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1

 

 

There.  

An ever so subtle, yet delicious odor of pain swirled in the air.  

Pulsating somewhere among the ruins of an ancient fortress, the alluring smell caught Kane Zerriah’s attention. 

From his bird’s-eye view as he flew across the moonlit sky with wings flapping lazily – just enough to keep him afloat – he found the remnants of the dilapidated fortress draped in the moonlight. Every protruding, craggy structure painted long shadows around itself, creating an interesting play of silvery white and coal black. Interesting for a hunter, at least, whose job often was to move undetected in the environment’s contrasting color palette – at one second blending in with the light, and in the next moment sneaking through darkness.  

Wind washed across Kane’s face as he descended, the cool air filling his nostrils and making his ear-length black hair flail about his head. He swiftly scanned the surroundings for anything – or anyone – worth paying attention to, but the ruins seemed mostly desolate – save for the alluring scent, of course, which increased slightly.  

Aiming for a cluster of broken pillars on the outskirts of the torn fortress, he swooped in like an airborne shadow and landed softly on the gravel ground. A few crows gathered in the shadows squawked hoarsely. Dry branches cracked when they scattered from the surrounding lifeless bushes and took off. Shiny things reflecting the moonlight dangled in their beaks. 

As Kane watched them disappear against the black sky, he noticed something else glimmer where they had been. He could faintly smell it, too. It carried an almost unnoticeable odor of negativity, even subtler than the one he came here to investigate. Scorched wood and roasted meat also hid somewhere in the exotic mix of smells.   

Kane snuck past the closest pillars and waded through the dry bushes until he reached the spot where the black birds had been. 

He passed multiple crow carcasses spread on the ground – all burnt to crispy pieces of coal. Stepping over them and pushing away the last branches, his eyes widened when he uncovered the dead body lying there – not because it was a dead body, of course, but because it was… an orc. 

“What the hell?” he whispered, feeling his stomach muscles tighten. It made no sense. Orcs, goblins, ghouls, daemons and all such crude races had been permanently driven out of Sanctishi during The Great Expulsion fifteen years earlier when the Blight Leeches’ former ruler, Grandrir, inherited the throne.  

During those fifteen years, only three orcs had been caught wandering around in this universe. And as expected, they’d been swiftly wiped out before their corpses were shipped straight back to their home world with a grave warning to their people.  

Leave us alone, or die. 

Grimacing, Kane flipped the beastly humanoid over on its back and scanned the dark gray-blue corpse from head to toes while pulling in the sweet stench of death.  

A female orc. Even pretty, in her own grisly way.  

Surely, it could have been a coincidence? Simply a stray one that got away and was quickly taken out by Sanctishi’s brutal wildlife? Yes, it indeed seemed probable.  

But still… something just felt off. 

Coagulated blood covered her beastly facial features. Bruises and gashes went diagonally from her rugged brow and down to her jawline. Even her large, pointy ears and nose bore marks of a recent battle – most likely the one that ended her existence. 

Had even a minor whiff of life remained in her, Kane could have devoured her negatively charged essence and nourished himself with it. Unfortunately, merely a diminishing aroma lingered, and soon no trace of her ever being alive would be left at all.  

Kane scratched his clean-shaven chin, wondering how an orc had managed to cross the dimensional border to Sanctishi? Not only was it heavily booby-trapped by energetically installed security systems that would literally disintegrate intruders into their constituent energy parts, but a group of appointed members of The Divine Watchers always monitored Sanctishi’s metaphysical borders – ever vigilant and ready to question and / or terminate any interdimensional beings attempting to visit this world.  

Kane crouched by the dead orc and slid his fingers across her shoulders, chest and hips, inspecting her closer.  

The jewelry-loving birds had ripped her clothing to ragged shreds in order to get to the good stuff. A few remaining pieces of a gold necklace that had clearly been forcefully torn from her neck littered her chest. Likewise, other remnants of shiny things spread around her hands, and one of her ears was bloody from having rings ripped straight out of the earlobe.   

Greedy little bastards. Kane knew from experience they would steal anything they could get their poky beaks on. He’d even seen an old, defenseless fellow get his prosthetic silver eye hacked straight out of his skull by a flock of these merciless winged rats – while he was alive and screaming. When they were done with him, only a large, bloody crater remained where his fake eye had been. And they were smart, too. Working together, they quickly realized how to best disable their target in order to get what they wanted. 

Goosebumps fluttered down Kane’s spine at the thought of it, knowing he’d electrocute an entire legion of them if they ever tried something like that on him. But of course they wouldn’t; he was way beyond even the highest leveled crows. To him, they were a mere nuisance, like background noise – or in this case, someone who stole loot he could have use for. 

Switching focus back to the female orc, he further examined what she wore. Pieces of well-crafted bronze armor protected her shoulders, elbows and groin. Metallic gauntlets covered her hands. They were deeply charred and even smelled roasted, as if she’d been shooting fire from her palms. 

Interesting, he thought, ignoring her dirty boots for the severely dented helmet that lay cracked next to her beaten face. Black feathers poked out from the top of it – well, what had been feathers. Now they were mangled so badly it looked like someone had had a pillow fight with a chainsaw.  

“Hm,” Kane mumbled. Perhaps the crows hadn’t liked her cocky display of probable bird-torture, and they were the ones who’d killed her? Could a few crows kill an orc, though?  

Especially an orc of this calibre… 

Kane touched the brownish red robe draped over her light armor. Made of fine linen, but too shredded to be worth anything. Orcish symbols adorned the edges of it, and although they meant nothing to Kane, he nevertheless knew what they signified. He wrinkled his nose in disgust, because this female wasn’t just any regular old orc; she was an Orc Mystic.  

That explains how she could have bypassed the dimensional security, he thought as his eyes moved back to her charred gauntlets. Orc Mystics were powerful fire mages – and they became more powerful the more they leveled up.   

This meant she was the one who had fried those dead crows who lay around here like crispy chickens. Orc Mystics were also the only kind of orcs with an understanding of the metaphysical and magical aspects of reality. An accomplished Mystic knew how to request favors from the spirits, and could even temporarily borrow their powers, while the rest of their brutal race barely had enough intelligence to bash heads in with clubs and axes. Well, not entirely true, to be fair, but still… Kane grimaced yet again. Technically, even if she was a Mystic, she still could be a single stray orc who got fed up and wanted to do something else.  

“I don’t like it,” he whispered, and set up a reminder for himself to discuss the matter with the other members of his guild when he returned to their meeting place later. If they even believed him. A dead orc in Sanctishi, all alone, one and a half decades after The Great Expulsion?  

Riiight. Not likely, mister! 

With a second glance at the dead orc, he smiled. Oh, they would believe him, alright. He equipped his triple-enchanted and magically imbued sword – the Pain-Eater. 

 

*** 
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Name : Pain-Eater +3 

Type : One-Handed Sword 

Rarity : C Grade 

Physical Attack : 337 

Magic Attack : 246 

Special Ability 1 : Consume Blight 

Special Ability 2 : Cut to Scan 

Attack Speed : Fast 

Durability : 11221 / 13000 

Weight : 1.9lb 

Description : Easy to wield like a katana, and shaped like a modified dao, the Pain-Eater is a lightweight one-handed sword invented by Kane Zerriah. It slices through meat and metal alike, dealing both physical and magic damage. Enchanted thrice to substantially increase its physical and magic attack, plus imbued with magical elements that grants it additional special abilities. 

  

Special Ability 1 : Consume Blight 

Imbued with Kane’s own insatiable hunger for Blight, the Pain-Eater enables him to acquire nourishment simply by dealing damage to Blight-infected beings. 

  

Special Ability 2 : Cut to Scan 

The Pain-Eater automatically scans a target’s stats, regardless of it being alive or not. 

 

*** 

 

Kane lifted the Pain-Eater above his head, enjoying the prickling sensation of it in his hand as a web of ocean blue energy flashed across the reflective blade and its rugged hilt. With a lightning-fast downward swoop, he severed the female orc’s neck, slicing her head clean off. At the very moment it separated from her body, Kane automatically absorbed information about who she had been via the Pain-Eater’s special ability Cut to Scan.  

The dead orc’s class information printed across his field of vision: 

 

*** 
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Name : Orc Fire Shaman 

Type : Humanoid 

Level : 29 

Disposition : Inquisitive 

HP : 0 / 573 

Physical Attack : 101 

Magic Attack : 72 

Speed : 120 

Attack Range : 40 

XP : 2776 

Blight : 3% 

Description : Through a series of transcendent rituals, Orc Fire Shamans have been awakened to the essence of Fire, enabling them to command fire spirits rather than merely asking favors of them. An accomplished Orc Fire Shaman may entrap such spirits within themselves, thereby acquiring a select amount of their spells, skills and abilities – based on the relative power of the shaman. 

 

*** 

 

Kane smirked without enthusiasm. She had been decently powerful and high-leveled, then. Too bad she was already dead when he found her, which meant he wouldn’t receive any XP bonus. 

Neither would he receive any infusion of her Blight, since the dead carried no active negativity. Any amount of negativity within a being’s consciousness flowed straight back into the Dark Energy at the moment of death – well, unless they died at the hands of a blight leech such as himself, of course. In that case, it would be processed in an alternative way which more optimally benefited the totality of the Apocosmos.  

Kane ogled the Blight counter in her stats a little longer. No other race of beings even saw the Blight counter in someone’s stats. It was a Blight Leech’s prerogative to gather and process this most supple and omnipresent energy for the benefit of the Apocosmos. And this particular orc had only possessed a measly 3% Blight while alive. An abnormally low amount of negativity to hold – especially for a vicious race as orcs. Even most angelic and otherwise holy beings had at least around 5% Blight swirling around their mind.

Not only that, but this orc wasn’t just a Mystic, but an actual Fire Shaman, which made it even more strange. Kane knew enough about orcs to know their mystics tended to be a bit… ‘free-spirited’ – at least at the beginning of their magical journey, which was often caused by the shamanic rituals they had to go through. The rituals ripped them out of their ordinary daily lives and expanded their experience to include the metaphysical planes of reality. 

However, this free-spiritedness tended to subside as their power and knowledge increased and was instead exchanged with a deep-felt purpose to defend and protect their kinfolk. And this one was surely too powerful to be on a lone-wolf kind of mission.  

Or was she? 

Kane grumbled. Time would tell soon enough. 

It always did. 

Viscous blood spurted from the head’s severed throat and splattered across his boots when he snagged it by the braided hair, lifting it in the air. The orc’s dead, blackened eyes stared vacantly out at nothing while her mouth hung open, slack-jawed and drooling. He threw the head into his inventory; a deceptively small leather pouch hanging at his waist, which in reality was an immensely large bag of extradimensional space.  

He had barely strapped the pouch back on his belt when emerald-colored flames suddenly burst to life around him. The cool nightly air drowned in heat waves as the dry trees and bushes surrounding him caught fire. Even parts of the dilapidated fortress walls began scorching.  

Stepping away from the headless corpse, clutching his sword, Kane flipped his pupils from one blazing inferno to the other. Realizing what was happening, anticipation spiked in his stomach. These things weren’t just randomly appearing natural phenomena.  

They were rapidly expanding extradimensional gateways.  

Four helmeted heads appeared inside the fiery portals. Next, brownish red robes and shimmering wands came into sight. 

Orc Fire Shamans. 

What else? 

They probably hadn’t appreciated him chopping their dead sister’s head off like a detachable souvenir. 

“I’m ready,” Kane whispered as his lips curled into a devilish grin. “I’m always ready.” 


2

 

 

With a powerful flap of his large, leathery wings, Kane flew straight up in the air just as multiple green-glowing fireballs impacted the spot he had occupied. Dry bushes cracked and popped when hungry flames devoured them in a roaring inferno.

Kane ignored the frustrated screams that came from the Fire Shamans and focused on ascending high enough to buy himself some time to overview the situation. 

The burning portals closed behind the beastly humanoids, and they spread out around the environment. Two slipped behind a cluster of still intact trees, while another one bolted for a large crack in the dilapidated fortress’ broken brick wall – and the last shaman stepped straight into the most open part of the area, unafraid and proud to show it. 

Like the dead orc he found, these were all female, all level 29, and all possessed less than 5% Blight. 

Peculiar. 

Something didn’t add up. The near complete lack of Blight made it almost seem like they were some kind of divine beings only camouflaged as orcs. But it just seemed too far-fetched – which begged the question: Why the hell were they here? 

His train of thought got cut short as more emerald fireballs swooshed toward him. By flapping his wings in an alternating, staccato fashion, he performed a U-turn and dodged them by the skin of his teeth. 

This calls for a diversion. 

He selected a Blight Leech-exclusive skill – Mirror of Horrors. 

 

***
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Name : Mirror of Horrors 

Type : Active 

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 52

Range : 250 feet 

Duration : 60 seconds

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech 

Description : Mirror of Horrors manipulates the target enemy’s mind into believing he is trapped in an upright, cylindrical mirror. Reflected in this mirror, he sees his worst fears happening to him, thereby temporarily driving him mad from dread.

 

***

 

Putting his hands together, Kane felt coldness surge through his arms and pour out of his palms, accumulating into an ice-cold ball of flickering energy. Aiming at two of the orcs closest to him, who were both busy doing something to their wands, he flung his hands out and sent the ice ball straight at them. 

A trail of frosty tendrils followed in the energy ball’s trajectory as it spun through the air and impacted a crooked tree they both hid behind. Icicles formed across the tree’s bark as the energy ball fractured in a blue explosion that sucked them both in before they could flee. Glassy tubes of azure light sprouted from the ground, encapsulating each of them. Spinning wildly, the cylinders mesmerized each Fire Shaman, entrapping and pacifying them for at least a minute. 

While the two female orcs howled as their most feared horrors played out right in front of their eyes – or rather, inside their minds – Kane dodged another fireball hurled from the sneaky one hiding in the crack in the shady brick wall. He ignored it for the time being and instead paid attention to the shaman out in the open, who seemed to be charging up to something much worse than a mere fireball. 

She stood unmoving, with both arms stretched out at her sides. Her wand shimmered a bright orange, which energized an orange halo that grew around her helmeted head. The same orange light also increased in swirling circles from her palms and chest. 

“Shhhit,” Kane grumbled when he noticed her level was growing. She’d been level 29 like the others just a few seconds ago, but now it had already increased to 32. Who knew when it would stop?

I must end this now.

Gathering his palms and powering up a new Mirror of Horrors, he flung it at the level-boosting shaman – only to be left gaping dumbfounded when his icy blue ball actually melted as it entered her immediate surroundings. 

How’s that even possib-

Another annoying fireball swished past him and interrupted his focus, once again thrown by the wimp hiding in the shadowed wall crack. Okay, so he couldn’t ignore her anymore after all, because she would continue force-feeding him fireballs till the end of time if he didn’t do something about it.

I hate distractions. He flew across the burning area toward the brick wall, ready to slice the sneaky witch to bloody shreds with the Pain-Eater. However, in passing over the two screaming females still trapped in the Mirror of Horrors, he got another idea and stopped. Hovering in the air, he stretched a hand out toward the one hiding in the wall less than a hundred feet away, and used the Push / Pull skill. 

 

*** 
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Name : Push / Pull 

Type : Active 

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 10

Range : 150 feet 

Duration : 10 seconds

Precondition : None

Description : Push / Pull is a purely practical skill that enables the caster to either – as the name implies – push something away, or pull it closer. Additionally, with a little finesse, the caster will learn how to push and pull things in directions other than simply forward and backward. This can be quite handy, indeed.

 

***

 

Push / Pull consumed 10 magic points from Kane’s remaining 710 MP, giving him 10 seconds of control over the irritating orc woman in the gloomy crack.

A surprised yelp escaped her when he violently yanked her out from the hideout. With a swift throwing motion with his hand, Kane hurled her headlong into the two terror-stricken shamans. They smashed against each other and tumbled to the ground. 

The icy blueness of the Mirror of Horrors welcomed the new guest with open arms by infecting her with its frosty icicles. She fought to get away; crawled hysterically on all fours – but once touched by the freezing spikes, escape was impossible. Her scream muted as the glassy cylinder of fear sprouted from the dirt, enveloping her in her personal capsule of horror. 

Only a few seconds remained of the spell, however, so Kane promptly spent another 51 MP by casting another ice-cold energy ball at them. It exploded in ocean blue crackling tendrils which reset the timer and bought him an additional minute before any of them could escape their waking nightmares. 

Just as he rotated in the air, ready to tackle the last one – the only one of them truly worth his time – a jolt of uncertainty punched him in the stomach. 

The level-increasing Fire Shaman now glowed with a fallen star’s brightness, and her level had increased to a mind-blowing 34 in the brief time it took him to incapacitate the last one. 

What ridiculous magic is this? he wondered, feeling chills run down his spine between his wings. He himself being level 43, this orc-hag could possibly outmatch him in less than a minute if she kept this up. 

Through gritted teeth, he grumbled: “I’ve got tricks up my sleeve, too.” He flew up to what once had been some kind of balcony high up on the fortress wall, but now looked more like a busted-out, jagged crater. As soon as he landed, he proceeded to buff himself up:

 

***
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Name : Health Boost 

Type : Buff 

Level : 4 

Effect : Increase HP by 25% 

Time Left : 19 minutes 59 seconds 

Description : The recipient’s HP increases by 25% for 20 minutes, simultaneously healing any damage present at the moment of activation.

 

***
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Name : Occult Heightening

Type : Buff 

Level : 2 

Effect : Increase M.Atk by 65% 

Time Left : 9 minutes 59 seconds 

Description : The recipient’s Magic Attack is boosted by 65% for 10 minutes.

 

***
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Name : Skillful Finesse

Type : Buff 

Level : 2 

Effect : Increase Critical Damage by 32.5% 

Time Left : 9 minutes 59 seconds 

Description : The recipient’s chance of inflicting critical damage on his enemies is boosted by 32.5% for 10 minutes.

 

***

 

Kane felt the buffs increase his power and efficiency like a sudden rush of adrenaline surging through his body. He likely wouldn’t need any more than these. And by the looks of the Fire Shaman down there, who now actually began levitating from the ground, he probably didn’t have time to apply anything else, either. 

With a calculated jump from the ledge, he dashed full speed forward and down, aiming straight at her. 

Then, as so often happened, he changed his mind at the last moment. The three nightmare-trapped orcs could easily become a bigger hurdle than he’d like. They were incapacitated right now, sure, but what would happen if the powerful one turned out to be more competent than expected, and the others joined her when the spell ended in less than a minute?  

Kane cursed and straightened his wings out to the sides, making an effective wind breaker that halted his forward momentum. He ripped the Pain-Eater from its hip-mounted scabbard, feeling crackling energy from the magical sword prickle in his palm. Now hovering right above the fear-stricken orcs, he torpedoed himself straight down at them while gripping the blade’s hilt with both hands – ready to strike. 

When he came close enough for the hairs on his neck to stand on end from the agony caused by the Mirror of Horrors, he dove at them from an angle and swung the Pain-Eater in zigzagging motions. The eternally sharp sword easily sliced through the wailing shamans. A flurry of diagonal and horizontal swings severed limbs and heads from twitching bodies. The spell they had been trapped by vanished in a flash of bright blue light as Kane’s powerful attacks sprayed blood in every direction, making the thick wetness fizz as it drenched the burning vegetation around them. 

In the span of two seconds, the female orcs were cut down in a whirlwind of furious force; so fast, in fact, that their brains likely didn’t even register what happened before their lives ended. 

That’s what a difference of 14 levels accomplishes, he thought, smirking, and enjoyed the satisfaction of mastering such brutal effectiveness. 

As Kane took to the air once again, the Pain-Eater’s special ability Consume Blight withdrew the negativity the dead orcs had held, feeding his Blight reservoir another 11% – of which he siphoned away some of it for his super-secret project back home. 

Furthermore, now that he had killed them – and not a bunch of psychopathic crows – he also received their XP bonus. 2776 experience points from each became a decent catch of 8328 XP total. 

With absolutely no more time to waste, he refocused on the final Fire Shaman, who continued to grow in power. She watched him dispassionately – not even phased by the massacre of her shamanic sisters. 

Still warm orc blood spurted from the blade when Kane holstered it in the scabbard, before flying toward her once again. While airborne, he activated one last skill – this one exclusive to Blight Leeches:

 

***
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Name : Living Gargoyle

Type : Active 

HP Consumed : 10 

MP Consumed : 25

Range : None 

Duration : 5 seconds

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech

Description : For a brief duration of 5 seconds, Living Gargoyle transforms the Caster into a rock-hard, nearly impenetrable, and extremely heavy material. Only one’s fantasy limits the possible uses of this most interesting skill.

 

***

 

Kane hurled himself at the oomph’ed-up Fire Shaman – who had now boosted herself all the way up to level 39.

The moment before he reached her, he wrapped his wings protectively around himself and activated Living Gargoyle. The spell instantly transformed him into a super-solid piece of rock-like substance. A painful sting accompanied the process, since it stole 10 health points from his life. 

The shaman’s surprised scream drowned in the thundering sound of their bodies colliding. In his rockified state, Kane felt no pain and took no damage; he was a conscious wrecking ball that came in like a meteor and crushed the orc’s squishy body to mush – and causing extra damage because of the Occult Heightening buff. 

In the brief moment of the aftermath that followed the collision, while his body slowly returned to organic matter, the female orc wheezed as she crawled out from underneath him. She had nearly been torn in half by the hard-hitting force, but nevertheless managed to weasel her way closer to her dropped wand. Lying only a handful of feet away, it glimmered ominously orange.

Knowing it would be all kinds of trouble if she got her dirty hands on it again, Kane flipped over on his stomach and snatched her leg. “I can’t let you have that,” he said and pulled her closer.

The orange-glowing halo around her head intensified when her eyes met his, and she growled: “That’s not your decision to make, leech.”

Scalding pain exploded in the hand he trapped her with, as if her leg suddenly turned into lava. Emerald flames burst out around his fingers, causing severe fire damage. He instinctively withdrew his hand and clenched it to stop the burning agony. 

“Begone!” the shaman shrieked, before unnaturally unhinging her jaw and opening her mouth wide enough to fit a yeti’s foot through. Kane’s eyes widened as a flood of green fire spewed from her gaping hole. He didn’t even have time to raise his hands for protection before the blistering tsunami washed over him. The infernal torrent drained hundreds of health points in one swift swoosh. Of course, at level 43 – and buffed up with Health Boost – Kane had more than twelve hundred HP, but at this rate, it wouldn’t last very long. 

As if showering in lava, he resisted the urge to scream from the sweltering pain and instead attempted to activate Living Gargoyle again. Even five seconds of complete protection would be of immense help.

“Oh no you don’t!” the orc yelled, her voice cutting off the flood of fire spewing from her mouth. Instead, she clasped her hands together in a high-pitched slap. Somehow, the sound reverberated through Kane, and he witnessed in disbelief how the Living Gargoyle spell halted. It didn’t stop entirely, but slowed down so much it would take at least half a minute before he’d be rock solid. In the next instant, the explanation appeared in his field of vision:

 

***
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Name : A Snail’s Pace

Type : Debuff 

Level : 3 

Effect : Decrease all speed by 75% 

Time Left : 59 seconds 

Description : A Snail’s Pace slows down the target’s entire existence to half (or more!) of its usual tempo, causing not only a slowing of bodily movement but also of any other physical, mental, magical or spiritual processes currently operational.

 

***

 

This was not good. Kane had seen A Snail’s Pace used on others, but never experienced it himself. No wonder people afflicted by it always acted so bewildered and lost; the world seemed to spin around him while he was barely able to move at all. For every three moves the Fire Shaman took, he took one – or even less. 

Slowly, slowly, the Living Gargoyle skill was still in the process of making his body rock solid, but the orc shaman practically fast-forwarded around him. 

While he struggled to force his thoughts to think faster, she had already cast a healing spell on herself, which patched up her badly crushed stomach and hips. From one blink of an eye to the next, he witnessed her stand up, fetch her orange-glowing wand and aim it at him. 

By the time his thoughts managed to realize that he actually possessed a buff that could counter this slowness curse, the orc-witch spoke unknown words that made the abyss black crystal at the top of her wand light up in a fierce orange. Squinting at the radiance, Kane mentally sifted through his buffs as fast as possible – which was nightmarishly slow in his current state. When he finally found the one he searched for, the light from the orc’s wand exploded in his face. 

Everything in his field of vision became white. Not even vague contrasts remained. Total blackness, inverted. 

 

You are temporarily blinded.

Please wait…

 

This Fire Shaman was good. She was really good. For a level 29 orc, she possessed an abnormally potent skill-set. The most powerful of which was to artificially increase her own level in order to gain access to even more advanced spells.

Seeing nothing but white snow, painted white in white, Kane spat hoarsely: “Go to hell.” 

He then activated the chosen buff: 

 

***
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Name : Rapid Momentum

Type : Buff 

Level : 4 

Effect : Increase all speed by 100% 

Time Left : 59 seconds 

Description : Rapid Momentum lets the recipient bypass all natural physical laws pertaining to the universal movement of things, thereby acquiring the ability to speed up any physical, mental, magical and spiritual movement.

 

*** 

 

Kane let out a sigh of relief as time sped up and he was able to pay attention in real-time again. At least at first, until he bypassed real-time and became faster than the world around him. The next moment, Living Gargoyle finally activated, leaving him stationary and protected. 

The world now moving in slow motion relative to him, he witnessed how the shaman slowly gripped the wand with both her hands. She lifted it above her head and spoke more unknown words. The orange light intensified and morphed into a solid layer of coating around it. A luminescent axe blade grew out of the tip where the abyss black crystal sat, before increasing until it was large enough to chop a giant’s leg off with a single slash. 

“Shit,” Kane mumbled, wondering if Living Gargoyle could protect him from an attack by that hellish thing. Had she still only been level 29, then sure, no doubt, but now at 39… he just didn’t know. Neither did he want to find out. 

Therefore, as she swung the energy-axe down on him, he deactivated Living Gargoyle prematurely and dashed off to the side. Dirt and gravel spewed when her glowing axe impacted the ground where he’d just been. The surface cracked open in a wide, jagged fracture that flames burst up from. 

“Die, leech!” she wheezed, pulled the luminescent blade free from the broken earth and swung at him anew – this time in a wide horizontal arc.

Compared to Rapid Momentum-buffed Kane, however, she was slow. Oh so slow. He calmly stepped backwards when the axe-modified wand swooshed toward him. When it passed, she had built up too much power to easily stop it. Seizing the opportunity, he equipped the Pain-Eater and leaped at her from the exposed side. He drove the blade into her thigh, cutting deep. Before she could react, he withdrew the blade, swiveled around and hacked her head off. 

The body tumbled to the ground, lifeless, while her gurgling scream echoed around the area until her head smashed against a burning tree trunk. It bumped on a branch and bounced to the ground, where it hit a stone and finally rolled over the edge of the wide crack her wand-axe had created – leaving only a trail of dark red blood. 

Breathing heavily, Kane wiped blood off the Pain-Eater while its special ability fed him the shaman’s 6% Blight. He passed along a fraction of it to his super-secret project at home, and retained the rest for himself. 

A second later, an XP bonus of 2776 for killing her boosted his total XP amount to 9,334,543. 

Only 2776 XP, really? It was the same amount the others provided him – which had to mean that although she boosted herself from level 29 to 39, it didn’t actually change her intrinsic value; she was still only a level 29 orc, but with the ability to use better spells and skills. Kane smirked. Clearly, it hadn’t increased her HP in any notable way, either, which explained how he’d been able to kill her so easily. 

Holstering the Pain-Eater, he searched the dead Fire Shamans for valuable loot – finding small leather purses filled with gold and silver coins, as well as some valuable crystals. Disregarding their clothes, armor and other uninteresting, regular things, he instead went over to the chief shaman, inspecting her closer. Although she had ultimately been the same level as the others, she nevertheless had more skills and power than them – hence, she was more interesting. 

After searching through all her belongings, Kane collected a select few of her more valuable possessions:

 

***
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Name : Fire Shaman Robe 

Type : Full Body Garment (Magic)

Rarity : D Grade 

Physical Defense : 0

Magical Defense : 145

Durability : 3884 / 5300 

Weight : 6.6lb  

Description : The traditional robe worn by any Orc Mystic who has successfully graduated from the initiation rituals and become a Fire Shaman. Provides decent magical defense and can be upgraded to provide multiple other benefits at later stages.

 

***
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Name : Wand of Myth +2 

Type : Two-Handed Staff 

Rarity : D Grade 

Physical Attack : 74 

Magic Attack : 122 

Special Ability : Astral Augmentation

Attack Speed : Fast 

Durability : 1433 / 2950 

Weight : 1.6lb   

Description : The Wand of Myth is a powerful magical weapon – and tool – that seamlessly meshes with the wielder’s specific class and power level. This means the wand functions more as an open-ended blank slate than a weapon with a set purpose. Although it does have basic attack functionality, it is the wielder’s imaginative enhancements that will form its eventual fate.

 

Special Ability : Astral Augmentation

Having belonged to a quite accomplished Orc Fire Shaman, this particular Wand of Myth has been upgraded with the special ability Astral Augmentation, making it capable of nonphysically mimicking any two-handed weapon the wielder wants. 

 

***
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Name : Ring of Medium Protection 

Type : Ring 

Rarity : E Grade 

Physical Defense : 15 

Magic Defense : 10 

Durability : 312 / 500 

Weight : 0.02lb  

Description : Boosts the recipient’s P.Def and M.Def by a smidgen. 

 

***

 

Kane tucked away the robe and wand and put the ring on one of his empty fingers. It magically resized itself to fit him, and instantly increased his base physical and magical defense from 80 and 114 to 95 and 124, respectively. It wasn’t much, but every little upgrade of his stats improved his survivability. 

Still not entirely satisfied, though, he went back and searched the orcs one more time – just in case some of them had a letter or something stashed away that could shine some light on why they were here in Sanctishi. Unfortunately, he found nothing; not even a tiny scribble jotted on any of their arms explaining their presence here.  

Well, time would most certainly reveal whether this merely was a freak occurrence or the beginning of a much bigger problem. 

To hell with it. 

Finally done dealing with this annoying interruption, Kane refocused on the reason he stopped by this dilapidated fortress to begin with – the aroma of Blight. And way, way more than any of the Fire Shamans possessed. This was someone who had all but succumbed entirely to the heaviness of negativity in one or more of its near unlimited variations. 

Hunched over, he left the dead orcs behind. Snuck past the pillars and moved up to the closest wall of the torn fortress. He scouted from side to side while listening intently. A mild breeze caused leaves to whistle and branches to creak around him – those who weren’t scorched to ashes – but the rest of the world slept soundlessly.  

Only the sweet smell of Blight remained. The one he came here for. It had actually increased a little in intensity, which could mean he had to hurry. 

He entered a craggy crack in a more or less intact section of the building. A dry, dusty atmosphere welcomed him, and the temperature increased a notch. Moonlight shot in through fissures in the ceiling, throwing thick, silvery beams through the corridor, illuminating random parts of the rubble-filled concrete floor.  

Listening, Kane held his breath as he leaned against the gloomy hall’s rugged wall. Wrapping his leathery wings tightly around his upper body like a cloak until only his head stuck up, he merged with the surrounding darkness.  

With a slight flick of his will, he activated Blight Vision. 

 

***
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Name : Blight Vision

Type : Active 

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 10

Range : None 

Duration : 60 seconds

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech

Description : With an MP cost of 10 per 60 seconds, a Blight Leech can use Blight Vision to sniff out the exact trail of Blight in his or her surroundings.

 

***

 

Blight Vision enabled Kane to access a layer of information underneath the Veil of shallow forms comprising physical reality. 

As he tuned in and viewed the world through the Veil, the sweet odor of pain that had been tickling his nose increased from a slight prickle to an intense vibration, enticing his insatiable hunger even more.  

Viewed through the Veil, the world turned transparent, ephemeral – unreal, even, some would say. But it wasn’t unreal. Nothing could be further from the truth. Rather, the Veil exposed a hidden layer of negativity underneath reality’s surface-level appearances. This innate current of negativity existed in all things.  

The Blight.  

It snaked its venomous fangs into the souls and flesh of living beings like a starving serpent, leaving no life untouched. 

Furthermore, regardless of which of its innumerable forms it manifested as, it always, always supplied nutrition in one way or another.  

By utilizing Blight Vision, the Dark Energy fed him a continuously updated stream of information about any sources of Blight in the vicinity – and also the quality, severity and type of Blight it was. Well, if he chose to look that deep into it. Most of the time, though, he only needed to know the general direction by following the colored trail superimposed on his vision, and the rest he took care of while closing in on his target. And the target could be anyone or anything with a pulse – or even without a pulse, as long as it was a conscious being with the ability to feel and think, and therefore able to store negativity inside themselves; whether they currently were embodied or not was of secondary importance – especially since all blight leeches easily moved between planes of existence. Like multidimensional negativity-consuming vacuum cleaners, they roamed all throughout the Apocosmos, tirelessly and ever hungry for more. 

The muscles in Kane’s stomach tightened as his thoughts abruptly stopped when a notification interrupted his current trail. It hinted at an even greater source of Blight.

He increased the strength of his Blight Vision, thereby making the signal clearer, more far-reaching. The sweet, sweet scent of agony stirred somewhere out there. The more saturated and plain-out juicy the scent, the graver the sensed pain was – and the bigger his potential meal.  

Tuning in, he realized this was not nearby, however – not by a long shot. Rather, it entered through an ever-ongoing search mechanism in his Dimensional Selector. 

Inspecting the scent closer, he realized it leaked in from a parallel universe where humans existed. 

The Cosmos. 

“Interesting,” he mumbled. 

Interesting, indeed – and even if it was located in another dimension, it posed no problem at all. The corners of his lips bent subtly upward. After all, a Blight Leech moved between dimensions as easily as common folk passed through open doors. 

He activated the Dimensional Selector, chose the reality layer linked to The Cosmos, and entered the interdimensional stream leading straight there via fast travel.
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Apathetically, Ylya Thorli still bent over the toilet in the homeless shelter’s dirty bathroom three hours after the incident. Still staring in disbelief at the bloody mess down there, but unable to cry anymore. Her eyelids were swollen and almost crispy after entire rivers of tears had spewed from her eyes and eventually stopped because there just were no more left. 

Instead, she now stood there motionless, breathed in uneven bursts, and ogled the formless puddle in the toilet. The lower part of her stomach still ached, as if she’d been sucker-punched by Life itself, and a cold, almost physically painful vacancy throbbed between her legs. Nauseated, dizzy and hopeless, she remained there, glued to the horrible sight, trapped by the unreality of the situation.  

Her unborn child… Gone. Dead before it even started its journey. Discarded by her own body like any regular menstruation.  

Truly horrific.  

As if her life hadn’t been overflowing with ruthless challenges and heartless disappointments already.  

Maybe it happened because Erik left her. Maybe the stress of losing him caused a physiological reaction so severe that her body actually miscarried because of it. The shock when he just up and left when she’d told him they were expecting a baby… He’d looked at her as if she’d been infected with leprosy. And when she ran up to him, crying and begging for him to stay, he had pushed her away, called her a whore and a liar, stuffed a bag full of his things and left without looking at her again.  

This was two weeks ago now. He didn’t pick up when she called him, and the last time she tried, the robotic cellphone woman’s voice coldly informed that her number had been blocked.  

It all happened so fast. The bright joy of pregnancy, so swiftly destroyed by a man she clearly hadn’t even known. He was the liar, that deceiving bastard. And now this… hours spent bending over a dirty toilet, hopelessly weeping for a child that never even got a chance at life. 

Her dry lips began shaking again as she grit her teeth and refused to let the lump in her throat grow anew. She blinked away another moist layer from her sore eyes and sniffled so hard it hurt her nostrils, before she gathered all her remaining willpower and screamed until pain spiked in her vocal cords as she flushed the toilet.  

Watching the watery maelstrom suck it all away felt like witnessing herself drown. When nothing was left, save from the wet splotches of her own tears glinting across the toilet seat, she collapsed on the filthy floor and cried her heart out.  

Even when Erik left, she still had the coming baby. It would have likely grown up without a father, but she would have given it everything it needed – love, food, clothes, a home…  And, not the least, it would have been a chance at happiness for herself, too, in a life gone so, so wrong. But now that was ripped away as well – just like every other good thing that had dared to show up during her mostly miserable existence. 

I can’t take it anymore, she thought through the wailing siren-like sound of her own crying. This is the last straw; enough is enough. 

Drunk from sadness, Ylya gripped the toilet seat and hauled herself back up on her feet. Stepped from the cramped booth to the row of sinks with grimy mirrors above. The unnaturally white light from the fluorescent fixtures above the mirror made her slightly round face look pale like an obese, female ghostface Scream mask. Black, smudged-out rivers of mascara ran from her deep-set, bloodshot eyes. Even her intensely blue pupils seemed washed-out and faded. 

“So you want me to give up, huh?” she said to no one in particular as she turned on the faucet, feeling the cool water trickle between her shaking fingers. “You win.”  

Ylya bent over and stuck her head under the running water, winced at the chilly temperature, but nevertheless washed her face. Proceeded to soak both hands and dragged them through her long, fiery red hair – patted it close to her head until the slight curls straightened, and her hair lay wet and slick from her forehead and down over her shoulders and back.  

The miserable face staring at her from the mirror hardly resembled her at all anymore. Those blue eyes were circled by baggy, reddened skin from all the hours spent crying, but at least the smudged-out mascara was gone. 

“You win,” she repeated, grimacing at her own pitiful, ugly reflection. Disgusted. “I give up.” 

With a black hole the size of the entire universe inside herself, she fetched the green knee-length coat from the floor, which she had just thrown off when the worst stomach aches began earlier that evening. Wrapping it tightly around herself and struggling a little to button it all the way up over her sizable stomach and breasts, she sighed again. Well, never mind. Nobody would pester her about working out and eating healthily ever again – and most of all, herself. 

Not after tonight. 

Being the last employee still present this late, she switched off the lights and left the restroom. She continued down the dimly lit corridor, past the kitchen area where a faint odor of meat stew still lingered from the day’s freely served dinner to the city’s unfortunate souls, and she stopped by the sleeping hall. Fifty bunk beds housed homeless people who’d managed to pay the minimal fee for staying overnight. Snoring came from many beds, others coughed, some read books illuminated by flashlights. Most made no sounds at all.  

For a moment, she felt sickened by what she was about to do. After all, most of these people certainly had a harder life than her. She could go home and sleep in her own bed, while these folks were here – and most nights they merely roamed around Oslo’s streets like forlorn zombies, aimlessly dragging their feet from point to point. 

A sudden flash of anger devoured the sentimental nonsense. Screw that! Everyone was responsible for their own actions. 

And I’m taking full responsibility as of right this minute, she thought grimly and walked off on unsteady feet. Like moving in a nightmare, each step echoed around the vacant area, thundering in her ears. It was as if her shoes sank into quicksand, and even if she did move, it felt like the ground slowly swallowed her inch by inch.  

Reaching the employees’ meeting room, she saw the door was ajar, letting out a mellow stream of light from inside. The high-pitched voice of one of her female coworkers mixed with the deep sound of the security guard’s calm voice. Having the night watch, they were the only ones left to look after the shelter. 

Ylya considered saying goodbye but shook her head and snuck past the door, attempting to hide in the shadows. She had always hated goodbyes – and this being the mother of all goodbyes, it would just make the situation all the more awkward. 

Breathing a sigh of relief once the meeting room was successfully left behind, she was just about to turn the corner to the reception area when door hinges squeaked behind her.  

“Ylya?” her coworker’s voice echoed through the hallway. “Didn’t know you were still here.” 

Cursing under her breath, Ylya cleared her throat and replied without turning: “Just about to leave now, Linda.” 

“Is everything okay?” 

“Yeah, sure – I just got hung up with something.” 

“I see,” she said in a tone colored by worry. “I don’t mean to be nosy or anything, but couldn’t help but notice that you were cooped up in the restroom for quite a few hours tonight…” 

Fuck, here we go, Ylya thought, clenching her fists in order to keep calm and not burst out crying again. “Well, you know… just some personal stuff.” 

She cursed again when swift steps reverberated through the corridor as Linda came running. Her nosy coworker’s hand dumped down on her shoulder like an anvil, forcing her to turn around.  

The skinny little brunette had probably never had a real problem, ever. She only worked here part time because she tried to win brownie points with her upper-class social circle – none of whom had struggled a day in their life. Now she smiled with half her mouth, while the other half looked both uncomfortable and concerned. “I am really sorry, but I didn’t want to disturb you while you were in there, but I must be honest. I heard you crying. Like, a lot. We all did, actually. No one dared to go in there, and some of the homeless people even wondered if someone was being murdered. Ehe.” 

That last sentence felt like a gut-punch. Ylya snapped back: “What do you want me to say, Linda? It’s been a rough, shitty day. As I said: Just some personal stuff.” 

“Some heavy personal stuff, by the sounds of it,” Linda added, and gently grabbed both of Ylya’s hands. “I’m here if you need someone to talk to, you know.” 

Ylya gave her an exhausted smile, swallowing the huge lump in her throat. “Thank you, but no, thanks. This is all my stuff.” 

The stream of light flowing out from the meeting room darkened when the security guard’s head stuck out. “Everything alright out here, ladies?” 

“Yes, Alex, it’s fine,” Ylya said, waving him off while simultaneously pushing Linda away. “I was just about to leave.” 

He scrutinized her for a few long seconds before finally nodding. “All right, then. Take care and have a good night,” he said and went back inside. 

Linda squeezed her hands again. “Don’t hesitate to let me know if I can do anything for you, okay? Anything. I really mean that.” 

“That’s very nice of you, but I’m fine. I promise. Just want to go home and get some much-needed sleep.” Ylya withdrew her hands from Linda’s tight grip.  

“As you wish. See you on Monday, then?” 

“Sure thing, Linda. Have a good weekend.” Without waiting for another response, Ylya turned the corner and rushed to the reception area. She snatched her red scarf from the coat’s inside pocket and quickly wrapped it around her throat and over her head, before bursting through the main entrance and out into the chilly January darkness.  

Being 2:49 AM at night, the streets were almost empty, save for small groups of tipsy, happy people scurrying from one nightclub or pub to the next. Ylya kept her stare nailed to the snowy asphalt under her feet, avoiding all eyes poking in her direction. The last thing she wanted now was to establish eye contact with some drunk, sociable assholes and be forced to talk to them. 

In fact, she would never talk to anyone ever again.  

Freezing all the way into her bones – more from her emotionally devastated state than the biting Norwegian winter – she wrapped the coat and scarf tighter around herself. The iron-like taste of blood spread in her mouth as she chewed the insides of her cheeks.  

It’s over soon. Very, very soon.  

She avoided two approaching, cackling women by walking in a large circle around them, then peeked up at the entrance of the bar they just exited. Loud, obnoxious black metal thundered out from the open entrance where a burly, pony-tailed doorman leaned against the doorframe with arms crossed over his chest. Subtly bobbing his bearded face to the doomsday music, he ogled everyone entering and exiting with the same skeptical glare. His black leather jacket reflected the fiery red light from the big neon sign above the entrance, which boldly stated: 

 

DEATH-PUB ARMAGEDDON 

Your HELL Away From Home 

 

Ylya just shook her head at the insipid humor, thankful she’d soon leave this rotten world behind – and doubly glad she had enough alcohol at home to avoid visiting any low-life places like this. 

But uncertainty stung her stomach. Did she really have enough? Enough to accomplish what she wanted – or did they actually drink most of it that night a month or so ago when her best friend visited, before she knew about the pregnancy? There were no stores open at this hour, and if there were, they surely wouldn’t sell alcohol. Hence, if she went home and lacked booze, she’d be shit out of luck. Maybe this ridiculous bar with an eerily fitting theme was a sign? Well, probably a bad omen, if anything – a warning, even – but still…  

As she passed the strict-looking doorman, she caught a glimpse of the sign stapled to the door: 

 

Hellcome in! 

 

Biting down on the insides of her cheeks again, releasing another gush of blood, Ylya muttered a curse and entered.  

Screw it. 
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Kane closed the Dimensional Selector and entered the new dimension. The Cosmos. Planet Earth. Inhabited by billions of different sentient beings – yet only one species had ever developed self-awareness and risen to the top of the food chain.  

Humanity. 

Kane smiled melancholically at the stirring of thousands of memories in the deepest, darkest corners of his mind. Faded memories. Mere shadows of what had once been but were no more. Memories he simply didn’t have conscious access to anymore. Still, he knew he had been human once – centuries ago. But it was all gone. His mind had gradually wiped itself clean and deleted his prior self in order to make space for his new self as a Blight Leech. 

That’s what happened to all blight leeches; they all eventually forgot who they had once been, no matter how hard they tried to hold on to their prior existence. It didn’t matter if they had been human, elf, dwarf, goblin or anything else – clinging to their past persona was futile. Some fought long and well and managed to hold on longer than others, but in the end, they too forgot. Like awakening from a dream, no matter how lifelike it was, when you woke up, you would forget it sooner or later. Everyone succumbed to the mesmerizing life as a blight leech. There was something deliciously satiating about getting one’s main nourishment from Blight. What seemed like a curse to most living beings in the Apocosmos was the very source of pleasure to these peculiar beings. 

Kane smiled to himself as he descended through the metaphysical layers of the Cosmos. He kept drilling into it until he was only one layer away from the regular physical reality people lived their daily lives in. The astral plane. This was the layer where ghosts, demons and angels often contacted those few who possessed an adequately developed sixth sense, as it were. 

Here, he could pay attention while mostly being invisible and unnoticed by the vast majority of human beings. He followed the sweet scent of the Blight as he scanned the Earth’s surface, until he traced its point of origin. Far north on this blue ball, the aroma intensified. Using his mind only, he traveled across the globe until he hovered over a small, wide-stretched country currently going through winter. 

Norway. 

The signal reached its peak pretty far south in this snow-covered land, and so he descended through the clouds in the night sky. Thick snowflakes fell onto the dark streets of the country’s capital, Oslo. 

Most of the city’s residents slept peacefully behind curtained windows in large apartment blocks built close together. Kane picked up multitudes of Blight streams glowing like fiery blood-red lights, but on this night, none were more interesting than the one who caught his attention in the first place.  

Ignoring all other temptations, he traced the sugary odor to a pub. Remaining hidden in the nonphysical layer adjacent to the physical reality, Kane strolled leisurely through the pub’s walls and entered the main area. A decently large place, branching off into various sections more or less hidden, which, he supposed, gave people a chance to choose the amount of solitude they wanted, based on how sociable they were. 

Wild, noisy music thundered from wall-mounted speakers in every location, which in a strange way perfectly fit the gloomy lighting that gave the pub its forlorn ambience.  

Kane smiled. 

Had he been human, he could definitely see himself enjoying himself in a place like this. 

While walking through the crowded aisles, unhindered by any physical barriers that normally would have blocked his path, he slid his gaze across all the people. They were all loud; the music forced them to, if they wanted to hear each other.  

Now and then, a pair of eyes lifted and looked straight at him – only to soon wander off to something else. At other times, which was even more rare, the person followed him with her eyes for a while, as if she actually saw him. It quickly ended, however, because a human’s extrasensory perception could only go so far. Most of the time, they shrugged it off as a weird, unexplainable feeling.  

