They wear fine clothes with rich colors, made from material that looks expensive, and each of them carries a weapon. One of them has a rifle that resemble the ones I saw in the complex slung to his back, another wields an ornate golden bow almost as tall as she is, and the last two both have swords.

The same part of me that clocks them as nobles is confused as to why they’re out here in the wilderness. I hang onto that idea, but I refuse to let it disorient me.

After all, each of them is a potential source of XP. I’m almost tempted to unleash myself at one of them and try to eat them, but I need to be smart about this. They’re far better equipped than any of the beings I’ve killed so far.

I can’t attack without knowing the powerlevel of my potential victims, so I use Appraise.

The guards are easy enough to identify.

 

Name: Carl Ellis

Age: 22

Race: Human

Class: Guardsman

Level: 10

Last Used Skill: [APPRAISE FAILED]

 

Name: Kelly Astin

Age: 23

Race: Human

Class: Gunner

Level: 10

Last Used Skill: [APPRAISE FAILED]

 

Level 10 is high, but I’ve seen that levels don’t necessarily carry the same amount of weight depending on who wields them. EV11 was properly horrifying at level 6, but the spider-monster barely threatened me even though it was only a couple levels lower.

That’s not worries me. What worries me is the fact that Appraise isn’t working to display their last used skill. That means that the skill can fail.

My fears are redoubled when I Appraise the bow-wielding woman.

 

Name: Ashley Kane

Age: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Race: Human

Class: Noble Archer

Level: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Last Used Skill: [APPRAISE FAILED]

 

That is genuinely concerning. My concerns are slightly assuaged when it turns out that the others are Appraiseable, but they also have parts of the skill missing. The others are named Arthur, Eliezer, and Alexis, and all three of them are either level 8 or 9.

That probably makes Ashley their leader.

“Ashleeeeeeeey,” Eliezer complains, his grating voice at complete odds with his supposed noble status. Actual noble status, if his class says anything.

“Shut it,” Ashley says, an arrow already nocked into her bow. “Keep it down. There’s bound to be enemies soon.”

“We haven’t seen any of them,” Eliezer whines. “We’re fifteen minutes out from the wall! We haven’t even seen a single one.”

The wall?

“That’s because the site team annihilates anything that gets close,” the male guard says. He sounds annoyed, like the word moron is on the tip of his tongue.

“Shush,” Ashley tells him. “Did we pay you to ask for your opinions?”

The male guard doesn’t speak again.

“Look,” Ashley says, addressing her group of nobles, “there’s good hunting here. It’s just deeper in.”

“You said that last time,” Arthur replies, crossing his arms. He’s the one with the gun strapped to his back. Level 9. “Look where that got us.”

“I’m trying,” Ashley says, emphasizing the try, “to keep you idiots alive. If I didn’t like you so much, I would’ve told the Duke to go fuck himself and left you to level up alone.”

“You always say that,” Alexis sighs. “What’s the difference between this one and the last?”

“We shouldn’t be out in the open,” the female guard says. “The site break wasn’t that long ago, and—“

Ashley turns to the guard, exposing her back to me. There’s a slit in her hunting coat that reveals bare skin there, which seems wildly impractical, but then none of these nobles are wearing practical clothes.

I consider ambushing them right now, adding red to that porcelain-white skin with my twin blades and devouring the noble, but it’s plainly obvious that I wouldn’t make it very far. I’m not going to try my luck.

“—and it’s not even a high-level breach, so if you give me one more thrice-damned suggestion that isn’t something along the lines of ‘behind you’, I will leave you alone with these brats,” Ashley is saying. Once she’s done admonishing the guards, she turns back to her apparent charges. “Look. I know this isn’t a super active breach, but it’s fresh. If the actual threats that this site worked on had escaped, we wouldn’t be here. You should be thankful that—“

From the high grass they walk in, something screeches, and a shadowed figure with too many limbs pops out, knocking the male guard down. He screams as it pounces, and I sense the spray of blood as it tears into him. I barely manage to Appraise it, noting that its level is 8.

Three of the nobles panic. Ashley does not. The Noble Hunter nocks and arrow and fires it almost faster than my eyes can track. Her arrow lights up the night, a golden beam of radiance that smashes into the centipede-creature. It explodes away from the guard, its body reduced to nothing but bone dust and a thin red mist.

Ashley sighs. “Alexis.”

“O-on it,” the other noblewoman says, her dark blue coat now sporting a fresh new stain. She kneels down next to the guard, who’s still screaming, and green light pours forth from her hands.

The amount of blood spilling from the guard’s many wounds is decreasing, but the amount coming from the centipede-thing is increasing. It’s dead as dead can be, a solid third of it utterly annihilated. A chunk of the grass has been scorched away with it, torn asunder with traces of gold still burning away at it.

“See?” Ashley says. “If that was something stronger, someone’s dead. I can’t protect all of you that well.”

“Let your guard down again like that, you’re joining the ten percent, Carl,” the female guard says, crossing her arms.

“Yeah, fuck you too,” the male guard says, bringing himself to his feet with a groan. His uniform is just as ripped as the one I have stored away is now. An inkling of an idea forms then.

That skill is clearly beyond the current level I’m at. If I try to face even Ashley alone, I’m sure to die unless I decapitate her with my first strike.

Given the information I’ve gathered so far, it’s likely that the emptiness of the complex did in fact indicate that there was an evacuation of some kind. The mention of a wall along with the presence of other monsters like me in this area leads me to believe that there’s a border preventing us from leaving. “Us” being the native residents of the lab, of course.

If they’re anything like the power level of this group, I’m not going to be able to make it to the next town over. I’ll have to content myself with hunting what Ashley called “low-level” monsters. I won’t be able to search for answers.

“Ten percent?” Eliezer asks.

Ashley sighs. “See, I’m tellling you. You know nothing. Guard, can you explain?”

The female guard shrugs, apparently unfazed by the situation and by being talked down to earlier. “Ten percent of the guards that get sent to a breached Underground Site end up dead or close enough to it. The number’s higher for visitors, but we’re not supposed to take those.”

Eliezer doesn’t look very happy to hear that.

“Let’s get moving,” Ashley says, and they start moving towards my direction.

I freeze where I am, momentarily paralyzed. I have the beginnings of a plan forming in my head, but I don’t know whether I want to do it now or later.

Time slows down for me subjectively, my Mind (Speed) stat giving me just a bit more time to think.

They’re a hundred feet away, but there’s six of them and they’re all high-level. I could try to Stealth away, but they could have any sort of sensory skill that would allow them to track me even if my steps are silent. I am, after all, still only level 3.

My options are to run or to try to convince them to let me join them. Both are risky and rely on factors I can’t control.

This is, once more, a dangerous situation. But I know that danger equals opportunity, and I highly doubt I’m going to be able to get an opportunity that lines up this well again in the near future.

As quietly as I can, I reach into my backpack.

“Something in the grass,” Arthur says, unstrapping his gun. I can’t see him anymore—I’ve dipped back down.

I move quickly. They’re not moving very fast, but they’ll arrive at my location within the minute.

The uniform doesn’t fit me perfectly, but the corpse I stole it from had a similar body shape to me. It’s close enough now that I’ve reached average human height, and I can hide my demonic parts with it. The ripped pieces of it help make the maladjusted size seem more natural. I button it up best I can, muscle memory assisting me despite the fact that I’ve never done this before.

Alright. I have the dead man’s uniform on me. All I can do is hope they didn’t recognize the corpse in life. If they do, then things will get infinitely more awkward.

“Who’s there?” Eliezer shouts. Ashley shushes him a second later.

Now, the hard part.

Nobody is expecting a healthy person out here, right? Actually, I doubt they expect anyone. Given the fact that the body was allowed to almost fully decompose, it’s likely that not many patrols are sent out here. If they find anyone—me, for example—they wouldn’t be expecting someone in perfect health.

I take my twin knives out, engaging Knifefighting, and I stab myself. Twice in the legs, once in my left arm, and once in the human part of my torso. I wince, but pain is just pain.

Next, I use Shape Blood to spread the damage out, making each wound look worse than it is. I should be fine, especially with Demonic Heritage, but I want to look really injured.

Somehow, being in a uniform soaked with my own blood is a lot more comfortable than the idea of being drenched in the blood of the decaying corpse.

I wipe the blades off with the same skill and store them best I can and lie down. I don’t need to feign the pained whimper I make, though I manage to separate the sensation as best as I can.

Ashley finds me first, bow already nocked and drawn with her golden arrow. This is the critical moment, the one where my choice to stay leads to my death or my freedom. From the behavior that she’s been demonstrating, I think it’s far more likely she’ll grant me the latter.

She does. For now, at least.

“Who are you?” she asks. Louder, she says, “Injured human here. Has your uniform.”

“What?” the male guard asks. I can’t see him, but I recognize his voice.

“Help… me…” I rasp out, pitching my voice differently and suppressing Pain Resistance so I can allow the sensation to bleed into my words. It’s not the best I’ve heard, but I hope it can sell the act.

New skill unlocked: Acting

Lie more effectively. When impersonating another individual, you are 50% more likely to remain undetected.

The skill comes as a welcome addition, and with it active, I notice errors in my performance. I lower the volume of the pained sounds I make—if I’d been well enough to make them earlier, they would’ve heard me much sooner. In addition, I worsen a few of the wounds with Enhance Bleed, wincing visibly as I do so. At the same time, I use Shape Blood to forcibly clot a couple of the wounds on my legs, reducing the apparent injuries on the parts of me I used to move.

There. That should be enough to sell the idea of me being horribly injured rather recently, but it won’t sell it hard enough that they’ll be questioning how I’m still alive.

“She’s hurt,” Ashley says. “Alexis.”

The same noble from before walks over and kneels next to me, her blonde hair dangling over her impassive face. Her hands glow bright green, and the faint traces of pain within me start to fade. I can feel my wounds closing in a different way from Demonic Heritage. It’s kind of weird, actually.

“Holy shit,” the male guard says. “You see that designation, right?”

“D-team,” the female one replies. “It’s been… three days?”

“Four,” he corrects.

“You recognize her,” Ashley states. It’s not a question.

“Not her,” the male guard says dismissively. “There’s too many of us to know everyone. I know the team. Half of security team D went dark a few days back.”

“Are there other survivors?” the other guard asks me.

“I…” I cough, and I think about adding a few flecks of blood to that cough. Acting helps me decide not to. It’s too dramatic, especially since I’ve just been healed. “I don’t… know.”

“Is this going to get in the way?” Eliezer whines again.

Yeah, asshole. I’m going to get in your way.

I’m half-tempted get up and bite his face off, but I don’t know if even that will stop his voice from grating upon my ears.

“It won’t,” Ashley sighs. “Guards.”

“We can’t,” the male guard says. “We need to be out here to—“

“Guarantee my safety? Please.” Ashley shakes her head. “Kelly, you seem to be more likely to survive than this fool. Take her to the wall for some proper recovery.”

Huh. This noble seems to have a fair bit more caring for my well-being than any of the others do. Even the guards.

“Can do,” the female guard says. “Don’t join the ten, Carl.”

“Fuck off.”

“Keep talking like that and you really will end up six feet inside something’s maw,” Ashley says, not even bothering to look at the guard. She nudges me with her foot. “Hey. You’re going to be okay. What’s your name?”

This is going better than I expected. I don’t need to deal with the powerful nobles, and I’m going to be alone with one of the weaker individuals?

Not that I’ll kill her, of course. I need her alive to get me past this… wall. I need more information and I need to level up more, which isn’t going to happen if I’m just stuck. Something deep within me cries out in rage when I even think about the idea of being fully contained.

“Hey,” Ashley repeats, tapping me on the shoulder. “Can you hear me? Are you lucid?”

I sit up slowly. “I can hear you.”

“Your name. What is it?”

A name. I do need one of those, come to think of it. If everything goes right, I’ll need to speak to humans without eating them alive.

Even the most ruthless demon needs connections.

I think. Announcing myself as EV3 would be a dead giveaway that I’m not who I’m pretending to be. Neither of the guards recognize individuals from the team, so I’m free to pick whatever I want.

EV3. Eve, maybe. That name… doesn’t quite feel right inside my mind. Too short, and I recall that one of the researchers that worked on my project has that name. I don’t want that. My name is for me.

“Evelyn,” I decide. Acting tells me to try again, reinforce my lie into deceitful truth.

“My name is Evelyn.”

            
Chapter 10: Tenth, get out of the frying pan

                The nobles leave almost immediately, taking the male guard with them. Nearly a minute passes as the female guard—Kelly, I should remember that now that it’s just her—clears the area. She approaches me once she’s sure we’re secure.

“Can you walk?” Kelly asks me.

Of course I can. I’ve been able to walk this entire time. Even without the noble’s healing, Demonic Heritage would’ve healed me back to functional by now. Maybe not perfect, but functional.

Acting has made me savvy enough to not immediately tell her that.

I wince, affecting a slight limp. “It hurts, but yes.”

Acting advanced to level 2!

You are now 75% more likely to remain undetected while impersonating another individual.

Convenient. I note that it only improves my ability by 75%. I can’t assume that I’ll suddenly be extremely effective at it, since it still relies on my own acting prowess at its core.

Also, who am I impersonating? Probably the corpse I stole this uniform off of. Thank you for your sacrifice, Auxiliary Security D-12. I’ll use it for good, by which I mean myself.

“Can you shoot?” she asks.

That’s a more loaded question. I don’t think I actually do know how to shoot. With liberal uses of Shape Self, I’ve managed to build my body up to the point where I can theoretically handle the gun. If I use the smaller R-class weapon gun—R for rifle, maybe?—I might actually be able to fire it without it bouncing out of my hands.

The thing is, I don’t want to use it and be terrible at it. There’s a non-zero chance that Kelly here figures out that I’m not as proficient with these as I’m supposed to be. Then again, I also don’t know if security personnel are supposed to be good at shooting.

I lean harder into Acting to sell the lie I come up with. “My arms are injured. Recoil hurts it too much.”

Kelly nods sympathetically. “Magic?”

“Some,” I say, not wanting to divulge too many details. “I can do a bit of defense.”

“Not much, then,” she says. “I’m sorry about what happened to your team.”

I almost forget to paint pain on my face, but I remember just before I speak. “I… I lost track of them days ago.”

“It’s never easy,” Kelly says. “You new?”

That sounds like a question that she’s expecting the answer to, so I assent. “Y-yes.”

I’m proud of the little stutter I work in.

The guard unstraps her gun from her back. “I have magic and a gun. If you can walk, I’ll cover you through the crawlers.”

I don’t question what the “crawlers” are, instead manipulating my expression to appear grateful. “Much appreciated.”

“Use your magic if you have to,” she says. “Stay down. Standard protocol, yes?”

“Got it,” I reply confidently.

Acting advanced to level 3!

You are now 100% more likely to remain undetected while impersonating another individual.

Excellent. Now all I need to do is avoid accidentally violating “standard protocol,” whatever that is.

I do stay closer to the ground at her request, exaggerating the pain of my wounds as I do. We’ve left the clearing by now, back into a thicket of half-destroyed trees.

For a solid few minutes, I contemplate murdering her. She’s a convenient source of XP, and there’s nobody around.

Ultimately, I decide against it. Not only does she have the potential to threaten me even if I surprise her, there’s also a wall to get through, one that can apparently annihilate any threats that get close to it. The way the guards and Ashley described it makes it seem like a far greater threat than even them, and Appraise doesn’t even work on them. That means I’m definitely not fighting my way through a wall.

Furthermore, I don’t know if I can act well enough to make my way through another layer of security, especially since D-12 has supposedly been missing for a while.

She’ll be my cover for now. I can’t afford to take a risk as big as killing her before I get past whatever. Later, maybe.

“If you disappeared four days ago, then you probably haven’t heard,” Kelly says, having heard exactly none of my internal deliberation. “We cleared almost all the fliers and climbers between here and the wall. Most of the crawlers, too, but there’s a burrow of them nearer to HQ. We’re going to need to make it through there.”

I nod along, quietly agreeing to her words. I assume that by “fliers” and “climbers,” she’s referring to monsters that fly or climb? I’ve seen one of the latter—the spider-thing in a tree that almost tore my face off—and I didn’t see anything in the lab, so presumably they all escaped.

Why did they all leave? Even if there was some motive for them to seek freedom, surely there must’ve been one or two hangers-on who stuck around, right?

Maybe I just missed them.

That doesn’t feel like enough of an explanation, but I’m not going to get any answers here. I’ll have to wait until I get out and can seek the researchers who made the entire place.

“Alright, we’re approaching the wall,” Kelly says. “The last five hundred feet are pretty much clear of vegetation, and the territory’s a lot harder to run through than it was a few days ago.”

“Understood,” I reply. The trees do seem to be getting thinner.

“You’ll go ahead of me,” she tells me. “I work best at range, so I’ll pick off any crawlers that get close to you. Defend yourself to the best of your ability.”

“I can do that,” I say. “Not sure how fast I can run.”

“You’ll be fine,” Kelly says. “I’ll alert… someone that we’re getting back. The wall guards will annihilate the area ahead of time, so hopefully there’ll only be a couple minor crawlers to deal with.”

The way she said “someone” feels off. Reticience, regret, worry… something’s not quite right here. I heard the nobles talking about paying the guards off earlier—maybe that’s the issue? Is she not supposed to be here?

I’ll keep that in mind. It’s yet another reason for me to stay on my guard, and it’s something I might be able to leverage. Whatever happens, I can’t afford for these people to start asking too many questions about who the saved newbie security guard happens to be.

The treeline thins even further as we continue. A lot of the vegetation we pass by now has clearly been affected by skills and weapons. There are bullet holes in some tree trunks, while other ones have been clean cut down just above the base of their trunk. Grass is burnt away in places and decayed elsewhere.

At one point, a pair of spiders that look similar to the one I killed earlier jump at us from their hiding place in a tree. I barely notice them before Kelly shoots four times—two quick bursts of two—and two spider corpses fall to the ground. I’m sorely tempted to Devour their bodies to push myself to the next level, but Kelly insists on us hurrying, and I would imagine eating a freshly-dead spider would raise more questions than it’s worth.

We make it to the final five hundred feet without any further issues, and I see what she meant earlier.

Half a thousand feet away from me is a wall. It rises maybe a hundred feet into the air, an imposing steel structure with no breaks that I can see except for presumably locked doors here and there.

The earth between me and the wall looks like a warzone. Not a single plant remains standing, and the underlying dirt looks like it’s been churned, with small pools of brackish water forming here and there. Small hills dot the remaining distance, but that’s more of an accident than anything done by intent—they’re mostly there because they’re at the edges of craters that I can only assume are from fierce skills clashing.

Not just skills or even artillery, I realize soon enough. One of the “craters” shifts, dirt spraying from it, and a long vaguely humanoid creature with four arms clambers its way out. Too far away for me to Appraise, but it’s definitely distinct from the EVs that I was born with.

Two shots ring out, and it jerks, bleeding black from two fresh wounds. It retreats.

Kelly grimaces. “Shit. That one’s still alive.”

“I-is this the part where I run?” I’m confident I can survive. I can explain my ability to sprint away by saying that the noble healer focused primarily on healing my legs or something similar, and I’m reasonably confident in my ability to fight one or two of those things.

“Wait,” Kelly says, her face twisted with indecision. “The crawlers, they’re tougher than they look. I…”

She trails off, taut with tension. Clearly, there’s something going on that I’m not fully aware of. This whole deal with the nobles must be even shadier than I thought it was.

Finally, she seems to come to a decision. “Cover me for a bit.”

She stares off into the distance, her eyes going glassy. For a moment, I’m worried that she’s given up on survival, and then she speaks.

“F-3 here,” she says. “I’m just outside the wall with D-12. Yes. Yeah, she’s alive.”

She’s using a communication skill of some kind, I’m sure. Assuming there’s someone on the other end of that, I dearly hope they don’t have enough information on the late D-12 to figure me as someone that really shouldn’t be here.

Kelly’s expression grows even more chagrined, but it turns out it’s not something I need to worry about. “I did. One other.”

A pause.

“We came to do a perimeter sweep. No, we didn’t clock it, we got sidetracked.”

Another, longer pause.

“Look—look, hey, listen, you know the deal, right? I’ll give you a little more this month, you cover for me? Great, fantastic. Now can you please clear this shit for us?”

Listening to only one side of their conversation is a little weird, but it gives me a surprising amount of insight. This whole deal with the nobles is looking less and less sanctioned the more I hear about it. Not that I’m terribly worried about that, so long as it doesn’t hurt me.

“Thank you,” Kelly concludes, and she returns to reality.

“Who was that?” I ask.

She looks at me funny. “That was the wall. And if you know what’s good for you, you aren’t going to talk too much about the woman who saved your life, alright?”

“T-that makes sense,” I stutter, leaning into Acting once again. I really couldn’t care less about whatever illicit deal she has going. “Then I—“

The night sky turns to day. A bright pillar of light shines from a source I can’t spot, rising half again the height of the wall.

Sound follows a moment later, a crack that my mind registers as thunder tearing the air itself apart. I drop down instinctively at the sound, uncaring of my injuries, but it only lasts for a single second.

When the sound fades, so too does the light, and it leaves a three hundred foot wide dent in the ground. Where there was uneven earth pockmarked with the aftereffects of a dozen skills before, there’s a single massive crater, the dirt burnt and blackened. There’s a few misshapen husks half-buried in it that I think might be bodies.

“That’s our signal,” Kelly mutters. Louder, she urges me, “Go!”

I go.

In one instant, I’m running on soft grass. In the next, my bare feet touch scorched earth.

The dirt crunches beneath me with each step, still-warm soil baked by the force of that light-pillar crumbling away under me.

As I sprint, I stay committed to my act, half-limping like there’s a phantom pain bothering me.

Acting advanced to level 4!

You are now 125% more likely to remain undetected while impersonating another individual.

Useful in the long term. Useless right now.

I’m not blind, of course. I see the six-armed creature crawl out of the dirt, half its limbs bent at odd angles from where it was buried.

I Appraise it, and—

Appraise failed!

Oh no.

Kelly told me to trust her, but that doesn’t leave me defenseless. I activate Knifefighting, drawing a knife from my pack, and I toss it as well as I can. The skill doesn’t quite cover that, but it’s close enough.

My knife sails straight into its head, and I sense the spray of blood as it connects. Less than I would’ve liked, but enough that I can use Shape Blood on it. I form some of it into a spear, aiming its blood at its own eyes, but I send a stream of the viscuous black blood flying towards me.

I hear the telltale crack-crack of her gun firing, two shots that draw more blood. Then another two. From the location of the blood, the creature’s closing in on me.

I whip another knife from my pack at it, once again hitting it in the head, and only then does it slow.

Another two shots from Kelly take it down for good.

And then another two crawl out of the dirt, apparently drawn by my movement.

I’m getting closer to the wall. Two hundred feet, maybe.

But those two are going faster than me. I can’t see them, but I can hear the footsteps, the way there’s far too many of them for two living beings. I hear Kelly’s shouted warning, then an additional pair of steps as she joins in.

The blood I’m controlling catches up to me, propelled by an addition of one stat point to Magic (Power).

My knives aren’t enough to hurt it significantly. It barely fazes it. My blood magic isn’t doing anything to it.

And I still think I can survive this.

I don’t know if this will work, but I’m running awfully short on options here.

As I pump my legs as fast as they’ll go, dropping the half-limp, I cup one hand and bring it to the mouth, drinking bitter black blood.

Devour granted +4 XP!

You have advanced to level 4!

You have gained 3 stat points.

I brush aside the rest of the notifications before they can overwhelm me and dump all four of my stat points into Body (Speed).

It doesn’t feel like I accelerate that much, even though I hear the monsters’ steps slowly getting further behind me. Instead, it’s like I’ve found my second and third winds at once, pushing me to continue going.

Kelly isn’t panicking for her life, so I assume that these monsters aren’t unstoppable.

All I need to do is survive.

And I do survive, second after second, and the doors grow closer in my view.

I keep going even as I feel the skin on my soles scrape away, the harsh earth biting at me until every footprint is bloody.

By the time I’m at the bottom of the wall, I’m a solid fifty feet in front of the six-limbed beasts.

A small door barely large enough to fit a full-sized human through slides open slowly. There’s a man waiting in its frame, fire in his hands.

“Duck!” he commands, and I’m not prideful enough to ignore that call. I roll as he sends a gout of flame soaring over my head. Behind me, something screams.

Couldn’t have done that two minutes earlier, huh?

I keep going, not stopping until I feel the ground under me change from sharp, hard dirt to unforgiving steel.

I barely have time to process the room I’m in when my vision is overwhelmed by white flame, the man’s magic too bright for me to process after so long in the night.

More shots. More fire. I can’t see all of it, but I can hear the results. Feral screeching grows louder and louder and—abruptly cuts off.

Kelly tumbles in, and the door slams shut.

“This has got to be the last time you do this,” the man says.

“It will be, I promise,” the female guard responds. She doesn’t sound very confident.

The man looks at me, my eyes slowly recovering. He has hair as dark as his skin, but his inquisitive eyes are flaming red.

“D-12,” he says, a little intrigued. “Now what have we here? A blood mage?”

I begin to realize that I might’ve just made an entirely different problem for myself.

            
Chapter 11: Eleventh, escape the fire too

                Objective: Remain free

Satisfy this quest by not being captured by any means when the timer expires.

Time remaining: 24:00:00

“Hey,” Kelly pants, the last-minute sprint evidently still impacting her, “we’ve—she’s been through a lot. Give her a break, alright?”

“She’s—“ the man stops at a particularly loaded glare from the Gunner. “Okay, fine. Go get some rest. It can’t have been easy out there. I do need to speak with you, Kelly.”

“I expected as much,” she sighs. “Let’s get Evelyn here somewhere safe first.”

“The D6 bunks are open,” the man says. Kelly’s head whips up at that, and it triggers an instinct.

I fall back on Acting, combining it with my intuition and the brand-new objective I’ve just received. There’s something off about this situation once more… Kelly’s reaction holds the key.

As if the weight of everything that’s just happened is collapsing on me, I force myself to slump, make myself appear far more tired than I actually am. “We don’t have D6 bunks. Please… I just need to rest.”

I need to level up, actually, but even with the mediocre showing out there, I don’t think I can even take Kelly down alone. And this guy here… if he can recognize that I’m a blood mage, there’s a possibility he’ll see if I try to Appraise him. Instinct tells me not to try scanning him, and that’s been keeping me alive so far, so I don’t.

Yeah, I’m not going to try killing these two. If they were asleep, I’d have a shot, but right now? Definitely not, especially alone.

Also, Kelly did protect me. It still won’t stop me from annihilating her if she gets in my way, but helping keep me alive is definitely a strong argument for my not trying to devour her in her sleep.

“Jarreth! Say something!” Kelly hisses.

“Sorry about that,” the man says at last, rubbing the back of his head. “You know how it is with bloods—blood mages, I mean—and all.”

I glare at him, affecting rage I don’t feel. “Just let me rest. My entire squad is dead.”

Mostly a guess, but I’m pretty confident in it.

He looks even more sheepish now, but his eyes haven’t lost the suspicious glint to them. “Sorry. I’ll lead from here. We have some special quarters we can set you up in.”

Another moment of eye contact between Jarreth and Kelly flashes by, and I can’t parse the meaning of this one.

I’ll keep it in mind, though the thought of the objective that still hovers in one corner of my vision. I’d tell myself to keep my guard up, but it’s not been down once since the moment I saw other humans.

Wait. “Other”? I’m pretty sure I’m still decidedly ??? on the race part of my status sheet. Hmm.

My mind seems to think I’m human, though, and the Shape Self keeping me in the form of one certainly helps.

I’ll adjust to it. I need to be a human to get out of this, after all, so a human I will remain.

Jarreth leads me to a bare dormitory barely larger than the closet where I found my knives. It’s nearly empty but for a small bathroom and a cot to sleep on along with a single barred window, but it’s shelter.

“You must be tired,” he says. “We’ll talk again in the morning.”

I nod mutely.

“I’ll leave you be, then,” he says. For a moment, it looks like he’ll say something else, but he doesn’t.

He closes the door behind him as he leaves, and it clicks shut. A moment later, something else within it clicks, and it’s only then that I realize how thick the metal here is. That has to be six full inches of steel between me and him now.

Of course it can’t be easy. He’s apparently suspicious enough to try tricking me into unveiling that I’m something I’m not, which gives me the impression that I’m not quite home free yet.

As soon as the door shuts, I press my ears to it. I don’t know how I know, but I’m aware that my body is enhanced far beyond human.

The steel is probably enough to block a normal person from listening, but I’m no normal person.

It’s muffled, but I can make out the edges of two people speaking. One of them has a distinctly feminine lilt. I assume it’s Kelly.

“…not expected,” she says. Some of the words are too faint to make out, but I can trace out enough of them anyway. I don’t unlock a new skill for my efforts, but listening in is reward enough.

“…know blood magic is forbidden,” I catch the male guard—Jarreth—saying. “We need… hold for investigation…”

“We should move further away,” Kelly says. Her voice is more distinct now, somehow. Did she get closer to the door? “If your suspicion… correct, we’ll need more than us. They’ll be available in the morning. Still, I… unnecessary to do this, no? You know the situation with this site.”

“…keep her contained,” Jarreth finishes. They keep talking after, but their voices grow quieter and quieter until I can’t make a single word out.

Even that information is valuable. Every morsel I can get is.

I try to piece together what I can, but no matter how I interpret it, my conclusion is the same.

They’re keeping me trapped here.

I can’t abide that. I’ve done everything I can to get this far. I won’t let someone stop me from progressing further.

On some level, I can understand why they’re trapping me. From what I can gather, D-12—no, every security officer here—had nothing to do with blood magic when they were sent out, and here I am, claiming to be D-12, demonstrating some level of proficiency with it.

Just because I understand doesn’t mean I’ll let them have their way with me.

How can I leave? I don’t know how much time I have. Whatever shifty deals Kelly is partaking in, they’re apparently preventing her from immediately bringing in people to analyze me, which is convenient. I imagine that her illicit dealings will go less noticed if she doesn’t make light of the fact that she went out in the middle of the night.

It looks like Jarreth’s in on it to some extent as well. That gives me some time, but I really don’t know how long.

I do, however, have some new tools.

At long last, I allow the system to show me my level-up skills.

Due to Enhanced Blood Affinity and your actions, you may select 1 Bronze-tier skill to gain from the following list:

Lessened Bleed

Lesser Vampirism

Venomous Blood

Woundshape

 

Due to Enhanced Blood Affinity and your actions, you may select 2 Bronze-tier skills to gain from the following list:

Lessened Bleed

Venomous Blood

Woundshape

Bloodstep

Blood Surge

Vampirism

 

Interesting. Looks like the free spell slot I saved from the last level-up doesn’t grant me a free skill from the expanded list.

Alright then. Good to know. Of the skills that the lesser level-up can grant me for free, Woundshape seems like the most useful. I take it.

New skill unlocked: Woundshape

That’ll be handy in combat. As for my current situation, though, it’s looking like there’s another option I might like.

Bloodstep (Uncommon)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Uses blood as a method of transportation. Turn your form into blood and move 3 feet in any direction, ignoring 50% of size constraints.

 

Blood Surge (Uncommon)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Draw on your internal strength. For five minutes per hour, you may boost your speed and strength by 50%. Consumes your blood as well as your mana.

 

Those are both incredibly useful skills, so much so that I wonder why they’re only Uncommon. I suppose Blood Surge is lower because it eats up lifeblood, but that’s less of a concern for a blood mage like me. I hope.

Bloodstep is the more salient one to my current situation, though.

Just in case I’m getting worried over nothing, I try the door.

Locked. From the outside, no less, and I definitely don’t have the raw power to break through it. If I was truly Auxiliary Security D-12, I would probably be perfectly happy to quarantine a night in here, get sleep in a real bed instead of the dark tall grass teeming with lethal critters.

But D-12 is dead, and I’m here.

I take Bloodstep immediately. I don’t have many other options, after all, and that window, barred and tiny though it is, does seem like a potential route to escape.

Once I’ve acquired the skill, I start using it. On the first attempt, I realize why it’s only Uncommon.

The skill is exhausting to use. Not in the sense of requiring a lot of effort to activate—now that I have it acquired, using it is as natural as knife-wielding or breathing is—but after I turn it on, my vision tinting red, my soul immediately tires as mana floods out of me and into the skill.

I shift three feet forward in something that I can’t quite describe as walking—my body feels too floaty and indistinct for these to be steps—before the skill fades and my vision returns to normal.

It takes everything I have to remain standing afterward. By now, I’m intimately familiar with how physical activity exerts me, but this is the first time I’ve felt magically exhausted.

Not that it’s going to stop me. Exhaustion doesn’t indicate depletion, and I’ve definitely still got some power in the tank.

I look down. My body is clean and still in one piece, but there’s blood on the floor where I traversed. Am I turning into blood while the skill is active? That would explain the red tint and the way that moving ignores size constraints.

With a momentary usage of Shape Blood, I clean up the trail I left behind, levitating the residual fluid off the ground and Devouring it. Coppery blood dissipates on my tongue as it hits it, and I don’t gain any XP. It’s a little weird, drinking up my own lifeblood, but I haven’t been harmed and I’d like to avoid leaving a trail where possible. There is, after all, a possibility that Jarreth clears me of suspicion, and I don’t want to shoot that possibility in the knee by leaving a mountain of evidence lying around.

By the time I’ve absorbed all of my own blood back into me, I’m ready to use my new skill again.

This time, Bloodstep flows more smoothly. The exhaustion is as bad as it was before, if not worse, but I’m still on my feet.

Again.

Again.

Bloodstep advanced to level 2!

You can now move up to 6 feet and ignore 55% of size constraints.

It’s looking like the window is going to be my escape route. The rest of the room is pretty airtight, as far as I can tell, though there might also be a vent—if there is, I haven’t found it yet.

The only problem is, whoever designed this room clearly put enough thought into it to consider the window a potential escape route. There are metal bars over it, and the aperture itself is only about eight inches in diameter. On top of all of that, it’s a solid ten feet into the air, and there’s nothing close to it that I can climb on.

Not that I consider that an issue. There’s a number of ways to get up there, ranging from using Temporary Shape Self to turn my fingers into claws to just vaulting up there—I do have a rather enhanced physiology, even if my strength isn’t my strongest suit, and that high speed stat isn’t for nothing.

There’s one other thing I want to try, though.

I activate Bloodstep once more, still not used to the sudden wave of fatigue that envelops me, and this time, I will myself upwards.

And it works. For a brief, golden moment, I become something other than human, other than demon, and I shift upwards, the world tinting redder with every foot I move.

The skill disappears as soon as I rise six feet into the air, and I tumble back to the ground, barely managing to catch myself. My own blood drips down onto me as I hit the floor, the residue of the skill falling.

Alright. That’s progress.

I try to use the skill one more time, and the utter weariness that weaves its way into my bones this time is even more unforgiving. The skill doesn’t start.

Damn. I must’ve run out of magic power. I’m… fairly confident that that’ll refill if I simply wait. More than fairly confident. Thanks, whichever researcher thought to instill memories about the system into my newborn soul.

It feels like a waste of time to just sit around and not work on any of my skills, so I draw my knives. This, at least, I can practice without consuming magic power.

The thought of sleep doesn’t even cross my mind.

On top of running through the knife-exercises, I practice my face, mimicking the expressions I saw the two humans make as they spoke. I introduce myself as Evelyn, also known as security personnel D-12. I hold conversation with a pretend image of Jarreth.

Acting advanced to level 5!

You are now 150% more likely to remain undetected while impersonating another individual.

I’d like to escape as soon as I can, of course, but any morsel of information I can squeeze out of this place will help me. If I can get him to explain some things to me or even convince him to let me leave, my position will be worlds better than if I simply leave and search for the next city.

That’s if I can leave in the first place.

As soon as I feel I have enough magic energy in me to try Bloodstep again—by my count, it takes about an hour—I make an attempt on the window. I clamber up, the smooth walls no barrier to me when I have the bed to jump off of. Once I’m close enough to the window, I activate the skill.

The world tints red, and I focus on moving out. Getting through those thin bars.

And I hit a wall, my body refusing to move any further even though the skill hasn’t run out of room.

When I drop down to the ground, human-shaped once more, I already know what the problem is.

I need to be a higher level. Right now, I still don’t ignore enough of the “size constraints”, as it is, to fit through gaps between metal bars that must only be an inch or two wide, even if I’m in an altered state. From context clues, I assume my body is entirely blood by volume when I’m in Bloodstep.

So I practice. I practice and practice and practice until I fall, again and again and again. Every time I fail, I train Acting and Knifefighting. I don’t allow myself a moment to rest even with the limited facilities I have.

Bloodstep advanced to level 3!

Acting advanced to level 6!

Bloodstep advanced to level 4!

Bloodstep advanced to level 5!

Knifefighting advanced to level 8!

Bloodstep advanced to level 6!

Shortly after I advance Bloodstep to the sixth level, the room starts to brighten. At first, I think it’s the lights coming on, but I soon realize that the sun is slowly rising. I stop practicing immediately, choosing to conserve my power for Jarreth’s arrival. I haven’t tried the sixth-level Bloodstep yet, but I’m sure it’ll work. I’m almost there already, and that was at level 5.

It proves to be a good decision when, half an hour later, a sharp rap comes at the door.

“Yes?” I ask, drawing on Acting and hiding my knives. I should be confused here, not confrontational. “Come in.”

The door opens with a click and a hiss, revealing Jarreth and another pair of people, neither of which is Kelly. Both of them are armed, and both wear reflective faceplates that hide their eyes.

“Evelyn,” he says, walking in. Metal clicks at his side as he walks towards me, and I catch handcuffs glittering in the light of the early morning sun. “I’m sure you’re concerned.”

“I am rather concerned, yes,” I say, standing to meet him. “My memory… there’s holes in it. What happened?”

“You’re aware this is what used to be Underground Site-17, yes?” He makes it a question.

I make a “so-so” gesture with my hand, uncomfortably aware that neither of the armed guards have made a single move.

He sighs. “No wonder. You must have hit your head hard. This is a containment zone, one that was fully activated when we heard that the site was breached… two, three weeks ago? If you’re with D team, you arrived about a week ago. You were deployed with roughly half your team.”

I nod, the information new to me. Site breach… that would be the reason why the facility had been empty, then.

“You’ve seen some of the aberrations,” he says. “Weapons—monsters that men created, that don’t follow natural laws.”

Like not being scannable by Appraise, I fill in the blanks. The six-limbed humanoids. They must’ve started life in a test tube just like me.

Somehow, I can’t bring myself to feel any sympathy.

“We’re running standard procedure,” he says, indicating the cuffs at his side. “This’ll only take a few hours. Nothing invasive—just making sure you’re safe and uncontaminated from your time there.”

I glance at him suspiciously. He didn’t trust me at all last night. What’s changed?

I don’t think anything has. I highly doubt that a few hours is all it’s going to take, especially if they find out what I am.

He holds his hands up placatingly. “I understand that you might not want to trust it. Don’t worry, I’m bringing in some people to smooth the process along. Are you okay with waiting for them?”

I nod. I want to press for more information, but I don’t think the persona I’ve constructed for D-12 would do that. I don’t want to come off as too suspicious.

And all of that is ruined when, five minutes later, a heavyset man clomps his way up to my door, each of his steps rattling the floor.

“A pleasure to see you, D-27,” Jarreth says. “You’re late.”

The new man glares at Jarreth, then swivels his head over to look at me.

His eyes widen, and my stomach drops.

“That ain’t D-12,” the heavyset man says, shaking his head. Fear creeps into his words. “That ain’t Sophie.”

All that Acting for nothing.

This man knew the dead security guard in life.

As adrenaline kicks into my veins, I see Jarreth’s eyes narrow, his mind processing this new information. Both of the armed guards hesitate, apparently unwilling to shoot when Jarreth is so close, but I can’t. I get up, ready to activate my skill and try for the window one more time—

But Jarreth acts faster. I hear the click-click of metal, feel the cold against my left wrist, and Bloodstep fails before I even act.

What? I had plenty of magic power stored, I just…

My mind kicking into overdrive, I glance down at my new cuffs.

They’re glowing with power.

Jarreth has a look of satisfied determination on his face, like he’s already won.

He hasn’t, and I can use that to my advantage. One of my hands is still free. I know what I need to do. Do I have the strength to do it?

Of course I do.

While Jarreth surveys his handiwork, the armed guards still don’t shoot, evidently unsure enough in their aim to not risk a shot with their friend (?) so close to me, and that gives me a window to draw a hidden knife.

I don’t target Jarreth. That would be suicide, and he’s already raising his arms to block any attack I offer.

Instead, I use all my strength to drive the blade into my forearm, just short of the cuffs. The first attack plunges deep, but doesn’t finish the job. Pain explodes along with the blood, but pain is only a feeling, and it’s one that I can force myself to ignore.

With the second and third stabs, I manage to hack away sinew and bone, messily slicing my hand off. Not a clean cut, and blood gushes out of the wounds, drizzling onto the ground I stand on, but the handcuff is off, fallen to the floor with my crimson-stained hand. It looks odd now that it’s not attached to me, I think.

Time doesn’t speed up, my enhanced cognition allowing me to process the scene before I attempt to go.

I don’t know if this will work. I haven’t tried Bloodstep at this level yet, and there’s every possibility I end up stuck in here, very obviously guilty and down a hand.

I catch a glimpse of myself in one of the finally-acting armed guards’ faceplates. A woman, her short black hair falling just past her shoulders, clothing horrendously unkempt, stares back at me. She’s soaked in her own lifeblood, using a skill to keep it close to her body.

Her—my—eyes blaze a bright, bloody red.

Objective: Remain free

Satisfy this quest by not being captured by any means when the timer expires.

Time remaining: 12:57:31

I grin maniacally at the lot of them, and I activate Bloodstep.

            
Chapter 12: Twelfth, end up in a larger fire somehow

                My vision shifts into a deeper shade of red this time, as if everything but me is dissolving into blood instead of the other way around.

When I push myself to move upwards, my skill responds far more easily than it did before, as if my magic is another limb. Everyone in the room with me shouts, each of them screaming something different, but it sounds distant, as if I’m hearing them from the bottom of a deep, deep pool.

Both of the armed guards fire their rifles, and that sound is muffled too. As I move, I feel the impact of one bullet, two, three. Unlike the biting pain that accompanied the amputation of my limb, the bullets don’t even hurt. That’s probably a benefit of Bloodstep—I’m reasonably sure that my entire body is nothing but blood right now, and the bullets pass straight through me.

They draw blood, because of course they do, but it doesn’t slow me at all. I continue upwards, hoping against hope that this will work.

I hit the bars—and I keep moving.

It’s a strange sensation, passing through a space barely a few inches wide. I feel the bars slam through me, as immaterial and oddly uncomfortable as the bullets were, and then the cold discomfort is gone and I’m in open air.

Bloodstep has gotten far more powerful. I didn’t realize it because the room wasn’t large enough to truly exercise it, but I make it nearly ten feet away from the window before the red shadow over the world fades away.

That’s when I realize I’m a solid eighty feet in the air.

I have just enough time to take in the sight of the wall and the land around me—the trees here are remarkably intact, and there’s more than one of those tiny windows embedded into the wall—and then I fall.

I don’t panic. I refuse to.

The wind whistles past my ears, buffeting my skin everywhere it’s exposed. With the stolen uniform damaged as it is, that’s a lot of places chilled to the bone.

Underneath me, the ground grows larger and larger, and I relax my body, knowing tensing will only make things worse.

I try to land feet-first but don’t entirely succeed. Instead, I hit the ground at an angle, a deep shock surging through my legs, and then that same shock slams me in the spine.

My vision goes bright white, sparks of pain smashing through my resistance and searing deep into me. I think I can hear my own spine shatter, but the sickening crunch is quickly drowned out by the deafening pounding in my head, which I thankfully manage to protect myself from damaging too heavily.

Pain is transient, I try to remind myself, but it’s harder to convince myself of that when at least half the bones in my body are broken.

Deep breath, Evelyn. You—haven’t suffered through worse, but that’s fine. I need to get over it.

Inhaling hurts, but the pain is a consistent burn now rather than the explosive scream that I suffered when I landed. This, I can deal with.

Okay, the reduction in pain probably also has something to do with the fact that a solid half of my body is rapidly growing numb.

I can’t feel my legs. Thanks to the inexplicable knowledge bank I possess, I think that means I’ve likely taken severe injuries to my spinal cord.

Inhale. My lungs haven’t been punctured despite broken bone-chips slicing through my innards. A benefit of my unique physiology, no doubt.

Exhale. It comes out as a rattle, and my chest still hurts, but I can push it aside.

The parts of me that still have sensation—my chest, my face, parts of my arms—grow wet with warm fluid, and I realize that I’m bleeding. Bleeding quite a bit, actually.

Right. I amputated my forearm. That was a thing that happened.

My mind has recovered enough for me to focus on my magic once more. I don’t have Lessened Bleed, but Shape Blood is a very versatile skill. I can use it to make some kind of a fake blood clot, preventing my cut-off hand from bleeding me dry.

Shape Blood advanced to level 5!

For thirty minutes every hour on a rolling basis, you gain control over 5 gallons of blood that is not currently in another’s body.

Handy. I use my increased control over the skill to continue forcibly holding my lifeblood within me.

I should probably be a little more worried—having a broken spine and bleeding out while almost directly in front of a wall that contains enemies is a bad situation for anyone—but I feel strangely confident in myself.

Objective: Remain free

Satisfy this quest by not being captured by any means when the timer expires.

Time remaining: 12:56:11

The objective helps give me purpose, and I find myself more impatient than fearful. I can practically feel Demonic Heritage slowly knitting my body back together. With every passing second, I can breathe easier and my wounds bleed a little less. There’s no improvement in my hand, though—looks like limb loss is going to last until I either use Shape Self or I level up again.

There hasn’t been a visible reaction from the people in the imposing wall yet, but then I can’t actually see them. The steel rises imposingly into the air above me, a hundred feet of smooth, menacing wall with occasional portholes and doors that must be exits.

I landed just short of a copse of pine trees. There’s maybe fifty feet between the wall and the start of dense vegetation. A single road cuts through the center of the wooded area, leading away from the wall, but I can’t go there.

First things first. I need to get myself further away from the wall. If I just stay lying here, I’m good as dead whenever the site personnel come out looking for me.

And they will be looking for me, if my intuition is right. The objective is still burning in the corner of my vision, and I did just escape them in front of their very eyes.

Over the course of the next few minutes, my spine has mended itself enough that I can move. My legs don’t work well enough to carry me, so I crawl. Every movement has me on pins and needles, sending shooting burns up and down my limbs and belly, but I continue onwards, using Shape Blood to eliminate the rather blatant trail I leave behind.

I drag myself inch after inch, slowly pushing myself through the foot-high grass, and I continue removing the blood I’m losing, hiding my trail. I don’t know how much that helps when I flatten the grass with every movement, but I’m not going to make it any easier for the people pursuing me.

My legs still aren’t working by the time I hit the treeline, but sensation is slowly returning to them when I finally manage to force myself to roll into the first bush, wood branches trying their best to carve new grooves through my exposed skin. I reposition myself best I can so I get a glimpse of the doors closest to me.

Only forty-five seconds pass before the first monster attacks me.

In the bushes behind me, something hisses. My legs don’t work well enough for me to stand, so I can’t actually get line of sight on it to Appraise it, but I can roll myself over onto my back. Dry branches crack under my weight, snapping into splinters that fail to penetrate my skin.

The hissing grows louder, and I’m barely able to raise my head to see the arm-sized snake slithering towards me.

It’s close. Too close. I don’t know how it got within three feet of me without me hearing it, but it’s here.

It slithers onto my unresponsive legs, its tongue hissing.

Alright. You’ve gone far enough, snake.

My one functional arm is recovering from the fall already, but I’m in an awkward position with my backpack under me. I can’t free my knives from it right now, and my strength isn’t fully up to par right now.

That’s fine. I still have a load of blood to work with, and my body is very politely offering me some more.

I use Shape Blood, using my enhanced skill to form three thin spikes, and I send them flying into the snake, deftly avoiding my leg.

I’m already preparing myself to attack again when the spikes hit it head-on, the force of the blood lifting the snake into the air and pushing it off me. More blood gushes forth from the three points of penetration, and that joins my Shape Blood too.

The snake falls to the ground, dead.

I blink. Huh. That was easier than expected. I thought it would actually pose a threat to me, given my current state, but… nope. There’s a dead snake to my left that says otherwise.

Maybe fighting against the EVs as the first action in my life isn’t a great reference point for weak monsters.

Well. No point in wasting a free corpse.

Devour granted +5 XP!

After consuming the snake, I still have several gallons of blood hovering in the air.

Actually, I do have an idea for this. I can just barely see the road through the foliage I’ve half-fallen into, and I direct the blood towards it.

I’ve left subtle traces in the grass by crawling over it, yes, but if I were an investigator, I’d be far more likely to follow a blood trail rather than the grass.

I drizzle crimson fluid over the road with Shape Blood, trying to mimic the trail I had earlier. As it continues along, I lessen the amount that I drip onto the road to give the idea that I was limping along the road and slowly healing until the blood turns to nothing. I spread it over the course of about two hundred feet, adding a contribution from the snake at one point too.

Once it’s done, I go back to focusing on Shape Blood to prevent my own wounds from leaking out.

That’s just about all I have to do. I relax my body, recuperating where I lay.

Not a moment too soon, either. Less than a minute later, I hear two doors slide open. It’s the same sound I heard when I managed to make my way to “safety” last night.

They’re coming for me.

I still my breathing, and I still my body as much as I can. It hurts less now, the minutes of activity with Shape Blood allowing Demonic Heritage to work its magic.

Stealth advanced to level 7!

You are now 20% harder to see in the dark when this skill is active.

“Fan out!” I hear a man shout. I don’t recognize his voice. “The aberration has a movement ability! It may have made its way down the road!”

Aberration. That’s what Jarreth called the six-limbed humanoids that Appraise failed on.

They’re talking about me.

On some level, that’s gratifying. They’re recognizing me as a true threat.

On another, they’re looking for me. I’m healing quickly thanks to my trait, but I’m still damaged. I don’t think I can take on Jarreth alone, let alone however many of them there are.

“Blood trail!” a different voice shouts. I recognize this one as Jarreth’s. That’s at least two.

“Follow it!” That’s another distinct voice, this one a woman. Not Kelly, but that makes three.

In the coming minutes, I hear more people, and I try to keep track of their number. There’s a few voices that sound really similar, though, and they could be siblings or just the same person, so I’m not completely sure how many of them there are. I count nine, maybe ten voices.

Their running footsteps are lighter than the nobles’, but I suppose I should’ve expected that. Still, there’s enough of them hurrying around that they can’t mask the sound of boots on packed dirt.

They’re not all going onto the road, though. I hear footsteps coming closer to me, dry leaves and twigs cracking as a guard or two steps their way through into the woods.

Staying still remains paramount. My body, slowly healing as it is, is almost completely obscured by virtue of having fallen most of the way into a bush. There’s a lot of forest, and my blood trail does obscure my path.

Even then, I can’t give myself away. Every sound draws attention—I hear the grass rustle a bit away from me, probably because of another snake or a spider or something, and two sets of footsteps abruptly stop. A moment later, I hear the whoosh of some magic effect forming before one of them determines that the rustling didn’t come from me.

And so I lie there, eyes wide open and ears straining to catch the voices and footsteps around me. By my count, I lie there for nearly eight minutes before the last of the guards go away. Just to be safe, I stay unmoving for another five before I even attempt to rise from my prone position.

When I do, I’m pleasantly surprised to feel little pain. I’m still weak, I can tell that much when I try to stand up and my left leg gives way under my own weight, but I think most of my bones have pieced themselves back together. Either the injury wasn’t as bad as I thought it was or Demonic Heritage is far more effective than I’ve given it credit before.

I’ll err on the side of caution. I can’t go throwing myself out of fifty-foot walls all the time, hoping my traits will keep me alive.

Nobody is in the immediate area, at least, but I stay close to the ground.

From what they were saying earlier, the guards are probably still in the area. I don’t want to still be here when they come back.

I start walking, avoiding the main road where I know there’s going to be guards, and I think.

What am I going to do if I bump into a guard? They know who I am and probably have a description of my body—Jarreth and Kelly must’ve provided that much.

I’ll kill them if I have to, but I’m a little reticient to do so on sight. If I could get away with it, I would, but they’re powerful. If I kill one of them, I’m sure the rest will converge on my position.

Also, I don’t actually know if I can defeat a single one in a one-on-one fight.

That means that my best strategy is stealth, and that’s not just through Stealth.

I draw on Temporary Shape Self. It’s far too magic-intensive to replace my lost hand, but I can do something about my most recognizable features. Instead of replacing my limbs, I modify the burning red of my eyes, bringing it to a chilly blue not dissimilar to what I saw of Kelly’s. I use it to change my hair, too, shifting the color from black to a dirty blonde. Jarreth’s hair color, shifted by a shade or two.

Temporary Shape Self advanced to level 2!

Changes now last for 2 hours max. Can be used up to 2 times per day.

On top of that, I use the proper Shape Self to reproportion my chest and torso, putting my proportions more in line with Ashley Kane, the noblewoman leader I saw earlier. I don’t have a perfect human perspective, but I think this change will make me look lithe rather than malnourished, which is enough of a departure that I should be able to pass as someone else.

Shape Self advanced to level 3!

Can now be used up to 3 times per day.

Briefly, I consider permanently changing my eye color and hair as well, but something inside me rebels against that. It’s irrational, I know, but I permit myself this moment of vanity.

The reflection of bright crimson is still burned into my mind, and the image of that woman—that crazed, murderous woman—that feels right.

I try to use Shape Self to regrow my arm. That… doesn’t work. It refuses to do that. I think I can grow an extra limb if necessary, but regrowing one? I guess not.

Maybe I need another skill for that. For the time being, I’ll hide it as well as I can.

Finally, I alter the color of my clothes. The uniform is very recognizable, but it’s less easy to clock on sight after I cut a strip away, exposing a chunk of my midriff, and soak the uniform through with blood from my handless wrist.

Yes, usually that wouldn’t work. Thankfully, Shape Blood helps normalize things, make it look like I have a freshly-dyed shirt rather than one hanging off a murder victim.

And I walk.

There’s a balance I’m trying to strike here, one between being stealthy and looking stealthy. If I look like I’m trying to hide and someone sees me, I definitely won’t be able to talk my way out of it. If I manage to make myself look like a stupid lost hiker, on the other hand…

I work on my performance as I go, trying out a ditzy voice and mannerisms while I walk.

“Oh my gosh, sorry,” I try, lilting my voice up, “I got turned around on the trail, and I’m so so lost. Can you help me?”

Not quite right. I practice other iterations. Less lilt, more of it. Different phrasings. Gestures, a hair flip to go with it.

Acting advanced to level 7!

You are now 200% more likely to remain undetected when impersonating another individual.

I get to put my impersonation into practice sooner than I’d like.

Less than ten minutes in, I hear footsteps ahead. At this point, I’m a solid three hundred feet away from the main road—I can’t see it very well, but I’m guessing based off of my picture-perfect recall of the map.

I don’t stop when I hear them, because I hear the person turn and walk towards me.

Ugh. If I stop now, they’ll know there’s some reason for me to not want to see other people. To fit the persona I’ve created, Acting insists on me dashing forward to meet my potential savior.

I stomp through the grass, intentionally making my steps louder and clumsier, and I trip over a tree root, collapsing in a heap.

The guard finds me a few seconds later, their—his, apparently—steps slowing. I hear him sigh.

“No, there’s nothing here,” he says to an air. “Just a lost fuckin’ civvie.”

“Owww…” I whine, rubbing my head. There’s no pain, of course. “Mister, can you help me?”

I really fucking hate this persona. I can’t wait to ditch it.

“You’re not supposed to be here, girl,” the guard sighs. From the way he says it, I’m reasonably sure that’s a bit of an understatement. There is, however, a reason I picked this persona specifically. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”

He kneels down, offering me a hand. I take it, allowing myself to be dragged to my feet, and I dust myself off.

“Thank you,” I say, as bubbly as I can. “I’m a little—okay, maybe more than a little—lost. Can you help meeeee?”

“Of course,” he says, flashing me a grin. He scans me up and down, and I can’t help but shiver a tiny bit under his gaze. The guard puts his arm around my shoulders, holding me close. “Here. I’ll keep you safe.”

As I decide on an appropriately scatterbrained way to accept his offer, he finishes taking me in with his eyes.

And his eyes settle on my arm.

The arm with no hand.

With my Mind (Speed) stat, I can see him start to make the connections. An unknown girl lost in the woods. A female demon, escaped from the facility. A demon missing a hand.

A girl with the same.

His eyes widen, but I’m already acting.

Using my functional hand, I stab him in the thigh.

            
Chapter 13: Thirteenth, extinguish the fire (by force, if necessary)

                With Knifefighting at level 8, my blow strikes true. My trusty armory-provided knife faces resistance from the tough fabric of the security uniform’s pants, but it slices through nonetheless. In contrast to his clothes’ well-constructed denim, the guard’s flesh parts like hot butter beneath my strike.

Even with Demonic Heritage healing me, I haven’t gained all my strength back. I’m confident that I could’ve severed his arteries easily if I had both hands and actual power to put behind the blow. As it is, I draw blood—lots and lots of blood—but I don’t think I’ve hit on anything vital. I Enhance Bleed anyway, drawing more out of the wound.

I add my new skill, attempting to use Woundshape to transfer the thigh hit somewhere more lethal, but the skill refuses to work. Does he have some kind of resistance?

“FUCK! YOU!” the man spits—he literally spits. Some of it gets on my face.

Not only is that gross, that’s a waste of breath. I take full advantage of his momentary distraction, extracting myself from his suddenly-loosened grip, and I stab forward again, this time targeting his gut.

Unfortunately, he has the presence of mind to raise an arm to block it. Rather than a direct, debilitating gut shot, I slice part of the way into one of his forearms. I twist the blade, trying to make the wound as painful as I can, but I have to withdraw the blade or risk losing it.

He stumbles backwards, his uninjured arm pressing on his thigh, and he curses again.

I try to press my advantage, dashing forward, but he’s finally recovered from his initial burst of disorientation. The guard barks out something unintelligible, and an invisible hand punches me in the gut, knocking me onto my ass. A moment later, another, larger force shoves at me, sending me toppling backwards. It threatens to batter me around, throw me into a tree, but I turn my momentum into a roll, stabbing my knife down into the ground under me to stabilize myself.

When I manage to regain my bearings, the guard has done the same. He’s crouching now, still applying pressure to his wounds, and he looks pissed.

He’s an actual combatant now. Not someone I can fool with Acting, not a victim I can easily assassinate.

For the first time, I Appraise my opponent.

 

Name: Fel

Age: 31

Race: Human

Class: Wind Warrior

Level: 9

Last Used Skill: Gust Strike

 

Oh, fantastic. At least he’s not strong enough for Appraise to fail on. Still, it looks like I’m going to have my work cut out for me.

The wind dies down, his skill exhausted, and I make a move to use skills of my own. His thigh and arm still bleed where I stabbed him, and I can make use of that.

I activate Shape Blood. With the skill leveled up all the way to level 5, my time restriction barely matters right now. It’ll matter later down the line, assuming I have to fight more of these guys, but right now only this fight matters.

The skill draws blood from both of his wounds. I can’t affect any of the blood still within him, but the fluid that’s spilled forth onto his arm and leg? That, I can. I drop Temporary Shape Self—even with its lowered cost when I’m only modifying my eyes and hair, it’s still magic power I’m wasting on a cosmetic effect that no longer matters.

At first, I try to build a spike with the guard’s own blood, run him through like I did to the snakes, but he shouts another word and air bursts forward from his skin, disrupting my magic where it hits. Not Gust Strike, but something similar.

I adjust immediately, drawing the blood back towards me. His spell sends some of the blood soaking into the ground, and I want to keep as much as I can. Even though he bleeds, he hasn’t bled enough. I have less than a cup of it to work with, and now that Demonic Heritage has healed my missing hand up into a bloodless stump, I can’t provide any of my own to increase that count.

Earlier, when he discovered me collapsed in a ditch, he started talking to thin air. I’m not stupid. I’m reasonably sure he has a way to communicate to others.

I charge forwards, knife in my one usable hand and blood swirling over my head like a halo. I can’t give him time to recuperate, to call more people in on this location.

The distraction is sufficient. He throws his right hand down and out, and the air shimmers. His hand closes around an invisible hilt, and with my enhanced Mind stats, I can make out the faint visage of a sword.

He brings it up in a practiced slash, and I have to abandon my reckless charge to dodge under the air-blade. I don’t know how solid it is, but he wields it with the certainty of any swordsman. I have to assume it’s at least as dangerous as one made of steel, if not more.

Dropping to the ground gets me under the first slash, but this guard is much better at wielding his weapons than any of the monstrous enemies I’ve faced so far have been with theirs.

He readjusts halfway through his followthrough, swinging the blade down at my now-prone body.

I roll as fast as I can, but his slash isn’t a completely straight one. He slices at me like he would with a club or bat, swinging in an arc. This time, I’m on one knee, so I’m in a position to defend instead of just dodging. I bring my dagger up, Knifefighting and my hours of practice guiding me to bat the blade away.

Cold air bites into my left shoulder, half an inch away from my neck, and I feel my flesh part as my enemy tears into me. I smack his air-blade again with my knife, and this time I manage to get it away from my body. My blood drips from the air, outlining the edge of the blade where it struck me.

My wound hurts, of course, but Pain Resistance and my own willpower makes that a non-issue. It’ll heal if I win.

The floating red outline gives me an idea, and I use Shape Blood to spread my own blood further out across his air-blade, gluing itself to the magical air construct. He doesn’t waste magic power blasting it off with a Gust Strike, which means he either doesn’t care or he can’t use it right now.

With the blade outlined, I might actually be able to parry it properly now that I can see it coming. It still has me beat in reach—it’s almost two feet long, while my dagger can’t be more than six inches—and I’m sure my enemy has higher swordfighting skill than I do, but I’ll take every advantage I can get.

For a second, both of us just stand there, five feet from each other, breathing hard.

I’m half-tempted to Bloodstep behind him, but that wind ability he showed is spooky. I don’t want to see what happens if he blasts me out of my blood form.

I do think I know how I can win, but there are potential gains for me in this fight.

Once more, I charge forward, this time with a little more care for how I place my feet, how I approach with only one hand.

This time, when he slashes downwards, I actually manage a parry. I’m watching for the strike this time, and the fact that the blade is practically encased by my own blood helps. Even if I closed my eyes, I would be able to sense it coming, and that helps me position myself perfectly to match it with my dagger.

When he hits the knife, it nearly flies out of my hand, and my hand goes numb as the blade vibrates with the force of his swing. The sword stops, but it takes everything I have to keep it there.

Shit. He can put way more force behind a sword swing than I can behind a dagger. If he hits me again, I don’t know if I’ll be able to hold onto the knife.

I can’t fully block it, but then again, do I really need to?

He brings the blade back for another swing, and this time, I meet it with my eyes closed, relying on my sense of Shape Blood over my own vision. His swing targets my side, aiming to slice me apart. This time, I don’t try to stop it. Instead, I duck and slash upwards in the same motion.

Redirection is far easier than meeting him with pure force. I sense the blood go above me, the attack going wide as I force his blade upwards.

Knifefighting advanced to level 9!

Your knife-based attacks are now 130% more effective and consume 90% less stamina.

Even with my left shoulder slowing me, the skill-up is welcome. That’s what I was looking for, so I think I can move to end this fight now.

He slashes again, but I’m slowly understanding his pattern.

Overhead slash. I turn it aside with a perfectly-timed dagger strike.

Diagonal strike, down to up. I lean to one side, not even needing to parry to avoid the strike.

Direct stab. With a swing of my knife, I manage to push the blade far away enough to only nick my side instead of my heart.

Knifefighting advanced to level 10!

Your knife-based attacks are now 150% more effective and do not consume stamina.

Woah. That’s a big jump.

I don’t have time to process it, though. He’s still fighting.

With another strike turned aside, I close in—and wind blasts me once more.

While the last Gust Strike was a full-body strike, sending me flying backward, this one is more of a direct gut punch.

I feel the wind get knocked out of me—literally. His skill impacts me right in my core, and pain explodes outwards. The sensation sharper than the last one was, and I realize a moment later that I’m bleeding. Badly. Warm liquid trickles down out of my gut, and it doesn’t take an innate sense for blood for me to realize that there’s far too much of it.

But I’m still standing, even if there’s a fist-sized hole in my abdomen. It’s just a flesh wound, anyway. I’ll heal it off.

And he’s walked into my trap.

The last time he used Gust Strike, he had to wait for… two minutes? Three? However long this fight’s been, it took him time to recharge.

I activate Bloodstep, and I make my way behind him. It magically exhausts me, but it works well enough to move me.

I throw my arms around him, and even as he shouts out something obscene, I bite him on the back of the neck, pouring his death into him with Venomous Bite.

Venomous Bite advanced to level 2!

The potency of venom increases, and you can now use this skill up to thrice per hour.

He screams in pain, but magic surges within him and I’m thrown off by another burst of wind.

It’s not Gust Strike, I realize. He has another wind-based skill he can use in close proximity to him.

I don’t care. It’s too late for him already.