Kane enjoyed being the man in the shadows; a ghost among the living. 

Most of the people present were dressed in black clothes, had long hair, and wore belts and accessories with chains and spikes poking out everywhere. Although they looked anything but welcoming, he easily read their Blight levels, which revealed that the vast majority were a decently happy bunch with no more than an average amount of negativity. Exceptions existed, of course. A place like this also attracted those at the very bottom of the emotional spectrum; those brimming with negativity in one form or another – either hating everyone else and wishing death upon their fellow beings, or, on the other hand, that they themselves were hopeless and had no more reason to live. 

The latter was usually the ones holding the sweetest, most satiating form of Blight, as it was aimed at themselves – and few things were as dark and futile as when someone lost the belief in their own self-worth and existential purpose. 

Kane pulled in the sugary essence, which grew stronger with every step. Indeed, it was this kind of self-defeating aroma he sensed now. Anticipation grew in him as he passed dozens of other, uninteresting people on the way to his mark. 

He stepped right through a wall that separated the main area from a section containing two opposing rows of smaller booths. Each booth housed a table and a few chairs. Higher general levels of Blight lay thick in the atmosphere. 

This was where the introverted loners or in-love couples who wanted to be alone hung out – and more loners than couples occupied the gloomy booths this night. Furthermore, most of these particular loners were plagued by some form of non-positive feelings.  

That’s when he saw her. 

All alone in the booth farthest away, in the corner, with her hands wrapped around a large, half full mug of beer. A line of empty shot glasses across the table. Some of them overturned.  

His target. The reason he came here. The darkest, most depressive of them all.  

Kane broke out in a wide grin. What a beautiful sight to behold. The Blight seeping from her made his entire being jittery with hunger.  

Deep red and somewhat curly hair hung down the sides of her round, cute face, framing eyes with pupils so intensely blue that Kane thought they resembled the icy energy of his Mirror of Horrors skill. She hadn’t removed her green coat or scarf, even though she was inside, but just sat there, clamping down on the big mug, staring vacantly at it with an expression of impending doom blazing in her eyes.  

Drowning in the final stage of despair, she was very close to the hungry mouth at the end of the infamous ‘rock bottom’ any person faced, who had experienced too much opposition and pain during their lifetime to endure it anymore.  

He had seen it many times, and he promised himself he would make the end of her suffering swift and painless. 

As soon as he entered her booth, she immediately looked up at him. For just a second, he thought she saw him – but a burly, bearded man basically passed straight through him and stepped up to her. His black hair ran over his shoulders but wasn’t long enough to cover up the illustration of a devil across the back of his leather jacket. Slamming his palms down on her table, he leaned over at her and spoke with a drunken, slurred voice: “Hi, there, cutie pie! Watchu doin’ sittin’ all the way back here, all alone?” 

She looked away from him and stuck an open palm out toward him, blocking out his face. “Not interested.” 

“Oh, don’t be like that, now, sweetie,” he continued, drunkenly pushing some of the empty shot glasses around on the table as he attempted to take a seat next to her on the small sofa. “Name’s Karl,” he said and clumsily reached a hand out to her while still in the process of figuring out how to slide down next to her. 

Kane saw the woman’s Blight level increase even more as she quickly flung the mug up at him, thereby splashing the remaining beer in his face. He staggered backwards, gurgled and wiped his soaked beard while waving at her. “What the fuck’s wrong with you, you crazy bitch?” 

“I said I’m not interested!” The woman swiftly rose from the sofa and pushed the table on him, squishing the lower part of his stomach. The beer mug and all the shot glasses overturned and rolled around – before falling over the edge when she flipped the entire table over him.  

“Motherf-” the guy began but was so flabbergasted he stumbled further back while attempting to save the table from crashing on the floor. 

“Go to hell,” the redhead shouted and stormed off. 

Kane’s smile became a wide grin. She’s a feisty one, he thought and followed her as she bolted for the pub’s exit. Seeing the fight still present in her spirit, he wondered if maybe there was a better solution to this whole situation than ending her. After all, all blight leeches were born in this manner.  

With more curiosity now than mere hunger for Blight, Kane trailed after her like an invisible, witnessing presence as she stormed through the pub – not caring at all whether she bumped into people or not. She didn’t turn when she knocked over a woman’s wine glass, spilling it over her friend. 

She ran out of the pub and into the cold darkness of winter. Cursing loudly to herself and ignoring the shouts from the pub’s doorman, she hurried across the street after a taxi passed by and continued into an alleyway between two apartment blocks.  

Kane effortlessly followed, gliding through the atmosphereless, nonphysical reality overlaying hers. 

While she huffed and puffed to herself, half crying, half swearing, and even laughing a little, Kane used the time to pry into her past. When someone caught his interest on a deeper level than just as nutrition for his hunger, he felt a need to educate himself on the person’s life. What had led them to the end of the line, and caused them to reach out for the dangling noose, which patiently waited for the moment when they were ready to let go forever?  

Sorting through his Blight Leech-exclusive skills, Kane found just the one he needed: End-of-Life Scan.  

 

*** 
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Name : End-of-Life Scan  

Type : Active  

HP Consumed : 0  

MP Consumed : 590 

Range : 20 feet  

Duration :  90 seconds 

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech, and the Target has to be in his or her last moments of life. 

Description : End-of-Life Scan enables the Caster to peer into the vast catalog of a being’s experiences. This is allowed only when the Caster’s intentions are pure and aimed at gaining insight into the Target’s state of mind, for the sake of more effectively assisting the Target in surviving whatever imminent threat is looming. 

 

*** 

 

With a wave of his hands toward the woman, Kane sent a stream of extra-existential light into her consciousness, thereby illuminating the vault of deeply personal experiences hidden inside her. 

For a second, she stopped mid-step and turned around. She looked straight in Kane’s direction but shrugged it off and kept walking. 

Kane’s amused smile never left his lips – and when she regained her prior speed, once again devoured by whatever heavy thoughts rumbled inside her head, he activated the End-of-Life Scan fully. 

A translucent, purple screen appeared above her head, containing two rows of smaller screens. They continued below the screen, separated by a timeline that represented the entire span of her life. None of the small screens showed anything right now; they were all just a mess of swirling black and white static, as if not receiving any information – except the uppermost screen, which showed a perfect replica of this exact moment in time, and it was captured in first-person view, as if recorded out from her eyes. 

 Kane focused in on the rows of flickering screens, intending to find the different episodes in the woman’s life that together had caused her to so drastically despise living. Immediately, a whole host of screens started glowing red – some more fiercely than others, indicating the severity of the occurrence recorded within.  

The End-of-Life Scan skill was so expensive that he didn’t have enough MP to use it twice – at least not until his MP reservoir had regenerated itself back to about sixty percent. Also, the skill only lasted 90 measly seconds per round, so he had to be quick to gather enough information to get a decent overview of her situation.  

 He swiftly scrolled all the way to the bottom of the timeline, where her life began some 28 years ago. A little surprised to find a series of red glowing screens already as early as between the ages of two and four, he inspected one of the brightest ones in the middle, when she had been about three years old.  

 Viewed through this young child’s eyes, Kane saw other children forming a tight circle around her – boys and girls, most a few years older than her. They all jumped up and down and pointed at her. Her eyes strafed from the kids and down to the ground where a duckling lay dead in the dirt. 

Her small hands came into sight when an adult man barged in through the wall of other kids and snatched her arm. Although her fingers were smeared with blood and the man dragged her off somewhere, Kane immediately knew everything was wrong here. 

She hadn’t done anything to the animal; she had naively tried to help it by gently holding the lifeless body – of course to no avail. Rather, it was the kids circling her that had actually performed the horrible deed. 

By deciphering her memories and feelings, Kane knew they had been playing with the duckling in a brutal way, until the little chick simply could not withstand the rough handling anymore. She, on the other hand, had only seen it as she passed by, and came running to rescue it. It was too late when she got there, and the other kids had kicked her on the ground and started yelling that it was her fault, until one of the kindergarten’s grownups heard the commotion. She cried and attempted in her incomplete child’s language to explain it wasn’t her fault, but the adult didn’t believe her, and she was expelled and reprimanded for animal abuse. 

This had been the first time she witnessed the world’s injustice. 

The first of many.

All of this sped through Kane’s mind in less than fifteen seconds, which allowed him time to skip ahead on her life’s timeline. 

During the following minute, he continued opening red glowing screens, uncovering one emotionally or physically abusive situation after the other. They got increasingly more disturbing as she grew older. Decades had passed since Kane last met someone so utterly trapped in the world’s negativity, even though, ironically, she was lucky enough to be born in one of the safest, richest countries on Earth. Sighing, he shook his head. It was as if she’d been born with a permanent curse; no matter what she did or how she responded, nothing worked. 

And lastly, Kane opened the screen right next to the one live streaming what happened at this exact moment. Here, he found the straw that broke the camel’s back: her boyfriend leaving once he found out about the pregnancy, and finally, the miscarriage earlier this same night.

The End-of-Life Scan abruptly shut down when the ninety seconds ended. 

A gnawing frustration and sadness had overtaken Kane’s earlier, slightly amused interest. It often did when he inspected someone’s timeline closely, sharing their experiences and inner thoughts. Existence could be soul-wrenchingly unfair. 

I will help you, he thought, following her as she entered a large, shabby apartment complex. She ran up the concrete stairs, stumbled drunkenly into her own flat and slammed the door shut. 

Kane passed through the locked door and silently observed her, awaiting the right moment.
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Still feeling the last pills make their way down her too dry throat, Ylya stared vacantly at the now empty pill bottle in her shaky hand. She put the cap back on and sighed.   

This was it.    

What a crazy fucking day. No, what a crazy fucking life. But at least the hardest part was done – and this time it would be successful. No one knew she was here, and she didn’t expect any visitors. She’d had the monthly chat with her mother a few days ago, plus shared the bi-weekly cup of coffee with her best friend, Irene, later the same day.    

Ylya’s mother told her that her father and little sister were visiting their grandparents for the weekend, who’d finally managed to move to Spain in order to escape Norway’s chilly weather. Thus, there would be no surprise visits or phone calls from her closest family any time soon. 

And Irene, her one and only true friend, would be busy planning her wedding, which was only three weeks away. She had bumped into what presumably was Mr. Perfect on an American-based online forum only three months earlier and jumped straight on a plane to the US in an attempt to secure a ring on his finger as fast as possible – and it worked. He joined her back to Norway and now they were madly in love and wanted to be with each other for the rest of eternity. 

Allegedly. 

Ylya knew her best friend well enough to take the whole thing with a huge grain of salt. And that Mr. Perfect guy likely just wanted to dip his thing in some Scandinavian, blue-eyed blondie for a while, before performing a last-minute retreat when the relationship got too serious. 

Or maybe you’re just a sad little joyless individual who doesn't want anyone else to be happy, either, her inner critic spat, producing a stream of bittersweet memories of the years she spent with Erik before he tucked his tail between his legs and escaped from their unborn child.   

An empty smile lifted the corners of her dry lips. “Yeah, I’m just a sad sack of shit,” she whispered, severely drunk and drowsy, clutching the pill bottle tightly.   

In either case, no one would be checking in on her for at least a couple of weeks. Which was basically two weeks more than she needed. The next half an hour or so would be more than enough. After that… well, she surely wouldn’t care anymore. God bless her family and Irene; to hell with everyone else.   

“Now all I have to do is wait.” She drank the last sip of red wine to help the little workers faster down her throat so they could perform their duty. The alcohol clearly did its thing well enough, and combined with the pills, this was sure to be an effective, somewhat pleasant way to go – well, that’s what she’d been told by some of the users at the homeless shelter where she worked, who’d experienced overdosing but been lucky enough to be rescued in time. Or not. Especially if they didn’t want to be fucking rescued.   

Ylya grimaced.   

In the pursuit of being helpful, people sometimes just got in the way of others’ right to control their own lives. Just like her nosy coworker Linda, who surely only meant well when offering Ylya to have someone to talk to, perhaps a shoulder to cry on. Clearly it was a morally good thing to do, and had Ylya been anyone else, it might have been exactly what she needed in order to get another, potentially better perspective and outlook on her life. 

But she wasn’t anyone else. 

During her 28 years on this planet, she had spent a significant amount of time talking about her problems with well-meaning psychologists, psychiatrists, doctors, concerned teachers, her family and the very few friends she’d been lucky enough to have – but nope, all this cackling had never improved her life even a single iota. Why? Well, easy, because her problems had never been her fault; had never been caused by her. She’d merely been one of the very few, very unlucky souls who practically elicited the yearning in bullies to act like assholes toward their fellow human beings. Even when she just smiled, laughed and was nice to everyone, she still somehow managed to awaken the sadistic tendencies latent in those around her – as if she was born with a huge ‘Kick me!’-sign on her forehead and back. 

Therefore, after hundreds – if not thousands – of episodes of harassment and bullying by boys, girls, men and women alike, and an equal number of meaningless, unhelpful hours blabbering with concerned professionals, she simply had no more fucks to give. And at a time like today, where she brutally lost the only thing she’d been looking forward to ever since she was an innocent, little kid. Then having a clingy coworker, with no life experience, trying to help her by being pushy was the last thing she needed. 

When even Life itself decided to screw her over by stealing her unborn child from her, then what else was there to do? 

She just wanted to be left the hell alone, because no number of empty words or concerned faces would ever – ever – help her. Obviously, her whole existence had been a failure, an unwanted, ugly stain of dirt on the otherwise clean window of Life. 

“Exactly,” Ylya said in a gravelly voice, nodding to herself. She reached for the wine glass to have another dulling sip, but realized once again it was empty. Grabbing the glass, she arose unsteadily from the chair and strode over to the mostly empty minibar at the back of her living room. 

Squinting, she tore open the glass door and snatched the bottle of Jack Daniels. No more than a few fingers of the good stuff remained. At least it had been a great idea to get drunk at that black metal bar before returning home; otherwise, she’d been stuck half-drunk and probably not intoxicated enough to get the intended effect from the sleeping pills. But now, whatever little booze she had here was just a bonus!   

Chuckling insanely to herself, she popped Mr. Daniels open and lifted the bottle toward the ceiling, toasting to nothing and no one – and nearly toppling over in the process. 

Like the drunk tower in Pisa! 

Laughing hysterically, she stopped herself from stumbling and smashing against the floor by grabbing hold of the tall bookshelf next to the minibar. A few books and some decorative figurines fell out. She stomped on them and laughed more. Lifted the bottle again. Aimed it at the almost blinding light from the lamp in the ceiling and exclaimed with slurred speech: “To Life! You fucking bitch! Skål!”  

After chugging down a few mouthfuls of the Jack, she added: “Nice knowing ya – NOT, hahaha!” Then she emptied the bottle and chucked it across the living room. It flew through the open kitchen door and shattered against the trash bin, simultaneously toppling it over and emptying all the junk out on the floor.   

Still laughing like a lunatic, Ylya went back for a second helping in the minibar. Brought out the final bottle, which was an overly expensive liqueur with a name she didn’t know how to pronounce – especially not in her current state. She’d saved it for a special occasion, and, well, it sure as hellfire didn’t get any more ‘special’ than the last half hour of one’s life!  

The lamp’s light reflected in the fancily formed crystal-like bottle, which sent colorful light beams out in every direction.  

“Beautiful,” she mumbled before biting off the plastic cover sealing the cap. She spat it out, screwed the cap off and took a hungry sip of the strong, sugary liquid. It burned down her throat. It felt good. Numbing. 

She brought the bottle back to the chair and was about to sit down when she caught a glimpse of her own reflection in the glass door on another shelf. Nearly wincing from seeing herself – more as an instinctual reaction than anything else, since she expected not to like what she saw – she instead stopped and looked at herself. 

She drank more of the strong liqueur and stepped closer, careful to stabilize herself on the chair in front. Seeing her own face, now, in this surreal state, on the edge of nothingness, a sort of affection dawned in her mind. Seeing herself in that glass door, at a time like this, all these psychological walls she’d put up over the years suddenly disintegrated. What remained was a pure understanding of who she actually was.  

I am me, she thought, and although nothing could be more glaringly obvious, it somehow also was earth-shatteringly revelatory.  

I see it clearly now. All of it, she mused. It’s incredible how manipulated I have been. 

“You could have become anything, you know that?” she said out loud, and the reflection returned her melancholic smile. “You are beautiful – both the inner and outer you. I have never actually had a problem with how you look, or who you are. It was ever only everyone else. Always pushing. Nothing is ever good enough. No one is ever pretty enough,” she said, then began speaking in different voices, imitating well-meaning, nagging people from her past: “Try to socialize more! Work out, eat right, get fit! Use more makeup! Dress better! Be happy! Just smile and the world will smile at you! Blah, blah, blah – shut the hell up! Aaargh!!” Ylya screamed and kicked the shelf so hard that the DVDs and games inside tumbled around. 

Drinking more, she took a deep breath and continued in a calmer tone, still maintaining eye contact with herself:   

“Let’s be honest. It’s been a horrible life… it really has, but I do love you. I am sorry for all the mean things I’ve said and thought about you. You are beautiful, and you have always kept going – even when the entire world has been against you. Even after those tiny-dicked idiots violated you all those years ago, you still sucked it up and continued. Continued trying. Kept fighting. And that bitch who made your life a living hell for years on end… and you still kept doing your best. Still kept smiling. 

“You are awesome, Ylya. I am proud of you, and if anyone deserves an eternity of peaceful rest, it’s you. Fuck all those miserable assholes and cunts! If it was up to me, they’d all die painful, horrible deaths for what they’ve done to you – to me. All of them. Fuck ‘em all. I love you. Never doubt that.” 

Her reflection lifted the bottle, too, and they both guzzled down the remaining liquid. The bottle now empty, she smashed it against the shelf’s glass door, shattering her reflection in the process. 

It felt like a ton of drunkenness came over her like a collapsing building, so she stumbled around the chair and barely managed to sit down again. Everything spun around her, but interestingly enough also stood still, motionless. The sleeping pills were working their magic in the background, cushioning the alcohol’s brutal effect.   

“I love you,” she whispered again and picked up the empty pill bottle from the table. Turned it around and around in her hands, unable to focus on anything in particular. “I love me, even if no one else does. And I love being me.” Her lips suddenly turned down, and she began sobbing. “Too bad everything turned out so wrong.”  

The sobbing morphed into full-blown crying, and soon she was bawling her eyes out – not regretting her decision to end herself, but just because of the futility of it all. The hopelessness. Meaninglessness.   

Ylya gave up. Let herself be devoured by the desperation caused by a too short, yet too impossibly long life containing too much damn negativity. 

Just as she began sinking into a numbing oblivion, an electric-sounding explosion shook the entire livingroom and forced her awareness back into her body.  

  A blinding, unreal light flashed hundreds of luminescent spikes around her, illuminating everything in bluish bursts. Scorch marks appeared in jagged lines across the wallpaper, and the edges of shelves charred and threatened to incinerate.   

Temporarily shocked out of her stupor, Ylya gaped wide-eyed at the fantastical occurrence – a hundred percent certain it was a hallucinatory byproduct of her brain shutting down.  

Fiery heat washed over her face, and her eyelids blinked rapidly as it felt like her eyeballs would melt, but the sight was too amazing not to watch.   

Next, the blistering show of electricity increased. It expanded to the size of a doorway. A fearful gush of coldness flushed through Ylya’s body as she beheld the impossible sight. The electrical spectacle morphed into a humanoid form.  

A final crackle resounded in the living room when a full-sized, broad-shouldered human birthed into existence right in front of the kitchen doorway.  

This is impossible; this is impossible! her thoughts screamed as the spectacular show died down and this mystical being stepped forth on black leather boots. A black, hooded cape wrapped around its shoulders, and the hood’s shadow obscured its face – only revealing two intensely glowing, red eyes. No pupils save for what resembled the fiery center of a volcano.  

Ylya shrunk back in her chair, clutching the empty pill bottle with both hands like a lifeline when large, devilish wings sprouted from the being’s back. Cold wind surged through the living room as they flapped open and straightened out, being fully exposed in all their leathery, dragon-like glory. Goosebumps fluttered down her spine at the sight of the bone-like spikes protruding from their undersides. 

It’s the devil, she thought, horrified. So my Christian grandparents were right all along; if you commit suicide, you’ll be brought straight to Hell by Satan himself. I can’t believe it! 

The angel of death reached a hand out to her and spoke with a man’s deep voice: “Do not be alarmed, Ylya Thorli. No worse harm will come to you than what you have already subjected yourself to.” 

“I… you…” she tried to reply, but her voice caught in her throat. “You’re… you are the-” 

“Devil?” he said, as if reading her mind, and snorted a chuckle. “Not by a long shot.” 

“B-but… but you’re…” she tried again, but neither her vocal cords nor her brain functioned properly. The entire world buzzed with this being’s powerful, intimidating presence – and surely amplified by her drowsy drunkenness.  

He slowly lowered his open palm, indicating she should calm down. “I know what you’re thinking, and no, it is impossible. The Devil is merely a part of a lower subset of your local Cosmos – hardly even a washer of toilets in the grand scheme of things. Me, however… well, I am not from this part of Existence at all,” he said, before calmly bringing his hands up to his head and removing the hood.  

Ylya held her breath in anticipation of the monstrosity that would reveal itself, but was taken aback by what she saw. Because no beast had hidden inside the shady darkness; only the face of a regular human man. Straight, black hair ran down the sides of his head, just long enough to cover his ears. In his mid-thirties, perhaps, and, she thought, eerily handsome, dangerous.  

So it was only a hallucination, after all, dreamed up by a brain on the verge of shutting down. She sighed in relief, yet again feeling her reality shrinking around herself as the effect of the sleeping pills spread in her exhausted body. 

“Your mind is finding a way to make me seem less like a threat, which is good,” he said, nodding at her. “But rest assured, I am not your hallucination. My name is Kane Zerriah, and this is absolutely real. I am here to offer you the choice between life and death.”  

His wings wrapped tighter around his cape as he took another step toward her. “You see, my friend, unlike you and everyone you have ever known, I am a free being. Bound by certain rules, indeed, yet free in every other way. This means I can travel to any layer of Reality I see fit, as long as it aligns with my purpose. And your entire Cosmos – what you assume is the totality of the Universe – is but a nanoscopic blip in the vastness of the Reality I operate in. Do you follow?”  

In her current state, Ylya could barely process her own jumbled thoughts, let alone entertain the possibility that any of this was happening at all.  

His fiery eyes created a feeling of vertigo in her very soul. She had to be careful not to fall into them and be propelled into endless nothingness. The angel of death… of course that’s who he was. He had to be. 

She struggled to stay awake. Her body was so, so heavy. Her mind so tired. Why couldn’t this fucking life end already? 

A bluish-white spark crackled from his hand as he snapped his fingers. “Pay attention, Ylya. You will only get this one chance.”

She shook her head drowsily, using large amounts of willpower to lift her hand and attempt to wave him off. “Whatever you’re selling, I’m not interested. Go away.” 

Again, Kane snorted a chuckle. “Cute. Listen: There is no coming back from what you are about to experience – not unless I intervene. And, Ylya, I can intervene. I even want to. If I didn’t, then I’d simply instantly devour you and be on my way.” 

That sentence stung. Pulling her eyes from the linoleum and looking up at him, she whispered: “D-devour me?” 

The intensity with which his eyes shone calmed a notch. “Yes, my friend. I am a Blight Leech, after all. The world’s negativity is my nutrition. I feed off it. It is delicious and tastes like sugar. As long as I get my fix, so to speak, I keep on existing – indefinitely,” he said and smiled. Gesturing at her, he continued: “Which brings me to my reason for interacting with you at all. I want to extend this gift of indefinite, open-ended life – potentially eternal – to you, Ylya.” 

Every word this… this creature spoke turned to mush in her intoxicated brain. Surely it was all impossible.  

It’s just a hallucination. It will soon be over. Simply breathe and let go. Breathe and let go. 

“You are a very lucky woman,” he continued. “Most people simply vanish without a trace once they die. You, on the other hand, right now have the chance to undo your decision, as it were, and make a better choice.” He walked up to one of the framed paintings on the wall. One she had made herself, which depicted a woman swimming in a fjord among majestic mountains below a blue sky. The flickering light from his burning eyes reflected in the frame’s glass, making it look like the sky was ablaze with hellfire. From tranquility to Armageddon in the blink of an eye.  

Still smirking, he folded his arms across his chest. “Look,” he said, “I know this all seems a tad unorthodox – and from your very limited perspective it understandably is. Also, I can see you are still struggling to accept me as anything other than an evil entity. I am not, however. I serve an important existential function, as do my people. We help balance out the negative with the positive throughout all the larger reality that this universe and all others are a part of. The Apocosmos. If I was evil, would I be helping the entire Existence in maintaining its all-important equilibrium? I think not. And also, let’s not forget I am offering you the gift of life, so that must count for something, right?”  

“I…” she began, but what on Earth could she say? The Apocosmos? Blight Leeches? Maintaining Existence’s equilibrium? What did any of these things even mean? 

On the verge of crying again, she closed her eyes and tried forcing herself to lose consciousness, but his calm, deep voice reeled her in once again: 

“You are struggling, I know. But you do not have to understand any of this now. Besides, there is no time for contemplation, my friend, because as we both know, you have just swallowed a whole bottle of sleeping pills, as well as consumed enough alcohol to euthanize an elephant.” His mouth widened in a terrifying grin exposing razor-sharp teeth. “In about five minutes, you will start losing control of your body. In ten minutes, you will likely enter a deep coma. Five minutes after that, your organs will start shutting down. Finally, with the passage of another ten minutes, you will be dead.”   

Ylya ogled him through her hazy vision, gripping the empty pill bottle tightly, the white plastic slippery from her sweaty palm. He was right, of course. The sand in the hourglass ran out quicker with each breath, and she didn’t have many left. In fact, her vision grew muddier with every second. The contrasts of her dim apartment began smudging out, bleeding into each other, and her head became heavy. Losing the strength in her fingers, she dropped the pill bottle on the linoleum floor. The clatter of it sounded far away, giving off an echo, as if having been dropped into a deep, empty well.    

  “So, what will it be, Ylya?” he said, holding up both hands like a weighing mechanism. “Potential eternal existence, governed by the rules of the Apocosmos, or, you know… guaranteed eternal nothingness in the abyss of your local Cosmos?” His eyes glowed brightly blood red as he chuckled – the sound sending ripples of goosebumps down her cold, sweaty spine. “The choice is yours.”    

    “Eternal nothingness feels like salvation to me,” she mumbled finally, letting her head hang loosely, eyes half closed. “There’s no point for me to live on. Everything is pain. Other people have made my life a living nightmare. Hell, even Life has done everything in Its power to screw me over in the worst possible ways.”   

“Yes, Ylya, I can see what you have been through, and your life has clearly been a challenge that could have broken even the toughest of souls,” the humanoid with those mesmerizing, yet dangerous eyes, said. He smirked and leaned closer. “Now, what if I told you, you could take revenge by joining me?”   

Ylya lifted an eyebrow that seemed to weigh half a ton, ogling him drowsily and attempting to force her rapidly withering brain to process all the outlandish things this ominous being claimed. With a voice that sounded less and less like her own, she said: “You can see my life?”   

The creature’s smirk grew large enough to expose some of his strikingly white, jagged teeth. “That’s right, my friend. And I know you feel overwhelmed right now, powerless, yes, hopeless even, but after you transition your human body won’t hinder you any longer. None of its depressing limitations will matter, because you won’t be dependent upon it anymore.”   

Squinting, she tried to focus better, but the world twirled around her; the walls seemed to close in on her, shrinking suffocatingly. An abyss-like darkness had slowly begun devouring her field of vision – and what little she still could see smeared into itself like a melting mosaic. 

Her head and upper body hanging, she curled her sweaty fingers around the edges of the chair’s seat, attempting to delay her rapid incoming collapse. Forcing herself to peer up at him again, she croaked: “But you’re in a body, too. It even… looks human.”   

“Well, my dying friend, looks can deceive,” he said and took a step away from her, before stretching both arms out from his sides, followed by the extension of his leathery wings. They were so large and wide that they blocked out the light entering from the kitchen doorway. His red-glowing eyes intensified, and she winced and jerked back in the chair when what resembled lightning bolts suddenly birthed from his palms and spiked out around him in rapid, zigzagging tendrils that crackled and lit up the living room, almost blinding her. Next, a single flap of his wings lifted him from the ground, and the air pressure ripped some of her framed paintings off the walls, shattering the glass on the floor.   

This unexpected show of power smashed through Ylya’s numb consciousness, and a fist-sized lump of fear made her stomach muscles tense up. She clung even tighter to the edges of the seat, but it didn’t help, because as Kane let himself fall back down on the floor, he swiftly draped the wings around himself, sending a gush of wind toward her that was so powerful it pushed her off balance. The chair overturned and she sleepily noticed falling backwards before abruptly smacking the back of her head against the linoleum. 

Pain that seemed far away spread across her head and spine as a shower of flickering lights danced before her hazy vision. Okay, so what he could do was pretty impressive. And his body clearly was nothing like a normal human body. Maybe accepting his offer could have been a good idea… once. Long ago, yes. But not now. Now it was already too late. And at this point, she didn’t even care anymore. She was too tired. Too far gone. Nothing mattered. Only the alluring darkness. The sweet, sweet sleep of death.    

Please, just let me sleep, she thought as the final flame of awareness whiffed out. 


6

 

 

Kane cursed under his breath when the wind his wings created accidentally overturned the woman’s chair and smashed her head against the hard floor. The room had been too small for such a forceful demonstration – even though he had hardly put any power into it at all. 

Knowing Ylya’s time was up, and that she’d be beyond redemption in less than half a minute, he crouched beside her. He slid one arm under her upper body, and another under her head, before carefully lifting her from the floor. She hadn’t explicitly given him consent, but he did sense a slight shift in her feelings toward him and the idea of becoming a Blight Leech the instant before she lost consciousness. 

But was it enough to go through with the transformation – or would he get in trouble with the Dark Energy if it judged him as ignoring her free will?

While holding her unconscious body in his arms, he looked up to the ceiling, gazing through it and out at nothing in particular. 

“She was about to accept my offer,” he whispered. “I honestly believe that. She would have accepted it.”

Another couple of seconds passed while he listened to the silence permeating the living room, perhaps waiting for permission to proceed from the Dark Energy through divine insight or a sign of some sort… but nothing came. He was just sitting on his knees with a rapidly dying human woman in his arms, wasting crucial seconds. 

Finally, he said: “It is a greater tragedy to not save those who might want salvation, than saving those who do not want it. The latter is reversible through death, while the other is not.”

He didn’t know if the Dark Energy agreed with this statement, but he did, and he would gladly defend his position if a day requiring it ever came. 

Looking down at the now finally peaceful expression on Ylya’s face, he nodded and said: “Your first life was a disaster, but your second life won’t be. I promise.” And with that, Kane activated the Blight Leech-exclusive ability Awaken, Blight Leech!

 

***
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Name : Awaken, Blight Leech!  

Type : Active  

HP Consumed : 50% of total Health Points

MP Consumed : 50% of total Magic Points

Range : Touching distance

Duration :  Single-use, immediate effect 

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech

Description : Awaken, Blight Leech! is one of the most important abilities in the Blight Leech’s repertoire of skills. This is the one and only way of expanding this extraordinary race with additional individuals, and as such, it is a form of procreation – albeit different from most other species’ method of multiplying themselves. 

All blight leeches possess this ability, as it is an innate function of their unique nature. Considering the process involves extracting a piece of one’s self and blending it with a life-giving element provided by the Dark Energy, the skill pulls 50% HP and 50% MP in order to work. Hence, regardless of how high or low leveled a blight leech is when activating this skill, it always costs exactly half of their vital energies.

 

***

 

Kane held Ylya’s drooping body out in front of himself and spoke the skill’s name out loud: “Awaken, Blight Leech!”

As soon as the words exited his mouth, the entire livingroom began vibrating. Blinding white energy flooded out from Kane’s forehead, passing from him to Ylya in swirling energy waves. Pain rippled through him as half of his HP and MP were extracted in order to create Ylya’s new form.

Multiple jolts shot through her comatose body, making it twitch and turn violently in his arms while the Dark Energy fused itself with the existential building blocks he provided.

Always fascinated by the blight leech creation process, Kane stared expectantly at Ylya in this divine moment – feeling a joyous surge of ecstasy pour through his mind as she was being reborn.

Snatched from the brink of extinction, her consciousness flared up and came back online.
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From an eternal darkness, Ylya’s sense of self suddenly returned. For just a moment she had been gone; the cramp-like, tight knot that had been her life unraveled and she was released from the imprisonment of existing. 

But now it was back again.

Her life.

As if electrocuted, Ylya shot open her eyes. Gasping and gulping air like someone rescued from drowning, she awoke in that strange humanoid’s arms. 

Kane Zerriah. 

The Blight Leech. 

A blinding white light whirled toward her from a kind of opening in his forehead. Not knowing how any of this was possible – she was supposed to be dead! – fear spiked in her chest, and even if she didn’t want to, she had no choice but to cling to him in order to not spiral out of control. 

Everything spun around her like a psychedelic trip gone bad – but also good, somehow. While angst and worry rode her mind, her body felt light, free, and bubbling with energy and pleasurable sensations. It didn’t feel dense and heavy anymore; actually, she didn’t feel it anymore at all! Right now it was as if her body had no boundaries at all – it was more like a field of tingling energy. Still, she nevertheless wasn’t able to mentally stop struggling with it. 

I’m supposed to be dead! her mind repeated again and again, refusing to let her end the struggling. This is all wrong! Why can’t I just get some well-deserved rest?!

“I… I’m…” she stuttered hoarsely. “I’m supposed to be dead.”

“Shhh,” Kane’s whisper interrupted her. His eyes weren’t red now, but divinely white. Looking into them reminded her of what she as a child imagined walking through Heaven’s pearly gates would feel like. 

Kane held her tight, speaking softly: “Relax, Ylya. Breathe and let go.”

“But I was dead,” she sobbed. “It was finally over, but then, now… now I’m-” 

“Don’t struggle with the process,” he said, his voice deep and calm. “The next stage is about to begin. Simply breathe into it and let it transform you.”

“Breathe into-?” she began, but as she did, the white, twirling energy flowing toward her from his forehead suddenly enveloped her entire reality. Kane, his steady arms, the floor she lay on, the living room – everything – disappeared and got swallowed by the whiteness.  

The next moment she found herself floating in a white space stretching eternally in every direction. Only a somewhat darker horizon far, far away provided a contrast that made it seem like she actually was somewhere rather than nowhere. 

Looking around, Ylya realized she had no body here. She was only an immovable, bodyless spectator. Normally, she would have totally freaked out by experiencing something as unreal as this, but now… nothing. If anything, she realized a calmness had replaced her hysteria. If she could exist here, without a body, then maybe everything wouldn’t be as bad – or as serious as she had previously believed. This insight made her even more relaxed, almost to where she felt a bubbling joy grow. She wanted to laugh, but right now she had no mouth to laugh with. This made her want to laugh even more.

A moment of peace, she mused. True peace. I thought that was impossible. But it’s real. Heh.

Another moment of perfect tranquility passed as she floated in the whiteness. Like being dead, but feeling great at the same time.

Where had this been while she struggled with living? 

Who cares? she thought, once again wanting to laugh.

Out of nowhere, actual text made up of glowing, azure letters appeared in her field of vision:

 

Welcome, Ylya Thorli

 

Kane Zerriah has requested your immediate transformation from Human to Blight Leech.

 

Please note: This will instantly delete your current life path, and send you off on a brand new, existential trajectory.

 

Do you accept?

 

At this point, she didn’t even have to consider it. If it felt this good to not be a human, then heck yes, she wanted to continue living! Besides, her ‘current life path’ was already in the process of self-destructing, so no additional loss would be suffered in any case.

I understand, she thought-replied, and I fully accept.

The sound of an explosion went off as the text notification updated:

 

Initiating the Race-Reconfiguration Process…

 

Current Race : Human

New Race : Blight Leech

 

Please hold tight while your Soul Essence is being extracted from its original vessel, modulated, transformed, and integrated with new organic hardware.

 

Ylya barely managed to remain aware while the process did its thing. It felt like being split into a million pulsating fragments, before a cold flush of energy seemed to vitalize each individual particle. When she got the sense that every piece of herself had been initialized – almost as if her deepest core had had its factory settings restored – then the procedure rapidly fused her fragments together again. 

 

Race-Reconfiguration Process Completed

 

‘Human’ successfully converted to ‘Blight Leech’

 

Congratulations, Ylya Thorli, your existence has been reset.

 

Searching for gender…

Female discovered

Do you wish to change gender?

 

Ylya tried shaking a head she didn’t have anymore, but instead replied with her mind: No, thank you. Female is perfectly perfect.

 

Please review, modify, and accept your appearance…

 

Suddenly, Ylya saw herself standing in front of herself – a life-like, full-size, naked version of her human body. 100% identical to who she was at the moment of death. 

Yep, that most definitely is me, she said – and after inspecting herself for a few seconds, she added: With all my flaws and imperfections intact, it seems. What now?

The notification flashed before her view again; this time with a rumbling male voice speaking the message as well:

 

Please review, modify, and accept your appearance…

 

Modify? Ylya wondered. I can… modify myself?

By inspecting the representation of herself closer, she got the sense that she had the power to intentionally alter the figure simply by thinking about what she wanted to change. Doubting that it could really be that easy, she tried a small change first. 

She zoomed in on the character’s face, and focused on her cheeks, which had always been a bit too plump. With a clear idea of how she rather wanted her face to look – more oblong and with a more clearly marked chin – she said: Like this.

The character’s face instantly changed according to the vision she had fixed in her mind.

Holy Hell, it worked! she thought, mesmerized by how much better it looked. Can I just, like, change everything all at once? 

When no reply appeared, she ignored her uncertainty and instead conjured up what she imagined was her ideal appearance. Slimmer, of course, but not too thin, either; she wanted some muscles for strength, although they shouldn’t be bulging all over the place, but still well-defined – in a feminine way. She was already pleased with the size of her breasts, although they had to shrink a little, relative to her slimmer size; the same with her hips and butt. After giving each body part some serious thought, she fixed the image clearly in her mind, and said: Like this. 

The character immediately transformed, reflecting her wishes and desires perfectly.

I’m done, she said, utterly awestruck by the whole thing.

Another notification appeared in both written and spoken form:

 

Please review, modify, and accept your Blight Leech wings…

 

In a spray of red energy, large wings sprouted from the character’s back. In contrast to Kain Zerriah’s black, leathery wings with spikes along the bottom, Ylya’s wings were fluffy and light gray, comprising big, angel-like feathers. 

That’s… actually pretty beautiful, she thought, staring at this redheaded angel that resembled the one she knew herself to be less and less. Right. It just didn’t match up with who she was – or maybe who she wanted to be. 

I’m not heavenly like that, though. I want to instill fear in my enemies, so give me leathery, spiky wings like Kane has. 

Without delay, her wings changed from angelic to demonic-looking. The exact same style of wings that Kane had, now grew out from Ylya’s back, too. Leathery, spiky, creepy… she loved it. Only one thing wasn’t perfect: The color.

I want them to be intensely red, like the redness of a volcano – like my hair color. Oh, and make the highlights on the glossy parts black. 

With each command she uttered, the wings seamlessly and immediately changed according to her wishes, until finally, it truly was perfect. She no longer watched herself, but rather a bad-ass, otherworldly alien-like being. 

Kinda like Kane, she thought, then corrected herself: No. Exactly like Kane. The Blight Leech. My… savior?

The last thought surprised her. It hadn’t been a conscious thought, but bubbled up all on its own – and it was true. He was the reason she experienced this now. He made sure she didn’t vanish into oblivion, even though that was what she herself had wanted. 

Damn.

I… guess I’m thankful, then.

She caught herself drifting away from the process, reeled herself back in and considered what she was actually doing here. One thing was to make changes to a separate representation of herself like this – another was the fact that she would soon inhabit this new and upgraded body. The word surreal didn’t even begin to describe it.

Well, if she were to get stuck in a new body, then this new and upgraded version of herself was better than anything else she could wish for. Hence, she let the creation process know she was happy with the result.

 

Ylya Thorli – infant Blight Leech – has successfully created a character.

 

Blight Leech-specific class automatically assigned to Level 1 character:

Bottom Feeder

 

Ylya didn’t know what that class meant, but it sounded degrading and disrespectful – like calling a newborn baby ‘riffraff’, lowlife, or just plain scum. 

If that’s the price I must pay to get a second chance, then so be it.

The character representing her disappeared along with the eternally white dimension she found herself in. A vacuum sucked everything into a black void that swiftly transported her through a swirling tunnel, before spitting her back out into her livingroom – but not lying in Kane’s arms this time. 

Ylya stood opposite him, panting, looking down at her new self with eyes wide from wonder. Power and strength she had never before known surged through her upgraded body. Breathing was easy! And for the first time, she felt nimble, as if she could jump as high as trees and run as fast as lions. She didn’t even mind that she stood naked in front of him, save for a white loincloth and an attempt at a barebones bra; this was all too incredible to believe. Mesmerized, she stared at her own powerful, yet slim hands while closing and opening her fingers. 

She gasped when, suddenly, she became aware of the feeling of two foreign limbs protruding from her back.

My… wings! she thought, too astonished to speak the words out loud. Goosebumps rippled down her spine as she made her wings move for the first time. As naturally as controlling her own arms, she wiggled them out from their resting position and stretched them out to each side. It felt like she became twice as large and twice as powerful, because they were strong – strong enough to lift her right off the ground. Reaching out with her hands, she gripped her red, leathery wings, pulled them in and slid her fingers across the solid, warm skin covering them. Swallowing and feeling her heart beating faster than ever, she met Kane’s eyes, not knowing what to say.

He just smiled. “They suit you well.”

Unable to wrap her mind around the fact that this was actually happening, she giggled. “Th-thanks.”

“Welcome to your new life,” he said, strafing his red-glowing eyes from her feet to head. “Now, how about we get you dressed?”

Still giggling like a little girl, she curtseyed – which was ridiculous, of course, but it happened automatically. “Yes, please.”

He lifted a hand. “Keep in mind I do not carry a lot of extra clothing, except for a starter set for newcomers. Therefore, most of these are items I have… found on my recent journeys. There will be ample opportunity to buy what you want soon, but these should be better than nothing, for now.”

Ylya gave him a half bow. “Of course, I understand. Thank you so much – for everything.”

“Yes, yes,” he said and nonchalantly waved her gratitude away with a flick of his wrist, before unhooking a small leather pouch from his belt. It was barely the size of a small wallet, but he nevertheless managed to stuff his whole hand into it. Rummaging around in there, he soon began pulling things out of it – things that were way too large to logically fit inside, but after having basically just returned from the dead, and modified and created a new body for herself, this didn’t even cause her to cock an eyebrow. Clearly anything and everything was actually possible in this new universe she found herself in. Maybe it ever only was humanity’s own skeptical nature that hindered them from experiencing these miraculous aspects of existence. Perhaps all they needed was to open their minds to the possibilities, and boom! everything would open up for them. Or maybe not. Ylya shrugged, let the musings go, and instead focused on Kane.

“First things first,” he said. “I’ll give you one of the basic Blight Leech starter packs. Here you go.”

A stream of notifications began bombarding Ylya’s visual field as he transferred stuff to her from his magical pouch:

 

***
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Name : Blight Leech Bottom Feeder Starter Set

Type : Complete Armor & Weapons Pack

Modification : +15% Casting Speed

Physical Defense : 72

MP Boost : 109

Description : The Bottom Feeder Starter Set provides enough essential gear for any newborn Blight Leech to stay moderately safe while learning the ropes of their new life. 

 

Please note : The full starter set must be equipped in order for the various boosts and modifications to be active.

 

 

***
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Name : Bottom Feeder Helmet

Type : None

Rarity : No Grade 

Physical Defense : 23

Magical Defense : 1

Durability : 500 / 500 

Weight : 1.1lb  

Description : An uninteresting, basic leather helmet that provides +23 P.Def, as well as +1 M.Def when equipped.

 

***
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Name : Bottom Feeder Chest Armor

Type : Magic

Rarity : No Grade 

Physical Defense : 30

Magical Defense : 0

Durability : 800 / 800 

Weight : 5.5lb  

MP Bonus : 67

Description : A basic, magical leather tunic that provides +30 P.Def, as well as an MP bonus of 67 when equipped.

 

***
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Name : Bottom Feeder Leather Pants

Type : Magic

Rarity : No Grade 

Physical Defense : 19

Magical Defense : 11

Durability : 800 / 800 

Weight : 5lb  

MP Bonus : 42

Description : Basic, magical leather pants that provide +19 P.Def, +11 M.Def, plus an MP bonus of 42 when equipped.

 

***
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Name : Bottom Feeder Boots

Type : None

Rarity : No Grade 

Physical Defense : 13

Magical Defense : 1

Durability : 500 / 500 

Weight : 3.5lb  

Description : An uninteresting pair of boots that provide +13 P.Def, as well as +1 M.Def when equipped.

 

***

 

[image: ]

 

Name : Bottom Feeder Plate Shield

Type : None

Rarity : No Grade 

Physical Defense : 40

Magical Defense : 0

Durability : 1000 / 1000 

Weight : 2lb  

Description : A basic, lightweight plate shield with decent durability, and it is easy to use for newbies.

 

***
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Name : Bottom Feeder Short Sword

Type : None

Rarity : No Grade 

Physical Attack : 35

Magical Attack : 0

Durability : 1200 / 1200 

Weight : 1.5lb  

Description : A lightweight, basic short sword specifically forged to be durable and easy to wield for those new to the battlefield. 

 

***

 

All the gear auto-equipped as soon as Ylya received it. Before she knew it, she stood there, fully clothed and wielding a sword and shield like a knight from the Middle Ages. The clothes – or armor, suit, or whatever these tough garments were called – fit perfectly, as if tailormade specifically for her. 

Staring wide-eyed at the sword and shield that had appeared in her hands, both polished and reflecting the light from the wall-mounted lamps in her living room, she suddenly burst out laughing. 

Kane watched her with a mildly amused expression. “Is something funny?”

“No, no!” she blurted, before adding: “Well, actually, I guess, kinda.”

“Feel free to share your thoughts,” he said while still rummaging around in his small, yet roomy pouch.

Ylya stopped laughing and blew air out of her mouth. “It’s just… what’s all this about?” she asked, lifting the sword and shield toward him.

He stopped searching the pouch for a moment. “You are now a legitimate citizen of the larger reality, the Apocosmos, and it is in many ways a more… challenging place than what you’re used to. I will tell you everything, and it will all soon make more sense.” 

“If you say so,” she said, and struggled a little to get the sword properly sheathed in her hip-mounted scabbard. She then held the shield up to him. “Am I supposed to just carry this thing around?”

“No. Give me a second,” he said, continuing to scour through his pouch. “This should help.”

A notification appeared in Ylya’s field of vision:

 

***
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Name : Medium Pouch

Type : Extradimensional Inventory

Description : Portable storage space with 80 item slots. Store anything as long as it fits – and if you’re strong enough to carry it.

 

***

 

The Medium Pouch automatically attached itself to the belt on Ylya’s Bottom Feeder Leather Pants. Even though she had just been watching Kane pull everything she owned out of the same type of small pouch, her initial reaction was wondering how the hell she’d be able to fit the enormous shield into that tiny, pocket-sized thing. As she grabbed it, though, she staggered backwards when a translucent screen popped up right in front of her eyes. Floating a couple of feet away from her, it covered about half of her visual field and followed every eye movement, as if glued to her pupils. Blinking didn’t help, either. It remained visible no matter where she looked or how far she moved. The screen comprised smaller squares structured in ten rows of eight, and all screens including the main window had brown frames that resembled leather texture.

Ylya had played games before and knew this sort of thing was called a HUD element – heads-up display element. Although this was reality and most certainly not a game, she nevertheless assumed it functioned the same way, although actually seeing something like this in real life was trippy as all hell. 

Still with his amused expression plastered across his face, Kane said: “I assume you see your inventory?”

“Uhm, yeah. Pretty unexpected, to say the least. How do I use it?”

He shrugged. “Easy. Simply reach out and place any object you want in one of the empty item slots. You’ll know when it works.”

“Oh… kay,” Ylya said, and hesitantly brought her shield up to the first empty square – or item slot. As soon as her hand pushed through the screen, the shield vanished from her hand and appeared in the item slot as a simplified image. “Woah!” she said, swiftly withdrawing her hand. “That’s pretty damn freaky.”

Kane smiled. “Only in the beginning. Soon it will be second nature to you.”

“If you say so.” Ylya stared from the pouch at her hip to the large inventory screen, wondering if maybe she still was in the process of dying – and that all of this was really only an intricate, long-winded final fantasy dreamed up by a deteriorating brain in the last blip of its ending existence. 

She got pulled out of the dizzying, scary thoughts when Kane dumped his heavy hand on her shoulder. “Let it go, Ylya.”

“Huh?”

“I know this is confusing, but trust the process – and trust me.” He gripped her shoulder a little tighter, as if to let her know she was in good hands. 

She inhaled deeply to center herself. “Okay. Sure. I trust you. So what now?”

“Now, my friend, we go home.”

Ylya lifted an eyebrow. “Home?”

With open hands, Kane pointed at the living room wall. A bright, electric flash shot out from his palms and created scorch marks across the wallpaper before a void-black hole the size of a doorway materialized. Nodding toward the flickering portal, he said calmly: “Yes, Ylya. Our home.”
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Kane stepped through the portal first, but not until he was confident that Ylya trusted him enough to not flee once he entered. Even so, as he exited the Dimensional Selector’s fast travel function and set foot on Sanctishi again, he felt his adrenaline spike slightly while half a minute ticked away before she arrived after him. 

It was always interesting to see how a newborn blight leech reacted to being… well, a newborn blight leech. Most of the time their transition from Human – or something else – to Blight Leech played out without hiccups. They would naturally attach themselves to him like healthy infants, and be readily willing to soak up any golden nuggets of information and help he provided about how to best become a productive member of the Blight Leech society. 

Naturally, these were all beings possessing free will, so one could never entirely guard oneself from bad apples wanting to go their own way. Generally, though, if they wanted to rebel against their maker, it would happen further down the line, once they had gained some experience and leveled up past the Bottom Feeder stage. But having experienced newborns who decided right away after character creation that they for some reason hated being a blight leech – or actually believed they had been fatally cursed by their creator – Kane never allowed himself to relax during the initial phase of his offspring’s new life. They could potentially rage against him at any time if he didn’t watch his back or took care to thoroughly introduce them to this new way of living. He wasn’t afraid of their rebellion, of course, but he had used a part himself to create them – meaning he was invested in their development. 

Furthermore, since he never spawned a new blight leech unless he actually liked and rooted for the person, it meant that being forced to immediately destroy them just because of a silly misunderstanding was something he tried to avoid at all costs. 

Hence, when, like now, his freshly created offspring followed him across the dimensional border, it displayed a willingness to follow and trust him, which more often than not was a sign that their relationship would be positive. 

One can only hope, he thought, knowing painfully well how fickle hope was. Still, watching Ylya as she stepped out of the crackling portal – and looking like a goddamn goddess after her transformation – he dared to at the very least place a small bet with himself that her acclimatization to, and inclusion in, their society would go silky smooth. She had great potential. He was almost entirely sure of it.

“Welcome home,” he said, reaching out a hand to help her out of the portal, but she ignored it and hopped out, landing on the gravelly ground with a heavy thump. 

Ylya took a couple of steps forward, removed her Bottom Feeder helmet, and watched the land and the city spreading out in front of her. 

The night had passed since Kane left to visit Earth, and now morning inherited the sky. The sun crawled up from the jagged edges of mountains in the far distance, painting the city skyline in front of them in vibrant, red and yellow hues.

Ylya’s expressions changed from what Kane thought was gaping awe, through puzzled wonder, and finally to head-shaking smiling. Gripping her helmet tightly, she eventually said: “Home? Okay… Alright. That’s how it is, then. I guess this is my new home.”

“What?” Kane said, attempting to discern her complex emotional display. “Not what you expected?”

“I…” she began, but her voice trailed off as she continued to stare. 

“In either case, this is Civitas Aeterna – or, if you will, the Eternal City,” he said, gesturing at the bustling megalopolis stretching out before them, reaching from edge to edge across the horizon. 

Seeing the complex skyline with the Orb of Blight in the very center standing taller than all other structures – shining its fiery turquoise over the buildings like a star pointing to the highest divinities of the Apocosmos – he always stopped what he was doing for a minute just to take in the splendor of it all. In those moments, sweet memories always brought him back to before he leveled up enough to join the Life Providers. 

Back then, he’d been a part of the Builders class. During that period, he himself had been a part of a construction team who’d created hundreds of buildings throughout the city. He even functioned as a city planner for many years, where he designed street layouts for the ever-expanding Eternal City. With a warm feeling of pride for the architectural complexity and detail of his dear city, he said: “Isn’t it beautiful?”

Still gaping, Ylya whispered: “It’s… maybe a little much.”

“A ‘little much’?” Kane repeated, before he burst out laughing from the sheer peculiarity of her word choice. “A little much!” he repeated again. “Of course it’s a lot, it’s the capital of Sanctishi; one of our most precious and proudest achievements!”

Finally, she began smiling for real, carefully, first with one side of her mouth, before the rest joined in. “Not like that. I mean it’s so enormous, and so strange, different, that it looks downright alien to me. I can hardly believe it’s even real.”

“Well, my friend, I can assure you this is absolutely real,” Kane said, gesturing for her to follow him. “Come, let’s take a closer look.”
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The Eternal City resembled nothing Ylya had ever seen on Earth.

From this distance, what stood out the most wasn’t the city skyline filled with oddly shaped rooftops or the vine-covered gates that seemed to circle around the entire thing, no. Rather, it was the humongous round ball that poked up into the sky from somewhere deep inside the city. Looming over the buildings like a monument, it shone an intense, oscillating turquoise – like one of those translucent globes she had played with when she was younger, where the electricity inside followed her hands as she slid her fingers across it. Only this one was bigger than a freaking balled-up football field, and she wasn’t entirely sure its purpose was all good. Something felt kind of off about it, creating a weird lump in her throat. 

Even though both the city and that globe-thing were impressive at this distance – breathtaking, even – it also made her stomach squirm with uncertainty. Fear, perhaps. After all, less than an hour ago, she’d been a lowly human who believed her regular universe was the only thing that existed. And now she was here… in a galaxy so far away you’d have to literally cross over to another dimension in order to get there.

Life is strange, she thought as Kane led her to the city’s gates. They comprised polished, pointed iron poles that towered many feet over her. Vines thick as her thighs sprouted between the poles and twirled around them like veiny fingers desperately holding on for dear life. The growth was so dense that she couldn’t even force her hand in between them and the poles, effectively creating a protective wall around the city. She pulled in the aroma of grass and wood while Kane nodded at the two armored men guarding the entrance. 

They too, looked like humans, but with eyes glowing green – not red like Kane. Also, they stood with their wings fully spread out, making them look a lot bigger and scarier than if they’d kept them in a resting position close to their bodies, like Kane did – and herself, she realized.

Without replying or even returning Kane’s nod, they opened the gates, and watched Ylya closely when she followed him in. She smiled at them, but their faces could just as well have been chiseled from stone. 

“Don’t worry about them,” Kane said when she continued staring at them once they entered the city. “Guards are trained to show no emotion.”

“Yeah,” Ylya said. “It’s often like that on Earth, too.”

He smiled. “Indeed. It’s universal.”

As the gates squeaked and slammed shut behind them, a notification appeared in the top part of Ylya’s field of view:

 

CIVITAS AETERNA

 

Interesting, she thought as the text vanished by literally going up in smoke and evaporating. She’d never played a lot of games, but her best friend Irene loved playing video games – especially so-called JRPGs – Japanese Role-Playing Games. Ylya had often been sitting and watching Irene play games like Xenoblade Chronicles and Chrono Trigger, and boxes with informational text basically popped up every other second. 

How strange, she mused, that this larger reality seems to function just like that. And as she was thinking about it, she started noticing translucent text boxes appearing above the heads of both people and animals around her – as if by associating it with something she knew, it opened her up to actually experience it for real. 

While trailing after Kane, who kept quiet for the time being – but observed her from out of the corner of his eyes – Ylya let herself unabashedly soak up every unfamiliar sight and smell. She studied all the people they passed, the blight leeches. 

They were all doing their own things, walking here and there, standing in groups discussing, selling and buying things from open windows in storefronts or wagons parked alongside each other. 

All kinds of smells attacked her nostrils; aroma of roasted meats and vegetables wafted out from open doors in houses she guessed were restaurants, while unknown, sweet and bitter odors drifted from multi-colored flowers planted in open, wooden crates between many buildings.

When they turned a corner and entered a large open park-like area with lots of benches and tables spread around, Ylya could barely stop herself from gasping out loud. Here, some people rode around on strange lizard-like creatures the size of horses, while others walked around with another kind of animal resembling miniature dragons that followed them around like dogs. More than once she had to stop herself from staring too much, and consciously tucked her chin in to make sure her mouth didn’t gape like an idiot. 

Kane didn’t even bat an eye, while to her, everything was just so incredibly strange and new. Also, she found it funny that she could make text boxes pop up almost anywhere just by intending for them to appear – some provided more information than others. 

She stole a look at Kane when he spoke a few words to a group of passing women and found that his notification box showed less information than many others. It said:

 

***
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Name : Kane Zerriah

Race : Blight Leech

Class : Life Provider

Level : ???

HP : ???

MP : ???

 

***

 

Ylya felt her forehead wrinkle. Why is some people’s information hidden while others’ is readily available? she wondered, but assumed it perhaps could have something to do with her lack of experience. Or maybe it was even possible to hide one’s own info from prying eyes.

Ylya let it go and shifted focus to the city’s buildings. Mostly made of wood and a sort of gray bricks. The blight leeches clearly enjoyed their ornamentation; everywhere she looked, complex engravings of symbols and figures adorned the wood and bricks alike. It was beautiful – and probably bore some kind of significance to her new people. 

The Eternal City certainly did look like a fantasy town, in its own way, although the unique architecture gave it a kind of futuristic, otherworldly feel. 

“What an amazing city,” she said. “I’ve never seen buildings like this before.” 

Kane turned to her. “I agree, it’s quite the spectacular sight.” 

“To be honest, I’m actually in awe of the architects who have designed and built all of this.” 

“Well, thank you,” he said and gave her a wink while passing by a group of monk-looking men carrying rolls of carpets. Once they were out of the crowd, he turned her again: “Fun fact, I have personally designed over hundred buildings throughout the city.” 

Ylya chuckled. “Yeah, right.” 

Kane shrugged. “Believe what you want.” 

Realizing he was indeed serious, Ylya cupped her mouth. “You’re not kidding, are you?” 

“Of course not. As a matter of fact, that shrine over there, I drew and built that with my own hands more than a hundred years ago,” he said and pointed at a tall building surrounded by short-cut lawns and white benches. It resembled an ancient church adorned with intricate symbolism carved into its wide wooden walls. 

“So you’re an architect?” 

“Used to be, decades ago.” 

“I see. What happened?” 

Kane cleared his voice. “Long story short, I used to be a part of the Builders class, and even though I always loved construction work, I nevertheless had a stronger pull toward becoming something more existentially significant.” 

“Oh… I don’t understand,” Ylya said, excusing herself with a half-hearted laugh. 

“No problem. I wasn’t going to do this now, but let’s just quickly go over the blight leeches’ social hierarchy, which will also help you understand your place in our society.” He waved for her to join him to one of the white benches surrounding the church-looking building – the shrine. 

Ylya took a seat next to him, and he continued: “Okay, so the thing is, our society comprise eight main classes of people. At the very bottom, you have the-”

“Bottom Feeders?” Ylya shot in, taking a chance. 

Kane snorted a laugh. “Correct! They are indeed at the bottom, and that’s you current position. The seventh class, the one above the Bottom Feeders, is known as The Majority. This is what most people are, and include the majority of civilians who are simply living their lives in peace, working their day jobs and ensuring the wheels of our productive society is turning, so to speak.” 

“Yes, that makes perfect sense to me,” Ylya said, nodding. “And the sixth class?” 

Kane leaned forward on the bench, placing his elbows on his knees. “Now it gets more interesting. The sixth class is what’s called The Healers. These are people who more than anything want to spend their lives assisting and helping others. They can be any level and will be positioned within our society based on how powerful they currently are.” 

“So… like doctors and nurses and such?” 

“Sure, that’s a good way to think about it. And the class above that one, is The Builders.” 

“Ah!” Ylya exclaimed and pointed at him. “That’s what you were, right?” 

“Exactly. Like The Healers, the members of the Builders class can also be any power level at all. The only thing that matters is that they yearn to take part in the further growth of the Eternal City.” 

Remembering the severely limited information Kane’s character stats had shown her, Ylya suddenly understood what the name of his class meant. “I’m sorry for interrupting, but you’re a Life Provider now! Right?” 

A grin grew on his lips. “Correct you are, again. The Life Providers is the fourth class. It’s the first of the more advanced classes, which require more higher-leveled blight leeches. The Life Providers mostly comprise warriors and wizards who occupy themselves with creating new offspring to the blight leech race, defend our society from enemies, and a whole host of other, more exciting – and dangerous – assignments.” 

“Okay, I understand now. Even though you enjoyed building things, you actually wanted to provide something even more meaningful to your people.” 

Staring at his own-designed shrine, Kane nodded, deep in thought. “Right. But this is only a steppingstone to something even greater. Because you see, Ylya, the class above the Life Providers, the third class, is called The Divine Watchers. These are extremely high-leveled, Dark Energy priests who spend most of their lives in the nonphysical realms, like the astral planes and such. From there, they watch over our people, manipulating the various life essences in order to assist the further spiritual evolution of our race – all in accordance with the rules set by the ancient gods of the Apocosmos.” 

Ylya’s forehead wrinkled as she sighed. “Not to be rude, but you’re kind of losing me just about now…” 

His thousand-yard stare focused back on her. “Not a problem. The point is that this is what I aspire to become next. A Divine Watcher,” he said, creating smacking sounds with his lips as he shook his head dreamily. “And after that, who knows, maybe I will actually reach the second most important class in our society – The High Council. It consists of very high-leveled people of any trade, be it teachers, builders, warriors, wizards, you name it. They are personally chosen by our queen to join her in staking out the course of our Blight Leech future.” 

“Let me guess,” Ylya said, feeling excitement bubble in her stomach. “The first class, the most important one at top, is your queen herself?” 

“Yes. The Blight Leech Ruler. It isn’t necessarily a queen; we had a king prior to our current ruler, but now it’s a woman, her name is Terrahee.” He nodded as if to himself, speaking her name as he once again looked up at the tall church-like building: “Queen Terrahee.” 

“I’m sure you’re a great Life Provider,” Ylya said, attempting to bring his focus back to her, “but it’s too bad you didn’t continue designing buildings, though. You’re really good at it.”

“Thank you.” Kane nodded with a slight smile. “But that’s life, isn’t it? One must outgrow and leave behind the old in order to make space for the new, even if hurts.” He rose from the bench. “Anyway, let’s continue. I have something to show you.” 

As they continued strolling through the waves of busy people filling the streets, she gazed up at the sky where blight leeches flew around in every direction, and wondered which class she eventually would end up as. Maybe a Life Provider like Kane. It seemed like a noble cause. Or perhaps a Healer. But most of all, she felt dizzy from all the new sights, sounds, smells and information. 

As the morning sun ascended higher and bathed more of the city in its bright light – and rows of streetlights suddenly turned off. They were basically black iron poles with roughly cut crystals on top that had been glowing a flickering turquoise, but now shut off simultaneously.

It hadn’t really occurred to her yet, but there were no obvious sources of electricity anywhere. 

Except… she suddenly thought, and automatically lifted her head and looked at that huge, glowing ball looming over the city again. That thing… could it be what gave life to the streetlights? It was the same color, at least. Also, she hadn’t noticed it, but Kane had slowly brought her closer and closer to it. Every step of the way, that globe had gotten closer.

She cleared her voice in such a way as to grab Kane’s attention.

He turned. “What?”

“Uhm, that enormous ball-thing over there…”

“Yes, we’re on our way there right now,” he said, pushing past a large group of people crowding around two men performing some kind of tricks with their lizard-horses.

Ylya’s stomach muscles tensed. “We… we are?”

“Yeah. We’re soon there.”

“B-but why?”

He abruptly stopped, turned and looked at her. “Because it is important. Or do you think it’s just some big, flamboyant trinket?”

The sudden, subtle aggressive change in his tone toward the end made her take a step backwards. “N-no. I… I just… I’m sorry.”

As quickly as it appeared, his aggression vanished, and he offered her a wide grin. “Don’t worry, my friend. Everything will be clear to you once we get there. Follow me just a little longer, please,” he said and continued walking – faster now.

To Ylya, it seemed like they basically sprinted the remaining distance, until they finally arrived at a junction. Kane gestured for her to follow him up a road which led directly to a fortress-like building where the big, turquoise ball was elevated up from the roof. Guards with outstretched wings and green-glowing, serious eyes lined both sides of the road, armed to the teeth with swords, blades and wands. 

“Don’t worry about them,” Kane said. “This is our most sacred place, and therefore also our most well-protected.”

“I see,” Ylya whispered, feeling small and vulnerable. Goosebumps ran down her spine, which made the inner parts of her wings prickle. 

Finally, they arrived at the stairway up to the gigantic building’s entrance. Like most other structures in the Eternal City, it too was constructed of wood and bricks – but unlike most other buildings, a translucent, flickering layer of turquoise energy was wrapped around it. Ylya heard a low, crackling hum coming from it.

“This is a magical shield,” Kane said. “If you’re not a blight leech – or haven’t been approved to enter – then you’ll have a very bad day if you try to cross it.”

Ylya nodded, saying nothing. 

Kane broke out in a wide smile again. “But you’re a blight leech, and you’re with me, so you are safe. No worries.”

“I believe you,” she said, returning his smile. “Thank you for being understanding.”

He placed a hand on her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Of course. Everyone is a little scared in the beginning. It’s natural.”

“I just ask that you have patience with me, and if I say something – anything – that sounds outrageous to you, then please know it’s not intentional.”

“I will, and I do,” he said, winking at her, showing that he knew she was hinting at how he suddenly became angry earlier.

When they ascended the stairs, a freezing cold went through Ylya’s bones as they passed through the magical shield. Expecting the worst, she tightened all her muscles, but nothing happened – just like he promised.

The main entrance was a solid double door almost fifteen feet tall and made exclusively of black-painted iron. Engraved symbols and creatures adorned the edges of it and the door hinges were large metal rings bolted to the center of both doors.

Kane positioned himself right in the middle, gripped one metal ring with each hand, and began slowly opening them. When they were opened halfway, a dozen or more footsteps thundered on the other side. 

Ylya quickly jumped to the side as the doors forcefully swung open from the inside. 

Kane was chanceless, though, and both parts of the double door smashed against his face and chest – sending him flailing backwards as a group of serious-looking blight leeches strode out. 
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The double door opened so fast Kane hardly realized what happened before he stupidly stumbled backwards – careening down the stairs. 

Had he not been as observant and skilled as he was, he would have smashed the back of his head and potentially splintered it to shreds on the sharp steps. But luckily, he was that skilled – and observant – so although the situation for a moment seemed out of hand, he instantly caught himself mid-step on the way down the stairway. A couple of rapid flaps with his wings cut the fall short and boosted him up enough to grab hold of the stair railing. 

While steadying himself and regaining his balance, he ogled the inconsiderate group that had burst through the entrance. There were six of them; four dressed in the Royal Guard’s black plate armor with turquoise highlights along all seams and edges, and their magically enhanced, feathered wings poked out from slits in the back. The one who strode behind the armored guards wore a black hooded cape – with the hood draped over his head, obscuring his face. This one also belonging to the royal guard, the edges and seams of his cape and hood were highlighted with turquoise as well.

As they trampled out of the building, Kane saw Ylya hid behind the open door, peering at the group with anxious eyes. 

Kane eyed them one after the other and felt anger thunder in his chest. When they started descending the stairs and passed him, he couldn’t help himself anymore and yelled: “Hey! How about learning some manners?” 

Only one of them bothered to lift his head and glare silently at him.

Being a part of the blight leech ruler’s designated battalion, these were all level 50 or higher, and obviously excellent warriors, so everyone knew it was a bad idea to annoy them. Still, Kane said: “Just because you’re Terrahee’s personal watchdogs, it doesn’t give you the right to treat people like dirt.”

The one who’d glared at him opened his mouth to say something but stopped when the one next to him bumped an elbow in his side. 

Kane wanted to shout something else at them but knew it wouldn’t change anything. Besides, he didn’t actually have a problem with these soldiers specifically – it wasn’t their fault Terrahee was a morally despicable piece of shit. Kane suspected their new ruler and queen would sooner or later steer all blight leeches over a cliff and destroy the thousands of years built-up goodwill that they had with the highest gods of the Apocosmos, and even the Dark Energy itself. 

Grumbling inaudible curses to himself, he ogled the group as they reached the road and stiffly marched onwards. He was about to return to Ylya when the hooded wizard in the back swiftly turned and stole a look at him. 

Although it lasted no more than a millisecond, Kane immediately noticed something was off. The guy’s face was mostly hidden by the hood’s shadow, but something about his eyes made Kane’s skin crawl. They shone the same red as the others, but they had a kind of beastly quality. Almost like an…

Kane cut the thought short and whispered: “Hells no, that can’t be right. Not in a million years.” Maybe not, but his intuition nevertheless made him decide to break the rules of not checking the Royal Guard’s character information. Because if his hunch was true, then this whole thing would be a lot worse than him breaking a tiny little rule. 

He first scanned the armored guards, and was relieved to only find the expected stats for anyone of the queen’s personal army. When he moved on to the wizard, however, chills made the fine hairs on his neck stand on end. As he inspected the hooded guy’s stats, this printed in his field of vision:

 

***
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Race : ???

Class : ???

Level : ???

HP : ???

MP : ???

 

***

 

Kane’s eyebrows drew closer together as his brow furled. 

Exactly, he thought grimly, it smells so fishy I can basically taste the ocean. 

Fortunately, he had just the sneaky spell to circumvent the guy’s concealed information – Decrypt Scrambled Stats. Using a spell like this on a member of the Royal Guard was doubly illegal compared to only attempting to display their info normally, because they never obscured their stats unless they had a good reason to. 

Kane figured he could weasel himself out of the worst repercussions if he had to, though, since the other guards didn’t hide their stats, which made it even more strange. 

Flicking through his spells, he found the right one and cast it on the cloaked wizard:

 

***
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Name : Decrypt Scrambled Stats

Type : Active 

HP Consumed : 0

MP Consumed : 100

Range : 300 feet

Duration : 10 seconds

Precondition : Will only work if the target is at an equal or lower level than the caster.

Description : Decrypt Scrambled Stats deciphers someone’s hidden character statistics, revealing them for 10 seconds to the Caster only. 

 

***

 

The spell activated and caused the text box above the wizard’s head to flicker. No one except Kane noticed it when the stats suddenly appeared: 

 

***
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Name : Orc Fire Shaman 

Type : Humanoid 

Level : 38 

Disposition :  

HP : 1210 / 1210 

Physical Attack : 49 

Magic Attack : 91 

Speed : 136 

Attack Range : 45 

XP : 3132 

Blight : 21% 

Description : Through a series of transcendent rituals, Orc Fire Shamans have been awakened to the essence of Fire, enabling them to command fire spirits rather than merely asking favors of them. An accomplished Orc Fire Shaman may entrap such spirits within themselves, thereby acquiring a select amount of their spells, skills and abilities – based on the relative power of the shaman. 

 

***

 

Gaping, Kane felt a chilling cold blow through him. Another Orc Fire Shaman – and inside the Eternal City’s gates? Had the goddamned orc tricked all those guards to believe it was one of them, or were they in on it? If Kane could make the stats visible, then there was no way they hadn’t seen it. 

Right? 

For a moment frozen, not knowing what the hell to do, he stared quickly from the armored guards to the orc, then up to Ylya, who waited for him by the entrance, and then back to the orc. And none of the guards lining each side of the road paid any attention, either. 

What in the nine hells is going on here? He felt anger well up like an erupting volcano inside. His mind spun through the various possibilities in an attempt to assess the best way forward, but at this point, nothing really mattered. If the orc had indeed tricked the guards, then he needed to be taken out – and if the guards did know about it, well… then they deserved to be exposed, too. 

Kane’s rage exploded. He jumped down from the stairs, bolted at the group of Royal Guards while equipping the Pain-Eater. His blade crackled with electricity as he flapped his wings to propel himself forward in a speedy dash. 

The hooded wizard was the first of the group to turn around – but not fast enough. 

Kane rammed into him with his shoulder, elbow and sword hilt first. The wizard got the wind knocked out of his lungs. He yelped and crashed through the guards in front, before collapsing on the ground with Kane over him. Frantically kicking and hitting, he managed to push Kane off and got back to his feet.

“I know what you are,” Kane wheezed and booted the orc’s shin, sending him tumbling back down. 

Now the guards shouted and tried holding Kane down, but his throbbing rage helped him throw them off. Leaping at the downed wizard again, he used the hilt of the sword to pin his throat to the ground with one hand, and ripped the hood off his head with the other – exposing his face…

His completely normal, human-looking Blight Leech face.

“Are you out of your mind?” the wizard grunted. “Get off me, you savage!”

Flabbergasted, Kane didn’t even struggle when the guards tore him off the wizard and threw him to the curb. The rattling of swords rang in his ears when he crawled to his knees, and was met with five pairs of disgusted, intensely shining eyes. 

The highest leveled of the bunch stepped forth with wings menacingly spread out behind his back. He shoved the tip of his blade into Kane’s chest – hard enough to cause pain and draw blood. “Do you have a death wish?” 

Kane grimaced and slapped the sword away. “That magician… he’s a goddamned orc.”

“An orc?” the wizard said, still panting from the struggle. He walked out from behind the guards, brushing his blond hair away from his regular human-like face. “Do I look like an orc to you?”

Two of the guards chuckled and shook their heads. 

“He’s lying,” Kane said through gritted teeth. “I saw his real stats.”

The high-leveled guard’s sword swished through the air and wound up back in Kane’s chest again, cutting deeper this time. “Shut your mouth.”

Ignoring the pain, Kane spat: “Check his stats, you morons. Not whatever fake info he’s feeding you, but the real ones! Are you really this-”

His voice got cut off when the guard leader stomped his armored boot in Kane’s chest, knocking him back flat. His vision grew blurry from his head smacking against the ground, and he heard the guard speak as he returned to the others: “Know your place, Life Provider, or I will personally see to it that you’ll get de-leveled so far down you’ll wish you were a Bottom Feeder.” To the others, he said: “Ignore this fool. Let’s go.”

 Grunting from pain, Kane lifted his head and glimpsed them walking away. The wizard once again turned and stole a look at him, badly concealed worry draped across his face. 

Yeah, you better be scared, shaman, Kane thought. I’ll expose you. Either those guards were dumb as pieces of dried bread, or they were in on it themselves. 

Ylya came running and helped him up. “Oh my god, what was that?” she said, attempting to brush dirt off his cape and wings – but he briskly pushed her away.

Scowling at the long lines of guards on both sides of the road, none of whom had moved a single muscle during the event, he grunted: “Problems. Potentially a helluva lot of problems.” 

Ylya wrapped her arms around herself, as if cold. “Anything I need to worry about?”

He spat on the ground to rid his mouth of the foul taste, then breathed deeply to recenter himself. “No, this will not affect you… probably. Besides, this is neither the time nor place to do anything about it,” he said, eyeing the Royal Guards as they disappeared around a corner. “Let’s go do what we came here for.”
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A slight tremble made Ylya’s legs feel like they were infused with jelly. Even five minutes after Kane’s altercation with those Royal Guards, she still couldn’t let it go. She tried to drop the whole thing and pay attention as he led her through the main section of the Blight Depot, but a fearful knot gnawed in the back of her mind. Something about his vibes had changed since the incident… he seemed darker, somehow. He’d been so calm and reassuring ever since showing up in her life, even as she was on the verge of death, but now, now something about his demeanor had drastically changed. He seemed distracted. Uncertain, even.

They had passed through the Blight Depot’s lobby, and he’d ushered her into a kind of medieval, yet oddly high-tech elevator. It creaked dangerously as it ascended higher and higher. Unlike regular elevators back on Earth, there weren’t any numbers or symbols hinting at what floor they currently passed by. When it eventually stopped, turquoise light strips illuminated around the iron door frame.  

Kane gestured at the door, smiling. “Ladies first.” 

“Uh, okay,” Ylya said, wondering why he suddenly decided that she should go first. Carefully, she stepped to the door and pushed it open.  

Ylya squinted and withdrew her head back inside as a wall of bright, turquoise light flooded in through the door crack. A sound like that of crackling electricity accompanied it, carrying with it heat waves that seeped into the elevator. 

“Don’t worry,” Kane said, his smile widening. “We’re just close to the Orb of Blight.” 

Ylya glanced at him before squinting out at the bright light again. “That enormous, glowing ball on the rooftop?” 

“Exactly.” 

“Isn’t it dangerous to be this close to it?” 

He shrugged; the smile lingering. “It’s constructed to not be a problem, so nothing to worry about. Go on, now. Or do you want me to go first?” 

Her immediate reaction was to sink back and accept his offer, but then decided not to be a big baby. I was practically dead less than an hour ago; I can do this. Shaking her head, she balled her hands into fists and pushed the heavy door all the way up.  

For just a second, it was like entering the core of a turquoise sun – being drenched in waves of heat and blinding, flickering light, seemingly from every angle at once. The electrical crackling made her ear drums hurt, and the fine hairs on her arms lifted from the sudden charge in the air. 

Ylya covered her face with her hands, looking down at the ground to avoid frying her eyeballs. “I don’t understand – what now?” 

Kane’s hands dumped down on her shoulders, slowly leading her further out into the blazing craziness. “It will soon get better. Trust me.” 

She didn’t reply, but kept her head down and followed his lead deeper into the blistering light- and heat-storm.  

After another ten-fifteen seconds, a notification appeared in her field of vision: 

 

Blight regeneration initiated… 

 

Blight regeneration? she wondered, suddenly realizing there was a barely visible, turquoise-colored bar on the far right, outer side of her field of view. Well, most of it was black – empty – and, she further realized, the intense energy surrounding her on the roof now was actually refilling – or perhaps recharging – the bar.  

But... what does it do? Why does it need refilling, and why is it being drained at all? 

While the questions bombarded her mind, Kane led her through an open, roofless corridor and brought her to a solid wall that shielded them from the Orb of Blight’s most intense effect – but without stopping the Blight bar’s recharging process. 

In this new position, with the orb behind them, Ylya was happy to note her sight returned to normal. The heat and thundering crackling weren’t as bad, either. In front of them, a breathtaking view of the entire Eternal City spread out – or at least a large portion of it. She saw the route Kane guided her from the gated entrance, through the district comprising restaurants and shops, then the shrine he’d built himself, and the huge park with all the strange horse- and dog-resembling lizard animals, before they moved past multiple other buildings and finally arrived by the long pathway protected by guards up to the Blight Depot where they now stood gazing out over the cityscape.  

She went over to the roof railing and let her eyes soak in the magnificent view. “It’s beautiful.” 

“It’s working, right?” Kane said and came up beside her. “The energy from the Orb of Blight is refilling your Blight reservoir, I mean.” 

She nodded. “Yup. Truth be told, I hadn’t even noticed it being there. The Blight bar, or whatever it’s called. What does it do?” 

“Heh. What doesn’t it do?” Kane said, smirking. “To understand it, you will need to understand how we blight leeches – and now you, too – function. To us, the Blight is life. Without Blight, we die.” 

Ylya felt as if a fist hit her stomach. “We die without Blight? I thought you said your life as a blight leech is indefinite?” 

“It is,” Kane agreed. “With Blight circulating around in us, we can live potentially forever.” 

“We can live forever ‘potentially’ – or we can live forever for certain?” she said, wanting a concrete, unwavering answer. 

Kane smiled, but a veil of sadness, maybe, clouded his intensely red eyes as he looked from her and out to the jagged cityscape. “Nothing is ever certain, Ylya, but unless someone comes and kills you, and you manage to always refill your Blight reservoir before it empties completely, then yes, you will most likely continue to exist indefinitely.” 

“Most likely,” Ylya repeated, disappointed – and disappointed in herself for being disappointed. Especially considering she’d gotten a new chance at life, in a new and improved body. 

He shrugged. “That’s the best answer I can give you. The universe is a tumultuous place, as you well know. Nothing is ever truly guaranteed even when it seems to be.” 

Nodding thoughtfully, Ylya mumbled: “Mm.” She slid onto a more depressive mental track, and for the next few passing seconds, a deep, dark vacuum appeared in her stomach. Well, it didn’t so much appear as resurface. All the unbelievable things she’d experienced in such a short while after being reborn as a blight leech had effectively masked the despair still present in her mind – but none of it was gone yet.  

Losing her unborn child and longtime partner, and the fruitless human existence littered with oh so many losses, faults and missed goals. The dizzying cocktail of emotional disturbance threatened to claw its way back to the forefront of her psyche. Her pulse increased and sweat began beading her forehead. Suddenly struggling to breathe, she gripped the railing harder and forced out a choked whisper: “No.” 

As if far away, Kane’s voice said: “What?” 

She cleared away the lump in her throat and said: “Nothing.” 

“You okay?” 

Ignoring the clamoring thoughts insisting she was not okay, she pushed through the psychological whirlwind and said: “Yes. Don’t mind me. Everything’s purrr-fect!”

The half-squint he gave her meant he didn’t really believe her, but he nevertheless nodded without digging any deeper. 

A notification popped up in her vision when the Blight bar reached maximum capacity: 

 

Blight regeneration completed 

 

Feeling a bit better, Ylya cleared her voice again, this time with more willpower. “So, what’s the deal with all of this? Spill the beans. I wanna know everything.”  

“Good, that’s why we’re here, after all,” Kane said, then gestured at her. “Firstly, I assume you have seen some of the information boxes that appear above people’s heads if you focus on them?” 

She gave him one firm nod. 

“Great. And have you seen your own yet?”

“Uhm… no, I haven’t really had the time to think about it yet. But I do see that Blight bar-thingy, as you know.” 

“Indeed, but that’s only a small part of it,” he said, then gestured at her head. “Now I want you to bring up your own information box. Just intend to be shown your basic character statistics.”

Ylya felt her brow furl when she thought hard about showing her own text box. Nothing happened at first, until she changed tactic and instead just imagined she could already see it – at which point it popped up right away:

 

***

 

[ CHARACTER STATISTICS ]

YLYA THORLI 
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Race : Blight Leech

Class : Bottom Feeder

Level : 1

 

HP : 95 / 95

MP : 58 / 58

XP : 0

(Total XP required for next level : 68)

 

Blight : 100 %

 

STR : 23

CON : 24

DEX : 23

WIS : 19

INT : 44

MEN : 37

 

***

 

After Ylya had stared at the strange words and numbers for a while, she said: “Okay, I see it, but I’m not sure I understand all of it, to be honest.”

“Not a problem; we’ll quickly run through it,” Kane said. “So, the first few entries should be quite self-explanatory, I believe: Race, Class, and Level?” 

“Uh-huh,” Ylya agreed. “I am a Blight Leech, and my class is Bottom Feeder, which means I’m the lowest of the lowest, ehe. Therefore, I am also level 1 – the first level there is, and insanely far away from the level you as a Life Provider operate on.” 

“Correct. But don’t worry about being a Bottom Feeder. I know it sounds harsh, but everyone starts there. It’s just a category.”

“Yes, I get it, and it helps that you brought me through the social hierarchy earlier. I now know where I stand, and have at least a vague idea of which options await as I grow more.” 

A pleased expression on his face, Kane said: “Yes. Good.” 

She inspected her stats again and continued: “I think I also understand the next ones.”

“By all means, Ylya, enlighten me.”

“HP means Health Points, which shows how much ‘life’, so to speak, I have. And I guess MP means Magic Points, which probably has to do with, well, using magic and things like that. Aaand finally, I’m pretty sure XP means Experience Points – especially because it says right under it how much XP I need before reaching the next level. So yeah… am I right?” she asked, grinning.

“Correct you are, indeed,” Kane said. “Well, MP can also be called Mana Points, and some people call HP Hit Points, but who cares as long as you understand the jist of it?”

“Yup… and,” she continued, “underneath those, I see a numerical representation of my Blight reservoir. It says 100%, so that obviously means it’s full.” 

“It does. And it will remain fully replenished for as long as we remain here, this close to the Orb of Blight. Once we return to the city and move around, it will slowly start diminishing again as your body and soul utilize its energy to stay alive.”

“Right. Also, I do think I understand some of the shortened words lined up below the Blight counter, but just in case, could you break them down for me?”

“Absolutely,” Kane said, and explained: “Each of those words represent your various characteristics. STR means Strength; DEX is Dexterity, CON stands for Constitution, INT means Intelligence, WIS is Wisdom, and finally, MEN is Mentality.”

“Okay, that makes sense,” Ylya said. “So, give me the super-quick overview of what each of them do, please.”

“Alright. But first, bring up the rest of your character statistics – more specifically, your battle stats.”

Remembering how it worked last time, Ylya imagined she could already see the information and voilà! her battle stats appeared in the air in front of her:

 

***

 

Battle Stats

 

Max HP : 95

Max MP : 58

 

Physical Attack : 1

Physical Defense : 48

Accuracy : 29

Critical : 41

Attack Speed : 247

Magic Attack : 7

Magic Defense : 53

Evasion : 29

Speed : 125

Casting Speed : 158

HP Regen : 1.7

MP Regen : 1.7

 

***

 

Feeling a bit overwhelmed, she sighed. “Okay, so I see the battle stats, but holy sheesh, there are a lot of numbers and stuff!”

Kane flashed her an understanding smile. “I know it seems like a lot to be bombarded by all at once, but I promise it will all become second nature to you pretty soon. Also, do know that when you learn the basic meanings and workings of each of them, it will be enough for you to start putting some thought into how you want to develop later on.”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” she mumbled and let her eyes travel from the cityscape and over to the Orb of Blight glowing and crackling behind and above them. 

Kane nodded. “It’s just been a long day, huh?” 

“You can say that. I woke up at five PM this morning, had a double shift where I… uh, used to work. Then my body decided to miscarriage, and then I decided to end my pathetic life. After that I became deadly doped up on alcohol and sleeping pills, before you suddenly showed up, and I died, and was reborn, created my new body, was transported to a new dimension or whatever this is, and finally wound up here, getting fed by a huge energy-ball-thing, so yeah! You can absolutely say it’s been a long day!” When her rant ended, she took a deep breath and sighed again, before she suddenly burst out laughing. “It’s without a doubt the longest day of my entire life, haha!”

Kane chuckled. “Well, my friend, it’s just the beginning still.”

“Oh, great, then I think I’d rather go back to being dead, thank you very much!” she said through bursts of laughter.

“That can certainly be arranged, Ms. Thorli,” Kane said, attempting to sound serious, but quickly joined her giggling. 

The ridiculousness helped. Being able to laugh and joke a little at all of this actually made her relax, and it seemed a bit less heavy. Lightheartedness lifted her mood, and she said: “Go on, then. Gimme the elevator pitch explanation of the attributes, so we can move on to something more interesting.”

Kane wrinkled his forehead. “The elevator pitch?”

“Yeah, like, the shortest version possible – so short that one should be able to explain everything to someone they just met in an elevator, during the elevator ride.”

“Right, I see. Clever.”

“So, how does Strength impact the battle stats?”

“Strength is probably the easiest of them all,” Kane said and flexed his biceps to illustrate. “A higher strength number will make your Physical Attack stronger.”

Ylya snorted. “But my Physical Attack is only 1! That’s nothing!”

“It’s not a lot, true, but don’t stress it. Your gear and weapons will add generously to that number, bumping it up as you go.” He pointed at the Bottom Feeder sword hanging on her hip. “For example, as soon as you equip that sword, it will add 35 points to your Physical Attack – and that’s one of the most basic weapons you’ll get.”

“Oh! Okay, that’s good to know, and makes perfect sense. Is that how the other attributes work, too?”

“They can all be improved by using various kinds of equipment, weapons, armor, et cetera, yes.”

More flashbacks to the times when she had watched Irene play her JRPGs made themselves known. Ylya remembered how her friend had explained the exact same thing: The game characters she controlled became stronger and more capable in different ways by fitting them with better stuff. 

Ylya motioned for Kane to go on with his explanation.

“Alright, so the next on the list is Physical Defense, which basically is the opposite of Physical Attack – which means how much of a physical beating you can take. This, too, as you already noted, is modified by your current armor, your shield, and so on.”

“Yup!” Ylya said, feeling better about her new existence with every passing second. “I actually think I intuitively understand this pretty well. I assume Accuracy, Attack Speed, as well as Evasion and Speed are all related to my Dexterity, right?”

Kane broke out in a wide grin that he clearly tried to hide by scratching his cheek with an open hand. “There’s more to it than that, but you’re not wrong, either.”

“Hmm…” Ylya continued. “I can’t say I know which attribute is related to Magic Attack and Magic Defense, though?”

“That would be Intelligence – INT. For us blight leeches, this is an important stat, as most of us are spell-casters and magic users of different degrees.” 

“Cool!” Ylya said, clapping her hands. “My Intelligence is 44, so it’s by far the highest one I’ve got.”

“That is correct, and it will aid you well on your journeys. Wisdom, too – or WIS – is also a stat you can pay attention to. It’s important for mystics and mages since it affects their Casting Speed, plus their probability of landing a critical hit with a magical attack. In addition, Wisdom also raises our resistance to mind-related conditions, making us more tough targets for anyone wanting to make our mental faculties suffer.” Kane looked at her with those burning red eyes of his, head half angled. “Still following?”

She nodded excitedly. “Yes, totally. And about those HP Regen and MP Regen… is that short for regeneration?”

“Correct again. Left to its own devices, your body will automatically replenish its HP and MP reservoirs at a slow, but steady rate. In your case, 1 point every 1.7 seconds.”

“Good to know. Can this be increased as well?”

“Sure. Lots of equipment, potions and spells can modify the speed at which your body heals and rejuvenates itself.”

“But I don’t understand, if I can automatically heal myself like that, why can’t I regenerate Blight, too?” she asked in a lower voice. 

“It’s a good question, yet one borne out of ignorance. Both Health and Magic are provided straight from the Dark Energy. Blight, however, is an altogether different universal substance. It does not naturally occur within the nonjudgmental essence of the Apocosmos, but insidiously spawns inside the minds of conscious beings when they react negatively to adverse circumstances in their environment – whether it be physical, mental or spiritual doesn’t matter. At its root, the Blight is the same no matter the shape or color it comes in. 

“In the simplest terms possible, Blight is negativity manifested as sickness of mind, sickness of body, or sickness of spirit – and our function in the grand scheme of things is to harvest this ever-expanding negativity in order to maintain the balance between the positive and negative universal energies in the Apocosmos.” 

A kind of vacuum appeared in Ylya’s stomach while Kane talked. “It sounds like an important job, but why do we have to do it? Why do we need Blight in order to live?”

“Another good question,” Kane said, nodding subtly to himself. “It has to do with how our race came to be. Our origin story is a tad different from most other races of beings. It’s a long story, though, so we will save it for later. For now, it’s enough for you to know that we are indeed performing an important function for the Apocosmos, and it is both our blessing and curse to bear this burden. A blessing because it gives us potential infinite life, and a curse because we are bound to the universe’s negativity, often being misunderstood and hated by those who do not know our true purpose.” 

“And because we’ll die without it,” Ylya added, letting out a small, quasi-anxious laugh.

“That, too,” Kane agreed. 

A few minutes of silence passed between them while Ylya digested the information. She still couldn’t really wrap her mind around the fact that she actually stood here with Kane, in another dimension, occupying a new body with other needs and skills than her human body possessed. 

Gripping the railing, she leaned over the edge of the roof and stared down at the guards lining each side of the road leading up to the Blight Depot down below. They never moved, it seemed. She then let her gaze glide up to the skyline again, now illuminated by an intensely bright sun that had risen to the center of the sky above them. It was no longer morning, and the bustle and commotion of the city’s inhabitants had increased many decibels while they’d been standing up here talking. 

Although Kane had made many things clearer, Ylya still had one big question aching in the back of her mind. She looked at him intently. 

He met her eyes. 

“There’s another thing I just don’t understand…”

“Yes?”

“Like, what exactly is this reality? You mentioned it’s called the Apocosmos, but that means nothing to me.”

“You are right,” Kane said, averted his gaze and instead watched the intensely burning Orb of Blight towering above them, painting everything in its turquoise glow. “Like the Cosmos, which was your universe, where the Earth exists, the Apocosmos is a different universe altogether.” 

“Mm,” Ylya mumbled. “I’ve gathered that much.”

“Right, but in contrast to your cosmos, the Apocosmos is actually a super-universe comprising an unknown number of sub-universes. A super-set of rules and laws of physics are shared between all the included universes, although most of them function entirely independent of each other with their own unique laws – just like your universe, the Cosmos, has its own physical laws.”

Ylya nodded hesitantly. “Go on.”

“Most notably, what binds all the Apocosmos’ universes together and at the same time keeps them separated, is what we call the Dark Energy. Unless you’re born in one of the Apocosmos’ sub-universes, then the only way to become a part of it is if someone from the Apocosmos somehow pulls you in,” Kane explained and met her eyes, making sure she followed.

Ylya nodded. “Like you did to me by making me a blight leech?”

“Indeed. That is one way. That’s our unique way here on Sanctishi, which is, honestly, one of the most radical methods by which someone can be pulled into the Apocosmos. We locate people drowning in mental or physical sickness, often on the verge of death, and then completely transform them from the bottom up into one of us – a Blight Leech. This is the birth of an entirely new kind of being, and is how we procreate, so to speak. It’s a point of no return for the individual experiencing it, and their earlier life will be gone forever. However, the methods used to bring someone into the Apocosmos varies wildly relative to the specific rules governing any of the thousands of sub-universes that exist.”

“Really?” Ylya said, her eyes widening a little. “So everyone doesn’t experience what I have just gone through?”