The guard, though, seems to still have something to say about it. He turns around and faces me, having knocked me prone once more, and his green eyes burn with rage.

“You have…” I rasp, the wound in my abdomen burning away at my ability to speak, “nice eyes.”

That stops him in his tracks for a moment. Only a moment, but it’s another second where venom creeps through his veins.

“Maybe I’ll take them for myself,” I add with a chuckle.

His fury redoubles.

“You don’t know the half of what I’m going to do to you, you fucking bitch!” he screams, diving forward.

Even on the ground, I can try to defend myself. Knifefighting makes it so that I don’t even expend energy on my knife attacks, so I really can do this all day.

Not being able to move under my own power doesn’t really help, though.

I still have some tricks up my sleeve, though. Now that I have a massive wound in my gut, I have blood to work with, so I send a burst of it geysering up at my enemy, using Shape Blood on the mess at my gut and throwing up a smokescreen of sorts, aiming for his eyes.

He swears again, wiping his eyes. He doesn’t stumble back, but the combination of blood in his vision and the venom that has to be pumping through his veins makes his attack sloppy.

With as much effort as I can muster, I punch upwards with the knife.

 

Knifefighting advanced from Bronze to Silver!

Knifefighting (Common)

Tier: Silver

Level: 1

You have grown into the way of the sharp death, and you now understand others on this path. While knifefighting, you now gain insight into your enemy’s attacks based on your Mind (Speed) stat. Knife-based attacks consume no stamina and are drastically more effective.

 

And I catch the sword.

            
Chapter 14: Fourteenth, eat the witness

                I savor the moment I meet my enemy’s blade with one of my own, taking in the surprise in his face.

For a split second, I see the first sign of fear appear in his expression, and I rise, casually forcing the air-sword aside with my dagger. The motion is easy, and it feels like I’m back in the closet-armory, practicing my strikes against thin air and wooden closets.

My mind feels no faster than it did a moment ago, but certain aspects of it feel sharper. When he draws his blade back, his initial assault repelled, the active Knifefighting skill whispers into my thoughts, an added instinct that tells me what he’ll do next.

I used my growing knowledge of his patterns to predict what he would do next just before this, but now my awareness is crystal-clear, as if I’ve adjusted a lens and brought his movements into sharp focus.

“How?” he says.

I squint at him. “Are you… asking me why I’m better at this than you?”

My opponent snarls. “Fuck you.”

“Get a more original insult,” I taunt him. “Maybe then you’ll finally be able to hurt someone.”

He points at my gaping gut wound in disbelief. I shrug. It’ll make me bleed out eventually, but I can at least stand for now.

I’m perfectly fine with wasting time trading barbs. Time spent talking is time where venom makes its way through his veins.

Apparently, the guard recognizes this, because he charges.

He brings his blade up for another strike, and Knifefighting’s Silver upgrade warns me of the feint he’ll attempt.

My opponent stabs forward, and I don’t flinch. Flinching is a waste of my remaining energy.

Midway through the strike, he changes the direction of his attack and dashes forward, and I slip sideways, holding my gut wound with one hand, and I avoid his actual attempt.

I let his momentum carry him, sweeping my right leg out as I dodge left. He trips, overcommitting to his attack in his rage, and I deftly reverse my grip on my knife and stab him in the back.

I’m surprised by how easily the knife penetrates. Stabbing his thigh opened up a nice wound earlier, but this time, I land a devastating blow without even putting all that much force behind it.

It must be the upgrade to Knifefighting. It’s enhancing my blows even further, bypassing whatever protection he has through his tough uniform and his Body (Durability) stat.

He falls as I withdraw my blade, the combination of bloodloss and venom weakening him such that he can’t recover from the trip.

As soon as he hits the ground, I wheel on him, kneeling on his back to keep him from moving.

“Hel—“ he manages to rasp out, likely attempting to use whatever skill was keeping him in contact with the other guards.

I stab him in the back of the neck. Then I do it again. Just to be sure, of course.

Trait earned: Killer

Requirements: Kill 10 beings that possess levels.

Increases damage against living beings by 0.5%.

The paltry boost of the new trait actually manages to make me laugh. Even with the system good as confirming that he’s passed, though, I don’t stop stabbing. You can never be too sure.

By the time I’m completely satisfied that he’s dead, I’ve added an additional twenty-four knife wounds to his neck, abdomen, and chest. I keep the mess to a minimum with Shape Blood.

After a quick scan of the area to ensure that nobody’s about to make my life a lot harder, I consume him.

Devour granted +201 XP!

That is by far the most XP I’ve received from a single use of Devour. His level is also the highest of the beings I’ve taken down, so that checks out.

“Fel, was it?” I mutter, standing over the now-heartless corpse. “Thank you for your sacrifice.”

And then I fall, my wounds finally taking their toll on me.

I run the fight through my head as I collapse to the ground, glad for the cover that the tall grass and proud trees provide. I need some time to let Demonic Heritage work its magic. I can already feel my flesh starting to worm itself back together now that I’m out of combat. It’s slow, but my hopes seem to be accurate. I’ll live just fine.

I can’t get into another fight. Well, I call it a fight, but honestly, it was more of an ambush. A failed one, at that. He wasn’t ready for me to attack him until the literal last second, and I still almost messed it up! Fel is—was—level 9, and I’m pretty sure that most of the other guards are higher-leveled than that.

Also, I’m one hundred percent sure that he didn’t have any kind of swordfighting skill. I’m not so arrogant as to believe that I’m the only one in the world who’s reached the Silver tier on Knifefighting or anything similar. Fel didn’t see any of my attacks coming when we were fighting, and he was incredibly predictable.

I have a sneaking suspicion that it’s because his class was Wind Warrior, given the greater proficiency he had with Gust Strike and the skill he used to blast blood away from him. Maybe he had something along the lines of Swordfighting or something similar but never bothered to level it up much because he was a mage at heart. Either that, or he was just lazy. That does beg the question of why he took the air-blade into combat against me, but I can pretty easily attribute that to one or more of arrogance, incompetence, laziness, and overconfidence.

The fact of the matter is that I got lucky. Lucky that I bumped into one of the lower-leveled guards. Lucky that he didn’t use a gun. Lucky that he used suboptimal strategies to fight me. Lucky that I managed to get a skill evolution after nearly losing my life.

I should’ve gone for the throat straightaway. Sure, he had armor there, but it would’ve been more likely to get an immediate kill. I could’ve also opened with Venomous Bite, which would’ve put the entire fight on a timer from the get-go.

Lots of improvement to make. I’m aware that I’m quite literally less than a week old, but it’s still frustrating to not be at the top of my game. I have the knowledge if not the memories of people far beyond my age, and it’s enough that I know I’m not fighting as well as I could be.

It’s also enough to know I need to pick my fights. I’m pretty sure I killed him before he managed to get his communication skill off, so I shouldn’t need to worry about more guards converging on my location. Not immediately, at least—obviously, I need to get out of here before they find his half-Devoured corpse.

It looks like even Devour, a Legendary-rarity skill, has its limitations at this level. I can’t actually consume the entire body, and the skill refuses to let me take in more.

Not being able to move easily doesn’t help with that either. I stay still, eyes closed as I mess around with Shape Blood. I don’t have anything else to do, so I may as well train my skills while I heal.

Shape Blood advanced to level 6!

You can now control up to 6 gallons for up to 36 minutes per hour.

I lie there for so long that I actually end up stopping myself from using Shape Blood any further, knowing that I’ll run myself out of time if I do.

An hour passes. Then another. By the third, I’m intact enough to move without worry of jarring my wound back open. Shape Blood doesn’t level up any more while I lie there, even though I use it to hold my guts in. I’ve noticed that my skills tend to be more likely to level up in combat. This one’s probably no exception.

That attack really did a number on me. The close-range Gust Strike came a lot closer to defeating me than I thought it would. Can’t let myself get caught off guard like that again.

Standing over his dead body, I stare into Fel’s glassy green eyes. They remind me of the sea, which is a little odd when I’ve never seen a large body of water, let alone the sea.

I wasn’t lying when I said I liked the color. I still have a usage of Temporary Shape Self, so I take his eye color. For good measure, I Devour his eyes too. As it turns out, that doesn’t grant me any more XP. Maybe he’s been dead for too long.

Something to keep in mind for next time, and there will certainly be a next time.

I change my hair color once again, this time shifting it towards a smooth brown. Not quite the same shade as the dead man’s, but similar.

I don’t bother burying the body. They’ll realize something’s wrong whether or not they find the corpse, and I don’t plan on being in this area for long anyway. My gut doesn’t hurt at all, which probably means I’m safe to move.

For a moment, I consider just moving to a different place and taking shelter. A moment of indecision later, I decide not to.

While it might be safer to wait out the length of the quest by hiding in the forest, I don't actually know what the objective will grant me--which is kind of odd, given that the first one gave me explicit XP incentives. What I do know is that there's a very real threat that the guards will start combing the woods once more after they finish dealing with their new problems. I'd much rather be someplace where they won't easily find me by then, and that means I need to move forward.

Drawing on Stealth once more, I creep away from the body, stepping as lightly as I can. No point in making my trail easy to find, after all.

The other guards must’ve fanned out a lot by now. They clearly either didn’t hear Fel’s final plea for help or haven’t located him, because while I see evidence that they’ve been around—crushed bushes, somewhat fresh footsteps, and the like—I can’t see or hear any of them.

I do, however, hear the screaming klaxons far behind me fifteen minutes later. At the sound of wailing sirens, I immediately drop to the floor.

This time, if someone comes across me, I’m not going with the ditzy, clueless persona. It’s a far contrast from my real one, yes, but it pains me to put it on. I can substitute the ditziness for plain old density—if someone comes across me, I’ll claim to be a regular lost hiker. Maybe not the best idea, but it’s the best idea I’ve got for now. I’d choose to say that I’m from the city up ahead, but the map doesn’t actually tell me what the city name is.

I end up not needing it. The combination of using Stealth and being low to the ground means that when people come stomping by, they just rush past me without bothering to check the bushes. I’m closer to the main road than I was earlier—fifty feet or so—so I can actually hear voices as somewhere between four and seven sets of footsteps come by in unison. Not a single one of them even slows to check the side of the road.

“—the others?” someone asks. Not a voice I recognize. “I haven’t been able to get in touch with Fel or Lisa.”

I raise an eyebrow. Is there another dead security guard out there somewhere? I wonder who was responsible for that one if so.

“Just focus on getting to the breach,” another voice replies. I do recognize that one as Jarreth.

They trade another couple of lines before they’re too far for me to hear them over the sound of boots on packed dirt, but the important part is that they’re gone.

The sirens haven’t stopped. From what Jarreth said, I think it’s reasonable to assume that something or someone has broken out of containment at the wall. Given that the sirens didn’t go off when I escaped, this is probably a bit of a bigger deal than a single demonic woman.

Not my problem until it becomes my problem. For now, I’ll focus on getting to the city.

There’s still the outside possibility that this “Lisa” that they haven’t been in contact with is alive and on the main road. For that reason, I stay off the road as I continue walking.

There are a few animals in the trees here, and probably more than a couple of less-threatening monsters, but I don’t actively seek them out. I could stay here and grind for a while, but the difference between a snake, which gave me something like 5 XP, and someone who could actually fight back, who gave over 200, is astronomical. Going to a city means more opportunities to find enemies that will grant me loads of XP.

Still, three separate giant spiders and one somewhat-injured wolf make an attempt on my life as I walk. They all seem to be opportunists—they’re definitely not strong enough to take any competent person down, so they hide in the woods rather than attacking things on the main road.

Devour granted +3 XP!

Devour granted +2 XP!

Devour granted +5 XP!

Devour granted +9 XP!

It’s not terrible, but the aftertaste of spider isn’t pleasant at all. I’d rather be done with this sooner than later.

After another half hour of walking, the woods start to thin. Since I still haven’t bumped into the security guards—in fact, I’m so far out from the wall that I can’t even hear the sirens anymore—I think I can assume that I’m safe.

I make my way from the woods out onto the main road, looking myself over as I do.

I’m not in great shape. I’m missing a hand, I don’t have shoes, my shirt and pants are both soaked through with blood…

Physically, I’m fine. But there’s no way I can pass myself off as a simple lost hiker. I was almost able to do it with Fel earlier, probably because he’s spent enough time away from regular human contact that he couldn’t tell the difference, but I highly doubt that even my Acting skill will fool the people in a proper town.

It’s not a huge town, I can see that much. It can’t be more than half a mile width-wise, though it might be a bit longer from the rows of wooden buildings.

The town gates, wide open and leading to the end of the main road, are less than two hundred feet from me when I decide on the act I’ll put on for these people.

I affect a limp and use Shape Blood to reduce the amount that’s dyed my shirt. Now, I’ll just look wounded rather than almost-dead thrice over. I slow my steps, and I affect a visibly pained expression.

There’s not that many people in this town, I don’t think. From here, I can see a couple people chatting on the street, but they’re not looking my way and they disappear from sight soon enough, gone into some alleyway or another.

Then a door opens. The building it’s attached to is one of the few brick establishments here, and it seems to be better built than the others—it’s a little out of place, really. Smoke fumes out of a chimney at the peak of its slanted roof, and there’s a plaque out front stating the purpose of the building. Distance and the glare of the late-morning sun keep me from reading it.

A man and a woman walk out of it, both of them striding forth with the unmistakable poise of people that know what they want to do. Unlike the other two people I spotted, they wear armor—hard leather for the man and chain for the woman.

They scan the area around them as they leave, not unlike how I checked the woods for security guards. These two probably aren’t from here, if they’re so insecure about their own surroundings.

Fortunately, their caution leads them to spotting me. Keeping up the act isn’t tiring, per se, but I appreciate them seeing me before I have to limp another hundred feet to get to the building.

“WOUNDED ON THE ROAD!” the man bellows, directing his voice into the building.

Less than a minute later, four people wearing identical red-and-purple uniforms come jogging out from the building. They close the distance to me in about the same time.

“You’re going to be okay,” one of them says, and I have to keep myself from grinning.

The act worked.

I’m free.

Now to see what civilization is like.

            
Chapter 15: Fifteenth, rest well

                “Lie down,” the medic instructs. “You don’t know how hurt you are.”

I follow his instructions, still flicking my eyes around as they lower me to a bed, removing my pack for me and placing it on the floor. The inside of the building that they all came out of is more inviting than any room I’ve been in so far, though that’s not a very high bar given the fact that I’ve only just come out of the complex. The medics took me through a place that evocated the word tavern, through sparsely-populated tables and boards with dozens of papers nailed to them.

There were more eyes on me than I’m really comfortable with, but oh well. I can always just change up my face if someone from the wall comes around and asks after me.

Now, though, I’m in a back room. They princess-carried me here, and now I rest on a hard wooden platform with a soft blanket under me. It absorbs the blood that still wicks off the parts of my cut-up shirt that I allowed to remain there.

“You’re going to be okay,” the same medic says. I blink up at him, taking in his half-masked face, and I try using Appraise.

 

Name: Alder Vessen

Age: 25

Race: Human

Class: Medic

Level: 8

Last Used Skill: Triage

 

Not a combat-oriented class. I think I could kill him if I needed, but I caught a few glances of armored individuals on my way in. There were two that I was successfully able to Appraise, both of which were level 12. Two others had Appraise fail on them, so I’m assuming it’s higher.

Speaking of which, it’s looking like nobody else here really has Appraise. As far as I can tell, my stat sheet still has my race down as ???, my age down as 0, and my class as Bloodspawn, which definitely isn’t what the others around me would be expecting.

Is Appraise rare? I have it, but nobody’s used any skill like that to find out what I am.

Appraise (Legendary)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 2

Huh. So it is.

That’s good to know.

I feel a rough, callused hand brush against my forehead, and I tense. It takes everything I have to not react.

“She’s not that hurt,” Alder says. He gestures to the other three. “I can handle this.”

“Back to your posts,” one of the other medics—a woman, this one—says.

The other three disperse, exiting the room.

I’m tempted to tear into Alder for his XP, but that’s stupid. There’s powerful people in this lobby, and killing someone here is certain to bring them onto me.

Plus, he does seem to be nice.

Alder frowns as his fingers play over my head. He’s clearly still using his skill, and I think of its name. Triage is a medical term, and it means something along the lines of “preliminary medical assessment.” I guess he’s analyzing my wounds? I wonder what he’ll see.

I think back through the list of injuries I’ve gathered.

“Recently severed hand, deep gut puncture, twenty-seven minor lacerations, four major lacerations,” he mutters, taking a step back from me. I don’t think I’m supposed to be able to hear him, but my ears are sharp. Louder, he says, “What did you say your name was, miss?”

“Evelyn,” I say, intentionally adding vocal fry to my voice, making myself sound more pained.

“Last name?” he asks. At my look he says, “It’s just for procedure. You don’t have to share it if you don’t want to.”

Not sharing a last name will make me suspicious, won’t it? Acting tells me that it’s much better to be the strange woman who stumbled out of the woods than the strange woman who refuses to give up her identity.

Think, think, think… mentally, I flick back through the images of the researchers I saw. I think of the woman whose appearance I’ve stolen.

No. Not Jade. With Temporary Shape Self still active, I don’t look like her, and we’re close enough to the wall that it’s possible Alder actually personally knew her.

I like the idea of the name being a precious gem, though, so I cycle through gem names in my head until I find one that sounds right.

“Carnelian,” I tell him. Sensing an opportunity to solidify my act more, I add a little quaver as I repeat myself, “E-Evelyn Carnelian.”

“Evelyn… Carnelian,” he says, nodding as he writes my name down on a paper. “So, Evelyn, are you at liberty to share how exactly you survived enough damage to kill three people?”

That sets me on edge immediately, though obviously I don’t show it. Alder’s probing for information, but I can’t tell if it’s just because he’s curious or because he knows something.

Acting comes to help me once more.

“Same way most do,” I grunt, exaggerating how much any movement pains me. “Skills, yeah?”

“I’m sorry,” Alder says immediately, shaking his head. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

I glance at him, hiding my suspicion, but I can’t detect any deception. That’s not to say there is none, but still.

“Here,” he says finally. “I’ll get you a health potion. With that and a day of solid rest, your remaining wounds will be righted.”

“Thank you,” I reply, unsure of what else to say. Lying prone makes me feel weak, makes this conversation even harder to manage when the standing Medic practically towers over me. I close my eyes, reminding myself that I do have options.

If he acts upon me, I’ll Bloodstep behind him and attack him, going straight for the neck or somewhere else vital, and then use Shape Blood to cut his vision off and prevent a mess on the floor as I kill him. I picture the steps I would take, adjusting for defensive skills. The image of cleanly murdering him is realistic enough that it’s almost calming.

“I’ll be right back,” Alder says. I crack open my eyes enough to see him walking away with purpose, leaving the door to this room ajar behind him.

Dealing with people is tiring. If I had realized how much effort this would take, I would’ve just hid out in the forest and waited for my objective to tick down.

 

Objective: Remain free

Satisfy this quest by not being captured by any means when the timer expires.

Time remaining: 7:47:43

 

I sigh. No, coming here was the best choice.

There were a lot of risks in coming to this town, of course, many issues I got lucky on. For one, if anybody recognized the uniform I’m in, there would probably be suspicion of some kind. It’s not an unreasonable concern, since we’re only a few miles from the wall. I tried to minimize that possibility by drawing more attention to the blood and mud stains all over it as well as tearing parts of it to shreds, and it’s worked so far, but it was still a risk. There’s also the risk that one of them deeply questioned why a girl like me was even in the woods in the first place, but Acting has successfully pulled me through that.

The risks of staying in the forest were worse. The objective is still going, and I’m a lot more confident in fooling these new humans than I am in continuing to evade the wall guards. Once they figure out I’ve killed one of them, they’re definitely not going to stop looking through the woods.

I just need to stay free for another eight or so hours and I’ll gain the reward, whatever it is. That should be doable.

The door swings fully open again, and Alder walks back in, holding a spherical glass bottle with bright-red fluid in it in one hand and a stack of clothes in the other. He walks over to me and places the bottle that has to be the health potion onto a nightstand to the left of me.

“Drink this when you’re well enough to move,” he says, placing his hand on my forehead again. After he’s satisfied that I’m not about to die or whatever, he places the clothes on the same nightstand. “Here’s a change of clothes. I’m sure you’re tired. Rest well.”

He pats me on the head once and leaves, closing the door this time. Finally, I take a good look at the place I’m in.

The room isn’t very large. Apart from the makeshift bed I’m on, there’s just the nightstand to my left, a wooden wall to my right, and a few small closets with glass doors on the opposite wall ten feet away, each of them stocked with what looks like medical supplies. A single wooden stool is the only other furnishing. It’s not run-down, not exactly, but it feels like a small room at an inn that was converted to be something

Where are my exits? There’s a window behind me—I can see the sun coming in through it. There’s a door as well. I can Bloodstep through either of those the moment someone hostile to me comes in.

My injuries are healing fast, but Demonic Heritage can only do so much. I sit up enough to grab the potion, uncork it with my teeth, and I down it. The potion is surprisingly fruity and sweet.

It burns as it goes down, and the aftertaste turns to ash on my tongue. As it does, a sense of warmth starts in my chest and radiates out through the rest of my body, filling me from my head to my toes.

My wounds start to close just a bit faster, the health potion acting in tandem with Demonic Heritage.

I’m still internally wounded, so I don’t want to move too fast, but I’m a lot less injured than I made them think, so I swing myself off the makeshift bed and change, practically tearing the bloodstained uniform off in exchange for the simple clothes Alder left for me. A thin forest-green shift and a light coat are just enough to avoid indecency, insofar as I understand the concept. I stash the ragged uniform in my pack in case I need it later.

Afterwards, I wait. Now that I’m no longer bloody, in human hands, and am no longer wearing the very conspicuous guard outfit.

While I lie there, I think. What do I do now?

Obviously, I need to leave this area. Even if the whole Underground Site thing is supposed to be secret, which is looking increasingly plausible, there’s a non-zero chance that officers from the wall come to this town asking after me. Until I level up, I don’t think there’s a way for me to hide my missing hand.

After roughly four hours have passed, I put my plan into motion. I don’t have to fake the reinvigorated energy coursing through me when I stand and walk to the door. It’s unlocked, thankfully, so I don’t need to make a hasty escape.

By my best estimate, it’s a little past noon now. The building is bustling with activity compared to the morning, though that’s not saying much. My door doesn’t lead straight to the main hall where the bulk of the activity is, but I can hear a dozen voices overlapping each other from the room that was nearly silent earlier.

I find myself in a narrow hallway, doors on either side marked with Common text indicating their purposes—restrooms, a kitchen, and a couple of offices.

As I start making my way towards the main hall, one of the office doors swing open. Alder steps out. He doesn’t seem surprised to see me, which makes me think there’s some magic applied to the door I came out of, but he does take a moment to look at me.

“You recovered fast,” he finally says after a few moments spent awkwardly staring.

“I did,” I say. “Where am I?”

He frowns. “You don’t know the name of the town?”

This is the make-or-break moment. If Acting doesn’t pull through here, I’m in hot water.

“I… my memory isn’t very good,” I say, holding myself with my arms. I gaze at the ground, injecting nervousness into my voice. “I hit my head really hard a… a while ago.”

I look up just in time to see his expression soften. “I’m sorry to hear that. This town isn’t large enough to warrant a proper name. It’s Outpost 17. An adventuring town.”

He says the word adventuring with enough vitriol that it actually surprises me.

“Apologies,” he says, seeing my reaction. “I shouldn’t be so rude in front of a fresh recovery.”

“Outpost 17,” I repeat. That seems to line up with what the map said. This is no true town, just a hub of some kind. I wasn’t expecting it to hold adventurers, but it’s less surprising given the armored men and women in the lobby. “Okay. I… I want to get to the city. My—my memories are broken up, but I know… this isn’t the place I’m meant to be.”

Acting advanced to level 8!

You are now 225% more likely to remain undetected when impersonating another individual.

Alder nods. “There’s a train that arrives once a day just around midnight. It travels through many other Outposts, but it also leads to big cities. Ravendale, Arcwater, and the like.”

At my blank stare, he elaborates, “The closest large city is Ravendale. I think you’d like it there.”

Not that you know me at all.

I’d be more annoyed at him if he hadn’t literally given me the clothes on my back.

“Can you show me?” I ask him. “The train.”

“I can,” he says. “I’m off duty in fifteen minutes. I’ll take you then?”

I nod, and he returns to his office.

Fifteen minutes later, he exits again to find me still standing there, this time with my pack on my back.

“Come,” he says, gesturing for me to follow. I do.

As we exit, I see how many people are in the lobby now. It’s not a huge building, but it’s sizable, fifty feet by fifty feet with rows of tables, each of them mostly full of people wearing varying kinds of armor and carrying a few different weapons. I see swords, axes, glaives, spears, and the odd pistol here and there. None of them seem to have anything like the R-Class firearm in my pack.

I feel a few stares on me as I walk behind Alder, and I don’t let my wariness show. I highly doubt they know what I am. Much higher odds that they’re just looking because I’m a new face wearing an attractive woman’s body. Acting tells me to acknowledge a few of them with nods, and I do. They turn away soon after.

Alder takes me through the town, which doesn’t really have anything of note other than the building we were just in. The streets are near-empty, while the buildings are run-down and mostly shuttered apart from a few eateries and a single general store. Most of the people in this town must’ve concentrated themselves in that building.

The Medic answers my unasked question. “Outposts almost always look like this. Most of the work to be done here is killing for money and supporting those who kill for money. I happen to fall in the latter.”

He doesn’t seem to like the adventurers very much. I don’t have enough experience with them to tell if his dislike is misguided or not.

We don’t speak much more as he leads me to the only other new-looking building in town, a simple steel structure maybe two hundred feet long next to a straight set of rails that cuts directly perpendicular to the strip of land that Outpost 17 is built on. Beyond the railroad is untamed wilderness.

“It costs two silver to get on the train,” Alder says. He glances at me, smiling wryly. “Something tells me you might not have that.”

I shake my head. I don’t even know how much a silver is worth. Is two silvers a little? A lot? The knowledge I’m loaded with doesn’t tell me that.

“I can spot you,” Alder says. “You don’t deserve to be stuck here with the rest of us.”

I look at him quizzically, but he just looks back with a lopsided half-grin.

“Thank you,” I say. “I truly do appreciate it.”

“It’s not a problem,” he says. “Would you like to return to the hub for the time being?”

I’m smart enough to deduce what “hub” is from context, but the persona I’m putting on isn’t. “The hub?”

“Oh, the building we had you in,” he says. “You can wait for the train there. It’s warmer than it is out here.”

I’ve barely noticed the chill. Still, it would be a little suspicious to just stand outside for another seven hours, so I return with him.

The time passes surprisingly quickly. I don’t speak with many people, and Alder doesn’t make me, apparently assuming whatever brain damage I’ve got going on is enough to keep me from socializing, but the hub has books that he offers to me. I spend most of my time reading, practicing Shape Blood as I do. Just a small amount, of course—nothing large enough to give me away.

I’m almost suspicious of how easy it’s been by the time the sun is fully down and Alder escorts me once again to the train station, dim electric lights illuminating the town around us.

The inside of the station reminds me of the complex. It’s sterile, steel and glass and organized neatly, though there isn’t really much other than a platform next to the rails, lighting, and several benches. A few others are waiting on the platform already. None of them greet me when I arrive.

Alder waits with me in silence until the train finally arrives. I hear it before I see it, the sound of grinding gears and hissing steam traveling far through the quiet night. The train is longer than the platform, I see, though not every car on it seems like it carries passengers. It comes to a stop in front of the platform, and I count eight separate doors open on four distinct cars, each of them at least fifty feet long.

A couple people step out, brushing off cloaks and weapons as they do. They leave without much comment.

“Here you are, Evelyn,” Alder says, pressing two metallic coins into my one functioning hand. “I do wish the best for you. I hope we may be so fortunate to meet again.”

“Thank you,” I say, surprised to find I truly mean it. For the first time, I’ve met someone that has helped me of their own accord. It’s a pleasant feeling.

If it comes down to it, I might not even kill him.

I step onto the train.

“Ticket or two silvers,” a man says gruffly. He stands next to the door, holding a long firearm in one hand. His uniform is white and blue, nothing at all like the wall guards’.

I hand him the two silvers and he lets me pass with no further comment.

I make my way to a seat as fast as I can, intent on blending in as fast as I can, and I look out one of many, many windows to see the platform.

Alder is speaking to someone in a similar white-and-blue uniform. A man that didn’t come from the train, it looks like. I squint, the sensation of faint recognition tickling at the back of my mind.

And then it clicks as Alder points to the train, apparently answering the man’s question. As the uniformed man scans the platform, then the windows of the train, not quite making eye contact with me. It’s enough that I can see his face clearly.

Still wearing the fare-collector uniform, Jarreth steps onto the train.

Objective: Remain free [COMPLETE]

Time’s up.

200 XP rewarded!

Trait earned: Free Bird

You have advanced to level 5!

            
Chapter 16: Sixteenth, hide

                Free Bird

Requirements: Complete the [Remain free] objective.

You are significantly more capable of escaping restraints.

 

You have gained 3 stat points.

 

Due to Enhanced Blood Affinity and your actions, you may select 1 Bronze-tier skill to gain from the following list:

Lessened Bleed

Venomous Blood

Blood Surge

Vampirism

 

Due to Enhanced Blood Affinity and your actions, you may select 2 Bronze-tier skills to gain from the following list:

Lessened Bleed

Venomous Blood

Blood Surge

Vampirism

Phantom Limb

Disguise Self

Blood Detonation

 

Jarreth got on two cars away, and there’s a ton of distance between him and me. Still, I start thinking as fast as I can. Now that I’ve leveled up, I should be able to hide, right? I check my hand, and sure enough, it’s there, my skin smooth and unscarred like it’s never left. I didn’t even notice it come in.

I squeeze myself left, making myself small against the frame of the window, and I consider my options.

I need to pick up the remaining skill from my level 3 level-up. I think it’s safe to say by now that the pool of skills I can choose from doesn’t increase—whatever is given during a level-up is all I’ve got.

I looked at Blood Surge earlier, but I take a quick look at Vampirism as well.

Vampirism (Uncommon)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Consume the strength of others. By consuming enough of another’s blood, you may gain up to 10% of your overall health back.

This looks actually useful… kind of. I already have a regeneration trait, and I highly doubt my opponents are going to give me time during combat to drink their blood. That means that this would be mostly helpful outside of combat, which Demonic Heritage covers.

Also, I don’t think this fits with the type of skill I have. Currently, my stats and skills are lopsided towards favoring stealth and speed, and I think I like it this way. If I try to build more towards a well-rounded build now, focusing on things like durability and such, I’ll lower my specialized ability.

In the long run, it might be better to try to have an even profile with a bit of a specialization, but right now, what I’m primarily focused on is avoiding Jarreth and whoever he might be working with. I’m not so naive as to believe that he’s here alone. He knows I’m on this train, and if he has any communication with his squad, they’ll probably join as well.

And the wall is large. There is every possibility that he calls in more people now that he presumably has proof that I’ve killed one of them. I continue looking out the window as I think, looking for any more familiar faces. There were a fair few others that boarded the train with me—the car I’m in can probably hold a hundred people, and it’s a little under half-full, though the majority of the guests were on here already. How many of those are Jarreth’s accomplices?

The seat next to me is still empty. Hopefully it stays that way.

As time passes, I find myself itching for the train to move, but it stays obstinately still as the minutes tick by.

I return to looking at my skills.

Lessened Bleed is still nearly entirely useless, since I can use Shape Blood to do something similar. I think of taking Blood Surge, but I’m still not quite comfortable with using a skill that consumes the primary source of strength I have. It’s looking like it’s down to that or Venomous Blood.

Venomous Blood (Common)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Your blood is a weak venom. When outside of your body, it will remain venomous for 1 minute.

Okay, that’s worse than I thought it would be. If it had something actually useful that I could use in conjunction with Shape Blood, I would have a reason to take it. As it is, though, I discard it. That requires me to actually penetrate my victims’ skin with my blood-spears, and I haven’t been consistently able to do so.

Alright. Blood Surge it is. It’s a bit of an uncomfortable skill, but I don’t actually need to use it. I can just let it sit there for the time being. There’s a couple skills like Woundshape that I haven’t remembered to use much—this can go with them.

 

New skill unlocked: Blood Surge

Draw on your internal strength. For five minutes per hour, you may boost your speed and strength by 50%. Consumes your blood as well as your mana.

 

Blood Affinity advanced to stage 2!

 

The second message catches me off guard. I check my stats and sure enough, the “Blood” tag under Magic Affinities has increased to two. The message refuses to tell me what this actually does, and I don’t feel any different, so I put it aside for now.

I have another skill to take.

Looks like it’s between Phantom Limb, Disguise Self, and Blood Detonation.

I… think the system decided I was eligible for the first one because I was missing a hand.

Okay, the first skill I pick isn’t even up to question.

 

New skill unlocked: Disguise Self

You make yourself—including your clothing, armor, weapons, and other belongings on your person—look different until dismissed. You may use this skill up to once per day.

 

A quick examination of the skill itself shows that it’s a Rare one. No wonder. That’s a really powerful effect.

I use it immediately. I don’t want to stand out, and there’s every possibility that Alder, helpful bastard that he is, provided the description of the new face I’m wearing. Even though I have both hands back, there’s a non-zero chance he or someone else recognizes my face.

Speaking of someone else…

As I look around in the train car discretely, trying to find inspiration for unassuming features that I can mimic, I catch a glimpse of more people wearing uniforms stepping onto the platform. Not the fare-collector uniform, not exactly, but it’s pretty similar. There’s seven of them, all told, and they have a brief chat with some of the train staff before entering.

Two of them enter my car. I intentionally took a seat far from the entrance, but I can’t help it but tense when I see them in the reflection of the window.

Alright. I drop Temporary Shape Self, and for a moment, I stare into my own red eyes before I activate Disguise Self. I wince as I feel the telltale sensation of magic power being expended by the bucketful as I turn it on, but it subsides soon after. The initial loss hits me harder than even Bloodstep, but afterwards it costs me less to maintain than Temporary Shape Self. Still, I’m going to need some time to recover from it.

Before the Temporary Shape Self fully fades away, I replace parts of it with Disguise Self. I change the shade of my hair just a bit, tinging it lighter—not enough for anyone who might be looking to notice, but perhaps enough to throw off perception of me.

Disguise Self does give me a few more options than my other skill does—presumably, Temporary Shape Self is something I can use in combat while this is the actual disguise skill. I change my eyes from their current stolen green to a mellow shade of brown, soften certain features in my face, and bring my skin tone from the nearly-porcelain white I copied from Marie Jade to a more reasonable peach tone.

Crucially, it also affects my clothes. The green shift and coat I’ve got on are pretty distinctive, and changing them to seem more of a plain, lifeless grey is something well within the purview of my new skill.

The two uniforms in my car haven’t been idle. With Disguise Self now in place, sapping my magic power, I watch them slowly approach, asking questions to every person they pass. It’ll be my turn soon.

I can’t actually understand what they’re saying. Are they speaking in a language that’s not Common, or is that a skill? It could be either, honestly.

I take a deep breath, then rest my chin on one hand, using Acting to assist me in wistfully looking out the window.

Before long, it’s my turn.

The first thing the man says to me isn’t in Common. His voice comes out harshly, the syllables grating over each other.

“Pardon?” I ask, turning away from the window. “Are you sitting here?”

“Apologies,” he says. “Adcol is rather common around these parts.”

Adventurer colloquial, my mind supplies. I don’t speak it.

I meet his eyes, scanning him surreptitiously as I do.

The uniform’s different. Whereas Jarreth was wearing the same uniform as the fare collectors, these two—a man and a woman—have a special patch above their chests, marking them as official staff of the… damn it, I can’t read the symbols written on them. Given that there’s been no commotion, I assume it’s the proper uniform of the train company.

Actually, it’s possible that it’s not different from Jarreth’s. I assumed he was just wearing the fare collector clothes, but I was mostly focused on his face, not his dress.

“We’re looking for a girl,” the man says. “Her name is Evelyn, but it’s possible she’s giving a false one. Around this tall, missing a hand, wearing a green dress? Her mother’s been worried sick, looking for her.”

I crease my brow in sympathy, silently ecstatic that my disguise is working. “I’m sorry. I haven’t heard of an Evelyn. Nobody by that description, either. Did she get on here? I came on a couple stops ago.”

These people haven’t heard my voice, so I don’t need to bother changing it by much. I do make an effort to lower it just a little, just in case.

I don’t know if it’s my imagination, but the man seems to stare at me for longer than is necessary.

Note to self: maybe I should try pushing the limits of Disguise Self to see if I can put on a male body. Even the thought of spending time as a male feels a little off to me, but it would help me be more certain whether people’s gazes linger because they like looking at me or if they’re suspicious.

Eventually, the woman nudges the still-staring man.

“Sorry to bother you, miss,” she says, and they walk on.

That was easier than expected.

I don’t press my luck. I highly doubt they went to all the trouble of getting uniforms just to ask a couple of questions and leave.

Sure enough, when the train jostles me as it starts to chug away from the platform, the two uniformed personnel that I know are guards from the wall continue patrolling the train car. I’m not sure what they’re looking for, but it looks like I’m not going to be able to drop Disguise Self at any point.

No point in practicing skills on the train, either, since that’ll give me away too easily. Instead, I watch the landscape creep by under the light of the twin moons. We’re moving at a pretty decent clip, and soon enough the heavily wooded area gives way to sparser vegetation over fields.

Ten minutes pass, then twenty. A number of people are chatting quietly, and I prick my ears to listen in, but nothing of import is being discussed. The two guards don’t say much more after they fail to find me on their initial sweep.

“Now arriving at Outpost 16,” a voice drones through an electronic speaker. The train slows.

Not many people get off at Outpost 16, which apparently is a town even smaller than 17 built atop a grassy knoll that looks like it leads into a few caves further down the road, and even fewer get on.

The hours pass by, and slowly, I begin to relax. Disguise Self is still sapping my magic power away, but I’m fully healed and I’m not going to run out of magic anytime soon.

I don’t sleep. That would provide an opportunity for my skill to end on its own. Instead, I watch as grassy fields turn to arid desert, humid jungle, red rocky canyons, and a dozen other biomes as we pass by more and more Outposts. From 16, we go to 15, then 14, then 13. We skip 12, for some reason, then stop once more at 11.

Outpost 10 is the first stop where more people get on than get off. The pink edges of the sun are slowly creeping out over the horizon as we slow to a stop, and I take in the mountainous ranges that we’ve stopped in the middle.

Over a dozen people spill onto my car alone, splashes of color and bits of conversation blending into one another as they tromp on.

The guards are especially alert during these stops, I notice. They must be watching to see if they can spot me jumping off.

I suppose I could. I could try to make my way out through the distraction of the crowd, make a life for myself at one of these outposts, but I have bigger aspirations.

As such, I choose to instead affect a vague interest in those around me before going back to staring out the window. So far, it’s been a surefire way of making me look boring enough to be left alone.

Except this time, I hear the telltale rustling of clothes against cushioned wood and the ever-so-slight change in temperature as another human slides onto the seat next to me.

I do my new partner the courtesy of turning to look at them—at her, apparently.

Half-elf.

The word crosses my mind before I can even fully process her features, but as my conscious mind catches up to my instincts, I see the telltale marks of it. Her two vestigial fangs where a true elf would have four and a human would have zero, the difference in her facial structure, the faint ethereal glow her long white hair seems to emit where the sun bounces off it.

I study her briefly. Her eyes are a bright, piercing blue, her skin a shade or two darker than mine. She wears impractical clothing—most of the others that entered the train are clad in armor or practical cloaks, but she wears a light yellow sundress with pink accents. Not clothes I’d expect someone in a small town like the outposts to have, let alone use for a train ride.

The half-elf woman stares back at me, not hiding the naked interest in her expression.

I commit her body to memory. I like the idea of looking like her, at least for a time. If I need to pull Disguise Self again at some point, I want to borrow some of her beauty.

“Sapphire,” she says simply, indicating herself with long slender fingers. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“And you,” I say, not bothering to fake a name of my own.

“It’s a shame,” Sapphire muses, still staring at me. I’m growing a touch uncomfortable now, and the sensation increases as she leans in towards me. “I do wish I could see your true face.”

A jolt of adrenaline runs through my veins, but a quick check of the car around us reveals that nobody’s heard her—and if they have, nobody cares. The guards are too busy checking every single person that’s getting off here. Outpost 10 must be a busy one.

“What?” I ask, feigning confusion with Acting. “Repeat that?”

“You don’t need to hide,” she says, a too-wide grin spreading across her face. She leans in a little further. “Nobody else can hear me.”

Is she using a skill? She could just be lying to me.

Either way, I prepare my options. If she’s got hostile intentions, I might need to run, revealing myself in front of all these guards.

Still, there’s a chance I can get out of this without her on my back.

“Excuse me,” I say, beginning to stand. “I’d rather not be harassed on my journey, thank you.”

Her hand catches me as I start to rise, surprising strength forcing me back into my seat. I let her push me down—I could probably break through her grip with my strength, but I don’t want to cause a commotion and draw attention to myself.

“Sit down, Evelyn,” she says, her unnervingly beautiful smile growing even wider. “I can smell the demon in you.”

            
Chapter 17: Seventeenth, unveil a mystery

                She knows my name.

My first instinct is to Bloodstep away immediately, but I contain myself. That would give the game away entirely.

I do, however, use a skill.

 

Name: Sapphire Clearwater

Age: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Race: Half-Elf

Class: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Level: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Last Used Skill: [APPRAISE FAILED]

 

That is completely and totally unhelpful. Thanks, Appraise.

“That’s a useful skill, demon,” Sapphire says, her nails digging into my shoulder. She hasn’t stopped smiling. “Or would you prefer Evelyn?”

“Evelyn is fine, thank you,” I say. The term demon in reference to myself makes me viscerally uncomfortable on a level I can’t quite explain—another thing I’m going to have to ask the researchers when I find them.

Assuming I make it out of here, of course. The woman sitting next to me is dangerous, though she doesn’t look it.

“I knew my senses were right,” the white-haired half-elf says. Her grip on my shoulder tightens to the point where I’m surprised she hasn’t drawn blood yet. “Quite interesting indeed. Not even a month from creation, and you have this maturity already?”

Does she have Appraise? How does she know that? And she’s been following me?

I stop drawing on Acting, letting the feigned confusion drop from my face. Clearly, it’s not working against her, and she’s almost certainly got some skill that’s hiding us from the view of others somehow, since nobody has taken notice of us despite her voice getting louder.

“You’ve been following me,” I say. “How long?”

“Since the Outpost,” she replies. Apparently confident that I’m not going to run immediately, she loosens her grip.

“Outpost 10? We’ve barely left.”

“Seventeen,” she says. “It was business that brought me there, but when I saw someone like you…”

Sapphire places two fingers under my chin, her sharp nails digging into my flesh, and she tilts my head upwards to meet her eyes. I let her. The longer she spends sitting next to me, the more danger she exudes, and given that I can’t Appraise her level, I don’t think it’s safe for me to try running.

Piercing blue eyes the shade of Sapphire’s namesake stare back at me, her gaze intense as mine was when I saw my flaming red pupils in a reflection.

“…far more interesting,” she says, her gaze unwavering.

I stare back at her.

She was following me at Outpost 17? I didn’t see her then, and she has a very distinctive figure.

“You aren’t the only one who can disguise herself, Evelyn,” she says as if she can read my thoughts, tilting her head to one side. The skin on her face ripples, her hair shifting with it, and a moment later I find myself staring at an exact copy of the face I’ve adopted. Sapphire tilts her head back, and she returns to white hair and blue eyes.

Pieces fall into place. When I was escaping Outpost 17, I heard the guards talk about two of them being missing. I was responsible for one of them, of course, but the other…

“You killed a guard,” I surmise.

“I may have,” she replies. “A minor cost in the grand scheme of things.”

“You detected me,” I say. “How?”

And what even is a demon? The word fills me with a sense of dread, which means that the memories that I was implanted with don’t like the concept, but while I can easily recite the racial traits and tendencies of elves, the skyfolk, the deep dwellers, and however many other races, there’s a hole where I should have information about demons. There’s just… dread.

“You need not fear others,” Sapphire says. This time, her smile somehow feels softer, less unnerving. “I have what many do not.”

“Why did you seek me out?” I ask. She didn’t give me a proper answer to her question, but I doubt I’ll be getting any straight answers out of her today.

“Demonic influence has not touched this minor nation in decades,” she says. “And I’d like to see what someone like you can do, given the opportunity.”

The statement that burns at my core rings through my mind once more.

No matter the cost, I will advance.

I have, and I will. Even now, the issues at the forefront of my mind are that of how I can gain more power.

Does this woman know that?

“You gain something from this,” I state. It’s not a question.

“I do,” she says, letting go of my chin. She spreads her hands, which would probably be more impressive if we were anywhere other than next to each other on a train. When she speaks, though, she conveys complete seriousness. “Entertainment.”

The way she says the word sends a chill up my spine, the same sense of imminent dread that the word demon invoked returning full-force.

She takes my right hands with both of hers. “Should you choose, I can enhance you. I can draw your potential from within.”

I eye her suspiciously. At this moment, I trust her about as far as I can throw her, and given how powerful she must be, that can’t be very far.

“Of course you don’t trust me,” Sapphire says, her smile showing her two vestigial fangs. “If you choose to learn, choose to advance, you’ll see me in a backwater city in this backwater nation.”

The train darkens, and I glance outside to see that we’ve entered a tunnel. Not anything out of the ordinary, but the lights within start flickering. That gets other people murmuring.

The half-elf woman raises my hand to her lips, warmth pressing against the back of my hand. I’m so surprised by the kiss that I fail to react when she drags her sharpened fangs across my flesh, drawing blood as she does.

Sapphire lets go of me. “Find me in Ravendale.”

The lights flicker off. Someone screams, but I don’t think it’s a sound of pain. I’ve become intimately familiar with those, and this is fear.

When they abruptly turn back on again, we’re out of the tunnel and Sapphire is gone.

Objective: Find Sapphire in Ravendale

Arrive in Ravendale free and alive.

Distance to target: 47 miles

Reward: Bronze-tier skill

The new objective startles me, as does the disappearance of the half-elf, but I take it in stride.

The lights flicker back on just as we make it out of the tunnel, the tracks winding around the side of a mountain, and I immediately start looking to see if she’s disguised herself.

Before I can scan more than a couple people, however, I catch a glimpse of myself in the half-strength reflection of the mirror.

A woman with red eyes, black hair, and a green shift dress looks back at me.

Shit. Before I can take the time to fully process what Sapphire’s done, I hear shouting.

The two guards still on this train car shove other passengers out of their way before I can attempt to restore my Disguise Self, which apparently Sapphire can take away without me even noticing.

My right hand is curled into a fist now, I notice. I open it, and I realize that Sapphire’s left me a note. I didn’t feel the paper before she disappeared, but I’m less surprised about that than I should be.

With my enhanced Mind (Speed), I have enough time to read the note before the first guard manages to muscle past the panicked passengers who’ve spilled into the aisle.

Adversity sculpts excellence.

Find me if you can, demon girl.

Good luck.

~ Saph

I want to sigh, but there’s no time to be wasted. Both of the guards are approaching me now, and screaming passengers are filtering out of the train car.

Since I haven’t used any of my level-up stat points yet, I take the liberty of expending one, placing it into Body (Strength) as I draw my knife. The guards haven’t gotten within range of me yet, but they’ll be here soon.

Briefly, I consider trying to threaten the other passengers here, but they’re already mostly out, and I don’t know how effective taking hostages will be against security for what I figure to be either classified or illicit operations.

I don’t want to be in a closed space against two guards who are definitely higher levels than I am, so I attack the window.

With the added power of Knifefighting, the first strike creates a spiderweb of cracks splintering out through the window. When I throw myself into it, the weakened glass shatters. It doesn’t break cleanly, though, and as I clamber out through it, lines of sharp pain igniting where the window digs into my flesh. I use Shape Blood to keep my blood from sticking to any of the surfaces.

The wind buffets me as soon as I’m out the window, the deafening whistle of air drowning out the guards yelling at me to stop—as if I’ll actually listen to them—but I keep going. The train is moving fast enough that I nearly lose my grip on the broken glass in the windowframe, but I dig my hands in harder, ignoring the spikes of pain as more cuts open. Cuts are useful for me, anyway—I use Shape Blood, sending the results of my injuries flying towards the two guards.

They aren’t staying put for me, though. The man flinches backwards, but the woman’s on top of things. With one hand, she gestures at the air, speaking to people I can’t see. The other guards, I presume.

With the other, she holds the same model of half-size gun that I have in my pack.

The sharp report of the gun is even louder than the wind, and I hear the thunderous crack rip forth from its barrel once, twice, thrice, coinciding with more panicked screams from the errant couple passengers still in the process of running away from the car.

Another source of blood opens up in my gut, and it takes me a moment to process that I’ve been shot. The sensation of impact follows after, a breath-stealing punch to my abdomen, and I immediately Shape Blood in an effort to knock the weapon out of her hand.

I don’t stick around to see whether it works. If it did, that’s good. If it didn’t, I'm not sticking around to get shot again. Instead, I drag myself out of the window, wincing as glass shards scrape against every inch of my body, finding their way into every tear of the shift. I whisper a silent apology to Alder for ruining his spare clothes.

The wind generated by the raw speed of the train blows me from my precarious position, threatening to send me flying off and away from the train, but I react quickly, catching myself on the edge of the window frame with both hands. Broken glass breaks further beneath my grip, and almost lose my grip.

My legs dangling underneath me into thin air, I look around me.

With my Mind (Speed) stat, I'm able to speed up my perception and take in the landscape around me. Now that we're out of the tunnels, the train glides over rails built on the winding outline of a sparsely vegetated mountain with a sheer slope.

Losing my grip will mean plummeting a hundred feet. I’ve survived that before, but I don’t think I’ll be able to pull it off again as easily when my enemies are already organized to take me down.

The roof isn’t far from where I am, though, and there are handholds on the exterior of the train—presumably for maintenance work—so I haul myself up, avoiding the window I shattered.

Another window breaks with a crack of thunder, but the bullet misses. Her aim really isn’t up to par. Then again, I don’t really have room to judge—the last time I tried to fire a gun, it practically jumped out of my hands.

Even with a dozen wounds slowing me, I make it to the top of the train pretty easily. It’s flatter than I thought it would be, a long rectangle of cold metal dotted with nuts and bolts. A single hatch leads up from the opposite side of the roof I stand on. Behind and ahead of me are identical train cars, each of them with similar one-hatch setups.

Three hatches begin to open at the same time—mine, the one eighty feet in front of me, and the one on the car right behind me.

Nobody emerges just yet, which gives me enough time to unzip my bag and withdraw the mostly-unused firearm within.

If Sapphire—Saph, whatever she wants to call herself—wants to throw me into danger, I’ll drag myself right out.

This time, with my human body, the gun fits snugly in my grip.

I’m making it out of here, and I’ll do anything to grow my power in the process.

As the first hand appears out of the hatch in front of me, I squeeze the trigger.

Objective: Find Sapphire in Ravendale

Arrive in Ravendale free and alive.

Distance to target: 45 miles

Reward: Bronze-tier skill

            
Chapter 18: Eighteenth, survive the train ride

                The gun jumps in my hands, but I’m more prepared for it now and my body is physically stronger. Just as it did last time, the thunderous crack-crack-crack of three shots firing in a rapid burst nearly deafens me, and the kick of each shot throws my aim off, but I manage to keep hold of the weapon this time.

None of the shots connect. The hatch is, after all, roughly thirty feet from me, and I’m nearly completely new to the art of using this gun, not to mention the constant shaking of the train under me.

But it achieves the intended effect. The hand that started reaching out of the opening hatch disappears, and the hatch crashes shut a second later. The man and the woman from the car I’m on are going to be back, I’m sure, but the shots delay them enough that I can focus on the guards climbing up onto the roof of the train car right behind me.

I turn around immediately, and I sprint. The train is going to take a sharp turn up ahead, I can see, which is probably going to make keeping a grip on the roof harder. As it is, it takes all I have to keep the wind and the shaking from knocking me off.

The connection between the two cars is lower than the roof is. In order to get to the open hatch, I need to cross ten feet of open air. If I miss the jump, I’ll dash my brains against the rails below before several dozen tons of machined steel grind me into meat against the ground.

I decide against risking the jump. Instead, I pull on Bloodstep and the world turns red. My gun melds into the blood-form, thankfully, as does the rest of my equipment. I make it across to the opposite car just as the hatch fully opens, the metal circle lifting aside, and as I remanifest myself, two arms appear, grabbing at the final handlebar.

Both of their forearms are armored, black metal with acid-green lines running through it, and I open fire on them.

Once again, aiming is difficult. I use fragments of my inexplicably vast memory to hold the gun in a more comfortable position, nestling the stock into my shoulder and holding the foregrip firmly. I take a half-breath in, then—

Even with this setup, the gun is difficult to control. This guard is not nearly as quick to scare as the last two, and my first burst of three shots miss.

He pulls himself all the way to the surface of the train as I stumble back from the force of the shots, and I realize that the entirety of his body is covered in the same metal. Between the time I exited the train and the time he got here, he’s somehow managed to armor himself.

 

Objective: Annihilate your enemies

Kill the guards.

Targets killed: [0/8]

Reward: 100 XP/guard, 1000 XP on completion

 

Interesting. I wasn’t planning on slaying my enemies before, but the reward is sizeable. I might have to give this a serious shot instead of just trying to play keep-away.

I don’t actually know how strong my enemies are, though. I know some of them have levels that are high enough that my Appraise fails on them, which isn’t promising. I test the skill out on the armored man currently facing me.

 

Name: Kellen Irisu

Age: 27

Race: Human

Class: Paladin of Vengeance

Level: 11

Last Used Skill: [APPRAISE FAILED]

 

Surprisingly, the class he possesses doesn’t give me the impression of one that would summon armor like that. Was he just wearing it under his clothes? Are the others wearing armor like that too? It’s fairly close-fitting on their bodies, but…

I toss the thought aside. That may be important later, but for now, my primary priority is different.

Now that he presents a fuller target, I drop to one knee less than ten feet from him and squeeze the trigger once more.

It might just be my imagination, but the recoil feels more manageable this time. My aim is still off, but with him closer and larger in my view, I’m able to land two of my three bullets. I can tell they connect because green lines flare bright in two separate parts of his armor and I barely hear the echo of two cracks of steel against steel over the thunderous report of the gun.

People scream below me, which definitely isn’t helping the “lay low” part of my plan, but oh well. They can’t see me through the steel of the train ceiling.

My new opponent Kellen stumbles back a single step, but from the expression on his half-masked face, I suspect it’s more because he was caught off guard than because my shots actually did anything.

“Did you actually think we’d have no defenses against our own weapons?” he hisses.

I’m already moving, dashing towards him with my enhanced speed. I’m not terribly surprised that he has countermeasures against the gun, and I’m equally unsurprised at my lack of ability to use it. I’m sure that I’ll develop a skill to wield it better eventually, but I’m not exactly a professional yet.

I close the distance between us in less than half a second, taking one hand off the gun to draw one of my knives.

His armor is segmented. It’s not perfect. His joints are exposed, as is his neck and the upper part of his head.

I make the split-second decision to target his neck. In one motion, I throw my gun at his knees, aiming to distract as I leap off the ground, knife in hand. At the same time, I Shape Blood to make use of my numerous lacerations, forming a jet of crimson fluid targeting his eyes.

Shape Blood advanced to level 7!

You can now control up to 7 gallons for up to 42 minutes per hour.

It’s a good attack, but I hold no illusions that a level 11 is less capable than I am at my pitiful level 5. I’m proven right when he shouts something incoherently and slams his two arm bracers together. Sickly green energy shoots forth from his body and rapidly coalesces into a rough half-dome in front of him, removing the weak points I targeted.

Thankfully, I’ve accounted for this. Before the tip of my knife can even make contact with Kellen’s barrier, I activate Bloodstep. Using the skill twice in a row in quick succession is draining, but I really don’t want to find out what that barrier does the hard way.

I send myself up, arresting my momentum with my blood-form, and I dodge the barrier. I’m not entirely sure whether it’s a skill Kellen possesses or if it originates from his armor, but it looks like bad news.

After an entire night spent grinding out this skill, I’m intimately familiar with it. I send myself up and over him before reversing direction, aiming at the still-exposed back of his neck as I end the skill. Bloodstep provides me momentum, sending me at a forty-five degree angle to the ground so my stab will actually have power.

Just as my knife makes contact with the back of his neck, I hear another set of three air-splitting cracks one after the other and pain blossoms in my abdomen.

My blade bites through flesh and bone, Enhance Bleed adding to the potency but the sudden addition of three bullets to my bloodstream means that I’m momentarily stunned, enough that I’m not able to sever his head like I intended.

I crash to the ground in a heap, my body meeting cold metal as one leg fails me where it was shot, but I muster enough of my facilities to draw on Knifefighting as the near-fatally wounded Paladin of Vengeance wheels on me sword in hand.

With even more wounds slowing me down, I have more blood to draw from, so I manipulate it twice—once to distract Kellen and once to strike back at the second guard to climb up from this hatch.

Even though I didn’t manage to land a decisive killing blow on Kellen, a deep cut to the back of the neck is hurting him, and his strike is sloppy. Even from my half-prone position, I’m able to rise up and parry the slow shortsword blow with my dagger.

I roll to one side immediately, correctly predicting another burst of gunfire, and I manage to get onto one knee.

Blood spills out from Kellen’s injuries and mine, turning grey steel red, and the man himself looks unstable.

I focus on my new enemy.

Strike that. Enemies, plural.

Three more guards have made it to the surface of the train. One stands not fifteen feet from me, a rifle in her hands, and two more from the furthest car have gotten to the roof of theirs. One of them has a bow, the other a sword.

There’s too many of them, and all of them wear the same armor that Kellen possesses. I briefly wonder why the man I killed on my way out of the wall hadn’t been wearing this armor, but I set that concern aside for later.

“Hello there,” I say, and the woman in front of me doesn’t shoot. Idiot. If I were her, I would’ve put an enemy down the moment they were distracted.

She is, however, human, and parts of my pieced-together memory tells me that engaging her in conversation is likely to work.

“The fuck are you?” she asks, her gun pointed straight at my head. Fear tinges her voice, the state of her comrade apparently worrying her, and I stop myself from grinning at the small victory.

Behind me, Kellen wavers, unsteady on his feet, and he nearly falls. Eight feet ahead of me, the other two guards make the jump between cars, growing closer. Both of us are buying time, but she’s buying time for reinforcements while every second that passes is a second closer to Kellen’s death.

It’s all I can do to stop myself from laughing.

Even though I’m severely outnumbered and outleveled, even though she’s put three bullets in me, they fear me.

“Talk!” the gun-wielding woman shouts, and even though I prop myself up further, pushing through the sensation of pain to get my aching body back up, she doesn’t fire.

“It’s simple,” I say, inching ever so slightly backwards.

Kellen is less than three feet behind me now. It’s a wonder he hasn’t fallen yet, dazed as he is.

My Mind (Speed) attribute aids me in looking around at our surroundings. We’re still in the windy mountains, though we’ve been on a relatively straight path for a couple minutes now. Ahead of us, the train will take a turn around a corner, moving to the far side of one of the peaks. The countryside blurs past us, but my mind is fast enough to process the scenery.

We’re in a valley of some kind, if not a canyon. While one side of the rails leads simply to the mountain, the other is less than ten feet from a cliff dropping far, far down into a river hundreds of feet below.

The bow-wielding guard is a lot less reticent to shoot. Her arm is already drawn back, and I’m sure that her bow carries magic that’ll punch through me like a hot knife through butter.

I need to act.

“I am Evelyn Carnelian,” I say, tensing up my body, “And you’ll never take me alive.”

As I finish the statement, I jump backwards and place my two remaining stat points into Body (Strength).

With my enhanced speed stat, I’m barely able to scrabble between Kellen’s wobbly legs. My cut was deeper than I thought it was—he’s so out of it that he doesn’t give more than a half-hearted attempt to slash at me. He snarls as he does, but I must’ve hit something critical because he staggers immediately afterwards, grasping at his neck.

Three shots tear the air apart once more, but the combination of our conversation and my proximity to her ally throws her aim off. Two of the shots ping off the metal floor, whistling uncomfortably close to my face as they richochet away. The third catches me in the leg, but I’ve already wrapped my arms around Kellen’s armored leg.

Using my newly improved strength, I jump off the train, preying on Kellen’s dazed state to take him with me.

The two of us tumble into thin air.

Two hundred feet beneath us, the river awaits.

Everything is going according to plan.

            
Chapter 19: Nineteenth, terrorize

                The wind buffets me as the two of us fall as one, and I press myself close against the dying man’s body.

Despite that, I hear the sound of bullets screaming past us. Even over the deafening din of air resistance, the thunderstrike gunshots are still easily audible.

Kellen and I tumble end over end, though implying that he plays any role in it is a little misleading. He’s still alive, but only barely. Blood streams from his wound, and I take the liberty of creating a couple new injuries as we fall. Right now, he’s little more than a human shield for me.

That moniker proves itself to be true when our cycle of tumbling leads to him facing the sky and an arrow sprouts in his abdomen, a three-foot long shaft appearing that smashes straight through his black steel armor, his flesh, and the armor on the other side of the body. I barely avoid the tip of the arrow cresting through his back.

After the arrow, though, nothing else attacks us, which is probably because of the rapidly-approaching river along with the train curving away from us.

Features come into closer detail as we fall, glistening water and green shrubs and caves in the cliff. I prepare myself for impact. The two of us are moving fast.

When the face of the water is less than twenty feet from us, a split second remaining between both of us and a watery grave, I push off from Kellen’s body and activate Bloodstep.

As the world turns red, my skill arrests my momentum and I move laterally, dashing sideways. The river is larger than I thought it was—a hundred feet across, maybe—so my skill doesn’t get me all the way out. It doesn’t even get me halfway to the shore.

Targets killed: [1/8]

+100 XP awarded.

After using my skill, I’m still twenty feet in the air, but my momentum’s been arrested enough that the impact is merely painful, not lethal. I drop into cold water, the full-body impact stealing the air from my lungs, and I survive.

The river isn’t moving very fast, thankfully. I don’t know if swimming is a skill, but whether or not the system thinks it is, I do know how to do it thanks to my pre-built knowledge.

Kellen’s body floats face down in the water not thirty feet from me, and I make my way there with a few decisive strokes, using Shape Blood to keep my blood from spreading out too far. I do the same for Kellen, preventing him from painting too large of a target in case there’s still someone targeting me.

I’m surprised that his body hasn’t sunk, but when I start pushing him through the current, I realize how light the armor is. I wonder what it’s made of. Maybe I’ll be able to find out when I level up Appraise further. That skill is taking much longer to progress than any of my other ones—is it the rarity?

The shore is fifty feet from where we are. I don’t waste any time in pushing my late foe’s corpse towards it, kicking through the water with muscle memory honed in through… some process that I don’t actually know about. Probably something to do with my creation.

No more attacks fall onto me while I move, which could potentially mean that the other guards have left me, but I highly doubt that that’s the case. The train is long gone now, yes, but I’m sure they’re not going to be so quick in abandoning an escaped experiment that’s now killed two of their number.

Objective: Find Sapphire in Ravendale

Arrive in Ravendale free and alive.

Distance to target: 43 miles

Reward: Bronze-tier skill

That objective is going to be a lot more difficult to achieve now that I’m stuck in the middle of nowhere. I have some ideas as to how I’ll accomplish it, of course. The day I run out of fresh ideas to try is likely to be the day I die. Improvising on the fly has been one of the few things keeping me alive so far.

For now, I pay attention to my immediate concerns. I lug the armored body closer and closer to shore, not fighting the current. By the time my feet start to brush against rocky sand, the river’s taken us a solid hundred and fifty feet downstream.

I drag Kellen’s corpse onto soft white sand, noting how much heavier he feels when the water isn’t aiding me in pulling him. Still, with my newly boosted Body (Strength) stat, it’s not an impossible task.

As soon as I’m sure that the river isn’t going to sweep either of us away, I collapse onto the sand. I’m confident that the other guards are going to come down and join us in an effort to locate and destroy me, but I can give myself a few minutes to rest and let Demonic Heritage heal my wounds.

I excise the bullets out of my flesh with Shape Blood before allowing myself to heal, lifting my shift to let the blood out without staining it.

Once that’s done, I lie down in the sand, letting the mid-morning sun wash over me. The green dress that Alder lent me is torn and soaking wet, and my vest isn’t doing much better, but I’m alive and a foe that’s a much higher level than me isn’t.

I give myself five minutes to relax, allowing my wounds to begin healing and my soaked clothes to dry to simply damp. I want to close my eyes and bask in the pleasant warmth of the sand and sun for a while, but I need to get moving before the other guards come for their fallen ally.

I’m surprised they haven’t already, to be honest, but the train was moving pretty fast and I doubt any of them located exactly where I hit the water.

Time to get to work.

Devour granted +177 XP!

Despite the massive gain in XP, I find myself disappointed by the gain. Kellen was two levels higher than the last guard I killed—why is his XP reward lower?

Once again, I’m forced to conclude that the system likely functions differently for different people. It might’ve taken him less XP to level up, or maybe there’s some other confounding factor that I can’t control.

As soon as I’ve Devoured what I can of his body, I proceed to my second noble duty: looting his corpse.

It takes me a bit to figure out how to get the armor off. As it turns out, each individual piece has a hidden catch-release mechanism buried on the inside of the armor. I spend the better part of ten minutes fiddling with it, trying and failing to pull it off with raw strength. It takes hooking my finger into the space between dead flesh and dead metal to hit the latch on the inside before I’m able to free the first arm vambrace.

After I figure out how to get the first piece of armor off, the second and third come much easier.

Before I jumped off the train earlier, he used this armor to create a crackling green shield. Whether that amplified his magic power or created the shield effect on its own, it’s powerful, and I’d like to take possession of that.

Unfortunately, I don’t think the armor is entirely intact. The entire torso-covering segment is dull and lifeless, the center of it cracked where the arrow impacted it, and the presence of the sharp shaft in his body makes it even harder to remove it. I don’t bother.

The greaves on his legs are still usable, though, so I unhook those too.

There is, of course, the possibility that these are imbued with some magic that lets the other guards track them. There’s also the risk that there’s an authentication measure built into them that’ll turn them useless or actively harm me.

I consider myself a cautious person—a cautious demon? No, that word still feels wrong. Everything I have done up to this point has been measured. I haven’t survived this long by taking every stupid risk, but I also definitely would’ve died by now if I hadn’t chosen to face danger. Fighting and Devouring the other demon-babies, especially the last one, choosing to hide amongst people rather than stay in the woods… a fair deal of my progress has been because I’ve weighed the risk against the reward and decided it was worth it.

Still on the sandy shore of the river, I slip the arm braces on.

They’re two sizes too large for me, but they send a tingling sensation up my bared arms that makes me think there’s something else to them.

On instinct, I pass magic power into the steel armor. It’s a little weird passing power out from my body without using a skill, but I have the knowledge to do so.

The tingling intensifies, changing from a moderately odd sensation crawling up my arms into a dozen pinpricks of pain, and the vambrace tightens. The pain intensifies to the point where I consider using Bloodstep to escape the confines or Temporary Shape Self to eliminate my arm entirely, but then, all at once, it stops.

Cold steel presses against my arms, and fresh magical power surges into me, revitalizing my magic storage.

Text runs across my vision, accompanied by the soft voice of the system. It doesn’t surprise me, somehow. Some part of me whispers that most magical items act like this, and I choose to trust it.

UCC ARMOR INITIALIZED

Previous user: Kellen Irisu

AUTHENTICATING USER…

ERROR: Current user unidentifiable.

State your name.

I cock my head, considering.

It’s triggered an error, but it hasn’t taken any action against me.

“Evelyn Carnelian,” I enunciate. It’s the name I gave to Sapphire, and it’s a name I’m willing to take on as my own.

If it doesn’t work out, I can always just change it again.

UCC ARMOR 2T

Current user: Evelyn Carnelian

Armor Integrity

Left Arm: [8/10]

Right Arm: [7/10]

Torso: [0/10]

Left Leg: [0/10]

Right Leg: [0/10]

Mask: [0/10]

Armor Skills

WARNING: Due to failed authentication, armor skills are limited.

The torso piece isn’t usable thanks to the massive arrow stuck straight through it, and the mask blocks off the mouth. Biting people is a large part of my offensive capabilities, so I can’t take that.

I do, however, take the greaves. Those haven’t really taken much damage, thankfully, even after impacting the water at what had to be nearly a hundred miles per hour.

Now that I’m expecting the process of the attachment, the sensation is easy to ignore. The greaves come on easily. No authentication screen appears this time.

Left Leg: [9/10]

Right Leg: [8/10]

Well, it’s not nothing. I hoped for a more complete set of the armor to unlock some skills, but I’ll have to make do. Kellen’s energy shield would’ve been nice to have, but I guess all I get from this set of armor is some admittedly welcome protection for my legs and arms.

I take the shortsword as well. I can’t exactly use it with Knifefighting, but a few practice swings are enough to tell me that some of the techniques carry over.

After I’ve thoroughly looted the body, I start dragging it with me.

When the guards come calling, I want bait.

While the shores of the river are empty, there’s ample cover to be found in the surrounding area. I wade through knee-high shrubs, my new armor preventing the spike plants from cutting into my flesh, and I make my way to the base of the cliff that I know leads to the train tracks after about a minute. It’s imposing from here, the sheer face of it angled outwards in a way that keeps me from seeing the tip of it.

There are caves at irregular intervals, natural holes carved into the rock. There’s a scant few at the bottom, but I have my eyes set on one about twenty feet up.

I deposit Kellen’s looted body at the base of the cliff and start climbing.

The rock face is almost flat, devoid of easy handholds, but scaling it feels entirely natural to me, ingrained into my being.

Reaching the alcove is a cinch. It’s large enough to fit my entire body into if I crouch, so I do, waiting in relative safety with my Stealth skill active.

Less than five minutes later, the first guards arrive.

There are only two of them, both of them clad in the same style armor that I’m wearing. The primary difference is apparent as soon as they break out of a copse of trees to my right—they have wings on their back. I squint, taking a closer look, since neither of them look like skyfolk, and I realize that the dragonfly-style wings are projections from their armor, just like Kellen’s shield. They must have a different model of armor, I realize.

As the first one of them cries out in dismay at the sight of Kellen’s body, I prepare myself. If I want to get away with this, a number of things are going to have to go right.

“She’s around here somewhere,” I hear one of the flying guards say. “Send up a flare.”

The other guard picks a gleaming metal capsule out of a container attached to one of their arms.

The two of them are almost directly under me now. They approach the body with caution, both of them looking around in case I’m lying in wait in the surrounding shrubbery.

Neither of them look up.

As the guard opens the capsule, I move, hopping out of my alcove without making a sound thanks to Stealth.

They’re both close to each other, so I try to attack both of them at once, a knife in each hand.

And then one of them turns, somehow alerted to me despite my complete silence.

 

Name: Regulus Freyas

Age: 19

Race: Human

Class: Fog Hunter

Level: 11

Last Used Skill: Glide

 

I can read all of his stats, which is why it surprises me all the more when he slams his hands together and the world around me shifts.

My momentum carries me into the ground, my knees slamming into rocky dirt as my knives bite down on nothing.

After a brief heartbeat of disorientation, my Mind (Speed) stat proves its use once again.

Regulus has swapped places with me. He looks equally as disoriented, in the air as he now is, and it doesn’t help when capsule he’s holding pops open, a storm of bright red smoke streaming out of it. It’s enough to distract both him and his partner, and I take advantage of that.

The other armored man is facing the wrong way, and I locate the weak points immediately. Unlike Kellen, his throat is actually armored, so I slash at the back of his knees with both knives.

Even as Regulus shouts out a warning, my knives connect, and I use Enhance Bleed in conjunction with Woundshape, mirroring the wound onto his other leg. My attack bites, stabbing deep into flesh and tendons, and an identical wound explodes open on his other unarmored joint.

Woundshape advanced to level 2!

You can now use Woundshape twice per hour. Mirrored damage is now 5% more effective than the original attack.

Before my victim can properly react, I back up a step, careful to dodge his still-manifested wings in case they can damage me, and I sweep a leg out, knocking him off his balance.

As he falls, I catch the armored back of his head, gingerly avoiding the dragonfly-wings that extend out three feet to either side of his body. I tilt his head back to reveal that he, too, lacks armor for the upper part of his face.

I bite an eyeball out, injecting a Venomous Bite into him as I do.

Venomous Bite advanced to level 3!

The potency of venom increases, and you can now use this skill up to 4 times per hour.

From start to finish, the entire sequence takes me less than a single second.

At the end of that second, though, my victim screams something incoherent, slapping his hands to his face and an invisible force blasts me away from him, a full body slam not unlike the Gust Strike I’ve suffered before. The attack sends me flying, but I catch myself midair with a Bloodstep. It’s a waste of magic power, but I do still have another enemy standing.

“Ardalan!” Regulus shouts, a desperate tint to his voice. His wings flicker out, and he drops to the ground in a messy heap.

The man in question doesn’t get up. Instead, he blubbers something incoherent before falling to the ground. Another wave of force pulses out from his body, blowing rocks and sticks and sand away from the spot where he falls. Regulus grunts, slamming his hands together again, and I see his leg bracers glow bright green. He stays in place.

The downed man—Ardalan, apparently—jerks in place.

It’s too late for him now, and my remaining enemy seems to realize that. Ardalan’s not dead yet, but a grisly demise is all that’s left for him.

The Fog Hunter turns towards me, murder in his eyes.

“You will pay for that,” he snarls.

I stare him dead in the eyes and swallow, tilting my head quizzically.

I open my mouth as if to say something and rush forward instead, trying to catch him off guard.

Regulus activates his swapping skill again, and my momentum nearly sends me tumbling over a rock, but I’m prepared for it this time. I activate Bloodstep, sending myself backwards and over him, just like I did to Kellen. I blindsided the Paladin of Vengeance this way, and maybe I’ll be able to—

The Fog Hunter punches upward, and I can see the air ripple as white mist explodes out from his fist, expanding faster than I can move.

His fog envelops me, and suddenly I lose control over my skill, my magic power going haywire within me, and my body remanifests itself midair.

With a furious shout, Regulus flits upward, the wings on his armor buzzing furiously. For a brief second, I wonder what he’s about to do, and then it hits me.

Literally.

His arm turns immaterial, another gout of fog spilling forth, and it reaches me in a second. With Bloodstep draining too much of my power, I can’t use another one before the fog turns solid, squeezing and stabbing me. It’s a different sort of pain from the Gust Strike, crushing rather than piercing, yet I bear it the same. I sense some of the more fragile bones in my extremities crack under the pressure, but they’re not crushed to the point of unusability.

The cloud fades away and I tumble into the ground yet again. As I start to get up, ignoring my damaged muscles complaining as I do, a feathered dart sprouts in the center of my chest.

I look down, irritated at the new injury. In any human, this would be fatal, but for me it’s only debilitating. My demonic physiology means that the dart hasn’t actually pierced my heart, but…

As I look up, I see Regulus preparing another shot in the crossbow he’s procured, using his wings to flit around in the air above me.

This is bad. I can only reach him with Bloodstep, which I know he has a counter for, and I only have a few uses of that before my magic is totally exhausted. It’s getting to the point where I fear I might have to run instead of fight.

At heart, I’m an ambush fighter. I demolished Ardalan and killed Kellen because I was in close quarters and neither of them saw me coming. In a straight fight at a distance, especially against someone with actual equipment? That’s a different story. At level 11, Regulus significantly outstrips me in raw power, and he's evidently competent with magic.

But I have one last trump card. Over the course of the last few seconds, he’s crushed my bones and shot me in the chest once—twice now, I correct as he shoots another one straight into my gut. That one hurts more.

With five broken fingers, I pull the crossbow bolt out of my chest.

He’s done a lot of damage to me, but he’s neglected that I struck the first blow in the fight.

Regulus steps back in unease as my limp fingers bend the wrong way, extracting the second bolt from my body. Blood flows freely from both wounds, and I make use of it, sending it into a spiral around me.

My expression is carefully neutral. I can’t win this, but at any second…

Behind him, Ardalan’s death throes come to an end.

I smile mercilessly.

“Let’s see who pays for what,” I enunciate, relishing the fear my words strike into him.

 

Targets killed: [2/8]

+100 XP rewarded.

 

XP: 480/400

XP threshold met. Level threshold met. Action threshold met.

You may choose to evolve or advance to level 6.

 

You have gained 3 stat points.

 

Triggering class evolution.

 

Current Stats:


Name: Evelyn Carnelian

Age: 0

Race: ???

Class: Bloodspawn

Level: 5

XP: 480/400

Kill Count: 15

Available Stat Points: 0

 

Traits:

Demonic Heritage

Enhanced Blood Affinity

Kinslayer II

Killer

Free Bird

 

Magic Affinities:

General - 1

Blood - 2

 

Skills:

Appraise (Bronze) - lvl 2

Devour (Bronze) - lvl 4

Pain Resistance (Silver) - lvl 15

Poison Resistance (Silver) - lvl 1

Shape Self (Bronze) - lvl 3

Shape Blood (Bronze) - lvl 7

Knifefighting (Silver) - lvl 1

Stealth (Bronze) - lvl 6

Enhance Bleed (Bronze) - lvl 2

Temporary Shape Self (Bronze) - lvl 2

Venomous Bite (Bronze) - lvl 2

Venom Resistance (Bronze) - lvl 3

Acting (Bronze) - lvl 8

Woundshape (Bronze) - lvl 1

Bloodstep (Bronze) - lvl 6

Blood Surge (Bronze) - lvl 1

Disguise Self (Bronze) - lvl 1

Attributes:

Magic (Power) - 5

Magic (Regen) - 2

Magic (Meta) - 1

Body (Speed) - 12

Body (Strength) - 7

Body (Durability) - 5

Mind (Speed) - 9

Mind (Resistance) - 5



 

            
Chapter 20: Twentieth, evolve

                I open my eyes to the sight of broken glass and blood.

The lab where I was born greets me. It’s empty, congealing blood and mostly-Devoured corpses the only sign of life in the place. The place looks exactly the same as it did when I left it.

A pulse of inexplicable energy passes through my surroundings and my vision doubles. The scene in front of me fractures, information overwhelming my sight, and a second image lays itself on top of the shattered lab. I see the lab as it must’ve been before my creation—pristine tubes full of red liquid, unbroken tables neatly arranged, researchers walking around in lab coats.

I can’t tell which one is more real. When I tilt my head one way, each cautious step I take is accompanied by the crunch of glass under my feet. When I focus my vision, the cool air wafts the sterile scent of a clean lab to me.

As I slowly approach the tubes that possess (shattered bodies/germinating test subjects), I hear the sounds of conversation. The clean side’s words are much more distinct than the other’s, and I do my best to listen in.

“Are you sure they will take to this place well?” a male voice asks. With the fractured half-vision I have of the researchers, I can’t tell who it’s from. “The gestalts will not even have a level when they are spawned.”

“It’ll be fine,” a woman replies sharply, and I stop short.

I know the casual arrogance in that voice. I recognize the crystal-clear sound so sharp it could cut.

Sapphire.

The double-vision makes it hard for me to make out faces, and so I can’t tell which one is her, but that voice is unmistakably the same mysterious half-elf that met me on the train.

“This nation—what is it called?”

“The Crowned Islands, ma’am,” the same male researcher replies.

Sapphire—the past image of Sapphire, maybe—snorts. “Crowned in mud, if at all. The archipelago is fit for a child to grow, and this outpost even more so.”

“The UCC won’t take this lying down, won’t they?” another researcher—this one a woman—asks.

“Weak people breed weak anomalies,” Sapphire replies, bored. “Have you heard the levels of the guards here?”

“That’s true,” the same woman replies. She pauses. “Not a single one is above level 30, so I hear? They don’t even know how to cloak their classes.”

“As I said,” Sapphire says. “This is a backwater. It is a perfect place to begin.”

Suddenly, my double vision resolves. The broken image of the lab fades away, and the entirety of my sight rests in the world before my creation.

“They’ll be ready in seven days, ma’am,” the first male researcher says. “You’re sure about the release? Will you not face consequences.”

“They can think of it as training,” Sapphire replies, dismissing his concerns with a wave of her hand. “What is most important is the gestalt you will create.”

This entire time, nobody’s noticed I’m here. Even though I make sound, it’s as if I’m watching a recording. I’ve assumed that I’m viewing into my own past somehow, a trick of the gods allowing me glimpses of what my memory will not grant me.

So it surprises me much more when the half-elf woman turns to me, her piercing stare meeting my eyes.

She smiles, and it does not reach her eyes. “A demon of unparalleled growth.”

A cold chill runs up my spine, and the scene shatters, reality itself falling to pieces. Unbroken tubes fade out of existence, then the people, then the rest, and I find myself in the dead, broken lab once more.

This time, I’m not alone.

A woman stands in my path. Her hair falls to her back, a dark ponytail with stripes of red running through it. She wears a white corset with a black chestpiece and a flowing dress—black once more. In her left hand, she wields a double-bladed scimitar, serrated edges gleaming with fresh blood.

She has my face.

“Evelyn,” the not-so-strange woman says, and she sounds nothing like me. My mirror speaks with a thousand discordant voices, each of them screaming over each other to be heard.

“You’re not me,” I say.

The me that isn’t shrugs, pointing its scimitar at me. “And who are you?”

I wait for nearly fifteen seconds before I realize it’s waiting for a response.

“I… don’t know,” I admit, the truth slipping out before I realize what’s happening.

“Then choose,” she says, and the Evelyn that isn’t me charges forward.

She’s blindingly fast—literally. Her figure blurs, and before I can even think about defending, a blade slices through my neck, severing my head clean off.

A blink of an eye later, not-Evelyn is standing where she was moments before, and I’ve been restored, my body intact.

“You are weak,” the collective of thousands says through a throat that is and isn’t mine. “Choose, and grow strong.”

The broken lab starts to fade away, but it doesn’t disorient me this time. This dreamlike space brought me in with my weapons and skills intact, so I try a Bloodstep—and I freeze in place.

The fake Evelyn raises a single finger, and the red-tinted world splits into a million pieces as every droplet of blood that composes my form explodes out.

A beat, and we stand still once again. Specks of what was my body stain not-Evelyn’s face and clothes. She doesn’t even blink.

We stand in a featureless void now, four stone pillars rising up around us. I don’t even look at them as I draw a knife from my belt, charging forward and drawing everything I can out of Knifefighting.

My mirror doesn’t rush at me with blinding speed this time. Instead, her one arm blurs, meeting every single jab and thrust with her double-bladed scimitar. Every single movement I make with either hand is met by her blades, every tricky two-angle attack blocked with ease. My skill’s perk to predict what moves she makes might as well be useless at her speed.

After five full seconds of negating every desperate attack I make, she slices my head off once more.

A beat.

Fine. I find the half-sized rifle strapped to my back, even though I dropped it before triggering whatever this is, and I fire.

The thunderous roar fades away quickly in the void-space we’re in, and I fire again and again and again until the gun clicks empty.

I lower the weapon, and not-me cocks her head.

Twenty-one bullets float in the air not three feet in front of her, frozen in space.

She flicks a finger, and all twenty-one shoot back at me.

“Choose,” the discordant voices cry, and my vision is forced to the pillars around me.

They’re pure white, I notice. I thought they were rock, but they could be marble or some substance not of this world. Whatever it is, all four carry a single item. One holds a knife, sharp and graceful. The next, a vial of blood that Shape Blood tells me is fresh. The third has a firearm similar to the one I wield resting on it. The last has a mask.

I touch the knife first, and the system speaks into my mind. Rather than the gentle, pleasant tone it normally takes, the dissonant thousands speak as one.

It’s not a confirmation. It’s an offer.

Class: Blade Dancer

The Blade Dancer has begun to master the art of the sharp death, infused by the power of blood.

Stats:

+5 Body (Speed)

+3 Body (Strength)

Unlock Body (Dexterity)

-3 Magic (Power)

-1 Magic (Meta)

+1 Body (Dexterity) every 2 levels

Skills:

Knifefighting (Silver) advances to Knifefighting (Gold)

Swordfighting (Silver)

Spear Wielding (Silver)

Blade Dance (Gold)

I nearly flinch back in surprise. The memories implanted deep within my soul scream at me that this is wrong, that I shouldn’t be seeing something this detailed. Class evolutions are meant to give me brief descriptions, not this full breakdown.

Then again, nothing about this evolution has been normal.

My copy remains eerily silent as I look over my options, a cold smile affixed to its face. She hasn’t moved in a fair bit.

I look away and move onto the next, touching the vial of blood.

Class: Blood Mage

The Blood Mage’s understanding of blood increases, and she uses her own blood to draw out the enemy’s.

Stats:

+10 Magic (Power)

+3 Magic (Regen)

+1 Magic (Meta)

-3 Body (Speed)

-5 Body (Strength)

+2 Body (Durability)

Skills:

Shape Blood (Bronze), Woundshape (Bronze), Blood Surge (Bronze), and Enhance Bleed (Bronze) become subsets of Blood Magic (Silver)

Blood Magic - Shape Blood (Bronze) advances to Blood Magic - Hemokinesis (Silver)

Blood Spear (Silver)

Bloodstep (Bronze) advances to Blooddash (Silver)

Another powerful upgrade. I need to remember that I still need to fight Regulus in the real world. Both of the classes so far have benefits and drawbacks both, but I think either of them could work.

Class: Bleeding Gunslinger

The Bleeding Gunslinger has learned the rare art of firearms. This one uses blood to support her shooting skill.

Stats:

+1 Magic (Power)

+5 Magic (Regen)

Unlock Body (Dexterity)

+10 Body (Dexterity)

Skills:

Firearms (Silver)

Shape Blood (Bronze) and Enhance Bleed (Bronze) advance to Blood Perception (Silver)

Bloodstep (Bronze) advances to Quickstep (Silver)

Pistol Whip (Silver)

Eagle Eye (Silver)

Charge Shot (Silver)

Ricochet (Bronze)

Interesting. Instinct tells me that the options class evolutions I receive are based on what I’ve done and what I can do. I haven’t used the guns that much, but I suppose the system has decided it’s a potential path for me.

Finally, I move onto the mask. It’s a full-face one, evocating memories of another life. A theater mask.

Class: Assassin

The Assassin blends into the background, a master of disguise. When the time is right, she steps forth and deals a devastating strike.

Stats:

+5 Magic (Power)

+1 Magic (Regen)

+4 Magic (Meta)

+5 Body (Speed)

-5 Body (Durability)

+5 Mind (Speed)

Skills:

Disguise Self, Temporary Shape Self, and Shape Self advance to Shapeshift (Gold)

Acting (Bronze) advances to Acting (Silver) and Imitation (Silver)

Assassinate (Silver)

Knifefighting (Silver) advances to Knifefighting (Gold)

Another solid option.

As it turns out, I can’t view the details of the skills that the classes offer, which makes sense. They’re already a lot more than I should be able to see.

Blade Dancer gives me more longevity in a fight, Blood Mage turns my nascent blood magic into a powerhouse, Gunslinger gives me control over the weapons that half the guards from the site—UCC guards, they were called—seem to prefer, and Assassin enhances my ambush fighting style.

With the addition of the stat boosts and the level-up heal, all of them are likely to turn the tables against Regulus.

Despite that… I glance up, meeting my copy’s frozen smile.

All of these grant me progress, yes. They slake the thirst that burns through me, the need to advance.

But they won’t let me become like her. These classes are powerful, but they aren’t enough.

There are no other pillars, so I stride towards the not-Evelyn once more.

As soon as I make it out of the pillars, she blurs, and her sharpened nails punch straight through my chest.

I stand amidst the four items once again.

The idealized version of myself stares back at me, tilting her head as if to question me.

I advance again.

Her blade flicks forward, silver flashing in the corner of my eye, and I fall apart at the midsection.

I advance again.

She lets me get closer this time, but before I can even try to lay a hand on her, metallic spiderlike limbs shoot out of her back, stabbing me through the heart, throat, hands, and feet.

I advance again.

Again and again and again, I advance. Despite my excellent sense of time, I lose track of how long I spend. Dozens of hours, at least, never making it closer than five feet before the enhanced copy strikes me down. It might stretch out into days, but I know that little to no time is passing back in the real world, so there’s no point in keeping track.

It’s also a little hard to keep track when I can’t go thirty seconds without dying.

As she pulls blood from inside me, turning my flesh inside out, I wonder idly if the activities I’m partaking in here will help me increase my levels.

Only one way to find out.

I stop counting my deaths after the number reaches four digits.

My copy never slips up. She never makes mistakes. Whatever force is restoring me each time is restoring her too.

Until she does. It’s not a major mistake, of course it isn’t, but it happens.

I approach her, half-entering my Bloodstep, which I know will trigger her blood magic. She prepares to tear my skill to shreds again, but I’ve already ended it, rushing at her with my knives. Rather than wield them in a fight I know I’ll lose, I throw them both.

Not-Evelyn blocks them easily, of course, but it gives me a fraction of a second to Bloodstep unmolested.

It brings me close to her, closer than I’ve ever gotten before. I feel the blood within me start to shift, her magic preparing to fry me alive, and she reverses the grip on her scimitar, spearing me through the gut.

But it doesn’t kill me immediately. I use Temporary Shape Self to sharpen my nails into claws as I sit there bleeding out, my heart ready to explode under the pressure of my bloodflow acting under her control, and I slash out at her exposed arm.

A single drop of blood rolls down her flesh, and my mind is flooded with information.

Before I can die, I hiss out the words, “I accept.”

Class: Relentless Demon

The Relentless Demon has thrown herself at impossibility over and over and over far past the point of insanity. She will never stop.

Stats:

+1 to all stats

Gain +1 to all stats for each level

Traits:

Relentless

Skills:

Devour (Bronze) advances to Devour (Gold)

Siphon (Gold)

The void disappears as quickly as it came, and the last thing I hear is the thousands of discordant voices cheering.

Class evolution acquired.

Bloodspawn -> Relentless Demon

I open my eyes to the battlefield, fully healed.

I flex my hands experimentally, taking in my enemy. He seems so small after thousands of fights facing off against someone strong enough to kill with a glance.

“Hm,” I say, staring Regulus down. “My turn.”

            
Chapter 21: Twenty-first, eat the adults too

                Relentless Demon provides much less immediate power than the other potential classes I could have evolved into, but the boost I gain is still potent nonetheless.

My equipment is no more intact that it was before I initiated the class evolution, but my body doesn’t have a single blemish on it. It feels like it’s been a lifetime since that began, but it can’t have been more than half a second out here.

“Your power…” Regulus trails off, and then his expression hardens. “You used him! You killed Ardalan to—“

“I did,” I say, raising an eyebrow. “What are you going to do about it?”

He screams in impotent rage, and the two of us swap positions again.

As much as it could be entertaining to draw this out, maximizing fear is not actually conducive to leveling up faster.

For one thing, the flare that Regulus dropped has been active for some time. Red smoke spirals up into the air hundreds of feet above, telegraphing our position to anyone that cares to look at the sky.

Objective: Annihilate your enemies

Kill the guards.

Targets killed: [2/8]

Reward: 100 XP/guard, 1000 XP on completion

Yeah, I can think of about five other people that might have an interest in what’s going on here.

I need to finish this quickly.

It’s interesting. My Mind (Speed) and Body (Speed) stats have only increased by one, but as I stare down the Fog Hunter charging me, he feels far slower than he did. Regulus hasn’t changed his pace from what he was at before. In fact, I’m fairly certain he’s using a skill to lunge at me, given the magical mist he trails behind him.

He’s still six levels higher than me, but his pace feels glacial when I compare him to the blinding speed that the twisted mirror of me possessed.

I activate the first of my evolved features, new instincts already carving a groove in my mind.

Siphon (Legendary)

Tier: Gold

Level: 1

Take magic from this world and make it your own. Thrice per day, you can sap the power of magic you come in contact with, enhancing your power.

While I can’t take any of my enemy’s magic right now, since he’s not in contact with   me, I have another external source I can draw from.

UCC ARMOR 2T

Current user: Evelyn Carnelian

WARNING: Integrity compromised!

Armor Integrity

Left Arm: [4/10]

Right Arm: [3/10]

Left Leg: [5/10]

Right Leg: [4/10]

I dismiss the flashing display as soon as it comes. It’s confirmation that Siphon is working, but I don’t need to follow every single change in the numbers.

The green lines fade from the metal bracers around my arms and legs, and power surges through me, a refreshing warmth tingling across my body.

I activate Bloodstep, and I use my blood-form to dash behind Regulus. He’s prepared for it, and the same foggy skill he used to end my last usage of this skill explodes out from his hands.

Rematerializing, I use my newly-increased Body (Speed) stat to dodge it and just run at him.

When I watched the dream-vision of Sapphire discussing how weak this region was, I doubted her. After all, these people have been giving me nothing but trouble since I’ve been born.

Now, though, after thousands of fights against an unstoppable enemy, I see the truth of her statement.

Regulus course-corrects, about-facing in a speed that I would’ve found impressive yesterday, but I lazily dodge him, throwing my body aside as he attacks, blades exploding forth from the armor on his arms.

His moves are trivially easy to predict with Knifefighting, and I meet his swords with a blade of my own, parrying his attacks away.

“Coward,” he hisses, but I can sense the undertone of fear there.

My ears prick while I ignore his attempt to rile me up. I think I hear footsteps, and they’re approaching fast.

I need to get this over with.

One more Bloodstep takes me behind him once more, the extra power gained from Siphon fueling the skill. The trademark magic exhaustion isn’t even present as I attack his back once more.

Once again, he meets me, and this time, I’m at a range where I can’t easily dodge. Regulus has better armor than Ardalan did—he sweeps both of his misty blades at me, and though I see it coming, I can only parry one with a knife.

I catch the other one, not flinching even as the blade digs deep into my flesh. I’m more durable than the average human, and though my Body (Durability) stat isn’t the highest, I more than make up for it with how little I care about the pain.

His eyes widen as the sword bites through half of my forearm and stops, catching on bone. Magical cold spreads from the wound, numbness crawling its way up through my right arm.

And then I Siphon the cold away.

As the spell effect fades, removing the mist from the bloodstained sword embedded in my arm, I use Temporary Shape Self, taking advantage of my extra magic to grow a third arm, which I use to draw a knife from my waist and plant it into my enemy’s eye.

As per usual, I activate Enhance Bleed and Woundshape, dropping Temporary Shape Self to keep myself from overstraining my magic.

Enhance Bleed advanced to level 3!

Woundshape advanced to level 3!

Both of Regulus’ eyes crumple, blood and clear fluid streaming out of the empty holes where they were, and he falls to the ground screaming, releasing me. He claws at his eye sockets, accidentally tearing my knife out of it, and his skills deactivate, which conveniently means that cold is no longer crawling up my arm. It is, unfortunately, half-severed, but I can deal with that.

“What…” he rasps out through the pain. “What are you?”

And then he can’t ask anything else thanks to his sudden lack of a throat.

Venomous Bite advanced to level 4!

Well, the notification of his death hasn’t shown up yet. I deign to give him a response.

"I am,” I tell him, “the one that got away.”

Targets killed: [3/8]

+100 XP rewarded.

As my venom eats away at his body, I kneel down to it.

Devour consumes more than it used to. Though it still requires me to physically consume part of him, black-and-red magic flows out from me and into his veins, eating away at his flesh and blood as it does.

Devour granted +165 XP!

This time, XP isn’t the only thing I earn. The bone-deep incision on my forearm closes itself in fast motion, muscle knitting itself back together, and the same energizing warmth that Siphon provides flows through me.

After a few moments, white and blue strands of power join the red and black, chilly wind blending into the warmth.

Temporary skill unlocked: Misty Blade

Coalesce the air into your blade. Imbue a bladed weapon with magical force. Upon wounding an enemy, your target will begin to freeze.

It doesn’t come with a level, rarity, or tier, I notice. Then again, it is only going to last for a short time.

As I test the skill out, turning my steel dagger a milky white, I watch as my skin smooths over where the late Regulus pierced it. With Shape Blood, I remove the last of the traces of the battle from myself.

Devour (Legendary)

Tier: Gold

Level: 1

Consume and gain power. Gain up to 50% of the XP you consume, scaling with the difficulty of your opponent. Regain up to 100% of the vitality a consumed foe possessed. After devouring it, you may use its last used skill for up to 1 minute.

My enhanced Devour is already paying dividends. It’s been upgraded two entire tiers. Bronze, Silver, Gold, Diamond, Tourmaline, and Sapphire. I know the tiers like the back of my hand. Given the dream-vision I saw, I can only assume the humans who made me wanted me to.

I can think more on my origins later. For now, I can hear the other guards rapidly approaching.

Even with my upgrades, I don’t think I can take them on five against one. I hoped there would be maybe one or two that I could kill and Devour, which would make this much easier, but I guess finding the first two alone is the only lucky break I’m getting. At a guess, those were scouts, given the relative speed and lower power that they had, while this is the main force.

I can’t fight five of them at once. Before my class evolution, I would’ve lost to a single pair of them if not for ambush. Now, the odds are better, but five? Impossible

But I don’t need to fight them. I just need to kill them.

They’re coming from the same place Regulus and Ardalan came through. The trees are forty feet from me, which means I can’t make it there in a single Bloodstep.

I hit the ground, counting the seconds. It’s been around thirty seconds since I Devoured Regulus already, so I don’t have much longer.

Stealth advanced to level 8!

Stealth keeps me hidden where I am.

Forty seconds. Forty-five.

At fifty seconds, they reach me, still unaware of me where I’m hidden in the bushes.

“Shit,” one of them says. I recognize the voice as the woman who shot me on the train. To her credit, she doesn’t panic. “Ard and Regu—“

I explode up from my hiding spot, my relatively high Mind (Speed) stat giving me just enough time to process the fact that they’re almost right on top of me before I strike out with Misty Blade.

My only compatibility with this skill is my general affinity—I don’t have a specialized one that fits it. Thus, I strike with less control and less power than Regulus wielded over the skill.

Unlike Regulus, though, I have three extra advantages.

First, I have Knifefighting. Second, I have the element of surprise, played perfectly once again.

Third, my class evolution has granted me one final boon.

Relentless

You have faced overwhelming adversity time and time again, yet you remain unbroken. When the odds against you are impossible, relentless power will come to you.

The trait is vague, almost painfully so. It doesn’t quantify how much I grow, what “impossible” odds mean, how often I can use it, and so forth, but a fire burns within me.

And it tells me that now is the time to act.

Relentless triggers. Whereas Siphon and Devour were like warm embraces, the trait is a raging fire in my soul, exploding through my body.

The Misty Blade balloons in magnitude, white fog detonating out from my knife, and I cut a man’s head off, white magic creeping along the rest of his body as it does..

Targets killed: [4/8]

+100 XP rewarded.

I feel powerful, and the skill is powerful in turn. The mist floods out from my blade, turning a warm sunny day into featureless grey and white.

“Reg?” the woman asks, panic tinging her voice. “Is that—“

I locate her voice and Bloodstep to her, the Relentless power in my blood energizing me so much that I barely notice the magic expenditure.

Before she can realize something’s wrong, I find the edge of her armor with my hands and slit her throat.

She doesn’t die immediately, to my surprise, even with Enhance Bleed and Woundshape. The woman resists both of those skills somehow, a will within her body clashing with mine.

My minute is up. The fog starts dissipating as I lose the cool thread of Misty Blade.

As the guards start to regain their bearings, I stab the woman three more times before she manages to push me off, surprising physical strength knocking me away.

Even as she stumbles away, I Bloodstep to her. If raw stabbing damage won’t kill her…

I bite her exposed ear, and my sharpened teeth don’t even manage to pierce all the way through.

Still, it’s deep enough to use Venomous Bite.

Venomous Bite advanced to level 5!

That finally gets a reaction from her. She must be durable, so I doubt the venom will do it alone, but it’s a start.

A guard in armor with red lines running through the metal rather than green fires a gout of flame at me, swallowing both me and the durable woman whole. Searing heat washes over me, scorching my skin, but the fire within burns brighter.

I almost laugh at the attack. It burns layers of my skin right off, but it’s nothing compared to a skill that boils me from the inside out.

A single Bloodstep takes me to the man, and he yelps in surprise as I tap him on the shoulder.

“The researchers call you weak,” I say. “I think I see why.”

He cancels his flame and sets his body alight, and I Siphon away the worst of my flame, merely burning my hand rather than charring it to ash.

And then I put a knife into his unarmored back, shoving it through organs and twisting. I don’t even need to Enhance Bleed to know he’s a dead man.

I take note of the detailed red lines set into his armor and give him a new one, drawing it right across his throat.

Targets killed: [5/8]

+100 XP rewarded.

 

You have advanced to level 6!

You have gained 3 stat points.

Your stats have increased by 1 each.

The poisoned, bleeding woman fires her gun at me, but I react fast enough to shove the corpse of the pyromancer in the way, absorbing the shots. Besides her, the archer who nearly killed me earlier draws her bow.

I Bloodstep forward and cut her bowstring in half. The taut string snaps into her face, drawing blood, and I add to that spot of blood by taking her dropped arrow and shoving it into her abdomen.

Unlike the others, she doesn’t wail in pain. Instead, she draws twin daggers from her waist, determined to end my life.

I’d be impressed if she wasn’t trying to kill me. As it is, Knifefighting makes it laughably easy to see what she has coming.

I make it quick.

Targets killed: [6/8]

+100 XP rewarded.

That leaves the poisoned woman and one other man.

With a start, I realize who the final foe is.

“Hello, Jarreth,” I say.

“I should’ve killed you when I had the chance,” he snarls back at me. For someone who’s just watched three of his comrades die, he’s impressively angry.

“Let’s get on with it, then,” I say. I can feel the Relentless fire within me start to burn out, and I want to make use of the remaining part of it as well as I can.

Jarreth wields a metal whip and chain, the entirety of it emblazoned with intricate magical symbols. He makes the first step before I can Bloodstep at him, snapping it out faster than I can react.

Contrary to my expectations, the whip doesn’t lash through me. Instead, it wraps around me, binding me, and my skills wink out.

I remember this sensation, but his binding is imperfect. This is no prison. To me, improvised bonds might well be nothing at all.

“Fuck off,” I tell him, a touch of a trait guiding me as I wriggle out of his weapon’s grasp, twisting my body in ways not humanly possible. “I’m a Free Bird.”

To punctuate my statement, I use Bloodstep. This time, it actually tires me, which means that my new trait’s usage is coming to an end.

That’s fine. I have enough time.

I use Shape Blood on the copious amounts of life-giving fluid slowly watering the shrubs around us, sending a blinding wave of it at him.

Shape Blood advanced to level 8!

His whip flashes, arresting the momentum of my skill and sending gallons of blood dropping to the ground.

That’s the last mistake he’ll ever make.

I burst through the unempowered blood, soaking myself in it, and I throw myself at him. I use my skill once again, turning the blood on the two of us into spears, and he’s too busy trying to escape the grasp of the blood clinging to him to notice the knife coming for the top of his head.

“You… won’t… get away…” he wheezes. Part of his armor glows, though no further attacks come from him.

“I’m sure,” I say. From what I’ve gleaned, the “UCC” that he belongs to has far more reach than just the one laboratory I was born in. Assuming they catch wind of this, there’s no doubt that I’ll face more resistance. “But neither will you.”

Jarreth dies cursing me.

Targets killed: [7/8]

+100 XP rewarded.

The last woman has a gun and she has durability, but ammunition doesn’t last forever and neither does her constitution. For each bullet she lands in me, I land a strike on her, and the combination of my newest trait and my unique physiology ensures that I won’t fall first. I wear her down with venom and wounds, the last of my Relentless powering me through, and eventually, she keels over.

Targets killed: [8/8]

+100 XP rewarded.

The fire fades inside me.

Messages scroll down my system, and I reach into my pack, finding a miraculously intact piece of paper. Then again, the person who created it seems to be nothing short of a miracle.

Darkness falls across my vision, the toll of my journey exacting itself. A single thought burns through my mind.

I need to find Sapphire.

Objective: Annihilate your enemies [COMPLETE]

You have killed the guards. Gain your reward before you face the consequences.

1000 XP rewarded!

 

You have advanced to level 7!

You have gained 3 stat points.

Your stats have increased by 1 each.

 

You have advanced to level 8!

You have gained 3 stat points.

Your stats have increased by 1 each.

 

Due to your traits and actions, you may gain up to 5 Bronze-tier skills and 1 Silver-tier skill.

            
Chapter 22: Twenty-second, reboard a train

                Due to your traits and actions, you may gain up to 5 Bronze-tier skills from the following list.

Phantom Limb

Blade Resistance

Fog Cloud

Misty Blade

Paralyzing Venom

Cooking

Firearms

 

Due to your traits and actions, you may gain up to 1 Silver-tier skill from the following list.

Phantom Self

Blood Echo

Electric Shield

Assassinate

 

As I look through my options, I stride around the corpses I’ve made, mulling over what I’ll pick in more than one way. I kneel down next to Jarreth’s body, readying my Devour skill, and then I realize that the magic lines in his armor are still pulsing with energy.

He’s dead. I know for a fact that he’s dead. The system has told me as much.

So why is his magic still active?

As I crouch closer to the dead man, the armor glows brighter.

A synthesized voice spills forth from the bright green lines.

“Inconvenient,” a male voice—I think it’s male, at least—says, the words heavily distorted as if he’s speaking through a thunderstorm. Is he speaking to me? “I suppose we’ll need to send more than the chaff next time. If there is a next time.”

It’s not a cryptic message, but I also can’t glean much from it. Presumably, he’s talking about me. Why is he talking through a dead man’s armor? Who is he talking to?

The lines flash painfully bright, and it’s only because of my freshly enhanced Mind (Speed) stat that I have the presence of mind to Bloodstep away.

Even as the world turns red and I dash from my location, the armor detonates. Force and green flame alike send my blood-form flying backwards, though thankfully it’s nowhere near as powerful as my mirror-self’s. I remain intact as a wave of energy attempts to disrupt my being.

As I come out of Bloodstep, remanifesting myself on the sandy ground, another corpse’s armor detonates. This one catches me off guard, and I’m sent tumbling head over heels, rolling onto the ground. A dozen spots of pain light up my back, and I fall.

And then I catch sight of my own armor.

Shit.

I activate Temporary Shape Self and Siphon at the same time, using the last of my daily uses for the latter skill to drain power from the armor and fuel the former. With no time for cleverness, I simply make my legs and arms as thin as I possibly can before activating Bloodstep again as soon as I withdraw them from their armor.

Temporary Shape Self advanced to level 3!

It pulls deep on my magic reserves, drawing strength until my well is nearly completely dry, but it’s well worth it. Less than a second later, the bracers I was wearing explode as well. With the magic mostly drained out of them, they’re small detonations, no larger than the size of my head, but that would’ve been more than enough to annihilate my limbs.

When I count seven separate detonations, I relax where I’ve landed. Flecks of metal and bone have embedded themselves into my torso, and I spend some time picking them out one by one, using Shape Blood to speed the process along.

The corpses are unrecoverable. The detonations have blown them to pieces, and the rocky battlefield where I killed the guards has been turned into a crater-scarred canvas dotted with blood and ash.

The countermeasure that the voice in the armor presumably activated wasn’t meant to kill.

It’s succeeded in stymieing my progress, which is irritating. With the corpses torn to shreds, I can’t gain XP from Devouring them now.

The benefits of my level increases do alleviate that irritation, at least. I notice that there are some skills like Lessened Bleed that I no longer have the option to gain. I suppose that’s the system realizing I have no need for something like that? It sucks to lose the option, but I’ll take what I can get.

It’s also interesting that I now have access to a couple of spells that definitely don’t fit my build so far. Fog Cloud, Misty Blade, and Electric Shield are all spells that I either Siphoned away or borrowed via Devour. Now, I’m getting them offered as level-up skills.

I’m not planning on actually taking any of them apart from Misty Blade, but it’s interesting to see. There’s a lot of potential for skill gains in the future, then.

That thought turns sour once again when I realize how much potential was stolen from me by post-mortem armor bombs, so I start picking my skills.

 

Blade Resistance (Common)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

You have a penchant for taking cuts and walking them off. Reduces damage taken by nonmagical edged weapons by 5%.

 

Resistances category created!

Each resistance is now 3% more effective.

 

The message comes out of nowhere when I take the Blade Resistance skill. Checking my stat sheet reveals that my three resistances—pain, poison, and now blades—have indeed been moved to a separate subcategory. It only gives me a mild boon, but I’ll take it.

 

Misty Blade (Rare)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Coalesce the air into your blade. Imbue a bladed weapon with magical force. Upon wounding an enemy, your target will begin to freeze.

 

Firearms (Common)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Steady your aim and fire. When active, you gain a 20% boost to accuracy with firearms.

 

Phantom Limb (Rare)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Create a projection of a limb at a distance of up to 5 feet.

 

This one’s not incredibly important, but having a third hand to knife-fight with can’t hurt, right?

Phantom Limb (Bronze) and Temporary Shape Self (Bronze) are compatible skills.

That’s a new one, but instincts tell me it’s been a long time coming. It’s kind of surprising that nothing else I have has triggered this yet, but maybe it’s the class evolution and levels that have finally caused the first skill combination to occur.

I accept the combination.

Phantom Limb (Bronze) and Temporary Shape Self (Bronze) have been consumed.

New skill unlocked: Phantom Shape

Phantom Shape (Rare)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 4

Create phantom limbs at will. Maximum usage 24 minutes per hour.

As with most skill combinations, it’s both more and less than the sum of its parts. The levels of the two skills that make it up have been combined, and it’s obviously stronger than Phantom Limb. On the other hand, I don’t think I’ll be able to pull off the limb-shrinking feat again until I get another skill or skill combination that enables me to do so.

I test the skill out, willing six bladed limbs to burst from my back. It’s much less draining to use than Temporary Shape Self was, I immediately notice, but the limbs I create are less corporeal. Half-ghostly spider-like arms that taper to a point extend from my body. Controlling them is second nature to me, as if they’ve been part of my body since the day I was born.

I keep the limbs active as I walk around, trying to find any intact items I can loot from the bodies.

I have one more free Bronze-tier skill, so I take it.

Paralyzing Venom (Uncommon)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

Create a weak venom that paralyzes an enemy for 1 minute upon entering their bloodstream. Venom is no longer active after one minute.

 

Paralyzing Venom (Bronze) and Venomous Bite (Bronze) are compatible skills.

Yeah, that was pretty much to be expected. Now that I’ve done one skill evolution, parts of the cloudy parts of my fragmented memories seem to be clearing, revealing more information about the world and system to me. I’d much rather have all the information now, but I’ll accept a gradual increase in my knowledge so long as I don’t run out.

Paralyzing Venom (Bronze) and Venomous Bite (Bronze) have been consumed.

New skill unlocked: Paralyzing Bite

Tier: Bronze

Level: 6

Activate this skill to inject paralyzing deathadder venom into a bite wound. Can be used 7 times per hour.

This one is just a raw upgrade to Venomous Bite for no cost at all. Very useful.

Finally, I have one Silver-tier skill that I can take. Phantom Self doesn’t look very useful when I already have Phantom Shape. Electric Shield is useful defensively but doesn’t fit my style of fighting. Quickstep and Assassinate are interesting—both of those were options that I would’ve received had I chosen to evolve into a Gunslinger or Assassin, respectively, but I’m getting them as options even though I didn’t choose those classes.

That just solidifies it for me. Struggling through thousands of deaths, making less than zero progress again and again and again, it was worth it.

Despite that, I don’t actually want those skills right now. They both have useful features, but there’s one more esoteric one that draws my eye.

Blood Echo (Rare)

Tier: Silver

Level: 1

Blood comes and goes easily. Manifest an echo formed of blood that will act independently of you for 1 second.

One second isn’t a lot, but the skill will upgrade with time. More importantly…

I activate the skill, my six half-incorporeal limbs still active, and an exact copy of myself bursts out from me, a woman’s silhouette colored completely red. She has my spider-limbs.

Without a target to unleash her on, the blood-Evelyn just strikes out at a shrub, bloody limbs tearing apart dry twigs and leaves before she collapses. The magic that holds her together disintegrates, and gallons of blood start to fall.

But the blood itself doesn’t disappear. I take control of as much of it as I can with Shape Blood, swirling it around myself in a crimson spiral.

Shape Blood advanced to level 9!

Convenient.

Blood Echo costs a lot of power to use, but it provides me a ton of blood to use without having to cut myself. Furthermore, the echo actually does seem to have good combat potential, which will only increase with time.

After I spend a few minutes looking around for anything useful, I give up. The detonations appear to have destroyed every weapon, piece of armor, currency, and so forth. There’s nothing I can loot from the bodies.

And, I realize, I left my gun on the train.

I sigh. It looks like I’m not going to upgrade Firearms anytime soon.

Objective: Find Sapphire in Ravendale

Arrive in Ravendale free and alive.

Distance to target: 43 miles

Reward: Bronze-tier skill

The objective to find Sapphire is still burning in a corner of my brain, but the reward no longer pulls me now that I’ve gotten so many new skills.

There’s something that draws me to it more, though, and it’s not the skill.

Sapphire—Saph, whatever she wants me to call her—has a deeper hand in my existence than I thought she did.

I need to find her. The thought of her is etched into my mind, white hair and blue eyes and a dangerously mysterious smile.

Ravendale is further down the train line. I don’t think I’ll be able to navigate my way there on my own—there’s no map accompanying the objective or anything, so I think I’ll get back on the train.

Getting back on the train is easier said than done, of course. First, I need to climb upwards.

That’s not the hard part. With the six extra spider-limbs, I’m able to find every tiny handhold and foothold in the cliff, propelling myself up as if I’m walking on flat ground.

When I’m at the top, though, I face an empty set of rails.

The train at Outpost 17 comes once every 24 hours. I don’t know if the same applies for trains in this random part of the country, but it’s safe to assume I’m not going to get frequent shots at this.

There’s not much vegetation on the narrow cliff where the rail runs, but I try to keep myself low to the ground anyway. At this point, my shift is pretty ruined by combat, so I feel less bad about covering myself in dust and dirt. I’ll clean it off later—for now, Stealth tells me this is the best way to avoid being spotted by the person driving the train when it comes.

I spend the next few hours resting by the rails, letting my magic regenerate. When I have enough, I start practicing Misty Blade. Without a target to attack, I’m not able to do much with it, but I do get it to level 3.

Day turns to night, and eventually, I hear the tracks rattling. My hearing is sharp, so I catch the train long before it gets close to me. I prepare myself, pressing my body close to the ground.

A minute passes, then two. I’m starting to worry that the train has stopped when it barrels around the corner, its speed far greater than I remember it being.

I activate Bloodstep as soon as I see it, and I still almost miss it. With the entirety of my magic reserves regenerated, it doesn’t take much out of me, and I throw myself upwards, aiming for the top of the train.

The skill ends, and I tumble. I hit the top of the train, but I’m not moving at the same speed as it is. I fall backwards, the impact of the fast-moving metal surface scraping the skin off where I make contact, and I bounce once, twice, three times—

I use Bloodstep a second time, focusing the entirety of the skill towards moving forward and matching the speed of the train. This time, when I hit the surface, I’m ready for it, and I catch myself.

As soon as I stabilize myself on the surface of the train’s ceiling, I flatten myself on it, holding onto a hatch to keep myself from blowing off.

Slowly, I clamber along the length of the train, staying low, and I make my way to the back.

I swing down, and I find myself face to face with a door at the back.

To my surprise, it opens. There’s a short hallway here, which I assume leads to the passenger cars. With no other features, I can only assume this is an escape route.

I crouch my way in, my feet touching down on soft carpet, and I prepare to cast Disguise Self once more. With the help of Acting, I should be able to make an excuse to get back on the train.

And then the door at the end of the hall opens. A young, cloaked man steps through, a lit cigarette in his hand.

I stare at him.

He stares at me, looking me up and down. He takes in all of me—the dirt, the ripped dress, the still-undisguised red of my eyes.

He drops the cigarette, barely-disguised panic clear in his eyes. “Who the fuck are you?”

I sigh, half-tempted to kill him here and now. Fortunately for him, Acting provides me a better alternative.

“Hi, I’m Evelyn,” I tell him. “I’m your new partner.”

            
Chapter 23: Twenty-third, make allies

                “P-partner?” he stutters, stumbling backwards. The door is still shut behind him, and he turns to run from me.

Without the power of Relentless or Siphon to aid me, I’m starting to run low on magic power, but I still have enough left in the tank to use another Bloodstep. I move significantly faster in this form than I do outside of it, and I can fit through much tighter spaces.

I use it to burst between his legs and reappear between him and the door.

“Shit!” he shouts, steadying himself against the wall. Behind him, the exterior entrance I clambered into swings shut, the engineering of the train automatically closing it to prevent some idiot from stumbling out of it.

The man in front of me is younger than the guards I’ve been facing, it seems. His face lacks lines, and his brown hair tumbles down messily over green eyes that flicker to look at everywhere but my eyes. Though I haven’t personally seen all that many people, I have the knowledge to assess people built into my mind.

I confirm my assessment with an Appraise.

 

Name: Adrian Stahr

Age: 19

Race: Human

Class: Warrior

Level: 7

Last Used Skill: Swordfighting

 

Warrior is a basic class, which means that he must not have gone through the same abnormal class evolution that I did. It’s entirely possible that he hasn’t even gone through a class evolution, period.

This is the first human I’ve met so far that’s actually a lower level than me. A fight against him would be uninteresting and unrewarding, though it would grant XP nonetheless.

I have to admit, it feels good seeing someone that doesn’t immediately try to blow my brains out. Still, I shouldn’t be operating purely off intimidation.

“Let’s be reasonable about this, hmm?” I say, drawing on Acting the best I can. I’m not entirely sure who I should be impersonating here, but the skill assists me nonetheless. “What’s your name?”

“A-Adrian, ma’am,” he says. He’s unarmed at the moment. Did he leave his sword behind at his seat?

I almost snort derisively at that. Ma’am? I know for a fact that that honorific is generally used for those who eclipse the speaker in seniority. Though my body and mind may effectively match a much older human, I’ve not even been in this world for a month.

“Adrian, then,” I say, preventing my thoughts from showing on my face. “Where are you going, Adrian?”

“Ravendale, ma’am,” he says, holding his hands up as if to prove he’s not holding a weapon.

“Stop calling me that,” I tell him. “My name is Evelyn.”

“Yes, m—Evelyn,” he says, cringing away as he says it.

“Ravendale, then,” I say, returning to the previous line of conversation. “How fortunate. I happen to be going there myself.”

Adrian does not reply.

“How do you feel about allowing me to join you in your journey?” I ask.

“Do I have a choice?” The Warrior’s gotten his act together now. Rather than utterly panicked, he sounds resigned to his fate as if he’s a man before the gallows.

“Not exactly.”

“I figured, but…”

I look at him expectantly.

Adrian screws his face up like he’s just eaten a lemon whole. “I’m not traveling alone.”

“Acceptable,” I reply. “You’ll just have to introduce me to the rest of them.”

“Just one,” he says. I don’t think he’s lying, though I also don’t have a skill for identifying that yet. Adrian is fidgeting nervously, but I recognize that that energy likely stems from an unmet reliance on the cigarette he wanted to smoke and general fear over this situation. “Sierra. A friend of mine.”

I raise an eyebrow. “A friend?”

He nods fervently.

“Then introduce me to her,” I say. “It’s been a long, tiring day, and I’m glad that a promising man like you is willing to help the new partner you’ve just acquired.”

“I-I don’t understand,” he says.

“Well, you see,” I say, affecting a limp and exposing the brutally scraped parts of my body, “I suffered significant injuries fighting assailants off prior to my arrival here, if you can’t tell.”

My injuries must be nastier than I realize, because he recoils upon seeing the sections of my limbs and torso where the speeding train tore my skin off. Concern rapidly mixes into his fear, creating a confusing mix where he worries over my wounds while remaining utterly terrified of me.

“I’m sorry,” he tries. “I was under the impression that you, ah, were threatening me?”

I am.

“There is no threat so long as you cooperate,” I reassure him.

“You’re still threatening me,” he surmises.

“Will you help me or not?”

I’m more than capable of healing on my own. What I need is a legitimate excuse to get onto the train, and temporarily forcing my way into someone else’s group is the easiest way to do that.

“Fine,” Adrian says. “I will.”

“See?” I say, casually toying with the knife in my hand before storing it, “That was easy, wasn’t it?”

He reaches into his pocket for another cigarette and lights it.

“Fuck,” he mutters, and he leads the way back in.

This train isn’t the same as the last one I was on. Either that, or this car is one that I didn’t get to see the inside of. Rather than striding through rows of cushioned benches, we make our way through a narrow hallway with doors spaced evenly on either side of us.

“We got a sleeper car,” Adrian says through the lit cigarette in his mouth. He stubs it out, blowing smoke, and he points at a door maybe twenty feet ahead. “That’s us. Sierra’s resting inside.”

“Fantastic. Lead us in.” I use Acting to assist myself in the process of keeping almost-perfect straight posture, feigning just enough pain to look realistic.

Adrian swings the door open.

Inside awaits a woman I recognize.

Sharp green eyes, a graceful heart-shaped face like my own, gossamer black hair. She wears a simple white sundress as she lounges on a bed, a book open on her stomach, but her face is unmistakable.

Marie Jade, I recall. The lead researcher on the project that birthed me.

Except it can’t be her. She’s younger than the woman I remember. There are details in Marie’s face that aren’t in hers.

She sits up at my arrival, nearly hitting her head. There’s only one bed in this room, along with a single couch and a simple shower.

“You’ve brought a visitor,” she says. As I make my way through the narrow doorframe, she gasps. “She’s hurt!”

I cast Appraise on her as soon as I can. She seems a lot more sure of herself than Adrian, who still cringes with fear when I get close to him. That apparently isn’t terribly out of the ordinary for him, because his female companion doesn’t react to it.

 

Name: Sierra Jade

Age: 19

Race: Human

Class: Blue Mage

Level: 19

Last Used Skill: [APPRAISE FAILED]

 

I hide my surprise. Other than those that my Appraise has failed on before, who could be potentially any level, Sierra is by far the highest-leveled person I’ve seen so far, and younger than most of the others to boot. My initial plan was to coerce the both of them into cooperating and hiding me, killing them both in the worst-case scenario, but this changes things.

Also, her last name is Jade. If she’s not Marie herself…

“Come, come,” she tells me, swinging her legs off the bed. “I can help you.”

“Sierra,” Adrian says for the first time. “You can’t help her. She threatened—“

“Shhh,” Sierra says. “You’d let yourself get bullied by a bleeding child if you let them. I keep telling you to grow a spine, Adrian. Besides, she’s wounded!”

I’m sorely tempted to put a knife through Adrian’s back for trying to betray me at the first possibility, but it’s tempered by the fact that Sierra apparently just does not care.

Also, she can probably easily outpace me in a fight. I’m not going to stab her friend and try my chances against someone eleven levels above me.

“Come lie down,” Sierra says, patting the bed. She gets up.

I lie on the bed. It’s not particularly comfortable, but it’s better than the dirt and rocks were outside. My blood starts soaking into it immediately.

“Sierra,” Adrian says, apparently confident enough to talk now that I’m prone and not physically threatening. “She threatened me! She’s trying to pull something, I swear to you.”

“Adrian,” Sierra says, resting a warm, soft hand on my forehead, “What do you think she is? She looks powerful and wants to secure safety. If you snivel like a coward, of course she’ll do what she can!”

I think I like the Blue Mage. Ideologies aside, she’s going to bat for me, and that’s what I care about most right now.

Adrian sighs. “Fine. I don’t trust her.”

“I don’t trust anyone,” Sierra fires back. “That doesn’t mean you leave an injured lady to fend for herself, Adrian. No matter how scary she looks.”

“I look scary?” I ask. Acting assists me in sounding like I’m in more pain than I am.

“Don’t worry, miss,” she tells me, flashing me a gentle smile. “You’re a beautiful kind of terror.”

The compliment actually gets to me. I return the gesture, and at least part of my smile is genuine.

“Now hold still,” Sierra says. She leans over me, her shoulder-length hair framing her heart-shaped face, and warm magic passes into me. Slowly, my wounds start to close.

Identical wounds start to grow on her body, and I realize why she’s been so worried about me. Her skin flays itself from the bone, blood welling where it peels itself off, and a red stain the size of my palm grows at her abdomen.

She’s taking her injuries onto herself.

“Wait,” I tell her, my Acting skill approving of my reaction. “You don’t need to—“

“Shhh,” she says again, placing a single bloody finger over my lips. “I’m… urgh, this is going according to plan.”

Adrian doesn’t seem to be reacting either, so I assume that Sierra’s going to be okay.

Sure enough, I watch as her wounds start to close.

The Blue Mage winces, but she doesn’t make so much as a squeak before her wounds are done healing.

“Yes!” Sierra exclaims, pumping a fist. “Abrasive Resistance! I’ve acquired a new skill!”

“Sierra,” Adrian sighs, prodding her in the side where she’s stained her dress. “You have to stop ruining your clothes.”

“I can help,” I say. “I can manipulate some fluids, and that means I can move blood.”

I recall the guards at the Underground Site telling each other that blood magic is forbidden, but my memory bank says nothing about this. This is a calculated risk.

Sierra’s eyes widen, and I worry for a second that this is about to get very messy when she breaks out in a beaming smile. “Blood magic?”

“Some level of it, yes,” I admit.

“Adrian, get to your room,” Sierra says. “Do some training or whatever. And if you would like to mention, uh…”

“Evelyn,” I supply.

“Right! Should you mention our sweet Evelyn here, you best sing her praises.” Sierra’s smile is wide as it was before, but bright blue energy pulses in her left hand.

Adrian raises his hands in surrender. “Whatever you say, Sierra.”

He leaves the room, slamming the door behind him.

“Will he be a problem?” I ask.

“Not at all,” Sierra says, apparently not caring about the massive bloodstain at her abdomen, of her own blood trailing down her arms. “Adrian’s sweet at heart. He just likes jumping to conclusions and fighting ghosts. He won’t do something I tell him not to.”

Huh. Does she seriously not think that I threatened him?

“Why does he have his own room?” I ask. “Are you not traveling together?”

Her face softens at that. “He’s been begging me to help him grow stronger for some time. I rented him a sleeper car for him to train in since I can’t be there to oversee him, and he pushes himself the most when he’s scared or angry.”

That was… much more information than I expected. I’m not quite sure how to respond.

“Good to know,” I manage.

“Anyway!” she exclaims. “Can you show me your blood magic?”

I take a second to think it over.

A brief moment is all I need. Doing her small favors like showing her my skills is more beneficial for me than it is to her.

I activate Shape Blood, manipulating the blood from my body and hers to float in the air above me. I don’t remove the blood from her dress, though—I would prefer to seem less powerful than I actually am. Being underestimated is quite underrated, in my opinion.

Sierra practically shrieks with glory at the sight of the floating blood. “Gods, I’ve never witnessed a true blood mage before! So few in the Crowned Islands have the talent for it!”

“I’m pleased to impress,” I say.

She grows more serious. “Evelyn, can you keep a secret?”

“Of course I can,” I say, doing my best to give the statement the appropriate gravitas from my prone position in her bed. “You can trust me.”

Acting advanced to level 9!

You are now 250% more likely to remain undetected when impersonating another individual.

“I’m a Blue Mage,” she tells me, whispering conspiratorially. “Don’t tell anyone.”

I keep myself from frowning. Most people can’t use Appraise, so trusting me with something like this less than ten minutes after meeting her is… not exactly the most intelligent move. Then again, Sierra isn’t necessarily the most rational. I can’t tell if that stems from too much power, immaturity, or if it’s just her personality.

“That means,” she continues, still whispering as if someone’s listening at the door, “that I can learn your magic if you allow me to. A shadow of it, of course, not the entirety.”

Why would I do that? She’s level 19 already. I’ve gotten what I need out of her—why should I give her more power that she could use to attack me?

No. That’s the wrong question.

What can I gain from doing that?

As if to answer my unspoken question, she continues rambling. “I would never presume to ask you this service for free, of course. I would provide you allies. Adrian is weak, but he has potential, and I… I don’t know anyone else my age who has a higher level this side of the Northern Channel.”

It’s not the pitch that sells me. She’s offering to be my ally.

Allies. The concept is familiar to me, but it’s not one that I’ve used at all so far. Alder helped me, true, but that was less allyship and more the kindness of a random man.

Well, it can’t hurt to try.

“I accept,” I tell her.

“You’ll let me imitate your magic?”

“Very well,” I allow. “How will you do so?”

“Proximity,” she tells me, discarding her sundress and tossing it aside. I take a moment to wonder what has her so willing to expose her back to a near-stranger in her underclothes while she fishes around in her luggage for fresh clothing. She pulls on a pair of black leggings and a thin white shirt before finally turning back to me. “Would you like to get washed first?”

I gladly accept. I can remove the blood from my torn, stained clothes, but I can’t use a skill to clean myself of the grime of the river water and mud that I’ve been tumbling in. It takes me five minutes to clean myself, and Sierra offers me clean spares, not bothering to hide her naked interest in me as she does.

She walks me through her process. As it turns out, it’s not very complicated—she just puts me down on the still-clean couch, cradles me in her arms, and instructs me to hold her close while activating my blood magic. The warmth of her breath touches my lips as I use Shape Blood to levitate a small sphere of it above the two of us.

I have questions I want to ask her. I want to ask what her relation to Marie Jade is. I want to know what she’s doing in Ravendale. I want to ask what passes for powerful outside of this area, and I want to know how she’s so much more powerful than the other people her age.

But for the time being, I’m content to simply reaffirm her as my ally. I’m reasonably sure that she manages to achieve her goal about half an hour in, but she insists on keeping the process going. From the flush in her pale cheeks, I doubt that blood magic is the only reason she does so.

If I’m going to try working with her, I’ll build her trust in me until I can make her an asset.

And so we travel, mile after mile after mile.

When we’re less than a couple of miles from Ravendale—according to my objective marker, at least—she finally extricates herself from my grasp. Soon after, she wanders out and returns with Adrian. The Warrior doesn’t seem any happier with me being here, but he doesn’t say anything this time.

“I’m sure you’re wondering what we’re going to be doing,” Sierra says, stretching deeply. “Adrian, Evelyn.”