“Oh, not at all. Actually, almost no one does. In the vastness of the Apocosmos, you are one of a few very special cases,” Kane said and winked humorously at her. “For instance, many humans on Earth who are aware and operative in the Apocosmos were pulled in by having a simple spell cast on them.” 

“A simple spell?” Ylya asked. “What does that mean, exactly? Don’t they experience dying and are forced to create new versions of themselves and all the things I went through?”

Kane smiled. “They don’t. As far as I know, only those who become blight leeches go through a process like that. Most of the time, a citizen of the Apocosmos casts a spell on them which enables them to suddenly become aware of text boxes hovering above people’s heads, and they get notifications and such when they visit places or other important things happen. It all usually happens relatively seamlessly. They don’t have to create a new version of themselves, like you did, since they weren’t dying to begin with. This means they just continue being themselves, and from there on choose what kind of person they want to be in this bigger reality.” 

Ylya sighed, feeling overwhelmed by it all. “Damn…” 

“Right,” Kane said. “Also, another substantial difference between these other, less dramatic ways of being pulled into the Apocosmos and our method, is that you got to choose whether to accept our offer to become a blight leech, while most other ways are automatic and you have no choice in the matter – you’re just suddenly aware of a bigger reality than you were two seconds earlier.” 

Ylya shook her head slowly as her thoughts churned through the wall of information. What an utterly incredible – and unbelievable – reality this turned out to be, and to think it had actually always been like that, even though basically no regular people knew about it. How come some Apocosmos-aware people hadn’t revealed the truth to the world’s news outlets yet, and let everyone know? She snorted. They probably had, but likely ended up being mocked and ridiculed as lunatics. 

Letting the earth-related questions go, she said: “Okay, but you keep mentioning this Dark Energy-thing, what is it and what does it do?”

“The Dark Energy is like the glue binding all the Apocosmos together,” Kane said, moving his hands around himself as if indicating everything around them. “It both is and knows everything about everyone and every thing. It functions as a governing structure, an all-knowing database, as well as an intention-based search engine for all beings connected to it. By utilizing all this information, it provides us the statistics and information that you see about yourself and the notifications hovering above people’s heads, and so on.”

“Hmm,” Ylya mumbled, squinting as she considered the implications. “So, does this mean that even if all these sub-universes have different rule sets, the Dark Energy is still capable of delivering us information about anyone anywhere within the Apocosmos by using, like, a standardized number system?”

Kane snapped his fingers. “A little simplified, of course, but yes, that is exactly right. Now, as we touched upon earlier, you are currently level 1, since you’re starting from scratch. This is the reason you can’t see my level, because I’m way, way higher leveled than you, and I’m intentionally hiding it.”

“I see.” Ylya wanted to ask what his level was, but decided not to, in case it was considered rude. “So how do I level up?”

Back staring at the huge, mesmerizing Orb of Blight above them, Kane shrugged. “There are many ways. You gain experience points by doing something useful for the people around you, or acquire more knowledge or skills, hunt animals or kill enemies – really anything that is considered valuable to the world in any way.”

“Who decides what has value or not?” Ylya said, but then quickly answered her own question: “Let me guess: The Dark Energy?”

Kane nodded. “Indeed. Also, for those wanting to focus specifically on leveling up as fast as possible, there exists personal quests you can take in order to first level up to level 20. Once that’s done, more advanced quests are made available where you can reach level 40.”

“And what happens when I reach level 40?”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, eh?” he said, smirking.

Ylya chuckled. “Fair enough.”

He clapped his hands with a certain finality. “Alright. Time for your first quest.”

She looked expectantly at him. “What will I do?”

“Learn the most important skill in your life as a blight leech, of course: How to harvest negativity in order to refill your Blight reservoir, among others. You should receive a quest notification right about now,” he said and snapped his fingers just as a prompt printed in her field of vision: 

 

***
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Quest Name : Blight Leech Bottom Feeder Beginner’s Quest

Availability : Single

Rarity : No grade

Description : Blight Leech Bottom Feeder Beginner’s Quest. Learn the ropes of being a Blight Leech. Locate viable Blight sources and extract the Blight before your Blight reserves reach zero. Transmit any excess Blight to the Orb of Blight in the Eternal City.

Success : Become a productive member of Blight Leech society by learning how to harvest, recharge, and transfer Blight. This beginner’s quest will be completed when you have successfully collected 3 Blight Cores, thereby increasing your Blight-related skill-set for the first time. This will be possible once you unlock the Blight Core Extraction skill upon reaching level 2.

Failure : Failure to complete this quest will inadvertently lead to death.

Status : 0 / 1

Time left : 11:59:59

Reward : +800 XP

Do you accept the quest : Yes / No

 

***

 

Ylya felt her eyes widen when she read what would happen if she accidentally failed the quest. “Under Failure, it says I’ll die if I don’t complete it. Isn’t that, uh, a little harsh for the first quest ever?”

“Perhaps,” Kane said, shrugging. “But this is merely a tutorial-like quest, and failure here means you will fail in learning how to obtain Blight from your environment, which in a very real sense will cause you to die from hunger. As you should know by now.”

“I see. But you’ll help me, right?”

“Most of the time, yes, but not here. Everyone must complete the Bottom Feeder quest alone.”

Ylya swallowed a dry lump in her throat. “Oh… okay.”

He met her eyes again. “So, do you accept?”

“Do I have a choice?”

Kane smiled. “No.”

“Then yes,” she said through gritted teeth, “I accept.”

“Great. Step through here, please, and we will meet again once you’re done,” he said, waved his hands at the wall shielding them from the Orb of Blight, and opened a portal right there.

Ylya looked pleadingly at the smiling Kane one last time, before she sighed and stepped into the flickering, blue portal.
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As soon as Ylya stepped into his portal to the hunting grounds for newborns, Kane closed it up and ignored his guilty conscience. Of course she wasn’t supposed to do the initial quests alone; he had created her and was responsible for her making it through safely.  

“She’ll deal with it just fine,” he whispered, not knowing whether he truly believed it, or if he simply tried to convince himself in order to let himself off the hook. 

Either way, it didn’t matter. He had a pressing problem to deal with right now, which was much more important than helping an – in the large scheme of things – insignificant fresh blight leech to learn the basics. 

He returned his focus to the orcs that seemed to be slowly infesting Sanctishi like a hidden wave of cockroaches. First the four he encountered out in the Vast Wastes, and now that sneaky wizard-bastard walking with the Royal Guards. They either knew about him – and was in on it – or they were innocently blind to the truth. 

No way in hell I can accept that they didn’t know about it.  

What did that imply, though? Had that specific group of Royal Guards cooked up something treacherous that they suddenly would serve hot and surprising one sleepy evening – or, which of course would be even worse, were they merely following orders issued by Queen Terrahee herself? 

Kane grit his teeth as his breathing became uneven. If that was the case, then it would be impossible to calculate the ramifications of the potential shitstorm awaiting everyone. 

“The question is,” Kane whispered, “is Terrahee deluded enough to think collaborating with orcs is a good idea?” 

Considering the way she had twisted and tweaked the blight leeches’ rules and ethics since inheriting the throne from Grandrir, Kane wouldn’t be surprised if she did believe it was a good idea. Or more to the point: Didn’t give a shit, as long as she got what she wanted. Whatever that was... 

Not knowing whether she was a part of it, Kane ruled out the option of telling the queen or anyone in her royal circles about this. Instead, he’d have to tread carefully in order to not unintentionally step on the wrong toes. 

My own guild is safe, though, he thought – or hoped. When the soldiers of the Royal Guard started protecting blight leech-masked orcs, then who the hells knew who to trust anymore? 

Not liking any of it even one bit, he grumbled and took off from the Blight Depot’s roof.  
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After a swift, whirling trip, Ylya stepped out of Kane’s portal and entered a Grand Canyon-looking area. A notification appeared in the top part of her vision:

 

DESOLATE PLATEAU

Hunting Grounds (Level 1-10)

 

Well, that’s uplifting, she thought and crossed her arms. Staring from the overclouded sky above to the gray, mostly colorless rocky environment around her, she sighed. 

Just like that, she was alone. 

Again. 

Fending for herself. 

Again. 

This place was as empty as she felt. Only a mellow wind that blew silently across the desolate landscape kept her company. Some small, green plants sprouted from dry cracks in the stony ground here and there. Sporadic squawks echoed from somewhere not too far away, but she saw no birds, no animals, no nothing.

“Great,” she grumbled. “What now, then?”

As if the universe heard her, another notification appeared:

 

Locate a viable source of Blight by activating the special skill Blight Vision.

 

“Uhm… okay?” Ylya scratched her neck while trying to figure out how to not only activate the skill, but how and where to find it at all. 

Again, as she thought about it, what resembled a menu window in a game popped up – with the title SKILLS on top. Underneath, it was separated into three sections: Active, Passive, and Learn.

Active was highlighted, and under it, she saw three more sections, named Physical Skills, Buff Skills, and Special Skills. The last one was highlighted, showing the only Special skill she had right now, which was the one she needed – and it was already selected. She used her mind to choose it, like clicking a smartphone icon: 

 

***
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Name : Blight Vision

Type : Active 

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 10

Range : None 

Duration : 60 seconds

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech

Description : With an MP cost of 10 per 60 seconds, a Blight Leech can use Blight Vision to clearly sniff out the exact trail of Blight in his or her surroundings.

 

***

 

When Blight Vision activated, Ylya suddenly saw trails of smoke-like redness curling around the environment. Some denser and with a more saturated redness than others. Like acquiring a new sense perception that revealed things that normally existed outside the frequency range of her eyes – and her nose, too, she realized, when a sort of sweetness mingled with the dusty smell of the rocky surroundings. 

She didn’t immediately understand that the sweet smell belonged to the drifting redness; not before she ran up to the closest whirl of red and felt the odor increase.  

What is this? she wondered, feeling queasy about having no control over her body’s reaction to the sight and smell of the red, smoky trails. Her heart rate increased just by the sight of it, and when she got close enough to wave her fingers through the smoke, the sweet aroma made her mouth salivate. Also, a warmth ignited in her stomach which sent waves of prickling heat out to her hands and feet. An almost uncontrollable urge to chase and catch and devour the source of the succulent red smoke took over her mind. 

Stopping for a second to catch herself, Ylya took a deep breath and noticed her hands shaking from adrenaline flooding her system. The sweet-smelling, red smoke seemed to mesmerize her attention like a hypnotist’s dangling pendulum, and it awoke all kinds of unknown yearnings in her – needs that clearly stood out to her as something ingrained in her blight leech-body’s DNA.  

At first, she wanted to fight it – the same way she had always fought everything in her life, because everything always brought problems – especially things she had little-to-no control over.  

“No,” she said, abruptly stopping her automatic resistance. “I need this to live. This is good. It’s necessary.” 

This helped clear her focus. Her Blight counter had already begun shrinking, and this thing... this red, smoky color was nutrition. It was life.  

With renewed vigor, Ylya accepted that her new body’s activated reaction was put in place to ensure she couldn’t easily disregard it – just like hunger prevented people from easily skipping too many meals. 

Scanning the craggy environment, she quickly found the densest red trail. It curled around a knoll at the foot of a mountain further ahead. Hence, she ignored the much smaller trail she found first, and instead slid and walked and climbed over to the most saturated redness she could see. It smelled as sweet as caramelized honey, and she had to continuously swallow spit overflowing in her mouth. 

Like a wolf catching the scent of a wounded sheep, Ylya bolted after the trail. It grew stronger and sweeter the closer she got to the source – whatever it was. 

As she circled the knoll and reached the other side, what she found caused her to stop dead in her tracks. 

A wounded man. Crouched on one knee, struggling to fight off half a dozen aggressive crows. 

She had seen enough movies and read enough books in the fantasy genre to know what his long, pointy ears meant – and it seemed ridiculous, like a joke. 

He was a goddamned Lord of the Rings-looking elf.

Despite the grave situation that trapped him, Ylya nevertheless broke out laughing. I can’t believe it; an elf? You gotta be shitting me! Elves are real in the Apocosmos?

And for her, more importantly, he was a severely wounded elf. And his mind struggled to retain what little sanity that remained in him. She knew this because the red, smoky trail oozed out of him, and it intuitively fed her information about both his physical condition as well as his state of mind. Not in quantifiable numbers like how most things seemed to be represented here, but merely as an immediate, deep-seated knowing. The delicious, sweet smell made her jittery and excited. 

Before taking any action, she brought up his character stats:

 

***
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Name : Elven Scout 

Type : Humanoid 

Level : 1 

Disposition :  Fatigued

HP : 9 / 113 

Physical Attack : 3

Magic Attack : 3

Speed : 143 

Attack Range : 45 

XP : 35 

Blight : 93% 

Description : Elven Scouts prefer bows to swords, and they are excellent forest dwellers with fast movements and high dexterity. They are often great at long-range attacks, and most possess knowledge about healing and support magic.

 

***

 

A dagger, a broken bow, and some gear spread around him on the ground, and he yelled hoarsely at the crows: “Go away!” Powerlessly, he tried to punch them with his scrawny fists, but the birds merely toyed with him. 

Although the tempting smell of the elf’s high Blight amount pulled Ylya one way, her innate ethical awareness instead made her want to help the poor guy. Without thinking about it, she equipped the Bottom Feeder sword from its hip-mounted scabbard, as well as snatching the Bottom Feeder shield from her inventory. With these two equipped, her Physical Attack and Physical Defense got boosted from 1 and 48, to 36 and 88. Now, since she wore the full Bottom Feeder armor set, her Physical Defense was upgraded to 245, which was not half bad at all. 

I would have appreciated a bit more attack power, though, she thought as one of the crows became aware of her lurking presence. So much for trying to sneak up on them… 

“Kraah!” the first crow to bother with her squawked. “Kraah-hah!” Its screeching voice brought the attention of the others. All six of them left the dying elf guy behind and came at her like jet black, cackling bird-demons. 

Info boxes popped up above their heads when they came closer, revealing they were all more or less statistically identical: 

 

***
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Name : Ravenous Corax

Type : Bird 

Level : 2

Disposition :  Frantic

HP : 48 / 48 

Physical Attack : 8

Speed : 110 

Attack Range : 40

XP : 59 

Blight : 67% 

Description : Ravenous Corax is a race of birds whose life purpose is to collect as many ‘shiny things’ as possible. With no regard to their own safety, they will pester anyone, pillage any place, and tear anything apart in order to get to whatever they deem valuable additions to their collections. To what end, though? No one truly knows – maybe not even the birds themselves.

 

***

 

“Maniacal robbers with wings,” Ylya muttered, clutching the sword and shield as she tried to mentally ready herself. They both felt too damn large and heavy to be easily usable, though. The biggest blade she had ever held was a bread cutter knife, so now suddenly wielding a sword as wide as her wrists – and as long as her torso – wasn’t exactly easy. And holding a freakin’ shield in the other hand at the same time made the whole ordeal all the more complicated. 

“Kra-kraaah!” the crows yelled, and she stepped backwards while trying to keep them all in front of herself. It didn’t work like that with flying creatures, however. They surrounded her right away and began circling her. 

“Not good,” she whispered, before waving the sword at them and screaming: “Come on! What are you waiting for?” 

“Krah-kraaah!” squawked one from behind, which drew her attention just as two in front plunged down at her – with their big black beaks sticking out like rapiers. 

Dirt spewed from under her booted heels as she rotated in an attempt to block the two incoming ravens with her shield. 

Big mistake. 

Although she did smack one crow’s head with her shield, knocking it off course, it nevertheless wrapped its razor-sharp claws around the shield’s edge. Using its built-up momentum, the crow easily ripped the shield out of her weak grip as it plunged to the ground. She tried to hold on, but it slipped from her untrained hand, and she was pulled out of balance by the impact. Utilizing her confusion, all the remaining ravens torpedoed themselves down at her. 

The incoming, cackling mini-horde attacked from all angles. Five sharp beaks tore through her Bottom Feeder armor, causing damage as they pierced her skin. Ylya yelped from the pain and fell on her knees. Half blind from instinctively closing her eyes to protect them from the flapping wings and cutting beaks, she flailed the sword around herself. 

Agonized squawks sounded as the blade met resistance. Warm wetness splattered across her grimacing face, but she didn’t dare to look; she only continued slashing at everything and nothing, no matter the pain they inflicted on her. 

The sword cut through more frantic birds, spraying blood every which way and slowly thinning the air.

Her eyes shot open when two ravens attacked the exposed part of her neck between the helmet and armor. Pain that resembled being cut by two rusty scissors exploded around her throat. She screamed. Health points vanished in droves as the vile creatures chewed her up. Panic-stricken, she dropped the sword and grabbed the birds with both hands – one in each.  

“Get off me! Get off me,” she cried and tore them loose, causing blood to spray out on each side of her neck as they tried holding on with their jagged beaks. Acting on pure primal instinct, she rapidly smashed her hands together – over and over until there was nothing more left of them than two dead feather-bags with crushed heads. 

Ylya dodged another incoming raven, then hurled the dead ones at it. One of them hit home and got tangled in the attacker’s wings, bringing it down. Not wasting a single second, she threw herself over it before it could take off again. She punched it frantically with both hands while screaming like a madwoman. The crow put up a good fight at first, causing damage by lacerating her fingers and palms, but her wild, flailing fists eventually battered the bird to bloody mush against the rocky ground.  

A fog of fine sand whirled around her, stirred up from the battle. She spat dust particles and kneeled to fetch her sword. Pain burst across her fingers as she curled them around the sword’s hilt.  

“Krah-kraaah!” the last two ravens squawked in unison from above, now only visible as dark, fluttering shadows in the dust clouds.  

Gripping the sword with both hands this time, Ylya was ready when one of the shadows abruptly grew. Lightning fast, the Ravenous Corax appeared right in front of her with its jagged beak gaping.  

“No!” she yelled and swung the sword in a wide arc toward it. A spray of blood and feathers burst from the point of impact. The crow got severed in two meaty pieces that thumped on the ground on each side of her.  

She jumped up and down and waved the sword at the last one still in the air. “Come on! Get it over with already!” 

A final, weak squawk echoed. The last Ravenous Corax had clearly lost its appetite and flew off with its beak between its legs.  

Relieved – and utterly surprised – Ylya let herself slide to the ground and snorted an exhausted chuckle. Her HP had sunk from 95 to 23 during the fight. Her heart throbbed so hard it caused her vision to blur, and her legs and hands felt like unresponsive sponges. Yet, she had fought despite the fear and came out on top. Victorious.  

Five crows had met their maker by attacking her, and they now delivered her 59 XP each. In total, she received 295 XP, pushing her well past the 68 experience points needed to level up. 

While she was still figuring out how this would work in practice, a notification popped up:  

 

Congratulations. You have advanced to level 2. 

You have unlocked 3 skills. 

 

Ylya wanted to check the new skills, but her focus was pulled toward her Blight counter on the right side of her view. It showed how the crows’ Blight transferred to her. They had held 67% Blight each, which she now saw fully charged her reservoir by topping off the Blight bar. Not only that, but all in all they provided 250% more Blight than she herself needed, and this amount automatically got transmitted to the Orb of Blight in the Eternal City – whatever that meant. She had no idea, but assumed the big, turquoise ball in the city functioned differently than the Blight each individual stored within themselves.  

In any case, it felt good knowing she contributed to her new people, although she didn’t know exactly how... yet. Hopefully they appreciated it, and she could start creating a new and better life for herself here.  

Still somewhat out of breath from the battle, she pushed herself up from the ground, wobbling a bit back and forth while regaining balance. Multiple lacerations decorated her Bottom Feeder armor. Fresh blood trickled from most of the cracks. The wounds hurt, but her slowly regenerating health caused the pain to fade. A tickling tingle rippled across her skin whenever another wound sealed shut.  

Her lips stretched in a small smile.  

I’m alive – and the ravens are not.  

Bird guts and blood smeared across her sword, with the occasional black feather stuck in the grimy soup. She slid the blade over her panted leg to wipe it off, grimacing as the nastiness transferred from one surface to the next. At least it cleaned the sword decently well, so it wouldn’t clog up the scabbard. She holstered it and picked up her shield from the ground – now marked with scratches on the side where the raven had ripped it out of her hand. Handling both the shield and the sword simultaneously proved to be quite the challenge, and she felt a lot more in control when placing her full attention on just swinging the sword. Not knowing if she’d ever want to use a shield again, she opened her inventory and returned it to an empty item slot. 

Around her, the whirling dust from the battle came to rest, now revealing the broken-down humanoid form close by.  

Oh, right... the elf, she thought, feeling queasiness stir inside. The Blight Vision skill had long since stopped being active, so the red smoky trail oozing from him was gone – but the sweet smell his Blight gave off seemed to linger on in her nose, even now. 

She dallied toward him while mixed emotions fought for her attention. One second, compassion surfaced – and the next moment, hunger.  

Biting her lips, Ylya stopped when she was close enough to reach him with an outstretched foot. 

Despite the area’s hot temperature, he shook uncontrollably. And he didn’t look up at her. He didn’t even lift his head enough to show he knew she was there. Instead, his bent form spasmed when he started coughing. A rusty, lung-breaking cough.  

Now the compassion inside Ylya blended with her hunger. She swallowed the steadily building saliva in her mouth.  

In this situation, maybe feasting is compassionate, she mused. He’s clearly beyond rescuing.  

Clearly? 

Maybe. 

As the Elven Scout continued coughing and kept shrinking and sinking closer to the ground, she made up her mind and decided to go through with it. 

Although Ylya had no idea how to proceed, translucent information windows automatically opened before her eyes, taking her through every step. They informed her that one of the three skills she had unlocked upon leveling was called Blight Core Extraction – and this was the one she needed.  

Using her intention to respond, she agreed to activate it. 

 

*** 
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Name : Blight Core Extraction 

Type : Active  

HP Consumed : 0  

MP Consumed : 15 

Range : None  

Duration : 120 seconds  

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech  

Description : With an MP cost of 30 per 120 seconds, a Blight Leech can use Blight Core Extraction to fully absorb all Blight existent within a living being. This process will kill them. In a few instances, a furious resistance might well up in the target, causing them to fight you fiercely while the skill is activated. Survive, and they’re yours to do with as you see fit – relative to your current level of experience. 

 

*** 

 

Ylya opened her hands when a burst of heat accumulated in both palms. Without thinking, she aimed them at the elf, whereupon the gathered heat spewed out in pink sprays of luminescent energy particles. A waterfall-sounding fsshhhh reverberated around the area when she showered the elf from head to toe. Piece by piece, his body transformed into shimmering pink light.  

She braced herself for a hopeless cry of agony, but as the last part of his body became glimmering light, he instead let out a long-winded sigh, as if relieved. He winked out of existence in a blinding, pink micro-supernova that heated her face and chest. 

Goosebumps of pure pleasure flushed down Ylya’s back, and when they reached the base of her spine, waves of prickling spread out to every limb. Her HP, MP and Blight reservoirs all filled back up to 100%. It felt like time slowed down while her body consumed everything the elf provided.  

This didn’t feel like a bad thing at all. Rather, she felt pretty good about herself for helping the elf out of his pain. Clearly, this was a natural process, and she was not an evil being. 

Suddenly, Kane’s words surfaced in her mind: Blight Leeches help maintain the energetic equilibrium in the Apocosmos. 

She still didn’t really grasp this. But the feeling she had right now at least felt like how it looked like Kane had felt when he told her about it, so she was getting closer.  

When no remnants of the Elf Scout remained, a notification appeared:  

 

Blight Core Extraction successful. 

Would you like to store the being’s essence to further your own development, or do you want to offer it up to the Orb of Blight?  

 

Ylya cupped a hand over her mouth. I can store the elf’s essence?  

Having no teacher or guide around, she didn’t know what that meant, either, but it sure sounded... substantial. Hence, she agreed to store the being’s essence in order to further her own development – which should be okay, especially since she’d already contributed so much to the community with all the Blight she got from defeating the ravens.  

Another luminescent window appeared, occupying the topmost left corner of her vision. Three darkened, circular slots that resembled the inventory item slots were visible below the title Blight Core.  

Now one of the three Blight Core slots lit up with the same pink light that the elf transformed into before he became her food. This left the other two slots unoccupied, and another info message explained:  

 

1 of 3 Blight Cores collected. 

Upon gathering 3 Blight Cores, expand Blight skillset. 

 

One of Ylya’s eyebrows lifted as her brain recapped and processed the message: So every time I extract all the Blight from someone, like I did now, I fill up one of those Core slots – and when I fill all three, I get to level up skills relevant to me as a blight leech. 

Nodding to herself, she whispered: “Makes sense.” 

The HUD elements disappeared when she looked down and saw the weapons and gear the elf-guy had left behind. 

Ylya stared guiltily from side to side as she fetched all the items and placed them in her inventory. Even if he was dead, it still didn’t feel right to just steal all his things. 

“It’s not like there’s anyone else here in need of it, anyway,” she mumbled to herself. Although true, it didn’t really console her ethical sense much – but it wasn’t like she would just up and leave all these goodies behind for a bunch of greedy crows to find. They already had everything they needed, while she owned basically nothing in this world. 

Looking over her inventory, which floated nicely in the air in front of her, she went over and inspected each new item: 

 

***
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Name : Rogan’s Hunting Dagger

Type : Magic

Rarity : No Grade 

Physical Attack : 11

Magical Attack : 15

Durability : 990 / 1000 

Weight : 0.5lb  

Description : A dagger designed and created by the Elf Scout Rogan as a handy tool while hunting small-to-medium game. Barely used, and infused with a bit of magic, the dagger provides +11 P.Atk, as well as +15 M.Atk. 

Pro tip: Being one of a kind, this little dagger might be worth more in coins than on the battlefield. 

 

 

***
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Name : Elven Forest Bow

Type : None

Rarity : No Grade 

Physical Attack : 59

Magical Attack : 17

Durability : 1232 / 1800 

Weight : 4.2lb  

Description : The Elven Forest Bow is a sturdy piece of hunting equipment. With a +59 P.Atk, it deals a decent amount of physical damage, and delivers a light magical sting to the prey with its +17 M.Atk. 

The Elven Forest Bow is a recommended addition to any huntsman’s inventory. 

 

***
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Name : Regular Ol’ Bedroll

Type : None

Rarity : No Grade 

Durability : 1800 / 2000 

Weight : 3.5lb 

Description : A plain, old bedroll which functions as a portable bed, enabling the owner to easily roll it out and knock out a few hours’ good sleep while out and about. Will regenerate HP and MP at a more rapid pace than standing or sitting. 

 

***

 

In addition, Ylya also found a nice sum of coins and enough arrows for the bow to last her a long time. Seeing all the arrows made her grab the Elven Forest Bow for a closer look. Turning it around in her hands, bending the wood till it squeaked, and stretching the string, it seemed to be of relatively low quality – even to her untrained eye. Still, it was a bow. Her bow. Her first bow. Surely not bad at all for her first bow. 

The brutal intimacy of fighting the Ravenous Corax with a sword had been one hell of a heart-pumping, adrenaline-rushing experience, and she wouldn’t complain if there were ways of making battles at least a liiittle bit less stressful. A bow could be just the right tool for the job. 

“Thank you, Mr. Elf,” she said to the corpse, curtseyed and hooked the Elven Forest Bow over her shoulder. 

She wished Kane had been here with her. He would have known where to go to get the remaining two Blight Core slots filled up. 

“Oh, for crying out loud – how hard can it be?” she snorted. “Use what you’ve learned, girl!” 

With a quick search through her decidedly meager list of skills, she activated Blight Vision. The world changed as the other, more subtle layer of reality became visible. Turning around, she looked in all directions, but no trails of Blight could be seen anywhere. Utterly empty, everywhere. 

What happened to all those less solid trails she saw earlier? Right; the creatures leaking them had probably moved too far away. 

Well, then, nothing else to do than pull her big girl-pants up and start walking. With one hand gripping the hilt of her sword sticking up from the hip scabbard, and the other resting on the bow string going across her chest, she continued onward, leaving the dead elf and ravens behind. 


14

 

 

The Guild Hall was not a hall at all, but just an old, big cellar in terrible condition. Kane and his guildmates had fixed it up just enough to not have it suddenly crumble to pieces and bury them. 

As there were no windows, the only light came from a mellow, flickering turquoise emitted by mini-orbs mounted on the surrounding walls. Like most electrical things in the Eternal City, they received power from the Orb of Blight, using it to illuminate the otherwise gloomy basement. 

They had furnished the cellar with six school tables and chairs – one for each guild member – and lined them up in a horseshoe shape, so they could all sit and maintain eye contact during meetings. A bunch of old chairs and benches cluttered the walls at the far back, too, which they sometimes used when holding meetings that included their many blight leech offspring – but mostly, only the six of them ever occupied The Guild Hall. 

In the center of the horseshoe, they had placed a circular iron table where anyone who wanted could stand and address the group. Dim turquoise light lit up around the edges of it, making it a suitable platform for showing off any new items or gear. 

Kane remained standing with his palms resting on the center table while his five companions entered. 

“What’s good, brother?” Orijak said and greeted Kane with a slap on the shoulder as he passed. He was a blond guy with a full beard and slim build, and as usual dressed in a knee-length, white overcoat that perfectly matched his white-glowing eyes and feathery, white wings. He had a cherub-like quality that tended to make his blighted prey believe they were being rescued by an angel in their final hour – this, in stark contrast to Kane, where basically everyone thought the devil himself had come to drag their dark souls with him down to hell. 

While Orijak got seated, the sweet tones of Jaineen and Piwanah’s voices filled the cellar. Although being in stark contrast to each other, like Kane and Orijak, they had developed a tight friendship despite frequent disagreements. 

Jaineen, a dark-skinned beauty whose wardrobe reflected a deep love of all things minimal and mint green, slinked passed Kane with a wink and let herself slide down on her chair. 

Piwanah gave Kane’s wing a friendly tug before taking a seat. He pulled in the fruity scent of her perfume and felt the usual tingle in his stomach when meeting her shining, ochre-colored eyes. There was something impossibly alluring about that woman, but Kane knew from experience that any advances in that direction was futile. 

Unfortunately, he thought with a partly amused smirk, watching as she straightened her dark gray jumpsuit and adjusted the silver chain belt around her hips, before finding her seat between Orijak and Jaineen.  

The basement door’s hinges screeched again when, lastly, the beast of a man, Garrox, and the small-framed Rubir arrived. 

Garrox with his tight-fitted, black leather outfit stretched thin around his bulging muscles, squeaking as if in pain whenever he moved. He resembled a bald, clean-shaven Conan the Barbarian with wings, often wielding a large, intimidating two-handed axe. Yet, anyone who knew him knew he preferred to relax in a lush forest, where he could dedicate his time to studying anything that creeped or crawled. A dozen glass tubes with potions of varying colors were fastened along leather straps that wrapped over his shoulders and connected to his belt. And what an impressively equipped belt it was – brimming with small pouches containing powders, lotions, ointments, and whatever else kind of unique concoctions he had created lately. 

Kane smiled. He had met no one quite like Garrox before, and the Gods knew he drew the attention of the fairer sex easier than jewelry attracted ravens. He also attracted the admiration of the less fair sex, many of whom wanted to be – or look – like him; among others, the fifth member of their guild, Rubir, who now entered right after him. 

At four heads lower than Garrox, and two or at least one head lower than the others, Rubir was the smallest of the group – and, Kane thought, the most annoying. His heart was definitely in the right place, but the little guy just came off as simple-minded and often obnoxious in his attempts to prove himself worthy of their respect. The irony was that they all did respect him, but his constant annoying behavior just made it extra difficult to remember sometimes. 

“Good evening, Kane,” Rubir said as he and Garrox passed him. The four daggers fastened to Rubir’s belt – two dangling on each hip – clattered when he dumped down in his chair next to Orijak. 

“Whoops, forgot to put ‘em away,” he whispered, snickered, and quickly detached the weapons and placed them in his inventory. 

“I bet,” Orijak said, feigning no interest, and produced a bottle of Blighted Sap from his own inventory. Popped the cap off and gulped down a few mouthfuls while watching as Garrox sat down next to Jaineen on the opposite side of the horseshoe. 

When it seemed everyone had made themselves comfortable, Kane clapped his hands once and said: “Thanks for showing up on such short notice. I know we’re all busy – me included. I should have been out on the Desolate Plateau to help my newest offspring learn the basics – but instead, she’s out there alone right now, so I could be here with you.” 

Garrox shook his head in exaggerated motions. In his distinctly bassy voice, he said: “Not good, Kane. As a creator of new life, it is your duty to care for and train your newly formed Blight Leech-”

 “-during the initial explorations of the Apocosmos and his or her role in it,” Kane finished his verbatim recitation. “Yes, Garrox, I know the law, thank you. No need to remind me.”

The big man’s muscles made the black, tight-fitted leather shirt squeak as the fabric stretched when he leaned forward, placing his elbows on the tabletop. The turquoise light from the wall-mounted mini-orbs reflected in his clean-shaven scalp. “Then please humor me, why aren’t you with your offspring?” 

“Yeah, Kane, why aren’t you?” Rubir agreed, his high-pitched voice piercing the air from the opposite side.  

“Don’t you think that’s exactly what I’m about to tell you?” Kane said, letting out a tired snort. 

A grumble rumbled in Garrox’s throat as his elbows slid off the tabletop and he slumped back into his chair. 

Rubir was about to say something else, but after seeing how Garrox reacted, he, too, backed down. 

Kane stared at the other three guild members. “Anyone else got anything to interject before I can even open my mouth?”

Jaineen and Piwanah threw a glance at each other before shaking their heads. 

Orijak just shrugged with a smile and kept sipping from the bottle of Blighted Sap. 

“Okay, good,” Kane said after giving everyone another few seconds to speak their minds. He smacked his hands together again and continued: “So, as I tried to say: Today alone, on two different occasions – and two different locations – but both here on Sanctishi –  I have encountered orcs.” 

Brows wrinkled, faces frowned, and smiling, disbelieving heads were shaken around the room. 

Again Garrox leaned forward. “Orcs, Kane?”

Rubir’s short and pointy, silvery hair popped up when he immediately jumped in from the other side of the room: “Orcs, really?”

“Yeah, really,” Kane said, hardly able to stop himself from laughing at Rubir’s comical parroting of Garrox’s every word and behavior. “I was out for some maintenance-harvesting in the Wide Wilds earlier, and sniffed out a potent scent by an old, dilapidated fortress. But something felt wrong when I got there. I uncovered the corpse of a female Orc Fire Shaman. Recently deceased. Her wounds were still fresh, and she’d possibly been killed by a vile group of Ravenous Corax that fled when I landed,” Kane said and stopped to see if anyone had a pressing need to share their thoughts. 

They kept quiet, however, so he continued: “While I was busy inspecting the dead orc and tried to uncover a reason for her presence there, the world suddenly lit up in fiery redness. As it turned out, four portals appeared in the surrounding ruins, and four more Orc Fire Shamans appeared. They attacked me with fireballs and whatever else, but I nevertheless killed them,” Kane said, once again taking a brief break to see if anyone had anything on their mind. 

Badly concealed skepticism hid in Garrox’s and Rubir’s faces, while Piwanah openly shook her head – with half her thin-lipped mouth curled in a strange smile. When Kane met her brown-glowing eyes, she sat up straighter and said: “That’s some story, Kane. Are you absolutely sure they were orcs? I mean…” She looked from him to the others. “We all know orcs and such have been a non-thing ever since The Great Expulsion.”

“Right,” Garrox agreed next to her, followed by a low “Uh-huh” by Rubir. 

“In a world as vast and unpredictable as the Apocosmos, it’s pretty damn incredible how close-minded you are,” Kane said and laughed, almost disappointed that he knew them so well. “You know what? Screw it. I got proof.” 

Stuffing his hand into the pouch at his waist, he located the Fire Orc Shaman’s head. He fetched it from the inventory and lifted it up by the braided hair so they all could see. 

The severed head dangled ominously from his hand, mouth agape with the tip of the tongue sticking out. The orc’s empty eyes stared at them while fragments of coagulated blood and slithers of flesh fell from the cut neck and clattered against the floor as he went around and showed it to each of them. 

Garrox, Jaineen and Orijak stuck their faces closer to the head to inspect it, while Rubir grimaced and pulled back. 

Piwanah remained calm and instead stared up at Kane with an amused expression. “Nice souvenir.”

“Ask me where this came from,” he said once they’d all seen it up close, before slamming it down on the center table and spewing half-solidified blood and flesh fragments in all directions. 

“Woah, Kane,” Orijak said, smoothing his slick blond hair back from his brow. “Take it easy, brother. No need to get so riled up.” 

Kane ignored his close friend’s words and spat: “Do you people think I’ve invaded the orcs’ world to get my hands on this, or do you believe me now?” 

“We believe you,” Orijak said and looked at the others. “Of course we do – no matter how improbable it seems.” 

Kane pointed a finger at him. “And that is exactly the point, my friend, and the reason for this meeting,” he said, and before anyone else could slip in any objections, he quickly added: “Now, I know you’re thinking I’m overly neurotic for being alarmed about this. A few orcs – so what, right? Well, please do know, I wouldn’t have called you here if this was the full story.” 

“Then tell us!” Garrox said, followed by voiced agreements and nods from the others. 

“Thing is, I uncovered another Orc Fire Shaman later today – inside our city.”  

“Woah,” Orijak exclaimed again, once again smoothing his blond hair back over his head. “That’s... unbelievable.” 

Kane nodded. “I know. But it’s the truth. The orc was dressed like one of the Royal Guard’s wizards. He even used a spell that masked his appearance and made him look like one of us. He walked out of the Blight Depot with four actual Royal Guardsmen. Had he not looked at me in a suspicious way, I would’ve never thought about checking his stats. His stats were hidden, but by casting Decrypt Scrambled Stats, I revealed his true identity as an Orc Fire Shaman.” 

Garrox’s tight leather shirt creaked as he turned to the others, shaking his head. “This is quite the incredible story, eh?” 

“Almost too incredible, I’d say,” Piwanah agreed while fidgeting with the crystal pendant around her throat. “There are so many holes in this story that if it was a cup… you’d never be able to quench your thirst.”

Beside her, Jaineen snorted. “Oh, gimme a break, girl!” 

“What?” Piwanah blurted out. “It’s true.”

“Yes, but it’s just those silly analogies all the time,” Jaineen said and facepalmed. “Can you just not?”

“Shut up, or I’ll give you something real to complain about,” Piwanah said, waving a fist in the air between them. Jaineen tried to reply, but she ignored her and addressed Kane instead: “For example, don’t you think the guardsmen would have easily seen through the orc’s disguise?”

Kane nodded. “Yes, absolutely. And that makes this whole thing seem even more dubious, because if they knew they had an orc in their midst, it means they’re in on it. It means they are knowingly bringing orcs into the Eternal City, knowing fully well they are jeopardizing us all.” 

Jaineen interjected: “Maybe they didn’t know it.” 

Piwanah shook her head. “Not plausible.”

Garrox slammed his fist on the table. “Kane should have confronted them!” 

Kane chuckled humorlessly. “I did, Garrox. Of course I did.” 

“And?” 

“And nothing. They laughed at me and denied that the wizard was an orc, before kicking me to the curb and threatening to de-level me back to Bottom Feeder status.” 

Rubir, who’d remained silent up until this point, carefully said: “I don’t mean to be rude, here, Kane, but is there a possibility that… you know, that you maybe, uhm, imagined it?” 

Ripples of unbelief flushed through Kane. “Imagined what, exactly?”

“Uh…” Rubir combed his fingers through his spiky silver hair. “That the wizard was an orc? I mean… you know?”

The others fell dead quiet, and Kane had to force himself to not bolt over the table and kick the Blight out of the rude little shit. “He was an orc,” he said, taking a centering breath. “The Decrypt Scrambled Stats spell uncovered it.”

“Alright, let’s say it did show you an orc’s character info, could it be-”

“It did,” Kane said as slowly and calmly as possible, although aggressive twitches zapped through his face and fingers. 

Rubir lifted both hands, palms toward Kane. “Yes, I’m sure it did. But for the sake of argument, is it possible, at all, that the decrypt spell actually was fed – or somehow picked up – false information?” 

“I honestly don’t understand what you’re getting at, Rubir,” Kane said through a sigh.

“Well, I do,” Piwanah cut in. “He’s wondering if your spell could have been deflected by the wizard’s hidden information, before picking up some random signal or something and ended up showing an orc’s info?”

“Why would that be more probable than the much simpler truth that our Royal Guard is, in fact, cooperating with orcs?” 

Piwanah, Rubir and Jaineen shared eye contact, while Garrox met Kane’s gaze with a stiff smile.

A surreal feeling of being trapped in a dream caused Kane to feel dizzy. He spun around on his heels, staring down all of them “What the hell is this, people? When have I ever lied to you?” 

“Alright, alright, everyone take a breath, okay?” Orijak said, blew air out of his mouth and shrugged. “I don’t know about the others, but I believe you, Kane. As you say, it’s more probable that this is exactly what you saw, plain and easy. And it’s made even more believable since you bumped into a group of orcs earlier today. But then again, if the orc was accompanied by the Royal Guard, then it’s not our place to do anything about it. Even more so if they denied it, really.” 

“Excuse me, what?” Kane said. “What kind of defeatist mindset is that? Of course it is within our right to do something about it – especially if it threatens our society and way of living!” 

Piwanah bobbed her head back and forth. “I trust Queen Terrahee knows what she’s doing. I’m sure she has everything under control.” 

A flash of heat spread in Kane’s chest. He stepped up to Piwanah and stabbed his index finger on her tabletop. “If Terrahee for some reason is collaborating with orcs, then she does decidedly not have anything under control.” 

Piwanah’s nose wrinkled as she put up a sour expression. “And how do you know that?” 

“Forget about me,” Kane spat. “In your experience, are orcs to be trusted?” 

The young woman’s discomfort increased, and she began fiddling with her crystal pendant again. “I... I don’t...” 

Orijak interrupted her: “No, Kane. They’re not, and we all know it. If Queen Terrahee is actually meddling with those humanoid beasts, then we might have a problem.” 

“Thank you!” Kane exclaimed. “Thank you for being level-headed, my friend. And we all know this to be true, right?” Kane stared everyone down. “Right?” 

Garrox grumbled an agreement on the left, followed by Rubir’s echo on the other side. Jaineen seemed to agree, too, in her own subtle way, but she really looked more interested in deciphering the emotions pulsing through Piwanah. 

Kane nodded, relieved that there existed a smidgen of common sense in them after all. “Good. The way Terrahee has been pushing for all of us to harvest more Blight than we need, and generally wanting us to be greedier and more selfish than we’ve been for the last few thousand years, there’s no way of knowing what she’ll have us do next. In any case, we need to ensure we don’t let ourselves be controlled by an egomaniac that might de-evolve our species and complicate our smooth cooperation with the Dark Energy. Therefore, I suggest we all investigate this and try to sniff out what’s actually going on – before we suddenly get some really bad news.”

A one-sided smile lifted Garrox’s lips. 

“Something you want to add?” Kane said, feeling a fire burning within. 

“You are sounding just a little paranoid, to be honest.” 

“Oh, am I, really? Have you been paying attention at all to the subtle changes Terrahee has made to our society since she took over for Grandrir?”

Garrox’s smile widened to include both sides of his mouth as he leaned forward. His tight-fitted leather shirt squeaked when he placed his elbows on the tabletop. “I am aware she is a tad more self-centered than Grandrir was, and that some of the rules she’s introduced are somewhat controversial, yes.” 

“Yeah, that’s putting it lightly.” 

“Oh, come on,” Rubir shot in. “We’re doing fine. You really think it’s that bad?” 

Kane took a deep breath while walking over to Rubir’s table, before bending over and placing his hands on the rugged tabletop. Speaking in a low voice, he said: “Terrahee encourages us to indiscriminately harvest Blight from any viable target, regardless of whether there are other, less destructive options available. Are you telling me that’s not bad?” 

Rubir shrugged. “Queen Terrahee says it’s helping advance our species, and, you know, give us an edge.” 

“An edge,” Kane repeated, looking from Rubir to the others while feeling his pulse thundering in his temples. “We don’t need an ‘edge’. Hell, we’re Blight Leeches, for the Gods’ sake – we appear and disappear as we see fit; our lifespans are open-ended and indefinite as long as we get nourishment and aren’t murdered; the entire Apocosmos is our feeding ground, and every single individual has the ability to create offspring. I repeat: We don’t need an ‘edge’ – we are the ‘edge’.” 

Orijak nodded emphatically. “You speak the truth, brother, but any species that stops reinventing itself will stop evolving.”

At this, both Rubir and Jaineen made agreeing noises, and Piwanah said: “Exactly. I think Queen Terrahee sees something we don’t. I don’t believe for a second she is planning to actually entrust the orcs with any power.”

“Right,” mumbled Garrox. “There is a chance she is merely fishing for information for the benefit of all blight leeches, without any intention whatsoever of divulging any of our secrets to the orcs. And, if that is the case, then keeping the meetings a secret is fully understandable.”

“None of this matters if Terrahee – intentionally or not – disrupts our foothold in the Dark Energy’s governing system of the Apocosmos,” Kane said as a wave of coldness rippled down his spine. His armpits had grown moist. He had expected some pushback, but this was ridiculous. The whole discussion felt like an uphill battle. Were these people really this ignorant of their history, or was it just fear of Terrahee and the threat of possible repercussions that made them rationalize away any evidence of foul play? 

Kane dragged a hand across his face. “The most important thing we need to function optimally, is adhering to The Pact of Balance that we have with the ancient gods and the Dark Energy itself – which has been in place ever since The Originator walked among us. Have you forgotten this, my dear friends? Terrahee is nothing but a brief bump in the far-reaching road that is our existence, while The Pact of Balance is our species’ very lifeblood. Without it, we lose the only ‘edge’ we ever needed, and immediately become despised, outcast – hunted. 

“Even if you only know the mere basics of Blight Leech history, then you know this is how our race began its existence, and we cannot allow anything to happen that could potentially revert us back to that miserable state of being,” Kane said and slammed his fist on the table, splashing around half-dried blood from the severed orc head. “For this reason, Terrahee is dangerous, and if she indeed is planning to collaborate with orcs and other such vile creatures, then I’m afraid their violent influence will be detrimental to our survival.” Kane felt the adrenaline that had been rushing through his veins begin to fade. 

Garrox snapped his meaty fingers. “Although I do agree with you, I still believe Queen Terrahee has our best interest in mind. I am confident she knows how to find the, shall we say, loopholes in our agreement with the Dark Energy.” 

 “Ooor she might be planning something devious that could ruin everything for all of us,” Kane retorted. “Isn’t it worth it to conduct some light investigation for a few days – just to ensure our queen and ruler actually has everything under control? If we find out she does, then no problem, I’ll let it go. But if there is a problem, we devise a plan to fix it. Come on people, what do you say?” 

Garrox’s tight leather shirt creaked as the big man turned in his seat, glancing away from Kane and over to the others. Rubir suddenly became very interested in his fingernails, and Piwanah and Jaineen maintained eye contact with each other – but not with Kane. Orijak was the only one who actually looked at him. Unaffected by the tension in the room, he grinned and drank Blighted Sap from the now half-empty bottle. 