Adrian’s look of confusion surprises me. Sierra hasn’t told him where they’re going yet? To be fair, I suppose she hasn’t exactly been the most rational planner so far.

“Well,” the green-eyed Blue Mage says as the train begins to slow, “I have it on, uh, very good information that a demon-corrupted dragon recently laid a fresh clutch of eggs somewhere deep beneath the sewers of Ravendale. They’re due to have hatched by now.

“We’re going to find them, and we’re going to kill them.”

I raise an eyebrow.

Back to eating babies again, are we?

Objective: Find Sapphire in Ravendale [COMPLETE]

Arrive in Ravendale free and alive.

Distance to target: 0 miles

 

New skill unlocked: Locate Person

Find a person within a hundred feet of you. This skill’s efficacy increases with your knowledge of the target and decreases with time spent away from the target.

 

Objective updated: Find Sapphire in Ravendale

Locate Sapphire.

 

            
Chapter 24: Twenty-fourth, stop

                “Welcome to Ravendale,” a neutral voice says, magical electronics installed in the ceiling carrying the sound throughout the train cars. “Due to high volume, the train will remain at this stop for three hours.”

“Ravendale!” Sierra exclaims. “It’s been too long.”

“Sierra, it’s been two weeks,” Adrian says.

“Shush,” the Blue Mage replies. “Two weeks is too long.”

“You’re from Ravendale?” I ask.

“I am not,” Sierra replies, riffling through a bag under her bed. She fishes out a dark blue skirt and coat, shrugging both of them on in an instant. “But I have grown to enjoy it a fair bit.”

“You just like big cities.” Adrian hasn’t even turned to look at me. It looks like petulant spite, which I don’t mind. I don’t need to get him on my side. At the moment, it’s just the level 19 Sierra I care about.

“I can’t lie about that,” the woman in question replies. She tilts her head back, making eye contact with me. “Sorry, Evelyn, I don’t have the proper clothes for a lady of your stature. None of my nice clothes will fit you. Are you okay with what you have right now?”

The ones she’s currently lending me fit just fine, though they’re a little tight. A grey top that leaves a strip of midriff bared and similarly colored pants don’t exactly constitute trendy fashion, but they’ll be easy to fight in.

“They’re fine,” I tell her. “Are you ready to go?”

“We’ll get you something in town,” she assures me, gesturing towards her bags. Blue energy outlines them, and they start to rise from the ground. “Let’s go, you two. I have a place that we can visit.”

I raise an eyebrow at the casual display of power. Sierra doesn’t seem to notice.

We make our way off the train without further incident. I worry for a bit that there’ll be other UCC guards that have made their way onto the train that can identify me, but the only issue we face on our way out is a bunch of people in varying styles of dress trying to exit at the same time. There’s a couple others who look armed and a scant few wearing clerical robes, but the majority are wearing standard summer clothes. After a few minutes of jostling past people, during which Sierra uses another spell to teleport us a short distance forwards, we’re out of the train station.

Ravendale is by far the largest city I’ve ever seen. To be fair, that’s not a high bar, but it still almost steals my breath away. The train station is elevated on a hill by the edge of the city. I can’t see everything from here, but it spans almost the entirety of my vision. Gleaming spires and sprawling plazas stretch as far as the eye can see, all revolving around a single massive river that cuts a lazy, winding path through the center of the city. Barges of all shapes and sizes make their way through the watery path, and I can hear the bustle of the city even from here.

“I have a boat on call,” Sierra says, looking like she’s bitten into a lemon. “We’ll get to our room in the city center and go from there.”

The river is only a couple of minutes away from the train station. Another building with a similar design to the one we just left awaits us there, and Sierra waves us past a steadily-growing group of lines, taking us straight to a waiting boat that looks like it could seat forty.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she grumbles when I ask how she got it. “You don’t ask a lady her secrets.”

“Her aunt helped,” Adrian supplies, finally speaking to me. Sierra shoots him a death-glare, and I acknowledge him with a nod. He returns the gesture, apparently having gotten over whatever latent irritation was pestering him.

While the boat propels us forward through some unknown magic, I try out my new skill. First, I use Locate Person on Adrian, who I know isn’t going to be able to detect magic I use.

After just a moment, a single burning dot sears itself into my mind’s eye right where he is. When I close my eyes and turn around, it stays there, an impression of where exactly I need to look. It’s not the brightest light, but it’s there.

I picture Sapphire, recalling her half-elf fangs, her white hair, the aura of power she wields, and I cast it again.

No dot appears this time. Not terribly surprising, given the size of this city. The magic cost of this skill is negligible with my expanded reserves. I put two of my nine available stat points into Magic (Regen) to help the process along, and I continue using Locate Self as Sierra indicates a dozen Ravendale monuments that I find difficulty in caring about.

Locate Person advanced to level 2!

Locate Person advanced to level 3!

Locate Person advanced to level 4!

Locate Person advanced to level 5!

By the time we reach our destination half an hour later, I’ve managed to increase the range of Locate Person from a hundred to five hundred feet, and I still have no leads on where Sapphire is.

She did tell me to find her in Ravendale, and everything I’ve seen from her so far has led me to believe that she’s not going to just abandon me. Saph’s too interested in what I have going on to send me on a wild goose chase.

At least, that’s what I think. I could easily be wrong, and I need to plan around that. Part of me burns with the desire to see her again, to chase down the cryptic half-elf and see if I can learn anything more about her or myself—even to ally myself with her. Other, more pragmatic parts tell me that I can do that anyway while accomplishing other objectives.

Sierra guides us away from the docks that we arrive at, glossing over the fact that this one is apparently private, and she leads us to a small, well-kept inn.

“The Enchanted Rose,” I read. I suppose the red-and-pink gardens they’ve added to the front of their establishment lend themselves to the title.

“I have a permanent room here,” Sierra says. “Let me put my stuff down and we’ll be on our way.”

“Are we going straight after the enemies?” I ask. It’s already been a fair few hours since I’ve had a fight. I can’t deny that I appreciate the change of pace, but I’m already raring for more progression.

“Not dressed in that, you aren’t,” Sierra says. “I’m sure you’re strong, but a true lady needs to have a sense of style.”

I frown. Sierra’s said a few nonsensical things so far, but this one tops them all. “That… doesn’t sound right.”

“No, it’s totally correct,” she insists. “Come with me, I’ll show you!”

She leads us into the inn. The owner recognizes her, apparently, because he waves the three of us along.

The Blue Mage’s room is larger than I expected. Unlike the train car, it has a proper bathroom attached to it, and the closets here are already filled with clothes, weapons, and all manner of memorabilia. Sierra vanishes for a couple of seconds before reappearing with a colorful set of armor.

“Adrian, get out,” she says, utterly failing at subtly excluding me. “I’m going to change.”

The Warrior walks away with a huff. “I’m going to go grab a beer. Be back in fifteen.”

Sierra makes eye contact with me more than once while she’s changing. The first couple of times, she blushes, but the third time she catches me looking at her, she smiles.

I think Acting would prefer it if I return the slightly embarrassed gesture, since that would fit the non-platonic subtext that she’s been attempting to lay down, but I can’t muster up the awkwardness.

The armor she puts on does, to be fair, compliment her physique well. The forest green of the cloak matches her eyes, and her dyed-purple leather armor corset complements the tight leggings she’s chosen.

Well, it’s pleasing to my eyes, at least. When the researchers were making me, they clearly didn’t put much knowledge of fashion standards in mind. Not like I need it.

“See?” she says, practically preening. “It’s quite proper, isn’t it?”

“It is,” I reply.

“Then we can get you some,” she tells me. “We have plenty of time.”

“Weren’t there newborn dragons to fight?” I ask her.

“Do you see them tearing up the land around us?” she replies. “They were released into the underground. The issue isn’t that they’ll break out. The underground is sealed for that. No, the real problem is that they will grow to the point where they can break the seals, and that won’t happen for a while.”

“Won’t someone else beat you to hunting them down, then?” I ask. “I assume that the city guard will want to act on this for the reasons you just stated.”

“The city guard doesn’t know,” Sierra says, then winces. “Uhh… don’t tell them, okay?”

“I won’t,” I promise. It’s beneficial for me, anyway. “So long as we go down there to fight and kill them, anyway.”

“Of course, of course,” Sierra says, nodding. Her face lights up. “Let’s go! I’ll tell Adrian to wait for us.”

The Warrior is completely and totally unsurprised when his companion tells him that we’re going shopping. Sierra must do this a lot.

“I’ll still be here when you come back,” he says, taking a gulp from the foaming golden beer in front of him. “Take your time, I’ll keep spending your money.”

“Drink yourself under the table and we’ll see who levels up next,” Sierra fires back.

She leads, and I follow. We make our way through winding streets, passing by stalls and stores with all manner of storeowners shouting at passersby to peddle their wares. Sierra ignores them all, dragging me by the hand as if to keep me from drifting away.

Eventually, we arrive in front of a nondescript storefront with frosted windows. A simple sign in front of it declares it to be Alto’s Armory.

“This is my favorite tailor,” Sierra says. “It’s where I got this set of clothes from.”

We enter into another world. At least, that’s how it feels.

Since I was born, it’s been fight after fight after fight. I’ve had a few opportunities to rest, and I’ve seen some nice rooms, but none of them have been opulent in the same way that this place is. Suits of armor and cloth alike line the gold-trimmed walls, and the scent of soft vanilla floats through the dimly-lit room, candles burning in crevices.

“Alto!” Sierra shouts as soon as we get in, disrupting the serene atmosphere. “Lady Evelyn here needs a set of armor!”

“I’m not sure if I can afford this,” I tell her mildly, looking around us. That’s a bit of an understatement, given that my current net worth is exactly zero silver.

“It’s fine,” she says, dismissing the worry with a wave of her hand. “You gave me blood magic. I am deeply in your debt. Unlike some people, I help those who help me.”

There’s a history behind that statement. I pry a little, trying to glean anything I can use. Sierra’s awfully trusting of me for some reason, and I’m intent on exploiting that. “Do you have an issue with someone?”

“You might know my aunt,” Sierra mutters, suddenly drawing into herself. “Her name is Marie Jade, and she’s one of the most powerful people in the Crowned Islands.”

That piques my interest, but then the titular Alto shows his face. From a quick Appraise, he’s a level 13 Seamster, which is a class I haven’t seen before. He’s a good deal older and bulkier than Sierra is, of course, which makes it all the more surprising when he rolls up his sleeves to reveal fine, delicate fingers.

“A fine specimen indeed,” he says, his voice practically booming. “Very good. Give me a few minutes to throw something together.”

“Marie Jade?” I ask Sierra as soon as the Seamster leaves, dipping through a door to fetch his materials.

“She—“ the Blue Mage twists her face. “Gods, I’ve said too much already. I’m sorry, I truly am, but I can’t say much more.”

That only inflames my interest more, but I am trying to build more trust with her. I desperately want more information about the lead of the team that created me. I’d thought that only Saph would be able provide that, and now I’ve found that Sierra is able to as well.

It’s so convenient that I can’t help being suspicious of it.

Those thoughts are whisked away when Alto returns, an entire wardrobe in one hand. He hands me a hanger that creaks under the weight of the outfit on it, then indicates the changing rooms in one corner of the facility.

“Thank you,” Sierra says, bowing. She reaches into one of her cloak’s pockets and fishes out a single gold coin. “Keep the change. Buy yourself something nice.”

Alto’s eyes open wide with gratitude, and he accepts the coin. “Thank you, miss Jade.”

“No problem,” Sierra says, taking my hand in hers once more to drag me towards the fitting room. “Let’s get you into something more ladylike, shall we?”

When I enter the changing room, Sierra joins me.

“Have you put on armor before?” she asks. I shake my head no, though I realize I did temporarily co-opt enemy armor for a few minutes. “Then let me help you with this.”

She sorts out the items from the hanger that Alto provided me. It’s quite similar to her style, though it’s a more dramatic red-and-black compared to Sierra’s softer color palette. Instead of leggings, Alto’s provided me with dark red greaves and thigh armor not dissimilar to the UCC’s.

Sierra starts by attaching said greaves, carefully strapping the first half to my shins before moving up to my thighs. Her hands linger longer than they need to, and she speaks to hide that little fact.

“I have a Locate Creature spell,” she tells me as she straps another piece of armor on, grazing my upper thigh with her hand as she does. “I’ll be using it to find the dragon babies.”

“How’d you get that one?” I ask.

“A tutor,” she admits, starting on the other thigh. “Aunt Marie provided a lot for me, I must say.”

“And yet you don’t like her?”

She wraps the corset around my torso and walks behind me. Her knuckles brush against my back as the Blue Mage slowly starts to lace the black-and-red corset up, though I can’t tell how much of that is intentional. “It’s… complicated. She provides a lot for me, but she’s not a good person. The things she’s made…”

I have to laugh a little inside at that. I’m a thing that Marie’s made, and Sierra seems plenty happy with me.

Sierra continues, wrapping the cloak around me and finding every excuse she can to lay her hands on me. I don’t mind. I get the idea that she’s a bit starved for any form of meaningful connection, which adds onto the list of personality traits I can exploit.

“We’ll head down right after this,” she says, stepping back to admire her handiwork. I look into the mirror.

It is, in all fairness, a striking image. I look fiercer than she does, and the outfit only serves to enhance that.

“You look fantastic,” Sierra says with a grin.

“Thank you,” I reply. “You as well.”

That increases the radiance of her smile to the point I worry I might take damage from it.

We leave after Sierra bids another thank-you to the Seamster, who I think she’s vastly overpaid based on his reaction.

Adrian is no longer at the Enchanted Rose’s tavern when we return, which surprises me and Sierra both. She leads us back up to the room, and we open the door to find the Warrior there, midway through a practiced swing of the sword.

Sierra sighs. “Good job practicing, Adrian. Can you not do it in my room?”

He has the decency to look embarrassed. “Sorry. I don’t like doing it in public.”

The Blue Mage summons a belt of knives from a closet by simply holding her hands out, palms facing up, and gesturing. “Well, I don’t like it when you do it in my room.”

And just like that, we’re off.

Once again, Sierra leads us through the city with the self-assuredness of someone who’s lived here her entire life.

“How long did you say the two of you have been living here?” I discretely ask Adrian at one point. I really don’t care about him, but keeping his distrust of me at a minimum could be helpful in maintaining my alliance with his powerful companion. Also, I sort of lack a reason to be rude.

“Just a couple of months,” he replies. “I don’t know how she does it either.”

We make our way through rich villas and dirty slums, over a bridge that cross the river and under a series of houses elevated on stilts that Sierra explains belongs to a group of skyfolk.

Ravendale is a true melting pot, I realize. Whereas the lab was a sterile, unpopulated environment and the outposts were small, self-contained communities, Ravendale is a hundred communities smashed together, each one of them interacting with the next. It’s more like a living organism than any of the previous location’s I’ve visited, and I’m tempted to stop at least twice—once at a fight club, once at an elvish archer range—to explore potential opportunities to advance.

The Blue Mage in charge of our party keeps us going all the while, never hesitating despite the complexity of the man-made labyrinth.

Eventually, we find ourselves in front of a steep set of stairs that descend into darkness. Though the entrance is a solid forty feet wide, light doesn’t penetrate past the first ten or so steps, and so I can’t see anything down below.

“Here we are,” Sierra says, her confidence completely unshaken. “Ground rules: don’t die, and stay away from the holes. You don’t want to fall into dweller territory.”

Adrian’s white-knuckle grip on his sword gives away his anxiousness. That makes a single one of us genuinely worried about this.

“Is your spell active?” I ask the Blue Mage.

She snaps her fingers. “It is now.”

The two of us descend, Adrian following shortly behind.

Objective: Eat the babies

Kill and devour the dragons.

Targets killed: [0/6]

Reward: 600 XP + Trait

Targets devoured: [0/6]

Reward: 1200 XP

            
Chapter 25: Twenty-fifth, drop

                “Close your eyes,” Sierra says. “There’s powerful magic at work in the entrance.”

“Dweller magic?” Adrian asks, reverent fear in his voice. “I heard of these, but…”

“I think not,” Sierra replies. “A different kind.”

He sucks in a breath. “Demonic?”

“Something of the sort,” she says. “Now close your eyes. If you have them open, we’re just going to descend into the darkness forever.”

“How do you know that?” I ask.

“Aunt Marie isn’t all bad,” Sierra says. “I’ve learned a thing or two. Also, two city guards got lost in this entrance a few weeks back. The search party for them gave up after five days.”

I raise an eyebrow at that. That’s… a little concerning.

“Just close your eyes,” the Blue Mage says, poking me in the forehead.

I follow her suggestion, though I bite down hard enough on my tongue to draw blood. With a quick usage of Shape Blood, I map out the area around me, sending out a few drops to slide over the steps as we make our way down.

Bit by bit, we descend, my eyes screwed shut but my blood keeping me from being completely blind.

Five minutes pass in silence but for our footsteps before the blood suddenly stops. It meets an impenetrable wall ahead of us, and my magic is met with the bone-deep sense of emptiness before it vanishes.

I stop short.

“Don’t open your eyes,” Sierra immediately urges as soon as she hears my steps stop. “Keep moving.”

“I can’t detect anything in front of us,” I tell her. “I’ve been using blood magic to map our route.”

“Stop that right now,” the Blue Mage hisses, surprisingly intense. “End it. We’re lucky we’re still alive.”

The ferocity in her voice convinces me to follow her instructions. I trust that she knows more about this magic than I do, and I’m personally not tempted to jump into the wall of nothingness above.

“Did you stop it?” Sierra asks.

“I did,” I reply. My blood magic is completely inert now.

“Good girl.” The sound of her steps starts up again, and for a moment, I’m tempted to pull her back.

But she keeps going. A second later, Adrian follows. This time, it’s me that starts moving last. Despite the fact that both of them keep going, I worry that I’ll take two more steps forward and run face-first into my death.

Then I shrug. It’s an irrational fear.

I continue on, and after only ten more steps, I feel the surface underneath my new shoes change from smooth, unbroken stone to uneven cobble. A weight lifts itself from my shoulders, making me aware of it for the first time as dark pressure turns to nothing.

“You can open your eyes now,” Sierra says, tension noticeably leaving her voice.

I do, turning around to take in the area around me.

The staircase—which apparently perfectly intersects this path—next to us looks completely mundane, though it does fade away into darkness just like it did from above. It appears totally unthreatening, belying the information Sierra shared about it.

Ahead and behind us is a winding tunnel, dimly lit by flickering lights in the concrete ceiling that must be magical. About a hundred feet down, it splits into two, one path turning ninety degrees left and the other doing the same in the direct opposite direction.

The area itself isn’t too wide, built of brick and cobble and concrete, and it’s almost uncomfortably warm. A thin trickle of water runs through the center of the tunnel aimlessly.

“The Unending Staircase is an undercity entrance?” Adrian asks, bewildered. “I thought we would be going elsewhere.”

“This isn’t the undercity,” Sierra corrects him. “It’s what Aunt Marie calls an anomalous fragment. The disreputable people who tend to frequent these call them in-betweens—for places in between worlds, you see.”

The jargon means little to me, but I record the information anyway. It could be useful in the future, especially since I do recall there being discussions of “anomalies” before. I recall the six-limbed jet-black humanoids, the way that Appraise didn’t even try to detect who they were.

“This fragment,” Sierra continues, favoring her aunt’s term despite her proclaimed dislike of Marie, “is the final resting place of an escaped corrupted dragon.”

The term corruption triggers something latent in my mind, and I flash through memories that aren’t mine, thinking of horrors from deep beyond crawling their way into our reality. I remember a hole that leads into a red reality, a monument that moves when you didn’t look at it, a being that flows through stone like water.

Demons. Anomalies.

Monsters.

And I wield their power.

“How’d Ravendale cover that one up?” Adrian asks, his white-knuckle grip on the hilt of his still-sheathed sword growing ever tighter. “Dragons aren’t supposed to be here. Demons are even worse.”

“They didn’t,” Sierra replies with a shrug. She gestures for us to follow her as she heads down the left tunnel, and we follow. “The fragments under Ravendale are merely parts of a greater system of in-betweens. The dying dragon was chased here from hundreds of miles away by… security personnel.”

The lengthy pause before those final words tells me all I need to know. When she says “security personnel,” she means the guards from the UCC. Briefly, I wonder if Sapphire was involved in taking down the dragon she speaks of. I can’t see any of the guards I’ve killed even standing a chance in the face of one, especailly not one empowered by corruption.

“But it laid eggs,” Adrian said. “Why didn’t they flush the fragment out?”

“Time, money, bureaucratic constraints, pick your choice,” Sierra tells him. She pauses as we come to another fork in the tunnel, then directs us to go right after consulting the spell she must be running. “They might come calling when word of the disappearances here gets around. Fragment dwellers tend not to be the most communicative folk, so it could be a while.”

Disappearances? I suppose that this place looks like a perfect area to conduct illicit business in—it’s incredibly hard to find, after all—and given the power level of the Crowned Islands, a surprise attack from a baby dragon could probably take down most people here.

I assume Sierra knows about this thanks to connections she’s made through her aunt. There is the question of how she knows about the illicit activity along with the associated disappearances, but that’s an academic question.

For now, we have monsters to hunt.

“Ah, broken gods,” Sierra mutters as she turns a corner ahead. She turns to face us. “Go back. We’re taking a different path. The corruption got to this part.”

I make my away ahead just to see what she means, poking my head around a corner to take a peek at the continuation of the tunnel.

It ends less than ten feet from me, tapering off into a starless night. Absolute, infinite darkness fills the remainder, and the same crushing pressure that I felt from the seemingly endless stairs settles back on my shoulders.

“Yeah,” Sierra says as I return, shaken. “The void stares into you. I would advise you don’t spend too much time in the direct presence of one.”

“The dwellers can access these… fragments?” I ask. From my admittedly somewhat limited knowledge of their culture, it doesn’t seem impossible.

“Dweller magic is particularly good at sneaking into the cracks between worlds,” Adrian explains, pitching his voice higher and making it more nasal. I think he’s trying to impersonate the Blue Mage. “That’s what she says, at least.”

“Essentially,” Sierra says. “There shouldn’t be too many dweller-holes poking into this fragment, but it always pays to be vigilant.”

We continue onwards. The novelty of this space existing outside the standard plane of existence wears off fast. It’s still overly warm and growing warmer by the second. I think that means we’re getting closer.

“Locate Creature isn’t going to be completely accurate,” Sierra warns as the heat increases to levels that should be distinctly uncomfortable for humans. She’s not sweating, though Adrian definitely is. I’m not either, but my unique physiology helps with that. “I’m using it based off a sample of the corrupted dragon, not the—“

As she rounds one final corner, she abruptly trails off. I find out why when I catch up to her.

The tunnel tapers off sharply ahead. This time, rather than completely ending in the void of nothing-space, it connects into the remains of a large room. Remains, because two of the walls and half the floor lead into the lightless emptiness. It’s wide enough to comfortably fit ten soldiers walking side-by-side and long enough that I’ll probably run out of magic before I can Bloodstep all the way through.

In the center of the room is a single baby dragon. Fragments of shell still cling to its scaly grey body, and its red-flecked skin is soaked in clear fluid that might be from its egg. Its wings are stubby, not nearly large enough to support it in flight. Even from a distance, I can tell that it’s no larger than a particularly tall man might be.

“It’s a newborn,” Adrian says, finally drawing his sword with a quiet hiss of steel against leather.

“That makes it no less dangerous,” Sierra says, blue flame dancing over her fingers. “Do not let it fall into the void. Demonic creatures dislike the void, but unlike most mortal species, they can survive. I need not tell you why an adult void-touched demon is dangerous.”

“Understood,” I say, baring twin knives from my new belt. I tilt my head at the thing, trying an Appraise.

 

Name: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Age: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Race: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Class: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Level: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Last Used Skill: [APPRAISE FAILED]

 

It’s corrupted. Somehow, I’m not surprised that Appraise failed on it. I think the skill might be able to make more sense out of these monsters when I level it up more, but for now, it’s not strong enough to bypass even the most basic corruption. Demonic influence messes with skills, I know that much, and I won’t question how I know it.

That does raise the question of how Sapphire was so easily able to see straight through me. I stow that line of inquiry for later, and then I raise my knives.

The baby dragon still hasn’t moved. Four pure black eyes are set into the side of its head, but either the dragon hasn’t noticed us or it doesn’t care.

I decide to test it, dashing forward. Each of my steps is light and carefully-placed to avoid crumbling pieces of the stone floor beneath me. As someone with Demonic Heritage to my name, it’s quite possible that the void beneath won’t actually end my existence. Still, the crushing pressure has returned, and I’m not keen on finding out what exactly it’ll do to my body.

The room is at least three hundred feet long, and it’s almost exactly in the center.

When I get within a hundred feet of it, it finally acts, all four eyes flicking to track me. From the sound of the footsteps behind me, Adrian isn’t that far back, though Sierra is keeping a good distance. Of the three of us, I’m the furthest in front, so of course it’s me that it targets.

The baby’s jaw unhinges, faintly reminding me of a crocodile, and it belches black flame.

It’s newborn yet, but the pillar of tainted fire that shoots forth is anything but weak. I hit the floor, instincts screaming at me to avoid it no matter the cost, and I nearly tumble off into the darkness below.

The attack goes wide, shooting too high to hit either Adrian or Sierra, but the uncomfortable warmth turns to searing heat as it passes. When I roll to my feet, I look up to see the air still on fire where the demonic breath weapon was.

“Wraithfire!” Sierra cries out, the tone of her voice a confusing mixture of awe, excitement, and fear. “I’ve never seen that in real life before!”

“Don’t touch it!” Adrian’s warning is superfluous, but I appreciate that he at least cares enough to tell me.

I Bloodstep up and around the still-burning section of the air, spiraling over and under it as the entire world tints the same color as the enduring flame.

The skill takes a chunk out of my magic, and for a second I consider Siphoning away the lingering wraithfire. Deep instincts scream at me to stop, so I shy away from it. Whatever that flame is made of, I’m not going to try absorbing it.

Not yet.

“The fire burns souls!” Sierra warns. “Under no circumstances are you to touch it! Stay well away!”

That sounds like something that could actually kill me. I’ll keep it in mind.

I give the pair of them a nod, and I dash closer. Behind me, Adrian’s footsteps increase in frequency, and the sound of his breaths grows loud enough for me to hear. He must be drawing on a skill of some kind.

The demonic dragon baby—gods, I need to find a quicker way to say that—apparently can’t immediately use wraithfire again, because it starts scuttling towards us. It’s not afraid of any of us three, that much is plain to see, and it’s deceptively fast for its size, short limbs propelling it along cracked rock with stunning dexterity.

A hundred feet between us becomes fifty, then twenty.

For all its speed, I’m still faster. As it opens its mouth to unleash its breath weapon again, I Bloodstep over it entirely, sending myself speeding above it. I end the skill midair, twisting and drawing on Knifefighting to maximize my next blow.

Then its head twists all the way around, forcing its oversized maw at an impossible, neck-breaking angle, and it fires the breath weapon once more.

For a second, I watch a pitch-stained inferno explode towards me.

It overwhelms my vision, and then all I can feel is the burning.

            
Chapter 26: Twenty-sixth, roll

                Fire is all I know. Burning darkness suffuses me, setting every nerve ending I have alight.

I have Pain Resistance at a Silver tier. Level 15, no less. I have been able to put aside the sensation of pain even when half the bones in my body were broken.

And yet bright hot pain consumes me, devours every lucid thought in my mind. My body is alight with agony, my very soul burning under the wraithfire that slices into it.

Pain Resistance advanced to level 16!

Through the mind-shattering pain, I manage to wonder if this is what being Devoured feels like.

I can’t tell how long it lasts. My vision is shades of black and white and red. All I can taste and smell is sulfur and ash and slowly-cooking flesh. The silence of the room is broken by a woman’s piercing scream. It’s not until my throat is raw that I realize it’s mine.

Pain Resistance advanced to level 17!

Flesh chars to a crisp and sloughs off, Demonic Heritage replacing it just fast enough to keep my body from falling to pieces.

Pain Resistance advanced to level 18!

After a few short eternities, the pain starts to subside ever so slightly, and my vision returns enough that I can make out blurry shapes of light on dark. My skin continues to char to the point of boiling and falling off, but the screaming agony has reduced to merely excruciating pain, which I can push aside in my mind.

New skill unlocked: Demonic Resistance

You take 10% less damage from demonic attacks.

New skill unlocked: Fire Resistance

You take 10% less damage from fire attacks.

New skill unlocked: Wraithfire Resistance

Wraithfire deals less damage to your soul.

I can’t ignore it in its entirety, since it’s sort of important to know if my body is still falling apart on me, but my increased resistances beat back the undying waves of flame until I can function again. My mind regains its facilities enough to let me know that I’ve screamed myself hoarse.

Targets killed: [0/5]

Warning: XP reward reduced from 600 to 500.

They killed the dragon baby while I was suffering, it seems. Sure enough, when my eyelids are intact enough to blink and my sight begins to return, I see the two of them kneeling next to it. Adrian’s sword is wet with blackish-red blood, and I’m surprised to see that Sierra’s half-covered in it too. She’s elbow-deep in the corpse, and I can see magic flowing out of it into her.

Pragmatic. I can respect a woman like that.

Though everything still hurts, I’m able to start moving once more. I use Shape Blood to keep leaky exposed muscle from falling apart.

My charred bones creak as I rise, and my hiss of pain is genuine for once.

The two unburnt members of my part turn at the sound.

“Gods asunder, Evelyn,” Sierra gasps, horrified. Her face is streaked with tears that have long since dried, but at the sight of me, new ones well up. She doesn’t wipe them away.

Adrian vomits into the void. From how little he empties his stomach, I’d wager this isn’t the first time he’s done that.

“Er—“ I can’t make the right sound when my tongue isn’t whole, so I close my mouth for a moment before trying again, waiting for my regeneration factor to ever so slightly outpace the damage. I cough, wracking my body with fresh pain. “I guess the clothes are a loss.”

Sierra holds a hand up to her mouth, her shoulders shaking. “How can you say that?”

I try to clear my throat before realizing half of it is currently missing. “I’m alive, aren’t I?”

“You’re still on fire,” the Blue Mage says, drawing closer.

I look down. I am, in fact, still on fire.

Fire Resistance advanced to level 2!

Demonic Resistance advanced to level 2!

“Wraithfire burns for ninety-nine minutes,” Sierra says. “You—I can’t—“

Fire Resistance advanced to level 3!

Pain Resistance advanced to level 19!

It becomes easier to set the pain aside, so I do.

“You don’t need to put it out,” I assure her. Speaking is getting easier. I think more of the necessary parts are reconstituting themselves now. “I’ll… I’ll live.”

“Wraithfire,” she says, taking a shuddering breath, “wounds the soul. With my limited affinity, I cannot heal you.”

Wraithfire Resistance advanced to level 2!

Your soul is damaged less by wraithfire.

“I’m working on that part,” I say, licking my charred lips. “Do you mind if I consume a part of that dragon?”

Sierra puts herself together. Adrian does not. The Warrior still looks green around the gills, while the Blue Mage is able to reestablish a calm facade in moments.

“You also have some way to gain vitality from others?” Sierra asks.

“I do,” I say, shambling forward. “Unless you need it more?”

She taps the floor twice with one foot, and her legs glow a soft blue. The Blue Mage starts hovering, once again casually demonstrating her power, and she snaps her fingers. Blue light starts to glow around me—and then it crumbles to dust, the wraithfire burning it away.

“Thank you for the effort,” I say, and I step forward. There’s an emptiness at my core where there should be vibrant life and energy, a bone-deep chill despite the fire that’s still burning away at me.

Soul damage, that’s what Sierra said. I hope it doesn’t prove to be more of an issue.

The corpse is waiting for me, its blood dripping into a stream that falls into the endless abyss below.

“Sierra,” I say, not wasting the energy to look back. “Do you know where the next one is?”

“It’s not far,” she replies. “The nest must’ve been close. There’s more of them in the rooms beyond.”

“Good,” I say, lowering myself down to the dragon. “Then this will work.”

This time, when I Devour, I’m not the only one consuming. The flame eats with me, hungrily annihilating parts of the dragon baby’s corpse.

We eat the baby.

Devour granted +112 XP!

It’s less than I would expect from a monster that has an attack this powerful, but then again, it’s a newborn and the flames are taking their part too.

Targets devoured: [1/6]

+200 XP awarded!

I still have more than four hundred XP until I advance to the next level, so I doubt that I’ll be able to use this as a method to heal myself.

Temporary skill unlocked: Wraithfire

This fire burns away at the soul itself. Wraithfire will remain burning for ninety-nine minutes after activation.

I grin with slowly-regenerating lips, and I try the skill out.

A single drop of wrathfire falls forth from my hand, and it steals my magic away to feed itself, leaving me even colder as I burn. It’s a greedy skill, this one, but it does leave a flaming trail behind it just like the rest. I put my remaining seven stat points into Magic (Regen) to ensure that I still have magic later down the line.

“I have a shadow of wraithfire available to me,” I say, rising once more. “We need to go.”

“C-can you even walk?” Adrian asks, a mixture of fear, disgust and something that might be respect in his voice.

“Haven’t fallen yet,” I tell him. “Let’s get moving.”

We continue on. Once again, I use Shape Blood to keep my body from falling apart. I’m not sure what counts as “outside my body” for the purposes of the skill, but it still works.

Shape Blood advanced to level 10!

You can now always use this skill. Your maximum capacity increases to 20 gallons.

“Evelyn,” Sierra says, barely-masked concern slipping into her voice, “Are you sure you can—“

“I’m fine,” I say, using magic to keep my burning flesh in a humanoid shape. “Hurry. I don’t have wraithfire for long.”

We leave the half-void room behind, a shaken Sierra taking the lead. I have to walk at a distance away from them, so fierce is the burn of the flame on my body.

Fire Resistance advanced to level 4!

Demonic Resistance advanced to level 3!

“This has to be the worst candle you’ve ever had,” I joke. Neither of them laugh, though Sierra does make a half-hearted attempt.

And then we continue on, making our way through a narrow corridor that’s nothing like the tunnels from before.

We emerge into a brightly-lit concrete room with steel beams attached to the ceiling. Unlike the last room, thankfully, there’s no trace of the void visible here.

There are two dragon-babies in here, each of them half again the size of their late sibling, but that’s not all.

A pair of dark crimson flutter on the ground from a sourceless wind. The shade of red is such that it almost hides the bloodstains on them, but nothing can hide the crushed corpses that lie under them.

“Cultists,” the Blue Mage gasps.

Even Adrian seems to recognize these. “Those are undercity markings. Shit.”

“That’s not good,” Sierra says. “This has to be reported immediately.”

I get the implication. If there’s dead cultists here, there are bound to be more of them elsewhere.

Still, there’s no immediate threat, so I lumber towards the two babies. They’re still young, so they’re not quite sure how to respond to a burning corpse that smells like their dead sibling’s breath.

This time, I strike first. Wraithfire flows forward from my fingertips, taking more and more away from my core until it feels like there’s nothing left, and the air in front of me burns.

I can’t deny that it’s satisfying. Despite its hefty cost, it’s too easy to use. Too easy to get lost in the flames, to give myself over to the corruption of this skill, even copied as it is.

The dragons breath their own wraithfire back at me, and I meet them with twin streams of my own.

Relentless gives me the boost I need to overpower their attacks, creating a new spark to fill the cold void Wraithfire leaves in me.

I advance a step.

Tainted flame assails me, but I have my own demonic fire to beat it back. Wraithfire meets wraithfire and hangs in the air, neither advancing nor backing up. The trails that our attacks leave behind remain burning as I continue forward.

Now that I’m in combat, Demonic Heritage no longer helps patch me up. I’m on a timer here—even with my increased resistances, I’m burning up. I need to finish this quickly.

When I use Bloodstep, it comes as a relief. For just under a second, my body is entirely composed of blood, divorcing me from the worldly pain that the soul-burning fire afflicts.

Bloodstep advanced to level 7!

And then I slam back into my still-burning humanoid demon-self, gritting my teeth through the burning, and I continue advancing.

Step by step, I tell myself. Inch by inch, I make my way forward. I dodge what I can and block what I cannot, and I continue on.

The knives I carry have long since melted under the scorching ashy flames, so I settle on a different plan of attack.

I use Phantom Shape and Shape Self both, granting myself ghostly limbs that sprout from my back with the former while sharpening my fingernails to deadly points with the latter.

The phantom limbs and true flesh begin to burn away as soon as I create them, but I’m close enough to the enemy that it doesn’t matter.

Fire Resistance advanced to level 5!

Wraithfire Resistance advanced to level 3!

Bloodstep carries me over another brutal demonic attack, and I alight on top of one of them. I’m not going to make the same mistake I did last time.

Before they can breath flame at me once more, I stab downwards with all eight of my available arms. Dark fire still engulfs me, and the sharp flesh that sinks into demonic scales is no exception. I part its natural armor with ease—it is still newborn—and it howls, the first sound it’s made. A guttural shriek tears itself out of my target’s throat, and its blood ignites.

Wraithfire burns the soul away, that’s what Sierra said. As a demonic being myself, I still suffer from the attack. It stands to reason that my enemy will too.

I activate Wraithfire once more, creating a droplet of it at the tip of one finger, and I punch it into the open wound.

When I tear myself off of the dragon-baby, it’s insensate from pain.

Despite myself, I grin. See how you like that one, little shit. It’ll have to experience the same pain I did, except there is no light at the end of the tunnel for it.

The grin drops away when I realize the damage I’ve done to myself. The wraithfire hasn’t stopped, and my resistances are still low-level. I don’t have long before it starts consuming important parts of my body again.

The second baby is more wary of me now that I’ve set its sibling’s internals on fire, but it’s far too late for caution.

While it’s recovering, charging itself up for another attack, I take a quick step forward. Relentless no longer burns within me now that the fight’s odds are nothing near hopeless, but I can kill them without it.

It’s pointless for me to do, but I still find some small part of me wants these dragons to know fear.

I saunter towards it, lifting my arms and examining the flame that still burns them, and the dragon takes a step back.

Before it can try to flee, I close the remaining twenty feet in the matter of a second, activating my lower-leveled Blood Surge to fuel my speed and power. It saps precious blood away with the flame, and I grit my teeth.

My resistances are helpful, but they won’t matter if I can’t level up. I need to finish this fight and consume them both.

The dragon moves with surprising speed, dodging my dash, and then—blue lightning smashes into one of its eyes before it can make another move, followed by a bright white spear of energy that lances straight through its skull.

Adrian finally catches up to me, and he cuts deep into the dragon’s neck with a single, smooth stroke, nearly entirely decapitating it.

Targets killed: [0/4]

Warning: XP reward reduced from 500 to 400.

I curse silently. Right. Adrian and Sierra don’t know about the objective, nor do they know that I need a level-up to survive.

The Warrior backs away as I approach the corpse. The other dragon is still alive, but the soul-shattering wraithfire is keeping it incapacitated. I don’t have time to finish it off right now.

Besides, I want it to suffer.

I step forward and Devour the baby.

Devour granted +101 XP!

 

Targets devoured: [2/6]

200 XP rewarded!

 

Temporary skill (Wraithfire) refreshed!

So gaining the same temporary skill from Devour just means that I refill the timer on it, then? That seems pretty reasonable.

“Let me kill the other one,” I say, practically hissing the word.

I take another step forward, and my leg fails me. Shape Blood can’t hold me together when muscle and bone alike crumble.

At the corner of vision, a cloak flutters. It’s not Sierra’s, and Adrian doesn’t wear one.

I can’t focus on that, but the other two can.

As Sierra shouts something to Adrian, I snarl and activate Bloodstep.

In the blood-form, the fire can only sear away magic. I will survive at least one second longer.

My skill lands me directly on top of the dying dragon. Wraithfire spreads from its body to mine, but what do I care for that? I’m already ablaze.

With the last breaths I can afford to take, I trigger Misty Blade, adding another layer of power to my sharpened, burning bones, and I slide it into the howling monster’s spine.

Targets killed: [1/4]

100 XP rewarded!

Fire crawls up my body, my regeneration starting to kick in too late to stop it from devouring me, but my upper body is still intact enough to use.

For what could be the final time, I eat the baby.

Devour granted +97 XP!

 

Targets devoured: [3/6]

200 XP rewarded!

 

Temporary skill (Wraithfire) refreshed!

 

You have advanced to level 9!

Severe soul damage detected.

You have gained 3 stat points.

Severe soul damage detected.

Your stats have increased by 1 each.

Severe soul damage detected.

You will not gain skills for this level.

Severe soul damage detected.

The divine text scrolls through my fading consciousness, each new line pounding in the frigid emptiness inside me, but I refuse to die here.

I’ve already died thousands of times. I haven’t come all this way to die to one stupid fucking mistake.

Elsewhere in the room, so distant from my mind that it could be a dozen worlds away, I can hear someone laughing.

Wraithfire Resistance advanced to level 10!

Severe soul damage detected.

Wraithfire Resistance advanced from Silver to Gold!

Severe soul damage detected.

Fire Resistance advanced to level 10!

Severe soul damage detected.

Fire Resistance advanced from Bronze to Silver!

Severe soul damage detected.

Demonic Resistance advanced to level 10!

Severe soul damage detected.

Demonic Resistance advanced from Bronze to Silver!

Severe soul damage detected.

A presence far greater than my own brushes against my mind, and I refuse to let it in.

The cold embrace of death seeks a way in, and I shove it aside. I think of Sapphire, Sierra, even Adrian.

I think of what I must do.

Emptiness permeates me. All I need to do is give in, give up, and it’ll be over.

But stronger than the emptiness is a single truth.

No matter the cost, I will advance.

My name, so to speak, is Evelyn Carnelian, and this is not the end of my story.

Wraithfire consumed.

Trait earned: Soulless

You can survive without a soul.

The first thing I notice when I open my eyes again is that my body has returned to its healthy state.

The second is that our reality is falling apart.

            
Chapter 27: Twenty-seventh, run for the hills

                Prior to our fight, this room was smooth concrete and steel rebar, unmarred but for the corpses of the cultists and the two dragon-babies.

Now, chunks of concrete end in jagged lines of empty space, blood and flesh and fabric doing much the same. The room has been torn to pieces, exposing the void outside. Some of the holes are large enough to fit me through even if I roll into them spread-eagle, and they’re only expanding.

I’ve barely been awake for three seconds when Sierra’s light-purple form blurs towards me, masked by some skill or another, and then a hand starts dragging me by my hair and I’m moving. I nearly Bloodstep out of my captor’s too-tight grip before I realize who it is.

Sierra keeps running. She’s not actually moving that fast, I realize—while she’s enhancing her speed, it’s another skill that blurs her form.

When she stops, letting go of her deathgrip on my hair, we’re cramped together inside the narrow corridor.

With a start, I realize that I’m not on fire.

“What happened?” I ask her, shaking myself out of my daze.

“You’re going to have to tell me,” she mutters back. “Broken gods, I didn’t think the situation would be this bad. Keep moving.”

“Where’s Adrian?”

“Sent him back already,” Sierra says. She raises a hand, showing me a bloodstained piece of crimson cloth. “I received what I needed. We are not strong enough to keep this fragment alive on our own.”

Crazed laughing echoes through the room behind us, followed by a harsh hiss of flame.

“We need to keep moving,” Sierra says. “Can you walk?”

“I leveled up,” I tell her. “I can move.”

“Congratulations,” she said. “For your own good, please keep up.”

With that, she throws a bright-purple sphere backwards. It balloons into a wall of magical energy, blocking off the only entrance behind us. From the look of the cracks spreading through the tunnel and the spell, darker than even the lightless corridor, that skill isn’t going to hold for long.

“Follow me,” Sierra says, and the two of us take off.

We find Adrian waiting for us at the other end of the previous room. Earlier, this place was already a mess, half-separated and breaking off into the emptiness of the void. Now that someone—probably whoever that laugh came from—has started shaking the foundations of this place, this is less of a dissolving bridge and more of a ruin.

There’s only a few chunks of land left, a half-dozen oddly-shaped brick islands floating haphazardly in the ocean of the void at varying positions. The shortest distance between two of the islands is nearly twenty feet. The Warrior waits on the other end, having already made his way across. His eyes widen when he sees me.

“Mind your step,” I tell Sierra, attempting a joke. She doesn’t need to, of course—she’s already started up the same hover skill that she demonstrated before.

For my part, though, I don’t have a single ability that allows me to fly. As a matter of fact, the new ability I just gained is esoteric in a way that I would much like to explore more, but from the way the entire world around me is creaking like a poorly-built house in a hurricane, I don’t have the time to sit around and think.

I get a running start, launching myself upwards onto a mattress-sized patch of bricks that might’ve been a wall at one point. I nick my freshly-healed legs on the sharp edge of it as I make my way on, but it’s just a scratch. For the next jump, I use Bloodstep. It takes me two more uses of the skill to make my way to the other two.

Bloodstep advanced to level 8!

“How are you alive?” Adrian asks me, looking up and down.

Sierra shoves him forth before we can answer. “Go!”

She makes good on her own advice. The Blue Mage is truly impressive—I don’t know what skills she has, but she’s demonstrated a vast array of them that she can just casually use. On top of that, she can apparently run faster than me when she puts her mind to it.

I am rather grateful that I didn’t wind up with her as an enemy.

Tracing our steps back is much easier than finding this area in the first place. It helps that Sierra is an unerring navigator, traveling through the rapidly-cooling tunnels as if she was born to them.

The area around us starts to rumble in earnest less than thirty seconds after we’ve left the dragon-rooms behind, and I chance a glance behind to see that the black void-cracks are propagating through walls and floors alike.

“What happened?” I ask Adrian, easily keeping pace with him.

“What happened to you?” he replies, huffing out a hard breath as he sprints as fast as his frail low-level human body can go.

“I’d like to know that myself,” I say.

“There’s high-levels in there,” Sierra says, having apparently overheard us. “Now hurry. Explanation when we get out.”

She speeds up, and I increase my own pace to follow.

When Adrian starts to flag behind, the intense sprint wearing on him, I take pity on him and use Phantom Shape, creating extra limbs out of my back. Since I don’t have to physically exert the effort that my phantom limbs use, I’m able to pick him up with only a little hassle. He yelps as I do, but he accepts it soon enough.

As we continue, so does the spread of the void. By the time we reach the staircase we came in from, Sierra’s insistence on speed makes a lot more sense. I have to watch my steps, careful to avoid plunging a foot into a newly-opened patch of void.

“Same deal as before,” Sierra says, unblurring herself and slowing to a stop just under the base of the stairs. “Keep your eyes closed. No detection magic.”

I screw my eyes shut and start sprinting upwards, taking the steps three at a time. Sierra takes them with me, and Adrian isn’t far behind once I let him down from my limbs.

The sense of overwhelming pressure that the void imparts hasn’t changed at all. If anything, it grows more intense while we traverse the staircase. More than once, I put my foot into a space that should exist but doesn’t. Although I’m terribly tempted to open my eyes to determine what is safe to step on, the lessons I learned coming down remind me not to.

It takes us five minutes to get out, but they might as well be five hundred. When we’re almost out, I hear a truly incredible crash behind me, as if a building a mile tall just fell in on itself, but I keep my eyes shut and my steps quick.

Reaching the surface at long last is a relief in more ways than one. I didn’t expect to face opponents this powerful going in. From the looks of it, neither did my two compatriots.

I have a dozen questions about to spill out, and I assume the others do too, but Sierra stops short as the adrenaline fades from our systems and we step into the daylight of the alleyway we entered through. Adrian looks askance at her, then me, and then he turns beet red, tearing his eyes away.

“Evelyn,” Sierra says. “We should get you some proper clothes.”

Right. Everything I was wearing is a char now. The wraithfire was hot enough to melt steel, and so my remaining clothing is stuck to me as nothing more than particularly thick ash.

The fire did not, I notice, burn away the blood. There’s quite a bit of it, and I’m not sure how much of it is mine.

I cover myself with a hasty Shape Blood for the time being, though Sierra insists on getting me another set of proper clothes. This time, she leads us into another inn less than a minute from our location—a somewhat run-down one named the Last Light Inn—and pays with a gold piece that she retrieves from thin air, which is more than enough to break past any resistnace the innkeeper might’ve held.

Sierra disappears for about five minutes after that, then returns with a basic shift and leggings for me. I accept them gratefully.

When we’re all sorted out, the three of us finally settle into one room, Sierra sitting on a room while Adrian lounges on a couch and I stand.

“What did you see—“

“How are you alive—“

“When did the wraithfire disappear—“

Adrian holds a hand up, forestalling the questions that each of us ask simultaneously. “One question at a time. Evelyn, you first.”

I nod at him thankfully. “Sierra, you said they were tearing the fragment down. I would like to know who, how, and why.”

“The who is simple,” she replies. “Demon cultists. I don’t know which sect they belong to, but their goals are all similar.”

“More enemies,” I say. “Fantastic.”

“Strong enemies,” Sierra replies. “They have hard and soft power aplenty. They have access to every fragment I know of and more. Bringing even a branch of one down is a task for an organization, not the three of us.”

“If you get tangled up in their shit, make sure to end them,” Adrian adds. “If you ruin their plans and one of them lives, he’ll come back with a vengeance.”

“A particularly nasty branch of the Seventh Sect is what sent us fleeing back to the Crowned Islands,” Sierra says. Adrian gives her a meaningful look. “Oh, sorry, Adrian.”

She’s not very good at hiding her secrets, is she?

“Anyway,” the Blue Mage continues, making a face like she’s just bitten into something sour, “they have powerful magic, which is how they either found another entrance into this fragment or made their own. I’ll have to… ugh, I must report this.

“That’s the how. As to the why: the reasoning behind their actions is simple. Though the cults differ in their methodologies and beliefs, they all want the same thing.”

“And that is?”

“Demonic ascension,” she says.

“Descent, depending on who you listen to,” Adrian interjects. “It’s got something to do with the demonic plane, which is a world away from us.”

“I’m surprised you don’t know more of this,” Sierra says.

“Sierra, you of all people should know what being here means,” Adrian says, gesturing at the area around him. “Big city or not, these islands are in the dark ages magically.”

She sighs. “You’re right. Sorry, Evelyn, it’s rude of me to presume.”

I couldn’t care less about the presumption. “What’s the world like outside of the Crowned Islands?”

Thanks to Sapphire, I already know that the nation I’m in is largely considered a backwater. For me to truly advance, to reach the peak of what I can be, I need to grow past the walls I find myself in. Whether that’s the lab, Outpost 17, the Crowned Islands, or the entire world, I’ll surpass it all.

“Wider than you could ever imagine,” Sierra says. “So many places, so many people. Continents so wide you’d think they were worlds, demigods warring with Diamond and Tourmaline skills like they’re Bronzes, monsters large and small, and a hundred thousand million ways to live.”

“It’s pretty fucking big,” Adrian summarizes. “Can we talk about what we’re going to do next, now?”

“Contact the relevant authorities,” Sierra sighs. “I didn’t know that the local cult had its roots in deep enough to do this. If I didn’t know, then neither did the people here.”

“Is that really all we can do?” Adrian asks, fingers nervously fiddling with his belt. “I need—gods, I want a smoke. I need to get stronger.”

Come to think of it, he’s not particularly high-level, even for this place. I wonder where his strength is. Given how both of them disdain the Crowned Islands, he can’t be a true weakling, but I’ve yet to see what else he can do.

“Of course not,” Sierra says, the corners of her lips quirking upwards. “As soon as we talk to the guards, we’ll finish cleaning up the dragonspawn and eliminate every cultist in our way.”

“Now that,” Adrian says, “is something I can get behind.”

Sierra pauses, staring off into empty space. The half-smile drops from her lips.

“It’ll have to wait,” the Blue Mage says, falling back onto the bed with a sigh. “Fucking Aunt Marie… sorry, a lady should use proper language. Fuck!”

“She send you a message?” Adrian asks.

Sierra throws her arms up where she’s laying, giving off the impression of a petulant child. “She did. Marie just can’t leave me alone. ‘The situation has changed,’ she says. She’s telling me to stay still while they send personnel in. Apparently, there’s other demonic influence in the city, and she doesn’t think I can handle it.”

Other demonic influence… Marie is a UCC researcher. If my dream-vision was correct, she’s one of Sapphire’s. She worked on the demonic project that spawned the EVs.

Is the message about me?

“So what do we need to do?” I ask.

“Nothing, essentially,” Sierra grumps, sitting up. “She wants us to avoid the fragments while she sends people there, and Aunt Marie always knows if I enter one.”

“A break can’t hurt,” Adrian says gently. “Gods know that Evelyn needs one.”

He gestures towards me, and I tilt my head in confusion. I feel much better now. The frigid emptiness within me is duller now, pushed aside by my new trait. Examining it in more depth doesn’t reveal any of its secrets, but I can assume that Soulless allows me to survive with the amount of soul damage I had. While the sensation is uncomfortable, it’s nothing like the crushing emptiness it was before.

The Blue Mage looks at me—takes a good, proper look at me—and nods. “You’re right. I apologize. I should not be pushing you in this state.”

“What state?” I ask against my better judgment.

Sierra reaches behind her, her arm glowing light blue, and she retrieves a hand mirror from a space I can’t identify. She hands it to me, and I stare into my reflection.

The woman in the mirror looks hollow. My red irises have expanded, and what was a cold stare before now simply appears empty, emotionless. Devoid of life. I feel the now-familiar weight of the void settle upon me just from looking at myself.

“Well,” Adrian says, awkwardly breaking the silence. “I’d like to grab a drink. Maybe Evelyn can join us?”

“Of course you’d want to drink,” Sierra snorts. “For once, I agree. We could get some liquor into you, Evelyn. What do you think about that?”

“I’d like to continue chasing after them,” I say, then reconsider. If the UCC is moving in, it’s probably best to keep my head down. If Marie, someone who isn’t from the Crowned Islands, is getting involved, there’s a chance she brings people stronger than I can handle. “It would be nice to have a meal, though.”

“That settles it, then,” Sierra says. “Adrian, you must’ve seen every tavern in the city. Find us a good one.”

He puts a hand to his chest, taking mock offense. “Please. At most, I’ve been to eighty percent of them. At most.”

“Show us a good one, then,” Sierra says, laughing lightly. “Don’t worry, Evelyn, we’ll find you something more suitable to wear.”

I don’t particularly care about getting better clothes, but I shrug and accept the proposition anyway. For now, having allies has been helpful, and increasing bonds with them will allow me to retain them.

We set off from the Last Light—Sierra apparently doesn’t care that she spent what looks to be an absurd amount of money for roughly fifteen minutes of room usage—and this time, it’s Adrian that leads the path.

While he’s not as used to navigating the city as Sierra obviously is, he does manage to get us to our destination. Twice, he accidentally leads us into dead-end alleyways where shadowy figures lurk, but nobody bothers us when we’re there and he keeps us going.

Eventually, we find our way to a cozy-looking establishment with The Golden Chalice stenciled onto a stone sign. The gold-and-black styling of the tavern is much cleaner and more professional than most of the other ones we’ve passed by.

“We can get a private room or just eat and drink in the common table,” Adrian says, gesturing. “There’s usually less of the distasteful folk here.”

“Sounds good,” I say.

I really want to sit and try to find the effects of my new Soulless trait. If there’s a way for me to fix the soul damage, I need to find that. I think that the soul damage might be why I didn’t get any new skills this level, and that’s unacceptable.

Sierra greets the man at the entrance with practiced ease. This time, she doesn’t even need to pay before he lets us through. Before we step in, I use Disguise Self, smoothing over the hollow look in my eyes.

As we enter the dimly-lit central room of the tavern, already half-full despite the relatively early hour, Adrian stops in his tracks.

“Sierra,” he hisses, pointing at a man drinking alone at the bar. “Look.”

Sierra looks, and so do I. The lone drinker is clad in an expensive-looking brown coat. One of his shoulders has a dark red symbol emblazoned on it.

The Blue Mage has a less visible reaction, but I can see her shoulders tense. “That’s—alright, find us another tavern.”

I have no idea who the man is, but if my two companions want to leave, I’m fine with going too. I do Appraise him, at least.

 

Name: Austin Raven

Age: 33

Race: Human

Class: Brawler

Level: 14

Last Used Skill: [APPRAISE FAILED]

 

Level 14. I think that’s probably around the edge of what I can take on in a fight, but he looks inebriated. If it comes down to it, I should be able to take him.

We’ve barely taken a step back when he turns to look at me.

“Shit,” Adrian says. “Do we leave?”

“You know what’ll happen,” Sierra whispers back. “We can’t. Raven punishes cowardice.”

Watery brown eyes look deep into mine, and he flashes me a smile that makes my skin crawl.

“Yoooouuu,” he slurs, raising a shaky finger and pointing straight at my chest. “Come drink with me.”

I run through a dozen possibilities in my mind, then decide on one. Sierra and Adrian seem to fear this man. They shouldn’t mind too much if I kill him.

I walk forward, smiling back. I hope none of the hungry venom shows through.

“I’d love to,” I say, drawing on Acting.

Austin doesn’t know what’s coming for him.

            
Chapter 28: Twenty-eighth, have a drink

                “Barkeep!” Austin shouts, his voice scratchy and hoarse. “One for the lady here!”

I saunter over to him, Acting providing me the necessary motions to make myself appear more confident about social situations than I actually am.

“Sit,” he says, roughly patting the seat next to him. Austin looks up to the other two and shooes them away. “Jade, Stahr. Go fuck somewhere else.”

Adrian cringes away, and Sierra makes a face. Despite their obvious distaste for the man, though, fear or respect or a combination of both has them following his demand. Sierra mouths a quiet good luck to me as she disappears out the door, concern clear in her eyes.

I wonder why she isn’t acting against him. Sierra’s level 18, four levels higher than Austin. From what I’ve seen of her, she has a bevy of tools, a magic arsenal that shouold easily outclass someone with a basic martial class.

What does he have over her?

The barkeep—a young-looking man with a short beard—comes over within a minute, a deep glass of amber liquid and a steaming meat pie.

Austin gestures at the dish. “Go on.”

I eye it dubiously for a second, then grab a fork and knife and have at it. I have Poison Resistance, so even if Austin’s somehow arranged something, I should be fine.

The pie is surprisingly delicious, a blend of savory meat and buttery pastry, and I finish half of it in three bites. I haven’t had proper food since basically the day I was born—I’ve been subsisting primarily on the flesh I Devour. The flavors explode in my mouth, meat and crust and seasoning dancing together on my tongue. I wash it down with a gulp of the alcohol—I think it might be sunwater, though a simple beer is also a possibility.

The drink burns in my throat as it goes down, pleasantly warming my body, but the heat dissipates in the span of a second, a dull chill replacing it.

At least it tastes decent.

As I continue eating, Austin grabs his own glass, already half-drained, and he chugs the rest of it in a single gulp.

“Ahhh, that’s nice,” he says, his scratchy voice no more pleasant to listen to than before. “Girl. What is your name?”

“Evelyn,” I say. “And yours?”

“The name’s Raven,” he replies, signaling the barkeep to refill his glass. “I run things around these parts.”

Ah. Things start falling into place—the awkward respect that the other two gave towards him, the way that the workers around us are prioritizing him despite his obvious drunkenness.

Austin Raven is a gang leader. The knowledge bank I possess feeds me enough context to be sure of it. It might not necessarily be an actual gang, but it’s probably something similar.

“A pretty girl like you in my territory, running with a pair that pays their dues to live here,” he says, one hand on his chin and one hand holding out a freshly-refilled glass. “Got to respect me, too.”

He reaches a hand out, trying to cup my cheek, and I dodge his drunken grasp easily, leaning back in my seat.

That, apparently, sparks his anger. His arm shoots out with blinding speed, a skill accompanying it, and he grabs me by the throat, drunken strength guiding him as he squeezes my flesh with an iron grip. It’s fast enough that I can’t react to it. He’s strong, too.

Unfortunately for him, I don’t need my throat to be unobscured to speak thanks to my demonic physiology. It’s painful, sure, but it’s nothing compared to the wraithfire. He’s nothing compared to the dream-mirror Evelyn.

“Look,” I say, completely unbothered by his grasp, “I would much prefer if you cut to the point instead of having a long-winded series of veiled threats and vague descriptions.”

That surprises him hard enough that he nearly loses his grip on my throat, but he regathers himself. Slowly, he rises to full height, lifting me entirely off the ground. My feet dangle in the air.

I am entirely unimpressed.

“Is this how you usually threaten people?” I ask, genuinely curious.

“I am not strong,” he tells me, the scratchiness somewhat more threatening now that he has his skills active. “Do you know what I am? I am persistent. Fuck with me, and you’ll never sleep in this city again. You cannot kill me here. Disobey me and you will wake up with a knife to your throat tonight. No matter where, no matter how.”

That’s… honestly not that threatening. He has to be hiding something. Is he more powerful than he’s letting on? There has to be a reason why Sierra and Adrian both defer to him.

“Fantastic,” I say dryly. “So what precisely is it that you want me to do? Would you mind putting me down?”

People around us are starting to stare. He must wield a lot of social power—not a single person is doing anything about it.

This is a little inconvenient. I’d rather not reveal my existence this way to so many people, but it is what it is.

I could easily Bloodstep out of this, of course, but I’d rather not show my cards too soon.

Raven does not put me down. The drunkenness seems to have faded some. Is that a skill? “Do we have an understanding?”

“Yes,” I say. I have no idea what he wants me to have an understanding of, but it’s the answer he wants to hear.

The Brawler lowers me to the ground, practically throwing me down. I collapse into a heap, not spending the effort to land on my feet.

I rise easily. Hitting the wooden floor isn’t much worse than falling into bed when I compare them both against the scorching wraithfire.

“C’mere,” Raven says, the slur returning to his voice. He tries to grab me by the base of my hair, but I’m ready for his speed this time. I dodge him this time, stepping back a couple of times.

As much as I’m tempted to start attacking him now, I’m not going to paint a target on my back for everyone in this area. As much as I’m confident in myself, I don’t want to have half the city after me on my first day here.

I touch the tender flesh at my neck. That’ll bruise if Demonic Heritage doesn’t recover it first.

Awfully rude of him. Then again, if all goes to plan, this is nothing compared to what I’m going to do to him.

Acting helps me figure out the best way to provoke him.

“Fuck you, old man,” I say loudly, ensuring my voice carries to the other patrons of the Golden Chalice. “You won’t lay a single bloody finger on me.”

As soon as I say that, I spit at him and start running, pumping all three of my stat points into Body (Speed).

Sure enough, Raven snarls and starts chasing me. He’s not as fast as me, and his inebriation certainly isn’t helping us.

There’s fewer people outside, and anyone that sees the two of us looks away. I find myself vaguely annoyed by their inaction, but it’s preferable to active hostility.

As we continue on, drowsiness pokes at the edges of my mind, trying to soften me up and send me drifting into the warm embrace of sleep.

It dissipates just as quick as it comes, Poison Resistance and my broken soul eliminating the effect.

Not an unexpected result, but I internally pump a fist anyway. The coming fight would be much more difficult if I were half-unconscious.

The streets blur by, and I scan all around us to find a suitable location for what comes next. For the most part, they’re either too populated or too awkward to fight in. Eventually, though, I find an area that’s seedy enough to qualify.

I round a corner into a dark alleyway, an isolated six-foot wide corridor that trails on for nearly fifty feet before abruptly coming to a dead end.

As I start walking in, preparing for confrontation, Raven catches up with surprising speed. Once again, it looks like he’s used a skill to make up for his liquor.

I turn around the face him only to get punched right in the gut.

It doesn’t take me by total surprise, not exactly, but the strike is fierce enough to knock the wind out of me and fold me, sending me to the floor.

I can smell the alcohol on Raven’s breath even from where I am on the ground.

“Let me tell you how this is going to go, whore,” he says, bringing his hands up.

I ignore him and stand up, letting Disguise Self drop away.

“And I’ll take your skull and—“ Raven trails off mid sentence as he processes what he’s looking at.

While he stares into my Soulless eyes, I activate Phantom Shape, taking on my favored six scythe-like spider limbs. The bottom two dig into the ground and elevate me, making me seem even taller than the impressively tall Raven.

“What the fuck?” he says, stumbling back in shock. “How—“

I stalk forward, and he sways on his feet, taking another step back.

With nothing to preclude my moves, I dash forward, teeth at the ready. After melting my last knives away, I haven’t gotten a new pair. I’ll have to remedy that.

Raven manages to dodge my initial bite, nearly falling on his ass as he does, but I swing my arms out and stab into him with my sharpened nails. I cut through expensive cloth and toughened flesh alike, and the wound drips crimson. I use Shape Blood to bring it to me.

I lick the blood off my fingers, savoring the coppery-sweet flavor of it alongside the visible loss in confidence in Raven’s face.

“What were you going to do to me again?” I ask him, cleaning the blood off an index finger with my tongue.

Austin Raven is bad at hiding his fear. Idly, I wonder if he’s had cause to before.

I suck in a deep breath, then start moving towards him.

Finally, he finds his resolve. “Fuck you, freak!”

Raven stands, his arms glowing with bronze energy, and he throws a punch at the air.

I duck, but the attack doesn’t end where his fist stops. A wave of force explodes outwards, knocking me off balance.

Before he can capitalize it, though, I catch myself and Bloodstep, revealing the skill for the first time. Raven tries to use the same skill to blow my blood-form apart, but I’m moving fast enough to avoid it.

With my fine control of Bloodstep, it’s simple enough for me to return to my normal body right behind him.

I bite him in the back of the neck, triggering Paralyzing Bite. Venom pumps through my mouth into Raven’s neck. He roars in pain, striking out blindly behind him. I hit the ground, avoiding it, but then his leg comes up and he kicks me in the face.

Suddenly, he’s a blur of action. As I roll to dodge the follow-up, he readjusts and stomps down on my back, shattering bone beneath steel-tipped boots. The pain is insignificant, though, so I keep rolling as soon as he releases me.

I try to attack him with my nails once more, knowing that time is now on my side, but this time he parries, blocks, and redirects every single strike I attempt. When I go straight for the eyes, he grabs onto my hand and squeezes.

Phantom Shape saves me, three sharp limbs stabbing towards the meaty hand that holds mine. Raven lets go of me and bats my ghostly limbs aside, disrupting the magic that composes them as he does.

I back up a step or two as Raven snarls in a mixture of pain and anger. He now clearly outclasses me in hand-to-hand combat, which almost certainly indicates a fighting skill.

That just means I can’t fight him that way. He’s starting to get over his fear of me, and I need to reestablish that.

I take a quick step forward as if I’m about to dash at him and then stop, casting Blood Echo as I do. A perfect duplicate of me continues forward, carrying my momentum, and Raven punches a hole straight through its chest.

Blood Echo advanced to level 2!

I brush away the notification and focus on Shape Blood, sending stinging crimson into Raven’s eyes and shaping the excess into sharp spears.

I send a sharp wave of red at my enemy. His entire skin glows bronze, deflecting the first parts of the blod, but I have a countermeasure to that too.

Bloodstep carries me within arm’s reach, and a light touch allows me to Siphon away his skill.

It’s well worth the bone-cracking slap I receive to the face. As I tumble to the ground, blood-spikes spear into Raven’s flesh. His scream is surprisingly high-pitched for someone with a voice as deep and scratchy as his.

I suppose the venom that’s already slowing his movement isn’t helping him. Raven drops to one knee, and despite his efforts, he can’t push himself back up.

“You don’t know… what you’re doing,” he grunts. “You don’t know… my fury.”

Golden energy suffuses his skin, refreshing his wounds and presumably eliminating the venom.

I can’t allow that, so I carefully step around him and Siphon that away too.

I bite him again and again, activating my Paralyzing Bite over and over and over until he can no longer move.

Paralyzing Bite advanced to level 7!

He’s still alive. I kick him over, wary of the reach he might still be able to get, and then I Shape Blood, tearing his life away and drinking it in front of his eyes.

“You, on the other hand,” I tell him, licking my bloodstained lips, “underestimated me.”

By the time he’s dead, the puddle of blood beneath him has spread out to encompass his entire body.

Devour granted +371 XP!

Temporary skill unlocked: Second Wind

Recover from your wounds and ailments when at the edge of death.

Wow, that’s a lot of XP. Handy skill, too. I can’t use it, but it’d be nice to have.

“You were way too easy to kill,” I mutter, frowning. “I wonder what’s up with that.”

Whatever. I can worry about that later. For the time being, I wander away from the maybe-gang-leader’s cooling corpse. I need to find Sierra and Adrian to update them on the situation.

I activate Locate Person, and I ping onto Sierra’s location immediately.

I find the two of them in a smaller, less formally decorated tavern, drinking and eating and sharing worried glances. When I appear in the doorway, the two of them stop talking immediately.

“Evelyn!” Sierra shouts. She winces at the volume of her own voice, then continues. “What happened?”

Oh, right. I’m still covered in blood.

I use my skill to wick it away, leaving it to pool outside in broken cobblestone, then step in.

“I killed him,” I tell them neutrally. The barkeep here doesn’t seem to be paying much mind to us, but I don’t particularly care.

Their expressions change from relief to horror in an instant.

“Hold on,” Sierra says, aghast. “You did what?”

“I killed Raven,” I clarify. “He threatened us and attacked me. I returned the favor.”

“Evelyn,” Sierra whispers urgently, “You just killed Ravendale’s baron.”

            
Chapter 29: Twenty-ninth, prepare for consequences

                Ah. That… changes things, doesn’t it? As it turns out, while I thought I had all the pieces to the puzzle, I was still missing one or two.

“Not a gang leader, then,” I mutter.

What does the role of baron entail here? Relevant political information travels through my mind, reminding me of what the powers vested in them generally include. My knowledge isn’t localized to the Crowned Islands or anywhere in particular, though, so I’m not sure if it fits for these circumstances specifically.

“Evelyn, did you grow up here?” Sierra asks urgently. She looks up and tosses a couple of silver coins at the barkeep, gesturing for him to give us some privacy. Given the early hour, nobody else is here to overhear us. “I apologize for the rudeness, but with some of your actions… I’ve been wondering.”

I already have a pre-prepared lie for this. Acting helps me sell the delivery of it, bland and matter-of-fact with a hint of “I don’t want to talk about it” applied to the side.

“Until quite recently, I was held captive in a facility,” I recite. “I know a lot less of the world around me than I should.”

The Blue Mage’s face falls instantly, her expression changing from politely inquisitive to ashamed in a second. “I am truly sorry, Evelyn.”

I wave her concerns aside, stopping her from falling into a long-winded apology before she can even start. “No worries. I wasn’t exactly up front with it.”

“Come to think of it, that does explain why you appeared so weirdly,” Adrian says, downing another gulp from his drink. “Gods, this place knows how to serve a drink. Killing a fucking baron…”

“You’ll need to be filled in, then,” Sierra sighs, cradling her head in her hands. “Barons in the Crowned Islands take a similar role to those in the outside world, though their individual power is dwarfed by even the Whitestar Kingdom’s.”

I give her my best blank stare. This one’s genuine—the names mean nothing to me, though I do have a general idea of a baron’s role.

“She’s from these islands,” Adrian says, lightly punching Sierra’s shoulder. “You need to explain more.”

“And you let her threaten you into submission,” she fires back. “Let me talk.”

“You’re never going to let me live that one down, are you,” the Warrior mutters into his drink.

“I will not!” Sierra replies brightly. “As I was saying. Barons typically hold power over a minor to major city and the surrounding villages, and the Raven Baron is—was, sorry—no exception. He controlled Ravendale, and he differed from many others in that he also had a long-standing agreement with the undercity.”

The undercity. That, at least, is a name I recognize. My memory bank tells me that undercities are present in most major metropolises, built on the ancient ruins of what came before them. Given that it’s knowledge that the researchers wanted me to know, I assume that means that it’s commonplace elsewhere, not just in the islands.

From Sierra’s statement, I can infer that there’s a criminal element in Ravendale’s undercity, one that I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting yet.

“And now he’s dead,” I say. “That throws a wrench into things, doesn’t it?”

“Congratulations,” Adrian says, swirling his cup around. “You’ve pissed off both halves of the city.”

“I remained hidden. Whatever allies he has, they won’t know who to follow.”

“Fuck,” the Warrior curses, apparently ignoring my words. “Do we need to cut and run?”

“I do wonder,” I say, ignoring him right back, “Why didn’t you do something similar? He wasn’t terribly hard to take down, and my level was significantly lower than his.”

“You’re hurt,” Sierra points out, indicating my neck.

Right. That’s still bruised. I’m sure I don’t look any prettier than I did before I got into this scuffle.

“And I’m alive,” I reply. “The two of you combined should’ve been able to deal with him easily.”

“If you haven’t guessed already,” Adrian says, pausing to take yet another swig from his glass, “It’s not that fucking simple.”

“There are… complications,” Sierra says, massaging her temples. “This was supposed to be a temporary thing. Our instr—er, we were planning on laying low. If that means—meant—rolling over for a weak noble that wished to play king, that was acceptable. With his death, the city will be thrown into disarray. The undercity will rise to fill the vacuum, and the effects of that will be rather inconvenient.”

“Cut and run, then,” Adrian suggests. “Come on, we’ll—“

“Aunt Marie,” Sierra replies simply, and the Warrior stops. “She wants us here, and she wants this city clean.”

“Fuck.” Adrian adores that word, doesn’t he?

“I sincerely apologize,” Sierra says again. “I should not have gotten you involved.”

“Well, she’s damn well involved now, isn’t she?” Adrian grumbles. “Only difference is she can run if she wants.”

“I will not be running,” I tell him. “There’s too much potential in this city. If they’re going to come, let them come. If they seek to feed my advancement, then I’m happy to oblige them.”

Adrian rolls his eyes. “Happy to have you, Evelyn.”

“It’s fine,” Sierra says. “We will deal with it. We always have.”

Neither of them sound particularly scared of the ramifications. Even Adrian, who last I checked was level 7, appears more irritated than anything else. Are they hiding a reason to be more confident, or do they just genuinely not care?

“What do we do next?” I ask.

“Adrian and I now have business to attend to,” Sierra says apologetically. “While a lady of your stature would usually be invited to join us…”

I wave her off. “I don’t mind. Some secrets need to stay secret.”

She’s probably going to meet with Marie Jade or one of the latter’s representatives. While I’d like to eavesdrop on that, I have a few other purposes in this city. Marie isn’t the only one I can gain information about my creation from, too—according to the dream-vision, which I’m assuming is accurate, Saph is more than a little aware of my origins.

“Don’t make more problems for us,” Adrian says dryly, emptying the last of his glass. “Stay out of trouble.”

“This coming from you is pretty rich,” Sierra sniffs. “Do try to keep yourself safe, Evelyn.”

“Of course,” I reply. “You’re leaving now?”

“Aunt Marie’s been using a skill to keep in touch with me this whole time,” Sierra says with a sigh. “We’re leaving now, yes. Feel free to have the rest, if you’d like.”

She indicates her barely-touched drink, then gets to her feet.

“If you’re not drinking it,” Adrian starts, reaching out for the glass. “I’ll—“

“No,” she replies sharply, slapping his hand away. “Evelyn, we’ll regroup at the Enchanted Rose—our inn, in case you forgot—in a few hours. We will wait for you.”

“You’ll wait for—“

“Goodbye,” Sierra says, giving me a small wave as the two of them start making their way outside.

As soon as they’re gone, I activate Locate Person, tracking Adrian. I still don’t want to reveal that I have this skill, and I think it’s reasonable to assume that Sierra has a way to find that I possess it, so I focus on the weaker part of the pair. The two should be traveling together

They round a corner, then another. Soon enough, the burning dot in my mind that represents Adrian is a solid hundred feet from me—and then it vanishes, exiting the range of Locate Person completely. Adrian might as well not exist to my senses.

Interesting. I assume that Locate Person stops functioning under two circumstances: either the target is dead or they’ve left the five-hundred-foot radius that the skill now covers.

I haven’t heard any screaming or any sounds of fighting, so it’s probably the latter. That’s a teleportation skill of some kind, I suppose. I’m not sure whether it’s Adrian (unlikely), Sierra (more likely), or Marie (also likely) that’s activated it, but it’s useful information to have in case I ever need to attack them for XP.

The barkeep, a fairly unassuming man just a little older than Adrian, returns after another few minutes to the sight of me drinking from Sierra’s glass.

The beverage is sweet and heady, which pleasures my taste buds. If it’s alcohol, none of the detrimental effects truly settle in thanks to a combination of my Demonic Heritage and Poison Resistance. I haven’t had much to drink other than blood and river water, so this is a welcome diversion.

“Can I get you anything, miss…”

He trails off as he looks at me and I look at him.

Ah, right. I still have the Soulless thing going on, and I didn’t bother reestablishing Disguise Self after killing Baron Austin Raven.

“My compliments,” I say, downing the rest of the glass.

The barkeep looks visibly uncomfortable. He opens his mouth, then closes it again.

For a moment, I consider killing him. There’s nobody around to see, after all, and free XP is free XP. A quick Appraise reveals that he’s got a non-combat class and is only level 4 in it.

It’s pointless. Killing him here will make even more of a mess and potentially alienate the people I’m currently allied with. All of that for a measly few handfuls of XP just isn’t worth it.

I turn around and exit, leaving a stunned young man behind me.

There’s other things for me to do. It probably isn’t safe to re-enter the in-betweens, especially since the one entrance I know of leads into a fragment that was actively falling apart the last time I saw it, so I’m not going to be able to complete the baby-eating objective yet.

My other objective, however, is absolutely achievable. I cast out my web of Locate Person, careful to manage how much magic I’m using. While Locate Person doesn’t cost that much to just use, it does take a bit out of me when it lands on a hit, and I don’t want to be caught unawares by someone and not have my skills to deal with them.

Sapphire isn’t in the radius of Locate Person yet, so I start moving, walking through the streets of Ravendale. It’s mid-afternoon, so I encounter more and more human activity as I make my way through the city. It’s not terribly unpleasant, though more than a few of them move to avoid me when they make eye contact with my soulless vision. I haven’t been able to use Disguise Self again thanks to its once-per-day restriction, and Shape Self doesn’t seem to be able to remove the effect.

I decide on practicing Stealth while I walk, not content on just wasting time without progressing. Good things come to those who act, and I will use every open second to do exactly that.

At first, I get a few weird looks for actively seeking out the areas where the shadows grow long, sticking close to walls and stepping in and out of seedy alleyways, but soon enough I’m not getting looks at all.

Stealth advanced to level 9!

You are now 40% harder to see when obscured.

I wonder if Stealth is going to evolve like Knifefighting did. It’s getting close.

My displaced memories feed me a partial answer. Not every skill can evolve, and every skill has a limit at which it can no longer progress to the next rank. Stealth could be one of the ones that are capped at Bronze-tier, but even if it is, there’s the possibility of a skill fusion achieved while training similar powers, which means that every weapon in my arsenal is something that could potentially be taken all the way to Sapphire.

I continue dipping into Locate Person as I make my way around the cityscape, fishing for the enigmatic Saph while I walk through dirty slums and around too-clean villas that remind me of the lab.

While I walk, I also train up Blood Surge, which to this point has been a pretty pathetic level 1. Leveling that skill up has to be done in quick bursts, because I can feel the blood draining away from my body every time I use it, leaving me short of breath and light-headed if I leave it on for too long.

Blood Surge advanced to level 2!

Blood Surge advanced to level 3!

Blood Surge advanced to level 4!

You may now use this skill up to twenty minutes per hour. The boost to speed and strength increases to 70%. Consumes slightly less blood.

By the time I’ve gotten it to level 4, I’m fairly sure I’ve consumed enough blood to make myself significantly paler. It’ll return with time thanks to Demonic Heritage, but that in combination with its time limit means that I’d rather avoid overusing it.

Interestingly enough, leveling skills still works. When I advanced to level 9, the system told me that due to my soul damage, I wouldn’t be gaining any new skills. That is, plainly speaking, unacceptable. Thankfully, it evidently hasn’t spread all the way through it.

Still, I’d much prefer to fix my soul sooner than later, no matter how handy Soulless may prove to be. Sapphire and possibly Marie are the only people I know of that might be able to fix me, and I’m not confident in my ability to find the latter, given that I’ve never met her in person.

Locate Person advanced to level 6!

Your range is now 600 feet, and you can penetrate slightly greater psychic defenses.

The sun has noticeably shifted in the sky by the time I’ve traversed the entire radius of the city. I’m not tired, which I can thank Sapphire, Marie, and all the other researchers who worked to make me a body for, but I do think I’ve exhausted the search area.

I sigh. The half-elf is every bit as inscrutable as she is beautiful. She told me to find her in Ravendale. Hells, I even have an objective to find her. Despite that, I’ve scoured a huge chunk of the city and haven’t found her.

Either she’s hiding deep beneath the city or she’s choosing not to be found. Locate Person isn’t infallible—the wording of the level increase tells me that it can be defended against, and Saph is definitely powerful enough to block my skills.

With over half my magic depleted, I decide to make my way back to the Enchanted Rose. If I’m lucky, Sierra and Adrian will be there. If they’re not, then I’ll walk out into the city and get into some trouble. Even as I walk back, I can feel the shift in the atmosphere. People are getting restless, and I hear whispers passing from person to person. Rumors.

“…heard Rob say Ashton told him it was a spider,” one construction worker tells another, the pair of them on break leaning against a wall. He’s just loud enough for me to hear. “A big ol’ demon spider, escaped from one of them secret castle dungeons, you hear?”

I resist the urge to smile and carry on, sticking to the shadows. Staying cloaked will be more important now, I’m sure. Once Disguise Self comes off cooldown, I’m going to have to use it near-immediately. When word gets around that a pale red-eyed woman was the last person seen near the site of the Baron’s demise, it’s going to be nigh-impossible for me to show my face.

It might already be.

Pushing those thoughts aside, I slink my way back to the Enchanted Rose. My memory is perfect—I can identify where the window to the room we were staying in is. The guards here are competent, I’m sure but the buildings around it are significantly more lenient—lax enough, at the very least, that when I Stealth into the shadows and slip into the crack between buildings, the bored cashier at the general store next door doesn’t pay attention.

As soon as I’m sure I’m out of sight, I Bloodstep up the wall, clambering up to the partially-open window. I doubt anyone notices me, but if they do, I can trust Sierra to deal with them. She seems to value me in ways beyond what I can bring to the table as a fighter, which I can exploit.

My lines of thought grind to a halt as I reform, taking my humanoid form once more.

The room is pristine, everything in its place. Sierra’s wardrobe-armory closet has one door slightly ajar, and it reveals stacks of perfectly folded clothes and a rack of well-oiled blades.

Which makes it all the more disconcerting that both the Blue Mage and the Warrior lie unmoving on the ground, their open eyes glazed over. Blank, glossy black orbs stare up at nothing.

On instinct, I use Locate Person once more, and a location sears itself into my mind.

In front of me, appearing from thin air as if it was a door, a familiar white-haired half-elf daintily steps over my unconscious companions.

Objective updated: Find Sapphire in Ravendale [COMPLETE]

You have located Sapphire.

Reward: [ERROR] Severe soul damage detected. Adjusting compensation…

Reward: Soulknife (Bronze)

“Let us speak,” Sapphire says.

            
Chapter 30: Thirtieth, ask and receive (debatably useful) answers

                “Much to discuss,” I say. “Does that, perhaps, include why these two are knocked out and…”

Possessed is the word that jumps to mind, but I let the sentence trail off.

“Corrupted, possessed, glassed,” Saph says, raising a finger with each word. “Common names for the affliction.”

“Demonic influence,” I say. “You did this?”

Her very presence exudes danger. I know that her level is vastly above mine, since Appraise doesn’t even work on anything but her name and race. I also know that she’s probably not a demon or anomaly, since the way Appraise fails on her is different from the complete failure on the jet-black humanoid spiders back at Site-17. It’s similar to the dragon babies we found in the fragment beneath the city—demon-touched, not demons themselves.

That does not, however, mean that she cannot use demonic influence. Even the thought of that sends shivers crawling up my spine, but Sapphire is a wild card. I can’t predict her at all, and even though I’ve never seen her in a fight, I know I can’t best her in one.

“I allowed this to happen,” the half-elf says. “It was convenient.”

I look down at the unconscious bodies. “I worked to make these allies, I’ll have you know.”

“No worry for your friends’ well-being?” Saph teases, smiling.

“My worry,” I tell her, “is that you’re going to allow my most powerful allies to die choking on their own blood.”

I can sense them bleeding from the inside of their throats with Shape Blood. Apparently, blood being in their throat counts as “not in their body” for the purposes of the skill, so I use the skill to remove the potential choking hazard.

“The boy is weaker than me, but he’s not useless,” I say. “The Blue Mage is genuinely strong. If you undo my progress, I’ll be a little irritated.”

“Fear not,” Saph says. “The demons crawling beneath this building are not the lethal kind. They will live, though the experience may be rather unpleasant.”

“Demons,” I reiterate. “I have something to do with those. I have a lot of questions.”

“I have many answers,” she replies, winking at me. “You will not receive them all.”

“I figured,” I sigh. “You created me, didn’t you?”

I hoped that would take her off guard, but I’m not at all surprised when her smile just grows wider. “It was not me, but I provided guidance to the group who did. I see you had your first evolution vision.”

“First?” There’ll be more? Everything I know about class evolutions tells me that that’s wrong.

“First,” she repeats. “In truth, I told you to come here in part to examine your progress.”

“And?”

“You have defied the expectations of some,” the half-elf tells me. “You have met mine.”

“Fantastic,” I say dryly. “Demons and anomalies. Are they the same thing?”

It’s a non-sequitur, but the distinction is vague in my mind. The soul amalgamation that I possess doesn’t give me an answer instinctually.

“Squares and rectangles,” Sapphire replies simply. She doesn’t sound like she’ll elaborate any further. “You’ve visited the fragments.”

She uses “fragment,” not “in-between.” It makes sense, given that my dream-vision placed her in a UCC building. I slot the information into my memory. Every little bit counts when it comes to her.

“I have,” I reply.

“Demons come from a fragment so vast that it’s a world of its own,” Sapphire says. “That’s all you need to know about that.”

Then anomalies come from fragments in general, I deduce. Good to know.

“You,” she says, “are the result of a soul amalgamation program. As you are alive to stand in front of me, I assume you know this already.”

I nod. “Demons were involved.”

Saph paces around me, lightly stepping over the bodies on the floor. As she does, she runs a hand over my shoulders, caressing my neck. “Indeed they were. Your soul, damaged as it is now, is the product of dozens of demons and hundreds of humans.”

That does surprise me. I suspected something similar, but those numbers are high.

She cups my cheek with one hand, staring into my soulless eyes. “You are the only survivor of the experiment. With each being you consume, your soul grows. Much faster than all around you. You must have noticed that you have more strength than those of the same level.”

I have, in fact, noticed that. I nod. It’s not a full explanation, and I’m not happy without knowing the full reason why, but I’m

“And despite that… wraithfire burns, does it not?”

“It does,” I say, utterly unsurprised that she can tell that my soul’s been damaged. More importantly, she’s revealed that I have options. “I can heal it by consuming others?”

“Did you think,” she whispers, her breath hot on my ear, “That the experiment was for nothing? That the potential of growth is a lie?”

“I did, in fact, kill and eat someone,” I say blandly. “My soul does not feel any more intact than before.”

“You devoured a human,” she tells me. “Your soul is not only comprised of that. Vary your diet, Evelyn.”

I suppose I wasn’t exactly in control of enough of my senses to determine if my soul felt more intact after I ate the demon-touched dragon babies.

“Then I’ll seek out the dragons,” I say. “I’ll kill every last bit of the Baron’s retribution. When the UCC comes, I’ll kill them too.”

“You will not be able to best Marie’s team,” Sapphire warns. “They, just like me, do not belong in the Crowned Islands. Soon enough, neither will you.”

“Soon enough,” I say, “is not the same as now.”

She inclines her head in a nod. “I will eagerly await you in the Whitestar Kingdom.”

Sapphire’s barely answered any of my questions, but she’s already stepping away, content with what she’s given me.

“Whitestar Kingdom,” I mutter. Sierra mentioned that, I think.

“Until next time,” she says, raising a single finger. As she does the darkness fades away from Sierra and Adrian both, leaving their eyes bloodshot but normal. The bleeding within them slows to a stop as well.

“That’s all?” I ask. “No other information for me?”

“The only other thing,” she says, “is something I have already told you.”

Neither of the two of them have woken up. Their chests are slowly moving up and down, so they’re alive, but their eyes remain glassy, staring up into nothing.

The darkness that leached out of their eyes hasn’t entirely disappeared. Instead, pure black streams out of their slightly-parted lips, coalescing in the air as a dark, fuzzy sphere the size of my head.

It starts shifting, limbs and strange, alien features popping out from its figure, and then a second one joins it.

“Adversity sculpts excellence,” Sapphire recites, and then she’s gone.

I blink, staring at the space where she was. No sound accompanies her disappearance, no magic that I can detect. She’s simply there one second and not there the next.

I can’t focus on that, though, because the spheres have formulated into full-on beings, impish little creatures about the size of my torso.

Appraise failed!

Appraise failed!

Ah. Sapphire appears to be building a habit of leaving me with beings that really want to kill me.

The two demons hover in the air, apparently not caring enough for the laws of physics to require walking.

I look at them carefully. After regenerating from wraithfire, I lost my knives, but we’re in the room with all our supplies now. I make as if to dash forward at them and then Bloodstep backwards, taking myself towards a cabinet that I remember holds a bevy of weapons.

They rush me just as I gather my knives, tiny wings and clawed limbs flapping desperately as they do.

I thank whatever deities the world has that Knifefighting works against these demons, giving me an idea of what their motions will be. As the first one rushes me, my Silver-tier Knifefighting whispers how it’ll commit everything into a forward dash, trying to force itself through any orifice it can to possess me like it did the others.

Sidestepping it is easy with my enhanced Body (Speed), and I draw on Knifefighting, plunging an overly ornate dagger into my enemy’s side—and it passes straight through it. The demon’s body washes over my arm as the unexpected lack of resistance sends my momentum careening through it. It feels like ash against my skin, coarse air brushing against me, and I barely keep myself from falling, dropping to one knee.

My attacker smashes into the cabinet, wood shattering under the force of its impact.

So it does have some material influence, then. If it can interact with the real world, then that means I can damage it.

The pair of demons adjust immediately, changing their paths midair, and they once again soar straight for me. Thankfully, it doesn’t look like they have any avenue of attack other than forcing themselves inside a body like they evidently did with Adrian and Sierra.

I stumble backwards, nearly tripping over Sierra’s prone body. As seamlessly as I can, I blend a kick into the motion, a sharp one aimed at her side. She doesn’t stir—she seems to be in a magically induced slumber, so I don’t even try it with Adrian. Sapphire must’ve caused this, because I doubt the demons did.

Fine then. This is going to be a bit messy, but I’m sure Sierra will be fine with a destroyed room if it means her life is intact.

Physical attacks clearly don’t work against it, so Paralyzing Bite isn’t worth trying. I cast Shape Blood, using the globs that I got from Adrian’s and Sierra’s throats, firing spears of blood at them.

Just like my blades, the blood passes straight through them. The ashy material that composes these half-material demons weakens my control over the blood, too, so I drop it immediately.

I grip another knife so that Knifefighting is active, enabling me to predict their next attacks based on their micro-movements, but I don’t attack with them. There’s no point apart from the predictive capabilities.

Just as I met Sapphire, I got a new skill. Now, as they ready themselves to dash at me once more, I examine it.

Soulknife (Rare)

Tier: Bronze

Level: 1

You form your soul into a blade, bypassing defenses when you attack others with it. You can manifest Soulknife for up to a minute at a time. Damage to your weapon manifests as damage to your soul.

Damage to a weapon will damage my soul?

I grin.

Another demonic attack’s already done that.

I activate Soulknife, and I feel the familiar chilly drain on my soul instantly. In my free hand, a simple dagger forms, six inches long and glowing a deep, dark red.

Perfect for me.

The demons actually pause for a second before they rush me again, but it’s me that goes on the offensive this time. I leap forward, Soulknife in hand, and my target runs, diving towards the unconscious Blue Mage.

It can redirect fast, but I can do that too. I turn on a dime, redirecting my momentum to launch myself at Sierra. I reach her before the demon can, colliding with her in my rush, and I slash out at the demon, Knifefighting guiding my hand.

This time, when it hits, I actually feel physical resistance. My dagger stabs deep into the demonic flesh, and ashy black blood drips out from it. It howls in pain, thrashing around the blade, and the cold sensation in my soul increases as the demon does its best to destroy my weapon.

I slam the blade into the ground, the demon still impaled on it, and the screeches stop.

It’s not very durable, is it?

Before I can confirm my kill, the other demon hits me from behind, the impact surprisingly forceful for a creature of the size. I fall, twisting as I do to try to attack the second one—and it throws itself at my face, trying to force its way down my throat and into my eyes.

Pain explodes from where it hits me. I suppose it expects that’ll be enough to stop me.

I stab the back of the demon with the Soulknife, using so much force that it penetrates all the way through and connects with my left eye.

Oops.

Oh well. I’ll regenerate it soon enough.

I take the Soulknife out and stab it once again, this time from the side. It screeches and falls off.

Soulknife advanced to level 2!

Now lasts for two minutes. Deals 20% more damage.

“Weakling,” I mutter, stabbing it again and again until it stops screaming. Then I do it thrice more just to be safe.

My weapon dissipates once both of them are well and truly dead, disjointed black blobs on the floor staining the wood with their blood.

And then, of course, I eat them.

Devour granted +33 XP!

Devour granted +41 XP!

I’m a little disappointed by how little XP they grant, but it makes sense. Sapphire left me to sink or swim, but at least she sent me into the shallower end of things.

No temporary skills from them either. Do demons not use skills? I wouldn’t be surprised, given that Appraise fails on them.

More important than the XP returns, though, I feel the slightest bit warmer to my core, energy coming back to my soul.

It’s not enough. It’s not nearly enough. At this point, I still think I would be in terrible shape without Soulless. As it is, my system is likely still damaged.

I’m going to need to kill a lot more demons.

That’ll have to wait, though. A single minute passes before Sierra finally wakes up. Adrian starts to move shortly after.

“What the hells…” Sierra starts, then her eyes refocus. “Demons. Oh, broken gods, demons.”

“Fuck,” Adrian says.

“I killed two of them,” I say, neglecting to mention Sapphire’s presence.

“They’re never alone,” Sierra says, ignoring the damage to her room. “Never.”

Outside, someone screams, and a building rumbles.

“Incursion?” Adrian asks, drawing his sword.

“Put the sword away, we’re inside,” Sierra replies. “Let me check it out.”

She runs out of the room, and I follow her, taking the steps four at a time.

The inn’s door has been blown wide open, revealing the outdoors.

It’s not pretty.

The center of the road has been torn apart, and the last dregs of daylight illuminate dark beings with anatomy as strange as the two that Sapphire summoned spill forth, clambering out. I can hear screaming and crashing off in the distance—this clearly isn’t isolated. Around us, buildings are barring their doors where they can and crumbling to invasion where they aren’t.

“Out of the way, ladies,” a gruff male voice says from behind us. “Need to bar the door. For your safety, you see.”

I start running, not looking to see if anyone follows. I’m outside before the innkeeper can even shout at me.

The night is dark and full of horrors.

Tonight, I plan on being one of them.

Objective: Restore your soul

Consume demons until your soul is whole.

Targets devoured: [2/???]

 

Objective: Find Sapphire

Escape the Crowned Islands and enter the desolate Whitestar Kingdom.

Distance: 417 miles
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Chapter 31: Thirty-first, haunt the night

                I think neither Sierra nor Adrian have chosen to follow me—I planned on this, given that they’ve freshly recovered from demons taking up residence in their body—though I can’t bring myself to care.

Having allies is helpful, but I need to advance. There are cases where others may be conducive to that, but tonight?

Tonight, I hunt.

I hope I haven’t vastly misjudged myself here, but I think I haven’t. While Sapphire might be a little irritating with her propensity to leave me in life-threatening situations, her adage has proven to be correct so far.

If I don’t let this demon-filled city break me, I’ll forge myself once more. Each and every one of them has the potential to heal my soul locked within them. I just need to Devour them all.

That’s easier said than done, though. On this street alone, a small ravine has formed, ragged cracks through the center of the road allowing demons of all shapes and sizes to make their way out.

They’re not very numerous to start, maybe five coming out in the first minute—that explains why the areas around us have had time to bar up. We’re not exactly in the center of the city, where I presume this outbreak is centralized.

Still, I get the feeling that mundane bars aren’t going to be enough to stop all of them. From the sounds of destruction deeper into the city, I’m probably right.

Interestingly, the demons don’t immediately turn to attack me as I emerge, dashing for the nearest one of them. Given the ferocity with which they’re assailing the buildings closest to them, I can assume that it’s not because they’re actually meek or something.

The reason is likely Demonic Heritage. According to Sapphire, my soul is part demon. Unsurprising, then, that the demons are largely leaving me alone.

At least until I attack them, that is.

My first target is a twisted four-legged one that resembles a jet-black boar with tusks, though enough tusk-shaped protrustions jut out from its body that I would believe it if someone told me it was a porcupine.

I know the last set of demons I fought were nigh-unaffected by physical attacks, but I recall the demons at Site-17. I think those were demons, at least—the light-stealing sheen of midnight black that shrouds their bodies is similar.

The point is that those were affected by bullets, so the majority of these should be affected by knives.

Appraise failed!

Figures. I hope Appraise starts working on these things at some point—it’d be nice to know how strong the enemies I’m against are.

The boar-demon finally notices me when I’m halfway to it. The street we’re on is fairly long, and all of the five demons currently on it have chosen to find easier prey than the boarded-up doors of the Enchanted Rose—there’s a couple buildings whose doors are barely reinforced, and one of them has already been partially knocked down.

It takes me a few seconds to catch up, and the spiky tusked creature manages to turn all the way around by the time I’m there, moving its head from one side of its body to the other.

I open with Blood Echo, manifesting a crimson copy of myself in the space next to me. She charges forward first, forming her arms into blades, and with the two seconds that the skill now lasts, my copy slashes at the boar’s snout.

Hardened blood finds more resistance in the demon’s tough scale-like skin than in soft human flesh, but the echo manages to draw blood before it collapses.

As soon as my echo loses independent will, I activate Shape Blood to take control of it along with the blood streaming from its fresh wound.

Blood Echo provides me with my body’s weight in the liquid, which is extremely convenient in its synergy with my manipulation skill. I form a wall of spikes, serving a triple purpose of obscuring me from its sight, attacking it, and providing a deterrent to its charge.

Sure enough, I sense the boar halt itself, its speed abruptly disappearing in an instant.

As soon as it does, I send the blood-spears surging at it and duck low, hiding behind my wall of impromptu weapons and relying on my Stealth to mask my position.

It lowers its head, brandishing its tusks, and it roars, a deep rumble that I can feel in my chest.

My wall of blood falls apart, formless blood dropping to the ground and coating me in an instant, but I haven’t wasted my movement in the meantime. I hit the ground, sliding over cracked cobblestone slick with fresh blood. Knifefighting guides me as I stab upwards with the borrowed ornate dagger from Sierra’s room, and I strike true.

Black blood spills forth once more, splattering my face and staining the ground beneath me. I twist the knife, activating Woundshape as I do. With the enhanced level, I should be able to push a cut to a more vital part of its body.

It lets out a rumbling roar this time, deeper than the last. Somehow, I get the sensation of panic from it.

Woundshape fails. A moment later, Enhance Bleed fizzles away as well.

This demon has a way to cancel skills. They might all have a way to do so.

That doesn’t stop me from bleeding it dry. I stab it again and again, gripping onto one of its many tusk-spikes to stabilize myself. Its skill-canceling power apparently has a cooldown, because I’m able to Shape Blood to get the ink-colored liquid off me. Woundshape still doesn’t work, and neither does Enhance Bleed—did it make itself immune?

Whatever the case, it’s dead within the minute. I roll out from under it as it begins to collapse to the ground, its body sagging as the last of its life exits it.

None of the other demons await me once I’m finished with the first one, and it doesn’t take a genius to find out why.

During the time I’ve spent killing the first one, the others have been busy at work. A trail of destruction and torn-up cobblestone leads to a building with a torn-apart entrance. A watchmaker, by the looks of it.

A flaming demon corpse comes flying out of the smashed-open door, green fire sticking to it like oil. As I watch, shattered steel pieces pick themselves up from the floor, restoring themselves into a set of bars that protects the door.

Hm. So the demons aren’t all immune to skills, then. Either that or the flame is nonmagical.

Before I can ponder the subject more, the sound of rumbling catches my ear.

The rift in the ground is growing wider, and more demons are already beginning to crawl through. Still not that many, and they’re not very powerful, but they’re here.

I waste no time in Devouring the boar, wincing in irritation when its foul-tasting flesh burns my tongue.

Devour granted +71 XP!

Targets devoured: [3/???]

Less than I’d hoped for, given its size. Also, I am still not receiving temporary skills from my Gold-tier Devour, which is rather annoying. I wonder why I was able to get them from the demon-touched dragons but not the demons—maybe because those weren’t fully demonic?

It does mean less power and fewer options for me, sadly, but I continue onwards anyway.

My soul feels ever so slightly more intact, but I could be imagining it. Soulless lets me survive with any amount of soul damage anyway, and I lack an innate sense to determine how healthy it is.

It doesn’t feel like enough. This entire area isn’t enough.

I need to go deeper in.

Off in the distance, something ignites. I can’t see the fire, but I can see the choking black clouds rising.

Looks like I’ve found my next target.

The streets wind too much for me to find a way to the center. Though I remember some of the city layout thanks to Sierra guiding us through it, I’m not quite sure I know how to get to the thick of the action.

It’s a good thing I’m not limited to taking the streets.

As the newest demons ignore me even with the blood of their brethren coating the cobble around me, I start climbing.

Demonic Heritage is really coming in handy here, I muse. I can pick and choose my fights, which is an incredible boon.

I scale the side of a barred and barricaded flower store easily, some part of my soul amalgam providing me the muscle memory I need to clamber upwards, dragging myself up hand over hand as naturally as walking.

The last part of the climb is made slightly more difficult by the chunks of stone that’ve been knocked out of the walls, loosening every handhold I have. Someone’s errant attack must’ve hit it.

I’m able to bypass it with a Bloodstep, my increased magic regeneration enabling me to use my skills more freely.

As the red fades and I return to normal, I find myself on the roof. The tile is largely untouched by the demons, red brick barely shifting under my light footfalls, but the same can’t be said for every roof I see.

The city is on fire.

My statement is partially figurative—deeper into the city, some of the streets run red and black with demon and human blood both—but it’s equally literal. Plumes of black smoke rise from buildings around the city. The nicer sector that I’m in right now is largely untouched, but an area off to one side that I recognize as a set of slums has been nearly entirely set ablaze.

Defense? Poorly secured oil reserves? Fire attacks?

I won’t be able to tell until I get closer, so I do. The rooftops here aren’t designed to be run across, but that doesn’t stop me. Jumping is enough to clear the spaces between roofs, but once or twice there’s an entire street between me and the closest building. Bloodstep patches up those gaps, my faster Magic (Regen) compensating for the intensive use of the skill.

Bloodstep advanced to level 9!

As I start to draw closer to the city center, I see more and more signs of combat. There’s corpses on the ground now, both human and demon. Evidently, anyone that dies outside is being left there until the situation’s cleared up.

I stop once when I see a single wounded wolf-shaped demon dragging itself by its two functional forelimbs, trailing black blood behind it for a solid hundred feet. It doesn’t know to fear me yet, my demonic scent or biomarker or something throwing it off.

Phantom Shape guides me down, my favored scythe-like spider limbs making climbing down easy, and I try to end its misery with a swift set of blows to the area that I think its neck is.

As it turns out, it doesn’t have the same body composition as a human—not surprising, since my physiology is obviously different—so it takes about a minute longer than expected to kill it.

Once it’s well and truly dead, I eat it quickly. The area I’m in is substantially grimier than the posh streets by the Enchanted Rose, and the walls are practically painted in shades of crimson and midnight. Some of the buildings have collapsed, beset by demonic attack, and I think I can see human corpses lying half-eaten here and there.

I don’t want to be caught off guard here.

Devour granted +17 XP!

Targets devoured: [4/???]

Pitifully small. Again with the disproportionate returns from that. Is the amount of XP I need to earn truly that much more than everyone else? Or do demons just work differently?

My soul is ever so slightly mended. Devour is putting in work there, at least.

XP: 689/900

I might be able to hit level 10 by the time the night’s through. That does put a smile on my face.

“That was our kill, you know,” a man says languidly.

Twenty feet behind me, give or take. I can’t believe I didn’t check this area for living humans.

I turn around slowly, and I see the source of the voice standing in the gap between a half-ruined tavern and a proudly-barred bank.

He wears plate armor that is almost entirely black thanks to the coat of demon blood adorning it, but no helm.

And he’s not alone.

“Looks like a little bitch lost her way,” an archer says from just behind him, her bow nocked but not drawn. Se spits at the ground. “Took what’s rightfully ours.”

“We’ll show her,” says another. I can barely make him out—it takes me a second to spot him even with my demonic eyesight. A cloaked figure in the dark with a too-wide smile that carries serrated daggers that don’t catch the dying light. “Tear her to shreds.”

I think that’s all of them. A quick scan around me both with my eyesight and Shape Blood reveals neither human nor demon.

“Matter of fact, looks like we found ourselves a dead lady lost to demonic corruption,” the plate-armored man says. “What a shame, eh, boys?”

I think back to the Medic I met at Outpost 17. Alder, the one who’d helped me for no clear reason.

He’d complained about adventurers, made them sound like murderers. At the time, I instinctively agreed, but I had no experience proving it.

These three are doing their best to change that.

While the three of them talk each other up, I Appraise them.

 

Name: Ross Needlebrook

Age: 24

Race: Human

Class: Warrior

Level: 9

Last Used Skill: Armored Charge

 

Name: Christine Rottel

Age: 27

Race: Human

Class: Archer

Level: 8

Last Used Skill: Sharpshooter

 

Name: Kennit Lyris

Age: 24

Race: Human

Class: Thief

Level: 10

Last Used Skill: Stealth

 

Around the same level as me, then. From what I’ve seen so far, I’m significantly more powerful than those at my level, especially since I have a class evolution while these three clearly do not.

I almost hide my derisive snort, but I decide not to, letting my laugh ring out loud and clear. It might be attracting the attention of any nearby demons, but they won’t attack me first. Besides, if even these idiots can fend them off, this area can’t have very powerful ones.

“Demonic corruption,” I muse. From what I’ve heard of their conversation, they’re crafting a threadbare cover story on the spot to justify whatever violence they wish to inflict upon me. “How astonishingly on the mark you are.”

That disquiets them, I can tell. Ross, their Warrior, hefts a greatsword sticky with demon blood.

And, I notice, the rusty red of dried human.

“You can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Ross says, but I can see the doubt in his eyes.

I turn all the way towards them, activating Phantom Shape to spread my spider-limbs out once more.

That gets a rise out of them. The Thief reacts more strongly than the others, flinching back into the shadows. He whispers to his team in a language that I can’t understand—adventure colloquial, I think it’s called—frantically.

Objective: Reap the night

Kill 10 beings with levels before the sun rises.

Targets killed: [0/10]

Reward: Trait

Perfect timing. I was wondering if I would get a quest for this. I flash them a broad smile, taking pleasure in the way that the Thief’s smile has utterly disappeared.

I hear the word “Baron” in their little discussion, and the smile on my face grows even wider.

Relentless hasn’t even triggered. This fight isn’t anywhere near impossible to win.

Before Kennit can tell his little group to run, I charge forward. It’s immediately evident that my speed easily eclipses his—he doesn’t even have his sword all the way up before I casually bat it aside.

Christine looses an arrow, her aim thrown off by my sudden movement, and she clips my side. Nothing to worry about.

My knife doesn’t penetrate Ross’ armor, but I came prepared for that.

As my first strike rings off against hardened steel, I cast Soulknife, using the recoil of my first attack to flow into another. This one cares not for a layer of armor between it and its target, and the glowing red blade sinks deep into the Warrior’s flesh.

Objective: Reap the night

Targets killed: [1/10]

He’s dead before he hits the ground, confirmed by my sharp Phantom Shaped limbs stabbing straight through his neck, eyeballs, and mouth. I let his body drop to the ground, retracting my limbs.

I look at the other two, pleased with myself. Christine has another arrow nocked, but she’s definitely not killing me with that.

“Disappointing,” I tell them, shaking my head. “This is the part where you run.”

They try.

            
Chapter 32: Thirty-second, walk the lonely road

                Bloodstep makes me much faster than they can run, and a single usage of it no longer magically exhausts me, so I activate it immediately.

My first target is the Thief. All three of my enemies have basic classes, no evolutions to their name, but the Thief is one that may actually cause me irritation if I let him.

Thanks to my demonic body, I can see sharper in the dark, which has so far enabled me to keep a tab on him. If his Stealth trumps my ability to find him, though, he could get away and spread word about me.

I’m not entirely opposed to that—more adversity means more chances to level up—but I would prefer not to face the entire city at once.

He slinks through the shadows as if he’s already sure that he’s escaped.

I shatter that fantasy of his by appearing in front of him, Bloodstep outstripping his sprinting speed by far.

Silently, I stab forward with Phantom Shape. This skill is rather useful—I’d like to enhance it more, and that can only be done through constant use. I’m running close to the current 24-minute time limit, though, which is a bit disappointing.

The Thief manages to surprise me by avoiding my initial strike, ducking and weaving through the sharp segmented limbs with surprising speed. A skill of some kind?

If it’s magical, I can Siphon it, but his agility is enough that I might not actually be able to land a hand on him.

I still passively control the blood on the ground around us with Shape Blood, the magical investment low enough that I can have it on at all times. As such, I sense the disturbance that the female Archer makes when she finally catches sight of my new location.

One of them occupies my attention while the other prepares to attack. Were I a normal level 9 human with no class evolutions, I would be in real danger.

Unfortunately, I’m not a regular human.

Unfortunately for them, that is.

The streets are decorated with the results of battles past, and I draw on it, sending blood surging upwards to throw off the Archer’s vision and obstruct the Thief’s movements.

An arrow whistles towards me, undeterred by the blood, but I’m already moving, making use of the split-second distraction. It must’ve been fired off-center, aiming to not accidentally hit her teammate, since it only clips me instead of hitting me dead-on. That’s not enough to stop me.

The Thief’s suffered from blood hardening around his feet significantly more than the Archer has, and so he can’t stop me when I punch forward with my dagger, enveloping it in a Misty Blade.

Skill-enhanced steel parts leather and flesh alike as if it were warm butter, and I know from experience that Misty Blade is already killing him from the inside. Unlike me, he lacks Demonic Heritage and apparently also Pain Resistance, judging from his scream.

My second strike slits his throat.

Misty Blade advanced to level 4!

Bonus frost damage advances from 30% to 40% of an attack’s initial damage.

It’s not that useful of a skill, but I may as well seek to improve everything I can. It’s a shame that certain skills like Firearms aren’t feasible to level up right now while my Silver and Gold skills just aren’t really advancing. Perhaps I need to seek worthier opponents.

Objective: Reap the night

Targets killed: [2/10]

I’m moving before the dead man’s body even hits the ground. While Bloodstep is usable once more, I definitely don’t need to use it against a single enemy at this level.

That aside, there’s something else I want out of this fight.

The Archer nocks another arrow, and I meet her with a Blood Echo. She flinches back in fear as the scarlet duplicate of me surges forward, loosing her shot.

My Blood Echo makes herself tangible enough to catch the arrow in her chest, but of course a being made of blood isn’t even slowed by that. She raises the copy of my knife—and then she vanishes, her two seconds expired.

No level out of that. Shame.

As gallons of blood tumbles to the ground, I manipulate it with Shape Blood, catching the arrow Christine fired at me in the process.

I’m less than a second behind my copy, and I pick the arrow out of my mass of blood.

Rather than attack her with spears of sharpened blood, I simply throw nealry twenty gallons of it at her, deluging her with a torrent of the stuff. She falls screaming under the force of it, hitting the ground messily.

“What a shame,” I say, mirroring their earlier excuse to me. “Three Ravendale adventurers lost to the forces of demonic corruption.”

I kneel down next to her, prying one eye open with the blood on her face, and I shove her own arrow straight through it with enough force that it snaps.

She gurgles once and dies.

Objective: Reap the night

Targets killed: [3/10]

With the first part of my job done, I start on the messier part.

Devour granted +189 XP!

Temporary skill unlocked: Sharpshooter

When using this skill, you gain a 125% bonus to damage with ranged weapons. You are 80% less prone to distractions. Your accuracy is 10% better with ranged weapons.

Wow, this skill does a lot. While the skill heals me, stealing her vitality to replace what I lost, I kneel down and tear the bow from Christine’s cold hands, carefully extracting the quiver.

That’s when I notice that her body is dissolving. When I roll her over to take her arrows, the uneaten flesh on her back tears apart under my hands, soaking me in her blood. Her organs crumble away as the prone body falls on me, and her bones are starting to soften too.

I realize why when I look at the ground.

Even after death, the demonic blood refuses to stay still. It sticks to the Archer’s body, red human blood dissolving as the black fluid… saps it away?

As soon as I finish acquiring my new quiver, I look over to the other bodies. They look normal, but…

I walk over to the dead Warrior first. Sure enough, when I kick his eerily serene face, it crumples inwards as if there’s nothing but air inside him.

Despite my best efforts, Devour grants me nothing but the empty taste of ash.

It is, in retrospect, not something that should’ve surprised me. I doubt that I was the only one of the EVs to be created with the Devour skill, and I’ve never seen a human being with it. Though my sample size is still on the smaller end, that leads me to believe that it might be a trait inherent to demons.

If every demon is as hungry for advancement as I am, I can understand why even their blood saps away anything useful out of corpses.

Just to be sure, I check the Thief’s body too. A single kick has the corpse practically detonate like a rotten watermelon. No experience to be gained here either, and he’s freshly dead. I won’t be able to Devour anyone but the last person I kill if I ambush a group unless I store them far out of reach of any demonic influence—I’m sure any demons in the area would feast on these bodies if the blood didn’t get to it first. I

At least he has a couple of daggers I can take.

I have to wonder what the blood is doing with the drained bodies, along with why it didn’t immediately eat the demons I killed, but that’s less immediately relevant so I set it aside for the time being.

At level 1, Devour only gives me the temporary skill for a minute, so I make quick use of it, drawing and loosing an arrow, aiming for the Archer’s corpse’s head.

I miss, hitting the body in the shoulder instead. Fetid blood spews out of it, and I sling the bow over my shoulder, putting it away for the time being. I’ll focus on my priorities for now. The temporary usage of Sharpshooter isn’t going to make or break anything.

Three objectives are running at the same time, a record for me. The one that requires me to travel away from this nation isn’t achievable at this time (also, I don’t know how much I trust Saph, given that she clearly lied about not knowing me the first time she met me), so I need to focus on what I have.

Both of the two other active quests involve killing and/or eating things. That’s workable. My system doesn’t tell me how many demons I need to Devour, though I do have a quantitative answer for the “beings with levels”—seven more of those.

Speaking of which, the phrasing of that objective means that demons don’t have levels, unless I’m interpreting it wrong. That’s an interesting can of worms to open.

My plan remains unchanged. I’ll continue towards the city center until I feel satisfied or face foes that I have no hope of defeating.

And so I continue on, returning to the roofs where I can.

After just five more minutes, though, the buildings are no longer as intact. More and more live demons walk the streets, and the number of unbroken roofs that won’t shatter if I put a foot through them start growing vanishingly small.

I think that means I’m around where I want to be. It’s getting harder to see towards the city center because of the smoke rising up ahead of the river, but I’m much closer to the center than I was when I began.

I come to a stop after I Bloodstep to an isolated roof shorter than the others’ around it. I can’t tell what the original purpose of this place is—heavy corrugated steel has completely cut it off from the outside world.

Underneath it, three demons that resemble overly large ants that circle the steel, headbutting it at regular intervals. They’ve started to make an indent in it, curving the metal inwards. Soon enough, they’ll make it in.

I could not care less about the inhabitants of this building, but those demons represent enough XP to level me up and three souls that I can absorb to heal my own.

They either haven’t noticed me yet or have chosen to ignore me. The result is the same.

I wish I had a gun. I lost the only one I’ve ever used successfully back on the train, and I don’t think the general public has access to them, given the armaments I’ve seen others carry.

A dead woman’s bow and seven arrows in a threadbare quiver are all the ranged capacity I’ve got. Using a blood skill might be optimal, but I’ve seen that skills have failed on these things before. Thinking back to the lab, I remember the UCC guards there choosing to use guns or melee weapons rather than magic. It’s eminently possible that all demons have some level of innate skill resistance.

I try to pull on muscle memory for the first shot. The memories in my soul amalgam are helpful, but it’s not enough. When the researchers put me together, I doubt they were trying to have me win any archery competitions.

I breathe in deep, then half-exhale before firing.

My arrow isn’t completely on target, but it’s close enough. Each of the demons has three segments to its body, each segment possessing four separate spindly legs, and I clip one of them in the hind part.

Not enough force. The tip only penetrates an inch or two. Enough to piss it off, not enough to do any significant damage.

Its nails-against-chalkboard screech pierces the air, and all three ant-demons stop their swirling to produce the noise in tandem. The effect is so loud and so offputting that I stumble back. I think it’s supposed to make me nauseous, but it just keeps me off balance for a beat.

I take another shot with the bow, but my aim is off and it goes completely wide, clattering against scorched cobblestone.

Alright, that clearly isn’t working.

While I stand there pondering my options, the ant-demons stop their ghastly synchronized symphony and start climbing the structure I’m on.

Of course they can do that. When I look closer, I can see barbs on their legs, fine ones that look suited to hooking into little nooks and crannies to assist them in sticking to surfaces.

They also look suited to ripping flesh apart, but that much is obvious.

I look over the edge of the caged building I stand atop. It’s thirty feet to the ground, give or take a bit. The ant-demons are nearly perfectly in sync, each of them with eight limbs on the wall and four off. Twenty feet between me and the closest one, at a guess.

A step forward sends me plummeting. Applying Phantom Shape to create extra arms and legs helps me stay stable, adjusting myself with the wall.

I draw two daggers, one of them Sierra’s and the other the late Thief’s. Against an ant the size of a horse, it suddenly feels rather small.

Size matters less than lethality here, of course, so I drive both of them into what I think is the ant’s eyes.

Momentum carries me straight into it, and I grapple it with all of my ethereal arms and legs.

Red blood joins the black that I draw from its eyes. Its entire body is lined with tiny razors, cutting apart anything that dares to touch it.

Cutting me doesn’t stop me from carrying all my velocity into the impact, though, and it loses its grip on the wall, tumbling to the ground. I try to Woundshape, and to my surprise, it actually works. It’s not as effective as I would like—I can’t control where I’m mirroring the wound to—but it works.

Woundshape advanced to level 4!

Enhance Bleed is much the same. Weakened, but it works.

I draw both knives out of its eyes (?) and activate Soulknife, plunging the ruby-red blade into it. While it’s been getting increasingly costly to use, this weapon made short work of the first demons I eliminated.

It does not, unfortunately, have the same effect on the ant. Greyish-black blood sprays forth just like it would if I used a regular dagger, but it doesn’t do anything more. This skill is more for bypassing defenses and less for dealing massive damage. Got it.

I deactivate Soulknife before the ant-demon can break it and damage my soul further. Just knives it is, then.

The other two demons start clambering down from the building as I start wailing on their brethren, Knifefighting putting in work as it starts to attack back. I see where it’ll flail its legs in my mind’s eye, and I bat it away with Phantom Shaped limbs or my knife each time, getting in hit after hit after hit.

Knifefighting advanced to level 2!

The level of insight is increased, as is your damage.

I tear myself away from the ant-demon I’m assailing when I see the other two starting to pincer me from the corner of my eye, Bloodsteping upward when I realize that my clothes and flesh are caught on the thing’s barbed skin. Rather than returning to the top of the corrugated-metal cage, I only send myself up halfway, finding a handhold on the damaged wall.

For now, I drop the Phantom Shape

I’m preparing for my next wave of attacks when the earth starts to shake under the ant-demons. For a second, I ready myself for another wave of demons, but then I realize that this is no dark rift. The earth is just shaking, and the building I’m in is shaking with it.

Cracked cobblestone shatters further, and then flecks of stone rise. A moment later, they pelt the ant-demons at speed, chunks of flooring the size of my fist smashing straight through demonic chitin.

Magic. That’s an earth mage if I’ve ever seen one. That means humans in the area.

It’s not hard to spot them with the amount of destruction that’s rolled through the area. A group of them are sheltering behind the remnants of what appears to have been a florist’s boutique. Only half of a single wall is left standing, and I see six people crouching behind it from my elevated position.

All six of them are wearing the same uniform. I don’t recognize it, which means they’re probably not UCC personnel. Therefore, they’re probably from this city.

Which means that they’re former employees of the late Baron Raven. I’m suddenly glad that I turned Phantom Shape off.

While they’re busy destabilizing the foundations of the building I stand on, I Disguise Self. I assume that at least one of them’s already seen me, so I can’t make massive alterations to my physiology. I can, however, alter my facial structure, changing it to be more like Sapphire’s. I steal the eyes of one of the guards I killed at Outpost 17, replacing my signature red with soft green.

By the time the demons are dead, the six men and women have made it to the base of the building I’m still clinging onto. It’s at a dangerous tilt now, the sunken ground at an angle that barely keeps it upright.

“An adventurer,” I hear one of them mutter. “Of course.”

“Adventurer,” the man closest to me says. His voice is surprisingly mature. I can’t see his face under the featureless mask he wears, but he carries himself like a cocky young man, his voice belying that impresion. “Can you fight?”

I Appraise him, wondering if it’s worth just trying to kill the entire lot of them. It would bring me to nine of my ten required deaths, getting me that much closer to my goal, and I think I’d make it to level 10.

 

Name: Noren Foldwinter

Age: 61

Race: Human

Class: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Level: 37

Last Used Skill: [APPRAISE FAILED]

 

Oh.

Acting is going to have to put a lot of work in here, isn’t it.

“Yes,” I tell him.

“Then join us,” he says, pointing off towards the smoke that’s been obscuring my view of the city center, “or run for your life.”

            
Chapter 33: Thirty-third, join all the Baron’s men

                This is a bit of a sticky situation. On the one hand, I’d much rather avoid having to avoid joining the company of men and women that very much want Evelyn Carnelian dead.

On the other, the Baron’s man’s tone brooks no argument. He’s made it pretty clear that it’s his way or the opposite direction.

Still, Acting compels me to try anyway. If I was an independent adventurer, out here fulfilling quests and looting corpses, I might say something like…

“I’m doing quite alright for myself, thank you,” I decide to say. “I appreciate the offer, but I’ll be fine alone.”

“I think you might have the wrong idea about this, young lady,” Noren says, clenching a fist in front of me. The ground beneath his feet flattens forcibly, his magic propelling the earth to reform a solid, unbroken structure. “I do not doubt your ability to fight, but these monsters…”

“Noren,” one of the other uniformed men says from behind him. “We need to get moving. The teams nearest the city center have gone silent.”

“Patience,” the man in front of me says. “If they no longer respond to us, then we are already too late. Another minute will not be of too much consequence.”

A memory falls into place. When I first met Sapphire on the train, she mentioned that “this backwater” hasn’t been touched by demonic influence in far too long. It’s not something I’ve paid much mind to during the time since, but I realize that the Crowned Islands have likely not faced an incursion like this in quite some time.

Something isn’t adding up here. There were demon-touched dragons in the fragments beneath Ravendale. Did nobody notice those?

Another question that will have to wait until after I get everything I can out of this city. For now, that realization spurs me into changing the type of person I’d like to imitate. Acting assists me in becoming the adventurer who’s bitten off more than she can chew and hasn’t realized it yet.

“Monsters,” I say, frowning. “Dark ones. They broke out of the undercity, I assume. Is there something different about them?”

Noren shakes his head grimly. “These tore a rift through worlds to reach ours. These monsters are demons.”

I gasp, silently congratulating myself on the believability of the sound. “But—I thought that those were—“

“They have never left,” Noren cuts in. “Don’t trust everything you hear from your precious little guilds.”

“Ya can’t fight alone, lass!” a woman shouts from behind him. She’s only fifteen feet away, so the volume’s entirely unnecessary. “Fight with us or run alone and die, there’s a choice for you!”

“If you choose to fight, we need you with us,” Noren says. “Every finger on our side of the scales counts.”

He punctuates his words by burying the corpses of the demons with his magic, forming holes under their corpses and filling over them with freshly-reassembled cobble immediately after.

I let out a sigh at the sight of that, though I’m able to pass it off as one of resignation and shock rather than irritation. It would’ve been nice if I was able to Devour those and advance to level 10.

XP: 878/900

And unless those demons were baby-sized pushovers (which they clearly weren’t), I definitely would’ve advanced, too.

Ugh. This is annoying. Noren’s tone makes it clear that he’s giving me a thinly-veiled threat. If I try to stick it out alone and continue killing everything on my own, I doubt they’ll just let me do so without trying to forcibly convert me first.

My persona demands it, too. An adventurer who’s beginning to realize the depth of the issue wouldn’t want to continue going alone against the potential destruction of the city.

Running away is a possibility too, but instinct tells me that that’s the wrong choice. The way that they phrase it makes me think that trying to run will be met with resistance.

“You are strong, young lady,” Noren continues. “It would be a shame if that strength was never permitted to grow because you made a poor decision.”

That settles it. I could try to run for it, but I don’t want to try my chances against a level 37 with too many unknown skills.

“I’ll join you, then,” I say, flashing him a smile with too many teeth. “You make a strong argument.”

Noren snorts. “An adventurer with some honor, eh?”

Discretely, he signals the other with one hand, and I see the tension leak out of the other ex-Baron soldiers.

Were they preparing to kill me if I ran?

“Let us continue, then,” Noren says.

He leads, and six of us follow. Including me and Noren, we have four men and three women. Not all of the party is entirely human, I realize. One of the women has short gray wings extending from her shoulderblades through slits in her armor, not even as wide as her arms. Part skyfolk, presumably.

“Be cautious,” Noren says, not turning to look at me as we trek through ruined streets. He repairs them as we walk, casually demonstrating his power by haphazardly reassembling the road, evening it out. “If you have yet to hear the news, the Baron is dead.”

Once again, I offer a suitably dramatic gasp. “Really?”

Acting advanced to level 10!

You are now 300% more likely to remain undetected when impersonating another individual.

Thank the gods for that. I need everything I can get right now.

“The demonic invasion claimed him,” Noren continues. “Tell me, young lady, what do you know of demons?”

“Not much,” I reply, my skill assisting me in sounding properly shaken. “Just what I learned in school.”

That earns me a derisive snort.

“Demons come in all forms, including the almost human,” says the level 37 mage. "A red-eyed demon-woman with the power of a giant and the limbs of a spider ended our good Baron’s life, and it has killed again since.”

Gasping is getting repetitive, so I just try for a shocked tone instead. “You’re telling me she could be near us right now?”

“In all likelihood,” Noren says. “Come join me here, young lady. I need a strong fighter to lead the vanguard with me.”

At level 37? That sets off a mental alarm. There’s no way he doesn’t know that someone like me is a lower level, especially since he started attacking demons when I was actively avoiding them to recharge my skills.

I briefly Appraise the others around me. Level 15, level 12, level 14, level 16, level 11. Every last one of them has a higher level than me.

The way that nobody else seems to be reacting to this tells me that this is a normal occurrence—or, at the very least, not out of expectations.

Fact: there are adventurers in this city fighting against the demons and occasionally other humans. I have three bodies to my name that prove that.

Conjecture: the late Baron’s men were prepared to kill me if I ran. Their practiced posture makes me think that they’ve done this coercion act before.

Fact: there are no living adventurers with the late Baron’s men.

I need to be careful. Then again, don’t I always?

“My name is Noren,” says Noren, which I already know. “I have been proud to serve Ravendale for thirty-six years.”

If he started his service level 1, then that’s a level per year or so, isn’t it? That seems… rather low, given the fact that I’m already almost at level 10. Maybe he has a second class that Appraise isn’t picking up? That skill has proven surprisingly hard to level despite only being Bronze-tier, sitting at only level 2 after however many times I’ve used it.

Maybe the people in the Crowned Islands truly are just that slow.

That doesn’t mean he’s weak, though. I have to remind myself that I definitely can’t take this man on right now. At level 37, I’m sure he has some sort of defense against even ambush.

“The Baron must have been weaker than you,” I say, Acting compelling me to speak. A cocky adventurer would act like this, and I do have questions. “After thirty-six years, why have you not chosen to take his position?”

Noren laughs heartily at that, throwing his head back. “Oh, you poor adventurers. You lot think the whole world runs on power alone, don’t you?”

I tilt my head. “Does it not?”

He snorts. “Tell me, young lady, will you take those knives and cut an economic crisis apart? When the fields are barren and the people are begging for food, will you smash your way through that battle? I was born for the trenches, not for the throne.”

“I was born for both,” I reply. It’s a nonsensical reply, but I think it fits with the personality I’m attempting to imitate.

“We will see about that soon enough, miss,” the old mage says. “Soon enough.”

As it turns out, “soon enough” means “about fifteen minutes,” since that’s how long it takes us to navigate through the broken streets and reach the river. During those fifteen minutes, we encounter nine separate demons. Noren kills all of them without breaking a sweat before any of the rest of us can even act, collapsing empty buildings or burying them alive or lacerating them with a storm of rock.

I’m a little disappointed to not get the opportunity to kill, but I’m sure the rest of the late Baron’s forces appreciate it.

The river, however, is a different beast.

Seven steps of footsteps come to a halt as we process what we’re up against.

Ravendale’s main river is a solid two hundred feet wide and is presently teeming with demonic life. Monsters that resemble sharks, snakes, spiders, and many more abound within the slowly-darkening river, but that’s not what draws my eye first.

No, what I notice first is the fact that half of the river is on fire. Not just fire, either.

Wraithfire.

Black flame covers the opposite riverbank, consuming broken buildings and water alike, the smoke it shoots up obscuring much of what lies beyond. Ash falls from the sky, polluting the river, though it doesn’t quite manage to reach us.

“Our destination lies beyond,” Noren says, gesturing at the wall of demonic fire. “We must ford the river to reach the monster lying at the heart of the city and end its tyranny once and for all.”