Kane wandered in front of their tables and threw his hands out at all of them. “What is this, huh? Won’t any of you join me? There are potential society-altering things happening behind closed doors, and none of you are at all willing to spend even a few days of your basically eternal lives to look into it with me? Are you serious?” 

He stepped up to Jaineen’s table and forced himself to give her a gracious smile. “You haven’t said much. Do you secretly agree with me? Should we investigate this together? Just think of the rewards we’ll get if we end up rescuing the entire blight leech race from a potentially corrupt ruler…” 

Jaineen pursed her thick, mint green-painted lips and folded her arms. While avoiding his prying gaze, she said: “I can’t, Kane. And I know… I know you’re coming from a place of righteousness and all, but yeah, no, that’s just not possible for me.” 

When Kane didn’t reply but kept standing in front of her, watching, she poked her green pupils up at him. An annoyed wrinkle slightly furled her forehead. “What?”

He gestured at the severed orc head on the table, where flies now buzzed around – having seemingly appeared out of nowhere. “I am telling you the truth,” he said calmly, “and there is a probability Terrahee is up to no good. What more do you need?”

Jaineen smacked her lips, as she always did when someone pushed her too far. “Oh, I don’t know, Kane – how about not wanting to wind up with my head lying severed on a table? Isn’t that enough? I don’t want to get involved in things like this; I just want to live my life. Is that too much to ask?”

“No. Of course not,” Kane replied, sighing. What else could he say? If she was afraid, then at least that was a valid reason. Leaving her be, he slinked over to Orijak and stopped in front of his table. “What do you say, my friend? Want to join me and possibly make your mark in history as a hero?” 

Smiling, Orijak put the cap back on his Blighted Sap bottle. “You’re usually a very levelheaded guy, but right now, I don’t know, brother. Quite frankly, you seem a little on edge. Maybe it would be best for you to just focus on raising your new offspring rather than obsessing over Queen Terrahee and what she might or might not do with a couple of orcs.” 

Kane started saying something, but Garrox spoke instead: 

“A vacation might be good for you. You seem a little burnt out.”

“Yeah, Kane,” Rubir added from beside Orijak, “a vacation is just what you need, I’m sure!”

I give up, Kane thought, subtly shaking his head. He snorted a whisper: “Unbelievable. You are all unbelievable.” 

His stomach ached with the sting of betrayal by the very few people he trusted more than anyone else. He sighed and felt his shoulders slump. Sliding his eyes across their faces, all of whom hid their genuine expressions, he said in a barely audible voice: “You know what? You’re cowards. All of you. That’s the truth. I understand it, but I don’t accept it. I expected more of you. Heh.”

Garrox and Orijak both leaned forward, ready to defend their honor – or something, but Kane swiftly opened a portal and got the hells out of there – leaving the rotting orc head for them to clean up.
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While roaming the Desolate Plateau’s barren landscape of sandy valleys and rocky ridges, painful memories and emotions washed in over Ylya’s mind and body like waves of anguish. At first only shallow fragments surfaced – mere droplets from her previous life, pockets of agony, resentment, fear. 

Slowly, like an unstoppable tide, the memories increased in length and severity, eventually drenching her in a tsunami of emotional turmoil. 

Not that she hadn’t clearly remembered her human life all along, of course. But everything that had happened since becoming a blight leech had been so new, and so overwhelming, that her mind simply didn’t have the processing power to take in all the unfamiliar impressions while also feeling miserable about the life she had lost – albeit willingly – as well as all the heart-wrenching shit she experienced in the days prior to her death. 

However, after spending hours trudging through the Desolate Plateau’s monotonous scenery, she became habituated enough to the situation that her mind relaxed a little and began wandering. This opened her inner floodgates, thereby drowning her in grief and anger, longing and sorrow. To be alive was a complex affair – and not for weaklings – which she surely had known all too well during her entire life. 

A low-sounding, low-pitched growl snatched Ylya out of the mental misery storming in her mind. Her fingers tightened around the hilt of the sword as she sped over to a pile of boulders, crouched behind one of them and carefully snuck closer to the grumbling sound – even though every inch of her being wanted to get the hell away as fast as possible. But she had to push through, because this wasn’t Earth, and she was no longer a human. Whatever thing was making this sound over there, it was probably a challenge to be dealt with – a challenge to grow from, and get better. Clearly that was how stuff worked in this brave new world. And so, she pushed ahead to the edge of the boulder pile, feeling her palms grow clammy around the sword hilt.

The growling became louder as she closed in on it, and other sounds got added to it – like frantic scratching or digging by claws, or maybe hooves. Ylya swallowed a dry lump in her throat and peeked past the last boulder.

“Oh, crap,” she whispered when a dog-sized dragon-lizard-thing came into sight. It resembled some of those she saw in the Eternal City, in the park where crowds gathered around people showing off their dragon-lizards performing various acrobatic tricks. Those had seemed well-behaved and relatively docile. In comparison, this one was furiously digging a hole in the dry ground with both feet and snout, flinging dirt around itself while breathing heavily and slapping the ground with its five-foot, spiky tail. The sun illuminated its scales in an impressive display of shimmering hues turning from orange to red as it moved.

Its character statistics appeared above its horned head:

 

***

 

[image: ]

 

Name : Skullbasher Sawthorn 

Type : Reptile 

Level : 5 

HP : 80 

Physical Attack : 12 

Magic Attack : 5 

Speed : 91 

Attack Range : 40 

XP : 170 

Blight : 67% 

Description : The Skullbasher Sawthorn is an interesting hybrid of multiple various reptile strains – some of whom carry characteristics inherited from certain smaller dragon variants. Although powerful and fierce for its size, the Sawthorn is easily tamed – relative to other reptilian or dragon-like species – and has therefore been a part of the Blight Leeches’ preferred domesticated pets since their early beginnings.

Although the Sawthorn is among the milder reptilians inhabiting Sanctishi, you should not underestimate its strength or intelligence by attempting to tame it on your own.

 

***

 

The reptile hadn’t noticed her yet, so Ylya withdrew her head back behind the boulder once she finished reading the information. Heart racing in her chest, she wondered what the best way would be to approach the situation. The Sawthorn was a good bit higher leveled than her, and it obviously had a lot more pep in its step than her.

While she slid her eyes across the rocky scenery, a thought suddenly yelled in her mind: Wait a minute! I’m in a new body, am I not? A body with wings, nonetheless! 

She sat up straight, basically flabbergasted that she hadn’t been considering that fact all along – hell, even while fighting the ravens, why didn’t she just lift off the ground and kick their asses like the airborne being she now was?!

Well, obviously because she had never experienced freaking wings sprouting from her back before, so even though they were there, and she felt them kind of itching and being weird every second of the day, her brain just hadn’t actually fully computed how to use them yet.

Oh, and the Elven Hunter Bow, too! Flying and firing from afar would be so much better than just running up to the vile thing and starting hacking away with the sword.

Careful not to make any sudden movements that could alert the Sawthorn, Ylya backtracked to a safer distance. She stopped when she barely heard the furious sounds of digging and growling anymore.

“Okay, take it easy now,” she whispered and wiggled some life into her wings by moving her shoulders and lats back and forth, attempting to locate the right muscles to control them. They loosened up a bit, but still weren’t fully extended. Ylya stretched her arms out and ordered her brain to do the same with her wings. After a few seconds of trying to move every muscle in her body, both wings jerked to life. Through the abrupt movement, she realized which muscles controlled them, and everything clicked into place.

The sweet sense of mastery poured warmth into Ylya’s chest as she properly extended her wings out from her back, for the first time knowing the incredible feeling of having six fully controllable limbs.

Ylya brought her wings up above her head, then flapped them downward. Being wings, it felt like they actually grabbed onto the very air itself, pushing her up from the ground. Vertigo immediately spiked in her stomach from the unexpected sensation of basically climbing the air. She fell back to the ground and cupped a hand over her mouth, mind-blown and shaky.

I can fly, she thought. Oh, my god, these are functional wings, and I can really fly – for real REAL!

As if becoming lucid in a dream, she willfully flapped her wings again, lifting off the ground once more. They even stabilized her on the way back down if she didn’t flap them again, making the descent comfortable.

Unbelievably incredible.

She tried again, this time doing four consecutive flaps, which brought her ten feet in the air, before she came down smoothly without having to do anything at all. 

Nice.

This helped ensure her she wouldn’t just plummet like a rock if she for some reason suddenly wasn’t able to fly anymore.

Now with some confidence built up, she took to the sky in earnest. She laughed joyously from the ease at which her beautiful wings gripped the air – as easy and naturally as feet ambled across the street. The vertigo in her stomach quickly transformed into a pleasurable tickling that made her smile even wider.

As the Desolate Plateau shrunk beneath her, Ylya marveled again and again at the unbelievable reality of her wings. Here she was in the sky – flying, for crying out loud!

She soon reached a height of seventy-ish feet above ground, enabling her to see the far-reaching landscape stretch out in all directions – only partly obscured by the plentiful amount of tall knolls and full-fledged mountains peppering the rocky scenery. It was a relatively cloudy day, however, so although she saw farther the higher she got, more and more details got obscured by fogginess in the distance. But the Skullbasher Sawthorn was perfectly visible down there, still digging away. The hole had become so deep now that most of the big reptile’s body was submerged in it, and piles of debris got flung up in a steady rhythm. Whatever the purpose of the digging, it creature certainly put in a wholehearted effort to get it done.

Ylya reached for the bow around her shoulders, only to realize it was stuck between her flapping wings. Duh! Also, she noticed a slight tiredness/exhaustion seeping into her wings, making it progressively more difficult to remain afloat.

Okay, so I can’t fly indefinitely, then, she thought, scanning the nearby knolls for a suitable place to land while still having a clear view of the reptile down there.

The perfect spot appeared on a ledge on the small mountain next to the boulders she’d hid behind earlier.

Feeling the strain of flying more and more for every passing second, she swiftly flew over to the ledge – realizing it was narrower than she at first thought. Being too close to the rocky wall, there was no room for her wide, flapping wings, forcing her to stop flying before actually reaching it. 

With her heart beating in her throat, she glided the last few feet to the ledge and clumsily landed on it with shaky legs. Pieces of rock cracked loose from the edge and noisily rolled down the mountain side. Clinging to the jagged wall, Ylya stared wide-eyed as the rocks bounced from side to side along uneven indentations, thereby knocking loose even more debris, and creating an even louder racket that soon reverberated around the entire area.

“This isn’t happening,” she said when the Sawthorn for the first time stopped digging and poked its head up from the ever-deepening hole – glaring straight up at the rolling stones, before its intensely yellow eyes immediately zoomed in on her. It let out a disgruntled growl and jumped up from the hole, angling its horned head, inspecting her closer. 

Great. This just screwed up absolutely everything.

“Stupid, stupid,” Ylya grunted through gritted teeth. The narrow ledge suddenly seemed to shrink below her feet, and she became more aware of how high up she actually was.

The Sawthorn squealed down there as the falling debris clattered against the boulders she hid behind earlier. Ignoring the hole it had so diligently been creating, the reptile now jumped onto the boulders – as easily as nothing, even though the smallest of them was at least six or seven feet tall. Lowering its snout to some of the rocks that had fallen, the Sawthorn sniffed them, before staring up at Ylya again. It did not look happy with her presence, as if she’d entered its territory.

Ylya stepped as far into the ledge as possible – which wasn’t very far at all – and unhooked the Elven Hunting Bow from her shoulder. Ignoring the reptile’s increasingly aggressive growling, she fished an arrow out from her inventory. She had never done anything like this before, but thanks to watching an unknown number of movies and series from the Middle Ages, she at the very least knew how to place the arrow on the bow by gripping the rear and pulling it against the string, while resting the arrow’s body against the other hand which held the bow. 

Having no clue as to how aiming worked with an unsteady, non-accurate weapon like this, she merely pointed the damn thing in the reptile’s general direction. Arm muscles flexed as she dragged the string as far back as she managed, before letting the arrow fly when the bow began creaking dangerously. It swooshed off with a muffled swshhh! and... took a depressing nosedive almost immediately upon getting airborne, and collided with the mountain wall further down.

Clearly being a decently intelligent creature, the Sawthorn nevertheless understood her intent. With squinting reptilian eyes, it bared its razor-sharp teeth and wheezed loudly.

“It’s okay,” she whispered while fetching another arrow, “it can’t do anything to me as long as I stay up here.” Nocking the new arrow, she pulled it back until the bow squeaked, and sent it off. This one did fly a little further but wound up nosediving long before reaching its target.

“Keep calm and try again,” she mumbled through the sound of her pulse throbbing in her ears.

While getting the third arrow ready, though, a heavy smack cracked right beside her. For just a moment, the surprise made her lose balance, but she stopped herself from falling by stuffing a hand into a crevice in the mountain wall.

Did the fucking reptile just throw a goddamned rock at me? she thought, hyperventilating. From all the way down there? Like, what?!

Correct. She froze for a second at the sight of the Sawthorn curling its long, scaly tail around a fist-sized rock, before swirling around like a boxer doing a left hook and flinging the rock up at her.

Ylya yelped and covered her face when it came at her like a projectile, hitting the very wall she used to steady herself on. Rock fragments spewed from the point of impact and created a jagged crack in the stone.

How could the stupid thing be that good at aiming with its freaking tail, of all things? When yet another rock flew at her before she’d even readied the next arrow, she realized this was getting out of hand – quickly. And the Sawthorn only became more aggressive each time it failed to hit her, practically jumping up and down, fuming.

Ylya finally managed to place the arrow and shoot it. This time it went even further and almost hit the boulder the big lizard stood on.

Still not good enough, though. When she opened the inventory again and grabbed another arrow, she only faintly registered the whir of an incoming rock before her right kneecap exploded with pain. The force was powerful enough to splinter the rock and knock Ylya’s leg right out from under her. Hands flailing for balance – but failing – she stumbled and fell. off. the. ledge.

The following seconds, her experience came in bits and pieces. The reptile’s triumphant squeal overshadowed by her own horrified, continuous scream. Crooked fingers stretching for the vanishing ledge. The bow tumbling and swirling, out of reach. Air whooshing in her pulse-thundering ears, and an agonizing vacuum that felt like it would suck her intestines right out of her stomach.

Ylya knew the end was nigh. No one survived a fall this high.

From the depths of this fear- and shock-induced nightmare, a voice shouted one word over and over again inside her mind:

Wings! WINGS! WIIIINGS!

At first, she hardly even understood the meaning of the word. Only the thought of her own face splattered across the mountain wall seemed real.

But then, like a miracle, her attention jumped to the air pressure pulling at those still foreign limbs on her back, and she realized the meaning of the repeated word.

My wings. I still have wings!

Forcing herself out of the paralyzing anxiety required a herculean effort, but she did it. Nanoseconds before her head would have painted the mountain red with mush, she mobilized her wings and flapped them vigorously. This corrected her orientation and slowed the fall just long enough for her to get the situation under control. She flew again. Alive once again. 

The reptile’s frustrated roar from below became a siren of encouragement that fueled her will to not only survive, but to teach that rabid, overgrown gecko not to mess with her.

Ylya used a gust of wind to boost herself up to a safe altitude where she wouldn’t inadvertently get knocked into the mountain wall.

Another rock came flying at her, but now airborne, it was a lot easier to dodge than while being stuck on a narrow cliff. She threw longing looks at her bow, which had tumbled all the way to the ground and now lay ten-or-so feet from the reptile’s boulder.

No way to get it back without facing the Sawthorn head-on. Grumbling, she tried figuring out a better solution than just diving down at it with the sword ready.

Dodging another rock swishing past her, an idea presented itself. It seemed quite outlandish, but... maybe? 

Taking care to conserve stamina by not flapping her wings too vigorously, but rather attempting to glide more on the mellow gusts of wind whenever possible, Ylya opened her inventory and equipped the Bottom Feeder shield. It bent like a half-circle, which made it easier to deflect incoming sword- or spear-attacks and the like – but she wasn’t just going to protect herself from the flying stones, nope. Instead, she flipped the shield inside-out by grabbing the edges, thereby turning the curved side toward the reptile. This would make it much easier to basically aim the inverted shield at the stones, and make them ricochet straight back at the enemy. 

Hypothetically, at least.

A hypothesis she immediately got the pleasure of testing out when the Sawthorn hurled yet another sizable rock her way. This time, rather than dodging, she flew toward it, reached the shield out while attempting to aim it like a mirror at the enemy. A loud clank! vibrated through the shield as the rock impacted it, before bouncing straight off and plummeting back down – in the Sawthorn’s direction! 

Surely, it missed by a dozen or so feet, but the idea undoubtedly worked. It also put a puzzled look on the lizard’s face. Somewhat uncertain, it hesitated a bit when hacking loose another rock, but nevertheless went through with it and tail-whipped it up at her. Now Ylya even descended a little to help the Sawthorn aim better – which again improved her chances of hitting it.

The jagged piece of rock arrived, and she flipped the inverted shield at it. Another clank! sounded as it impacted and was sent like an express delivery straight back to its sender – this time hitting the bull’s eye. The rock shattered upon hitting the Sawthorn’s scaly scalp and knocked the beast out cold. Shuffling backwards, it slid off the boulder and slammed onto the ground below.

“Yes,” Ylya shouted. “I can’t believe it actually worked!” 

It was just in time, too, because exhaustion was beginning to set in, making her wing muscles feel like jelly. Not wasting another second, she swiftly dove down, equipping the Bottom Feeder sword in the process, and landed with a heavy thud next to the comatose reptile. The plunge happened so fast she nearly lost balance and fell, but caught herself and gripped the sword with both hands, before driving it deep into the Sawthorn’s chest area, putting all her weight into the downward thrust. Blood spurted from the wound as she kept pushing until the blade went through the reptile and collided with the ground underneath.

Letting out a sigh of relief, Ylya put her foot on its shoulder to steady herself as she began withdrawing the sword – only to be thrown off when the Sawthorn gasped awake and bounced back to its feet. The sword hilt slid out of her hands as she rolled onto the ground, leaving the blade stuck and poking out from its bloody chest.

The Sawthorn rose on its back legs and roared at the sky while visibly struggling to keep its balance.

“Oh god, oh god,” Ylya said and frantically crawled on hands and knees to get away – aiming for the bow lying fifteen-ish feet off to the side.

The ground shook when the velociraptor-resembling beast jumped at her. For a split second, everything turned dead quiet. 

The next moment, knife-sharp claws plunged into Ylya’s back, and the reptile’s weight mashed her into the ground. Pain burst from multiple points along her back, wings and legs as the vile creature proceeded to scratch large tears in her Bottom Feeder armor, creating high-pitched screeching noises as the iron ripped open, exposing her skin underneath.

She tried throwing the Sawthorn off by forcibly flapping her wings, but it retaliated by biting down on the soft tissue that connected the wing to her back. Excruciating pain zapped like an electric shock from her neck and all down to the soles of her feet. 

Ylya screamed.

Despite quickly losing blood from the sword sticking out of its chest, the Sawthorn showed no signs of succumbing to the damage. It jumped off her back, coiled its scaly tail around her waist, lifted her and smashed her against the boulder. Ylya’s Bottom Feeder helmet cracked open upon impact and fell off as she smacked down on the ground again. At this point, her HP had sunk to less than 30%, and she’d be dead any second if she couldn’t turn the situation around.

Lying there panting, she sent a longing look to the bow which was so far away it could just as well have been in another dimension.

The Sawthorn’s roar drew her attention once again. She braced for impact as it swirled around and slapped her armor’s front piece with the tip of its tail. The force created an indentation right underneath her ribs, punching the air out of her lungs. Ylya wheezed and lost an additional 6% HP. She curled up in a fetus position, trying to wrap her wings around herself for protection.

Another whip from the reptile’s tail proved that it helped, now only decreasing her health by 3%. With a mere 19% left, though, the grim reaper breathed down her neck, and the Sawthorn seemed more than capable of snuffing her remaining life out during the next minute or two.

The dagger, maybe! A speck of hope birthed as she flicked open the inventory and struggled through the reptile’s beating tail to fetch the Rogan’s Hunting Dagger she looted from the elf guy. 

Feeling her health pouring out, as well as her strength, Ylya gripped the small knife tightly with both hands, and kicked off from the boulder she lay against. Another slap from the tail smacked her, but she screamed and threw herself at the bleeding Sawthorn. With chaotic, flailing arm movements, she stabbed the beast repeatedly, puncturing blood-spattering holes in its front legs, throat and face. It squealed from pain and kicked her away, before stumbling in its own weakened legs. 

Hyperventilating, Ylya crawled back to her feet, snatched the bloody dagger from the ground and readied herself to end the creature’s life. But seeing it lie there in a pool of blood, spasming and writhing in pain, she stopped. Its Blight levels had increased to 88%. Hence, rather than killing it with force, a much better idea was to instead harvest it.

Putting away the dagger, she opened her skill menu and activated Blight Core Extraction.

Like last time, a burst of heat accumulated in both her palms. She opened her hands and let the pink energy shoot out, showering the deeply wounded Skullbasher Sawthorn from head to toe. Once every inch of its twitching body was covered, it let out a sigh of relief and evaporated in a blinding explosion of shimmering pinkness.

Pleasurable prickling flushed down Ylya’s back, and upon reaching the base of her spine, the energetic tickling flooded out to every limb. Her HP, MP and Blight reservoirs refilled to 100%. 

When all traces of the Sawthorn disappeared, a notification popped up:

 

Blight Core Extraction successful.

Would you like to store the being’s blight to further your own development, or do you want to offer it up to the Orb of Blight?

 

Ylya wiped blood dripping from her chin and grinned through the piercing pain pulsating all over her body. 

“I haven’t been through this hellish shit just to give it all away, that’s for sure,” she said and snorted an exhausted chuckle. “I’ll take it, please.”

The luminescent Blight Core window appeared again, occupying the topmost left corner of her vision. Now the second Blight Core slot lit up with the same pink light that the first one did – leaving only one slot unoccupied. 

A notification informed:  

 

2 of 3 Blight Cores collected. 

Upon gathering 3 Blight Cores, expand Blight skill-set. 

 

Once it was all said and done, she let herself fall to the ground and leaned against the boulder. Breathing in staccato bursts, she shook her head and whispered: “I can’t believe this just happened. Fuck me.”

Another prompt appeared: 

 

Congratulations. You have advanced to level 3. 

You have unlocked 3 skills.

 

There simply was not possible to get a break in this new reality, but Ylya didn’t complain. In fact, she gaped at reaching the next level so soon, mouthing a soundless “Woah!” 

But of course, it wasn’t really that soon, since she had already been at 330 XP after killing those Ravenous Corax and harvesting the elf-guy, which meant she’d only needed another 34 experience points to reach level 3 – and the big lizard just provided her a juicy 170 XP in one go. This meant she now had accumulated 400 XP total, bypassing the required 364 by a decent margin. 

Curious what the leveling had done to her battle stats, she willed them to display in her field of vision:

 

***

 

Battle stats

 

Max HP: 123

Max MP: 79

 

Physical Attack: 1

Physical Defense: 49

Accuracy: 31

Critical: 41

Attack Speed: 247

Magic Attack: 8

Magic Defense: 54

Evasion: 31

Speed: 125

Casting Speed: 158

HP Regen: 1.8

MP Regen: 1.8

 

***

 

Still exhausted from the battle, she squinted at the strange numbers, attempting to remember what they were the first time she checked while accompanied by Kane on the Blight Depot’s roof. Her brain felt like mush, however, and the numbers seemed to float around in her field of vision. It did seem like most of them had increased by more or less, but she really couldn’t remember. The only thing standing out was that her Physical Attack was still only 1 – which she did remember – so no change there, but she reminded herself it didn’t matter much, either, because most weapons and gear improved the stats while equipped. 

Ylya closed the stats window and considered checking the three new skills she received upon leveling up. Another three skills – and she hadn’t even found the time to check the first batch of three skills she received when leveling up last time, which meant she now had six new skills to get acquainted with. 

“That will just have to wait for a bit,” she whispered, closed her eyes and let herself doze off for a few minutes while her brain came to terms with the overload of information and experience she’d been through lately. 
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Kane passed through the portal and zapped straight back to the entrance of his own home. A mansion of complex architecture that he designed and built with his own hands. Back when he built it, it fulfilled two purposes: Firstly, to be a forever home for himself and his then life companion, Miralah. She unexplainably disappeared a few years back, however, leaving him with nothing but a life-sized stone statue of herself. That day, he woke up to an empty house, and with the statue standing in the corner of his bedroom, looking straight at the bed with an ambivalent smile – as if uncertain whether it was a good or bad thing they shared all those years together. An eerily odd parting gift, but one he nevertheless decided to keep. He loved her, after all. 

Secondly, the home was to be his final architectural project before leaving The Builders class and becoming a part of The Life Providers – a project he could live in, and therefore a perfect memorabilia for what had once been his occupation and passion. 

Located on the far outskirts of the Eternal City, right next to its surrounding gates, the huge residence stood majestic in the center of ten acres of Kane’s own land. King Grandrir, the former Blight Leech ruler, gifted it to him upon becoming a Life Provider. The vast space contained grassy fields as well as areas overgrown with trees and bushes. Hidden within these sections were sporadically placed latches on the ground that led to some of his more secret projects, of which Kane never talked about to anyone. 

As he closed the portal and stepped up the concrete stairs, his head buzzed with heavy thoughts about why no one in his guild wanted – or dared – to help him investigate the orcish mystery.

“Not even Orijak,” he mumbled as he ascended the last step, but his pondering immediately broke off when he noticed the wooden front door stood ajar. 

He never left it open when not home. 

Hell, he never left it open while he was home, either. 

Equipping the Pain-Eater, he moved to the side of the door and first scanned the outer walls on both sides. Deep green vines grew across the brick-and-wood walls, covering them in lush, fractal-like shapes. They were all intact. Higher up, none of the panoramic windows were open, cracked or otherwise showed any signs of suspicious activity. 

Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, and he heard nothing but the chirping of birds feeding on insects in his fields. Just a regular day. 

Except the ajar front door. 

“Screw this,” he whispered and opened a portal. Rather than potentially walking head-first into a trap, he instead entered the astral layer adjacent to the physical reality. This enabled him to witness anything happening there without being seen, just like he did when observing Ylya at that pub in the Cosmos earlier. 

Now basically a ghost, he withdrew from the front door and instead passed right through the wall, entering the mansion’s vestibule. 

The space inside was large with a voluminous staircase in the center, which split in two on the second floor – one leading to the floor’s main corridor, while the other part continued up to the third and fourth floors. 

Also, here in the vestibule, hallways on both sides of the staircase, as well as behind it, led deeper into the house’s many sections. There were enough corridors, rooms, junctions and dead ends to confuse even someone who’d visited the house multiple times. 

Kane needed no time to search the labyrinthian layout, however. From his current metaphysical vantage point, he saw the red, smoky remnant of Blight as clear as day. Although the skill Blight Vision was needed to see the Blight while physically located, the foggy red substance stood out like black on white in the nonphysical. Its diaphanous quality told him some time had passed since whoever secreted it visited. Yet not long enough for the trail to have vanished. It whirled lazily up the vestibule’s staircase and disappeared where the stairs branched off to the third floor. 

Unbound by any physical laws at the moment, Kane made himself float straight up. He first followed the Blight trail to the second floor, before easily passing through the ceiling and reconnecting with it on the third floor. It coiled in the air like patchy, blood red lumps, hovering down to the far side of the corridor – toward his bedroom. 

He kept his ears tuned to any revealing sounds while slowly drifting down the hallway, passing multiple closed doors on the way – but not even a peep or a squeak from a rodent could be heard as he left the bathroom, office and upper-floor kitchen behind. 

The Blight grew denser as he neared the end, with a bigger chunk of it oozing around the bedroom door – the ajar bedroom door.  

This can’t be good, he thought, readying himself to quick-shift back to physical reality and mangle the bejesus out of whoever lurked in there. No one breaks into my home and hides where I sleep without paying for it. 

Kane’s heart rate doubled as he seamlessly passed through the bedroom door. 

At first glance, nothing stood out except a twisting and turning accumulation of Blight that filled almost the entire space. But the room was empty. Someone had definitely been there – recently – but not anymore.  

Relaxing a bit, Kane shifted back to physical reality. Since he hadn’t activated Blight Vision, the Blight trail evaporated when he changed reality layer. Now perceiving the room clutter-free without the reddish fog, he saw it the exact moment his boots thumped against the carpeted floor.  

In the corner, the statue of Miralah stood where it always had, but only a roughly cut stump of a throat remained where her head should have been.  

“What the hell?” he whispered as his gaze flicked straight to the statue’s feet. A few inches to the right, her severed head lay sideways in a pile of stone debris – granite eyes staring up at him. 

He registered a subtle, burnt smell while walking over to the statue. Upon fetching the severed stone head from the floor, a glowing message of fiery red letters appeared in the air: 

 

Stay away, leech. 

Our business in Sanctishi is leagues above your pay grade and none of your concern. We will let your slip-up slide for now, but if you dip your beak in our pond again, it won’t be a statue losing its head the next time. 

 

The weight of Miralah’s severed replica head seemed to increase in his grip as he read the message. Chills rippled across his shoulders, and he suddenly noticed a scorched spot spreading across the floor next to his bed, leaving the carpet burnt. 

Well, if this doesn’t prove absolutely every single one of my suspicions, then nothing will, he thought, feeling his breath becoming shallow. They have now made it clear that they know that I know... Damn it to the nine hells.

With a nauseous feeling in his gut, Kane rotated the heavy stone head around in his hands and lifted it to the statue. Placed it against the roughly cut neck to see if it still fit. Many of the jagged edges slid right into each other like compatible puzzle pieces, but much material had also broken off and now cluttered the floor, which increased the difficulty of making the repairs seamless. 

Kane sighed and placed the former love of his life’s replica head on the bookshelf behind the statue. 

“I’ll get you fixed later, Miralah,” he mumbled, returning his focus to the scorched carpet next to the kingsize bed. 

Obviously, the burn damage had been caused by an Orc Fire Shaman’s fiery portal as he zipped off to wherever. This meant the shamans he encountered in the Wide Wilds were in fact connected to the orcish wizard he uncovered with the Royal Guards. Right? What was the probability of it just being a coincidence?

“Not even a slim chance in any hell,” he whispered hoarsely. Killing a few random orcs in the middle of nowhere wouldn’t lead to any repercussions, but killing and outing orcs on their way to an important meeting with the blight leech queen would most definitely stir up a backlash like this. 

Shit.

Kane absentmindedly kicked at stone rubble littering the floor while walking over to inspect the burn damage, carefully contemplating the situation. His face twisted in a grim grimace at the thought of the severely limited options that lay before him: 

1) Obey the cautionary message and move on with his life as if nothing had happened;

2) Ignore Terrahee, but instead go on a hunting spree to take out every single orc that dared cross Sanctishi’s dimensional borders – thereby indirectly disrupting the queen’s potentially harmful plans.

…or 3) Go after Terrahee directly to gather proof of her pernicious agenda, and do absolutely everything in his power to stop her from ruining the blight leeches’ good standing with the ancient gods and the Dark Energy. 

A deep grumble sounded from Kane’s throat as he dragged a hand across his face, cursing the unfortunate circumstances. 

Although choosing option number 1 would be incredibly freeing, he simply was not built that way. He was too aware; too analytical and conscious of all the details that most others easily closed their eyes to; and not the least: He prided himself in being a blight leech – a blight leech whose purpose perfectly aligned with the fundamental needs of the Apocosmos as a whole. This was an idea clearly not shared by Terrahee. 

A big, fat shame.  

Not only could he not accept that the blight leech queen day by day turned into more and more of an egomaniacal tyrant, but he also could not pretend everything was okay when he knew there was an ever-increasing chance that something big and unpleasant could happen to his people. 

Why else would they send this message to him, threatening him to back off?  

“There is no other reason,” he whispered through gritted teeth. “Something is brewing, and no one else cares – or dares – or even knows about it.”  

He considered the second option, but that, too, didn’t feel right. Hunting orcs wouldn’t change the direction of whatever Terrahee was planning. If he killed off enough orcs, they might start thinking twice before coming to Sanctishi, but the probability was bigger that they eventually would send a whole horde to take him out.  

This left the third and final option: Dealing with Queen Terrahee directly and thereby solving the problem at its root. He didn’t like it even one little bit. Once again, frustration flushed through him – frustration and disappointment that his trusted guild chose not to help. 

“Aaargh! Why can’t I just be regular Joe Schmo who gives zero shits about anyone but himself?” he said out loud and stomped the charred area on the carpet. Ashes puffed up around him. 

It would have made everything so much easier – at least until all hell potentially broke loose and everyone’s lives changed forever.  

Resting his eyes on the charred carpet and seeing the scorch marks crawled up the side of his precious bed, he began wondering if maybe he was overreacting.  

Am I just being an irrationally scared little kid?  

“Well, better being scared now and safe later, than careless now and... dead later.” 

Besides, at the moment there was no way to know what actually took place behind the locked, gold-rimmed doors of the queen’s palace. He’d have to do some digging first, before deciding a plan of attack. 

But, before anything else, he’d have to check up on his super-secret project. 

To clear his head, rather than teleporting straight there, Kane chose to instead use his legs and physically walk there. He threw a final disgruntled look at the burnt carpet and the headless statue of Miralah before closing the bedroom door and returning to the vestibule. 

Taking care to check the rooms he passed on the way, it was clear that the intruders had neither stolen nor broken anything else. Who knew how many parts of the house they’d combed through before finding the bedroom and deciding that that would be the spot where they left their warning message. Not willing to sacrifice too much mental energy on it, he shrugged it off. 

“To hell with them,” he mumbled as he stepped out of the mansion, ensuring to close and lock the front door securely. Not that it really mattered. These people easily entered wherever they wanted, anyway. 

Back outside, he closed his eyes for a moment and felt the dawning sun’s mild heat warm his face. The day neared its end. And what a day it had been. But it wasn’t over just yet. In fact, far from it. 

Pushing away the barrage of thoughts wanting to analyze, calculate and plan his next steps, Kane tuned in to his sense perceptions. He crossed the fields paying attention to the fresh smell of grass sliding against his boots, dirt crunching under his soles, and the sound of birds chirping in the air, and the faint barking of dread hounds somewhere in the far distance. 

Soon the fields ended, and he entered the more overgrown parts of his land. The air turned humid, thick. Here, trees as tall as small buildings – with trunks as wide as Garrox’s torso – grew densely among thick undergrowth consisting of bushes, plants and flowers. A more varied animal life lived here than on the grassy fields. All the animals were careful, though, so unless he snuck around like a silent hunter, he ever only heard branches breaking, small feet clattering, or nails scratching on trees in the vicinity. He enjoyed it very much. Simply knowing creatures lived their lives around him gave him joy. It didn’t even really matter what animals it was, as long as they existed nearby. 

After another five minutes trekking through his own little forest, he began sensing subtle vibrations in the ground. Barely noticeable – and only because he already knew of its presence. Anyone else would have dismissed it as the natural ‘hum of the jungle’ or something. But no. This was no regular jungle hum, at all. 

The vibrations kept increasing in intensity until he located the two fallen trees lying on top of each other in a cross. 

This was a signpost for two important spots in the vicinity – both of which he needed to take a look at.  

Starting with the least important, he first walked to the right of the crossing trees and followed a narrow path between overgrown bushes and plants with thick, wavy leaves. About two hundred feet later, he crouched and snuck the rest of the way. Pretty soon, sounds of something rapidly stomping on and breaking branches and twigs could be heard. Excitement blossomed in his stomach.  

I got something, Kane thought, crawling the final distance to an opening in the thick growth. Calmly pushing some plants away, he stuck his head through and found the trap he’d dug and prepared a week earlier occupied by an Octo-Crus – a giant spider-like creature the size of four grown men fused together. A form of arachnid, but with purplish scaly skin resembling that of lizards. The eight eyes lining its forehead always made goosebumps quiver down Kane’s spine, as they were white with pupils and irises – like a mammal, which was just plain wrong on an arachnid, regardless of its large size. The twisted mammalian resemblance didn’t end there, however, as its wide mouth had actual lips covering white, straight teeth. Furthermore, actual feet with long-nailed, black toes grew from its eight legs, making it an excellent climber. 

Now it thrashed around in the fifteen feet deep hole, fumingly angry and attempting to crawl up the walls – unsuccessfully, since Kane had paneled them with a special material more slippery than polished ice. 

He printed the arachnid’s character information, just to make sure it wasn’t too powerful for its intended purpose: 

 

***
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Name : Octo-Crus

Type : Arachnid 

Level : 15 

Disposition : Desperate 

HP : 247 / 247 

Physical Attack : 31 

Magic Attack : 23 

Speed : 130 

Attack Range : 40 

XP : 454 

Blight : 76% 

Description : The Octo-Crus is a plentiful arachnidian species that thrives in the lush woodlands of Sanctishi. They indiscriminately prey on any living, organic creature that they are strong enough to defeat. Mostly out at sundown, they tend to hunt in groups of three – thereby overpowering their game from multiple angles simultaneously. 

Oh, and they are venomous. Very, very venomous. General rule of thumb: Do not get bitten. 

 

***

 

Kane’s brow furrowed as he inspected the stats. 

Level 15… 

Definitely a big boy, and might potentially repeat the disaster of the last inspection. Yet, this was what the universe had enriched his trap with, and he would rather not deal with personally getting the angry thing out the same way it fell in. 

“Naw, it’ll be fine… probably,” Kane whispered and backtracked to the two fallen trees crossing each other. 

Before moving to the second – and main location – he stopped and activated Blight Vision, just in case. 

No trails of Blight to be seen anywhere in the vicinity. 

Good. 

He deactivated the skill, climbed over the trees and slid down a boulder-like rock on the other side. 

There. 

A two feet long, flat stone marked the spot. 

Kane crouched by the stone and stuffed his hands into the surrounding dirt, feeling for a metallic, two-handed grip hidden there. He curled his fingers around the cool, smooth handle and lifted it with a grunt. Rusty hinges screeched as the hatch unwillingly rotated open. A dry, dirt-like scent wafted up from the hole. 

Kane smiled, excited to see how his creations were holding up. He closed the latch above and descended the iron ladder leading down to his super-secret catacombs. 

The ladder went about fifteen yards underground, and Kane stopped for a second midway and wondered if it would be better to just teleport down, but decided he’d come too far. When he eventually reached the bottom, fist-sized, turquoise orbs automatically lit up along the rugged walls and illuminated the dirty underground corridor.  

What had been registered as barely audible, indistinct vibrations above ground, sounded like a clamorous madhouse down here. His creations had no brains or intellect to speak of, but this didn’t stop them from being incredibly noisy when left to their own devices for extended periods of time. Although locked in a large, sealed-off hall, their insufferable screams, meaningless shouts and single-word utterances penetrated the walls and carried through the underground tunnel.  

Kane was glad no one had ever been down here, or he might have been arrested for the torture of living beings. 

Except, of course, that his creations – the Blighted Automatons – weren’t being tortured, neither were they in pain – they simply made those kinds of horrible, goosebump-inducing noises. They weren’t smart enough to even know who or what they were, much less where they were. They just existed, like walking, eternally hungry, monstrous marionettes that followed every command Kane gave them. Or, at least in theory – they were still a brand-new invention that he discovered mostly as an accident while doing something else. 

Again he smiled to himself, not bothered by the detestable moans and howls. He actually thought they were just a little bit... cute.  

The sound of his boots clattering against the gravel ground drowned in the automatons’ screams as he walked the distance to the barricaded iron door keeping them locked in. Not bothering to use any energy on removing the heavy log that was bolted to the doorframe, he instead opened a portal and easily stepped through. 

On the other side, Kane exited onto an elevated platform along the walls that continued all around the vast underground chamber. It lifted him seven feet above the floor, and coupled with the railing he’d installed, it created a decent barrier between himself and the drifting mob of Blighted Automatons – juuust in case they suddenly became self-aware and decided to gang up and destroy him. Numbering close to a hundred individuals, it would definitely be… interesting if they all attacked simultaneously. For now, though, nothing indicated any of them had any self-aware mental activity at all. 

Even though the godless sounds they made didn’t bother him, their odor most definitely did. It wasn’t exactly the stench of rotting flesh, because unlike regular zombies, these humanoid creatures weren’t in the process of decomposing – yet, ‘rotting flesh’ probably came the closest to describing it. This entire space reeked of it. It could have been the accumulated odors generated by hundreds of gaping mouths exhaling bad breath. He knew all too well how lack of decent dental hygiene could lead to odors so foul it smelled worse than death itself. Kane always thought he’d grow used to it, however, but never did. 

Grimacing as the stench torpedoed his nostrils, he produced a special-made bandana from his inventory – made of thick leather coated with fresh-smelling eucalyptus oil. He swiftly wrapped it around his face, covering his nose and mouth. It helped. A bit. 

In the dimmed turquoise light emitted by orb-discs in the ceiling, Kane studied his creations as they waggled around on shaky legs. Sprawling around naked and hairless in their sickly, half corpse-white, half pale-gray, rubbery skin, they bumped against each other with outstretched, clumsy arms. They lacked reproductive systems or any other gender-specific identifiers, although Kane thought maybe he did see some hints here and there that suggested some leaned more toward the female end of the spectrum, while others possessed traits approximating male attributes. 

No pupils existed in their abyss-black eyes, which Kane believed enabled them to see well in darkness. And their ears were up to three times the size of regular people’s ears – and even movable; the automatons continually angled their ears this way and that, always attentive to the ever-changing soundscapes surrounding them. Furthermore, Kane appreciated their ability to open their mouths so wide that it would be possible to fit an entire orc skull in there. The three-inch long, razor-sharp teeth poking around in those mouths was a great bonus feature, too. 

Observed together in a horde like this, though, the Blighted Automatons were merely a featureless crowd of wailing, screaming, soulless flesh-machines. But they were his flesh-machines, and he cared about them – insofar as they could be of use, naturally. 

Especially now that everything seems to be going straight south. He dismissed the pessimistic mental noise with a grunt and instead yelled at a female-looking automaton nearby: “You!”

One of her ears moved an inch in his direction, but no other reaction occurred. 

“Oh, right,” Kane mumbled, realizing just how distracted he was by the chaos taking place in his life at the moment. He opened his skill menu and flicked through it until he found Total Control – a skill he devised himself as a way of issuing orders to the automatons.

 

***
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Name : Total Control

Type : Active 

Level : 1

Effect : Manipulate Blighted Automatons

Time Left : Indefinite

Description : Total Control enables Kane Zerriah to take command over the Blighted Automatons, thereby deciding where they move, when and how they attack… et cetera. 

The higher the level of the skill, the more total the control over of the automatons Kane gets. The skill’s level is linked to the level of the automatons. For instance, Blighted Automaton level 1-19 equates to a Total Control level of 1. Automaton level 20-29 equals a Total Control level of 2, and so on.

 

***

 

As a signal of the skill being activated, a deep blue light overlaid the black eyes of every automaton present. 

Kane pointed at the female-looking automaton again, yelling: “You!” 

This time, both of the humanoid’s ears swiveled toward his voice like finely tuned radar dishes, before her head turned, followed by the rest of her body. 

Once he had her attention, a luminescent, deep blue silhouette appeared around the whole figure. He located the closest access point with stairs leading up to his platform along the walls, and simply pointed at it with his index finger. A three-by-three feet square on the ground instantly lit up in the same deep blue light that highlighted the selected automaton. 

“Good,” he whispered when she obeyed his request without question. She elbowed her way through the wall of others, wagging from side to side on untrained feet – almost getting knocked off balance by the others in the process, but eventually got to the staircase. Upon reaching her goal, the blue highlight color on the ground disappeared. 

Pleased with the system he had created for himself, Kane walked over to her and unhooked the metal fence. He swung it open and let the automaton join him on the platform. Closing it behind her, he brought her closer and inspected her. Well, he assumed it was a ‘her’ because of the slightly protruding chest area and the marginally wider hips than those who possessed more male-like traits, but for the most part, this one, too, was basically just a nondescript humanoid. 

This close, he noticed more details on the automaton’s body than watching them from a distance. There had actually been developments since he last checked on them a couple of weeks earlier. 

The rubbery skin had evolved a dense carpet of short, thin hairs all over. Sliding his hands across her shoulders and arms, the hairs felt soft like silk against Kane’s palms. 

“What’s the purpose of the hairs?” he said, more to himself than anything else. 

“Wreeeah,” the automaton wailed, but didn’t move. 

“I hear ya,” he said and smiled, before continuing poking around like a physician performing a whole-body check-up on a patient. 

The skin around her elbows and knees had become harder since last time, plus gained a darker gray color than the rest of her. Knocking on any of these spots with his knuckles, it felt and sounded like tapping on a block of wood. The solidity did not seem to come at the expense of her mobility, though – well, what little she had.  

“Very interesting, indeed,” he mumbled, to which she answered with a hoarse:

“Yeeuuhhk.”

“That’s right, my darling,” he said, curious as to what – if anything – was being processed in that apparently blank slate of a brain. To test her comprehension, he said: “Turn around, please.” 

She let out a groan but didn’t move. 

Okay, so she can’t actually understand me, he thought, turning her around manually instead to inspect her back. The same darker gray and solid skin had started forming around each of her shoulder blades. He pressed his fingertips against it and had to admit it almost felt like bone. 

“Could it be…?” he whispered, and finished the sentence in his head: Are these areas of tough skin just the early stages of something more interesting evolving? 

A jolt of excitement tickled his solar plexus when the next idea appeared: 

Like… wings, for example? 

He flipped the automaton around so he faced her front again. “I have a great gift for you. All of you.”

Her featureless face grimaced. “Hhrrreeek!”

Chuckling, Kane checked her character info to see how far their statistical development was coming along:

 

***
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Name : Blighted Automaton 

Type : Humanoid 

Level : 12 

Disposition : Awaiting 

HP : 301 / 301 

Physical Attack : 24 

Magic Attack : 17 

Speed : 13 

Attack Range : 40 

XP : 363 

Blight : 90% 

Description : The Blighted Automatons are non-sentient humanoids developed by Kane Zerriah. Therefore, as a Blight Leech sub-species, they are sustained by infusions of Blight, or nourishment through ingesting organic materials of most types. Anything orally consumed is converted into life-giving energy in its totality, leaving no waste elements in need of being expelled from their bodies. 

 

***

 

Interesting. They had evolved Magic Attack since his last visit. 

Rubbing his chin, Kane whispered: “I’ll be damned.” 

In other words, continually feeding the automatons a fraction of his gathered Blight every time he consumed it was having a greater impact than merely sustaining them. These beings were actively evolving right before his eyes – both physically and… spiritually? 

How long before they gain self-awareness? he mused, but quickly cut himself off: No, don’t even consider it; it’s just not possible. 

It couldn’t be possible; they were mere organic robots without consciousness. Unless some ancient Apocosmic super-God decided to blow sentience into them just as a prank, then they would certainly remain his to control as he saw fit. And he would most definitely make sure their existence would be a useful one – for all of the blight leech civilization. 

Yes, he thought as a strange mix of expectation and uncertainty tickled the back of his mind, you will all assist me in correcting Terrahee’s wrongdoings. My perfect creatures. 

With a smile, he patted the automaton on her shoulder and led her back to the staircase. Opened the fence and said: “Thank you – you can return now.” 

“Yuuhhffd,” she groaned, turned away from him and merged into the shambling horde again. He closed the fence securely and threw a last glance at these strange creatures, for the first time realizing he didn’t have the faintest idea how their continued evolution would play out. 

Time will tell. 

With the inspection done, it was time for the final part of his visit – namely the battle test. Last time turned into a tragedy that cost him the lives of twenty-seven automatons. This time, however, they had progressed five levels, and even acquired Magic Attack. He carefully dared to hope for a better outcome now, although the awaiting challenge was a nasty one.  

Keeping his Total Control skill active for a while longer, he strode along the elevated platform, following the wall to the midpoint of the vast underground chamber. On the ground below was a fenced-in arena-like section. Remains of dried blood and crusty guts still littered the dirt floor since last time, though the corpses were gone – dragged out of the arena and eaten by the automatons before he had reactivated the fence. 

Now the automatons shambled around it, hardly noticing its presence at all save for colliding with it from time to time. 

“You’re about to get a rude awakening, my creatures,” Kane said and went over to a panel where two wooden levers with leather grips stuck out from a slitted panel in the wall. Feeling his heart rate increase as he curled his fingers around it, he whispered: “Let’s hope you’re better suited for the task this time.” 

Upon pulling the lever down, the glowing disc-orbs in the ceiling above the arena slid out of the way on moving logs. Debris and dirt rained from the ceiling as two wide iron plates were set in motion with an ear-deafening, metallic screech, slowly creating a crack as they moved in opposite directions.  

Beams of sunlight flooded down from the widening opening, only interrupted by the flickering shadows from the spastically moving Octo-Crus up there – the one stuck in Kane’s trap.  

He intentionally built the trap straight above the underground chamber, enabling him to automate the delivery of challenges to assess the battle-readiness of his test subjects.  

The large, purple-scaled arachnid struggled feverishly to hold on as the plates slid too far away, and eventually plummeted into the chamber. It crashed to the ground with a high-pitched squeal that drew the Blighted Automatons’ attention. They hadn’t moved toward it yet, though, since Kane’s Total Activation skill was enabled, which meant they wouldn’t attack anyone unless he specifically ordered them to do so.

With a wide wave of his hand that indicated the entire horde, a deep blue silhouette lit up around each individual. He then gestured at the Octo-Crus and whispered: “Attack at will.” 

The same deep blue light now flashed across the huge spider’s body, clearly marking it as a selected target. 

Having no sense of fear, the automatons immediately began crowding around the fenced-in arena while the spider ran around and around inside, wheezing and biting threateningly in the air, showing off its foot-long, venomous fangs. 

“Here we go,” Kane said and pulled down the second lever, which lowered the arena’s fence. 

A few instants passed while the arachnid spun around, as if getting an overview of the surrounding automatons now rushing at it from all angles. It let out an ungodly whine before jumping straight up as the first row of automatons reached it. They instead rammed into each other, stumbling in poorly controlled arms and legs. The spider landed on top of the fallen ones and plunged its fangs into their screaming faces. Lightning fast, it stabbed them over and over, ripping and tearing their unarmored bodies to bloody shreds. 

There were many automatons, however, so although the Octo-Crus clearly was higher leveled and more powerful than any small group, they had the numbers. It fought ferociously with its fangs, and all its eight legs did their part in mangling attackers by kicking, stomping and crushing. But they kept flooding at it, and most damaged it before dying, thereby slowly chipping off bits of its health. 

Watching the raging battle with gritted teeth and tensed muscles, Kane wanted to intervene and help his creatures. Unfortunately, they had to go through these tests without outside interference, because he needed to know if they were strong enough to provide actual valuable resistance during real-life confrontations. Hence, he unnervingly observed while the giant, scaly spider ravaged them. 

Thirteen automatons met the grim reaper before the Octo-Crus abandoned its position and bolted straight through the incoming horde, its health now blinking red. Knocking attackers off balance left and right, others threw themselves at it. 

The spider slipped up right before the last of its health bottomed out, tumbling to the floor, exhausted and bleeding. More automatons jumped onto its back and head, drowning it in a voilent pile of hungry mouths and clawing hands. 

In five seconds, Kane’s mindless creatures slashed it to pieces, killing it. The ground was drenched in a nauseating mix of its green and their red blood, and they all ganged up around it to partake in the feast now that it was gone. 

Seventeen automatons died in the process. 

Rubbing his stubbly chin, Kane nodded, unenthused. 

Better than the previous battle test, but still not good enough. They need more time. 

He deactivated the Total Control skill, once again leaving them to their own devices. The deep blue light in their eyes disappeared, returning their vacant, abyss black color. 

He lifted both levers to their starting positions, which reset the arena fence and closed up the ceiling hatch again. 

“Enjoy the banquet, my darlings,” he said and sent a wish to the ancient gods of the Apocosmos to help him have the Blighted Automatons acceptably leveled up as soon as possible. 

An intense pull to check up on his most recent offspring made itself known.

“Oh, right,” he whispered. He needed to ensure she hadn’t succumbed to the Desolate Plateau’s unpredictable wilderness. 

With the near future’s heaviness weighing him down, he opened a portal and fast traveled to Ylya. 


17

 

 

Ylya snapped awake, gasping, and for a moment not understanding where she was or what had just happened. Blood-smeared armor, as well as bloody splatters across the gravelly ground where a human-sized dino-looking lizard lay lifeless. The quickly building panic calmed when everything came back to her.

“Oh, right…” 

She was a Blight Leech now, living in the Apocosmos and stuff. So it hadn’t been a dream. Right, right, right. Also, she leveled up again after extracting the Blight from that Sawthorn reptile over there, being rewarded with more skills. 

“Okay,” she said, wiping the sleepiness out of her eyes and pushing herself up from the rocky ground. “Let’s have a look at these new skills.” 

After some fiddling with the menus, she switched from the inventory screen to the skills menu. It had increased in complexity since last time, and now split into three sections – Active, Passive, and Learn Skills. 

A blinking golden star symbol marked the Learn Skill section, so she opened it. Here, the window split into three closed dropdown lists – Newly Learned Skills, Level Up Skills, and Learn New Skills. Another blinking star marked Newly Learned Skills. She expanded it, revealing her six brand new skills:

 

***
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Name : Weapon Mastery

Type : Passive  

Physical Attack : +25

Attack Speed : +15

 

***
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Name : Armor Mastery

Type : Passive  

Physical Defense : +20

Magical Defense : +10

 

***

 

[image: ]

 

Name : Enhanced Weapon

Type : Passive  

Attack Speed : +15

Description : Increases weapon’s effectiveness when using any melee weapon – including fists. 

 

***
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Name : Last Breath Rescue

Type : Passive

Precondition : Kicks in when HP is below 30%.

Description : Provides a HP recovery bonus of +0.75.

 

***
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Name :  Iron-Willed Smash

Type : Active  

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 18

Range : 6 feet

Duration : 3 seconds

Precondition : Weapon must be held in both hands, regardless of it being a two-handed weapon or not. 

Description : Attacks the enemy with 300 added to Physical Attack. 

The Iron-Willed Smash bypasses 10% of Physical Defense. 

 

***

 

And the last skill shown was Blight Core Extraction, which she had already used two times. Other than that, Ylya repeatedly examined the new skills – taking in all the new information, pondering what these things actually meant, practically speaking. 

Clearly there was a difference between Active and Passive skills. The active ones required being manually activated when she wanted to use them, while the passive ones always worked their magic in the background from the moment they appeared. Handy. 

Scratching her head, she mumbled: “So I just know how to do these things now – like, out of nowhere?” 

She broke out in a hearty laugh. What a ridiculous place this Apocosmos was. Everything functioned so incredibly differently from what she had been used to during her prior, human life. There, you’d have to repeatedly work on something to become better, while in the Apocosmos, you just suddenly knew something new! 

 

*** 

 

WARNING

Blight Leech Bottom Feeder Beginner’s Quest

Time remaining : 00:59:00

Objectives remaining before the quest is completed : Gather the 3rd and final Blight Orb to increase your Blight-related skill-set.

 

***

 

And so, Ylya was left gaping at yet another unexpected notification that plastered itself across her field of vision. 

Had it really been eleven freaking hours since Kane gave her the beginner’s quest? And if she didn’t complete it within the set time limit, then… game over? Was that it – even though she had learned how to harvest Blight, both for herself and the Orb of Blight? And less than an hour remained for her to locate another poor schmuck who’d have to get their negativity extracted.

“Sheesh,” she muttered, rising from the gritty ground. “Fuckin’ brutal.” She’d been sitting for so long it felt like the uneven gravel still clung to her butt cheeks. Brushing the dirt away, she strolled over to the Elven Forest Bow, which still waited on the other side of the boulder where it landed after she dropped it earlier. While she was at it, she took a swift sweep of the area and retrieved any undamaged arrows lying around after the Skullbasher Sawthorne battle. 

Alright, so she had less than 55 minutes left before her existence shut down, if the quest’s punishment for failure was indeed true. Rather than painstakingly ambling around the Desolate Plateau while searching, it would undoubtedly be a hundred times more efficient to use her wings. That way, she’d get a nice overview of the landscape and would quickly sniff out a sufficient prey for her target practice. 

As Ylya began flapping her wings for take-off, she remembered that the Sawthorn had been diligently digging a hole nearby. Who knew whether that specific dino-lizard-dragon species just enjoyed digging meaningless holes in the ground, but it couldn’t hurt to take a look… 

Not knowing what awaited, she equipped the Bottom Feeder Sword in both hands and carefully followed the mountainside over to it. 

Dirt and stones in all shapes and sizes spread around the dug pit like a minor meteor-caused crater. Rubble clattered under her boots as she snuck closer. When she got near enough to see the bottom, she froze for a second, not knowing what to do. 

Nestled in a cradle of contorted leafy branches and long straws of grass lay three eggs. 

“Oh no,” Ylya whispered, staring from side to side with a feeling of guilt making her abs clench. No wonder the Sawthorn had been digging like its life depended on it. She slid the sword back in her scabbard and climbed down the hole, taking care not to slip and accidentally crush the fragile small things. 

Have I just killed their mother? she wondered and crouched beside the crib. Or was it their father, and an insanely angry mother is right around the corner? Or, worse, are both their parents gone now? 

If that was the case, maybe she should… take them? And then what? Sell them? Cook them for breakfast? Raise them as her own? 

The Sawthorn Skullbasher description text explained that this species was one of the easiest to tame, and that they were a part of the Blight Leeches’ preferred domesticated pets – or, she assumed, functioning as cattle. Hence, selling them to someone knowledgeable and who’d treat them well was probably the best idea. 

“No,” Ylya said to herself, shuddering as if cold. “I have no business kidnapping these.” 

She was about to climb back up without touching them, but then again, what if both their parents were gone? They’d hatch and die from hunger within a few days, or more likely be eaten by a bunch of Ravenous Corax or something.

Crap. 

Rubbing her eyes while grimacing, she decided the best thing was to take two of them, and leave the last one – just in case a parent came looking for them. A gamble, but worth it, she concluded. 

Nothing is worse for a parent than losing a child – much less all of them.

Having finally made up her mind, Ylya cautiously picked up the first egg, triggering a class notification to display: 

 

***
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Name : Skullbasher Sawthorn Egg 

Type : Reptile 

Level : 0

HP : 5 

Physical Attack : 0 

Magic Attack : 0 

Speed : 0 

Attack Range : 0 

XP : 10 

Blight : 0% 

Description : A Sawthorn Skullbasher Egg is a potential Sawthorn Skullbasher. If properly cared for, it will hatch and become a real Sawthorn Skullbasher. 

On the other hand, if the egg is cooked and eaten, it provides a nutritious meal that fully heals the HP of the one consuming it.

Also, it might fetch a good sum of money from the right type of trader. 

 

***

 

Ylya was almost moved by the fact that the Sawthorn egg didn’t possess any Blight whatsoever; not tainted by the world’s harshness yet – simply perfectly pure. 

It was so large she used both hands to lift it, and warmth exuded from the rugged shell. Something inside moved, making it jiggle gently in her hands. 

“Is this is a bad idea?” she whispered, but nevertheless opened her inventory and placed it in a free item slot. Hopefully it wouldn’t hatch while in there. How would that even work, considering the items in the inventory were represented by illustrated symbols? Well, nothing surprised her in this strange new reality. Anything was possible here, it seemed. 

Suddenly remembering that the quest timer threatened to bottom out, she snatched the second egg, left the third – as agreed upon with herself – and climbed back up from the dirty hole. 

Double-checking the quest timer, the digital clock showed 00:48:13. 

“No time to waste,” Ylya muttered, sincerely hoping stealing the eggs wouldn’t come back later to bite her in the ass. 

Before taking off with her awesome wings, she remembered to remove her bow from around her neck as she really didn’t want to be stuck in the air with a suitable target on the ground – and not be able to equip it because it was locked behind a flapping wing. 

Filled with a strange concoction of mixed feelings – both good and bad – from what she’d just lived through, Ylya lifted off the ground and took to the sky.


18

 

 

To Ylya’s pleasure, she learned her wings carried her easier and more efficiently after having reached level 3. She didn’t know exactly which numbers in her character sheet were responsible for it, but considering how abilities grew in the Apocosmos, it made sense that her body could perform various activities in more proficient ways once she leveled up. 

She was still forced to take regular breaks, though, but not as often as during her first attempt at flying while fighting the Sawthorn Skullbasher. And the best part: It only got better from here on out. 

Unless I fail this beginner’s quest and life decides to kill me, of course, she thought and grimaced – but pushed the fear away and focused on the succulent red Blight trail that showed up in her Blight Vision a minute earlier. Growing denser with every passing second, she saw how the smoke-like trail thickened the closer she got to one of the many narrow valleys in the rocky landscape. Traces of many more or less prominent trails were visible from her current vantage point in the sky, but none as salient as this one. 

Ylya clutched the bow as she passed a mountain ridge that obscured her sight of whoever excreted the trail – ready for anything. 

Down there at the valley’s lowest point, hidden from the burning sun in a deep shadow cast by the ridge above, an open space appeared where flat rocks with uneven edges jutted from the ground like tombstones. Squinting to better pick out the details, Ylya realized the rocks were erected in four concentric circles – all engraved with symbols she assumed were words in an unknown language. 

Maybe they actually are tomb stones, she mused, and so perhaps the place was a burial ground. Eerily interesting. 

The ever-thickening Blight trail culminated on a small knoll in the very center of the circling tombstones, where a sort of totem pole tall as a streetlamp stood, partly covered by moss and fungi. The smoke-like Blight trail was so dense where it originated next to it that it obscured whoever secreted it – and it definitely was a who, because to Ylya’s limited knowledge, inanimate things didn’t carry any Blight. Since Blight was pure negativity in any form, it required a sentient being to exist; a being that could experience the negativity. Therefore, since this trail was twice the thickness of the trail that the dying elf-guy had excreted, it probably meant it emerged from someone so much closer to giving up life. 

Which means an easier target for me! 

Or so she hoped. God knew this one single day had posed enough demanding challenges to fill an entire year of regular living, or more. 

Burning sensations rapidly spread throughout her wings from the build-up of lactic acid in her untrained muscles – meaning she had to find a place to land, quickly. Not knowing what awaited down there, since the Blight trail hid the main object of interest, she decided to approach with caution. 

In order to place less stress on her limited stamina, she kept the wings straightened, rigidly, like a hang glider’s sailcloth. Then, based on how far she assumed her wings could carry her, she picked out a landing spot behind some of the larger tombstones in the back, behind the outer circle. 

The quest timer flashed before her eyes as she landed:

 

***

 

WARNING

Blight Leech Bottom Feeder Beginner’s Quest

Time remaining : 00:29:59

Objectives remaining before the quest is completed : Gather the 3rd and final Blight Orb to increase your Blight-related skill-set.

 

***

 

Yeah, yeah, I’m working on it, okay? Ylya thought and waved away the message. No need to stress me out more than I’m already stressing myself out!

Poking her head up from the disheveled tombstone and peering over the other near-decomposing stones, she finally saw where the Blight trail spawned from.

A crooked humanoid form crawled on its hands and knees in the center of the knoll, with its head bent upwards, face aimed up at the totem pole. The whole valley being drenched in deep shade, Ylya couldn’t make out any facial features of the person, but their attire comprised a cape with golden edges half covering a jacket and pants adorned with lots of intricate patterns and such. Not at all the well-worn rags she expected to find on someone lost and hopeless in a dirty place like this.

Ylya tried bringing up the person’s character info, but she was still too far away.

Well, nothing to do but to get closer. She retracted her wings tight against her back, crouched and stepped carefully over the crunching gravel ground.

While sneaking closer, passing all these overgrown and seemingly ancient graves, an eerie restlessness stirred in her guts. She’d never wanted to admit it, but places like this had given her the chills ever since her jackass of a cousin scared her shitless as an eight-year-old when he brought her to a graveyard in the middle of the night – only to sneak off and leave her there alone for two eternal hours, before he suddenly returned screaming, wearing black Halloween robes and a hockey mask smeared with ketchup, and thereby scaring the living daylight out of her. Although she knew nothing like that would happen here – hell, her shit-for-brains cousin didn’t even exist in this particular world – yet, she had to actively resist the barrage of goosebumps pushing to prickle down her spine.

She fought back a yelp when her fingers touched something sticky on a stone she passed by. Noticing it was only the saliva-like trail of a slimy snail-type creature, she let out a sigh of relief.

Calm down. Just hurry over there, secure the third Blight Core, and be done with it already.

About twenty feet from her target – a woman, she now saw – the information box appeared above her head:

 

***
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Name : Amarilla

Type : Human

Level : 4

Disposition : Open

HP : 13 / 183

Physical Attack : 53

Magic Attack : 37

Speed : 126

Attack Range : 40

XP : 141

Blight : 90%

Description : Humans belong to a humanoid species that evolved on the planet Earth in the Cosmos. Although clever and interesting in their own way, their narrow-mindedness and know-it-all attitude most of the time limit their innate ability to expand their cosmic horizons. In other words, they keep themselves blind to the larger reality by denying the existence of anything outside of themselves – which is quite ironic, given how desperately they seek alien life elsewhere in their local world.

Generally, though, they prefer living undisturbed on their beautiful blue ball of a planet, and most beings in the Apocosmos respect that, leaving them alone. Which is not to say there are no humans traveling the greater universe; there most certainly are. If you ever bump into one, though, tread carefully, as it is impossible to know whether the specific human you meet is of a kind, fearful or evil disposition.

 

***

 

Ylya snickered. Reading about her own race from an outside viewpoint like that really put things into... perspective. Also, she definitely didn’t view herself as anything other than being of a ‘kind disposition’, as the description said, but she wasn’t sure this particular human – Amarilla – would view her that way once her true intentions were revealed. In fact, she realized harvesting Blight from another human, like herself, hit different from doing it to an overgrown lizard or an elf – which she’d only ever known about through fantastic fiction like Lord of the Rings and the Wheel of Time.

The woman’s HP and MP were very low, as if she’d just been in a fight almost to the death. But except for a leather-wrapped staff on the ground next to her with a blade sticking out from one end, encrusted with blood, then nothing in the area showed signs of a battle or any kind of struggle. Everything was merely slowly decaying and silent, as if nothing had happened here at all for the past three hundred years.

Ylya noticed that not only were the woman’s health and magic low, but actually in the process of decreasing. She would probably be dead any minute now.

Sadness suddenly tugged at her heartstrings, and she felt like a goddamned vampiric demon.

Ylya lowered her bow and instead walked up to the woman with her hands held low and slightly out to the sides to signify she wasn’t dangerous. In a mild, half-whispered tone, she said: “Hey.”

Shook out of her prayer – or whatever she was in the middle of doing – the woman swiftly turned to Ylya. Fear glimmered in her deep-set, green eyes. The wrinkled skin in her weathered face seemed to be drooping just as much as her shocked, gaping mouth. Scabs and sores freckled her face and hands. She clumsily crawled backwards on hands and knees like an animal, but with unnatural, staccato movements. “Get away from me!” she hissed, revealing a mostly toothless mouth behind cracked lips.

Reaching a hand out to her, Ylya spoke softly: “I can see you’re in pain, but please don’t worry; I’m not here to hurt you. On the contrary, I can take your pain away.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed for just a second, before glancing up at the totem pole. “That... that is impossible.”

Ylya peered up at the totem pole, too, for the first time paying attention the details. Until now, she’d barely registered it as anything else than a bulgy tree trunk-looking thing – but observing it from this close, a knot instantly formed in her stomach.

Tall as two grown men standing on top of each other, the totem pole was carved out to resemble six stacked heads. The lowest head, closest to the ground, was insectoid, like a mix of a praying mantis and a regular house fly. The second head mimicked a lizard-like snake with a curled, split tongue sticking out from its half-open, wicked grin. The third head was two types of bird heads fused together at the back – a parakeet aimed to the left, and an albatross turned to the right – both with wide-open eyes above gaping beaks. Above these grew a four-eyed wolf-lion head with a demeanor so mean Ylya shrunk from fear. The fifth head had a striking resemblance to a regular human face, albeit with pupilless eyes, no hair or beard, no discernable gender, and its clean features were only disrupted by tribal-looking engravings decorating every inch of its skin – smooth and structured on one side, and scratchy and chaotic on the other. The final head, resting on all the others, wasn’t a head at all, but a gigantic eyeball with outstretched eagle wings protruding from both sides. On top of the eye jutted hairs from the upper eyelid – thick, long, and formed like jagged lightning bolts shooting out from it.

Ylya stared from the bottom head and up to the top over and over again, as if transfixed. Each time she started anew, the totem pole seemed to lure her deeper into a swirling, hypnotic state. It never moved, but it felt like the ground underneath her began wobbling like restless water, and impossible ripples distorted the mountain walls surrounding the canyon around her.

Bad idea, thoughts spoke in her mind, almost unrecognizable. Bad idea!

Her body started trembling just like the environment, and an indescribable ache forced itself into all of her joints and tendons. The agony increased until her health began trickling away. This created the necessary panic she needed to tear herself from the hypnotic state. 

Ylya screamed and tore her gaze from the menacing wooden heads. Tumbling onto the ground, hyperventilating, she rubbed her eyes and focused her thoughts on the fact that she was still here, still alive.

The wobbling ground calmed, and so did the rippling mountain walls. Wiping sweat from her brow, she slowly got to her feet again, careful not to look at the totem pole.

What in the actual fuck was that?!

Whatever it was, it was decidedly not just a piece of dead wood!

The woman still stood on all fours, off to the side and unmoving, ogling Ylya with fear-stricken, pain-riddled eyes.

A click sounded from Ylya’s throat as she swallowed. “Amarilla – that’s your name, right?”

The woman said nothing, but offered a frightened nod.

Ylya took a trying step toward her. “You’re losing health. What happened here?”

Again the woman’s eyes flickered toward the totem pole. “It’s... it’s... the beast in the t-tree,” she stammered, growing paler by the second. Her skin sores expanded rapidly.

An ice-cold wind blew through Ylya. “The beast in the... tree?”

This time, Amarilla was the one to approach her. “Yes! You felt it, didn’t you? It’s mesmerizing, captivating, earth-shatteringly mind-bending-”

“I did,” Ylya admitted, interrupting the woman’s clearly disturbed ranting. Amarilla was so severely damaged, both in body and mind, that Ylya felt more compelled to heal the woman and help her away from this place, than to harvest her Blight – for the time being having forgotten about the decreasing quest timer. “Let me help you. Let’s find a safe-”

Out of the blue, the woman cut her off with a bone-chilling, psychotic laugh: “Bwaaahahaha!”

The outburst was so unexpected that Ylya couldn’t bring herself to do anything but watch while icy prickles fluttered down her spine.

As abruptly as she started, the woman stopped laughing, and said hoarsely: “Child... don’t you see? I am beyond sssaving. Once one wanders into the gaze of The Beast in the Tree, it hooksss you, and the only release is deathhh. Bwaaaahahahaaa!” This time, Amarilla’s laughter caused her jaw to open so far that the many sores and scabs cracked open, causing blood and moss-green puss to spurt out, leaking down her cheeks and chin.

Horrified, Ylya stumble backwards.

The parts of Amarilla’s skin not yet inflicted by sores, now dried out, turned dark gray and started solidifying like bark. She kept laughing while yelling: “Run while there’s ssstill time, child! Braahahahaa!”

And Ylya was about to do as she said, but suddenly understood what was about to happen – although it seemed totally impossible and entirely far-fetched, the only likely scenario right now was that the woman would transform into some kind of monster – or simply die.

Meanwhile, the quest timer blinked erratically in the lower right corner of her vision. 

Four minutes and fifty-eight seconds left.

Biting down on her teeth so hard her gums hurt, Ylya ignored her fear and wheezed through her gritted teeth: “No, Amarilla. I will release you.”

“Brraahahahaaa!” the mad woman howled, spasming and digging her fingers into the ground, before pointlessly tossing dirt and mud around herself.

Ylya whipped up the skills menu and activated Blight Core Extraction. Heat immediately accumulated in her hands, whereupon she aimed them at Amarilla and unleashed the pink flood of energy – drenching her in it like a frizzing torrent of sparks.

The woman’s maniacal laugh morphed into a drowning-sounding choke which lasted until she disappeared in a glimmering shower of pink energy.

Once she was gone, only her weapon and some items remained on the scorched ground.

 

Congratulations.

You successfully completed the Blight Leech Beginner’s Quest.

Reward : +800 XP

 

The luminescent Blight Core window once again appeared in the topmost left corner of her vision. The third Blight Core slot illuminated with the same pink light as the others, followed by a notification: 

 

Congratulations!

3 of 3 Blight Cores collected. 

You may now expand your Blight skill-set. 

 

The world froze around her as a new window appeared:

 

Please select one of the following Blight-related skills you wish to learn.

 

***
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Name : Mirror of Horrors 

Type : Active 

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 52

Range : 250 feet 

Duration : 60 seconds

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech 

Description : Mirror of Horrors manipulates the target enemy’s mind into believing he is trapped in an upright, cylindrical mirror. Reflected in this mirror he sees his worst fears happening to him, thereby temporarily driving him mad from dread.

 

***
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Name : Awaken, Blight Leech!  

Type : Active  

HP Consumed : 50% of total Health Points

MP Consumed : 50% of total Magic Points

Range : Touching distance

Duration : Single-use, immediate effect 

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech

Description : Awaken, Blight Leech! is one of the most important abilities in the Blight Leech’s repertoire of skills. This is the one and only way of expanding this extraordinary race with additional individuals, and as such, it is a form of procreation – albeit different from most other species’ method of multiplying themselves. 

All Blight Leeches possess this ability, as it is an innate function of their unique nature. Considering the process involves extracting a piece of one’s self and blending it with a life-giving element provided by the Dark Energy, the skill pulls 50% HP and 50% MP in order to work. Hence, regardless of how high or low leveled a Blight Leech is when activating this skill, it always costs exactly half of their vital energies.

 

*** 
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Name : End-of-Life Scan  

Type : Active  

HP Consumed : 0  

MP Consumed : 590 

Range : 20 feet  

Duration : 90 seconds 

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech, and the Target has to be in his or her last moments of life. 

Description : End-of-Life Scan enables the Caster to peer into the vast catalog of a being’s experiences. This is allowed only when the Caster’s intentions are pure and aimed at gaining insight into the Target’s state of mind, for the sake of more effectively assisting the Target in surviving whatever imminent threat is looming. 

 

***

 

Ylya’s eyeballs flipped between the three juicy skills again and again. They were all so incredibly cool, but only Mirror of Horrors stood out to her as a logical choice – even if it consumed 52 Magic Points per use. 

Awaken, Blight Leech! would actually cost her less at her current stage, since it never consumed more than half of her HP and MP. She assumed this was the skill Kane had used on her, in order to convert her from human to blight leech. Mulling it over for a few seconds, she dropped it. 

At this point, there’s no way I’m skilled enough in this reality to bring someone else into life as a blight leech! 

Lastly, that End-of-Life Scan… it was a beast of a skill, basically requiring seven or eight times her whole MP reservoir. What a ridiculous option!

Why give me the choice of acquiring a skill at all if I have no way in hell of using it? 

But of course, if she selected it now, it would await safely in her ‘mastered skills account’ for whenever she could profitably use it. 

Yeah, but nope, she thought and bounced back to Mirror of Horrors. If the other skills were important enough – which she absolutely believed they were – then they would appear again and again. 

The world unfroze once she selected Mirror of Horrors, and yet another prompt filled her vision before she could do anything else: 

 

Congratulations. You have advanced to level 4. 

You have unlocked 3 skills.

 

***
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Name : Triple Slash

Type : Active

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 15

Range : Same as method of attacking

Duration : 2 seconds

Precondition : A bladed weapon must be equipped

Description : Enables the weapon wielder to perform a lightning quick combo of three slashes with a bladed weapon. 

 

***
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Name : Slight Movement Boost

Type : Passive 

Attack Speed : +5

Speed : +15

Description : Increases Attack Speed with 5 points, as well as providing a +15 bump to regular movement speed. 

 

***
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Name : Mark of Death

Type : Active

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 30

Range : Same as method of attacking

Duration : 30 seconds

Precondition : None

Description : Enemies inflicted with Mark of Death receive more Physical Critical Damage, as well as more Magic Critical Damage. The exact boost in damage is randomized but will be increased relative to the Caster’s current level. 

 

***

 

What a glorious shower of new skills! They all automatically got added to the correct slots in her skills menu. 

While standing there staring at the dead body of the mad woman while her power increased, Ylya suddenly felt something she’d never experienced before: 

Strength. 

Not mental strength or anything like that, no, she’d had that in droves – but this… this was just a surge of basic, raw power. The power to destroy someone. The physical toughness to actually lay waste to somebody standing in her way. It wasn’t something she’d ever even contemplated as a possibility, but now she witnessed herself growing in potency with every obstacle she conquered – meaning, of course, every enemy she killed. There was no change to the look of her actual physique; it remained perfectly beautiful and unaltered, but her actual power increased with every point of experience she gathered. 

A fire burned in her stomach as she lifted her shaking hands to the sky. Balling her fingers into tight fists, she wanted to scream and release an inner beast that had been caged her entire life – actually, a beast she hadn’t even known existed. Now it grew, and her inner fire expanded and morphed into a volcano threatening to erupt at any moment. 

“I’ve had enough of being ridiculed and spit on,” she shouted at no one in particular. Echoing between the knolls and ridges, she bumped her fists in the air at the sound of her own hoarse yet determined voice bouncing at her. 

Back in her apartment on Earth, she gave up; released all tension and surrendered under the weight of her miserable life. 

But now… this was different. Now the opposite was happening: She’d been awarded a second chance at living, and this time the cards were stacked in her favor – and by God, the Dark Energy, or whoever or whatever ruled this new, unexplored universe she found herself in, she would not squander her life this time! 

“And neither will anyone else,” she said, feeling the fiery determination in her stomach send jolts of energy through her body and limbs. 

Ylya’s eyes widened when the full scope of possibilities enabled by the brewing abilities dawned on her. Like a newly awakened superhuman, she felt elated, thankful and blessed, yet also angry at the world, and a little scared of herself – all at the same time. Her mind boiling, she lowered her hands again and rubbed them together while inhaling deeply. 

At last, Ylya accepted that this experience in no way could just be a final trip-like spasm by her dying brain, and that she still actually was in her Oslo apartment – no. This was real. More real than real. She had in fact been resurrected as a Blight Leech and was on her way to becoming a powerhouse capable of miraculously impossible things – viewed from a human perspective. And every bully she’d ever had the displeasure of knowing still existed. They still walked around, living their puny lives, and giving people shit whom they deemed easy targets. She huffed. Clenched her fists again. 

“I’ve been a victim all my life,” she said through gritted teeth, and snorted a seething laugh. “It’s about time I flip the script on these bastards.” 

Ylya’s attention snapped back to reality when dark clouds thickened in the sky, followed by heavy rain splashing everywhere, making the dry dirt wet and sludgy. 

Next, loud creaking sounded from the totem pole. A deep purple luminescence spread across its wooden surface, followed by fiery bluish lights illuminating the eyes of all the heads comprising it – starting from the bottom. Once all of them lit up, the heads gained life, rotated toward Ylya and began roaring, squealing, screeching and yelling – all according to what type of head it was. The eye-head on top lit up like an azure sun with a pupil of burning fire that once again threatened to suck Ylya into a hypnotic loop.

As its transformation from lifeless tree trunk to living monstrosity completed, a notification appeared:

 

***
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Name : The Beast in the Tree

Type : Enchanted Object

Level : 6

HP : 94

Disposition : Chaotic

Physical Attack : 33

Magic Attack : 46

Special Attack : Transfixed Deathloop

XP : 214

Blight : 99%

Description : The Beast in the Tree is one of a wide range of negatively enchanted objects roaming Sanctishi, possessed by an ancient demonic force seeking to increase its power by acquiring the souls of living beings through its fatal special ability Transfixed Deathloop. Once properly trapped, there will be no way for the ensnared living being to escape its influence – because even in death, its soul loses its identity upon becoming absorbed into the demonic force itself.

 

***

 

For Ylya, who hadn’t existed in this reality for more than a day, this was something out of a waking nightmare. Her body grew cold, and her knees became malfunctioning blobs of jelly when she tried to back up and run away, knowing all too well that battling an enemy with twice as many levels as herself would be futile. 

So much for finally feeling a little powerful, huh? This damned life had always spit in her face whenever she tried to be a little tougher than usual. 

Shit.

The cacophony of different screams from the totem pole heads tore at her eardrums like rusty saws. Bluish purple light from the huge eye on top illuminated her from behind as she sprinted past tombstones to get the hell away. She faintly noticed that daylight had vanished when the nerve-wracking cackling from the two bird heads somehow made all the gravestones vibrate. One of the bigger ones she closed in on suddenly tipped over and slammed down on the ground as if remote controlled, blocking her pathway. Yelping from surprise and terror, Ylya slid on the soaked mud, barely caught herself from smacking into it, and sprinted to another opening to her right instead. The smell of sweat puffed from her underarms as she bolted past two other tombstones that flipped over and crashed against each other.

“This isn’t happening,” she wheezed under her breath. 

It seemed the four concentric circles of tombstones surrounding the knoll with the totem pole had suddenly tripled in numbers, and she found herself lost in a forest of vibrating, evil erected stones – all hellbent on crushing her to mush.

Wings, for Christ’s sake! I’ve still got wings! her own voice shouted in her mind. “Right!”

She threw herself off the path of a large, top-heavy rock that crashed into another she’d just been standing by, splashing wet debris and mud water everywhere.

Ylya tried mobilizing her blessed wings, but they felt sluggish from soaking in the spewing rain. “Come on,” she yelled, using both hands to loosen the drenched wings from their cramped-up resting position on her back. Once she got them out, she jumped up and down and waved them back and forth to shake some of the water off. It actually worked decently well since water didn’t stick too well to their leathery surface. She mumbled a “thank you“ to her earlier self for steering away from the fluffy, feathery wings – because getting them dry would likely be quite a different story.

When she tried flapping her wings this time, it worked! It was exhausting, but they lifted her from the muddy ground.

The totem pole let out a human-sounding shriek that made the dark clouds above light up, followed by a bluish-purple lightning bolt. It shot down from the sky in a zigzagging trajectory that missed her by five feet. A tombstone exploded to smithereens underneath, flinging sharp shards in the air – some of which hit her feet and legs, and drained health.

“If I ever escape this place, I’ll be so, so thankful,” she said, more as a prayer than anything else.

Having flown less than ten feet, she was already losing steam; as if her wings weighed a million tons.

Another soul-stinging shriek from The Beast in the Tree reverberated through the rain-filled air, yet again causing the clouds to light up. Ylya barely registered the blue-purple flash in her retinas before her entire world got electrocuted. Her agonized scream thundered in her own ears as she plummeted like a soaked sock and splashed in the mud. 

Lying there paralyzed, unable to move, she watched the health counter that had suddenly appeared in the bottom center of her vision. It blinked red, revealing that only a mere 19 HP remained. One of her newest passive skills, Last Breath Rescue, had kicked in, giving her an HP recovery bonus of +0.75 – which was good, but she doubted it helped much in an environment where basically everything tried to kill her all at the same time. And she hadn’t even finished the thought before a new lightning bolt exploded a nearby tombstone, drenching her in a spray of detritus that cut her face.

“I thought this was supposed to be a beginner-friendly plaaace!” she yelled up at the sky pissing down on her.

Ylya braced herself for whatever craziness would happen next when a web of electricity rapidly formed in the air next to her.

Is this how it ends? she thought and covered her aching face with arms and hands.

The white electro-web expanded until it was as big as a doorway, at which point it became an ocean blue portal.

A tall, dark-haired man in black leather clothing appeared in the magnificently bright light.

Jumping out of it with his impressive, horned wings stretched out, he landed with a splash in the mud next to her.

Kane Zerriah.
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Feeling relief spread through her aching body, Ylya reached for Kane as he snatched her hands and lifted her from the muddy ground.

“Having a bad day, huh?” he said with a smirk. With a slight wave of his hand, the pain subsided from Ylya’s body and fresh energy washed over her. The blinking HP counter disappeared as her health refilled. 

Teary-eyed, she looked up at him. “Th-thank you, Kane.”

“No worries.” He gave her a compassionate smile. “Wait here.”

Nodding profusely, she watched as he took to the air and rocketed himself over the tombstones. Her eyes widened when he easily dodged the largest, meanest lightning bolt yet, and by the time it had exploded a rock to dust and slush, he’d already reached the knoll. 

Ylya remained standing as if frozen, staring in disbelief while he defied real-time speed and blinked out of existence multiple times, leaving only glowing, smudged-out traces of his body spinning around the totem pole. She barely noticed the glimmer of reflections in his sword while he circled it like a whirlwind. The disgusting heads shrieked and wailed when he two seconds later stopped in front them again, whereupon they exploded in a burst of wood chips and shooting streaks of magical blue light. 

As The Beast in the Wood extinguished in a final purple blast, the restless tombstones once again fell silent, the environment stopped vibrating, the rain ceased, and the dark clouds evaporated, leaving the evening sky clear. 

Having witnessed this incredible display of power and finesse filled Ylya with both adoration and fear for this powerful man. Again, she realized, and when he came back for her, she said, breathlessly: “H-how did you do that?”

“Eh, no biggie,” he said and shrugged, sheathing the elegantly curved blade. “It was only level 6. That’s nothing.”

She snorted an exhausted laugh. “Maybe not for you, but for me it’s my worst nightmare.”

“Oh, I understand. Those demon-enchanted objects tend to be pretty terrifying – at least the first few times upon encountering them.” Again he shrugged. “But this was just a little one.”

Ylya wiped muddy water from her armor and shook her wings to dry them. “I think I’d be dead if you’d arrived a minute later.”

“Probably,” he agreed while sliding his eyes across the scenery. “You need to be careful. Especially now in the beginning.”

Ylya sighed. “I’m trying, and it did go smoothly for the most part, until that stupid quest was suddenly running out of time. I hope life as a blight leech doesn’t always entail having my head on the chopping block because of some timed quest or whatever.”

“Yes and no. There are lots of timed quests, but usually you won’t risk dying if you fail to complete them within the time limit.”

She met his electric gaze for a few seconds before looking away. Her lips formed a smile. “Good. And thanks for saving me.”

He waved it off. “As I said, don’t worry about it. I brought you into this, so it’s the least I can do.”

“Yeah, well... I appreciate it, anyway.”

“And anyway,” he said, slapping a friendly hand on her shoulder. “Congratulations on completing the beginner’s quest. That means you’ve learned the most important fundamentals of being a blight leech. You should now be able to take care of yourself, as well as make contributions to our society.”

Ylya nodded. “Yeah. The last thing I did was save... or, you know, harvest the Blight from a woman who’d been hypnotized or something by that enchanted totem pole.”

“Let me guess, you didn’t know it would come to life after she died?”

“Of course not! It almost mesmerized me too when I first looked at it, before I dealt with the woman – but it did that without moving, so I would’ve never imagined it could actually become alive and start controlling everything around here... It’s totally crazy. Unbelievable.”

Kane walked slowly back to the knoll while speaking: “I understand. But I must admit, all in all, you have done a great job with the quest. Good girl.” 

Although Ylya usually hated when people ‘good girled’ her, the way he said it made heat flush to her cheeks, and she grinned. “Thanks. While I’ve been here, a lot has become clear to me about how things work in this Apocosmos world... uhm... universe.”  

“Reality,” he corrected, his fiery red eyes intensifying as his face smoothed into a pleased expression. “The Apocosmos is neither a mere world, nor a universe – rather, it is the Reality – with capital ‘R’ – which is hosting all other worlds and universes.” 

She nodded. “I get it. Just haven’t come to terms with all the concepts and, you know, the lingo, yet. But I promise I’ve learned a lot already.” 

“That is indeed quite apparent from your stat progression. Very well done,” he said, stepping up on the knoll. A large, scorched mark stretched across the ground where The Beast in the Tree had been standing. Kane gestured at the weapons and items left by the woman Ylya had harvested. “These are all yours.”

“Thanks, yeah,” Ylya said, went over and picked it all up. 

 

***
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Name : Stone Spear

Type : Two-Handed Pole 

Rarity : E Grade 

Physical Attack : 24 

Magic Attack : 17 

Attack Speed : Fast 

Durability : 452 / 600 

Weight : 1.3lb 

Description : A lightweight, two-handed spear with a jagged, sharp stone point that rips and tears an enemy’s skin. 

 

***
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Name : Potion of Light Protection 

Type : Item 

Rarity : E Grade 

Physical Defense : 25 

Magic Defense : 25 

Duration : 14:59 minutes

Description : Boosts the recipient’s P.Def and M.Def by 25 points each.

 

***
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Name : Wallet

Type : Currency 

Value : 

50 Gold coins

50 Silver coins

 

***

 

With a satisfied grin, Ylya stashed away the wallet and the Potion of Light Protection, before inspecting the Stone Spear. It was long, standing almost as tall as her when held upright and touching the ground. The rugged stone point looked like it could do some real damage. 

“You will probably need some practice before learning how to use that properly,” Kane said. 

“Yeah, tell me about it!” Ylya said and snorted a laugh before she stuffed the spear into her inventory.  

While inspecting the burnt remnants of the totem pole, Kane said: “So, got any questions about anything?”

Ylya put her pouch away and blew air out of her mouth, still feeling overwhelmed. “There’s so much, really. Everything’s just so new and unknown; so much I don’t understand.” 

“Fire away.” 

“I appreciate it, Kane, but honestly, right now, I really just want to rest for a bit, you know?” 

Nodding, he smiled. “Not a problem. You will be pleased to know that on the way here, I made arrangements regarding your new home.” 

Butterflies tickled her stomach. “Oh, really? You’ve done that for me?” 

“Of course, Ylya. As I believe I have mentioned multiple times already, as my progeny of sorts, it is my duty to ensure that your integration in our society unfolds as seamlessly as possible.” 

Unable to stop herself from curtseying, Ylya bit her lower lip. “Thank you kindly, Mr. Zerriah.” 

He waved it off. “Tsk! Don’t be so dramatic, now.” 

“I’m not! It’s just that usually nobody ever does anything for me. Like ever.” 

“Well, that’s… sad,” he said, and his expression changed from teasingly ridiculing her to looking at her with genuine care in his eyes. A few seconds passed with only the sound of the wind blowing through the canyon while Ylya swam in that dark, mysterious gaze of his – until he broke the spell by clearing his throat. “Anyway, I have an acquaintance in town named Ritaliza. She’s what you Earth-people might call a real estate agent, and often helps me find decent houses for newly converted blight leeches.” 

“That’s amazing,” Ylya said and clapped her hands together. “Can’t wait to see my new house!” 

“Weeell,” he said, dragging the word out like a piece of well-chewed gum. “Don’t get your hopes up. It’s probably just some cheap, shabby hut. Basically just a box with a bed to get you started. Who knows, maybe not even a bed, heh.” 

This put no damper on her enthusiasm, however. “I’m sure it’s gonna be great,” she said, wanting to give him a hug, but didn’t dare. 

“We’ll see. Anyway, Ritaliza said she’s ready for you anytime this evening, so you can go there right now, if you want?” 

“Yes, please. I’ve had more than enough of this desolate no-man’s-land.” 

“I assumed as much.” Kane made a gesture with his hands, immediately conjuring up a rift in the air. It ripped open in a mix of brilliant blue colors that swirled around like atoms, creating a metaphysical doorway in the atmosphere. 

Not used to seeing portals yet, Ylya felt a surge in her stomach from the unreal sight. “Incredible.” 

“Go on, then,” Kane said. “You’ll step right into Ritaliza’s office.” 

“You’re… not joining me?” 

“‘fraid I can’t. I have some important business to attend to.” 

Ylya wanted to ask if it had anything to do with the clash with those Royal Guards earlier but didn’t want to seem too nosey – especially not after all this generous help he provided. Instead, she just nodded. “I see. Good luck with whatever it is, and hope to you see soon.” 

“I’ll keep in touch.” 

She took a deep breath, bracing herself for the surreal experience of traveling through another portal. 

“And oh, Ylya,” Kane said, stopping her. “Just a friendly piece of advice: If you have any unfinished business lingering from your past life back on Earth, then I suggest you simply let it go. Considering you were intentionally committing suicide when I found you, I assume you don’t, but if that’s changed and you nevertheless must get some last-minute things done, then I suggest you do it as soon as possible – because you will forget all about it. Whether you want it or not, the inevitable memory loss will happen before you know it, and then it’s too late.” 

A lump formed in Ylya’s throat. “Will all my memories disappear?” 

“Only the ones from your human life. Your new memories as a blight leech are here to stay – well, unless someone casts a memory deletion spell on you. But that’s not likely to happen. Don’t worry about it.” 

Ylya tried to swallow the lump, but it had already grown too large. For some reason, it felt like she couldn’t breathe. “But how long do I have?” 

“It varies from person to person,” Kane said, waving her question away. “Don’t worry about it. It’ll be fine. Just enjoy your new existence. Let the old one go. It doesn’t matter anymore.” 

“I’ll… I’ll try.” 

“Just remember this: If you decide to do something back on Earth – or in any dimension, really, where most of the population is oblivious to the reality of the Apocosmos – then remain in the astral until the very last second. Don’t go strolling around with your wings out and waving them in the air like it’s any normal day, because you will freak out the inhabitants and potentially cause a lot of imbalances… and such. For the most part, remain hidden, vigilant and careful. In and out, Ylya. Remember that. In and out.” 

“Oh, okay,” she said. “I’ll do my best.” 

“I’m sure you will. Now off you go.” 

With her head filled with even more confusing thoughts and unanswered questions than ever, Ylya stepped into the swirling portal and got whisked away back to the Eternal City. 
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Even though the night draped the world in darkness, Queen Terrahee’s castle lit up like a turquoise star, casting its green-blue luminescence onto the surrounding land and buildings. Every single one of these houses encircling the grand castle were solely inhabited by the blight leech ruler’s most trusted marionettes – because in truth, that’s what they were, these will-less puppet-people that pampered her like a baby and adhered to her every whim. In the same manner that they acted like a safe buffer between her and the citizens at large, the houses they lived in functioned like a protective layer shielding the castle from the outside world. 

Although Kane cloaked himself with the Invisibility Now! spell and hid in the nearby bushes, it wouldn’t stop any sounds he made from being heard, hence, he had to keep quiet – even so, he couldn’t stop himself from snorting disgustedly at the thought of it all. 