“Right,” I say.

This is around where I think I would have stopped if I was alone. With no way to travel above the water and no skill that enables me to swim more proficiently. I’d be a sitting duck if I was in there alone.

I’ll still be a sitting duck if they make me swim across. My suspicions are deepening now, and I curse myself for getting stuck in this situation. Maybe once we get into actual combat, I’ll be able to isolate one of the weaker members of this party in the chaos and eat them. That could be a ticket out.

For the time being, I’m going to have to play along.

“How exactly are we planning on getting across?” I ask. Half a mile upriver, I see the ruins of something that might’ve been a bridge.

“You will traverse my creation,” Noren says, raising a hand. Beneath us, earth begins to tremble.

I focus on his wording. You. Combined with the other minor slip-ups they’ve had and the signs I’ve spotted, I can finally draw a conclusion.

“If you’re going to use me as bait, you could at least be straightforward about it,” I tell him dryly. This time, what Acting says is the best choice for my persona also reflects my actual thoughts.

Noren tenses ever so slightly, pausing in his earth manipulation. Half a shattered building hangs in the air as he turns to me. “Are you telling me that you want to run, adventurer? Forgive an old man for his suggestion, but that would be a bad idea.”

At the end of his sentence, the others raise their weapons. All five of them carry ranged weapons, I notice. Three wield heavy-looking compound bows while the other two unsling long blowguns from their shoulders.

That likely means they’re worse in close quarters combat. If not for Noren’s presence, Relentless may have been enough to even the odds and allow me victory.

As it is, though, I can’t take them all on at once. Though Relentless is strong, I don’t think it’s quadruple-my-level strong.

“Relax,” I say with a levity I don’t feel, spreading my hands. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I am, however, considering the best way to kill them. One of the men is only level 11. Appraise tells me that this man—Lionel Collins—is a basic Warrior. He has a sheathed sword strapped to his belt, but his primary weapon right now is a blowgun. When the situation inevitably devolves, I should be able to dodge his shot with a Bloodstep and kill him quickly with knives, teeth, and blood.

Before we get to that stage, however, I do need to cross the river.

“The bridge is sufficient for now,” Noren says. “You may begin crossing.”

His “bridge” is a shoddy construction, fifty feet of wood and steel and brick forced into the vague shape of a road by his magic. It barely remains intact even with Noren holding it together, and water soaks the top of it as movements in the river send small waves tumbling over it.

“This is a deathtrap,” I say, flashing him a lopsided smile, and I step forward. “See you on the other side.”

My first steps are wobbly. The river flows fast enough to make the entire structure shake, and its structural integrity isn’t very high when the only thing holding it together is Noren’s skill. I correct myself after a near-slip and continue onwards. Around me, I see more cobblestone and building parts flying forth, slowly assembling more of the makeshift bridge in front of me.

The first demon attacks when I’m less than twenty feet into the bridge. With my enhanced Mind (Speed), I’m able to turn and start taking in the monster as soon as I hear it breach the water’s surface.

It looks like an oversized tuna, if a tuna’s scales were all dark as night and its jaw was thrice the size.

Knifefighting helps me predict its movement, and I hit the “ground” to dodge its phantom image. Half a second later, the fish-demon soars over my prone body, and I stab upwards at it. Its speed throws me off, though, so though I draw blood, it’s not enough to kill it. The fish flops into the water next to me and continues swimming, content to bleed into the river and swim off.

“Keep going!” Noren bellows.

“Or he’ll make ya regret it!” the same woman from earlier adds.

“Thanks for the help!” I yell back, still sticking to the adventurer persona.

This really is a bit awkward. At least Noren is still building the bridge.

By the time I’ve gotten a hundred feet in, I’ve gotten used to the rickety platforms I need to walk across, adjusted my stance so that the slick surface doesn’t trip me up, and utilized Knifefighting to avoid taking any major injuries from seven separate demons. A couple of them are similarly fish-shaped, but the others are wildly different. One is just a spiky sphere with no clear organs—that one, I just dodge, not wanting to try my hand at it.

I’m nearly halfway through the bridge when Noren finally steps onto it. I look back once or twice to see that the rest of the Baron’s group seem to be reluctant to step on.

What even was the point of having me go out front? A few small ones have attacked me and suffered for it—hells, I might’ve killed one or two, though if they died, they died elsewhere—but there’s no shortage of them in the water. Dark shapes swim through the river, most of them choosing to just go under the makeshift bridge.

There’s still a whole lot of demons in there. I haven’t even attracted a tiny fraction of them out, and Demonic Heritage certainly isn’t helping that. I know that fewer of the demons have attacked me because I smell like one of them or whatever, but even if I was a regular human being, surely they weren’t expecting me to draw the attention of all the monsters in the river.

I near the end of the bridge, getting close enough to the other riverbank to see the gaps in the wraithfire where we’re presumably making our entrance. Grey ash rains down on me, and the pillars of thick black smoke might as well touch the sky.

I’m about eighty feet from the opposite shore when my question receives an answer.

Just as I turn aside another fish-demon’s leaping strike, the entire rickety “bridge” shakes, and I barely manage to catch myself. I turn to look at the others, intent on asking Noren what he’s doing, and I notice that they’re backing up.

The bridge starts to break apart on the second impact, and it’s not until a few seconds after that do I realize that I’m under attack.

A dark shape crests out of the water in the eighty feet between me and the shore, sixty feet wide and nearly twice as long. Twisted limbs extend out of it at irregular intervals, mockeries of fins that end in barbed tentacles that trail the water. I have no idea how it stayed hidden all this time.

It doesn’t even raise half of its body out of the water before it expels water out of four separate orifices, brackish river water geysering out in all directions. A spout of it hits me, drenching me from head to toe and nearly knocking me into the river.

After the water comes air, so forceful that the whistle of it sounds like a train crashing.

I feel my Disguise Self slip away under the whale-demon’s roar.

I can barely hear the group behind me muttering amongst themselves over the deafening whistle, but when Noren shouts, I can hear it clear as day.

“DEMONS ON THE BRIDGE!”

Behind me is a level 37 mage and his five companions, all of who have a good reason to want me dead.

Ahead of me is a whale-sized demon that can blow my skills away.

I sigh.

I really should’ve taken a different approach to this.

Now, though, I have to play the cards I’ve dealt myself before the whale can act again. Before Noren can tear this bridge up and slice me to pieces with it.

I activate Bloodstep, sending myself up and diagonally away from the bridge. When the world shifts back from the red altered state, I’m twenty feet up and twenty feet closer to the shore.

I have enough time to see the river from above before I hit it. There are a lot of demons in there, swimming without a care in the world. The water is teeming with so many of them that there’s more space occupied by demons than there is free.

Despite the advanced level of the skill, it hasn’t taken me that far, so I only have a brief moment to prepare myself for a landing before I start falling.

I hit the water less than fifteen feet from the whale.

Objective: Survive

Survive the next 5 minutes.

Reward: 100 XP

 

XP: 878/900

The whale’s first attack lands a moment later.

            
Chapter 34: Thirty-fourth, survive

                River water has been splashing onto me this entire time, so the chill isn’t unexpected, but the sheer force of the Ravendale river throws me off, threatening to send me tumbling downriver.

The forty-foot barbed tentacle slicing through the water faster than I can sprint on land doesn’t help matters either. I have no proper way to propel myself through the water, no skill to aid in swimming apart from raw muscle memory, and that’s not nearly enough to push me out of the way of the sweeping spiked chain of a limb.

But Relentless is active now, flooding my body with enervating power, and the increase it provides me is enough that I’m able to use Bloodstep long before the skill should’ve been available.

The water is dark and heavy around me, and when my world tints red, the force of the river’s movement nearly blasts me apart. I wish I could say the sensation is unfamiliar to me, but I felt this happen to a much greater extent when the dream-Evelyn tore me to pieces again and again.

While it’s nowhere near as powerful as that, it’s enough that instinct screams at me to drop it immediately.

Sweeping barbs that are ever so slightly darker than the lightless, bloody water around them glide through water, deathly silent. It disrupts my blood-form as it passes through me, a spike the size of my arm piercing straight through where my chest would have been, but it doesn’t have the same skill-ending effect that its forceful exhalation did.

Still, the raw force is enough that it sends me tumbling away from the demon, spiraling out into the water end over end as the scarlet fades back into the blackness of the river. Around me, the river churns with blood, the demon’s movement splitting apart everything in its path. I don’t know if any of the humans in Noren’s party die, but I catch sight of a dozen demons getting eviscerated as the tentacle passes through them.

I resurface closer to the whale-demon than I’d like. Being sent head over heels through nearly-freezing water has disoriented me enough that I feel like I was sent hurtling hundreds of feet away.

Instead, when my head pops out of the water, I realize that I’m less than fifty feet from the whale.

A domed roof whistles over me and smashes itself into pieces against the whale’s chitinous skin. Black blood spurts forth where it makes contact, but while that might’ve been a crushing, decisive blow against someone like me, the whale is large enough that the attack only lacerates it.

Thankfully, Noren doesn’t seem to be actively trying to kill me right now. The demon isn’t actively attacking me either, for that matter. The tentacle would’ve killed me sure as anything, yes, but given that another strike hasn’t landed yet, I’m not sure I’m its number one priority.

That’ll be cold comfort if an errant strike hits me, though. I need to get out of this area.

Time remaining: 4:41

Am I getting closer to the demon? The whale is large enough that the flow of the river can’t be affecting it that much, and I don’t see it swimming towards me. I’m not a world-class swimmer, but the soul amalgam grants me the ability to do so proficiently, at least. Why is it gaining on me?

It’s not until a dozen muddy geysers erupt under Noren’s influence that I see what the whale’s doing.

Earth explodes upwards as the level 37 mage tears the riverbed apart. I think it’s meant to be a pincer as he throws more ruined buildings at the whale, something that shatters it from above and pierces it from below, but the twisted streams of muddy water start bending towards the whale as they appear.

I can’t see Noren from my current location, but I see his attack flow towards the same orifices that the whale initially exhaled through.

And then I realize the river around me is flooding towards it as well.

The whale is inhaling.

As soon as I realize what’s happening, I start acting on countermeasures. With a thought, Relentless energy fuels my Phantom Shape. Rather than the spiderlike scythe-limbs I’ve come to favor, I try something a little different. Something like the massive spiked appendages that laid waste to half the living things in the water. Fins, of a sort.

When that’s not enough, I add Shape Self to it too, sprouting a new set of limbs from my shoulderblades to assist.

Shape Self advanced to level 4!

On top of that, I make use of Shape Blood. While the blood in here is diluted by the agitated waters, there’s enough that I can draw it to me and physically push myself away.

Ever so slowly, I start to make progress. It helps that the whale truly doesn’t seem to care that I’m here now that there’s tastier prey in sight.

I just need to survive for a few minutes, then I’ll level up. I hope that my soul damage has healed enough that I’ll still get a skill of some kind. I get the idea that level 10 is a significant milestone whether or not I get a new set of skills, though, and given that I’m stuck between a rock that wants to kill me and a hard place that might end up eating me, I’ll take anything I can get.

Once I’ve put another hundred feet between me and the whale, propelling myself laterally with blood and a half-dozen fins, the effect of the makeshift whirlpool starts to lessen. I didn’t notice before, but there’s nothing solid remaining in the radius of the whirlpool—any piece of the bridge or the land nearby large enough to cling to has been broken down into its component parts.

Further away, though, there’s pieces of flotsam that have gone largely unmolested by the demons still in the water. Relentless has died down some now that I’m not in immediate danger of death, but it provides me with enough power to manage a third Bloodstep, landing me on an errant man-sized chunk of steel that looks like it might’ve been a tower’s bell at some point.

I really do wish I had a way to make that skill cost less. Traveling a couple of feet with it costs the same as transporting myself to its maximum twenty-seven. Maybe that’s what the Magic (Meta) category is for.

Now that I’m on the broken floating bell, I’m able to take a breather and examine the scene.

Time remaining: 3:51

I’m a solid hundred feet from the fighting right now. Five people—Noren included, of course—are fighting the whale-demon, which barely seems to be moving.

Five. That either means that one of them is a corpse in this watery graveyard or that they’re hidden from my sight. I think it’s safe to assume the former, but I can never be too cautious.

For once, I think I might not partake in this fight. A tactical retreat might be better, especially since my current objective is just to survive.

I’ve just about resolved to leave when an arrow sprouts out of my shoulder.

Shit. The last wisps of the sun are gone, and with the chaos of the wraithfire on the riverbank and the demon-whale inhaling half the river in its immediate radius, I didn’t see the shot.

It’s a glancing hit—not threatening at all, especially with Demonic Heritage—but it’s a reminder that I need to get out of here.

I’m halfway through pulling it out when the entire shaft glows bright blue, magic suffusing it, and I realize I have a bigger problem. Before I can Siphon it away, the world twists.

My stomach lurches and my vision narrows, darkness pressing against everything in sight, growing tighter and tighter and tighter and then—suddenly, my surroundings have changed.

I lose my balance, dropping to one knee on a dangerously swaying chunk of brick, and I look around me to see five soaking wet people clad in the livery of the Baron.

Time remaining: 3:14

Teleportation. It has to be.

Alright, it could be worse. They’re spread out, Noren’s occupied with the whale, and

The Archer who shot me is the level 15 in the party. I recognize her—she’s the second most talkative person, just behind Noren himself.

She already has another arrow nocked and aimed at where a human heart would be. As I draw on Blood Surge, she fires, and the sudden impact of the shaft penetrating straight through my chest nearly stuns me out of using a skill.

Unfortunately for her, my heart isn’t located there.

The Archer woman’s smug grin drops when my Blood Echo surges forward, propelled by the sudden resurgence of my Relentless trait.

She clearly wasn’t expecting me to be able to move, which starts to make sense when the arrow starts scorching me from the inside out.

I’ve dealt with wraithfire consuming my soul for fuel. Compared to that, basic magical flame is nothing. I Siphon the fire away, directing its uncontrolled fury into my echo instead.

My first foe manages to scream. “I got the demon back!”

“Poor choice of last words,” I tell her.

She shoots my Blood Echo, but it’s rather hard to make a blood being bleed in a way that matters, and she doesn’t accomplish it. My echo dashes forward, unencumbered by the water that still washes over us every time the demon-whale thrashes.

Every last one of them is armored, but their equipment isn’t. Sharp blood limbs become solid just long enough to tear through her bowstring. The tension in the bow makes the string snap back into the Archer’s face as it breaks. She yelps in pain as my echo starts to fall to the ground, and I dash forward over unstable ground to follow up.

Time remaining: 2:49

Shape Blood creates a wall of blood for me to charge through. Despite my disorientation in the river, I still have a pair of daggers on me, and I draw on Knifefighting—just barely too slow to realize that another one of the Baron’s men has turned towards me. This one has a blowgun raised to his lips already.

Pain sprouts in my side as a dart or a bolt presumably strikes me, but it’s minor enough that it doesn’t stop me from continuing.

The Archer might be level 15, but she’s an archer. Specialization hurts when the allies around you aren’t strong enough to make up for your weaknesses.

As I direct the blood-wall in front of me to explode around us, giving me cover to throw off the others’ aim, the archer meets me with twin knives.

The arrow still impaling me slows me down ever so slightly, but it’s not enough to make a significant difference. The archer’s competent, but with Silver-tier Knifefighting, I can predict her every move before she makes it.

I turn aside an overhead blow, then feint towards her throat. When she raises both of her knives to block, I hit the slippery floor in a roll, slipping through her defensive stance. The arrow snaps inside me as I do, but it’s not going to kill me immediately.

I stab her in the leg, then her lower back. Using the knives as leverage, I pull myself up high enough to stab her again between the shoulderblades and once more in the back of her neck. Woundshape and Enhance Bleed accompany each attack, though the former skill does encounter some resistance when I try to move the copied injuries to more lethal places like her eyes or heart.

Woundshape advanced to level 5!

Enhance Bleed advanced to level 5!

Not that it matters. Partway through my flurry of blows, I feel the fight go out of the archer, and she gasps out a choked gurgle before falling.

Objective: Reap the night

Targets killed: [4/10]

 

Trait earned: Killer II

Requirements: Kill 25 beings that possess levels.

Increases damage against living beings by 1%.

No time to Devour. There are other enemies in the area, and they’re all coming for me. The archer was overconfident and terrible at close range, but the others are varied. I’m level 9, yes, but I don’t know if I can take all of them on at the same time, even with Relentless. The fact that Noren is occupied fighting the whale is probably the only reason I’m even alive right now.

I’m about to reorient myself to face my remaining targets and assess whether I need to retreat when the dart in my side explodes.

Time remaining: 1:54

Pain that would be crippling in a normal person explodes through me as a chunk of flesh the size of both of my fists put together simply disappears and shrapnel slices through my insides. Blood gushes forth from the gaping wound that’s taken out half of my abdomen, my death slowed only by heavy usage of Shape Blood.

I grit my teeth. That means slowed function, internal injuries that’ll only get worse as I fight, and death if I don’t level up soon.

I hate to leave a perfectly Devourable body behind, but it looks like I’ll have to.

As two men bring their blowguns up again and another woman draws a mace half again her size, I let myself fall into the water, Acting assisting me in looking like this is my death.

The chill of the water is twice as bad now that I’m bleeding out, so I set on fixing that. I can’t regenerate my torso with Shape Self, but I can try something else.

I activate the skill and form a set of broad, spiked tentacles just like the whale has, just on a much smaller scale. It helps stem the bleeding some, the flesh around the wound reshaping itself to form my new lethal appendages.

Demons swim by me as I heal, neither caring to assist me nor to kill me.

Time remaining: 1:43

Barely ten seconds have gone by before attacks start raining down into the water. I’ve submerged myself and given into the flow of the river, but with all the earth that Noren’s set down in this area, the river’s pace has settled from its frantic frothing into a beaten-down calm. I’m not drifting away fast enough.

Arrows drop into the water and explode into light and darkness and everything in between. Another set of magical explosives land in the center of a group of fish-demons, turning them into a bloody mist.

But they’re not aiming in the right place. With my fins both Phantom Shaped and added to my back and the tentacles I’ve newly created, I’m able to swim away faster than they think I can. I latch onto a fish-demon with the barbed tentacles, though that proves to be a mistake when it tries to bite back. I drag it towards me, keen on killing the fish and finally leveling up.

Time remaining: 1:13

It struggles in my hands, but this demon has very little power beyond the sharpness of its own body. By keeping it at a distance with my own new appendages, there’s not much it can do.

I Shape Blood, intent on creating a blade out of it to kill it, and then the ground beneath me erupts.

I lose hold of the fish-demon nearly immediately as the riverbed itself rises to meet me. With my added limbs, I swim far faster than I did with just a human body, but I’m not nearly fast enough to escape the radius of the skill that engulfs me.

A flurry of small river rocks eroded by time and water hit me at speeds rivaling the UCC guards’ bullets, penetrating my flesh and drawing blood.

The ground slams into me a moment later, and then I’m out of the water and rising.

Siphon makes the ground rise slower and provides me more power to use my own skills, but I don’t have anything that can deal with this.

I Bloodstep, shifting into an uninjured form that can move freely, and Noren’s distant figure responds by shaping the earth around me into a solid sphere devoid of any single opening I can use to get through.

All at once, the sphere moves, nearly throwing me off my balance. I can’t see outside of it, and none of my attacks are scratching it.

“Did you think I would forget you?” Noren says, his voice muffled by the layer of rocks and dirt between us. “I remember my debts. You would do well to remember yours.”

The sphere around me starts closing in on me, lowering the amount of space I have.

Spikes rise from the ground and walls, stabbing me straight through my chest, arms, and legs. I gasp as one of them manages to puncture a lung, forcing the breath out of me.

Stupid of me. I should’ve started running the moment Noren was distracted.

Time remaining: 0:21

“Goodbye, demon,” Noren says. “I sentence you to death by your own hand.”

The sphere moves once more, and this time my movement is so impaired by the earth impaling me that I can do nothing to hold my balance. Every little jostle creates a spark of pain, and the sudden speed of the sphere is far more than just a tiny shake.

Still, I keep a clear mind, counting down the seconds.

Time remaining: 0:15

Outside, I hear the distinct sound of airflow.

I have a bad feeling that I know where this is going.

Time remaining: 0:10

The outside layer of the sphere shears off, torn away by the raw force of the whale’s inhalation.

Time remaining: 0:08

As it turns out, I can’t Bloodstep when I have thirty-four spikes impaling me, preventing me from moving entirely.

Time remaining: 0:04

I’m in the air, I realize. Noren’s sent me flying, and now I fall, forceful suction guiding me towards one of the whales’ breathing orifices.

No, I realize. I’m close enough that I can see the one sucking me in, a hole as long as I am tall.

They’re not just for breathing.

There are teeth in there.

Time remaining: 0:01

The whale’s inhalation consumes me, my vision turning black for a brief second before it becomes painfully bright.

Time remaining: 0:00

 

Objective: Survive [COMPLETE]

You have survived.

100 XP rewarded!

 

You have advanced to level 10!

All stats increased by 1.

You have gained 5 stat points.

Soul damage detected.

No general skills will be awarded for this level.

 

Due to your class and actions, you may gain 1 Gold-tier special skill from the following list.

Demonic Call

Corrupt

Undying

Wraithfire

            
Chapter 35: Thirty-fifth, destroy opposition from the inside

                Leveling up begins to restore me to full health just like it’s done before, but it’s slower. I don’t think that the slowed healing has to do with my soul damage—last time I leveled up, my soul was severely damaged, and I still got a full heal.

No, it’s rather obvious that the hardened earth currently impaling me is an issue.

The inside of the whale isn’t much more pleasant than the outside. Its gullet is as full of barbs as its exterior is, and they separate my flesh from my bones just as easily as Noren’s spell did.

As I fall through the gullet, tumbling down end over end, I fire off Phantom Shape to form extra arms, which I use to reach for the broken-off spikes. There’s not much leverage, but my ghostly limbs aren’t restricted in their movement.

I tear out a spike, then another. Blood spurts forth from every wound as I do, each individual exit a gaping fist-sized hole that would be lethal in any ordinary being, but the healing process of leveling up is still taking place. As soon as I remove them from my body—for a certain value of remove, given that some of them snap off and just sink into me—the wound closes over, anything within me dissolving as it does.

Phantom Shape advanced to level 5!

Your phantom limbs gain 10% extra strength. Maximum usage grows to 30 minutes per hour.

There’s a lot of earth in me, but I have a lot of extra limbs.

Even as the surface of my skin breaks once more thanks to the whale’s sharp innards, I break Noren’s final fuck-you bit by bit.

Phantom Shape advanced to level 6!

10% extra strength becomes 15%. Maximum usage grows to 36 minutes per hour.

The more dire the situation, the faster the leveling, apparently.

Soon enough, the level-up has completed healing me, which means I’m no longer in immediate danger of bleeding out. Always a nice state to be in.

The whale’s barbs are cutting at me, though, and while the cuts themselves aren’t that harsh, the wounds sizzle more and more as I continue sliding. The further into this thing’s maw I go, the damper it is—I think the insides are coated with some sort of liquid, though it’s completely lightless in here so I can’t make anything out.

Now that I’m no longer fighting anything, Demonic Heritage starts to take effect once more, so I’m not as worried about the acid as I should be. I still need to figure out a way out of here, but funnily enough, I have more time to figure out my next steps while the whale-demon tries to digest me.

Eventually, the narrowness of the gullet widens out and I splash headfirst into a shoulder-deep pool of some viscous liquid. It hurts every inch of my exposed body, sharpening the wounds, but it’s not going to kill me and pain is just pain.

More importantly, emptiness saps at my core, and this time I recognize the feeling.

This acid is eating my soul.

Alright, the situation may be a little more pressing now. With Soulless, I can survive whatever it does to me, but I’d much rather have a more intact soul if it means I can progress more.

I wonder why Noren threw me in here. He wanted to kill me, that much is obvious, but isn’t it a little stupid to trust something else to kill your enemy?

It’s very likely that he gains something out of this. A distraction, maybe, or some way that consuming me will make the whale-demon stop or go away. I can’t be sure, but there’s a reason he fed me to it, and I would much like to ruin every carefully-built plan he has.

Nothing’s trying to kill me in here, though I do feel shards of dissolving bone and demonic flesh brush by my legs in the darkness. It’s a bit uncomfortable, but it’s not dangerous (yet), so I check the special skills I’ve been offered.

Demonic Call (Rare)

Tier: Gold

Cooldown: 1 week

Summon demonic influence to your location. Teleport as many demons as you wish within a 100-mile radius to your current location. If none are available, you may summon up to 100 from a demonic plane. Warning: allyship not included.

 

Corrupt (Legendary)

Tier: Gold

Cooldown: 9 days

Spread demonic influence. For the next ninety-nine minutes, any individual you come into contact with becomes a vector of demonic corruption. Their access to the system will be modified. They will gain resistance to system-based skills. They will gain power upon consuming others. Inhibitions will be removed. Effect increased with each successive usage of the skill.

 

Undying (Legendary)

Tier: Gold

Cooldown: 1 week

You will survive. For the next hour, you cannot die by any means. At the end of the hour, your body will be restored to the state it was at before this skill was used.

 

Wraithfire (Legendary)

Tier: Gold

Cooldown: 9 days

This fire burns away at the soul itself. You can cast a limited amount of Wraithfire for ninety-nine minutes. Wraithfire will remain burning for ninety-nine minutes after activation. You have high resistance to your Wraithfire.

 

I know what Wraithfire does already thanks to the demonic dragons in the fragments beneath the city. I wonder if this current infestation was caused by them. Maybe Sapphire? It seems in character for the half-elf.

The other skills are interesting as well. I almost want to reject Demonic Call immediately when I see that it’s only Rare, but rarity hasn’t seemed to be the only determinant of quality so far.

Demonic Call is actually usable, too, if for nothing more than an XP farm or a skill to throw a sudden wrench in things.

It’s a special skill, though, so it’s limited. The concept of special skills is one that my amalgam recognizes, but it recognizes it in the sense that I know it manifests differently for different people. The one constant is that the skills completely lack levels—the only way to advance a special skill is to break through and push it up a tier.

Mine apparently also come with a cooldown. Whichever one of these I pick, I’m only going to get to use it once before this entire Ravendale debacle settles down.

Demonic Call is usable, but it’s entirely useless in getting me out of my current situation. Also, I am not a big fan of the idea of deploying another invasion onto my location, especially given the fact that I’m inside a demon right now.

The burning is getting worse. Whatever this acidic solution is, it’s no joke. I need to pick fast.

Corrupt is powerful but does absolutely nothing to help me here. I discard that easily.

It comes down to a choice between Undying and Wraithfire. I already know that the latter is exceptionally effective, but avoiding death entirely for an hour is incredibly strong.

Undying, I notice, doesn’t specify that I take no damage. If I take it now, it’ll just allow me to burn in this acid and suffer soul damage until the skill’s duration is over, at which point I’ll likely still be stuck in this thing. I can’t see a way out, and every movement is difficult.

Also, I can mimic its effects to some extent. I’m already quite hard to kill—I think I can bridge the gap between my current state and Undying with new skills and progression of my current ones. On the other hand, the entirety of my offensive capabilities put together can’t even hold a candle to Wraithfire at all.

There’s really only been one true decision for me from the moment I saw the list of skills.

Special skill unlocked: Wraithfire

Special skills cannot level up. Once used, they cannot be used again until their cooldown is complete.

In the darkness of what is probably the whale’s stomach, I feel unearthly power surge through my veins.

I grin, though nobody sees it.

Burn.

Black-and-red fire tumbles forth from my hands, oddly heavy. It pours over the acidic liquid like molten rock rather than flame, illuminating the space around me.

It’s larger than I thought it would be. From the claustrophobic sharpness of this thing’s gullet, I thought I would be in a slightly larger demonic coffin, but the light casts the entire area into sharp relief.

I’m three-quarters submerged in a bubbling lake of greenish liquid. The inside of the whale’s stomach is ten feet wide and thirty feet long, and the… stomach acid (?) is smoking. Part of that is dissolving flesh being torn to shreds, but the supermajority of it is actively on fire.

Wraithfire spreads fast. I don’t think the acid I’m sitting is supposed to be flammable, but the wraithfire takes to it like it’s the purest oil nonetheless. Wtihin instants, the whale’s stomach is burning as far as I can see.

And then I’m on fire again. This time, somehow, it hurts less. Thanks to a combination of my own Wraithfire hurting me less, Soulless, my high Silver-tier Pain Resistance, and my newly Gold-tier Wraithfire Resistance, my body is even burning slower than it did last time.

Still, even though my flame knows that it needs to hold back, licks away at my flesh and soul alike, leaving me cold and empty on the outside even as every nerve ending flares. I’ll burn too if I’m not careful, and it’s not exactly possible to be careful here.

The wraithfire consumes the soul-eating acid hungrily, and I think I know why. If the acid eats souls and the fire is fueled by the same, the fluid’s got to be the richest food possible for the devouring flame.

Slowly, the inside of the whale starts rumbling, and it bellows. It’s a little unnerving to hear it from within, the creature’s body shaking as it screams, shaking and stabbing into me again and again. It doesn’t leave the deepest wounds—its internals seem to be designed to inflict death by a thousand cuts, not a single major one—but they’re still irritating. Combined with the soul-devouring acid, they’d be devastating towards humans.

My wraithfire is spreading, igniting the air and the acid and the flesh around me, but the demon must have some innate resistance as well. No matter how much pain it’s in, it’s not yet enough for its flesh to slough off its bones.

It is, however, enough to weaken its body, and I’m not sitting idle even as I push more wraithfire from my body. The skill is extraordinarily tiring to use, moreso than Bloodstep or Blood Echo or any of the high-cost skills I’ve taken in the past, but Relentless power still blazes through me.

I shut it off when I’ve filled the entire stomach with flame and I start punching at the weakened walls. Soul-devouring fire has lowered its integrity enough that my physical strike smashes through flesh and bone alike, and I’m able to tear it off with my bloody hands, Shape Blood keeping my lifeblood within me as I do.

I eat the chunk of flesh.

Devour granted +4 XP!

 

Objective: Restore your soul

Targets devoured: [5/???]

 

Even pieces of this thing’s body heal me, and they count as a separate target for some reason. They provide me with soul-nourishing energy, tiny sparks of comfort for my cold, empty core.

Time to get eating.

 

Devour granted +71 XP!

 

Objective: Restore your soul

Targets devoured: [6/???]

 

Carving out larger chunks with Wraithfire dripping from my fingers and Devouring them works too, apparently.

 

Devour granted +109 XP!

 

Objective: Restore your soul

Targets devoured: [7/???]

 

Bit by bit, I devour my way through the whale. Minute by minute, the wraithfire burns away more at its flesh. Its movements are getting more erratic now, and I nearly lose my grip in the makeshift tunnel I’ve created when it bucks suddenly, the sound of shrill screaming filling the entirety of its interior.

I continue onwards.

 

Devour granted +58 XP!

 

Objective: Restore your soul

Targets devoured: [8/???]

 

My soul is healing just a little, but it’s counteracted by my own Wraithfire. Irritating. If I eat this entire whale, I might be able to outpace it, but I somehow doubt that Noren and his pals are going to be okay with peacefully letting me do that.

I continue, tearing away flesh by the handful and consuming my way through where I can. It’s narrow, because of course it is when I’m creating it by hand, but I continue onwards. Shape Self and Phantom Shape assist me—I change the fins I created into sharpened bony limbs that scrape the whale’s flesh as I tunnel.

I have no frame of reference to identify where I am in the whale’s interior, but I can tell which was is up, and I tunnel that way.

 

Devour granted +141 XP!

 

Objective: Restore your soul

Targets devoured: [9/???]

 

I have to have Devoured at least five times my body weight in demonic flesh by now, but I can hear things other than the incessant shrilly scream of the whale’s inhalations and pained groans. Black blood drips from every new orifice I carve out. It’s only thanks to Shape Blood that I’m not drowning in the stuff already.

I hear fighting. Though I can’t see any of them, I can picture what’s happening. Heavy objects crash into the surface of its skin above, fire blazes both outside and inside, and the general din of a few dozen different skills start to penetrate into the makeshift bloody tunnel I’m in.

Above it all, I can hear a distant, even humming. Not a sound I’ve heard before. Disconcerting.

Under me, my Wraithfire continues to burn the whale apart. It’s starting to catch properly, overcoming its resistance. In another minute, it’s going to engulf me.

I just need to keep going.

 

Devour granted +66 XP!

 

Objective: Restore your soul

Targets devoured: [10/???]

 

Something impacts the whale above me.

Suddenly, I can see the sky. It’s not much, but I can see where damage has exposed the whale-demon’s insides.

I keep digging upwards, no longer bothering to consume as I go. The wraithfire under me is rising faster now and the bucking and weaving of the whale is growing more intense. I need to get out of here.

Flesh sizzles away under my touch, the wraithfire clinging to my body burning away my surroundings without searing me too much. At the end of the ninety-nine minutes that my skill is active, this wraithfire is going to start burning me, too. I need to keep that in mind.

But for now, I can ascend.

I activate Bloodstep, shifting into my blood-form. At level 10, I can completely ignore size restrictions, so I funnel myself through the tiny opening to the sky.

When I reappear, I stand atop a dying demon.

Unfortunately for me and the city, there’s a lot more of them.

The wraithfire on the riverbank has started to die down, revealing the area beyond. Noren’s created a full bridge, nothing like the rickety garbage he created for me, and the man himself is no longer visible. There’s twelve unfamiliar people standing on the bridge with sets of wicked-looking harpoons strapped to their backs, attacking the whale at regular intervals.

I think I know where Noren is, because it should’ve been the first thing I noticed.

The city center is grey. All the color’s been sapped out of it, and demons flood the ashen ruins of a square mile of utterly destroyed buildings. People are fighting them, far more than I thought there would be.

Nobody, however, has laid a single scratch on the beast at the exact center.

A jet-black trunk as wide across as any inn I’ve stayed in rises from the ground, towering over the ruins its brethren have created. Dozens of flowering branches extend from the center, grasping and reaching outwards. As I watch, dark spores drop forth from its many branches, and where they land, new demons form.

I scan the area briefly, staying low to the surface of the whale.

Locate Person spots Noren instantly. Just as I thought, he’s in the thick of it.

I think for a second more, then activate Locate Person again.

Sierra and Adrian are in there as well.

Another harpoon lands in the whale’s side, and I prepare myself to slide off. I think I know where I’m going next.

A shout goes up from one of the harpoon men. They’ve seen me.

I jump off the side of the whale, aiming away from the bridge. I know I can swim, and those men with harpoons still have the dying demon to worry about.

As I leap, my wraithfire consumes the whale, finally exploding to envelop its exterior. Piercing screams from the whale and the people fighting it fill the air as I fall.

Objective: Burn it all down

Kill the Flowering Demon that has made Ravendale its own.

Reward: Advance any skill to its next tier

The system is calling that tree a flower? Something’s not right with this thing.

The water greets me before I can think deeper into it, and I activate Phantom Shape, creating false fins to propel me forward.

Behind me, the water burns.

I have over an hour of Wraithfire left.

I better make it count.

            
Chapter 36: Thirty-sixth, light up the night

                If the demons in the water weren’t terribly keen on attacking me before, they practically flee before me now. Using Wraithfire to its fullest extent is deeply draining on my magic power, which I need to keep my Phantom Shape running, so I limit the former to a tiny wick of a flame at the tip of my finger, no larger than what I might find on a candle.

Of course, that tiny wick is enough to ignite the water behind me, leaving a burning trail in my wake. The demons in the water go out of their way to avoid me when they see that.

Rather than bother chasing them, I continue on towards the riverbank. I could try to roast some demons and Devour them, but I have far more pressing matters to attend to. I refuse to waste precious minutes of my Wraithfire on small fry while a miniature war rages on above me.

With the whale-demon dead, nothing harasses me as I glide through the water, phantom fins aiding me in my path. The demons in the river must recognize the threat I possess, because every last one of them gives me a wide berth. I wonder what it looks like from above.

Soon enough, my legs brush against freshly-turned soil. The riverbed still bears the marks of Noren’s assault with it, and my feet sink nearly ankle-deep into the muddy soil when I finally start walking instead of paddling.

My tattered clothes are completely waterlogged. I’ll have to ask Sierra for another new set when this is over.

As I squeeze as much liquid as I can out of my top, I survey the area around me. I saw earlier how devastated this area is, but it’s a completely different story on ground level. From my vantage point atop the whale, the area looked like the ruins of a once-proud city, smoldering and drowning under the pressure of a thousand demons.

Here, though, what used to be the city center is unrecognizable. The tallest standing structure—besides the towering black trunk of a tree that the system insists on calling a flower, of course—can’t be more than ten feet tall.

Charred wood and broken brick line the ground, mixing with earth overturned by skills and footsteps alike to make a uniquely irritating surface to tread on. My skin is tough enough that it doesn’t harm me much, but it’s something I need to watch out for. Enough shattered glass dots the place that it’s a non-trivial worry.

Corpses human and demon alike adorn my surroundings, crushed and slashed and ripped apart. A hundred different deaths decorate the broken ruins around me. It’s beautiful in a morbid sort of way.

I try Devouring one or two of the corpses, but as has occurred once or twice before, they give me nothing. They’ve likely been dead too long.

The bulk of the fighting is occurring more inland, going off the sounds of shouts and screeches. Enough debris is stacked up on the unrecognizably damaged remnants of the city center to obscure my view of the bulk of it.

My objective wants me to kill the “Flowering Demon,” and I fully plan on doing so.

First, though, there’s someone else I need to eliminate.

Locate Person tells me where Noren is. He hasn’t gone far—at level 6, Locate Person’s range is only 600 feet, but that’s a lot of distance when demons run rampant through the ruins.

I start making my way forward, picking my way over rapidly-decaying corpses. This place doesn’t have much wraithfire, I notice. It doesn’t have many demons, either, which is a little confusing. There’s fighting up ahead, yes, but there’s a dead zone here.

And then a high keening rips through the sky, accompanied by the wind whistling as if a thousand arrows were tearing through it.

When I look up, I find that my comparison is closer to reality than I’d like.

The tree’s branches are pulsating, and it proves why the system gave it its name when jet-black flowers sprout along the length of its branches, growing from leaf to fully-formed plant in moments. As their petals unfurl, each new flower twirls and bursts, sending oblong black shapes soaring into the air by the dozen.

They spread out as they fly, wind or magic carrying them, and they start dropping. With my powerful Mind (Speed) and Body (Speed) assisting me, I can predict where the ones closest to me are going to drop and avoid them, but there’s a lot.

The first demon-seed slams into the ground, gravity and magic enhancing the impact it makes to the point that the earth cracks beneath it. The second lands less than half a second later, and then all I can hear is the thunderous crack-crack-crack of seed after seed further breaking the ruins of the city center.

As I dodge and weave, keeping myself out of the shrapnel radius of the dozen that are landing in the no-man’s-land I’m in, I realize why the city center is as ruined as it is. The demons here are more powerful, and the people more plentiful, but the real primary threat is this tree and its… spawn?

Spawn is the right word for them, it turns out. Before the thunder of seed impacts has even died down, the first ones start moving, limbs and tails and claws extracting themselves from a thin black shell.

There’s no living humans for another hundred feet, and they’re dealing with their own problems just beyond a half-collapsed wall of stores.

Nine demons surround me, each of them half again my height. Their twisted bodies are slick with the fluid of the eggs they’ve crawled forth from. All nine are malformed, reminding me of the defective EVs that I was born with, but I know from experience that deformity doesn’t necessarily equate inability.

They seem unsure on whether or not to attack me, so I make the choice for them. Announcing my presence will be less of a problem when the humans I’m here to kill are fighting their own demons.

Wraithfire explodes forth from my hands. With the sheer amount of detritus around us, it’s not long before a body catches, then another. Wraithfire is powerful enough to ignite the air itself—all the material around it is perfect fuel for it.

I have to keep stoking it, though, which takes the majority of my magic power while it’s active. As hungry as it is, the wraithfire won’t spread if I don’t force it to.

Using up my magic power proves to be worth it when the wraithfire reaches all nine of my new opponents, setting them ablaze. They haven’t even chosen whether to fight me or run, and they’ll never get to make that choice. The newborn demons die screeching, joining the burning corpses around me on Ravendale’s most dangerous funeral pyre.

I let my focus on the wraithfire die down, giving myself some time to regenerate my magic as I walk forward. Noren hasn’t moved that far, and Locate Person tells me that the other members of his party are closer to me.

Locate Person advanced to level 7!

I draw on Stealth. The area we’re in is relatively wide and open now that the buildings here have been utterly decimated, but the utter chaos of the demon swarm fighting the people who’ve gathered here is more than enough to mask my movements.

I catch sight of other humans when I crest a small hill of burning bodies and broken building. A few of them are looking towards the fresh fire I’ve set, but most are fighting off the demons that spawned from dropping seeds. It looks like they’ve largely spread out, which is good for me.

There are more people than I expected. I know there are likely opportunists, adventurers looking to get some loot out of this. The late Baron’s guards are probably also here.

Notably, I don’t hear the distinctive noise of the UCC’s rifles. Are they not present?

I can worry about that later. For now, I have some people to kill.

With the roaring flames behind me and the screeching demons in front of me, Stealth makes it trivially easy to creep up on my first victim. I don’t recognize him, but he’s a Warrior of some kind. He wears the Baron’s crest, but he’s alone, fighting off a crab-like demon with eyes covering its entire body.

I don’t waste time or energy using Appraise. He’s fending his opponent off with a sword, but it’s one-on-one and he’s not winning by much. He can’t be that strong.

As he sinks his sword to the hilt in the crab-demon’s largest eye, I leap onto his back and sink my teeth into the back of his neck, injecting him with my Paralyzing Bite.

Before he can scream, I slit his throat too. I add an Enhance Bleed to that for good measure. Blood geysers out of the red smile I carve, and I Shape Blood it right back into his mouth, choking him and stopping any sound he might produced in his tracks.

The Warrior is dead before he hits the ground.

Objective: Reap the night

Targets killed: [5/10]

I use Shape Blood once more to cover the crab-demon with blood, hopefully giving the appearance that it’s to blame for the Warrior’s death.

It works a little too well. Before I can Devour my prey, a pair of women shout out in dismay. An arrow sprouts out of one of the demon’s remaining eyes a second later, then another.

Someone screams, and I whip my head around just in time to see a body flying through the air, thrown by some enemy or another. It hits the ground with a crash.

That draws the potentially hostile attention away, leaving me alone with a dead man and a dying demon.

Devour granted +101 XP!

This man was low-level, it appears. Thoroughly disappointing. At least my wounds start to close faster now that I’ve eaten him.

Temporary Skill Unlocked: Swordfighting

Your attacks with a sword deal 250% more damage.

Useless.

Devour granted +17 XP!

 

Objective: Restore your soul

Targets devoured: [11/???]

The demon is even more disappointing, but at least it provides my soul with some nourishment.

Unfortunately, it turns out that the man I killed was one of the only easy marks in this area. As I Stealth my way around, dodging demons that don’t care to attack someone that appears to be one of their own kind, I observe group after group of coordinated fighters.

I suppose that anyone that’s stayed alive this long here has to be strong.

Despite my perfect memory, it starts to grow a little overwhelming.

Finally, my eyes land on a party of three. They’re resting at the moment, hiding behind a mostly-collapsed brick wall. Half a dozen demons lie freshly dead at their feet.

They shouldn’t see me coming.

I take the long way around, tiptoeing over corpse after corpse, and I manage to get onto the other side of their wall, ready to pounce over it.

As I ready myself, steel scraps against brick. It’s only my inhuman reflexes that allow me to Bloodstep a couple of feet backward, dodging the spear that one of them has thrust through the wall.

“Well, subtlety didn’t work,” I say. “This might.”

I cast Wraithfire. Relentless isn’t providing fuel to me right now, so I draw on the last reserves of power I have to send a sweeping wave of annihilation out at them, consuming the wall and the people behind it.

They die screaming.

Objective: Reap the night

Targets killed: [8/10]

“Demon!” someone shouts from far behind me.

I turn around to see an unfamiliar form clad in simple chain armor nearly two hundred feet away.

More of the ruins have been destroyed by the wave of demon-seeds than I thought.

An arrow flies towards me, but it’s fired from far away enough that I’m able to dodge it.

I’m not, however, able to dodge the wave of force that detonates out from the shot, sending me tumbling head over heels until I slam headfirst into a concrete pylon. Blood trickles down my cheek from the impact injury, but Demonic Heritage means I can avoid worrying about brain damage.

Another arrow sails towards me, then another, and I Bloodstep away to dodge them.

I’m running dangerously low on magic power. Another couple of Bloodsteps and another use of Wraithfire is about as much as I can realistically manage right now, I think.

And the number of enemies after me are only increasing on both sides. Thankfully, Noren hasn’t taken notice of me yet. It’s irritating that I’m not going to be able to assassinate him right now, but it’s the smart choice to avoid him.

I cast Locate Person once to confirm that I’m at least a few hundred feet away from him, then reuse the skill once more.

Find Sierra.

As it turns out, I don’t even need to actively seek her out.

“Evelyn!” Sierra shouts from above me. I look up to see her hovering in the sky along with a distinctly uncomfortable Adrian. The man’s blade is glowing with runes I haven’t seen before. I wonder what the deal with that is.

“I told you that you just needed to look for the fires,” Adrian grumbles as the Blue Mage lowers both of them.

Sierra snaps her fingers, and a shield forms over the three of us, pale and translucent.

“Pissed off the Baron’s men, did you?” she asks, a mischievous glint in her eye.

“You could say that,” I say.

“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she tells me. “Adrian and I have been fighting the tree, but then he says he saw you, and then we had to abandon it, and then—oh, you understand.”

“I do,” I say.

Sierra sighs. “This is a rather complicated situation, isn’t it? Couldn’t you have chosen to kill someone else?”

She seems surprisingly nonchalant discussing my cold-blooded murder of the baron. I like that.

“You always find people with the worst habits,” Adrian comments.

“Yeah,” Sierra says, nodding. “Yeah. Alright. Now that we—“

An arrow makes contact with the edge of her barrier and slows to a stop midair. Sierra sighs, gesturing towards it, and it crumbles away into ash as I watch.

“We have a lot of things to kill,” Adrian says.

For once, I’m in agreement.

“I’ll keep us safe,” Sierra says. She opens her mouth to say something else, then pauses. The Blue Mage frowns.

The earth beneath us rumbles, and I realize too late that I haven’t checked Noren’s position in over a minute.

Just outside the barrier, an effigy of a man forms itself out of earth and concrete and bones, magic shaping it into a near-perfect replica of a familiar old guard.

The stone shatters, and Noren walks out. His comrades are nowhere to be found, but somehow, that just makes his individual threat appear larger.

I’m running on empty. This would be a tough challenge at the best of times, and now, Relentless is only giving me fumes.

“Sierra Jade,” he enunciates coldly.

“Noren Foldwinter,” Sierra replies, equally icy. “What a pleasure.”

“The pleasure is mine,” Noren says dryly. He inhales deeply, gesturing once to impale an incoming demon with the same earthen spikes he used on me earlier. Before he speaks again, he offers me a hateful glare.

“What’s happening?” Adrian asks. He grips his sword, his eyes flicking towards Noren, then me.

“Sierra Jade and Adrian Stahr,” Noren repeats. “You are in the immediate presence of a demon.

“Kill it.”

            
Chapter 37: Thirty-seventh, catch up

                Noren’s statement takes both of them off guard, though Adrian physically recoils while Sierra just tilts her head.

“So that’s how it is, then,” Sierra says neutrally, eyeing me. I have Bloodstep prepared, but if she chooses to attack me, this will quickly become unwinnable.

Her fingers twitch, and I tense, but no magic sails towards me. No attack flows forth from her graceful hands.

She inclines her head ever so slightly towards me. I recognize the gesture for what it is, and I relax a little.

“Demon?” Adrian asks. “Sierra, you said—“

“Grow up, Adrian,” Sierra hisses, quiet enough that she might think nobody else can hear her. “Your mother binds them for a living.”

The Warrior looks distinctly uncomfortable, but he nods.

“What are you waiting for?” Noren asks. “Kill it.”

Bright blue magic begins to coalesce in the Blue Mage’s hand, but it’s not directed at me. Her arms remain unmoving by her side.

“Adrian,” Sierra says, “Do you remember what I told you about Evelyn?”

Noren snarls, spreading his hands. More dirt and debris rises to create four more effigies of figures I recognize. All of his teammates that made it to the island survived, it appears.

The earth cracks, and the remainder of Noren’s detachment step out. They don’t look very happy to see me.

“Murderer!” one of them shouts.

“Demon!” another one adds.

“Silence,” Noren tells them.

“You couldn’t tell her race,” Adrian says, ignoring them. “Right?”

This is a wholly unnecessary conversation to be having in the face of an enemy that wants me dead, which can only mean one thing.

Sierra is buying time.

Does she know that my magic power is slowly returning while we wait? Is she preparing to charge her own attack?

“Correct,” Sierra says to Adrian. “She is not a demon. I can tell you that much.”

“Lady Jade, you swore fealty to the Baron of Ravendale,” Noren says, the ground beneath him angrily shifting while his face remains placid. I can hear the irritation growing as Sierra and Adrian both continue to ignore him, but he hasn’t acted yet. “There will be consequences if you renege. I do not intend on harming your lovely face, but I will do what I must. Kill the demon.”

“Captain Foldwinter,” Sierra replies, totally impassive but for the growing sphere of magic in her hand. “The situation has changed. You will not get the chance.”

Noren’s face finally twists in anger, and he thrusts his hands forward. His four teammates let out wordless shouts of anger, loosing arrows or dashing towards us with the wave of roiling earth.

The first volley of attacks slam into Sierra’s shield. The translucent pale blue of her barrier flickers as they impact it, but arrows stop and magic stills.

“That’s no way to greet a lady,” the Blue Mage says, and she clenches her fist, closing her fingers around the intense brightness of the skill she’s been building up.

I expect something explosive. An attack, something like a lesser version of my Wraithfire. A wall of force, perhaps.

Instead, the light fades, popping like a soap bubble, and a soft ripple of magic expands out from her. It washes over me, and for a second I’m worried that Sierra’s actions are about to contradict her words, that she’s decided to execute me after all, but no harm comes to me.

I feel oddly off, as if I’ve been removed from the world around me.

The skill solidifies, and I realize the truth of that sensation.

Adrian, Sierra, and I stand within the Blue Mage’s bubble of force, and the air between us shimmers faintly with an iridescent array of colors it provides.

Outside the shield, everything has stopped moving.

Sierra lets out a pained gasp and drops to one knee, the color draining out of her face.

I catch her under her shoulder with a Phantom Shaped arm before she can fall all the way down. Adrian wraps a hand around her waist, keeping her stable.

“You’ve got to stop doing that,” he chides her.

Sierra hisses out a pained chuckle. “You lecturing me on risk management? I must be going mad.”

None of the attacks beyond the shield have moved. Skills and projectiles alike are frozen in the air, half-formed magic bursting forth from paralyzed soldiers with unmoving angry expressions.

“Time Dilation,” Sierra explains, her chest heaving with exertion. “I borrowed it off of this one monster… loads of tentacles on that thing.”

“What happened?” I ask. “Were you poisoned? Skill exhaustion?”

Since she’s my ally, I do actually have investment in whether she lives or dies here. Sierra’s powerful enough that losing her represents a loss in power for me, too.

Also, I have to admit that she’s growing on me.

“Skill exhaustion,” she confirms. “Magic is about balance. As a Blue Mage, that means the give-and-take. I am almost always able to tolerate it, but when it comes to a particularly powerful skill like this, it draws from my life as well as my magic. I will recover. I just need time.”

“How much time do we have?” I ask.

“An hour,” Sierra says through gritted teeth. “Outside, a single tenth of a second will have passed. Do not exit the spell, or time will resume for you instantly.”

I nod. “Useful.”

Adrian sighs in relief, sheathing his sword. “Will you finish your fucking explanation, then?”

“Give a lady a second to recover, will you?” Sierra bites back. “Mind your manners, Adrian.”

He rolls his eyes, letting go of her as soon as he’s sure that Sierra’s regained enough composure to stand on her own. “My bad. It’s not like our lives are in danger or anything. Take your time, princess.”

“Give and take means nothing without the give,” Sierra tells me, ignoring her companion. “I lost most of my blood magic. Would you care to assist me?”

Sierra extends a hand, and I take it with mine, accepting her request. Despite the current state of my reserves, Shape Blood costs very little magic, so I keep a small sphere of someone else’s blood spinning right above my head.

Slowly, life returns to her sunken pale cheeks, her cheeks coloring with warmth. Sierra recovers faster than I expect, which might be partly due to her Blue Mage class. Demonic Heritage patches me up as well.

“The skill I’m using has a time limit,” I say. “Do you have any that work the same?”

“It works on time experienced by your body, not mind,” Sierra says, intercepting the second part of my question before I can ask it. “So if we experience an hour here, you will expend an hour of your skill. I have tested this.”

“Understood.”

“Can you finish?” Adrian asks, one hand playing over his sword. He taps his leg nervously with his other fingers, reaching into his pocket for a cigarette he doesn’t have. “I haven’t stabbed her yet because of you.”

“That’s not a great way to maintain a working relationship,” I deadpan. “I doubt you could lay a finger on me, anyway.”

“Wouldn’t be so sure of that if I were you,” Adrian says. “That’s not the point, though. Sierra. You’re clearly feeling better now. Explain.”

Sierra sighs, but she finally begins, not letting go of my hand as she speaks. “Evelyn. You are not human.”

The statement would be more shocking if she hasn’t already demonstrated this knowledge. “Yes. When did you learn?”

“When I first laid my eyes on you,” she says. Sierra cocks her head. “Is Appraise truly that rare?”

“It’s Legendary, Sierra,” Adrian says, rolling his eyes. “No shit it’s rare. You can stop lording the fact that you have it over us all.”

“Your race registers as a row of question marks to me,” Sierra continues. “If you were a demon, Appraise would have failed.”

All of this is information I know already, and yet it somehow stuns me that Sierra does too.

I must not be schooling my features enough, because she squeezes my hand with a knowing smile.

“Adrian and I are from less restricted nations,” Sierra says. “As are many members of the UCC. You cannot expect the same out of us that you do from one in the Crowned Islands.”

“I see that now.”

“We know all this already,” Adrian complains. “Get on with it. Spells a-wastin’.”

“As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted,” the Blue Mage continues, glaring at Adrian pointedly, “I was holding judgment because I have never once seen someone half-break the system like you have. Then came the demons, and then Aunt Marie called, and a few things fell into place.”

This is new information to Adrian, apparently, because the Warrior is paying rapt attention now.

“She mentioned a project,” Sierra says. “Now, as much as I dislike the woman, Marie is one of the best scientists on the planet.”

“If you listen to the witch talk about herself, of course,” Adrian mutters.

“Shush. Was it not you that wanted to hear?”

Adrian shuts up.

“The project she mentioned was one designed to grow,” Sierra says. “She was quiet on the details, but she did tell me it was intentionally loosed into the wild. Now imagine my surprise when I think about how a pretty, bloody girl I meet on the train wound up being the fastest-leveling individual I’ve ever seen.”

That surprises me, though maybe not as much as it should. It’s been burning at the back of my mind for a while now—why is everyone so weak? Despite having years of experience over me, years in which they could’ve practiced and trained, everyone I’ve faced so far has lacked critical resistances. They haven’t been that high-level, all things considered, and their skills feel weak.

“When I met you, you were level 8,” Sierra says. “You are now level 10. From how you act, I don’t think you understand how terrifying that is.”

“The Crowned Islands are slow, are they not?” I ask. “They’re stunted somehow. I assumed that was why I was growing faster.”

Adrian snorts. “They’re slow. That doesn’t mean regular people from outside the islands level up twice in a week, Evelyn.”

“I am widely considered to be a prodigy,” Sierra says. “Even fully uncloaked, however, I never reached that level. On top of that, you have shown the capability to evolve skills at stages far earlier than others are able to. Unless I am mistaken, you already have access to Silver and even Gold tiers at only level 10.”

“Broken gods,” Adrian says, taken aback. “I don’t have Gold-tier skills.”

I tilt my head. The way he says that… he makes it sound like he’s not only the level 7 Warrior I’ve Appraised him to be.

“If you applied yourself, you could,” Sierra says.

“Hard to do that under this fucking cloak,” Adrian grumbles.

Cloak. I’ve heard that word before, but only once. Sapphire or one of her associates mentioned it in the dream-vision I had during my class evolution. It implies hiding power, if I interpreted that correctly.

I’ve Appraised Adrian, but is it telling the full story?

“We’re here for a reason,” Sierra warns, and that’s the end of that. “Apologies, Evelyn. I had intended on assisting you in returning to a combat-ready state, not to burden you with useless information.”

“There is no useless information,” I reply automatically. I flex my free hand’s fingers, trying to see if I can sense the magic returning to my body. If I strain myself, I almost feel slightly warmer with every passing second, but I don’t know if that’s because my soul is repairing itself or if I’m getting new magic or even if it’s just the warmth of Sierra’s hand in mine. “I will be ready.”

An hour is just enough time for me to recover the bulk of my magic given my boosted Magic (Regen) stats.

When I go to examine my stat sheet, I wonder what else I’ve been taking for granted that other people aren’t receiving. Is getting a class evolution usually harder? Do normal people not get the same level of stat boost per level that I do? Given the physical and magical capabilities of the others I’ve seen so far, that last point is eminently possible.

“The current situation is simple,” Sierra says. “The old baron’s men no longer hold power without their leader. With the flowering tree, our priorities have shifted. We will eliminate anyone in our way.”

Adrian considers, then shrugs. “I’m not sure how much eliminating I’ll be getting done, given the class I have access to right now.”

“Do what you can,” Sierra says. “If you truly fear for your life, uncloak. It would be disappointing, but we are not dying here.”

There’s a lot here that I’m missing, I can tell that much.

The Blue Mage seems to notice, because she smiles at me. “Half a secret given freely in exchange for half a secret accidentally uncovered. Now we are even.”

After that, our conversation shifts to more practical things.

Things like how to most effectively eliminate our obstacles.

I still skirt around the fact that my current quest requires me to kill another two living beings. Sierra and Adrian fit the bill, but they’re proving to be even stronger than I realized. It’d be stupid to lose them as allies.

Besides, we have easier marks for me.

While Adrian and I both have nothing to prepare, Sierra absolutely does. While I recover my magic, one of her hands in mine, she casts with her right, tracing complex formations in the area and storing the gathered magic into small marbles glistening with power.

“Saves time later,” she explains. “Though they only last a couple of hours.”

Adrian, as it turns out, is rather adept at the blade. When Sierra finally lets go of my hand, her current working of magic evidently requiring more power and intricacy than the last ones, I practice fighting against him, pitting my Silver-tier Knifefighting against his blade.

He’s only level 7, so it shouldn’t be much of a fight, but no matter what I do, I can’t get inside his guard.

Knifefighting advanced to level 3!

I can read his movements as he makes them, but there are too many possibilities. Rather than a single, easy path to counter, Knifefighting shows me seven separate ways he could advance from his next move, and I’m constantly on the back foot with the one he actually chooses to use.

Knifefighting advanced to level 4!

“Wow,” I eventually say. “I need to spar with you more.”

We give it a rest before I can break through to level 5, since Sierra’s shield is running down and we want to be as ready as possible.

From the inside of the Time Dilation, we have a perfect view of what’s going on outside, so our plan is hyper-specific.

“And remember,” Sierra warns, “That I’m not going to be able to pull this stunt again.”

Adrian and I nod.

Sierra counts down the remaining time for us when she’s getting closer to her limit, and I check how much Wraithfire I have left.

The system doesn’t tell me how much time is remaining on the skill. Fantastic.

Well, it’s been less than ninety-nine minutes since I first used it. I should have enough to get through this fight, though I don’t know if it’ll last long enough to accomplish the secondary goal of burning down the tree.

“…four,” Sierra counts, palming the marbles she’s created. “Three. Two. One.”

The iridescence vanishes from the air all at once, as if it was never there. I expected a slow return to normal time, but everything starts happening all at once, so I act.

Sierra’s shield catches two more arrows before a nasty-looking earthen spike shatters it entirely.

I dodge another arrow, watching the trajectory of the bow so I know which way to move, and Sierra pops one of the marbles like a bubble. Blue light washes over me, and I’m disoriented for a brief moment as my stomach lurches and the world shifts.

When the uncomfortably familiar sensation of teleportation settles, I stand in the midst of my enemies.

There are only four of them next to me, and from my position, I can see that the swap worked. Adrian leaps forward to meet the swordsman I replaced in single combat, and Sierra throws down another pair of marbles.

Adrian and his opponent vanish in a flash of light. A second later, an invisible force sends Sierra and Noren flying upwards. Light explodes from their position a moment afterwards. Sierra isn’t fighting to win up there, I know, which means I need to get this over with quickly.

The three remaining soldiers around me turn towards me. Each has a different weapon—a blowgun, a bow, a short spear.

I only have one attack to their three, but it should be more than sufficient.

“You killed Ria,” the spearman says. “You’ll pay for that.”

In lieu of a response, I flood the area with Wraithfire. With my magic restored, I have enough for a true explosion of the soul-eating flame, igniting ruined buildings, air, and humans alike in a wide radius around myself.

The man with the bow is far away enough that he’s able to roll backwards. The one with the blowgun tries the same, but wraithfire catches on her leg and she starts screaming. It’s too late for her too.

The spearman who promised I would pay is already dead. I didn’t even hear his final scream over the roar of the wraithfire.

Objective: Reap the night

Targets killed: [9/10]

Bloodstep takes me to the burning woman. She’s crawling on her arms now, the wraithfire acting so fast that the flesh on her legs is sloughing off in chunks already.

I end her misery with a single, sharp blow to the heart, Knifefighting guiding my hand.

Objective: Reap the night [COMPLETE]

Targets killed: [10/10]

Trait rewarded: Merciless

 

Merciless

You were offered peace or war, and you have chosen the bloody path. When you are under 10% magic capacity, your magic depletes 50% slower if it is being used to kill.

 

I look towards the remaining bowman, and I smile.

“I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure to be introduced,” I say, smiling too wide. “I’m Evelyn Carnelian.

“Any last words?”

            
Chapter 38: Thirty-eighth, fight the boss

                As it turns out, the only last words the bowman has to offer me consist of incoherent screaming.

I cock my head. “I haven’t even set you on fire yet.”

That seems to spark the bowman into action. He draws and fires in one quick motion, but Knifefighting is still active. It overlays phantom images of possible attacks he’ll make, but they all boil down to the same thing.

I bring my arm up as he looses the arrow. Despite my enhanced speed, I’m still not fast enough to parry arrows out of the air. I am, however, capable of predicting where they’ll go.

His arrow punches straight through flesh, muscle, and bone, carving a bloody trail straight through my arm.

It does not, however, have enough force to continue on. Nearly a third of the arrow sticks out of the exit wound, but my forearm catches the arrow before it can hit its target.

My opponent’s eyes widen in fear as I snap the shaft off and pull the arrow out by the bloody tip. It glows with some sort of magic, so I throw it off to one side before it can inflict me with plague or something.

I still lack a proper self-healing skill that works before I kill my enemy, but I don’t need one right now. I let the blood flow freely from the wound. The hole in my arm is large enough to stick a finger through, which means that I have plenty of material for Shape Blood.

Relentless is no longer active, which means that this fight is well within my means.

I Appraise my foe.

 

Name: Jonathan Wilcraft

Age: 25

Race: Human

Class: Arcane Archer

Level: 11

Last Used Skill: Surefire Shot

 

So he didn’t even use a skill to enhance the power of his arrow? Well, it’s possible he did, but I can only track the single most recently used skill.

It doesn’t matter. As he draws another arrow from his quiver, I summon a thin stream of wraithfire, sending it forth from my fingertip. It ignites the air lazily, and though it’s a force of nature that’s under my control, I somehow get the impression that my flame exudes arrogance in its pace.

I stop dwelling on it when Jonathan starts screaming. The second arrow he looses goes wide, his Surefire Shot apparently not enough to stabilize him when his bow is on fire.

Okay, his arm is also on fire. As is his torso, now. Aaaaand that’s his head.

I saunter over, stepping over a charred, burning corpse, and I rip his throat out with my teeth.

Devour granted +191 XP!

Temporary skill unlocked: Surefire Shot

If you are physically capable, your next shot with a ranged weapon will land.

There could be some use to this, though I only have a minute left.

There’s demon blood on the ground, and I remember what that means. It might already be too late for me to Devour the others’ corpses.

As it turns out, the blowgun-woman’s corpse has already started hollowing out, her essence dissolving into the demon blood that stains the dirt beneath my feet black. I try Devouring her, but I only get scraps.

Devour granted +11 XP!

Temporary skill unlocked: Dart Amplification

The next projectile you fire will grow stronger the smaller it is, up to a 400% increase in power.

I raise an eyebrow. Eating the hollowed-out bodies is still possible as long as it’s not long after I kill them, then.

The spearman that I killed first hasn’t actually been touched by the blood. There’s not much flesh left on his still-burning bones, though. He was standing close enough to the epicenter of my Wraithfire that I doubt there’s much soul to Devour either.

I still bite into the charred flesh. It tastes of iron and flame.