By the ancient gods of the Apocosmos, how he missed their prior ruler, Grandrir. Now that was someone to look up to, and someone Kane would gladly put his life on the line for. Terrahee wasn’t half the blight leech Grandrir had been. He not only invited people of differing opinions to challenge him – he wanted even his closest acquaintances to tell him straight to his face if they thought he was acting like a fool. Where Grandrir had been open-minded, altruistic and fair – brutal, sure, but nevertheless fair – Queen Terrahee was self-centered, vain and close-minded like a rock. 

Kane hated to admit it, but she did have an iron will capable of making things happen, though. The only problem was that some things she wanted to have happen could eventually cause great grievances for the entire blight leech race – and especially the methods she accepted using to fulfill her goals. 

Under Grandrir’s rule, she functioned as an effective advisor to him, but without his calm intelligence to safely steer her slightly unhinged desires, her already big ego had had room to grow like a weed, eventually landing the entire blight leech race on a path of quickly deteriorating values. Kane grumbled silently. 

Grandrir’s trust in Terrahee had been his one and only true blind-spot. Officially, she was only his advisor, but everyone knew more went on behind the scenes than what they revealed to the public. Kane doubted Terrahee had the ability to really care about anyone but herself, but he was certain Grandrir had loved her – enough to entrust her the very throne, in fact.

“The only truly stupid decision you ever made, my friend,” Kane whispered and snuck closer to the gated entrance, which was the sole way of entering the queen’s domain. 

Kane squinted up at the enormous castle behind, looming above the world like an illuminated hand reaching for the heavens above. Its five, poking spires resembled outstretched fingers unsuccessfully trying to touch the holiness of the ancient divinities of the Apocosmos. As an earlier Builder, he appreciated the complexity of the castle’s architectural design. Multitudes of interesting details decorated the meticulously arranged bricks comprising the solid walls, and the five spires jutted up from a similarly complex structure of lower, fortress-like buildings that made up the castle’s foundation. The spires themselves were closed off for the general population, so unless Terrahee herself invited you specifically to any of the levels above the ground floor, you would never know what treasures – and horrors – hid in any of the spires. 

Outside, a turquoise Blight orb floated above the topmost spike of each spire, crackling in intense luminosity, fueling the castle the electricity needed to power all necessary appliances. In turn, these five, hovering Blight orbs received their energy from the main Orb of Blight in the center of The Eternal City. In other words, it was the citizens of Sanctishi who ensured that the queen and her compatriots received their much-needed power. Which was as it should be, of course, except when the ruler didn’t actually have the people’s best interest in mind. Like now. Well, at least that was what Kane had to find out.

And I have a pretty good idea of where I’ll find just the intel I need, he thought, eyeing the castle’s rightmost, outer spire. All rulers to ever have lived in the castle had been more or less paranoid, and therefore always used the spire furthest away from their personal living quarters to host meetings and any other professional or social gatherings of people from outside the castle’s gates. 

Kane knew this because he’d been there on multiple occasions. Only once during Terrahee’s rule, but an unknown number of times while Grandrir sat on the throne. 

And although Terrahee might be orc-positive, she sure as the nine hells wouldn’t dare let them anywhere near her personal chambers, which lay deep within the center spire. 

Now, the only problem was getting inside. Naturally, the entire queen’s domain teemed with guards, and even the nonphysical pathways were booby-trapped out of this world. If you weren’t invited, you didn’t enter. Simple as that.

“Or is it?” Kane whispered as he crawled even closer to the solid iron entrance. 

I’ve had worse odds before, surely, he mused, watching a group of Royal Guards as they combed the contents of a wooden cart pulled by a domesticated Skullbasher Sawthorn. The owner stood next to it with a worried wrinkle in his weathered face, gesticulating wildly while the guards snooped through barrels and boxes that likely only contained food and such. He wore a simple, brown leather tunic often used by merchants to signify that their business was just that – business, and nothing else. His bluish, feathery wings were tightly bound to his back with a black leather belt wrapped around his chest and waist, as demanded by Terrahee of any non-royal person requesting permission to enter her domain. One couldn’t have blight leeches flying around willy-nilly, cluttering the air and potentially making the queen’s life dangerous, now, could we? Of course not, don’t be preposterous! 

Kane peeked from the scared merchant and over to the watchtowers on each side of the massive, gated entrance. Although the spiked roofs of the towers cast coal black shadows on the guards standing watch, drowning out all silhouettes, their luminescent green eyes gave them away. They scanned the surroundings like hyper-vigilant, tireless hawks, and Kane knew from experience they were a special unit of soldiers who had invested large portions of their XP in improving eyesight, concentration and presence of mind, enabling them to remain unaffected by distractions for hours on end while motionlessly standing guard. More than a dozen watchtowers manned by these wakeful soldiers surrounded the entire queen’s domain. Together they covered any possible or impossible pathways into the castle – or at least to the gates encircling it.

Now, even if someone managed to get through the gates and found themselves strolling around inside the domain – uninvited – then a minefield of glaring, wakeful guard eyes awaited. Guards on every corner, both out in the open on the sides of the roads, as well as hidden in anonymous barracks scattered around. Some guards even dressed in regular clothing and ambled leisurely around, pretending to be tourists enjoying the view. 

A thousand and one traps and possibilities of being caught filled the space between the outer gate and the actual castle, which itself rose large and imposing on a hill in the center of the domain. This meant one would also risk being detected by anyone on the lower levels of the area just by the simple fact of walking up to it on an obstacle-less, paved road to the castle’s wide courtyard. 

Breaking in here was a shitshow, and Kane was almost impressed by his own ability to merely sneak around outside the gates, given that none of the watchtower guards had noticed him yet. Even with the Invisibility Now! skill activated, he assumed they at the very least would show some extra interest in his general direction. But still nothing. Knock on wood.

He felt the cold wetness of a single drop of sweat trickling down his temple and cheek while contemplating the situation. It was a shitshow, alright – and a shitstorm waiting to happen. 

All in all, it was pretty clear that digging up a secure path into the queen’s domain using any traditional means wouldn’t be feasible. Also, maybe being alone on this self-imposed mission was a good thing, since it minimized the risk of unintentionally screwing up. 

While watching as the guards finally gave the scared merchant a green light and opened the gates for him, Kane activated Blight Vision. Hopefully he’d be able to sniff out some alternative possibilities. 

The underlying, metaphysical layer of reality merged into view, and the space all around him instantly thickened with red Blight trails of differing shades, intensities and degrees of solidity – all of them swirling and curling around in every direction like scents in the air left by flying dishes of food. Even in this tense situation – and even if he would decidedly not harvest any Blight from his own people. 

At the corner of his eyes, he also registered various shadow creatures skipping about, all of whom were invisible to the naked, physical eye. 

Careful not to make the surrounding bushes or grass whistle too much, he snuck further from the gates. Following a narrow trail up a slight elevation in the ground forty yards or so from the closest watch tower, Kane rose to his feet and inspected the improved view of the nonphysical space in and around the queen’s domain. 

Unsurprisingly, the whole damn air space resembled a human city during Christmas season; pink and blue lights sparkled like skull-sized stars hovering everywhere. 

Astral mines. 

Kane felt his lips dip in a sour expression. He had personally experienced the soul-tearing pain of getting entangled in one of them, and it was not something he ever planned on doing again. 

Unless the Royal Guard’s wizards recently had changed the formula, then he knew the pink astral mines would entrap any bypasser unfortunate enough to come too close, before sucking them dry of MP, as well as zeroing out their Strength attribute. 

The blue mines, on the other hand, also emptied someone’s MP, but rather than entrapping them, they forcibly expelled the invader straight out of the astral plane and shot them fast as a bullet right into the physical ground underneath, often killing or severely damaging the person. 

Kane had only experienced the pink ones, but no stretch of the imagination was needed to understand the blue ones weren’t a joyride, either – in many ways it was even worse, since it would immediately expose your whereabouts to anyone in the vicinity who were only physically aware as well. 

Kane counted hundreds of astral mines littering the space. The resources required to keep them all active surely put a significant toll on the blight leeches’ total Blight reservoir – but one could never have too much security when protecting Sanctishi’s beloved ruler. He dropped his negatively spiraling thoughts and instead tried scouting out a safe path between some mines spaced further apart. 

It took him less than a couple of seconds to realize they were all too closely aligned for anyone of basically any size to pass through. 

Suddenly, a fiery red flash lit up the night sky – right amid the astral mine field, inside the gates. It expanded into a full-sized portal that hung in the sky burning while a slew of orcs birthed out of it. 

Fire Shaman Orcs. 

Unreality washed over him upon watching the portal pump out orc after orc. All dressed in the Fire Shamans’ battle gear and carrying their magical staffs while gliding through the air as if weightless.

“I hate being right,” Kane grumbled when every mine the hovering orcs came close to conveniently moved away, granting them safe passage.

He checked the guards by the gates and in the closest watch towers, but none of them even raised an eyebrow. They either weren’t aware of what was happening or didn’t care because they knew exactly why the orcs had arrived. 

Grinding his teeth in anger, Kane ogled as the close to thirty orcs safely slid across the entire queen’s domain and all the way up to the castle’s entrance. There they exited the metaphysical layer and popped into the regular reality, one after the other, where they were amicably greeted by four Royal Guards. 

As the guards escorted them into the castle, a possible solution dawned on Kane: The point wasn’t necessarily to find a safe passage through this sea of astral mines, but rather to circumvent it completely. He had never been much of an out-of-the-box thinker, but from time to time, a strike of creativity zapped him in just the right part of his brain. The usual routine was to metaphysically walk or glide wherever he wanted, like a ghost. This worked flawlessly most places in most dimensions. In areas controlled by more nonphysically competent beings, like this one, things became trickier, since they knew how to control even that part of reality. 

But how exactly would I circumvent it? he mused, knowing he had never been much of a teleporting expert, save from using it to travel from reality plane to reality plane by using his Dimensional Selector. 

He perked up. And that’s the answer! 

Everything clicked in place in his mind. There was no knowing what would happen once he got to the castle, but he would get there, godsdamnit!

And with that, he opened his Dimensional Selector and simply picked the previous dimension he’d visited – namely the Cosmos. More specifically, Ylya’s old apartment on Earth.
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Just like that, Kane popped back into Ylya’s apartment in Oslo, Norway, Earth. It still looked like a mess since she attempted suicide, and he saved her. 

He sincerely hoped she would play it smart and let go of any need to return here. Once one’s new life as a blight leech started, it was almost always best to simply let one’s prior life silently vanish. 

“She’ll do what she’ll do,” he mumbled. If she chose to go back and meddle with things, it wouldn’t be the first time some of his offspring stirred the pot after it really wasn’t their business anymore. 

An ambivalent mix of joy and sadness made him smile. Sometimes he wished he could remember something from his prior life – anything at all. But no. It was all gone. 

Shaking his head to bring himself out of the meaningless thought activity, he instead activated the Dimensional Selector again – dialing it back to Sanctishi. This time, rather than loosely defining the general area he teleported to, he opened a detailed HUD map and located the queen’s domain. Zoomed in closer until he saw each of the castle’s sections, and then considered what would be the best spot to spawn in order to be a fly on the wall during Terrahee’s meeting with the Fire Shaman Orcs.

Rubbing his stubbly chin, he assumed the ordeal would be held in the main meeting hall in the rightmost spire, because all the other halls were surely too small for the straight-up horde of orcs arriving through the portal earlier. Not counting those who surely already were there. 

Kane shuddered at the thought of potentially having fifty or more orcs gathered inside the blight leeches’ holy castle.

He definitely couldn’t just teleport straight into the middle of the meeting – even if he strictly remained on the astral plane, because most, if not all, of those present would have metaphysically aware eyes – including Terrahee herself, who was a high-leveled and competent warrior-turned-wizard-turned-queen.

With his mind bursting with complicated considerations, Kane stared blankly through the translucent HUD map and down at a burnt and cracked painting on the floor, illustrating a woman bathing in a blue fjord among majestic mountains. He sighed. 

“Am I being too ambitious, here?” he whispered and took a deep breath to unwind the tight knot in his stomach. “Is this me being brave... or just plain stupid?”

He was all for being heroic and putting his life on the line to help his blight leech brethren, but at what point was the hero just a foolhardy moron? Sighing again, he dragged a hand across his face and blew air out from tight lips. “I truly don’t know. I only know that no one else gives a shit.”

A sudden spike of anger made him kick the wall so hard that a cracked lamp fell and smashed on the floor. Here he was standing in the livingroom of someone who’d literally chosen life after wanting to die, and he was too scared to fight for what he believed was right.

“Screw this,” he yelled and selected a destination for fast travel – and making absolutely sure to pinpoint the exact location, to rule out any randomness during the transportation.

The blue-glowing Dimensional Selector portal fired up in front of him, and he stepped in with iron-willed determination burning in his chest.
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The very second Kane exited the portal, his ears picked up an entire orchestra’s worth of different voices chattering, grunting, laughing and shouting, coupled with the clattering of fine china and silverware. As he hoped, the sounds carried well through the relatively thin walls separating the main meeting hall from the adjacent, hidden passageway. He hadn’t thought about it for years and years, but for the blight leech ruler’s safety, secret corridors were constructed next to every major section of the castle where the ruler was expected to meet and greet with visitors. Luckily for Kane, practically no one ever used these, and although a gamble, the probability that someone would pass through here during the brief period he’d be lurking about was disappearingly low. 

It was pitch black in here, however, save for the odd finger-thin stream of light entering through cracks in the walls. He switched on Blight Vision, which besides making the nonphysical visible, also functioned as a rudimentary form of nightvision. It superimposed a low-contrast, sepia-colored layer on his eyesight that made things hidden by darkness faintly visible. 

Following the noise, Kane slinked through the cramped corridor. Dark, green-brown mold grew in thick patches plastered across the rusty walls and ceiling, and the crusty grime covering the floor showed no signs of having been stepped on for at least a decade. He grimaced at the sewer-like stench, wrinkling his nose, but appreciated the obvious signs of neglected maintenance. 

The corridor continued straight ahead as far as his makeshift nightvision could see, wrapping around every major hall like a puffy buffer border.

Bugs skittered between his feet and disappeared in fissures in the floor when he arrived at the point where the voices reached maximum volume. At this point, he clearly distinguished between different people and even heard the contents of their conversations. 

Yeah, this is the spot, he thought with a small smile. Getting into an as comfortable position as possible in this narrow, moist tunnel, he opened the skill menu and selected the perfect ability for situations like this:

 

***
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Name : Extended Awareness Unit

Type : Passive

HP Consumed : 0

MP Consumed : 100

Range : 300 feet

Duration : 5 minutes

Precondition : None

Description : Extended Awareness Unit enables the Caster to bottle up a small portion of his consciousness into a physically and metaphysically undetectable point of awareness. Once activated, the Caster may control the awareness point like a field of view around a limited area in order to observe it from various positions. 

Please note that in the event of re-activating the skill once its duration ends, a slight flash of light might be visible to any bystanders of a certain physical or metaphysical visual aptitude. Hence, during re-activation, complete undetectability is not guaranteed.

 

***

 

Kane swiftly recapped the skill’s specs, noting he would have a 300 feet large area to move around in, and five minutes to do it. Once the time was up – or really before – he needed to return the awareness point back behind the wall and re-activate it, to avoid being detected by the many guaranteed high-leveled individuals present. Fair enough.

And easy, he thought, activating the Extended Awareness Unit skill. In front of him, a head-sized, two-dimensional circle lit up in striking white with a text prompt in the center:

 

FOCUS HERE

 

As Kane stared into the circle, one third of his field of view separated from his main eyesight and attached itself inside the circle. This created a new, circular field of vision that he could move around at will, like a flying mind camera. 

Putting all his attention into his new, floating unit of awareness, Kane detached from his physical body and slowly steered the awareness bubble through the wall – entering the castle’s main meeting hall. 

Like a dislocated piece of consciousness, he registered everything his normal bodily senses would, but without being bugged down by an actual body – nor constrained by its physical limitations. He easily ascended to the ceiling and found a place to observe from among the lavish chandeliers which provided a decent view of the giant hall.

Underneath him, Fire Shaman Orcs still poured in through the two wide-open double doors – one on each side of the large hall. The dirty, beastly humanoids stood in stark contrast to the strikingly clean, well-organized surroundings. They begrudgingly handed over their magical staffs to royal guardsmen who collected them upon entering.  

Armed guards stationed at each corner of the hall watched the orcs’ every move as they strode across the polished hardwood floor and got seated at their designated places – as directed by the royal servants clad in golden silk tunics.  

Even if the mere existence of this whole thing was an unspeakable, catastrophic abomination, Kane at least appreciated the amount of security Terrahee positioned everywhere. Being a self-absorbed, paranoid egomaniac, she wasn’t naïve enough to trust these chaotic and often easily offended beast-men. Which was good.  

When all the orcs sat at their tables, and wineglasses of the most luxurious crystals clinked together as they toasted amongst themselves, grunting and laughing, a group of four long-haired redheads entered. Draped in white, light-weight gowns accentuating their female forms, they carried a single, large drum each that hung from leather straps around their necks. The redheads positioned themselves in the open-spaced area in front of the table rows and swung their wooden drumsticks in the air before drumming out a ritualistic, deep rhythm.  

The orcs stopped talking and listened with wide open, red-glowing eyes.  

An alternating green and yellow light pulsated out from the vibrating, stretched skin of the drums, perfectly synchronized to the mesmerizing, tribal beat. Like strobe lights, they shot outward, coloring the entire meeting hall while flickering rhythmically. 

As the beautiful women kept increasing the beat’s complexity and intensity, they began moving their wings to the rhythm in quite impressive, staccato patterns – slowly at first, then faster. Their green eyes shone brighter by the second, and soon they chanted wordlessly. 

Recognition clicked in the back of Kane’s mind, but like everyone else present, he couldn’t help but be sucked in by the hypnotizing performance – even in his current form as pure awareness, Kane’s focus became so ensnared that he forgot all about why he came here at all.  

Space and time blended with the drumming, chanting, flickering lights, and the women’s flapping wings. Nothing existed except for this – not even himself.  

An unknown number of minutes passed while the show thundered on, when something like a growing itch deep down in his subconscious suddenly flared and pulled his sense of self back. It happened just in time for him to notice the small, illuminated timer at the bottom right corner of his vision:  

 

13 seconds left 

 

Having just regained his self-awareness, another five seconds passed before the realization hit him like an orc’s Death Hammer:  

The Extended Awareness Unit skill is ending, godsdammit! 

Struggling to fully regain his senses, Kane scrambled down from the chandelier and rocketed his awareness bubble back to the hiding place behind the wall – only two measly seconds before his presence would have been brightly broadcasted to absolutely everyone.  

Wasting no time, however, he immediately reactivated the skill and steered his awareness bubble back to the meeting hall. Now with a refreshed focus, he noticed the orcs looked dazed and downright hypnotized. Mouths agape and eyes lost in the women’s performance, they all looked like he had felt just before the Extended Awareness Unit’s looming end pulled him back.  

Clearly this wasn’t just a show to welcome Terrahee’s visitors. Not a chance in even one of the nine hells. He tried casting an Analyze Now! spell on some of them to find out what was actually going on, but a powerful encryption mechanism scrambled any information he might have been able to glean before it reached him. Unlike the orc that hid beneath a Royal Guard wizard exterior that he’d bumped into earlier, the Decrypt Scrambled Stats skill didn’t work on any of the people present here now, as they were probably under the influence of a spell created by a way too high-leveled force for Kane to disrupt or in any way pry into. Although he doubted Terrahee intended to harm her beastly visitors, lest she wanted to start a full-on war, it nevertheless seemed probable she’d be gutsy enough to mellow their innate aggressiveness just a tiny notch before the meeting started. And if that was the case, it seemed to be working – the orcs sat silently devoured by the colorful, rhythmic show. In fact, Kane had never seen any orc ever sit this motionless and seemingly peaceful.  

His focus jumped from the orcs and performers to a white light that suddenly lit up from the open doorway closest to the drumming women. The luminosity increased to a blinding brightness as what at first resembled a being of pure light entered by gliding smoothly into the hall – as if hovering a few inches above the floor.  

Once the being entered fully, it became apparent it was a tall, slender woman with navel-length, golden blond hair. She held her arms stretched out at her sides in a welcoming gesture, and her wide, fluffy-feathered wings gave her an angelic appearance.  

Kane knew it was Terrahee all the while, of course, and he understood why so many people admired her. A sight to behold, she was, and he supposed it wasn’t too strange that Grandrir had had a soft spot for this impressive female specimen – although he, as the blight leech ruler, should have been more careful about who he chose to leave the throne to.  

Terrahee’s luminescence kept intensifying until she positioned herself in front of the performers, where she strafed her gold-shining eyes across the seated guests with a beatific smile like a benevolent deity.  

Kane couldn’t believe his metaphysical ears when ooh’s and aah’s were uttered among the orcs. Under normal circumstances, they surely would never let themselves be seduced like that by anyone other than perhaps their own ruler. He didn’t doubt for a second their transfixed enthusiasm was due to the bewitching work of the drumming women.  

Terrahee brought her hands together in a slow, exaggerated motion, and the drummers first toned down the rhythm’s intensity, before ending it entirely when her palms touched. The pulsating green and yellow lights seamlessly disappeared as the drummers faded into the background and exited the hall while Terrahee stepped closer to the onlookers. The queen’s bright light remained, however, ensuring everyone knew beyond any shadow of a doubt she was the day’s main event.  

Like audible dark velvet, her deep, yet elegant voice filled the space as she opened her golden lips and spoke for the first time: “Sacred warriors! Friends! You have travelled far to join us here this evening, and I thank you!” 

The orcs lifted their crystal chalices high, grunted an unknown word in unison, before gulping down the wine.  

“Yes, my friends,” Terrahee continued, “please enjoy yourself, and eat and drink to all your hearts’ desire.” 

Some orcs immediately threw themselves over the steaming hot, roasted meats and colorful vegetables on silverware that filled the long tables to the brim.  

“But first,” Terrahee’s thick, velvety voice cut through the growing clatter of plates and kitchen utensils, “we need to get through the most important matters at hand… in order to ensure we are all on the same page, and in agreement. Am I right?” She peered at them with scowling eyes masked by a wide grin.  

The orcs who had snatched sticks of meat now stopped chewing, and looked both annoyed and guilty, like a kid caught with his hand deep in the cookie jar.  

Terrahee clapped her hands together. “Very good; I am glad we understand each other.” Upon snapping her fingers, a throne of solid gold appeared in a flash of light behind her. 

Kane considered activating the Through Your Eyes skill, which would enable him to transmit a live stream of whatever he looked at for a certain period of time. This was a guild-specific skill that could be shared between guild members. Hence, he could prove to his skeptical or scared friends that Terrahee indeed did collaborate with the orcs. 

The only problem was that Through Your Eyes didn’t play well with Extended Awareness Unit. In fact, it didn’t play with it at all, since it required him to be present in his body to control his vision while transmitting the stream. If he attempted to activate Through Your Eyes while floating around as an awareness bubble, he’d instantly be sucked back to his body, thereby opening the possibility of unwanted, reality-disturbing artifacts to appear – like blinking flashes, atmospheric pixelation, or even sounds loud enough to pull everyone’s attention.  

In other words, it just wasn’t worth it. Not yet, at least.  

I won’t be able to record anything through the buffer wall anyway, he thought, watching as the queen slid into her gold throne in a fluid motion. She rested her hands on the cushioned armrests and placed one leg over the other. 

“Good,” she mumbled. “Good, good, good. Now, let us get to it, shall we?” The question was rhetoric, so she continued, awaiting no replies: “Yes, we shall. So! The reason we are all gathered here today, is – as I presume you have at the very least been briefly briefed on by your leaders – to discuss our potential future together. Oh, and perhaps even more importantly: How we together can defeat our common enemies and expand our reach and influence in the Apocosmos. Rest assured, I do appreciate any uncertainty you may have regarding our cooperation, considering our undoubtedly turbulent past – yet I am positive that if we let the bygones be bygones, we can create a new, beautiful relationship that our violent predecessors would be envious of. 

“Friends, together we are stronger than any one of us on our own, and there is much to be gained by forming an alliance – which I will attempt to convince you of during your stay here.” 

Her speech made Kane’s entire awareness bubble prickle with uneasiness. Her oh so diplomatic words sounded good on the surface – and maybe she even believed them herself – but of all the different races existent in the vastness of the Apocosmos, Kane wondered why for the ancient gods’ sake she chose the orcs as the selected species to snuggle up to. Well, not really. Taking her words into consideration, she intended to slowly but surely increase the blight leeches’ ‘influence’ in the Apocosmos – whatever that meant. Strictly speaking, it wasn’t even the blight leeches’ influence she wanted to increase, but her own. And what better way to fulfill a power-hungry urge like this than to befriend a brutal and war-happy, yet just civilized and sufficiently intelligent race of humanoids that they could be reasoned and / or bargained with?  

Kane shuddered at the barrage of ominous premonitions welling up in him as he pondered the possible ramifications that could be brought upon them if Queen Terrahee disrupted the agreed-upon rules of conduct established between the ancient gods and The Originator. It wouldn’t only invoke the wrath of the gods, but also awaken bloodlust and vengeance in every other race of beings she decided to invade. 

Please let me be wrong about this, he thought as Terrahee rose from her throne. There was no way of knowing, of course, whether she revealed the full truth right now, or if she was just spinning the story they wanted – or needed – to hear in order to awaken their appetite.  

She began ambling among the orc-filled tables, holding the gazes of everyone she passed while speaking – occasionally even placing her well-manicured hands on their shoulders. 

“Please do know my intentions are good, and my sole wish is for our peoples to prosper and live well. As we all know, both of our reputations are somewhat tainted by misconceptions and dirty, old beliefs, and I would like to clear our names for the future generations,” she said, then clapped her hands. “But this is enough for tonight; there will be another, more in-depth meeting tomorrow at noon. For now, I want you to engorge yourself on the delicious food the castle’s master chefs have created. Once your feast is completed, servants will be waiting to escort you to your rooms. Have a fabulous evening!” Terrahee curtseyed like a cute little girl when she finished talking. Some orcs applauded, while most of them simply threw themselves over the golden plates filled with delicious food. 

Feeling conflicted about the whole thing, Kane lingered among the chandeliers a little longer, contemplating whether to interfere with this at all or not. Begrudgingly, he had to admit this didn’t seem as bad as he at first feared it might be. 

Okay, so Terrahee wanted to increase the blight leeches’ influence in the Apocosmos – which, honestly, he didn’t think really was a problem. In fact, many races in the universe would do well to change their dogmatic view of blight leeches. 

And yeah, Terrahee chose orcs as her collaboration partners, which was a horrible choice, but… Kane let out a metaphysical sigh. He wasn’t actually against them as a species, per se, although they were a bunch of beastly savages, but hell, if they could behave civilized enough to meet up in the castle and silently pay attention to Terrahee, then, well, maybe there was hope? 

Conclusively, he just didn’t know if the solution to all of this would be to attack Terrahee and force her off the throne. Perhaps the optimal approach was through the diplomatic route, and attempt to more gently alter her specific methods of increasing blight leech influence instead? That might even encourage his guild – or at least some of them – to join him, because it wouldn’t jeopardize their good standing with the queen. 

Feeling empty like a punctured balloon, he began floating back to his hiding place behind the buffer wall – but stopped when Terrahee called for the guards by the hall’s entrance. She stepped close to them and whispered something in their ears, whereupon they spread out and started walking among the feasting orcs. Now and then they silently tapped some of the more well-adorned orcs on their shoulders, spoke a few words, and gestured at Terrahee. A total of five orcs got selected. They grabbed their magical wands and joined Terrahee as she exited the hall while the rest remained by their dinner plates. 

That’s… strange. 

Kane returned to his body, where he quickly re-activated the Extended Awareness Unit skill. With five fresh minutes to play with, he once again left his body behind – this time not knowing how far he’d be forced to go. 

He passed through the buffer wall, flew past all the feasting orcs and exited the meeting hall in a hurry to catch up with Terrahee and the chosen orcs. There he entered the wide hallway outside, illuminated by miniature orbs of Blight that had been modified to not shine the regular turquoise, but instead lit up the surroundings in a bright golden glow. 

Kane saw them right away, five larger-than-usual Fire Shaman Orcs and Terrahee, ambling down the corridor in dead silence. 

What the hell is going on here? 

Although they couldn’t see him in his current form, he refused to take any chances – especially with Terrahee – and therefore kept a low profile by staying thirty-ish feet behind them while remaining halfway merged with the wall.  

They continued down the corridor for another half minute before turning two corners. Terrahee halted in front of a ceiling-to-wall mural depicting a historical battle where the first generation of blight leeches, who were led by The Originator himself, defended the very hilltop where the ancient gods of the Apocosmos and The Originator agreed on The Pact of Balance that ever since had served as the moral code all blight leeches adhered to when harvesting Blight. 

Kane chuckled without humor. How ironic of her to stop in front of that painting. She wouldn’t even- 

But his train of thought abruptly ended when she placed her open palms on the image, causing its golden frame to light up in a bright yellow glow. A low fffssshhhh sounded as the entire painting disappeared into the wall like a sliding door, revealing a hidden room on the other side. The orcs exchanged skeptical looks as Terrahee gestured for them to join her in.  

A deluge of bad vibes flushed through Kane’s head as he invisibly trailed after the group. He waited until they entered the secret room and the painting slid back into its normal position, making the wall once again look just like a regular wall decorated with a magnificent piece of art.  

He checked the time remaining of Extended Awareness Unit. Three minutes and fifty-seven measly seconds.  

I must get this skill leveled up, he thought grimly, cursed the short duration, and floated through the painting.  

Yet another corridor awaited him on the other side, but this one a lot tighter, and entirely dark save for a beam of flickering orange light stretching across the tiled floor. For just a few seconds, it streamed out from an ajar door at the opposite end about forty feet away.  

Kane flew through the corridor, passed the door and entered a square room with walls made of roughly cut, black blocks of rock. Lit torches hung in the center of all four walls, bathing everyone and everything inside in a warm, restless light that made shadows dance upon all surfaces. A couple of bookshelves and full plate armors propped up in the corners for decoration were the only things present except the oval stone table in the middle, where the orcs were in the process of getting seated. 

Terrahee remained standing until they all found their places. She snapped her fingers, causing the four white candles on the table to flare up. 

“My friends,” she said, pulled out the remaining chair at the end of the table, and sat. “Everything I said out there is true, but as you of higher rank obviously know, there are more, shall we say, delicate details in need of consideration.” 

“Aye.” The gathered Fire Shamans nodded with stone-cold expressions. 

“Although most of my people gladly – and proudly – obey and follow me, I cannot deny the existence of those who would rather see me cut to pieces and sent to each of the nine hells.” 

The orcs grunted, some smiling just a little.  

“Furthermore, I assume there are individuals among your people not all-too happy about our brewing collaboration, either.” Terrahee’s smooth facial features became rugged when her golden-painted lips widened in a smile so wicked it made Kane cringe. “But naturally the best way to deal with these minor annoyances is to nip them in the bud right out of the gate, am I correct?” 

The biggest, most muscular of the orcs – a mean-looking, bald male with small, intensely red eyes and a mouth huge enough to bite someone’s face off – straightened in his chair. Thick silver chains around his neck rattled when he spoke with a deep, bassy voice: “Correct you are, Your Highness. But how do you propose we... attack the problem?” 

The other orcs grunted their agreements. 

“I thought you would never ask, my dear Lord Agrath,” Terrahee said, her twisted smile growing even wider. “And it just so happens I do have a plan or two hidden in my sleeves, so to speak.”  

This is it, Kane knew. She was about to reveal everything. If there ever was a time in history in need of being transmitted live to one of his guild members, it was this very instant. But he would require his real eyes here to record it, which meant his body had to be here, too – which again meant it was a practically impossible task to complete.  

Damn it! 

He began frantically floating around the room, searching for possible places to sneak in and hide his body, but the place was empty like a prison cell, save for the bookshelves and full plate armors propped up in the corners. Eyeing the plate armors, he wondered if it would be possible to metaphysically travel here in his body, and then make it reappear inside one of the armors without anyone noticing? 

A ridiculous idea. Even if he by some miracle managed to manifest himself perfectly inside one of them, it would surely create a loud enough racket to wake up half the freaking population of Sanctishi. 

To hell with it, he grumbled mentally, and instead started inspecting the walls by flying in and out of them. There was no joy, however. Unlike the meeting hall, no sneaky corridors separated by buffer walls existed in this dense little room. It was solid like an underground cave.

Feeling defeated, he let himself drift along the ceiling while Terrahee spoke: “Our grand plan of further expansion throughout the Apocosmos is to be executed in three distinct stages. First, we perform a silent, deep cleanse of our own people, thereby deleting any sufficiently potent naysayers. You will have to decide amongst yourselves the specific qualifiers that needs to be present in order to justify terminating someone – but I do expect you to go through with it.” She eyed each of them in turn, all her beauty gone as the calculated coldness inside shone through. 

An aggressive micro-expression twisted Lord Agrath’s rugged lips, for a second exposing his razor-sharp tusks. “With all due respect, Queen Terrahee, this is asking for a revolt. If our people find out we are systematically eliminating anyone who disagrees with our cooperation with you, then we-”

“My dear Agrath, listen,” Terrahee cut him off. “Please do know I fully appreciate your concern. We will obviously face the same challenge. This will be, if I dare say so myself, quite a risky undertaking. However, we need to keep our eyes on the price, which is vastly more valuable for both our people than a few negatively inclined individuals. This is, after all, something we do for the betterment and expansion of our races. Ultimately, our people will thank us, yes, possibly even praise us for our fearless resolve to act out our glorious vision – despite the enormous obstacles.” 

An old female Fire Shaman sat beside Lord Agrath. The metallic gauntlets covering her hands scratched against the well-crafted bronze armor chest piece as she leaned forward with crossed arms. Her crimson robe stuck out from under the armor, adorned with Orcish symbols glowing a fiery red, like her eyes. She spoke slowly, each word well-articulated: “Your intelligence is admirable, Queen Terrahee.” 

Terrahee smiled. “Well, thank-”

The Fire Shaman stopped her with a raised hand. “I was not finished. As I said, your intelligence is admirable, but your tongue is slippery. It flicks this way at one time, and that way another time. Understand we need to tread carefully in these most-serious matters.” 

A dark aura of rage appeared to gather around Terrahee, although her wicked smile never left her lips. For ten eternal seconds, she unflinchingly stared down the old woman. “Your worries are understandable, Elder Ezgrith. You are quite admirable yourself – especially your perceptiveness.”

Elder Ezgrith didn’t smile. She held the queen’s gaze steadily and silently as a mountain. 

“I will admit,” Terrahee finally said, laughing, “there is no denying my tongue is slippery, haha! It sometimes runs away from me, so to speak. But please fear not, it is much less slippery when the safety of my own people is at stake. I do love my people, after all, and it would not be in any of our best interests if I invoke the wrath of mighty warriors as yourself by not being truthful. I truly promise.”

Elder Ezgrith glanced at Lord Agrath, and nodded slightly before meeting the queen’s eyes again. “Very well. We will choose to trust you,” the elder said, then squinted and continued in a low, wheezing voice: “But if you backstab us, Queen, we will drink your heart’s blood from your axe-cleaved chest.”

Terrahee’s smile never left her golden-painted lips. “I would expect nothing less, Elder Ezgrith. Now, let us continue. Once the cleansing phase is complete, the second stage ensues. This phase comprises two parts that should be executed simultaneously. 

“Firstly, assemble all battle-ready individuals, and inform them of the broad scope of our plan. During this step, expect more naysayers to rise and protest. If you deem them a serious risk to our plan, then immediately eliminate them in front of the others, thereby encouraging obedience.

“Secondly, while gathering and preparing our troops, we will send messengers to selected nations around the Apocosmos. These shall invite the leaders of said nations to join our cause.”

Lord Agrath cleared his rugged voice. “And which nations would that be, specifically?”

“We will select the initial races and regions of the Apocosmos that we together deem appropriate for conversion a tad later, once you have an understanding of the overarching plan.”

The massive orc lord grunted, motioning for her to continue. 

“Now, the third and final stage entails, naturally, arranging meetings with the rulers of our selected nations and offering them a seat at our table. They will peacefully get the chance to become our allies, thereby willingly sharing their resources with us.” 

One of the other orcs raised his chain-bejeweled hand from the table. “And what about the nations who refuse to join our cause?”

“Oh, my apologies if that was not clear,” Terrahee said, her golden eyes shining brighter as her wicked smile grew wider. “One word, my friend, one word: Annihilation.”

Kane listened in disbelief and terror. Holy freaking hells, this is worse than I ever could have imagined. I knew Terrahee was a psychopathic maniac, but this…? 

As he slid his eyes across the gathered orcs and over to Terrahee again, he suddenly noticed in the background that the room’s door was still not properly shut – it was still ajar, just like when he first followed them in here. 

That’s my opening, he thought, simultaneously getting drowned in multitudes of other thoughts warning him not to do it. But I have to, for crying out loud! This is too important. 

Hating everything, he flew out of the room and through the gloomy corridor leading up to the faux painting which was actually a door. Passing it, he entered the golden hallway and swiftly returned to the meeting hall where the thirty-or-so orcs still munched meat and drank the finest of wines. Luckily, no soldiers guarded the hallway, as it seemed they were all busy keeping a close eye on the beastly humanoids. 

Kane deactivated Extended Awareness Unit and popped back into his body behind the buffer wall. It felt cold and lifeless. Shivering, he patted himself on his arms, chest, stomach and legs to get the blood flowing again. 

Cursing himself under his breath for what he was about to do, he followed the cramped secret corridor in the direction that would eventually lead to the golden hallway. Beatles and other creeps crawled over his boots as he walked briskly – sideways, since there wasn’t enough space between the walls to fit his relatively broad shoulders. 

“Thank you,” he muttered when, at the end of the secret corridor, he reached a corner with a door. At least one little thing that goes my way. 

Brown patches of mold grew around the door frame, and sludgy rot had sprouted from the gaps between the door and the frame. In other words, it had been a long, long time since anyone used this hidden pathway. 

Placing his ear against the dirty door, Kane listened. Faint voices and the clatter of cutlery from the dinner party echoed around on the other side, but he heard no footsteps or other sounds that hinted at anyone being close by. 

As time was of the essence, Kane activated Rapid Momentum.

 

***
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Name : Rapid Momentum

Type : Buff 

Level : 4 

Effect : Increase all speed by 100% 

Time Left : 59 seconds 

Description : Rapid Momentum lets the recipient bypass all natural physical laws pertaining to the universal movement of things, thereby acquiring the ability to speed up any physical, mental, magical and spiritual movement.

 

*** 

 

The world seemed to stop around him, causing the voices and noises from the meeting hall to become low-pitched and drawn out. 

Holding his breath while turning the rusty doorknob, Kane carefully pushed the door open. The hinges squeaked less than he’d thought, so no one present at the dinner party noticed that he snuck out into the golden hallway. 

Like a super-being, he sprinted through the hallway at the speed of a fireball and screeched to a halt by the ceiling-to-floor painting. 

Now, how the hells did Terrahee get this thing open? he wondered, remembering that she had just placed both her palms onto it. With his fingers stretched out, he laid his hands on the painting – on each side of the approximate center. 

Nothing happened.

He slid his hands around the surface, trying many different positions, but the damn thing refused to react to his touch at all. 

Maybe she is the only one who can use it? 

Feeling adrenaline pump through his veins, he looked from side to side – just to once again ensure no one came after him.

Oh well, so be it, then. It’s enough to know there is something else on the other side. 

Kane deactivated Rapid Momentum, and instead switched from physical to nonphysical reality, enabling him to easily bypass the painting-door-wall. As with the Extended Awareness Unit skill, though, he couldn’t use the Through Your Eyes ability while being nonphysical, since it required the data received from his real eyes to function. He therefore walked up to the ajar door leading into the room with Terrahee and the orcs – which luckily hadn’t been closed yet. After a swift check to make sure they were still seated, he withdrew his head and prayed to all of Apocosmos’ ancient gods that they were too invested in the devious planning to hear him as he returned to physical reality. 

Once the world switched back, he remained still like a statue for another five seconds before daring to carefully, carefully sneak up behind the door. 

This works or not.

And with that, he brought up the Through Your Eyes ability.

 

***
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Name : Through Your Eyes

Type : Active 

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 2 MP per 1 second

Range : None 

Duration : Dependent on MP amount

Precondition 1 : Caster must be present in his or her physical body. 

Precondition 2 : Caster must be a part of a guild.

Description : Through Your Eyes enables the Caster to project a live stream of the signals received by his physical eyes to any member of his guild. If the chosen guild member accepts to receive the stream, it will replace the receiver’s visual field with the live stream. Once the stream ends, the receiver’s normal visual field will return.

 

*** 

 

Kane’s MP reservoir contained over 800 magic points, so he’d have no problem running it for six or more minutes – which should give him ample time to provide proof of Terrahee’s insidious plan. 

He activated Through Your Eyes, which triggered another notification:

 

Select guild member you wish to transmit the live stream to: 

 


	Garrox



	Jaineen



	Orijak



	Piwanah



	Rubir





 

That wasn’t even a question. Orijak, of course, his closest friend – whom he still felt low-key let down by because he refused to help Kane gather evidence against Terrahee. Well, that ended now. As soon Orijak saw what their psychopathic queen planned, it would change everything. Hell, even just collaborating with the orcs seemed like child’s play compared to what Kane had learned now. Even the orcs looked somewhat surprised by the queen’s vileness. 

 

Connecting to Orijak… 

 

Come on, come on! Kane thought, hoping to all the good forces in the universe that his friend didn’t just decide to dismiss the transmission because he didn’t know what it was about. 

Hearing Terrahee and the orcs’ agitated discussion in the background, every split-second felt like an eternity of waiting. How much valuable information had been lost since he went to fetch his body? 

Losing precious time. Come on, Orijak, accept the stream!

And as he thought it, a mental bleep! sounded, followed by a prompt: 

 

Request denied. 

Transmission aborted.

 

Kane gaped in disbelief. Had Orijak denied the stream request? At a time like this?

I can’t believe it! Kane cursed both himself and Orijak for having decided to sell their Interrealm Communication Stone two years earlier. The stone split in two, enabling those who owned one half each to communicate telepathically across any distance within the known realms of the Apocosmos. They of course did fetch a mighty good price for it, but who in their right mind would willingly get rid of such gems? 

I must get my hands on one of those again. In any case, this is too damned important. 

Refusing to accept his friend’s cancellation, he sent the transmission anew. 

 

Connecting to Orijak… 

 

Kane heard the voices calm a bit in the adjacent room, as if they reached a conclusion and the end of the meeting was nearing. Ice cold drops of sweat trickled down his spine while his adrenaline began spiking. 

Come on, man, don’t waste this opportunity for all of- His thoughts stopped when a new, higher-pitched mental bleep! sounded. 

 

Request accepted. 

Transmission initiating…

 

Kane barely kept himself from shouting in relief and joy, and snuck back to the ajar door – as close as possible without actually touching it. 

A sepia-colored filter overlaid his field of vision, indicating the live stream was ongoing. Using his eyes as a camera, and taking extra care to move them smoothly, he peeked his head past the door’s edge just enough to get a decent view of Terrahee and the orcs. 

The queen placed her hands on the table, palms down, and looked at everyone present while inhaling deeply. “So, my friends, thank you for this fruitful meeting. Let me quickly summarize the main points of our plan: 

“1) Eradicate any individual standing in the way of our impending expansion,

“2 a) Gather any and all battle-worthy individuals. Teach them the overarching ideas and reasons for our expansion, but leave the more delicate details on a need-to-know basis.

“2 b) Send invitations to the rulers of our now agreed-upon nations within the Apocosmos. 

“3) Peacefully negotiate our future co-habitational structure with those who are positive – or eliminate those who refuse with brutal efficiency. There is no one in between.

“Do we understand each other?”

“Aye, Queen Terrahee!” the orcs said, raising their arms and crossing their weapons above the table.

Kane squinted as one of their blades sharply reflected light from a torch. 

“Very good, then I suggest we-” Terrahee stopped talking as her gaze instantly flicked to the crack in the door. 

As if Kane had just fallen through the ice on a frozen river, his entire body stiffened. 

“Someone’s watching us,” she said. “Get them!”

Shhhit! 

Kane jolted back to action as chairs were overturned when the orcs jumped up and bolted for the door. 

Still with the Through Your Eyes skill streaming, Kane ran deeper into the gloomy corridor.
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A battle-axe swished past Kane’s head and drilled into the wall in front. He winced at the stone fragments that spewed in his face, before frustratedly kicking the solid brick wall. Of course the damned painting-door-thing couldn’t be opened from the inside, either. 

Oh well, worth a shot, he thought, turned around and faced the five orc leaders – all of them multiple levels higher than him. He really had no business being here, especially alone. But at least the live stream still transmitted everything to Orijak, proving Kane hadn’t just been paranoid. It was all true, and even worse than he expected. 

“Do not make another move,” Lord Agrath grunted as the orcs spread out in the way-too-cramped corridor. Their bitter orcish sweat filled the narrow space, and the burning tips of their magical wands illuminated it. “You are outnumbered and under-leveled.”

They made space for Terrahee when she appeared in the doorway. “There’s no way out, Kane Zerriah.”

His eyebrows jumped up on his forehead. What?

“That’s right,” she said, leisurely approaching him while the orcs tried to make themselves as small as possible on each side to let her through. “I remember you, Kane.”

“Oh, really?” Kane whispered hoarsely while mentally planning the escape and lining up skills, buffs and debuffs to spice up the situation with as a backup, in case Plan A failed.

“Yes, I remember you quite well,” she said. “Grandrir spoke highly of you. He had a soft spot for you. So much so that I at times almost felt a little jealous. He believed you would evolve to be a great resource to our people. But now look at you, sneaking around eavesdropping like a traitorous thief. I’m disappointed – but not in you, mind you – but in Grandrir’s total lack of sound judgement regarding those whom he cared for. Strange, really, considering how clever he generally was.” 

She had actually managed to sum up to a T how he felt about Grandrir’s trust in her. Kane snorted a laugh. “Congratulations on describing his gullible blindness for you.” 

“Are you out of your mind, Kane? I promised him I would ensure the prosperity and flourishment of our people, which is exactly what I am doing, you fool.” 

Kane shook his head with a tired smile. “Grandrir and I go back decades before you even knew the Blight Leech race existed, and I don’t believe for a second he would agree with your violent, egomaniacal methods.”

Terrahee blew a puff of air from her golden lips. “Mere means to an end. The end goal is the point, and my plan is the fastest route to reach the destination.”

“Well, it’s good to know you’re even more twisted than I thought,” Kane said, before addressing the orcs: “I never thought I would say this about someone who’s supposed to be my queen, but stay on your toes, people. Remain alert in the coming-”

“Oh, shut up, Kane,” Terrahee yelled. “Get him!” 

All the orcs attacked in unison, but this time Kane was prepared. 

He slowed down the speed of reality by activating Rapid Momentum, which bought him some time from the charging orcs. Even the ones behind who were powering up their staffs for fireballs or other nasty spells wouldn’t have enough time to fling them at him before he’d had his say in the matter. 