Devour granted +59 XP!

Temporary skill unlocked: Shieldbreaker

Enchant the weapon you are holding. For the next five minutes, it will do 500% more damage to shields.

These people do have strong skills, as it turns out, though they do all sound a little basic. None of them provide bonuses to perception like my Silver-tier Knifefighting does—it’s all simple multipliers to damage. Nothing they have is even in the same league as Siphon or Devour.

I think I can see why Sierra thinks so highly of me.

With my three targets dead, I look around to assess the situation.

Adrian’s killed his first target. His enemy lies facedown, their own sword impaling them to the blood-doused ground below. Blood trickles down the side of his face. I’m not sure if that’s his or his enemy’s.

In the time since, we’ve attracted more attention. Now, the Warrior fends off two at once, both of them wearing the Baron’s colors. Late reinforcements? Another group, perhaps?

At any rate, he doesn’t seem to be struggling, so I look up, where the real fight is likely taking place.

Sierra’s plan to isolate Noren was largely conjecture. Apparently, the man’s real secretive about his powers outside of combat, so all Sierra is operating off right now is guesswork.

I do approve of the idea of separating an earth mage from his element, but Noren seems to be holding his own up there. Sierra floats a hundred feet above us, buoyed by her telekinesis. As I watch, she pops another one of her marbles, and a translucent wall of force appears below her just in time to dodge a hailstorm of rocks.

Sierra’s not entirely passive. Royal blue tendrils of force extend forth from her free hand, linking to Noren’s joints. The level 37 mage is struggling to move, but his magic operates freely. Both of them are wounded—Sierra’s taken a glancing hit to the shoulder, while Noren’s face has been lacerated multiple times.

At first glance, it’s easy to believe Sierra is winning, but I know her capabilities. She’s running out of marbles, and those force tendrils can’t be easy to sustain. From the number of spells she pre-prepared, she only has two or three minutes before she starts running out.

Noren has to know this. He’s far too calm for a man in mortal danger right now, which means he knows he’s going to start winning.

I’m not going to lose a valuable ally like this.

Despite all the improvements I’ve made to it, Bloodstep still doesn’t move me further than thirty feet, and I don’t think chaining four of these in a row is doable for me, even if I Siphon my own Wraithfire to do so.

But I do have three temporary skills, and there’s an awful lot of equipment on the ground here.

I scamper around the bodies, leaving Adrian to fight on his own for now, and I locate Jonathan’s still-burning bow. When I try to pick it up, it crumples under my touch.

The spearman has nothing of worth. His entire body is a bloody black char.

The woman, though, has a blowgun strapped to her that she accidentally protected with her life. I slice it off with my knife, feeling its weight in my hands. Not my preferred weapon, but I’ll have to make do.

She has a package of darts, too, but almost all of them are molten, the wraithfire around us enough to twist their metallic form.

There’s only two intact darts deep within the package, but that’s fine. I can only use one, anyway.

I load the dart into the blowgun quickly but methodically, muscle memory from lives never lived assisting me in the process, and I bring it to my lips.

The blowgun’s been warped by the flame, too, but it’s not destroyed beyond use, and that’s all I need. The dart slips back in the pipe until I can hold its feathered shaft between my teeth, which I do for long enough to cast Shieldbreaker on the dart. It glows with heat, warming my mouth where it contacts it. Compared to wraithfire, it’s nothing, but it’s reassuring to know that the skill’s working.

Dart Amplification is next, and that one is significantly less flashy. I don’t feel any change in my body or the weapon I’m about to wield.

Finally, I activate my stolen Surefire Shot, focusing the entirety of my mind on my target.

I raise the blowgun until it’s nearly vertical, skills and amalgam-memories guiding me, and I blow.

My lungs are significantly more developed than a human’s, and I don’t only have one set. When I blow, the dart flies out so fast that it could be mistaken for a bullet.

For an agonizingly long quarter of a second, I watch the tiny glowing dart trace its path against the darkening night, and then Surefire Shot proves its name to be true. I can’t sense blood from this far, but I can see it spray out from where the dart punches through Noren’s armor. With my enhanced vision, I can make out his grimace of pain from here.

Noren opens his mouth, ready to cast a grand working of some kind or another, and Sierra pops another marble, taking advantage of the momentary distraction to stab forth with piercing light. She can’t have more than two or three of those left.

I don’t need enhanced hearing to catch what happens next.

Just as she prepares her killing blow, the air screams as if it’s being torn apart.

Unfortunately, it’s not so simple as that.

Both Noren and Sierra lose the spells they were forming, the two of them knocked off balance a hundred feet above us as the next wave of demon-seeds begin to fall. Sierra has to cancel her force-tendrils in favor of a flight skill when a blossoming seed the size of a train car nearly flattens her on its way down.

Noren doesn’t pursue her, choosing instead to fall back to the ground and let it swallow him up. I hear startled yelps at regular intervals around me, and I catch someone drop into the ground in the corner of my eye.

The earth sucks at my feet, too, trapping me like quicksand, and I Bloodstep away immediately.

Bloodstep advanced to level 10!

You now ignore all size constraints. You can now travel up to 50 feet from your starting location.

I reappear inside a collapsing building, cowering in what remains of its second floor. I am no longer making contact with the earth.

Why didn’t he use that earlier?

Actually, that might’ve been his first opportunity to use it. When he first started fighting me, we were over the water, and when he found me again, I was with Sierra inside a protective bubble. This is the first point in the fight where he’s not otherwise occupied in a one-on-one and has had the opportunity to do something large-scale.

Whistling air cuts off my thoughts as a demon-seed half again my height and twice my width shears straight through the brick not ten feet from me, smashing through two stories of ruins before sinking into the earth.

It sprouts from its shell before Noren’s mass working can drag it beneath the ground, and to my surprise, it reveals two dozen separate spindly legs, each of them gripping onto something other than the ground. A centipede with the body of a horse, it appears. Slightly disturbing.

I burn it with Wraithfire. The soul-devouring flame catches less easily than I’d like. Was this demon born with Wraithfire Resistance?

It’s a moot point, because I pounce on it a moment later, careful not to touch the ground. It tries to buck me off and grab me with a dozen limbs at once, and I hang onto it, allowing its centipede-limbs to grasp onto my body.

In exchange, I stab it three times, applying every skill I can to make it maximally effective.

Enhance Bleed advanced to level 6!

Woundshape advanced to level 6!

Something’s different about this wave. Whereas the last one felt malicious enough, this demon registers differently to my senses. Even as I hack, slash, and burn its life away, something about it feels more dangerous. Even after it stops moving and I start eating it, a feeling deep in my gut tells me that there’s something wrong.

Devour granted +23 XP!

 

Objective: Restore your soul

Targets devoured: [12/???]

 

That objective still won’t tell me what I’ll be awarded for accomplishing it. Irritating. The fact that the XP reward is so low doesn’t help with that, either.

“Evelyn!” I hear Sierra shout. I bounce from half-eaten corpse to wall to caved-in roof, making my way to open air in a matter of moments.

The Blue Mage carries Adrian in her arms, telekinesis supporting her but not her charge. She slows to a stop next to me and deposits the Warrior down on the roof next to me. Her hands are empty. No marbles.

Adrian wipes his bloodstained blade off on his leathers, breathing heavily. “I’m going to fucking uncloak, Sierra. I can’t handle this shit anymore. That has to be a stage two, now.”

Sierra looks askance at him, her face falling. “You know what that’ll mean, right?”

“I leveled up,” Adrian says. “I finished a quest that should’ve been godsdamned impossible, and now I’m a level 8 Warrior. Against trash like the men we’re up against? Sure. Against that?”

He gestures up towards the tree, his statement punctuated by the staccato thump of bodies hitting the ground. I hear screaming every now and then, but it’s getting less frequent.

The survivors are dying.

“Can you not run?” I ask. “I don’t know why you have any investment in Ravendale. Why stay?”

“Can’t,” Sierra grimaces. “Watch.”

She reaches behind her back, and her hand disappears. A moment later, it appears again, carrying an ornate five-foot staff with a blue jewel inset into it.

“My magical focus,” she explains. “It’s technically within the rules, but I didn’t really want to—“

Another demon-seed sails towards us, one of the hundred still falling, and Sierra cuts herself off to shout an incantation. The jewel at the head of the staff glows, and a beam of light streams forth from the end of her focus. It lances through the fleshy seed. Sierra’s eyes glow with the beam as she shifts the staff, moving the elongated light-lance, and the seed splits into two.

When it fades, Sierra grimaces. “That was a waste of a charge.”

She points the staff upwards once more, and this time a weaker beam shoots out of it, paler and thinner and slower. Inferior in every way to the last skill—presumably, this is the same act of magic, just without “expending a charge.”

It soars straight and true nonetheless. I watch as the thin beam illuminates the night around it, climbing a hundred feet, two hundred, three hundred—and then it stops.

Three hundred feet out, an oil-slick iris of color radiates out in the air, spreading maybe ten feet before it dissipates. When it disappears, Sierra’s magic is gone as well.

“Aunt Marie,” Sierra explains, displeased, “has politely informed us that the UCC staff in this area are too weak to make a difference.”

“It’s up to us to kill this godsdamned thing,” Adrian says. “And that’s not going to be easy.”

Sierra sneers. “If we choose to retreat, Marie will annihilate it herself.”

“So why don’t you?” I ask.

“Retreat means failure,” Adrian says in the tone of a man who’s repeated himself one too many times. “Uncloaking means admitting weakness, which is not quite defeat, but close enough. It’s less bad, and I fucking need it. At least your cloaked class is usable.”

They’re disclosing an awful lot of information about themselves. Do they trust me that much, or are they prepared to silence me?

“Then uncloak,” Sierra grimaces, conceding the point. “I agree. You are—“

The ground beneath us erupts, and every single person, demon, and ruin that Noren’s magic swallowed is vomited right back at us.

Adrian curses as Sierra casts, a blue disc forming under our feet and lifting us fast enough to avoid the worst of the barrage.

She’s not unstoppable, that much is becoming clear. Her disc is far slower than her telekinesis was earlier. I assume she’s run out of the resource that allows her to use the latter skill. Magical exertion has thrown a sheen of sweat across her face, and her brow creases as she casts.

Noren shoots forth from the ground, practically totally cloaked in earth.

I immediately reply with Wraithfire, taking care not to accidentally kill my two allies, and Noren blocks it with half of a house. The house catches fire, but he doesn’t.

“Fuck,” Adrian grunts, letting out a pained gasp.

I don’t need to look at him to sense the blood spilling from his arm. He dodged the worst of the attack, but his sword arm is bleeding where Noren’s stone spears struck it.

He raises his arm, then drops it. The sword clatters to the disc beneath our feet, and he crouches to pick it up with his off hand.

Adrian’s not going to be able to handle this. Briefly, I wonder whether I should just let him die, but something tells me that Sierra might not take kindly to that.

Besides, I have the feeling that the extent of his power doesn’t end at a few simple sword swings.

“Can’t—can’t do this anymore,” he mutters, nearly dropping his sword. “I have to uncloak.”

“Then do it,” Sierra hisses, throwing herself to one side as Noren summons spikes the size of buildings from the ground beneath us. Arrows and darts fly towards us, courtesy of the others that’ve come up, but those aren’t our primary focus. Besides, they have the demons on the ground to worry about.

I can’t see where Noren is, though a quick Locate Person reveals his current location to be nearly fifty feet under us. A growing sphere of dirt and stone and brick and steel obscures him from sight.

Adrian sighs. It’s a defeated sound, which is about what I expect from him.

What I don’t expect quite as much is how his blade lights up a deep, rich blue, far darker than Sierra’s.

He points his sword downwards, and a droplet of water forms at its tip. I’m about to ask what he plans to do with a single raindrop when that tiny bit of water explodes forwards, multiplying ten-thousandfold as it explodes into a torrent of water as powerful as anything the river had to offer.

His flood meets Noren’s sphere of earth, and it explodes into mud, his deluge flooding the sphere and chipping away at it like the river to a particularly weak stone. Within seconds, the structure destabilizes, enough of it dissolving into liquid that Noren can no longer control it.

When the water suddenly tapers off, Adrian is breathing hard.

“No going back now,” Sierra says. She sounds… empty. Defeated, just like Adrian. “That’s the line crossed. There is nothing more for you to gain here.”

“Sorry,” Adrian grunts.

“I may still advance against this Earth Mage,” Sierra says. “Attack the tree. Stay out of our way.”

Adrian nods silently, then dissolves into a puddle.

It says something about the events of the last minute that this completely fails to surprise me.

“He’ll be fine,” Sierra says. “I apologize, Evelyn. I doubt you were expecting this.”

“Very few things have gone as expected,” I say. “Come. We have a mage to slay.”

I nearly get a spike in my chest for daring to speak too long, Noren’s favored attack freezing in midair when Sierra withdraws a marble from a hidden pocket and pops it, creating another shield.

“That was my last one,” Sierra says. “From here, we improvise.”

Improvise.

“Keep flying,” I tell her. “I’ll find my own way against him. Save your strength.”

She nods, preparing to cast once more, and the disc I’m standing on fades away.

I Bloodstep immediately, ensuring I stay in the air, and I trail Wraithfire, pouring soul-devouring flame down onto my enemy.

Where it lands, it kills. People and demons alike writhe and die under the sheer power of my special skill on the ground. A demon-seed explodes into fire as it passes through the burning air. It’s dead before it can make landfall.

And yet Noren is still alive. Even as I pour everything I have into the skill, even as I set the entire ruin of a city aflame, Noren lives, dodging and weaving and blocking my attacks. None of his shields hold, but he always has more.

And then I’m falling. I still have no mobility other than Bloodstep, and I prepare to use it again—and I’m stopped by the sudden appearance of a deadly sharp rock in my gut.

Even as I’m freely plummeting towards the ground, ready to meet a fiery grave while impaled on my enemy’s weapon, I smile.

“Wrong place, motherfucker,” I say, and I Siphon away his attack.

Sharp stone crumbles away into dust, and magic surges through my veins. The sudden burst of power I get from draining his power is more than enough for me to Bloodstep once more, bleeding as I am. I reappear in the air once more, exhausted but not depleted enough to stop. I use Shape Blood to help me, covering myself in my own bood and influencing the direction of my fall.

I activate Bloodstep again.

Bloodstep advanced from Bronze to Silver!

Bloodstep (Silver) and Blood Surge (Bronze) are compatible skills!

 

Bloodstep (Silver) and Blood Surge (Bronze) have been consumed.

New skill unlocked: Bloodpath

Bloodpath (Rare)

Tier: Silver

Level: 2

You can enter a blood-state where you can freely travel so long as you can manipulate blood. While in this state, you ignore movement restrictions, and your strength increases by 20%. Consumes blood as well as mana.

 

According to Locate Person, I’m over a hundred feet from his location. I know he can’t hear me over the whistling demon-seeds, over the screaming corpses that don’t know they’re dead yet, over his own magic.

But I whisper my oath anyway.

“I’m coming for you.”

            
Chapter 39: Thirty-ninth, slay your adversary

                The upgraded skill isn’t the only source of power coursing through me. Relentless has returned, though it provides me embers where once it was a raging wildfire. Does it give me diminished returns if it comes into play too soon after the last time it was used? The trait description doesn’t give me enough to go off of.

A flurry of sharpened stone sails towards me, so numerous that there’s no way I can dodge them all, so I use my new skill for the first time.

Bloodpath takes more out of me than Bloodstep did. I notice that much immediately. A familiar red tint descends on the world around me as I melt into blood, and I almost fall out of the form as it draws blood and magic strength alike, draining power to fuel itself.

I’m fresh up on lifeblood thanks to my recent Devours, and the combination of Siphon and Relentless fuels me with enough magic strength that I can keep this going for some time.

It’s more malleable than Bloodstep, I think, or maybe I’ve just gotten used to propelling myself in this form. I dissolve out of my humanoid shape near-instantly as the stone spears fly straight through me. Every single one of them draws blood—it’s impossible for them not to. In this form, though, drawing blood is utterly meaningless.

Shape Blood assists me, my proficiency in controlling blood apparently transferring over to this formless body. I fall, my senses scattering as further spheres start breaking my blood-body apart, and I pull myself back together.

Locate Person is still active, burning Noren’s position into my mind’s eye. He hides behind a layer of roiling earth and stone excavated from the ruins below, but that doesn’t block him from my skill’s second sight.

Nothing short of wraithfire can stop me in this form, but it grows increasingly taxing as I fall. Reassembling my blood after he tears it apart costs magic and blood volume to do, and even my magic-boosting skills aren’t enough to keep this going forever.

It’ll last long enough.

His impromptu shield wall is constantly shifting, blocking any physical attack from penetrating through, but it’s not airtight.

I splatter against the earth, blood soaking into dirt and dripping off stone, but parts of me find the tiny gaps between pieces, slipping through the cracks of his skill, and I continue onwards.

Noren stands ten feet off the ground, a mound of detritus carrying him as the earth beneath him rises to complete his shield. The people he was with earlier are no longer present. Fighting demons or Adrian, probably. I didn’t think it was possible to be less concerned about the Warrior’s safety, but now that he’s revealed that he also possesses powerful water magic, I worry even less.

I rematerialize less than thirty feet above Noren. His eyes widen, and he thrusts a hand upward. The land rises to meet me, and the Earth Mage moves out of the way.

Wraithfire explodes out of my hands, incinerating his grasping attack, and I continue falling. In less than half a second, I’m on him. The collision is sudden, surprising him more than it surprises me, and I recover quickly enough to grip him in a deadly hug.

My special skill streams forth from each finger, burning into him… and then he crumbles away under me. His facial features distort, and his body turns grey.

A stone statue of my opponent ignites, wraithfire dancing over it.

Fifty feet away, a human-shaped chunk of baked earth shatters, and Noren walks out of it.

I return to the Bloodpath immediately, burning away more power to avoid the damage of hitting the ground, and I pursue.

Above me, Noren’s floating shield starts to fall apart. It does so slowly at first, blue light shining through growing cracks, and then it fails all at once. A hundred tons of ground and chopped-up buildings start to fall on us as the magic supporting them stops working, and I pour more power into my Bloodpath, dashing towards the Earth Mage.

As the first pieces of his shield hit the ground, drowning out the regular thumps of demon-seeds falling and hatching, I meet Noren. Once again, I rematerialize right in front of him, my knife already mid-swing.

He flinches, but a wall rises from the ground to block my strike. It’s a literal wall—it resembles the brick of the inn that we’re staying at.

As I casually step around his defense, I wonder if the inn is still standing. I’m pretty sure Sierra has a lot of equipment there. It’d be a shame to lose it.

Noren’s earth-barrier slams into the ground, sending dirt and debris geysering upwards under the weight, and the sheer force nearly knocks me off my feet.

My opponent takes advantage of that, freezing flying earth in midair, and he sends them towards me.

I’m growing tired of this. I’m also running out of time and magic. Wraithfire can’t have more than twenty minutes on it now, and I need it to fight.

I allow Relentless energy to flood me, and I explode.

At least, that’s what it’ll look like to anyone watching. Wraithfire practically detonates out of every pore in my body, creating an aura of flame that ignites anything in its path. Since it’s my skill, it barely affects me, and I walk straight through it.

Flame consumes the earth, devours the air, and scorches any remaining corpses to cinders.

I step forward, Locate Person guiding me towards my target.

When I emerge from my own flames, Noren is bound by translucent blue tendrils.

Sierra hasn’t been inactive. Noren must have been focused entirely on me.

His face twists in anger as he sees me, and I feel the ground under me rumble.

His magic stops working under the direct application of Wraithfire. I’m leaking power like a sieve, I know, but my newest trait will help with that.

An hour wasn’t long enough to restore all my magic, and the amount I’ve used it since we exited the Time Dilation means that I’m down to just over a tenth of my full capacity. That means that I’m about to meet the conditions for Merciless.

How fitting.

“You monster,” Noren spits. For the first time, he sounds scared. Whatever Sierra’s done to him, he either can’t break out or is too magically exhausted to do so. I look up to where Locate Person tells me the Blue Mage is, giving her my silent thanks.

“That’s me,” I allow. I must paint a terrifying picture right now, burning red eyes framed by dark wraithfire. “You did, in fairness, start this.”

“Demon,” he snarls. I wince at the epithet, and he smiles. His teeth are stained with his own blood. “If you strike me down, you will never be able to rest again. You will be hunted until the end of the world and back.”

He sounds arrogant, but I detect the fear underneath his facade, the pleading. He’s looking for a way out.

I draw on Acting, irritated enough with him to choose a persona that’ll drive in just how useless his efforts were.

“Thirty-six years of service, and you can’t understand when to take a fight,” I say, shaking my head. “If I allow you to survive, it will be you that hunts me.”

Which I don’t terribly mind. My skills have leveled up quite nicely today.

“Should you kill me,” he says, nervously licking his lips, “The retribution will be like nothing you’ve ever experienced. You can’t do this.”

“Actually,” I say, stamping out another attempt to suck me into the ground underneath me, “I can.”

I draw one of my knives, untouched by my wraithfire by virtue of being on my body, and I cut one of his hands off.

To his credit, Noren doesn’t even scream. He winces deeply and grunts, breathing heavily, but he does not cry out.

“You...“ He pauses, hissing in pain as the tendrils binding him tighten. “You must understand, I was just following—“

I laugh, throwing my head back. “Not a very good liar, are you?”

I bite his other hand off.

This time, he screams.

“Have you no heart?” he begs, his eyes beginning to glaze over. “No mercy? Do you have nothing?”

“We left mercy behind a while ago,” I tell him. “You did, at least.”

“I would never raise arms against you, I swear,” he says. “You would have free reign. I promise on my soul.”

I have no quest to kill him. With the amount of monsters around, I could very well just level up using them instead. Having a level 37 ally could actually prove useful.

Rather than answer him, I look around us.

No demon has attacked us while we speak, and it isn’t hard to see why. Sierra’s flitting around above us, dashing from one place to another, her staff glowing bright with power. As I watch, she creates a corpse out of another demon, preventing it from getting to us.

Further away, a watery cyclone barrages the tree, and one of its smaller branches snaps off entirely. Adrian’s work.

I turn back to Noren and consider him. I think back to the joy he took in feeding me to the whale, the casual cruelty with which he chose to expend my life.

I can respect his actions, but I cannot work with them. My amalgam-memories whisper to me, and I listen.

“No,” I say, and I set him ablaze.

He accused of having nothing. In a twisted way, he’s almost right. My last three traits, after all, have described attributes I lack.

If retribution comes, hunting me until the edge of the world, I will hunt them back until they are dead or I am, for I am Relentless.

Allyship was an option, but he appealed to the wrong parts of me. Though he might’ve thought he could appeal to my humanity, strike at my soul by offering me his, I am Soulless.

And ever since the beginning, I have chosen the path of blood, Merciless.

Noren dies screaming for mercy that he will never recieve.

I Devour him before the flames or the demon blood can do so first.

Devour granted +1572 XP!

 

Temporary skill unlocked: Terrakinesis

You have dominated the will of the earth with yours. Manipulate any of it within 5000 feet of you.

 

XP: 2442/1000

XP threshold met. Level threshold met. Action threshold met.

You may choose to evolve your class or advance to level 11.

 

What? This early? Conventional wisdom tells me that class evolutions shouldn’t even begin to occur until level 10, and now the system is offering me a second one?

This doesn’t feel right, but the core principle of my soul amalgam remains the same. Advance, no matter the cost.

I accept.

 

All stats increased by 1.

You have gained 3 stat points.

 

Soul damage detected.

Soul damage under maximum threshold.

 

Triggering class evolution.

 

When I open my eyes again, I see nothing at all. Rather than the lab where I was spawned, rather than a vision like I had last time, an infinite void greets me.

Is this supposed to be happening?

The darkness stretches and stretches and stretches, and I exist.

Time passes, but I know it’s not the same here as it is outside. I can wait.

Time passes.

After a short eternity, a single star winks into existence, and I focus onto it. Nothing happens.

Time passes.

I start counting on a whim. I have an excellent sense of time in the outside world, but in here, I have no references. I can only guess.

Time passes.

I’m somewhere around forty-five thousand when the second star appears. I reset my count to zero.

Time passes.

Thirty-three thousand when the third star shows up. They’re getting faster. I think.

Time passes.

One hundred ninety-seven thousand, and the fourth star ignites, no brighter than the others. They are not, in fact, increasing in frequency.

Time passes.

Seven hundred fifty-six thousand.

Time passes.

Slowly, ever so slowly, I realize that the stars are not actually stars. They’re pieces of an image, infinitesimally small portions of it.

Time passes.

After the nine hundred ninety-ninth piece appears, they start to move, forming lines and colors. My memory is perfect enough to tell me how many seconds I’ve counted all told. Put together, I’ve counted five hundred and eighty-six million, three hundred forty-two thousand, six hundred fifty-five.

Something is wrong.

I blink, and suddenly the void takes shape. I am standing on a featureless white floor inside a featureless white cube.

The world is still blank but for the image the stars have traced out.

My duplicate. She hasn’t changed in form, but somehow the not-Evelyn feels more dangerous now.

When she speaks, she speaks with a thousand fractured voices.

You have been waiting, a discordant symphony utters, sounding nothing like they did the last time. Now, advance.

This is not how it’s supposed to be.

But I have no other choice.

The fake Evelyn offers me her hand.

I accept, and everything goes wrong.

The moment she clasps her hand in mine, I sink into the ground, the cube dissolving around me. Darkness encircles me, sucking me deep down into the depths of this space.

I use Bloodpath, tinting the pitch-black surroundings a dark red as I try to return, and my mirror uses it with me.

She grasps my hand and drags the two of us back down. I try to bat her away, to attack, to fight in any way I can, and this time, I draw blood.

And then she opens her mouth and screams, and every fiber in my body tells me to stop.

She smiles at me, then speaks. This time, it’s a single grating voice, not the symphony it was last time. Thank you for the body.

I sink into the darkness.

            
Chapter 40: Fortieth, improvise (Sierra)

                When Evelyn literally melts before her and dives towards their mutual adversary, Sierra is close behind. She glances once at Adrian. He’s already halfway to the tree, leaving the Blue Mage and the Relentless Demon behind him. Jets of water propel him, and Sierra can almost hear him whooping as he leans back into his signature magic.

It’s been nearly two years since she saved the Hydrokinetic’s life, and they’ve been traveling ever since.

Sierra knows him well enough. She doesn’t need to be worried for his safety now that he’s uncloaked his primary class. Not unless the tree-demon reaches the next stage of its blossoming form, of course, but she thinks it’ll be a while before that.

It’s disappointing, though. One of the conditions Aunt Marie gave Adrian for his training was to keep their cloaks on at all costs.

In Sierra’s professional opinion, Adrian made his choice too quickly. After a year in the Crowned Islands, he’s made it from level 1 to 8. An impressive feat by anyone’s standards.

Then again, the woman she fights alongside makes Adrian’s accomplishment seem like child’s play.

Evelyn—or, at least, the bloody trail that currently composes the other girl’s body—falls downwards. Sierra wishes she had that level of blood magic, but alas, her Power Copy can only mimic great magic like that when it is freely given. Though she’s aware that she’s not always the most tactful, even Sierra knows that a lady like Evelyn isn’t willing to part with her secrets.

For the time being, she does what she is able to. She’s run out of the uses for much of the great spells she does have. Her staff’s Obliteration Ray has two more charges, but she has more important targets to use it on than an aging guard who hasn’t even surpassed level 40.

Instead, she relies on the basic aspects of her class. Sierra knows better than practically anyone that level isn’t the only measure of combat power—she’s overwhelmed people dozens of levels above her in the past, simply because her primary classes had a strong matchup against them and she knew how to use her magic optimally.

Evelyn seems keen on proving that. Sierra provides air support, using her staff to amplify the power of her Dispel Magic. This, unlike most of her usable combat spells, is inherent to the Blue Mage class. Magic is about balance; the Blue Mage balances giving and taking; Dispel Magic is opposed by Amplification. It is simple as that.

As she eliminates the earthen barrier separating her from Noren, Evelyn and the ground, Sierra sorts through her copied magic.

The Silver-tier Personal Telekinesis has been with her practically since birth. She has no fear of losing it now, and she uses it to guide herself downwards, avoiding the debris created by Noren’s attacks.

When she breaks through, she uses Imprisoning Arrow, a tentacle-like conjuration modified to not require a bow that she used to almost capture the Earth Mage earlier. She gained this one recently—as a matter of fact, the Noble Archer she’d spent a couple of nights with had said her goodbyes only a single night before Sierra had met Evelyn.

It’s still fresh, and though the limited duration of her contact with Ashley means that this skill will disappear within weeks, she still has uses of it today. She just needs to wait for an opening, which she seeks to help create by using her staff to rain down near-costless Mana Strikes, the most basic mage attack there is. If she has any effect on the fight, she can’t see it.

But Sierra’s not here to win the fight. She’s here to observe.

Maybe Marie really is rubbing off on her.

Evelyn explodes in wraithfire, and Sierra’s jaw drops even as she casts her Imprisoning Arrow. Power like that doesn’t belong on someone who’s merely level 10 in their first class. It doesn’t belong on someone thrice her level.

She’s not sure whether Evelyn knows this yet.

Sierra watches impassively as Evelyn dismembers Noren, her magical tentacles unmoving. Though the Blue Mage has grown familiar with the sight of death, she can’t help but wince at the brutality with which Evelyn executes her… victim feels like the wrong word. Her prey.

She suspects that the experiments that produced Evelyn were geared to make a perfect sociopath, because the demonic woman doesn’t even flinch before she tears into the burning corpse’s chest, red and black magic flowing out from her body to assist her in devouring her late enemy.

And then Evelyn falls still.

And she stays there.

Sierra drops to the ground, eyeing the flowering demonic tree. It has reached the second stage. Advanced enough to require containment, not enough to necessitate immediate destruction by one of the UCC’s best.

Adrian is currently fighting it alone. Sierra knows that there’s other personnel here, so the fact that he’s the only one attacking it almost certainly means that Marie has ordered them to hold back.

He’ll be fine for the time being, Sierra assesses, but he’ll die the second the tree advances to the third stage if he remains unassisted.

The Blue Mage turns her attention to the fallen woman next to her, searching for a cause. She dearly hopes that Evelyn hasn’t suffered permanent damage. Unnaturally explosive growth aside, the other woman has been a fantastic addition to their party so far. Sierra had initially planned to drop her off in Ravendale before moving on, but after seeing her at work, the Blue Mage thinks there’s much more value in working with her.

If she survives this, at least. Evelyn’s eyes are open, the usually fierce red of her eyes dim and glossed-over.

At least they’re not completely dark. She hasn’t been corrupted, thank the broken gods.

Sierra checks for a pulse and finds one. Evelyn’s chest still rises and falls. She’s alive.

Before she can determine what to do with Evelyn’s unconscious body, Sierra hears the telltale howl of a wolf-shaped demon.

By the energy it lets off, it can’t be higher than Category 1 or 2.

Not even worth her attention.

She doesn’t look up as she casts a Mana Strike, adding an Amplification to it to seal the deal.

“Evelyn, Evelyn,” Sierra whispers urgently, shaking the woman in question by the shoulders.

Nothing.

“Fine,” Sierra mutters, hefting the experiment by her shoulders. Evelyn’s unconscious weight is much heavier than she expects. “Let us get you to safety.”

She needs to help Adrian before the tree progresses to the next stage. By the time it advances to full blossom, even Sierra’s full power won’t be enough to put it down alone.

This place isn’t safe, though. Normally, Sierra would trust Evelyn to take care of herself, but something’s clearly gone wrong. If the unthinkable has happened and Evelyn has somehow managed a second class evolution before most people would receive their first, it’s not a successful one. Sierra can’t think of anything else it can be other than magically-induced sleep, but a Dispel Magic does nothing.

Though the demons that sprout from the seeds are largely Category 3 or lower—all beasts that even a cloaked Adrian could handle—Evelyn is unconscious. Sierra needs to get her to safety before she can fight.

But as she activates her Personal Telekinesis again, the skill barely drawing any mana from her expansive power well, Evelyn’s eyes flutter shut, then fly open.

“Oh, good,” Sierra says, preparing to set her down. “You’re finally—“

Awake, she means to say, but Evelyn cuts her off both figuratively and literally. A ghostly spike sprouts straight from the red-eyed woman’s chest, nearly spearing Sierra straight through the throat.

It takes her completely by surprise, but Sierra still manages to jerk her head back just quickly enough for the spike to slash straight across her face instead. It’s a shallow wound, and Sierra kicks Evelyn away immediately, but something about it bites more fiercely than a typical slashing wound would.

Sierra’s been cut enough times to know.

She cycles through the list of possibilities and settles on the correct sensation in a fraction of a second.

Soul damage.

That realization sends her flying even higher into the air, her Personal Telekinesis buoying her. The skill comes less steadily this time, and she wobbles as she flies upwards, creating more space between herself and the suddenly-rabid Evelyn.

Something must have happened. As Sierra starts to ascend, she casts Appraise. It’s not complete either, the fresh soul damage reducing the integrity of the skill.

 

Name: Evelyn Carnelian

Age: (0/18/???)

Race: ???

Class: (Relentless Demon/???)

Level: 10

 

Traits:

Demonic Heritage

Enhanced Blood Affinity

Kinslayer II

Killer II

Free Bird

Relentless

Soulless

Merciless

Voidtouched

Godsmarked

 

Special Skills:

Wraithfire

 

Skills (collapsed, displaying last used):

Phantom Shape (Bronze)

Devour (Gold)

Bloodpath (Silver)

??? (???)

 

For the second time in thirty seconds, Sierra is caught off guard. This display looks nothing like what she expects out of this skill. The only time the system is supposed to display question marks is when she Appraises an anomaly, and Evelyn isn’t an anomaly… or at least, she wasn’t.

The woman that Sierra thought she knew stands tall, and the Blue Mage sees Evelyn as her enemies must. Nine long, sharp limbs extend out of her back, each of them glittering a dark, bloodstained blue.

The spike at her chest continues growing, demonstrating surprising flexibility as it feeds into her mouth. Evelyn licks the blood off her phantom limb as it desolves, and her eyes grow even fiercer. There’s a wildness to them that chills Sierra to the bone, and suddenly power explodes out from Evelyn’s body.

Suddenly, Sierra can’t move, every muscle in her body seizing up as Evelyn’s sudden presence stuns her.

She only knows one other individual that can do this. Aunt Marie’s mysterious benefactor, the white-haired woman that the Blue Mage has only ever witnessed once.

It doesn’t help when a red flame so dark it could be black ignites across Evelyn’s entire body, framing her crimson eyes in wraithfire that exudes death. Against the dim light cast by her own flame, Evelyn casts a shadow long enough to drown out the city.

For the first time since she arrived in the Crowned Islands, a spike of fear seizes Sierra’s heart, squeezing tight and threatening to never let go.

And then Evelyn takes a step forward and screams.

That voice… is not Evelyn’s. Not entirely. Sierra can recognize traces of the anguished woman she’s fought alongside, but there’s an inhuman quality to it. Evelyn isn’t human, but it goes beyond even that. It hurts Sierra’s mind just to hear, sends her thoughts spiraling in on themselves.

Anomaly.

Not just anomalous. Evelyn has two new traits. The touch of the void, which Sierra recognizes, and Godsmarked, which she doesn’t.

Something to worry about after Sierra survives.

Despite the uniqueness of this stunning effect, Sierra’s not entirely unfamiliar with this type of attack. It is an anomalous imposal of will onto the area around her. She can handle this.

Evelyn brings her hands to her eyes, still screaming, and Sierra activates her Personal Telekinesis, sending her flying back before Evelyn can jump at her.

“Give it back!” Evelyn shouts, voice hoarse. She claws at her face, drawing blood. “Give me back!”

She trails off into the inhuman scream once more, and then Evelyn falls still again, still on fire.

The pressure lifts, and Sierra is free to move once more. She’s under no impression that Evelyn’s down for good. Something clearly went wrong on a level-up or an evolution or something, which means that there are now not one but two potential calamities to address.

As Sierra turns to assess the situation, she reaches into her Storage, a Gold-tier skill that she’s focused on refining since childhood. She retrieves an anchor, a small slate-colored tablet the size of her palm, and she passes her mana into it as she looks for her comrade. The cold, numb part of her soul that’s suffered an injury starts to hurt less.

Adrian is still fighting the tree, Sierra sees, dashing around it with bursts of dark water. Liquid discs surround him, spinning fast enough to shred flesh apart. The seeds are concentrated on his position now, but he’s still managing.

For now. The tree is showing signs of advancing. The pure black of its trunk and branches distorts, veins of corrupted color slicing through it. The blooming flowers are starting to take on hints of vibrant hues, and the palpable malice permeating the air is growing heavier.

It’s growing faster than it should be, and a quick sweep of the area reveals why.

Bodies crumple like rotten fruit when wayward debris falls on them, practically exploding when low-category demons crawl over them, their limbs sinking deep into chest cavities like the corpses are no more than the mud they’re on top of.

The demonic blood that paints the ground is colored with glimmering soul-essence, and it flows into the ground, feeding long-reaching roots.

Sierra curses. The tree’s spread its influence to the land already, and it’s feeding. At this rate—

Before she can continue her train of thought, another pulse of authority flows out from the anomaly once named Evelyn. Sierra’s muscles freeze up again, but they slacken a moment later as the anchor in her hand glows a soft grey.

She grimaces. She hadn’t counted on having to use any UCC creations so soon.

Evelyn’s flame redoubles in intensity, and Sierra pours Amplification into her Personal Telekinesis to get away from her. At the same time, she uses Dispel Magic. Though it will have no effect on wraithfire, she hopes it may do something to alleviate Evelyn’s state.

The girl with a broken class screams once more, and there is even less of the Evelyn she knows in the voice. Once again, the anomalous effect flows out over her, willing her to be still, and once again her anchor prevents her from succumbing. Sharp phantom limbs come sailing for her once more, and it takes all her attention to dodge them.

Sierra rearranges her priorities, keeping careful track of how much mana she has remaining.

Soon, Adrian is going to be overwhelmed, even uncloaked. Sierra might be able to handle that right now, but while Adrian uncloaking merely means that the two of them will no longer be permitted in the Crowned Islands, Sierra prefers a swift death to what she knows she will have to do if she unleashes her full power here.

With Evelyn apparently gaining power and turning feral, Sierra has another problem. Within that problem, however, lies a potential solution.

“I’m sorry, Evelyn,” she says, and she dives, aiming her path towards the base of the demonic tree nearly half a mile away.

The creature behind her screeches as Sierra flies, and she explodes into a misty cloud of blood and flame.

Mist turns to liquid in moments, and a wall of blood begins to follow the Blue Mage.

Demons on the ground look up towards Sierra, sensing someone they can attack, and they miss the cloud behind her. Bloody spears pierce straight through demons, flensing their flesh from their bones, and then they ignite, wraithfire consuming what remains of their bodies.

Evelyn—or whatever broken deity is piloting her body—is strong. Not yet strong enough to strike Sierra from this world, but she fears that that may be coming soon.

“Adrian!” Sierra yells as she gets within a couple hundred feet of her target. “Watch out!”

For a moment, she fears that the ambient sound is too much for him to locate her even with his enhanced hearing, but then the direction of the cyclone battling the tree shifts, traveling away from the tree and Evelyn both. She hopes that he manages to get out of effective range of a stage three overdemon, but with the size of this one, it’s possible the entire city is within its reach.

Adrian is never going to let her hear the end of this, is he?

Evelyn reforms for a single second, free-falling in humanoid figure. She falls to the ground, her flame guttering out, and Sierra watches as she rips her own throat out. When she screams, Sierra thinks it’s more human than it was last time.

For a moment, Sierra holds out hope that the demon girl might break through whatever condition has taken hold of her.

And then Evelyn’s figure melts into blood again and pursues, wraithfire igniting the air around her. This time, she becomes a crimson bullet, outspeeding Sierra’s telekinesis.

What can she even do? Sierra fires skills back at the mass of burning blood, but nothing takes effect.

“Evelyn!” she pleads. “Evelyn, listen to me!”

The blood advances.

And then a wall of water nearly as tall as the tree slams into the formless blood-cloud.

Adrian.

He hasn’t run nearly as far as Sierra hoped. Instead, he flies atop a swirling stormcloud of his own, using the river to create a tsunami, drowning out their former ally.

Sierra breathes a sigh of relief, and then the mass of water disappears, sucked away in an instant.

Floating right where she was, Evelyn has returned to her human form. She laughs, a grating sound that seems to have more than one voice, and she pats her stomach.

Before Adrian can react, Evelyn points a finger, and a bright beam of energy strikes out from the tip of her finger.

No, not energy.

Water.

Evelyn returns Adrian’s attack in kind, compressing it down to a single beam of incredible pressure. Sierra is too far to see Adrian in detail, but she sees the stormcloud fade. She sees his armored figure fall from the sky, plunging towards the river below.

She reacts more on instinct than anything else, drawing her staff from her Storage. Sierra almost stops herself mid-spell, but she hardens her resolve.

Evelyn’s wormed her way into Sierra’s heart in a way that the demonic woman likely doesn’t even recognize. Sierra wishes she could resolve this peacefully with all her heart, searches her arsenal for anything that can end the thing wearing Evelyn’s skin.

But a Jade knows when someone is past saving.

She fires an Obliteration Ray, an attack of pure annihilation that eats the air itself apart. It puts wraithfire out where it spreads, though it weakens the attack.

Sierra’s skill strikes true, and the demon’s torso vanishes.

Evelyn starts screaming and doesn’t stop.

Even when she turns to blood, replenishing her vitality instantly, the otherworldly screaming fails to cease.

The staff has failed to kill its target.

For a moment, though, the screaming diminishes, and then Evelyn’s form becomes human again. Sierra dares to look back just long enough to see her friend’s body writhing. Portions of her flesh turn to bloody spines, and they tear into her own body. Sierra isn’t sure what’s happening until she senses the struggle in the magic around her.

Evelyn is fighting.

Soon enough, though, the monster is back, stilling its blood and reassembling itself.

Sierra keeps running, hoping beyond hope that Adrian is still alive.

The Blue Mage has a lead on Evelyn, but the demon closes that gap quickly.

Sierra closes her eyes briefly, then stares straight ahead. The outermost branches of the tree are two hundred feet away. Evelyn is less than fifty feet behind her.

This is going to hurt.

Sierra cancels her Personal Telekinesis and draws on a skill that she’s only gained recently. It isn’t as strong as it could be, so she feeds mana to it. It sucks it up greedily—after all, she copied a Bronze-tier skill, and what she’s about to try is far more advanced than that.

The ground isn’t far below her, and she tumbles when she hits it, broken buildings slashing at her body as she slides. A simple application of a Shield skill keeps the worst of it from annihilating  anything important, but she’s so focused on the temporary skill that she can’t stop herself from taking some damage. Wet blood streams down her face as a rock or a beam or something similar slices her forehead open, and then the blood sharpens.

Evelyn’s handiwork.

Sierra uses everything she can short of uncloaking. In the microsecond before she commits her entire mana pool to her next action, she considers activating her second class.

Not now. If she fails here, she only faces a painful death. It’s preferable to the alternative.

Her magic reaches a peak as Evelyn charges towards her, a bullet of blood still crying bloody murder.

Temporary skill - Shape Blood evolved into Hemokinesis!

Hemokinesis (Gold)

Attunement: D

Charges: 1/1

Control blood, inside and out.

With every magical fiber in her body, Sierra fights.

And for a crucial moment, Evelyn doesn’t realize what her opponent possesses.

Sierra sends the blood that forms the demon flying towards the tree faster than the eye can follow.

Suddenly, she’s safe. For a brief, blissful second, she’s safe.

Her vision frays around the edges as she tracks Evelyn with the Hemokinesis that she gained from the woman herself, ensuring that she remains on track towards the tree. Momentum carries Evelyn even after Sierra’s control over her starts slipping. If Sierra knows anything about the void-touched, it’s that they’ll kill whatever’s in front of them. She may yet live.

An electric jolt of pain shocks her from head to toe.

A Blue Mage is about giving and taking. She’s asked for her magic to give, and now it will take.

She hopes that she’s done enough.

The last thing she hears before darkness consumes her is a voice so unclear she’s not sure if it’s a dream or reality.

“Humans and demons and elves and gods,” Evelyn Carnelian shouts, so far away that she may as well be underwater.

“I am going to kill you all.”

Sierra passes out.

            
Chapter 41: Forty-first, claim yourself

                I tumble ever deeper into the watery darkness, a prisoner in my own body.

At the surface, something wearing my skin propels itself forward.

No. The thing driving me is every bit as Evelyn as I am, just… made more. As much as I hate to admit it, I am still here. It’s just a different facet of myself, mixed together with something other.

The darkness my splintered soul swims within is an ocean, buoying me up one moment before sucking me into its smothering abyss the next. For brief seconds here and there, I surface, but my thoughts are so scrambled that I can barely tell what I’m doing. I tear away at myself, trying to find some semblance of order, but my entire world is darkness and blood and screaming.

I can’t trace the magic that brought me here. One moment, I took my copy’s hand in mine, and the next, darkness.

This small part of me can’t even see the notifications of my new skills, which I clearly have. Though my mind might be trapped, I can still see through my eyes, feel through my skin. I definitely did not possess this much magic power before.

The Bloodpath I find myself on lasts far longer than it feels like it should, and I unveil skills that I’ve never used before. When I attack Sierra, I use Devour in a way that I’ve never done before, consuming pieces of her soul with the outstretched Phantom Shaped limbs. The latter skill also reaches far further than it has in the past.

I drift listlessly, this part of me a passenger to the body that does what it wants. My soul feels as if it’s fraying apart, the stresses of the wraithfire combining with whatever this class up did.

Obviously, this isn’t how a class evolution is supposed to go. My soul-amalgam provides me enough information about advancement to know that.

But with that knowledge comes the same core tenet that’s kept me moving forward since the start, the same fundamental truth that’s kept me from settling down and taking a break before launching myself headfirst into the next battle.

No matter the cost, I will advance.

No matter the cost.

As I float, the current of my soul-sea battering away at what remains of this personality, I turn that phrase over.

To advance means to sacrifice, does it not? Now, I sacrifice the allies I have made. I have grown strong enough to eliminate them, and thus I should use them.

A conversation half-remembered from a life I never lived bubbles to the surface of my thoughts. I can feel it slipping through the depths, joining me in my prison.

Why does the largest baby not simply eat the other babies?

Why indeed? There is no reason for me to not simply let my soul shatter, to let the passenger in. It’ll still be Evelyn Carnelian. It just won’t be me, but that’s not what matters.

And yet, somehow, that justification rings hollow. It lines up perfectly with the truth I have built myself around, and now that truth shakes.

Even as my body casually turns back Adrian’s cyclone, I think of the allies I’ve made, of how they have enormous potential that I have yet to see. I think of how much fun I’ve been having, killing my way through dozens of monsters and humans alike.

I think of the thrill of fighting off eight guards alone. I think of the satisfaction of a quest completed.

I think of life.

When I was underground hours ago—though it might as well be days, for how much has occurred—I told the void that the soul-devouring wraithfire would not end me.

Something breaks under the neverending assault of the darkness, but it’s not me.

My core tenet has led me through my life, and where has that brought me? It has taken me to strife. It has sent me towards Sapphire, who has done nothing but throw me into danger again and again and again. While I cannot deny that it has been useful to me, that truth is a double-edged sword.

The same creaking thing that started to break apart under the pressure of the soul-sea and my nascent willpower shatters.

All at once, incandescent rage ignites within me, and the darkness starts to lift as I create my own light.

How dare the broken gods try to break me into a vassal of their own?

No matter the cost, I will advance.

I am at the center of everything that happens to me, good or bad. That is mine, and nobody can take that away from me.

Not even the beings that haunt my system.

I abandon my listless float in favor of a struggle. Every action strains my already-damaged soul to its limit, but I fight against the crushing pressure of the soul-sea anyway. When strands of it start to solidify into chains that bind my soul, I explode outwards with pure rage and Devour it away.

My body stumbles, missing a step, and I feel myself tumble into the ground. A second later, the strands return, and they’re weaker.

I’m lowering the amount of power this body holds, but I don’t care. It’s not my power.

For a second, just briefly, I reach the surface. I can feel the current trying to pull me back down immediately, completely overpowering me. Before I sink back into the depths, I use Shape Blood on my own Bloodpath, slicing away at my own flesh. I don’t even feel my limbs fall off.

I slip back into the dark, but somehow the sea feels ever so slightly calmer, distracted as my passenger is with keeping me alive.

I continue fighting this prison as my body attacks one of the only allies I have. Her attack lances straight through my flesh, splitting me into my constituent parts, and the thing that binds me down, the thing that pilots the shell I reside in, starts to reconstruct me from blood and magic.

At that, the bonds loosen even more, and I continue to dissolve them, returning their power to the void. Blood magic takes control of my body, and my passenger becomes paralyzed, holding our form together with its own magic while trying to fight me off.

It fails at both.

Resurfacing is as sudden as drowning in the first place was. Suddenly, my skin is mine again. My limbs return to my control, the vivid sensations stunning me as the layer of detachment between my soul and body dissipates.

In my mind’s eye, I can still see the soulspace where I was trapped, the sea that tried and failed to drown me. I see another Evelyn appear to take my place. She starts dissolving the moment she touches it.

Somehow, she’s still smiling.

We will be waiting for you, a thousand discordant voices chime in my head, and then they fade.

I return my attention to the real world just in time to be bombarded with information and the sight of the significantly-advanced demonic tree.

Trait earned: Voidtouched

You have touched the void, and now your attacks will bear its touch to others.

The tree is glowing with vibrant colors now, its flowers blooming in shades of harsh blue and grey and red. Malicious pressure hangs in the air like thick fog, but compared to the overwhelming oppressiveness of the soul-sea, it may as well be nothing.

Trait earned: Godsmarked

A god has left a mark on you. Those attuned to divinity may observe this.

I dismiss the new messages as fast as they come. Unless Godsmarked has hidden functionality that I don’t know about, it’s less than useless.

Class evolution attempted.

Relentless Demon -> ???

Class evolution rejected.

Evolution XP refunded.

That explains why I don’t feel the same rush of power that my body held when something else was controlling it. Whatever it was doing, it wasn’t through the power I wield as a demon-human amalgam experiment. It was through something it forced upon me, and I rejected that in order to remain who I am.

Critical soul damage detected.

Leveling up will not increase stats. Leveling up will not grant traits. Leveling up will not grant affinities. Leveling up will not grant skills.

Level increase paused.

XP: 2442/1000

Critical soul damage?

I look inwards, and I realize that the soul-sea is still there, pieces of the broken piece of me—the broken piece of the thing that invaded my system—drifting around like so much flotsam.

I’m cold, and it’s a cold that can’t be fixed by any kind of mundane warmth.

Everything in this world, I’m beginning to learn, has its cost.

To escape the prison of my flesh, the cost appears to have been my soul.

The embers of the fiery anger that propelled me out of myself reignite, stirred up into a wildfire by the reminder of what has been forced onto me.

It was the researchers that did this, that created me to throw everything away for advancement. To throw myself away.

Them, the organization that faciliated them, and more that I’ve never even seen. Sapphire. Marie Jade. At least three dozen more, each of them with their own connections, not to mention the unfamiliar faces that Sapphire brought in.

I think of the thing in my system, the broken deity that assumed my form and stole my self from me.

I’ll kill them.

I’ll kill them all.

I don’t even realize that I’m screaming out a promise to end them all, humans and demons and elves and gods, until my throat runs hoarse.

The demon tree screeches, interrupting me. I look up.

No, it’s not the tree producing the sounds.

It’s the spawn.

Earlier, the branches were sprouting flowers that fired off individual demon-seeds into the sky, each of which was a deadly projectile in its own right.

Now, it spreads spores. There have to be at least a hundred blossoming flowers on the tree’s branches, and each of them shoots a hundred glimmering spiked balls into the air, letting them float through the sky before they come crashing back down into the city. The smallest is barely as large as me, while the largest are half the size of an inn.

I reengage my Bloodpath, thankful that I am no longer destroying my soul with my own wraithfire as it activates, and I take to the skies, dodging the errant demon-spores as I do. I reform on one of the few remaining trees in the area, fifty feet up.

When the first one lands, kicking up a spray of ruined brick and dirt, it sprouts more seeds, each of which turns into demons that exude far more danger than the chaff at the city center did earlier.

Right. I still have an enemy to handle here.

Before I tackle the tree, though, I want more power. The three stat points awarded to me for my failed evolution haven’t been taken back, but I’m not yet sure what I want to use them on.

What I do know is that I want to use all that XP to level up, and that means I need to restore my soul.

I still have minutes left on my Wraithfire.

From my elevated position, I loose streams of the special skill onto the demons below. It won’t kill them all, but there’s a lot of them.

As I dive from the tree, activating Bloodpath as I do, I take stock of the city around me.

Unlike the seeds, the spores haven’t settled on the city center alone. They’ve crushed nearly untouched parts of Ravendale, and areas that have seen little violence so far start to fall as the streets run black with demons. Even with the river separating the city center and much of the rest of Ravendale, it’s impossible not to hear the screams.

Around us, the city dies.

Around me, demons die alongside it.

Though I despise my still-surviving passenger for what it tried to do to me, I cannot deny that its tactics were effective. I mimic some as I fall, using Bloodpath in conjunction with applications of Wraithfire. Rather than ignite my blood, however, I use it to maximize effects, combining it with a Soulknife attack to disable and kill any demon in the area. They’re newborn, still finding their way after the spores birth them, and I take full advantage of that.

As I pass by the corpses I create, I take bites out of them, carving out chunks of flesh and letting my magic seep into them, Devouring them in flybys even as I start killing my next target.

Devour granted +311 XP!

 

Objective: Restore your soul

Targets devoured: [20/???]

I kill and eat and kill and eat, carving a path of corpses to the location where I last saw Sierra.

I find the Blue Mage unconscious and surrounded by a trio of bear-sized demons that look like a cross between slugs and spiders. A faint shimmering barrier surrounds her, magic protecting her even in her moment of weakness.

The demons don’t even see me coming.

Devour granted +51 XP!

Targets devoured: [23/???]

As I fight them off, I feel my soul starting to warm. It’s still a pit within me, an emptiness where there should be light, but it’s reduced itself to merely a yawning abyss. Progress.

I hope I didn’t kill Adrian. He revealed true power in the last few minutes before the passenger attacked him, and it’d be a shame to lose him now.

A spore nearly lands on me as I think, and I instinctively use my Wraithfire, burning it to pieces before it can sprout more demons. Bloodpath takes me out of the way a moment later, and it smashes itself into pieces against the ground.

Devour granted +27 XP!

Targets devoured: [24/???]

The amount of XP I get from eating the spore is disappointingly tiny, but it’s the soul-soothing effect that truly matters. I’m starting to get back within a normal level of severe soul damage, I think.

Heavy soul damage detected.

Would you like to level up?

Is heavy more or less than severe? I shake my head for the time being. While the tree is still spawning monsters, I can handle them. It’s not attacking me directly, so I can take the time to power myself up in the time being.

A centipede-shaped demon just about half again my height in length crawls its way over, drawn by the scent of burning corpses and the promise of a juicy adventurer to snack on. It ignores me completely, choosing to move towards Sierra again, and I activate Wraithfire—except I don’t.

Wraithfire continues to burn around me, the air itself still set afire, but my skill produces nothing new.

I’m out of time.

Heavy soul damage detected.

Would you like to level up?

As the centipede turns its many eyes towards me, the prompt appears again.

It looks at me, considering, and then two dozen antennae rise straight from its body.

I don’t want to find out what it’s doing the hard way, so I charge forward. Knifefighting aids me, and my new Voidtouched trait must be doing something, because my knives slice through it like butter and leave tinges of dark purple where they wound it.

It takes me nearly half a minute to kill it without my Wraithfire.

By the time I’m ready to consume it, I see what those antennae were for.

On every side, all I can see is an approaching wave of black.

It called its siblings.

Heavy soul damage detected.

Would you like to level up?

I accept.

You have advanced to level 11!

All stats increased by 1.

You have gained 3 stat points.

You have advanced to level 12!

All stats increased by 1.

You have gained 3 stat points.

 

Due to your traits, actions, and _____, you may choose up to 2 of the following Bronze-tier skills to advance to Silver.

Appraise

Shape Self

Stealth

Acting

Phantom Shape

Paralyzing Bite

Locate Person

Misty Blade

Before I make my choice, I consider the situation around me.

Sierra is unconscious. Adrian’s status is unknown. There must be a hundred enemies converging on my position.

Thunder explodes from the sky, unnatural green lightning lancing through the air and painting the entire city in verdant hues for a brief second before it strikes the demonic tree at the center of all of this.

With my enhanced Mind (Speed) and my demonic eyesight, I can just barely make out the tiny figure in the sky that the lightning has come from.

If it were anyone else, I wouldn’t have been able to tell. But I’ve been looking at Sierra for long enough to recognize the similarities.

Marie Jade.

A hundred enemies has become a hundred and one.

            
Chapter 42: Forty-second, eliminate your enemies

                Irrational hatred fills my body, pointed rage directing me to abandon my spot and kill the woman who’s partially responsible for shaping me into what I am, but I separate myself from the anger and prepare to fight the demons encircling me.

Encircling Sierra.

While I’ve made the decision to violate my core tenet and modify it, that doesn’t mean I’ll just be giving into emotion. I refuse to lose control over myself. While anger can be a useful tool, blind rage is only useful when harnessed to enhance the power of a skill.

For now, I protect my ally. Sierra still has yet to uncloak like Adrian did. If the level of power she’s hiding is proportional to the amount the Warrior and water mage had, she’ll be a force to reckon with when she wakes up.

If she wakes up.

The unconscious body must be the one attracting the demons, because there’s a lot of them closing in our location.

She has some kind of item protecting her, that much is evident. There’s no way that she’s casting a shield while she’s unconscious.

There’s only about fifty feet between me and the nearest demons, but I need to think. I add two of my nine new stat points to Mind (Speed), and time seems to slow down as I process the situation.

These demons look different from what I’ve grown used to fighting. They’re slick with oily, iridescent fluid that shimmers in the dim light of the fires around us, and they’re so many of them that I can’t really identify individual differences.

What to do, what to do? Upgrading Appraise is super appealing—the skill is nearly impossible to advance on its own, and I would love to have a better assessment skill.

Maybe later. My first priority needs to be something that I can attack these demons with. I have two of those in my options, but Paralyzing Bite only takes effect over time. If it turns out that I really need it, I’ll pick it up, but I’m going to take the immediate power first.

Misty Blade advanced from Bronze to Silver!

Misty Blade became Misty Mirage!

 

Misty Mirage (Rare)

Tier: Silver

Level: 1

Coalesce the air into a blade, imbuing a bladed weapon with magical force. Upon wounding an enemy, your target begins to freeze. Deals 100% extra frost damage. Immediately after you strike a blow, an afterimage of your attack will appear in a space you choose at 50% power.

 

Not bad.

I smile, drawing a knife with each hand. A quick usage of my new Misty Mirage has cold fog misting over the twin blades.

Before I attack, though, I want to use all my stat points. I can absolutely slaughter a single one of these demons, yes, but without Wraithfire, it’ll be much harder for me to kill this vast a number of them.

I have seven points remaining. I put one into Body (Speed) to advance it to 20, four into Body (Strength), which brings it to 15, and I put the last two into Magic (Power) for a total of 12 in that stat. I want every strike to be as powerful as it can be, but the speed is also useful given the vast number of targets here.

With my stats spent, I take off. I could use Bloodpath to get to the demons faster, but there’s enough of them circling towards Sierra that I don’t want to waste any of my magic power. I need to be careful with this—I can try Devouring them, but there’s enough demons that I think they might attack me while I’m feasting on their dead brethren. Devour isn’t instant enough to do that yet.

As I leave Sierra’s immediate area, however, a number of the demons turn to face me.

Interesting. Until this point, the demons have largely left me alone until I’ve started attacking them, which has been pretty fantastic in terms of being able to get a devastating first strike off. Were they alerted to me because of the dying centipede-demon’s cry?

Or is there something about my broken evolution that’s alerted them to me? Godsmarked is incredibly vague, but the wording makes it sound like anything that understands divinity is able to detect it. While I assume that means holy beings, it could very well be demons that seek to destroy anything that the gods have touched.

Either way, my end goal is the same. They’re not just targeting me, that much is clear. A fair chunk of them are still looking towards Sierra, creeping forward. Just up and running isn’t going to be a viable strategy if I want to keep my unconscious ally alive.

Alright. Time for violence.

I leap forward, meeting the first demon head on, and I stab twin blades into what looks to be its head, Knifefighting boosting the power of my Misty Mirage. Frost creeps over its slick body, the wound steaming with cold, and I attempt a Woundshape. The demon resists it, though, and my skill doesn’t work. At least the blade still does its job.

Knifefighting advanced to level 4!

A moment after I withdraw my weapons, nearly losing the knives thanks to the demon’s coating, mist bursts forward from my body and blades, mirroring the attack I just performed. I’m not sure it carries the Knifefighting boost with it, but it finishes decapitating my target nonetheless.

Misty Mirage advanced to level 2!

Now carries 55% of the power. You can now exert mild influence over the positioning of your afterimage.

That was a fast level-up. I wonder if it’s going to proceed at the same rate.

The first demon is already dying by the time I jump to the next one. These ones are significantly less durable than I thought they’d be, which is somewhat surprising.

Another flash of unearthly green lightning illuminates the night sky, striking the tree, and I hear a thunderous crash as one of the largest branches fall.

I finally make the connection when the demons surrounding me shudder for a brief moment, stopping in their paths as the sheen of demonic fluid covering them takes on a greenish hue for a blink of an eye.

Marie’s hurting the tree, and they rely on the tree to survive. Either they’re not fully formed yet or the tree has some other connection to them, but the health of the tree definitely has some impact on how powerful they are.

It’s a shame that I can’t abandon this area right now. It’s also a little annoying that both the tree and Marie are entities that I’ve designated as enemies, but I think the tree is a higher priority at the moment.

As I eviscerate the second demon, sliding under it and ripping its guts out before my mirage freezes the wound, I see the remnants of the first one sink into the ground, the corpse melting away before my eyes.

Demonic blood carries the dissolved corpse away, and I suddenly realize where the consumption is going.

Again, irritating. I hoped that I’d be able to use the massive amount of corpses here to advance and restore my soul, but it looks like the tree is going to be feeding on them before I can.

When I start to Devour the second demon’s corpse, however, the skill sending magical energy through the dead body, hot pain explodes in my back as another one of its brethren takes a bite out of my back. A moment later, it does it again, tearing a bloody hole in my midsection right around where a human heart would be. Its bite isn’t its only attack, either. Acid eats away at my hardened organs, doing its best to kill me from the inside out.

Devour granted +35 XP!

The notification is accompanied by a reduction in the burning sensation and the increasingly-familiar feeling of flesh sewing itself back together, which I have to be thankful for.

Poison Resistance advanced to level 4!

Though it’s entirely possible that this attack would’ve failed to kill me, it’s a single demon’s bite, and there’s a lot more than a single demon.

And I haven’t even killed the attacker yet. As I turn around to face it, it pounces, sharp claws sending me spinning down towards the ground. Half a second later, another one joins it, pinning me to the dirt. The sudden weight is unexpected and surprisingly forceful. Even with my freshly enhanced Body (Strength) stat, I struggle to lift the claw off my chest.

A second insectile limb strikes at the arm I tried to use to pull said claw away, and this one doesn’t stop at just pinning it. It’s a spike of a limb, and it slices straight through my flesh like a hot knife through butter. The demonic slick provides an extra layer of alien sensation to the attack as it cuts through flesh, muscle, and bone.

My left arm tears off at the elbow.

“Oh, come on,” I mutter. “I just got that fixed.”

Another demon joins the two that are on me, and the first one to pin me down opens its jaw impossibly wide.

One demon, I could handle with my strength. Two is a possibility. Three or more?

I’m out.

I activate Bloodpath, and their limbs come down in a tangled mess, slicing through blood and killing nothing.

While I’m in the bloody form, I manipulate pieces of myself, creating sharp spears to slice through their bodies as I pass through them. Not all of the blood penetrates, their oily coating provided by the tree apparently protecting them to some extent, but enough does that one of them keels over. Not dead, but heavily injured.

I’m not going to make the same mistake of stopping to Devour again. Sure, I could’ve escaped fast enough if I used Bloodpath, but that skill is expensive. Devour isn’t granting me enough of my magic power back to warrant wasting a load on Bloodpath every time I slow to eat a demon.

Instead of reappearing in their midst, I continue drawing on my newest skill to cross the forty feet between the demons and Sierra’s body.

Her shield is deactivated when I get to her. I can’t tell if it’s because the item’s run out of magic or because it only turns on when there’s immediate adversity in her area. As it turns out, I’ve drawn away every last one of the demons that were originally gunning for her. I don’t know whether to be impressed with myself or angry with the still-living passenger that did this to me. Probably both.

The demons start screaming towards the two of us as I kneel next to her sleeping body, and I once again draw on my heightened Mind (Speed) as I start moving.

Sierra is surprisingly heavy, and her waterlogged clothes definitely aren’t helping with that. Did she fall into the river? I didn’t notice earlier.

I need my hands free to deal with the onslaught of demons, so I change tactics. I activate Blood Echo, and a crimson copy of myself steps forward from my body. She lasts for only two seconds, but that’s enough to pick up the prone Sierra. As soon as the copy loses form, I draw on Shape Blood instead, manipulating gallons of blood to keep the Blue Mage afloat. It takes up a chunk of my attention, and the added weight makes the skill cost more magic than it usually does, but I pay the cost nonetheless.

I turn my attention to the demons.

While my aggression caught them off guard the first time, there’s a lot of them coming my way. I wasn’t able to deal with three of them at once, let alone the sixty or seventy rushing towards us. I’m going to have to use Bloodpath a lot to manage this, and I don’t know if I have the reserves to do all that while also evacuating Sierra. I can try to run as well, but some of these demons might very well catch up.

I steel myself to flee, readying up all the power I still have—and then my vision flashes bright green.

The sound follows a moment later, white static amplified a hundred thousand times, and my ears nearly overload from the deafening report.

The next thing I notice is the smell. Ozone.

Thanks to my demonic physiology, it only takes a few seconds for my vision to clear.

I open my eyes to a field of ashen corpses glistening with green sparks. They dissolve away even as I watch, demonic blood absorbing them for the tree’s nutrition. Not a single one of the monsters facing me are alive.

The woman who wrought this descends from the sky above, framed in luminescent green. I take in her form, confirming my suspicions.

Though I’ve only seen her face in a picture, my memory is perfect enough to know the face. She looks like she hasn’t aged a day since the time her photo was taken.

“Marie Jade,” I say.

She looks down at me, her feet not touching the ground. Marie wears an entirely impractical white lab coat over a black-and-green bodysuit, and somehow none of it is even the slightest bit dirtied.

“Amalgam experimental variant,” she replies, her cold gaze piercing straight through me. “And my niece. You are less powerful than my reading suggested. A shame.”

Irrational fury fills me, so I take a step back mentally before I can make a poor decision. If I attack her now… actually, I don’t know how strong she is. I attempt to Appraise her.

Name: Marie Jade

Age: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Race: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Class: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Level: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Last Used Skill: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Alright. Now that the demons aren’t threatening me, I’m comfortable in using my other skill upgrade.

Appraise advanced from Bronze to Silver!

You may now Appraise some non-living objects. Appraise grants a significantly more detailed list of information. Appraise now bypasses basic cloaking abilities.

I attempt to use it again.

Instead of the message I would usually see, I receive nothing but silence.

When I look back at Marie, her hands crackle with lightning.

“Not yet advanced enough to avoid basic anti-appraisal mechanics,” she says, clicking her tongue. I don’t know who she’s talking to, but it isn’t me. Her vision is focused on a spot far above my head “Had potential to improve, appears to have forgone the path of advancement. May have to be deemed a failure.”

Relentless flares to life as I prepare to fight her, which gives me pause. That trait activates when the odds are impossible, and has only activated before when I’m against a number of enemies that are all higher level than me. It didn’t even activate against the swarm of demons I was just fighting.

How powerful is she?

I pump my newfound power into Appraise, willing it to work, and I use the skill again.

This time, when I see sparks play out over her fingers, I activate my Bloodpath and surge forward, aiming a knife towards her throat.

The sparks turn into a bolt of electricity, and it springs out from her hands straight into my bloody form. This form usually feels no pain, and it suffers no damage.

When she shocks me, though, it hurts, and it destabilizes my skill so much that I fall back into my humanoid form.

But the moment of distraction means that my Appraise makes it through.

Name: Marie Jade (4)

Age: 0

Race: Human (Simulacrum)

Class: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Level: [APPRAISE FAILED]

Last Used Skill: [APPRAISE FAILED]

[APPRAISE FAILED]

Even at Silver-tier, it barely shows more. The promised additional information is completely hidden behind a wall of failure.

What it shows me, though, is still shocking. I understand the terms well enough, my soul amalgam providing the answers I need.

This isn’t Marie Jade. This is a skill of hers, something like my Blood Echo except thousands of times more advanced.

“Less hopeless than I had imagined,” the simulacrum murmurs, still not looking at me. “Appears to have allied with the two trainees. Trainees have failed. Determine repercussions later.”

While she’s talking or taking notes or whatever it is, I dive towards her again, this time using Shape Blood instead of Bloodpath, which she can clearly disrupt.

I make it two steps before my vision goes white and my body seizes up.

An electric shock pulsates through my body, and I slam into the ground. A rib breaks, piercing two of my lungs, and my spine fractures in three places through the force of it.

When my vision clears, I’m at the bottom of a deep, dark pit. Green sparks trace the sides of it, illuminating the night above.

The hole has to be thirty feet deep. Did a single attack bury me this far?

Neon green sings across my eyes again, and my body once again acts against my will, an electric force pulling me back to the surface.

“Still too weak,” Marie’s copy says, still looking anywhere but me. “Perhaps isolation will prove to be effective.”

I try to step forward, but I can’t move. Every muscle in my body is locked up, a thin line of electricity between the simulacrum and my heart stopping me from taking any action.

She floats over to Sierra casually, laying a hand on her shoulder.

The Blue Mage vanishes.

“Note to self: prioritize retrieval of second trainee. Too many resources spent to allow death,” she mutters.

“Who are you?” I ask, keeping my voice even. “What are you doing?”

“Unimportant,” Marie replies, finally meeting my eyes. “The true question is as follows: are you worthless?”

The electricity around her increases in intensity, and then she disappears with a muted pop.

Are you worthless?

The words hit harder than they should, which must mean that the people who made me—Marie included—forced a response into this.

Just because I know that doesn’t mean that I can stop it.

Are you worthless?

I still can’t move, Marie’s lightning still locking up my muscles. I am internally bleeding, and my broken spine means that even if my muscles are freed, moving will be torture. Mud covers me from head to toe where I was slammed into the earth, and half a hundred minor cuts have opened up on my skin.

Marie’s electricity flashes once more, then stops.

I know what she wants me to do. Marie is a researcher, the same as Sapphire and the rest. She wants to see my growth.

I have no other choice.

Are you worthless?

As Demonic Heritage begins to take effect, allowing me to take a brutally painful step as my muscles return to my control, I turn the words over.

I am not worthless, but my worth is defined by me, not the ones who created me.

I will accomplish what they built me to do, and then I will find them. If they want to create the perfect weapon, they can live and die with the consequences.

I advance.

Above me, the demonic tree roars.

Beneath me, the land begins to dissolve.

Objective updated: Burn it all down

The Flowering Demon has advanced to its next stage. Kill it before it can absorb all of the city.

Reward: Advance any two skills to their next tier

 

Objective: Marie’s monster

Kill your creators.

Targets killed: [0/32]

Reward: ???

            
Chapter 43: Forty-third, run before you can walk

                Demonic Heritage is beginning to work, but healing comes slowly. It’s not going to repair me to a fully functional state before I make my way to the tree. As soon as I enter combat again, the trait is going to become inactive.

And it’s looking more and more like I’m going to be fighting sooner rather than later. Demonic blood flows across the land, mixed with the same oily substance that coated the demons that spawned from the spores.

Everywhere the fluid touches begins to degrade. The bodies melt away like ice cubes in magma, and the ground itself starts to lose its integrity. I avoid the fluid as much as I can, but my spine is still broken in a way that makes precise movement difficult.

Mud covers my foot up to the ankle each time I set one down, each squelching step slightly more difficult than the last.

This would be much easier if there was something dead I could Devour, but the tree’s acidic liquid is getting to everything before I can start towards it.

Nothing is attacking me just yet. It appears that Marie’s last attack has killed off enough of the tree’s creations that it’s turned to absorbing the corpses rather than sprouting more.

The city center has become an island over the course of the last half an hour. It might have already been like that, actually, but any bridges connecting it to the rest of the city have collapsed, and the river now splits around it.

As the tree starts to consume the edges of the island, destabilizing the earth, the entire structure starts to slip into the water. Soon, the river will claim all of what used to be the liveliest part of this city.

And not long after that, the tree will claim the river. The place I stand on will not be intact in three hours.

Unless I do something about it, that is.

Earlier, Marie was attacking the tree. I assume she was attempting to prevent the advancement it underwent where it shifted from birthing demons from spores to eating the corpses of its spawn and spreading the oily fluid. If my dream-vision from my actual successful class evolution was correct, she’s aligned with the UCC, the organization that created me and the organization that evidently keeps other things like me contained.

Why is she no longer assisting?

I mull it over as I take step after step, careful to move in a way that avoids irritating my fractured spine. Each step I take sees me sinking deeper and deeper into the mud. Water and tree-fluid alike laps away at the dissolving land, reducing its integrity. Behind me, the rocky beach begins to slide into the river.

Walking is a pain. Not just a literal pain—Pain Resistance takes care of that. It is awfully inconvenient to ensure that my spine doesn’t further break. The potential of my bones sliding further apart and breaking through my skin is quite present. While I’d probably live, it would be an impediment to my combat abilities.

I wish I could get some kind of passive healing that has requirements other than “kill and eat your enemies.” Killing is just fine, but eating them is significantly harder when the tree’s already doing it.

The oily fluid oozes across the ground like it’s a living thing, which it very well might be. Oddly familiar red-and-black strands of power rise from the fluid, reaching towards my bloodied legs. Every step I take coats me in the stuff, each shin-deep step leaving my legs dripping with iridescent oil. It’s surprisingly warm, and it moves even though it’s stuck to me, like the liquid is a living, breathing being.

It tries to Devour me, but just like my Devour doesn’t work on living beings, its magic meets a barrier at my flesh.

From the increasing malicious pressure in the air, I think that the tree is well on its way to producing fluid that’ll be capable of actually killing things. Even now, the tree’s… sap? Sap sounds like the right word. The tree’s sap burns a little bit where it sticks to my legs. Acidic? Venomous? Whichever it truly is, my resistances seem to be doing enough to keep it from dealing actual damage beyond making my bleeding skin particularly raw.

I’m not sure what I’m going to do. Earlier, I would’ve said fighting the tree was a 50/50 deal. With Wraithfire in my hands, it would’ve been entirely possible to turn it to cinders, even with whatever inbuilt resistances demons get. The quest that pushed me towards this tree in the first place even told me to “burn it all down.”

Now, though, I’m entirely out of wraithfire. What do I have? Blood magic? Knives? That does nothing to

Buildings collapse into the muddy ground, the sap swallowing them whole along with everything else. This entire region is utterly unrecognizable now.

I walk in a hellscape. Earth roils, dragging ruins into the earth to be consumed, and the air itself remains aflame where I and other demons ignited it earlier.

Wait.

My wraithfire is still burning.

Because of the subjective hour I spent in Sierra’s Time Dilation, my skill’s run out before the fire it produces can finish burning.

I have a very stupid idea.

My next step has a purpose. I activate Blood Echo again, giving myself enough material to Shape Blood with. The crimson Evelyn supports me in my agonizingly slow steps for an instant before I start manipulating it instead, creating a platform that just barely supports my weight.

Earlier, I was worried about running out of magic power. Now, though, the swarms of demons are dead. I have a single enemy, and I can afford to burn all my power on that.

I ride a writhing carpet of blood, directing it towards the nearest still-burning patch of air.

Around me, the landscape continues to disappear. Trees fall along with the buildings, slowly but surely revealing the most direct path to the base of the tree, which is practically glistening now. There’s still a couple hundred feet left to the trunk.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I send myself flying straight into a patch of wraithfire.

Not my entire body, of course. That’d be stupid—I don’t want to inhibit my ability to see while I’m attacking the tree.

The sensation of the basic fracture of my spine and the deep lacerations that I’m holding in with Shape Blood pale in comparison to the pain that ignites my arm, but it’s much weaker than it was the first time I was hit with it. A combination of my increased resistances and this fire originating from me, probably.

My arms catch quickly, but without an intelligence to guide the flames, they don’t spread any further.

They do, however, start to eat away at my flesh and my soul all the same. It does so at a significantly reduced rate compared to before, but it does damage nonetheless.

I activate Shape Self, creating more arms and tentacles, each of which I feed to the flames.

Shape Self advanced to level 5!

Two sub-arms remain untouched by the wraithfire. I use them to draw twin knives. Though I probably won’t actually be able to do anything, Knifefighting is extremely valuable as a predictive skill.

I wonder how I look right now, wielding a dozen flaming limbs that extend further from my body than my arms can. To some, I might look like an angel of vengeance.

I chuckle at the thought. To some. To who? Marie teleported Sierra and presumably Adrian away, and given the sound, I think it’s safe to assume that much of Ravendale has been wholly overrun by demons.

Pushing the thought aside, I advance.

My soul is suffering, but I can’t allow that to distract me right now. Now, all that matters is winning the fight. Soulless will keep me alive. I’ll manage the rest on my own.

Shape Blood carries me at surprising speeds, my recent enhancement to Magic (Power) evidently assisting it. Two hundred feet becomes one hundred, then fifty, then twenty.

Just as I’m ready to launch myself towards it, oily black wood splits apart in half a hundred locations. Dark branches explode outwards, turning the lower half of the tree into a pincushion in seconds.

I arrest my momentum with Shape Blood, but the branches grow faster than I can stop myself and they lash into me. The first one stabs straight through my gut, while the second slams into me lengthwise, sending me flying back. I manage to graze both sets of the branches with wraithfire, and they catch, but the tree simply snaps them off, cutting them off and allowing the dead branches to trace a path of fiery death to the ground.

At least my skill prevents me from falling all the way down. I think another major fall might be enough to actually kill me.

I cough, and blood comes up, speckling my face and chest. Shape Blood helps me push it off, but it’s a bad sign.

More branches appear with every second, clustering around the tree like a second skin. They don’t stop moving, and I see the tree’s roots slithering through the ground, breaking the earth apart even more.

I grit my teeth. My resources are gradually depleting. The wraithfire is on a timer.

I’m on a timer. If I can’t resolve this soon, I’m going to bleed out and die. No amount of hemokinesis can stop that.

The smart play would’ve been to leave a while back, but up until just about a minute ago, I was defending Sierra. Up until about a minute before that, my damned programming was interfering with me.

Now? Now, I don’t think I can escape with my life.

Why did I save Sierra? Why? I’ve gained nothing but life-threatening wounds and a promise of death. I don’t even know why I chose to do so in the first place. Wouldn’t it have been more efficient to abandon her earlier?

What’s done is done. I can’t change anything.

I decide to make a token effort at retreating. It’ll mean that this entire venture towards the tree was for nothing, but I’d rather live to fight another day.

As I make my way to retreat, however, the city under and around me begins to rumble.

Roots punch through the ground, rising from—not the city center. My eyes widen as I see roots rise straight through broken buildings, from beyond the river. I watch as they sprout straight through the water.

I watch as roots sprout from outside the city boundaries. Off in the distance, lit only by the tree’s own radiance, I see the train tracks we came in break, shorn apart by the tree’s growth.

I make it less than a hundred feet before the roots start growing over the city.

Over me.

The stars wink out one by one as the tree’s newest network of branches block them out.

Fuck.

I appear to be trapped.

Slightly more than inconvenient, then. My one remaining enemy is proving to be a thorn in my side. In a lot of sides, really, but mine is the only one I presently care about.

I sigh. If I can’t escape, then there’s only one path.

Objective updated: Burn it all down

The Flowering Demon has begun to absorb the city. Kill it.

Reward: Advance any two skills to their next tier

My next step forward is taken with the knowledge that this is likely to be my end. Wraithfire continues to burn, but it feels cold against my altered skin.

Once I die, even the most powerful healers in the world won’t be able to restore me. Even if a god itself came down to put me back together, my soul is beyond saving as it is.

At least I’ll go down fighting for a ghost of a chance.

I hiss in irritation when I take another step forward and the fracture in my spine worsens. The pain is a distraction that I can ignore, but the way it paralyzes one of my legs is something I can’t.

Despite it all, I advance. If there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s that.

I stare towards the tree. It dwarfs me in size, power, strength, flexibility, and everything that matters.

But I won’t back down. If my legs fail me, then I’ll use my arms. If those fail, I’ll propel myself with my blood, and if it breaks through my magic, I’ll latch onto it with all the strength I have remaining.

I will not go gently into the night.

I take another step—and my vision turns bright green.

The sound that follows is growing familiar. Lightning.

Not just any lightning, either.

Marie’s lightning.

I’m half-ready to stab the origin of the skill when an even more familiar voice graces my ears.

“You do not know how much I gave up to be here,” Sierra grumbles. I don’t look, but I hear the intake of breath when she realizes my current state. “Evelyn…”

“I’m alive,” I say, finally swiveling my head to look at her, irrationally worried like she’ll disappear if I stare her head on.

It’s her. She’s really here.

She came back for me.

Sierra holds up her wrists, revealing two dull brass rings around each of them. They glow dimly with some magic that I can’t identify. “This probably means nothing to you, but… alright, it doesn’t. You need medical attention.”

“I don’t suppose your aunt will be willing to bring us back out?” I ask her.

Sierra laughs, a short, harsh sound with no humor to it. “Of course not. Trial by adversity, she claims.”

“Then—“

The tree cuts me off. Branches explode from the ground underneath us, crawling up our legs and pulling, trying to sink us under the muddy earth.

Sierra reacts instantly. Blue magic surges forth from her hands, and the sheer force of her spell shatters the wood holding onto us. A platform forms under us, and we rise together, avoiding the initial onslaught.

She’s looked better. Sierra looks like she hasn’t slept in days, though I know for a fact she was passed out just minutes ago. Her fancy clothes are muddy and torn, and she’s bleeding.

And she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

“I need to kill the tree,” I tell her.

“Then let’s get you to it,” she says, not even bothering to suggest the idea of running. She knows me well enough by now to know that’ll just be a waste of breath.

Sure, I would’ve preferred to evacuate moments ago, but with Sierra on my side, I stand a chance. I still have a fiery package I’d like to deliver.

“Can you break open a path?” I ask. “I can’t attack from range. My skill’s run out of power.”

Sierra raises an eyebrow, then chuckles. “Of course you’d set yourself on fire. Of course.”

“Can you do it?”

“Of course I can,” she says. “I’ll carve you a way.”

She brings her hands together, taking in a deep breath and closing her eyes. Blue light surrounds her as she inhales, coalescing behind one of her closed eyelids.

“Ah, gods damn it all,” she curses, whispering just quietly enough that I don’t think she intends for me to hear it. “Why’d you have to go and steal my heart?”

When she opens her eyes, one is bright blue, reflecting the magic she’s been wielding.

The other is the crimson of a raging fire.

“Magic is about balance,” she says, her voice ever so slightly unstable, as if any moment she might break down into crazed fervor. “I showed you the Blue Mage. The give and the take. Now, though I’ll pay for it, I’ll show you another way. Light balancing dark, water balancing fire. Polar opposites.

She raises her left hand, and twin streams of pure darkness and blinding white light explode forward, annihilating everything in their path.

“Behold,” she says with a sense of finality, “Sierra Jade, the Red Mage.”

            
Chapter 44: Forty-forth, burn (it all/yourself) down

                I won’t let this opportunity go to waste.

As branches crumble away under the force of her magic, I carry myself forward, lifting my broken body on a platform of blood. Demonic Heritage does what it can to keep me together, but it’s not strong enough to immediately heal my fractured spine.

I remind myself to pick up a healing skill if I can get it. For that to happen, I’m going to have to fix my soul so that my level-ups actually get me something, though.

Sierra is easily keeping pace with me, though her platform’s vanished. She’s still using the telekinesis skill that her Blue Mage class gives her. I give her a thankful nod as I cast my Bloodpath, taking in her glowing figure.

Her eyes burn unnaturally bright, twin stars against the darkness of the night.

Dual classes. Blue Mage and Red Mage are both names that I recognize, though the details aren’t as readily available in my soul-amalgam.

She’s wielding them both at the same time, which is rare but not unheard of.

There’s a lot to be doing right now, most of which involves surviving long enough to spread the wraithfire on my dozen extraneous arms, but I have time to cast an Appraise.

Name: Sierra Jade

Age: 19

Race: Human

Class: Blue Mage/Red Mage

Level: 19/[APPRAISE FAILED]

Last Used Skill: Personal Telekinesis/Eclipse Devastator

 

Skills:

[APPRAISE FAILED]

 

Resistances:

[APPRAISE FAILED]

 

Attributes:

[APPRAISE FAILED]

 

I raise an eyebrow. With my Silver-tier Appraise, I can bypass some level of the “cloak” that she’s been using, but evidently it’s not enough to even determine the level of her Red Mage class.

Also, it looks like I’ll have to advance the skill further before I can determine more details about her.

“Your Appraise has advanced,” Sierra says, the serene happiness in her voice belying the sheer destructive power of her own skill. “Congratulations. You truly are a prodigy.”

Talking doesn’t seem to slow her down at all. She keeps two skills activated at the same time, apparently totally unworried about her ability to keep either of them going despite the complexity of her attack.

Her spell consumes everything it touches. Darkness devours branches, degrading them into nothingness, while radiant white light scorches wood wherever it makes contact, burning it to dust.

The skill is impressive on its own, but it’s the sheer volume of it that really floors me. My most magical attacking skill is probably Misty Mirage, both of which can triple or even quadruple my body mass in terms of magic.

Sierra’s Eclipse Devastator, on the other hand, saturates the sky around us, pouring out from her body until her twisting magic covers half of the entire city center. As I watch, an entire neighborhood of ruins crumbles under the force of her attack, sinking straight into the sludge.

She isn’t even breathing hard.

With the breathtaking power this single skill alone holds, I almost wonder if Sierra can take the tree on herself.

“Let me clarify,” the Red Mage says, pausing her skill for a second. “Do you need the tree dead, or do you need to kill it?”

“The latter,” I reply, checking my objective to be sure.

I could ask her to eliminate it here, but I won’t. I need to advance, and letting someone else kill the tree would be a waste when I’ve already spent so much to get this far.

On top of that, I doubt Marie would be happy if her charge ended up taking it. From what she’s said, I think that Sierra’s had to give something up in order to accompany me. Marie herself is clearly capable of devastating the tree, but she’s chosen to leave. With Marie being one of the researchers that led me… I’m not sure if my conclusion is correct, but I’m confident in it.

She’s forcing me to grow. It’s the same damn thing that Sapphire’s been doing—that whole “adversity sculpts excellence” thing.

And I really don’t want to deal with the consequences of pissing off/disappointing the woman who was able to utterly annihilate me with barely a thought.

Everything points towards the same direction, so I’ll take it. I can think more on it later, but for now, I need to act.

Sierra clears the path for me. Shambling branches pierce the mud, soaring up towards me, but the Eclipse Devastator turns them to ashes as they rise towards us.

Two hundred feet is less distance than it sounds like when our skills take us at the speeds they do. Within moments, we’re within spitting range of the tree—and then suddenly, we aren’t.

A pulse of black-and-red magic the same color as my Devour explodes outwards from the center of the tree. It washes over us, and the slowly-increasing sense of malice that Sierra’s skill all but cleared away redoubles, overwhelming me.

The raw killing intent of it briefly stuns me, overwhelming on a level that only the twisted mirror of myself can match. It’s not too difficult to recover, but the sensation doesn’t let up. If anything, it increases.

My Bloodpath slips out of my grasp as the tree’s skill worms its way into my skin, tendrils of pure demonic hatred reaching for my thoughts, and I fall in humanoid form.

Sierra’s skills wink out one after another, and she tumbles down with me.

I hit the ground hard, and the lower part of my spine finishes breaking, messily breaking from the rest of my body. The awkward angle that I land at means the break is even less clean than it could’ve been, and I feel the wound that forms in my back where the shattered bone punctures through it.

Annoying.

Sierra reactivates her skill immediately after she hits the ground, bouncing once before rising into the air once more. I don’t.

“I need a second,” I grunt.

Underneath me, roots as wide as my torso spring up, trying to pull me underground as soon as I’m close enough to trigger the tree’s instincts.

I dissuade them by splaying my still-burning limbs, spreading the flame from me to them with a mere touch. As it turns out, even demon tree roots will pull away if you set them on fire that burns the soul.

Do they not have resistance? While my extra limbs are a mess of exposed burning muscle, the tree’s roots catch instantly. The tree lets its parts burn, separating them from the main body. Writhing roots turn into lifeless driftwood as I pass my wraithfire over it.

Still, a few of them manage to latch onto me, slicing into my torso. I sink partway into the ground. It’s so muddy that even without something dragging me down, I’m falling in on my own.

I can’t move my legs. The requisite nerve connections have been broken, and the movement of the roots has finalized the break.

“Evelyn!” Sierra calls to me. “I have no healing spell, but I can… I can help you.”

I shake my head, though I don’t know how well she can see it given that half of my face is submerged in watery earth.

This is inconvenient, but it’s manageable.

Despite the fall, I haven’t let go of my knives.

Reaching my back is awkward, but my physiology means I’m more flexible than the average human is. It’s not too hard to avoid my burning limbs.

My body’s ruined enough that it’s not hard to saw half of it off. Knifefighting guides me as I cut through flesh, muscle, and bone.

Suddenly, my body weighs several dozen pounds less.

The initial shock of the skill-disrupting field has worn off, and with some focus, I’m able to put together a shaky Shape Blood and keep my guts in. It’s not perfect, and the oppressive spell that the tree’s laid down decreases its integrity, but I’m able to manage it.

Immediately afterwards, I use Shape Self. I’m not able to guide it extremely well—normally, the skill requires a lot of mental focus in order to shape the complex parts of my body, and that definitely isn’t the case now.

I make a hasty fix. Rather than try to create a more useful set of limbs or tentacles like I’ve been doing—something that would require all too much focus, and something I can’t do while my skills are shaken by the heavy atmosphere—I create a single, sharp limb stemming from my waist. Flesh forms out of thin air, wrapping around the bloody stump where my organs are threatening to fall out.

It’s a hasty solution, and it kind of completely eliminates my ability to walk. Given the current shattered state of my base body and the imprecision of the disrupted Shape Self, I can’t create an accurate set of bones to link the sharp fin-like appendage to my spine.

It stops the bleeding, though.

Enough blood has escaped my body that when I Shape Blood again, I reach my limit of twenty gallons without coming close to removing all of the crimson liquid from the mud around me.

I manipulate myself back into the air, drawing on my enhanced magic reserves to keep me afloat when the entirety of my new weight is being supported by the blood under me.

Sierra reaches out to one side, and her hand vanishes for a brief instant. When it reappears, she’s holding her staff.

She casts Eclipse Devastator again, the scarlet glow in one of her eyes flaring back to lifewith the radiant white and midnight black of her skill.

My eyes are good enough to catch the instability of the skill, but it doesn’t look like she’s directing it anywhere near me, so I throw myself forward.

As I get closer and closer to the tree, Sierra manipulates her skill, annihilating grasping branches and freshly-born demons that spiral out from new spores. Few of the latter target me, though. Earlier, they chased after me despite my demonic status. Does Sierra just present a much tastier choice for them to attack now? Or is there something about my fresh soul damage that’s stopping them?

Maybe it’s the fact that I’m still on fire.

Whatever it is doesn’t matter. I continue forward. The white static sound of Sierra’s skill accompanies the wrathful wraithfire that’s still doing its best to devour me.

Wraithfire Resistance advanced to level 2!

That helps even more.

I slow my Shape Blood down as I get closer to the tree. I can feel its aura getting even more powerful. If left unchecked, I might not be able to use my skills at all.

Demons crawl out from cracks in the tree’s bark, teeming on its trunk like so many ants, but Eclipse Devastator wipes enough of them out to give me an opening.

I dive straight into a crack. Though they might be tiny in relation to the actual tree, each opening in the bark is large enough to fit a horse into. With a quick usage of Shape Self to reduce the size of the unwieldy fin that’s replaced my legs, I’m able to fit in just fine.

The inside of the tree is pitch black and surprisingly hollow. I thought I would have to dig my way in, but this place looks less like a true trunk and more like an anthill.

That comparison proves to be surprisingly apt when the still-burning wraithfire illuminates the area around me.

At first, I get the impression that the inside of the tree is just particularly bulbous, as if someone infected the bark with a pox of some kind, but then I realize what the lumps on the wood are.

Those are unfinished demon seeds. Hundreds of them.

There’s enough space for me to crawl around and climb in, so I start moving. Every movement I make sets seeds on fire. The dozen extra arms I gave myself have been burnt practically to cinders by the wraithfire, so I can’t really use them to climb. A couple of them have been reduced to bone and nothing else, the flesh and blood wholly consumed by the soul-devouring flame.

Still, even if I can’t move them, I can still manipulate my body in a way that puts them in contact with as much of the tree as possible.

Shape Blood assists me as I climb upwards end over end. The tree’s malicious aura grows in intensity as I climb, setting everything beneath me afire. I can only assume that that means I’m heading in the right direction.

A combination of instinct and existing knowledge from my amalgam tells me that there’s a main body to the tree, an equivalent to the brain or heart that’ll bring down the majority of the tree’s influence if I destroy it. A core of some kind.

As I continue to climb, the seeds above me start to hatch. The demons that emerge are unformed and slick with the tree’s oily sap. They’re unstable on their limbs, and some of them tumble and fall towards me as they lose their grip on the walls that they were born on, but there’s a lot of them.

Beneath me, the seeds I haven’t torched start to open as well.

They all seem reluctant to approach me, which the wraithfire probably contributes to.

Unfortunately for me, there’s enough of them that they’re going to overwhelm me if they attack me. I would use Bloodpath, but the destabilizing aura is increasing in intensity. I don’t want to take the chances on it breaking the skill so badly that I reform into broken parts of myself, unable to take action.

Instead, I use Shape Blood to propel me forth, dodging the demons as well as I can.

Less than a minute later, as the aura continues to grow stronger, my precautions are proven to be useful when another pulse of energy explodes out from above me and my Shape Blood fails. I’m close enough to a wall that I’m able to throw my arms out and catch myself before I fall, but the demons around me remain largely unaffected.

I reorient myself—and then I hear white static. A beam of light smashes through the tree above me as a stream of darkness so black that it makes the night around us seem bright passes under me.

How? Locate Person? Did Sierra just assume I needed help?

Whatever the case, I give her my thanks silently and continue to climb.

Soon enough, though, I realize my problem.

My wraithfire isn’t spreading enough.

The tree is catching, and I’ve left a trail of fiery destruction behind me, but it’s not spreading. It’s not devastating it like I wanted it to.

Wraithfire feeds on souls, and the demon tree doesn’t have enough of a soul to further fuel the flames.

I grimace as I slowly drag myself up. When I use Shape Blood again, it only lasts a second before the oppressive darkness tears the skill apart.

Around me, the demons continue to close.

I have to be getting close. For the aura to be this strong, I have to be.

Wraithfire Resistance advanced to level 3!

Now or never.

Relentless power bursts into my veins suddenly, accompanying my resolution to act. At the same time, I Siphon some of the wraithfire on my body. It barely reduces the intensity of the flame, but it gives me enough power to use a skill despite the dampening aura.

If the tree isn’t feeding the wraithfire the souls it needs, then I will.

I activate Soulknife, pouring as much magic power into it as I can, and I throw the dark red blade into my own flame.

One second after the blade containing my soul in it makes contact with the flame, a deep, bitter cold suffuses my entire body.

Two seconds after contact, my wraithfire explodes.

Black flame detonates over my body and the demons’ bodies and the tree and the air and everything around me, and I fall.

A hundred burning demons fall with me, and none of them have the resistances that I do.

Wraithfire Resistance advanced to level 4!

I reach my hands out, clawing at the rough bark on the inside of the tree, but I find no purchase. I scrabble at the tree’s innards with skinless fingers, failing to catch on as my flesh sloughs off despite my resistances.

I hit something that’s definitely not the ground, and it bursts. The oily sap of the tree spills over me, sticking to every part of my body, but it doesn’t try to Devour me like it did last time.

And then that, too, lights on fire.

I continue falling, smashing my frail frame onto outcroppings of seeds and branches within the tree.

Eventually, I stop. The final drop from the tree into the muddy ground is surprisingly soft. The mud sucks me in up to my shoulders, nearly submerging me, but I remain alive. I don’t bother to count the number of bones I’ve broken.

I lay there in the mud as it too ignites, waiting for one of us to die.

Wraithfire Resistance advanced to level 5!

I close my eyes, fire and darkness licking at the edge of the vision even with my lids shut.

I shake myself, opening my eyes. I need to stay conscious. Succumbing to unconsciousness in a state like this is a bad idea. I have enough memories to know that that’s how many have lost their lives.

I need to stay awake. I need to stay alive. I just need to hold out long enough for Sierra to arrive. I need to… I need…

My eyes close again, and the darkness takes me.

Objective updated: Burn it all down

The Flowering Demon burns.

You may now advance any two skills to their next tier!

Skills have already been selected.

 

Wraithfire advanced from Gold to Diamond!

Wraithfire became Soulpyre!

For the price of your soul, you will have a pyre that burns the world itself. Your flames increase in intensity, spread without your influence, and bypass all defenses.

Uses refreshed.

 

Devour advanced from Gold to Diamond! 

Consume your opponent and take everything they have. Activation time decreased. Devouring a foe now grants a temporary boost equal to 10% of their attributes. You temporarily gain their resistances. Devour can now be used as an offensive skill. Devour can now be used at range. Devouring a demon now grants you temporary access to a limited pool of its skills.

 

Bonus reward: 1000 XP gained!

XP: 1786/1200

Critical soul damage detected.

Soul not detected.

Would you like to level up?

            
Chapter 45: Forty-fifth, take what's yours

                I open my eyes to find myself looking into a sharp green stare. For a second, I wonder why Marie’s gaze holds so much concern for me. Before panic and confusion can set in, I register the rest of the body, remembering who else holds the same features.

One of Sierra’s eyes still holds light traces of crackling blue power, while red sparks drift around her green iris in the other. The remnants of her magic surround her. Though I have no skill to detect magic, she radiates a sense of soft power, as if she’s an angel.

No, not an angel. That word carries… the wrong connotation.

“You’re finally awake,” she says, sounding surprisingly peaceful. “Welcome back, my lady.”

My vision is blurry. With my demonic physiology, that shouldn’t be happening. Even if my eyes are damaged enough, Demonic Heritage should’ve brought me back by now.

I blink the blurriness out after a few seconds, and I prop myself up with my arms.

My lower body feels oddly light, and I realize the reason why when I try to stand.

I have no lower body.

The extraneous limbs that I set on fire are also all gone now. My hands come down on brittle, ashen bone that crumbles apart under my weight.

Enough vision returns to me that I finally get to take in my surroundings for the first time.

I’m still in the tree. The fruits of my efforts lie around me. Sunlight streams in through holes I’ve opened, and a neverending stream of black-and-white ash gently falls from the hollow tree above.

Wait, sunlight? When I fought the tree, night had just fallen. Has that much time already passed?

“It’s been ten hours,” Sierra says, answering my unasked question. “Though I wished to move you, your unconscious body resisted. Furthermore, I was otherwise occupied with search and rescue.”

I resisted? Interesting. I sort of expected to have another kind of vision like the ones accompanying my true evolution and the one that wasn’t exactly that.

Instead, all I remember is the last message from the system before I woke up.

Soul not detected. That’s certainly a scary message to pass out to, but it looks like the combination of Demonic Heritage and Soulless have kept me from dying.

My magic is fully restored, too, so I use a minute fraction of it to use Phantom Shape, creating ethereal legs for myself so I can get to my feet. While Shape Self doesn’t let me recreate my own limbs for some unknowable reason, Phantom Shape has no such restriction. With the demon tree’s aura gone, I can weave complex patterns together with no issue.

“You were stable when I found you,” Sierra says, a look of guilt creeping over her face. “I am truly sorry that—“

“It’s not a problem,” I tell her. I’ve been too wrapped up in my thoughts to respond. “I’m alive, and this is where I need to be.”

She nods.

“Forty-one people survived,” Sierra continues. “Forty-four if you count the three of us.”

“Adrian is alive, then,” I say. That surprises me. Though I lacked control over my body when the broken god took over, I distinctly remember distilling Adrian’s cyclone into a devastating ray and firing it back at him.

“Aunt Marie saved his life,” Sierra sighs. “He’ll pay dearly for that.”

“I’m not getting a particularly favorable impression of your aunt,” I tell her honestly. I don’t think I lke Marie even before taking into account the fact that she nearly killed me not twelve hours ago.

“I would be worried if you received a positive one,” she replies. “For what little it is worth, she was instrumental in evacuating the few remaining survivors.”

Forty-one other individuals, huh? I thought more people would make it through the generally weaker demons that the tree spawned into the city around us, but I suppose the people here are weak.

“I see you do not particularly care,” Sierra says. She shrugs. “There are some immediate effects on us, assuming you plan on continuing on working with us.”

“Such as?” I ask, kneeling with my phantom legs and pressing a hand to the “ground” inside the tree. Devour has just advanced, and I’d like to test it on the largest source of soul-restoring demon I have.

“We cannot stay in the Crowned Islands,” Sierra explains. “Adrian and I are both headed towards the Seven Kingdoms.”

That name is familiar to my memories. The Whitestar Kingdom is one of them, and I know that I have an objective to go there and find Sapphire.

I… don’t really want to go. After the events of my failed class evolution, I find myself not liking the idea of dealing with the half-elf again.

Before I make a resolution, though, I close my eyes and activate Devour.

Sierra gasps, and I hear her take a step back.

The skill feels different. At Diamond tier, it’s the single highest-tier skill I have. While going from Bronze to Gold just made the skill more effective, I barely even have to lower my physical body to eat it. Instead, energy surges into me, my hunger to grow manifesting itself in every pore of my body.

I open my eyes and realize why Sierra’s surprised.

Devour has manifested itself as a crimson-black storm. Tendrils of magic explode from me, wrapping my body in a dark malicious aura.

“If I didn’t know better,” Sierra says, “I would think that you were the avatar of the tree.”

I draw on Acting to give her a suitably disturbing smile. “I appreciate it.”

She shudders, but she smiles back. “Oh, one more thing.”

Power continues to surge into me through Devour, and though I don’t get an instant notification about an XP gain, warmth begins to return to my frigid core.

The warmth dissipates almost as soon as it comes, swirling around my soul aimlessly. It doesn’t disappear entirely, but it just… sits there. It does nothing of its own.

Right. The notification I received was that my soul was gone, and while consuming the demons helps patch it up, I don’t think it can create something from nothing.

I hope the latent soul energy I’m gathering from the tree is enough to put my system back together. If I have to go another level with it telling me that I’m going to have my progression critically hamstringed because of the state of my soul, I’m going to kill something.

Okay, I’m going to kill something either way, but if my system doesn’t recover, I’m going to be angry while doing it.

“Broken gods,” Sierra whispers. “A Diamond? At level twelve?”

I continue Devouring the tree. On something of this scale, the effect is less of complete annihilation and more of an embrittlement. Around us, the midnight-black wood loses its color, slowly becoming a greyish off-white as power surges into me.

The sensation of so much soul energy flowing into me is ecstasy. I want to stay in this moment forever.

A thunderous strike not quite like Marie’s lightning nearly shakes me out of the skill. I look up, keeping my Diamond Devour going as a hole the size of a small building appears halfway up the tree. An attack has punched clean through it, leaving an entrance and exit wound so big that I’m worried the tree tumbling over.

My own skill’s weakened the integrity of the structure, but that’s not what concerns me. If it falls, I have Bloodpath to evacuate.

No, my worry is about what that attack means. Forty-one survivors, Sierra said, and I don’t remember a single person having a skill that could do something like this.

“Right,” Sierra sighs. “I was supposed to inform you of this. I had hoped that we would be able to evacuate the area before this happened. The hands we’ve been dealt, I suppose.”

“What—“ I pause as another strike lands on the tree. This one clips the edge, so the tree stays standing for the time being. “Who’s attack is this?”

“As part of our agreement with Aunt Marie, we are the designated villains of this story,” Sierra says, exhaling deeply. “Adrian and I, that is. Aunt Marie informed them that we have summoned demons and harnessed their power, and she’s urged them to kill us. You were never mentioned. If you choose to, you may stay here.”

“I’m not staying here,” I reply immediately. As another attack shakes the foundation of the lifeless tree, Devour completes.

Temporary attribute points gained!

Due to soul limitations, you have been restricted to +50 in each attribute.

Time remaining: 1:00

 

Devour granted +10691 XP!

XP: 12747/1200

 

Soul not detected.

Excess XP detected.

Excess sufficient.

Initiating correction.

9999 excess XP consumed.

Nascent demonic soul formed.

 

Where there was swirling warmth in a formless, frigid void just moments ago, there is now a single solid spark of life. In an instant, the wisps of soul energy slam into my recreated soul. The effect is immediate and vast—a spark becomes a candle becomes a bonfire. Sensation returns to every part of me. The tree collected energy from a city’s death, and now I collect energy from it in turn.

You have advanced to level 13!

All stats increased by 1.

You have gained 3 stat points.

You have advanced to level 14!

All stats increased by 1.

You have gained 3 stat points.

Due to your traits and actions, you have gained the Silver-tier skill Divine Resistance.

Due to your traits and actions, every Bronze-tier skill increases its current level by 5 to a maximum of 10.

Due to your traits and actions, every Silver-tier skill increases its current level by 10 to a maximum of 25. 

I am overflowing with power. A dark star burns bright within me, begging to be let out. The world feels sharper. More fragile.

I reach my hand up towards the sky as if I can hold the sun in the palm of my hand, and the tree starts to crumble.

I cast Shape Blood, and several thousand gallons of blood rise from the ground around us, exsanguinating every last demon here. Black and crimson fluid flies upward under the force of my will, sealing holes and propping up falling structures.

“Who are we facing?” I manage to say. Each word I utter is a struggle, as if pronouncing the syllables in the wrong order will kill the woman in front of me.

Sierra’s eyes are wide, her jaw hanging slightly open. When she speaks, it’s without any of the refinement that I’ve grown to expect from her. “The Crowned King’s men. Evelyn, what the fuck—“

“Do you mind,” I eke out, “if I kill them?”

She’s barely started to shake her head when I explode upwards, giving in to my impulses.

My body turns to blood as my awareness expands. Within moments, I fill the entirety of the inside of the tree. I control thousands of gallons of blood and I am the blood.

I have taken everything I can from the tree. With barely an effort, I turn the brittle, crumbling bark into ash, turning myself into a titan of spears and explosive power.

The vast magic I have access to right now is temporary. The boosted stats I have—over quadruple what I had earlier—will last for only sixty seconds.

But that’s all I need.

Magic (Power) is currently at 64. Magic (Meta) matches it at 57. At a level this high, I finally understand what the latter attribute means. The first means that any skill I use will carry power that far eclipses anything these people can offer.

The second means that the wording of the spells aren’t restrictions but guidelines.

I use Locate Person, and I twist the skill. Rather than trying to locate a single person, I locate people, period.

I’m bombarded with information, but with my mind currently operating at truly superhuman speeds thanks to the temporary 67 I have in the stat, I can process all of it.

Sierra is in the city. Adrian and Marie are not.

One hundred and seventy-five enemies stand against me.

Unlike the guards I’ve grown used to, these would’ve truly posed a threat to me before today. The lowest-leveled individual here is level 20. The highest is a whopping level 45 in her primary class and 29 in her second. Each one of these could be a Noren, someone that could’ve killed me with barely a thought.

It took me over an hour of planning and a number of lucky chances to take down Noren.

It takes me three seconds to decide on a course of action this time.

I spread myself over the city, expanding my body of blood until I’m a scarlet cloud hovering over the entirety of what once was Ravendale.

From here, I can see why there were so few survivors. The entire city’s collapsed in on itself, revealing chunks of what must’ve been the undercity. In multiple areas, it looks as if the land has simply been upended on itself. Parts of the city fall into the void even as I watch, and open portals to alternate-reality fragments aren’t an uncommon sight.

One hundred and seventy-five men and women are interspersed through the city in squads of three to ten.

Time remaining: 0:49

With such a high Magic (Meta) stat, I can break Paralyzing Bite down into its components. Rather than injecting it via bite, I apply paralyzing poison to my blood.

I rain myself down onto the city.

A Misty Mirage duplicates the entire bloodstorm as I fall, redoubling the force. I avoid the crumbling tree in which Sierra hides, but that turns out to be unnecessary when she blinks out of the range of my Locate Person a second later. Hiding in another dimension? A long-range teleport anchor?

Whatever it is, she’s safe, and I have free reign over the city.

To their credit, the people who were deployed to take Adrian, Sierra, and the demons down aren’t helpless. Around the city, every single squad erects defenses. Forcefields that protect them from my venomous blood, anti-magic measures that vaporize the blood before it hits them, and a dozen other types of effects slow my advance. Some of them just take the blood head-on, the venom not strong enough to work its way through their innate defenses or their armor.

Those who don’t use magical defenses are sorely punished for it when my second attack lands.

For each of the 175 enemies I face, I create four Blood Echos, each of them using Bloodpath to enhance their power. Not an interaction that I can normally do, but I have the power to do it now.

I give each of my seven hundred copies a Soulknife.

And then I pour my Soulpyre over the city.

It’s a bit overkill, especially since I won’t regain the special skill for nine days, but I want to exercise my enhanced power while I have it. My soul is so overloaded by the excess that I gained from the consumption of the tree that even the loss of seven hundred Soulknife usages won’t bring me to a dangerous level of soul damage.

Blood burns. My soul burns.

The city burns.

It catches like dry tinder in a wildfire. My seven hundred copies provide shots of gasoline to make the blaze that much more intense.

A rainbow flame dances over the city, igniting it in mere seconds. Blues intense enough to outshine the midday sky, reds and yellows that match the sun in their intensity, and pure black that sucks the light from around it.

I don’t need enhanced senses to hear the screaming.

Fifteen seconds have passed.

Time remaining: 0:34

In the first five seconds after my Soulpyre blazes down from the sky, one hundred and thirty-one people die.

Trait earned: Killer III

Requirements: Kill 50 beings that possess levels.

 

Trait earned: Killer IV

Requirements: Kill 100 beings that possess levels

In the next five, thirty-four more perish.

Unlike Wraithfire, Soulpyre bends to my will, so I avoid it as I drop my body down from the sky, coalescing myself back into an almost-humanoid form once more.

Those who still survive must have resistances or even immunities to wraithfire and their ilk, but that’s no barrier to me.

When I touch down on the ground, clearing the flames from my landing spot, a dozen skills come flying my way.

I Siphon them all, and I send them right back.

I become a blur of blood, disappearing and reappearing next to each of the remaining living souls. I Siphon their skills. I Devour their protection.

It takes me eight seconds to kill nine people. My Soulpyre claims each of their corpses, igniting their souls and all their worldly equipment before the previous body even hits the ground.

Time remaining: 0:16

With my time running out, I use Locate Person to find the last living person in this city.

Name: Jayce Bard

Age: 35

Race: Elf

Class: Survivor

Level: 27

Last used skill: Wraithfire Immunity

I dismiss the rest of his status sheet, choosing instead to land in front of him.

He’s not anywhere close to the highest-leveled person out of his comrades. I’m surprised he’s lived this long.

“B-back away!” he shouts as I appear in front of him. “S-stop! Please!”

I melt into a puddle of blood. A blink of an eye later, I remanifest myself directly behind him.

“Hello, Jayce,” I whisper.

He wheels around, falling on his ass in the process. His eyes are wide with fear. “Who are you?”

Time remaining: 0:11

“I get that question a lot,” I say. “Why don’t you figure it out yourself?”

I step forward and sink a knife into his gut, sliding it through steel armor like it’s butter.

Jayce Bard screams, and then blue light surrounds him and he disappears.

Fifty-three seconds have passed, and I am the last living being in Ravendale.

With my remaining seven seconds, I spread myself wide, searching for Sierra.

My enhanced Locate Person finds her three miles away from Ravendale. I use the final second of the boost from the tree to teleport myself there, using a particularly twisted, powerful version of Bloodpath and Shape Blood to shimmy my way to her as a single drop of blood.

I reform inside a tavern, much to the surprise of its current patrons.

“Sierra,” I greet the mage. “Adrian.”

Power leaks out of me like a sieve, the temporary effects of my Diamond-tier Devour finally wearing off. I feel lesser for it immediately, but it’s tempered by the fact that I know that one day, I’ll be able to do this again.

“Evelyn,” Sierra says.

Adrian lets out a low whistle. “Gods asunder, how the fuck do you exist? I felt that from here!”

“Can I get you ladies something?” the barkeep asks, apparently totally unphased by my sudden appearance.

I cock my head, drawing on Acting to find an appropriate response.

“Your worst ale,” I request. “Put it on their tab.”

“Coming right up, miss,” the barkeep says.

Sierra raises an eyebrow. “You’re coming with us, then? To the Seven Kingdoms?”

“I sure fucking hope so,” the Warrior and lately water mage mutters. “Don’t kill me, please.”

I consider it. My previous statement was a combination of instinct and Acting, but I want to confirm what I feel.

What I felt just now, the ecstasy of power… that’s not something I’ll get frequently in the Crowned Islands. It’s pretty clear that this kind of demonic invasion just isn’t something that happens.

It was short notice, but I’m sure the Crowned King sent a force of his best men, and they lasted less than sixty seconds against me.

I’m not going to be able to grow if those are the strongest opponents I have to face.

As much as I’m growing to dislike Sapphire and Marie, I can’t help but agree with one of their statements.

Adversity has built my power, and there’s none of that left for me here.

The entire world is out there just waiting for me to devour it, and I’m happy to oblige.

“Yeah,” I say. “Yeah, I think I will.”

            
Chapter 46: Last, never look back [Book 1 Epilogue]

                Lothel, the Crowned City

“We have sent the First Elite Company into fire and flame. We have sent them to end wars before they can start. We have sent them into a hell. You’re telling me they failed?”

“Forgive me, your majesty, but they did,” Ashley Kane says, bowing her head as she kneels. “Killed almost to the last man.”

She lets the king process that. King Lysander, first of his name, has only reigned over the Crowned Islands for half a decade. Ashley still clearly remembers the night the heirless monarch before him died.

She can’t help but feel that the previous ruler would’ve handled this better.

“At ease,” King Lysander finally says, stroking his wispy beard. The gesture looks stupid on him, but Ashley is a lowly daughter of a duke, not even the heiress. Speaking here would be out of turn.

Even so, she’s tempted to give him a piece of his mind. If it weren’t for the particular circumstances of their current situation, she truly might have. Ashley doesn’t fear the king.

But this is not a political competition. For the first time in over a decade, Ashley has borne witness to something—or someone—stronger than her.

There’s a reason a Kane is delivering this message and not a designated courier.

“Almost to the last man,” the king of the Crowned Islands says. “There were survivors, then?”

“One,” Ashley says. “One survivor.”

She uses her Personal Space, retrieving a green sphere the size of her fist from her pocket dimension, and she pushes her magic into it.

Three seconds later, a gate in space opens, connecting the throne room to a certain hospital hundreds of miles away. The guards all rise in uproar at the same time, each of them offering a different threat towards the Noble Archer.

Ashley glances at them disdainfully. If she’d come here with the intent to hurt King Lysander, she would’ve killed him before any of them could even react.

“This is Jayce Bard,” Ashley says. “The sole remaining soldier from your elite force.”

Elite force. What a joke. Ashley’s never had an interest in anything military, but she hasn’t spent her entire life in the Crowned Islands. The Kane family is multinational, and she’s attended and participated in enough tournaments over the years outside this backwater to understand the true scope of power in this world.

Not that Ashley can throw stones. Though she is advanced for this place, she knows that she’s barely above average outside of the Crowned Islands. The strongest of the elites were on her level. She would do well to remember that.

“Bard,” King Lysander says. “Report.”

On the other end of the portal anchor, a heavily bandaged man speaks. “It was… a massacre.”

“By who?” Lysander asks. “The demon cultists?”

Ashley rolls her eyes. The official story is that two cultists alone managed the demonic invasion of Ravendale. She’s seen the destroyed city herself. Two people managing that level of annihilation? Here? Impossible.

Jayce shakes his head. “It was… it was no cultist.”

It?

“Then who?” Lysander asks, gripping the armrests of his gilded throne.

“One woman,” Jayce says. “It was one woman.”

Ashley’s blood runs cold. One?

“One woman…” she mutters. “You didn’t tell me that.”

Lysander barks out a laugh. “You must be joking.”

“Never, your majesty,” Jayce says, wincing. “I live to serve.”

King Lysander turns his gaze towards Ashley. “Lady Kane. I seem to recall you lead a pack of hunters yourself.”

This time, it’s Ashley’s turn to wince. “I do.”

“Then you will find her and execute her,” King Lysander says. “See it done.”

Of course.

For a second, Ashley considers killing the king where he sits. She could manage it.

Then again, this could be informative. She hasn’t fought demons in a long time. The closest she’s come recently is the anomaly extermination she conducted just a few weeks ago.

This is by no means a death sentence.

“Fine,” she says, abandoning all pretense of formality. “I’ll get my people.”

Not the ones that she brought to the anomalous site. Ashley did that as a favor. Those kids won’t last a single second against Ashley, let alone something that can devastate a city in a single minute.

Idly, she wonders what’s become of the girl she saved there. Evelyn, the guard whose entire squad was lost. Ashley wonders if she should introduce her to Jayce. The two might bond over their shared tragedy.

She shakes her head. There’s more important events to attend to right now.

The Noble Hunter runs through her list of options. She remembers names, alliances that she can draw on.

She can do this.

“The kingdom is counting on you,” Lysander says.

Ashley knows enough about the green king to detect the hint of poorly-masked fear in his voice.

“I won’t let you down,” she says, turning. “Before I go, Jayce. I’d like a name. That would make this much easier.”

“I… only saw for a second,” Jayce says from his bed. “My Appraise was only active for a second before Last Resort saved me.”

“But you got the name?”

He nods once.

“Evelyn,” he says. “Evelyn Carnelian.”

The gate closes silently. Ashley looks down to see the remnants of the anchor, crushed in her hand.

She’s gone before the king can say another word.

 

9th Line Railway Service, somewhere in the Crowned Islands

“Your tickets, please,” Anderson Wiles says.

The two men in row twelve, car three hand him their tokens. Anderson draws subtly on his Magnetic Grasp, drawing the fingernail-sized bronze circles to his hand. One of the passengers whistles appreciatively at the demonstration of magic, tossing him a copper coin as a tip.

Anderson tips his hat, gratefully taking it. He used the skill out of laziness, not a desire to earn extra coin, but he’ll take his opportunity to run these assholes’ pockets.

With one hand, he accepts their tip. With the other, he continues his Magnetic Grasp, drawing a few extra silvers from their unguarded bags, nodding and smiling at his marks as he does.

“Thank you for your patronage,” Anderson says, and he moves on. With any luck, they won’t notice he’s stolen from them until long after he’s left the car.

He sighs, continuing towards the back of the train, collecting tickets as he does. Today’s take isn’t bad. Anderson’s shift is done soon.

I’ll get off at one of the coastal cities, he thinks. Good food, good wine, the services of a pretty girl.

At last, he’s at the back of the third car. Row twenty-five, car three.

Anderson stops short when he sees who’s sitting there.

Two young women perhaps half his age and twice as beautiful as every woman he’s seen in the last month combined look up towards him with an expression that he chooses to parse as eager.

“Your tickets, please,” he says, barely able to contain his excitement.

The third member of their party—a brown-haired, green-eyed boy—stares towards Anderson with a glare that could melt steal.

He ignores him.

“We… we don’t have any,” one of the girls says. The red-eyed one.

“Evelyn—“ the other one starts.

“Shush,” ‘Evelyn’ says, cutting her companion off. “I want him.”

“He hasn’t done anything wrong,” the other girl says. Anderson mentally labels her as the unfun one. “Though I’d ask you return those coins.”

“Huh?” Anderson says. “How—what coins?”

The unfun girl stares at him and sighs.

“I’m going,” Evelyn says. “Stop me if you want.”

“Not my problem if he’s too much for you,” her partner replies.

So even the unfun girl can be entertaining.

Evelyn rises from her seat, flashing Anderson a flirtatious smile. “Shall we?”

She takes his hand and kisses it, setting Anderson’s heart pounding like his hammers. Anderson doesn’t even notice that she’s leading him until the door between train cars is open and she steps out.

An instant later, the world flashes red and Anderson feels a sickening lurch of movement in his gut.

When it clears, somehow, they’re standing on top of the train.

“Anderson Wiles,” Evelyn says, every bit of her warm demeanor gone. “You have something I want.”

Every single instinct in Anderson’s brain tells him to fight. Rusty habits from years on the battlefield return to him as the wind blows at him where he stands.

“I can gain skills on a level-up if I get them temporarily,” Evelyn mutters. “I like your magnets. Care to share?”

The girl who seemed so warm just a few seconds ago has become an entirely different person.

“I don’t know who you are, bitch,” Anderson says, activating his Electromagnetism for the first time in over a year.

He might be rusty, but by the gods, he’s still the strongest enforcer the Ravendale mafia ever had. At level 21, he can easily tear a girl apart with his power. It’ll hurt him to ruin a face this pretty, but his instincts have never failed him.

Lightning flashes around him, and he forces it to surge forth, conducting himself along with it.

And then his lightning stops.

Black and red energy meets it, and somehow… it’s eating his magic. His lightning disintegrates, feeding into a vortex in front of Evelyn’s hand.

“Not bad,” Evelyn says, and then she melts into blood.

Before Anderson can even react, he hears her voice again behind him. “But not good enough.”

He feels cold metal touch his throat, and then he feels nothing at all.

 

UCC Underground Site 17

“What’cha make of this, Sy?”

“Knock it off with the accent, Rin. They don’t talk like that here.”

“Fiiiiine.”

Simon sighs, placing a hand to his forehead. “What I make of this is that someone higher up has left a mess for us to clean up.”

“Yeah, no shit,” Rin replies, dropping the cutesy voice. “You wanna just void this shit? Torch it with some of the good stuff?”

“This is the Crowned Islands, Rin,” Sy says. “What do you think the Coalition’ll do to us if we excise part of it into unreality? We’ll do this the normal way.”

“Aw, maaaan,” Rin says, drawing out the word. “That takes so loooong. You really like the rules too much, Sy.”

“And you’re just waiting for a chance to get yourself demoted, Rin,” Sy replies in turn. “Come on. We have a site to clear.”

Rin sighs petulantly.

Sy rolls his eyes. Rin is two years his senior and level 49 in her cloaked class. There’s no reason that she should be acting like a child.

Then again, she’s always been like this. At least she’s reliable. Strong, too.

The two of them set off, exploring the run down site. The majority of US-17 is a bog-standard UCC site. It’s the only one in the entirety of the Crowned Islands, but it doesn’t differ much from the usual. Rin and Sy have cleared at least a dozen of these by now.

They all have the same stories. Of course, the way they get there is different, but every single tale can be boiled down to a few simple steps.

First, an anomaly gets loose.

Second, site personnel either utterly fails to contain it or the anomaly demonstrates power far beyond what it should have.

Third, it unleashes havoc upon the site.

Last, the sudden increase in anomalous behavior tears further rifts in reality, creating a self-perpetuating cycle that leads to annihilation of the staff in the area.

US-17 has all the hallmarks of a standard breach.

All except one.

“This place is awfully not-trashed, isn’t it?” Rin asks, running her hand along a wall.

“Yeah,” Sy says, looking around. His Arcane Eye is always watching, observing the area for anything out of the ordinary, but he can’t help the reflex to look around manually. “Evac was successful.”

“You don’t see that much,” Rin mutters. “They have warning or something? I don’t think the shitters we sent here would be able to survive a breach even if they were ready.”

“Nothing contained here was particularly dangerous,” Sy says. “They locked it down all nice for us, too.”

If they hadn’t, the two of them would have come here far earlier. There is a difference between an active breach and a sort-of-sealed breach, after all.

“The anomalies in the area are surprisingly quiet,” Sy says.

“Makes sense aboveground,” Rin says. Her eyes glow softly, an indication that she’s staring into the past. “Site countermeasures were deployed. Entire place is glassed for a mile in every direction.”

“Yet the lab is still intact,” Sy says. “I wonder why.”

He draws harder on Arcane Eye, pushing it out, and then he pauses.

“I think I may have found some signs of life,” he says. “Shall we put them out?”

“On it, boss,” Rin says sardonically.

The two of them clasp wrists, and Rin triggers her Timeslip, using a location provided by Rin’s skill and convincing the timeline that yes, actually, we were walking here.

They appear in a broken laboratory. Crushed skeletons doused in dried coppery blood dot the floor.

“Not here,” Sy says. “Wrong place. There’s nothing living here.”

“It’s my skill,” Rin replies. “I’m never wrong.”

Her eyes glow even brighter, and Sy imagines he can see the images of the past in her pupils.

While Rin stares into the past of this broken lab, Sy uses his Arcane Eye, reorienting himself in the labyrinthine site.

This time, he sees the life clearly.

Sy frowns. Something is trapped in an airtight coffin in a section marked Experimental Errors, which he’s reasonably sure is non-standard.

Should he kill it? Doctrine insists that he do so.

Suddenly, the facility rumbles, nearly shaking him out of his observation skill. He almost falls over under the force of it, but he’s far too experienced to let that happen. Exactly five seconds later, it stops.

An earthquake? Here? Now?

No. Whatever’s just happened is not a coincidence. It never is. Not when Rin and Sy are both here.

“Shit,” Rin says, gasping as her pupils return to their normal purple. “Let’s torch this place and get out. We need to do it fast.”

“What?” Sy asks, reorienting his skill. “What do you mean?”

The coffin is open.

No ordinary earthquake indeed.

“I read the past,” Rin says. “One of the priority targets was here. Clearwater.”

Sapphire.

“Fuck,” Sy says. “What was she doing?”

“Creating something,” Rin replies. “A demonic being. I don’t know how she infiltrated us this fast.”

“Then torch,” Sy says. “Shit. Do we know if the experiment was successful?”

Is that even a question? Site 17 experienced a breach, after all.

Rin nods. “I have enough information to do a basic back-trace, but, Sy?”

“Yes?” Sy is already kneeling, drawing a magic pattern on the ground.

“She knew I’d be coming for her.”

Sy looks up. “She’ll always know. We need to get out before more of her plans can come to fruition.”

Things start falling into place. The lone surviving anomaly. The cleanliness of the site. The sudden rumbling.

One coincidence is luck. Two is a pattern. Three is enemy action.

Rin helps him with the ritual. It’s simple, and long years spent repeating it with each other make it a cinch to use.

They draw a burning black star on the ground of Underground Site-17, calling on the well of power that the UCC has bound to its core.

“As above,” Sy starts.

“So below,” Rin completes, and the star flashes bright.

The air becomes heavier from one instant to another, marking the transition between realities. It’s an expensive ritual, one that undermines the UCC’s central power to use. This reality will degrade over the course of the next hour, utterly annihilating the entire broken site in the time, but it’ll cost the life’s work of dozens of UCC mages.

“They aren’t gonna be happy about this, are they?”

“Of course they won’t be,” Sy sighs. “I’ll explain.”

“You’ll explain later,” Rin says. “I have a lead on the demon girl. Caught it in the blood. It’s faint. Gotta follow it while we can.”

“Fine,” Sy says. “We’ll link up with whatever site is in the area. Where are we heading?”

“The Seven Kingdoms,” Rin says. “You ready?”

“No.”

Rin laughs, clasping wrists with Sy once more.

This time, it’s his turn to cast. He uses a Plane Shift to return them to reality.

The Seven Kingdoms, huh?

“Off we go, then,” Rin says. “To our next adventure.”

They never even think to check on the gaping void in reality behind them.

 

UCC Underground Site 17 (Nullspace)

But something is still in there.

And he survives.

He has survived all this time, and he’ll not stop just because he’s been isolated from this reality.

Until now, he has known nothing but a coffin that has tried to kill him in every way possible. Drowning, fire, poison, acid, blades, esoteric magical effects… and now, the void.

Void Resistance [Progress: 37/100]

He’ll find any way he can to follow those he’s witnessed. The female demon who chanced upon his coffin. The two that have just abandoned him in a dying world. Everyone in between.

Name: ???

Age: 0

Race: ???

Class: Adaptor

Level: 0

XP: 0/100

 

Resistances

Universal Resistance (Tourmaline) - lvl 99

 

The Nameless Sea

“Six days until landfall,” Sierra says. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m wondering why we didn’t use an anchor,” Adrian grumbles.

“Too easy to track, silly,” Sierra says. “Also, it’s in our contract with Marie. No teleportation.”

The Warrior sighs. “I’m going back belowdecks. I don’t do well with the ocean.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Hydrokinetic can’t handle the water?”

“He’s tried to control the ocean before,” Sierra reveals. “The entirety of it. Hasn’t enjoyed it much ever since.”

I chuckle at that.

“I was serious,” Sierra says. “How are you feeling? Are you going to be okay?”

“Okay?” I ask.

Okay is a foreign concept. There is only the Evelyn that pursues her goal and the Evelyn that doesn’t, and all I know is that I’m currently the former.

“I guess so.”

“Good to hear,” Sierra says. “It’ll be nice to have a fresh start.”

“A new world to explore for me,” I say.

“People will be following us,” she says quietly, changing tone. “With how much of a mark you made, I won’t be surprised if there’s people waiting for us too. They’re not going to be peaceful.”

I smile, drawing a knife and tossing it up in the air.

As it falls, I Devour it, reducing the blade and hilt into nothingness.

“And neither will I.”

The boat continues on, ferrying us to the next chapter of our lives.
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