Kane swiftly followed up the time-slow with three of his favorite buffs – Health Boost, Occult Heightening and Skillful Finesse.

 

***

 

[image: ]

 

Name : Health Boost 

Type : Buff 

Level : 4 

Effect : Increase HP by 25% 

Time Left : 19 minutes 59 seconds 

Description : The recipient’s HP increases by 25% for 20 minutes, simultaneously healing any damage present at the moment of activation.

 

***
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Name : Occult Heightening

Type : Buff 

Level : 2 

Effect : Increase M.Atk by 65% 

Time Left : 9 minutes 59 seconds 

Description : The recipient’s Magic Attack is boosted by 65% for 10 minutes.

 

***
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Name : Skillful Finesse

Type : Buff 

Level : 2 

Effect : Increase Critical Damage by 32.5% 

Time Left : 9 minutes 59 seconds 

Description : The recipient’s chance of inflicting critical damage on his enemies is boosted by 32.5% for 10 minutes.

 

***

 

The buffs increased Kane’s power and efficiency like a rush of adrenaline surging through his body. 

The approaching orcs had barely advanced two steps in his direction by now, but the two Fire Shamans in the back finished charging their staffs – and one of them was in the middle of shooting a flashing, purple-colored ball his way. 

We’ll see about that. He crouched to make himself half as tall while selecting a little spicy something of his own. The Friendemies spell would probably mess with their minds in just the right way:

 

***
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Name : Friendemies 

Type : Active 

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 40

Range : 100 feet 

Duration : 30 seconds

Precondition : None

Description : Friendemies places the Target under the illusion that her allies are the enemy. If the Target is adequately susceptible to the illusion, she will attack and fight her comrades either until the spell’s duration ends, or until she herself, the Target, or both are eliminated.

 

***

 

Kane’s hands lit up in a bright aquamarine light as the spell activated, and he threw the sizzling bolt smack in the middle of the gloomy corridor. Sparks spewed and curled around the orcs. 

The purple-colored ball one of them fired earlier now swooshed above his head and exploded behind him. 

Wasting no time, he followed up with Mirror of Horrors:

 

***
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Name : Mirror of Horrors 

Type : Active 

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 52

Range : 250 feet 

Duration : 60 seconds

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech 

Description : Mirror of Horrors manipulates the target enemy’s mind into believing he is trapped in an upright, cylindrical mirror. Reflected in this mirror he sees his worst fears happening to him, thereby temporarily driving him mad from dread.

 

***

 

Kane felt coldness surge through his arms upon placing his hands together. It accumulated into an icy ball of flickering energy that he fired off at the now confused orcs. A trail of frosty tendrils followed the energy ball, and icicles ruptured as glassy tubes of azure light encapsulated them. The cylinders spun around the orcs, mesmerizing and entrapping and pacifying them in their own personal nightmares – at least a few of them. Some were simply too powerful to be psychologically tricked like that, which included Terrahee herself, of course, who hardly seemed phased at all where she still stood in the doorway ogling everyone around her.

Nevertheless, having created this mayhem of flashing colors and spiking ice-like electricity, Kane seized the opportunity to enter the astral plane. As he did, the Rapid Momentum skill ended, returning him to real-time – and he noticed Terrahee’s eyes jump straight to him even if he wasn’t physically present anymore. 

Shit. 

He backed up, turned to the wall which really was the painting leading out to the golden corridor, and glided through it. Not being hindered by solid objects, he figured he’d merely leap through enough of the castle’s walls to get away from the attackers, before teleporting the hells out of there. 

Once he entered the golden corridor and ran through the next wall, however, he popped straight into a room booby-trapped with pink and blue astral mines. They were layered from floor to ceiling, making it impossible to get through. 

Forced to return to the corridor, he nearly collided with Terrahee’s nonphysical body, who had followed him. 

It’s useless, Kane, her telepathic voice spoke directly in his mind. I am sure we can come to an agreement.

Without answering, he selected an attack skill suited for nonphysical battle – the Spaceless Typhoon. 

 

***
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Name : Spaceless Typhoon 

Type : Active 

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 80

Range : 300 feet 

Duration : 3 seconds

Precondition : Caster must be nonphysically located

Description : Spaceless Typhoon summons an energetic hurricane that sweeps through a selected area in the astral planes, thereby flushing away or even ripping apart any living metaphysical entities present at the moment of impact. 

 

***

 

A white, luminescent 3D rectangle appeared in Kane’s view. It represented the target marker for Spaceless Typhoon. He placed it around Terrahee, activated it and flew straight up through the golden corridor’s ceiling without waiting for the spell to work. It surely would work, but Terrahee would just as surely not be stopped by it. 

In passing the ceiling, Kane appeared in another corridor above it – this one mostly dim, except for numerous paintings along the opposing walls, all of which had their own individual Blight orb light. Each picture was a portrait of someone who had played an important role in Blight Leech history. 

Small groups of people gathered around some of them, examining the depicted personalities while a person in formal clothing spoke. Kane recognized them as historians and their students.  

By putting my life on the line like this, I deserve a spot on these walls one day, too, he thought while locating the large gold-framed window at the far end of the passageway. The moon’s silvery fingers beamed in from it and crawled over the carpeted floor, marking up a safe exit ramp. 

Paintings flipped past Kane on each side as he flew through the corridor – and none of the history groups noticed him, of course. Closing in on the window, he began seeing the sea of astral mines planted in the castle’s courtyard. A sinking feeling bloomed in his stomach. There was no way he’d be able to navigate those with Terrahee on his heels. 

And just as he thought it, her velvety telepathic voice snaked itself into his mind: Now, now, Kane, did you really think that minuscule wisp of astral air could slow down someone like ME?

At the end of her last word, a sucking sensation engulfed him, pulling him backwards as if the entire hallway turned into a giant vacuum cleaner. 

This is how it’s done, Terrahee said while yanking him straight back to the starting point. And now, you go boom.

The history teachers and their students noticed nothing when Kane’s reality exploded in a boiling flash of spikes. His scream choked when his nonphysical body disintegrated into a thousand separate energy units. 

For just a moment, he experienced himself as nothing but pure, ever-present pain.

Then, when things couldn’t possibly get any worse, the automatic astral safety mechanism kicked in: 

 

Existential threat threshold reached!

Reverting to physicality…

 

The safety mechanism ensured that whenever a blight leech traveled in the nonphysical – if something occurred that could damage their existence or their sanity – it would immediately transport the person back to physical reality. 

Hence, from Kane’s current experience of being a fractured self enduring pure pain, he was once again sucked into a maelstrom – but this one re-assembled him through an inverted dimensional vortex that spit him out into the actual corridor where the history groups studied the portraits. 

Both historians and students alike scrambled away from the electrified rift in the air where he manifested back into regular reality. Kane slid along the carpet and crashed with the wall hard enough to knock one of the paintings off. It shattered on his head and rained glass fragments over his back and shoulders. 

A blurry layer colored his vision red, indicating his health threatened to disappear. Using the wall for support, Kane shakily got back to his feet. Ignoring the gawking people around him, he activated the Dimensional Selector. 

Take me away from here. Anywhere else is fine.

The air ripped open in an electricity-bleeding slit next to him as Terrahee bolted into the gloomy hallway. 

“Leaving so soon?” she said and sent Kane flying with an open palm encased in gold-glowing magic. His airborne body collided with a scared historian. They both slammed against the wall, shaking loose more pictures that shattered around them. Screaming students dragged the now unconscious history teacher away from Kane. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry, my children,” Terrahee said, sugary sweet. “You should probably leave. Let me handle this very dangerous man.” 

The students and historians ran the opposite way, clearing the corridor. 

“She’s…” Kane began, coughing. “She’s lying.” Still crawling on the floor, he opened the Dimensional Selector again, but Terrahee was over him in a quarter of a second. 

“I said ‘no’, Kane.” With hands oozing of golden magic, she grabbed his shirt, lifted his exhausted body in the air and rammed his head against the wall. The paneling cracked, spewing wooden splinters. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he was thankful it wasn’t made of bricks like so many other walls throughout the castle. 

Terrahee ripped his head out of the broken wall and chucked him back onto the floor. She sighed mock-dramatically. “I’m tired, Kane. It’s been a long day. Just surrender, already.” 

“Not a chance,” he spat hoarsely, activated Rapid Momentum and blasted past her on the way to the window again – with no other plan than to get far enough away from her to buy himself the five seconds needed to teleport the hell out of there. 

He crashed into her three meters from the window, however, as she’d basically beamed herself straight ahead of him. Being kicked back on the floor again, he coughed up blood. His health counter now flickered at the right corner of his field of vision: 

 

8 HP remaining

 

Terrahee kicked him down flat when he tried crawling away. “All right, I’ve had enough of this.” 

A strange prickling shot through his body as a numbing darkness devoured him. 

Kane’s reality vanished.
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Ritaliza the real estate agent was almost a head shorter than Ylya, had dark skin and spiky red hair that created a colorful contrast to her thick-rimmed, yellow glasses. Rows of gold rings hung in her earlobes, emitting a golden glow, and even Ylya, who was still brand new in this world, realized the rings were more than just decoration; they had some sort of magical properties that increased some of the real estate agent’s stats. And equally so for her spotless purple suit, where her fluffy, walnut-colored wings protruded from holes in the back of her jacket. They weren’t just hanging free, however, but were tucked into some form of leather sleeves, almost like gloves for wings. They were clearly an integrated part of the suit, and although a little strange at first, Ylya soon came to appreciate the professional look. 

Ritaliza also sported an expensive-looking leather belt engraved with gold-glowing symbols matching her bracelets and shoes. All of it basically screamed ‘super-special, über-magical accessories’, and Ylya really wanted to know what they were and what – if anything – the jewelry did – but she felt like too big of a newbie to dare ask. She instead silently admired the real estate agent’s impeccable style while the woman guided her through various densely inhabited sections of the Eternal City. 

Without doubt knowing the place like her own pocket, Ritaliza waved at people and pointed at buildings, shops and park-like areas while naming and explaining all of it. Ylya nodded and paid attention as best as she could, but after everything she’d been through recently, her brain ached and threatened to explode from information overload – instantly forgetting most of it. 

“Aaand here we are!” Ritaliza said, suddenly stopping. She gestured to a small, wooden house crammed in between a sort of convenience store on one side, and a large, terraced house with multiple adjacent apartments on the other side. People walked in and out of the store, while others sat on the apartment balconies and talked loudly. Just like any busy Earth-street – except everyone here looked like humanoid angels or demons with wings and all sorts of strangely glowing accessories, weapons and whatnot. 

Ylya knew one thing for sure right away: With this bustling street around, there would be no peace and quiet in her new home any time soon. “That’s a… cute little house,” she said, smiling. 

Ritaliza grinned from ear to ear. “I know! Come, let’s take a look at it!” 

Ylya nodded at some of the people they passed by and joined the bubbly real estate agent up the squeaky front porch of her new home. Both the porch and the house had once upon a time been painted white, but now most of the paint had been worn off and desperately needed some tending to. 

A few windows were cracked, and Ylya took care to hide her surprise when she saw the front door had no functioning lock. Ritaliza merely pushed it open without even needing to turn the doorknob. 

“Come, come,” she said, waving for Ylya to follow inside. A dry, moldy odor filled the atmosphere of the dirty entrance. Spiderwebs large as umbrellas stretched over the walls’ upper corners, making Ylya’s stomach curl. Having grown up in Norway, she definitely wasn’t prepared to deal with whatever sizable arachnid beasts had spun those thick webs. Shuddering, she swiftly trailed after Ritaliza through the doorless doorway at the end of the creaky entrance. 

They entered a relatively short hallway with two ajar doors on each side, and one closed door at the far end. Two turquoise Blight orbs in the ceiling illuminated everything in a pleasantly mellow glow. 

Ritaliza pointed and gestured while speaking: “As you might infer from the layout and the otherwise small size of the house, you have access to every room right here. Behind the doors on the left side, you’ll find the living room and kitchen, while the ones on the right side lead to the two bedrooms. Aaand the door straight ahead hides the bathroom, yes! And if you have-” Ritaliza stopped mid-sentence when she turned and looked at Ylya. “You okay?” 

Ylya tried wiping her shocked expression off her face, cleared her voice and said: “Yeah, yeah. Yes, of course. It’s just… uhm…” 

Ritaliza laughed and clapped her shoulder. “I know, I know, darling – it’s no beautiful pearl, this house. No, it’s not, but it is given to you for free, and-”

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean to seem ungrateful! Kane did warn me that it might be a little on the shabby side…” 

Ritaliza waved her off. “Don’t worry about it, Ms. Thorli. No one around here takes any offence. We found you a house. It’s no beauty in its current state, but I’m sure if you apply yourself and renovate it, it has the potential to become a very cute and cozy abode.”  

Ylya smiled. “You’re right. I think so, too.” 

“Good, good,” the real estate agent said, now staring intently back toward the exit. “My apologies; I need to be on my way, but do you have any questions?” 

Taken a little aback at her sudden urgency to leave, Ylya said: “Uhm, I don’t really know. Is there electricity and access to water here?” 

“Sure! As you can see from the orb in the ceiling here, you’ve got electricity, and you’ll find crystal fresh water in every sink and also in the shower. Most other things, though, you must acquire on your own.” 

“I understand,” Ylya said as Ritaliza bolted past her and out to the entrance again. “Thank you!” she called after the agent and received a “You’re welcome!” when the woman disappeared out the front door. 

“Okay, that was… quick,” Ylya mumbled, scanning the hallway for more spiderwebs while slowly walking to the first door on the left. The hinges squeaked, and a decently large, empty room was revealed on the other side. The living room, probably. Through the two cracked windows on the opposite wall, Ylya peered straight into the windows of the convenience store next to the house. 

Great. 

Being negative brought her no joy – especially when someone had freely given her an entire house – but she just couldn’t stop herself from not exactly loving either the placement or the very shabby condition of the house. 

“It’ll be good, though,” she whispered as she ambled over to the next door on the left. Carefully knuckling the door open, it revealed the kitchen. Daylight beaming in from the one big, glassless window lit up clouds of sawdust that whirled up from the slight air pressure of the swinging door. Ylya coughed and walked in while cupping her mouth and nose. 

It was a pretty suitable room, though, and even somewhat furnished with a kitchen bench sporting a rusty faucet, as well as a cupboard on the wall above. Everything screamed for renovation, and all the sawdust came from fissures and cracks in the walls and the ceiling – it puffed out everywhere with every step she took. Waving it away, she tested the faucet, and although Ritaliza assured her there was functional water, she nevertheless became positively surprised when cool wetness trickled out of the tap. Opening the cupboard, she even found a couple of cups, some plates and other kitchen utensils. 

“Not bad,” she mumbled, chuckling, and inspected what she assumed was a stove with square hotplates. It did have switches to control the heat, but where she expected the oven to be, she only found a pile of ashes when she opened the door. 

“So no oven, but I can heat the stove with wood if the electricity goes out, then?” she said, both liking and disliking the solution at the same time. “Okay, guess that works.” 

Wondering how she would get her hands on a new glass for the window, Ylya left the kitchen and peeked into the two rooms on the opposite side of the small hallway. 

Beginning with the one closest to the entrance, it was a perfectly empty room – even decently clean, and the window in there probably was the only undamaged one in the entire house. From this side she saw straight out to the adjacent terraced house. 

Her closest neighbors sat on their balcony, hardly ten yards away. The way they leaned toward each other with serious expressions, they seemed to discuss matters of high importance. Thankful she couldn’t hear them much through the perfectly undamaged window, she left the room thinking it would be a nice little office-kind of place – after she installed some curtains, for sure. 

Continuing down the hall, she stopped by the room vis-à-vis the kitchen. Elbowing open the door, another empty space appeared, except a well-used wooden desk in the corner. Like the other rooms, the dry floorboards creaked and cracked as she walked across it. 

A fist-sized orb on the wall above the desk automatically lit up when she got within a handful of feet from it, illuminating all the scratches and dents in the desk’s surface – and, more importantly, a folded piece of paper lying perfectly aligned in the center of it. It shone with an ephemeral greenish glow, like an aura. 

“That’s… weird.” She picked up the note, unfolded it and read the handwritten, squiggly letters: 

 

Greetings, Ylya

Forgot to give you this earlier. Now that you have officially become one of us, and you successfully completed the Blight Leech Bottom Feeder Beginner’s Quest, I figured it was about time you received your very own Dimensional Selector. 

It is a-

 

Ylya stopped reading, scratched the back of her head and said out loud: “The what, now?” 

As the words left her mouth, a bright bluish light flashed just above the tabletop, coupled with a sssliiing!-sound. She backpedaled from surprise when an illuminated azure crystal the size of a pebble appeared. It hovered ten-ish inches above the desk, slowly rotating in the air. 

Disbelievingly staring at the glowing object, Ylya looked around the room in mild amusement. Had Kane actually found time to visit her new home before she and Ritaliza arrived, implanted this thing here without saying anything to her? 

Didn’t he say he hadn’t even seen this place? she mused while her lips played with a smirk. Well, for all she knew, he had the ability to simply reach his hand through time and space and insert whatever he wanted wherever he wanted, however he wanted.

Unexpected heat warmed her cheeks. She choked down a chuckle, cleared her throat and mumbled: “So, anyway…” 

Reaching out and grabbing the crystal with the thumb and index finger of her free hand, it felt cold to the touch. Cold and alive – prickling through her fingertips. The turquoise light from the orb on the wall reflected and bounced around inside the little crystal as she inspected it from different angles. 

“It’s nice and all, but now what?” she said, before remembering she didn’t finish the letter, so she picked up where she left off:

 

-about time you received your very own Dimensional Selector. 

It is a mechanism that unlocks in you an ability to travel to almost any location within the Apocosmos. Not even dimensional borders will stop it from functioning – unless someone has installed magical barriers that specifically prohibit anyone from entering or leaving, or if the ancient gods for some reason have decided traveling to those particular places are prohibited. 

In order to upgrade yourself and attain the ability of portal travel, you will have to acquire the skill through a magically enhanced crystal. The crystal itself is not special, but the metaphysical information imbued in it is. 

I assume the crystal has manifested in the place where you found this letter while you have been reading it, so there you go. To obtain its magical essence, you will have to put it in your mouth and swallow it.

You read that right. 

You must literally eat the crystal. Never mind the sharp edges; simply swallow it whole. 

The crystal will then promptly integrate with both your biological and spiritual systems, thereby activating the Dimensional Selector mechanism. 

That is all you need to know. The rest will be taken care of during the integration process. Once it is done, you are free to explore. I advise you to focus on gathering experience in whichever way suits your personality best. Multitudes of growth opportunities exist – for example by completing quests, which can be located on the many noticeboards in the city, or by talking to people who need help in any number of different ways. 

Oh, and please keep in mind to exercise caution when traveling with the Dimensional Selector. You are but a newly created, low-level Blight Leech, and the Apocosmos is very big – and very dangerous. Hence, tread carefully, but please do enjoy yourself. Learning by doing is most definitely a thing, and so is learning by burning – unless it kills you, haha. Do not worry, though. If you enter an area too far out of your league, then the Apocosmos will warn you in some way or another. 

All right. See you soon, Ylya. 

– Kane

 

“Wow, Kane, you didn’t have to write me an entire novel,” Ylya said and snickered – until her eyes bounced back to the crystal in her other hand and she remembered she would have to eat it. 

“He can’t be serious!” she said, dropping the note and dragging the hand across her face while ogling the suddenly kind of ominous-looking, yet beautiful azure crystal. It was basically the size of half her middle finger – with sharp edges. 

Since it was possible to magically imbue objects with magic – and these objects had to be swallowed – then why the fuck didn’t they imbue something actually edible instead, like an apple? 

“Right!” she yelled to no one in particular. “What’s so wrong with an apple? I could eat apples all day!” 

Realizing bitching and moaning wouldn’t bring her any closer to mastering portal travel, she sighed and mumbled: “Goddamnit.” 

Staring daggers at Kane’s stupid, well-formulated note, she held the crystal up to her face and grimaced. It smelled faintly of some kind of citrus. Could be worse, for sure. She poked its slick surface with the tip of her tongue. Cold. It gave off a subtle, tickling vibration. 

Ylya took two quick breaths and stuck the crystal in her mouth. Her saliva made its smooth surface slippery, which would aid in getting it down her throat. 

Maybe a glass of water would help? a thought suggested, and it probably was a good idea, but she shook her head. I must get it down now, before I chicken out. 

And with that, she straightened her upper body and leaned her head backwards and tried swallowing it. 

But unfortunately, she gagged. 

Barely stopping herself from emptying the contents of her stomach out onto the wooden floor, she spit it out. Adrenaline flushed her veins and her heart started beating like crazy. 

“Fucking shit,” she said, wiping tears spurting from her eyes. Maybe the glass of water wasn’t too bad of an idea, after all. 

Her legs shook as she shuffled over to the small kitchen with the spit-drenched crystal in her palm. Opening the meager cupboard above the sink, she found one single cup, which she filled to the brim with water from the rusty faucet. 

For a whole minute, she simply stood there with the cup in one hand and the crystal in the other, reconsidering her life choices and whether or not she actually needed portal travel or not. 

But of course she did. 

She wanted to become the biggest, baddest, toughest, raddest blight leech to ever have leeched Blight, and swallowing a little, shitty crystal would not stand between her and that lofty goal. 

“‘Little’ crystal,” she snorted, feeling the weight of the bluish-transparent stone in her hand. “Yeah, right.” 

Her face contorting in another grimace, she choked down a mouthful of water and stuffed the sharp-edged crystal down her throat – this time using her index finger to physically push it a decent way down her throat while fighting through the gag reflex. She winced from the abrupt pain along her throat as the sharp edges scratched the skin inside, but she guzzled down the remaining water and even used her fingers to push on the outside of her throat to get the fucking thing far enough down. 

After what felt like an eternity of painful struggling to swallow it completely, she collapsed on the floor, back against the kitchen wall. Sawdust whirled everywhere and her throat ached, but at least the stupid crystal was gone. Wiping sweat from her brow and tears from her eyes, she blew air out of her mouth, exhausted. 

She just remained there on the floor in her new home for a while, thankful for having conquered the challenge. 

Suddenly, a fiery heat expanded in her stomach, and a notification appeared in her field of vision: 

 

Initiating installation of the Dimensional Selector…

Please remain seated while your system accepts, expands and adapts to its new, innate skill-set. 

 

“Yeah, I won’t move an inch,” she whispered, feeling a growing fear for the increasing heat in her stomach – bracing herself for anything. 

Fortunately, though, the heat cooled and disappeared entirely during the next minute. For a while, a bunch of different swirly colors and fractal-like geometrical shapes filled her vision, superimposed on her regular sight. She gaped in awe as the forms kept morphing into different things, until everything returned to normal. 

Another notification appeared: 

 

Dimensional Selector successfully installed! 

To use the Dimensional Selector, merely will it to appear, and use your intent to pick a location where you want to travel. 

 

Ylya let out a breath she had been holding for a while, relieved it was all finally over. 

“What a brutal, trippy ride,” she said, and pushed herself up from the floor with the help of the kitchen bench. 

While staring out at the busy convenience store through the cracked window, she considered whether to give the Dimensional Selector a spin right away – but eventually decided against it. There was ample time for that kind of thing later. Right now she wanted to fix the most basic stuff around the house first, to make it at least somewhat livable. A bed, for example, would be great. Toilet paper, toothbrush, some food, and whatever other urgent necessities. 

The day was still young, and the store next door seemed to be nowhere near closing time. 

Ylya flicked open her inventory and for the first time checked her accumulated money. Yep, the 50 Gold and 50 Silver coins she looted from the woman by the Beast in the Tree were still present. Good. Surely that had to be enough to get some stuff done around the house? 

Satisfied she’d managed to acquire some value for herself, she left the house and went shopping. 

The convenience store was a lot bigger on the inside than its meager facade hinted at. Customers roamed the rows upon rows upon rows of different products – many resembling regular household items also available on Earth, and many Ylya didn’t have the slightest clue what was. 

Feeling a bit lost, she poked the store manager on his broad shoulders for some guidance. He became even more eager to help when she explained she’d just moved into the shabby house next door, and hooked her up with one of the many assistants scurrying around. 

After an hour or so, she found everything needed to get started making her new home livable. The store manager even gave her a sweet discount since she was a brand-new blight leech struggling to get a foothold in her new reality, which left more than half her Gold and Silver coins intact. 

The manager also helped her order some furniture from a carpenter business from another region in the Eternal City. They would deliver her wares in a few days, probably. 

Ylya thanked him profusely and promised to become one of his regulars – to which he replied with a chuckle that she had little choice, seeing as how she lived less than ten seconds from the store. He wished her a great day and asked two of the store’s assistants to help her carry everything home. Ylya told them to place it all on her tiny lawn, as she wanted to do a quick clean-up of the house first. 

When the store assistants left, Ylya sifted through the newly bought things and sorted them into categories. She grabbed a broom, a mop, bucket and cleaning supplies, and went to town on the house. 

The following three hours sped by in a frenzy of strenuous swiping, washing and rubbing. Ylya spun like a whirlwind through her new home, flinging up dust particles and soap bubbles alike, until every dark corner and dirty crack glimmered like polished brass smelling like flowers. 

Her eyelids weighed a million tons when she eventually called it a day. Still, she couldn’t clean the entire house and go to sleep all sweaty and nasty. Hence, she went to the bathroom at the end of the hallway, admired her new athletic body when she undressed for the first time, and took a nice, long bath. 

Consciousness soon left her when the warm water lulled her into a deep, restful sleep. 

Ylya awoke about an hour later to a bathtub now filled with cold water. She left the tub freezing and used a fresh, new towel to dry herself. She once again marveled at the sight and feel of her blight leech body. She was actually sexy now. Who would’ve thought that would ever happen? Warm, fuzzy feelings bubbled around in her stomach as she got dressed again, highly enjoying her new existence. 

Humming and whistling fun melodies from her childhood, she left the bathroom and considered going to bed. Of course, she didn’t have an actual bed yet, since those kinds of things weren’t sold at the convenience store, but she could always whip out the bedroll she looted from the elf guy on the Desolate Plateau. 

But no, the unexpected bathtub sleeping session provided enough rest. Instead, she wanted to do some more renovation. The bed and other necessary furniture would have to wait until they got delivered, but there had to be more things she could accomplish right now? 

Ambling around her new home with a constant smile on her lips, she suddenly remembered her favorite painting. The one back in her old apartment in Norway – on Earth. It was a helluva long journey back there. Impossibly long, actually. 

“Or maybe not…” she mumbled, thinking of her new skill. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach as she decided the time had come. 

“Now,” she said to herself, snapping her fingers, “let’s try this Dimensional Selector-thingy.” 


25

 

 

Kane awoke on a hard, cold surface, and grimaced as he tried moving; sharp pain spiked along his spine. His head hurt so bad it felt like it was about to explode. Grunting, he pushed himself up on aching hands. Rugged concrete dug into his back when he leaned against the wall. Blinking, he tried to clear up his muddy vision.  

Things had blacked out back there, hadn’t they? It all happened so fast. And now, this. Wherever this was. 

A thick fog floated lazily everywhere, obscuring most details in fluffy clouds filling the area. What he did see, though, was that the concrete wall stretched out in both directions. He could also make out multiple humanoid forms jutting around at different distances in the damp gloominess. Squinting at them, he noticed they didn’t move a single muscle. In fact, the lack of refined details made him suspect they could be nothing more than statues, or maybe even just rocks in various forms and sizes piled on top of each other. Ominous, surely.

Well, it’s not like I’m going to stay here, anyway.  

Kane smirked at the thought and activated the Dimensional Selector, and- 

Nothing. 

A subtle burst of blue electrical bolts crackled in front of him, before it fizzed out.  

That never happens, he thought and tried activating it again – this time with more willpower invested in it.  

No reaction at all. Not even a tiny electric blip.  

His abs tightened, and dizziness stirred him for just a second. Shaking it off, he instead tried to turn on Blight Vision.  

Again, nothing.  

How in the fiery nine hells could an innate ability not work? He tried activating Blight Vision three more times – all unsuccessful. As if his MP was empty; except it wasn’t. 

Kane ogled his hands, as if they were to blame. 

How is this possible? 

“You’re trying to magically escape, aren’t you?” a man’s deep, raspy voice spoke from somewhere in the fog, stressing the word ‘magically’.  

Kane instantly stopped what he was doing, froze and listened intently. 

“It won’t work, you know,” the voice continued. “They have a certain something activated that disables magic for anyone stuck in here. And not only magic, but any buffs and debuffs, as well.” 

Kane grumbled without speaking and watched as a shadow grew out from behind one of the humanoid statues in the fog. It increased in size until it reached approximately Kane’s height and shoulder width.  

“Who are you?” Kane said, clutching his painful ribs as he used the wall to stand up. 

A young man’s face appeared on the foggy silhouette as he stepped close enough. Slight beastly features colored deathly pale, with hollow cheeks and bad posture. He stepped out of the fog, dragging his leg across the floor – leaving a red trail after it.  

Humanoid, but not human. When he came into what little light there was in here, the notification box revealed his information:

 

*** 
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Name : Orc Fire Shaman 

Type : Humanoid 

Level : 32 

Disposition : Social 

HP : 32 / 955 

Physical Attack : 148 

Magic Attack : 46

Speed : 401 

Attack Range : 40 

XP : 3504 

Blight : 84% 

Description : Through a series of transcendent rituals, Orc Fire Shamans have been awakened to the essence of Fire, enabling them to-

 

*** 

 

Kane stopped focusing on the character info and instinctively took a few steps backward. “That’s close enough.”

The young orc lifted his trembling hands. “Don’t worry, friend. I am not out to get you.”

Dressed in a ragged, less fancy version of the crimson cloak and bronze armor that the Fire Shamans attending Terrahee’s meeting had been wearing, the orc was most likely one of them – which begged the question why or how he had been locked away in this shithole? Perhaps secretly a spy sent to snoop information from Kane? Yet, if that was the case, why did he only have 18 of 955 HP left, and looked very much convincingly beat up? 

Kane grumbled wordlessly, but accepted it. In all earnestness, he doubted the exhausted guy in front of him could hurt even a fly, even if he tried. Changing tactics, he instead said: “Name’s Kane. And you are?” 

The orc’s eyes flashed a dim red as he gave Kane a tired nod. “I am Lath-Tek, son of Lord Agrath,” he said hoarsely, then spat on the ground. “Not that that means anything anymore.” 

Kane’s eyebrows drew closer together. “Wait a minute… Lord Agrath. I recently heard that name.” He tried searching his memory, but his mind felt slippery.

The orc nodded again. “That does not surprise me. My father is the chieftain of the Dark Orcs’ largest army.” 

A spark of recognition shot through Kane. “I remember now. He’s here, in this very castle. I overheard him speaking to Terrahee just before they… noticed me. They’re planning to murder numerous innocent people.” Anger exploded in Kane’s chest, and he bolted forward – knocking the young orc off his feet with a pointy elbow to his stomach. 

Lath-Tek gasped and smashed the back of his head against the rugged wall before tumbling to the ground, coughing. Kane stepped over him and curled his fingers around the humanoid’s thick throat, feeling the leathery gray-blue skin stretch thin in his grip. “Tell me why I shouldn’t end you right now.” 

The orc gurgled from the pressure on his throat and gripped Kane’s hands without resisting. “I… I think I can get you out of here.” 

Through gritted teeth, Kane said: “I can get myself out of here.” 

“I hope for y-your sake that you… that you know that for sure. Because if not, then you’ll be here for a l-long time.” 

Kane loosened his grip a little, feeling uncertainty coil inside. “If you know how to get out of here, why haven’t you left already?” 

“Because e-escaping alone is close to impossible,” Lath-Tek said, coughing between the words. “But kill me if you must.” 

“Shit,” Kane yelled, too conflicted to know what the hell was the right thing to do. He let the young orc go and stepped back, dragging his hands across his sweaty face. “If you’re trying to trick me, I swear you will regret it badly.”

Lath-Tek pushed himself up in a sitting position and leaned against the wall, shaking his head. “Look at me. What have I got to lose? My father has denounced me; thrown me out of his army, preventing me from ever having a chance at making anything of myself. Oh, and I’m also half dead already, if you didn’t notice.” He coughed again. Wiped blood from his dry lips. 

 Kane sighed, letting himself slide down on the floor again, back against the wall. “Yeah, alright. I believe you. For now.” 

“Appreciated,” Lath-Tek whispered. 

“So why did your father denounce you, and how did you wind up in this shithole?” 

Lath-Tek snorted a disgusted grunt of a laugh. “Most of the time, Lord Agrath is a reasonably levelheaded man… but ever since your queen started meddling and filling his mind with all of her grandiose ideas, he seems to have changed, somehow,” Lath-Tek said, shaking his head. “During the last six months or so, as my father and the other leaders of our race got more deeply enamored by Terrahee’s promises of a brighter future, I noticed how he’s gradually become more narrow-minded – turning a deaf ear to alternative views in conflict with the queen’s brewing plans. Not that any of us ‘regular’ grunts have ever actually received any detailed information about this, other than some vague hints at what is coming. So even if I know very little, it has just felt wrong the entire time, you know?” 

“Right,” Kane said, nodding. “And let me guess: You realized this was all a terrible idea, and one day you just couldn’t hold your tongue any longer – and he locked you up here?” 

A skewed smile appeared on the young orc’s dreary face. “It’s a bit more complicated than that, but sure, that’s the gist of it.” 

“It must have happened recently, considering you’re here, in the castle’s prison cells?”

“It happened recently, yes, but you must be damn disoriented, my friend, because this is not a normal prison. This has nothing to do with your blight leech castle at all – or even Sanctishi, by a long shot.” 

Cold shivers flushed through Kane. “What are you saying?”

“I hate to be the bringer of even more bad news, but this is an orcish confinement dungeon – and to make it even worse – it’s hidden away on a secret, extradimensional plane,” Lath-Tek said, shrugging. “So unless we can restore our magical abilities, there will be no returning home for any of us.” 

This piece of information hit Kane like a boot stomp to his face. He inhaled deeply, forcing himself to remain cool. “But… as you said, that means you know how to get out of here, though, right? As long as we work together?” 

Lath-Tek nodded. “I know it is possible, yes, but obviously I’ve never been here before, so practically speaking it could go either way.”

“Well, it’s definitely worth a shot,” Kane said. “And the faster the better, because Queen Terrahee and your father aren’t waiting for anyone before they initiate their grand plan of taking over seemingly the entire Apocosmos.” 

“Is that their plan, really, to conquer the entire Apocosmos?” Frowning, the young orc scratched his hairless head. “Our leaders have only told us they will attempt to persuade the Apocosmically adjacent nations – not the whole thing!” 

“Honestly, I don’t know. But I got the impression that that was the end goal, if at all possible. They plan on starting small, of course, and then work their way up, it seems.” 

“And starting small means…?”

“It means killing anyone of their own citizens who are against the grand plan. After that, they’ll invite a select few other races and nations to either cooperate or get conquered.” 

Lath-Tek gaped. “A recipe for disaster if I ever heard one.” 

“I agree,” Kane said, snorting a laugh. “Neither us blight leeches nor you orcs are generally too well-liked in the Apocosmos, so I cannot understand how this will become anything other than a bloodbath which in the long run causes even fewer allied nations.” 

 “We need to warn our people,” Lath-Tek said, grunting from pain as he rose to his feet.  

Kane snorted another humorless laugh. “Indeed, and that’s what landed me here. So you’re sure you know how to escape this place?” 

Lath-Tek nodded. “I know enough to get us in the right direction. Come.”  

Kane didn’t like it, and he also still wasn’t entirely convinced the orc wasn’t an informant. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, however, so he trailed after Lath-Tek when he turned on his heels and limped back into the fog where he originally came from.  

In passing the erected forms Kane initially thought had been statues or rocks piled on top of each other, he realized with a start that they actually were humanoids. They looked petrified – quite literally turned to black stone. Frozen in mid-movement, they all wore expressions of shock and surprise. 

Kane ogled them cautiously. “What happened here?” 

“Don’t know,” Lath-Tek grunted, “and I don’t want to find out.” He walked over to a jumble of equipment near the concrete wall a decent distance from the closest petrified person. A burning torch jabbed into a crack in the wall illuminated him as he sorted through the pile. He fetched one thing at a time – a half-bent iron pipe; a ragged pouch made from torn fabric and a piece of string; a handful of sharp rocks and a very homemade slingshot. He handed the iron pipe to Kane, who in turn glared at it disgustedly without accepting it.  

Lath-Tek didn’t back down. “I know it’s not much, but it’s not like you have any of your weapons left. Take it, please.”  

Kane had been too preoccupied by his new orc acquaintance and the fact he was trapped in this extradimensional dungeon to notice that all his belongings had indeed been stripped from his person – everything except his clothes. 

Damn it to the nine hells.  

“Well, I’m getting my gear back, I can promise you that,” he grumbled, but accepted the iron pipe, glossing over its crappy stats: 

 

*** 
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Name : Crooked Iron Pipe 

Type : One-Handed Melee Weapon 

Rarity : No Grade 

Physical Attack : 31 

Magic Attack : 0 

Attack Speed : Fast 

Durability : 231/300 

Weight : 0.5lb 

 

*** 

 

Gripping both ends of the Crooked Iron Pipe, Kane bent and straightened it a little to increase its length a bit – then took a few test swings. It had a decent weight, at least. Felt good in his hands. Not too bad. 

“Guess it’s better than nothing,” he admitted. “But I’m getting my gear back sooner rather than later.”  

Lath-Tek nodded. “We both will, my friend.” 

“So, where to now?” 

“It wasn’t apparent at first, but after having been stuck here alone with these petrified statues for over a week now, I did some searching and, uhm, created an alternative way out – other than the bolted-up doors on the east side. I’ll show you.” 

Kane ogled him, still feeling a tinge of distrust gnawing in the back of his head. “Why didn’t you leave sooner?” 

Lath-Tek grimaced. “Honestly, being alone, hurt, and mostly defenseless, I’ve actually just been waiting… waiting and hoping someone else would pop in that could join me.” 

“And here I am,” Kane said flatly. 

“There you are,” the orc replied, winked at him and pulled the torch from the wall when he finished gathering the supplies on the floor. 

“Still,” Kane said, not entirely satisfied yet, “there’s bound to be other prisoners around here. Why not team up with them?” 

Lath-Tek spoke while guiding him through a narrower path of the dirty dungeon: “Two reasons. Firstly, no one has been in here, which means I would be forced to go out there to find them, where there’s all sorts of unknown, dangerous things lurking around. And secondly, well, to be blatantly honest, I was afraid of getting mauled by groups of starving convicts who most likely already might not like orcs too much… if you know what I’m saying?” 

“Mm.” Kane nodded. “So how have you not starved to death?” 

It took a while before he replied, and when he did, it came out as a disgusted whisper: “Pest Pets.”

“Come again?” 

“Rats.”

“Oh,” Kane mumbled, shuddering. “I see…” 

He trailed after Lath-Tek for another couple of minutes, rounding corners and passing more petrified statues, until the orc stopped by a curtain of flesh-colored leather hanging from bones hammered into the wall. 

Lath-Tek threw Kane a brief, uncomfortable glance as he pushed the curtain aside, exposing a crack in the wall – large enough to fit a grown man through. “I did this myself… last week.”  

“What – destroyed the wall?” 

“Let’s just say this is not the official exit.” His short-lived, little grin became a tense line when he crouched by the opening and gestured for Kane to join him. 

Kane snuck up to the wall crack, nudged his face past the edge, and stared into a huge, open cavern. Cold moistness plastered across his warm face as he took in the web of interconnected stone bridges sprawled out like crooked fingers above a seemingly endless bottom. Even though he knew he’d be completely safe if he accidentally slipped and fell into the darkness below, thanks to his wings, Kane nevertheless felt his abdominal muscles contract from the vacuous sensation the enormous place stirred up in him. 

It seemed like the stone bridges could have been naturally formed over thousands of years as the dungeon slowly expanded in size, causing the now invisible ground to sink deeper and deeper while the bridges barely clung to the cave walls. Luminescent, orange crystals protruded in sporadic clusters across the cavern’s interior, illuminating a small radius around themselves in a dark tangerine light. They stopped appearing not too far underneath the lowest of the bridges, though, ensuring the cavern’s bottom remained cloaked in blackness.

The stone bridges crisscrossed each other at various heights, and they all connected to opposite sides of the cavern where tunnels were carved out, creating entrances to places as of yet unknown. 

Faint sounds of wailing voices trailed through the atmosphere, escaping from some of the entrances the ridges connected to. 

The obvious problem, though, was that none of the bridges reached the craggy hole in the wall Kane and Lath-Tek now stuck their heads out of – simply because this hadn’t been a real exit at all. 

Kane ogled his new acquaintance unamused. “This doesn’t help.” 

“Oh, and did I forget to mention,” Lath-Tek said mock-jokingly, “another reason I haven’t tried escaping on my own yet, is this enormous abyss separating this hole from the closest bridge over there.” 

“No shit,” Kane mumbled. 

 Lath-Tek cleared his voice. “This was the last thing I expected once I burst through the wall. I barely caught myself from stumbling into it.” 

Sighing, Kane said: “Don’t you think it’s easier to go back and smash open the doors blocking the actual exit?” 

“Believe me, I’ve tried. Those doors have been magically enhanced to be indestructible, and the bolted locks are even worse. Without our own magic, there’s no way we can get through.” He gestured at the closest bridge – at least thirty feet away. “Finding a way over there is easier. Trust me.” 

“Heh. So what’s your big plan?” 

“I don’t know, Kane, at first I considered traversing the chasm by creating a makeshift rope bridge. Tie a big rock to the end of it, which might enable us to throw the rope over to the bridge – and hope that it somehow catches onto something and grips it, and then… climb over. Or something.” 

Kane shook his head. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard.” 

“Maybe so,” Lath-Tek agreed, then slapped Kane’s leathery wings. “Good thing we don’t need that kind of luck anymore…” 

“Right, because now that I’m here, I can just fly over.” 

“That’s ingenious,” the orc exclaimed, laughing. “I didn’t even think of that!” 

“Like hells you didn’t,” Kane snorted. Yet, the orc’s sense of humor did make him more likable – and the teasing glimmer in his green eyes forced a grin to appear on Kane’s lips, too.   

 Lath-Tek elbowed him jokingly in his ribs. “Now that you brought it up… maybe you can even just fly me over there, and we could skip the arduous rope bridge-making altogether?” 

Kane squinted from the orc and over to the stone bridge, calculating the densely muscled humanoid’s approximate weight and the 30-or-so feet distance over the black chasm. On a regular day, where he’d have various equipment-induced stamina bonuses, as well as access to buffs that could strengthen him, this would be no problem at all – but right now, stripped of everything save for his regular clothes, it turned into a bit of a gamble. Scrunching his lips together, he grumbled before replying: “Hard to say for sure. Your fat ass might end up feeding us to the black void down there.” 

“Ey, that’s not very nice!” Lath-Tek knuckled Kane’s shoulder and burst out laughing. His deep, gruff voice reverberated around the vast cavern, which caused some small, winged creatures to squawk and leave their positions somewhere in the cave ceiling above. “My ass isn’t fat; my shoulders are broad!” 

“Maybe both,” Kane said and winked at him. The orc really wasn’t all that bad, and Kane felt the nagging suspicion that Lath-Tek could be a spy dwindle away a little more with every passing minute. 

Lath-Tek cleared his voice to stop chuckling, and spoke once he returned to seriousness: “So what do you suggest, my friend?” 

“Well, I first have to test the waters, and see if-”

His voice broke off when an entrance connected to a bridge further above lit up in the recognizable flickering of approaching torches – accompanied by gravelly, cackling voices. 

Kane and Lath-Tek slid back and covered behind the leathery curtain. They peeked carefully out past the craggy wall edges as two orcs in bronze armor stepped out on the bridge. Swords at their hips and bows on their backs clattered against the rusty armor, sending echoes around the vast space. 

“Friends of yours?” Kane whispered. 

Lath-Tek spoke through bared teeth: “Don’t even go there. These dung-eating maggots don’t deserve life. Not anymore. Not after they accepted keeping me here, trapped with all the other prisoners.” 

And the same goes for your father, I assume, a voice said in Kane’s mind, but he knew better than to say it out loud. Instead, he whispered: “So I guess you’re willing to take them out?” 

Lath-Tek nodded. “But not until we find a reliable way over there. Stay silent.” 

They watched as the orcs traversed the stone bridge while joking loudly. They even pushed each other playfully and almost slid off the bridge’s edges like two IQ-less idiots. 

Kane’s muscles tightened with anticipation as he prayed for them to slip up and plunge to their deaths. Unfortunately, no such luck – they made it over and exited into the entrance on the other side. 

As soon as they left the cavern, he said: “How often do they pass through here?” 

“Hard to say. After breaking through the wall last week, I spent a good three or four hours watching, and only saw a handful of guards or prisoners cross any of the bridges.” Lath-Tek shrugged. “We might see some traffic once or twice every hour.” 

“Alright. Assuming it’s always like that, we probably have at least twenty minutes before the next nosy duo passes.” Kane cracked his knuckles, got to his feet and pushed the curtain to the side. “Let’s find out whether I’m able to carry you. But I must start small, just to be sure.” 

“And what do you need from me?” 

“Nothing. Just ensure the curtain doesn’t slide back and cover the hole.” 

“You got it, boss,” Lath-Tek said, pulled the curtain all the way to the side and held it there while Kane stepped out onto the edge. He stretched his wings, feeling multiple joints pop and crack from not being used at all since the day when he discovered the dead Orc Fire Shaman. 

It’s fine, he thought, ignoring the unknown depths below, and jumped into the air. The wings easily carried him through the darkness and over to the closest stone bridge. Rubble got kicked loose and tumbled over the edge as he landed. He stopped and listened for the small stones to hit the bottom somewhere down below, but after twenty seconds and still no sound, it became pretty clear it was a long way down. 

“You did it!” Lath-Tek whisper-shouted from the torn wall. 

Kane flipped him a thumbs-up while ogling the web of stone bridges crossing both above and underneath him, all connecting to different entrances. This dungeon was a multi-leveled maze, and from his current vantage point everything looked the same; no telling which of the dozen-something paths would lead them closer to the actual exit. 

“Are you strong enough to carry me, you think?” Lath-Tek continued from the hole in the wall. 

That’s the question, isn’t it? Kane thought and flew back to his orcish acquaintance. 

Lath-Tek stared expectantly at him as he slid back in through the jagged hole, and efficiently tucked his wide wings back in a resting position on his back. 

Kane gestured at the orc’s pouch. “Gimme that first.”  

“Sure,” Lath-Tek said, handing him the collection of low-quality items wrapped in the shabby pouch. 

Grabbing it, Kane instantly felt that the weight of the items would pose no problem whatsoever. So little, in fact, that he dropped the initial plan of flying the things over first before returning to get the orc. “Alright, screw it. Let’s just try. What’s the worst that can happen?”  

An audible gulp came from Lath-Tek’s throat as he threw a long gaze down the black chasm outside. “I mean, we could fall…” 

“Well, are you one hundred percent sure it’s impossible to break open the sealed doors blocking our real exit?” 

The orc sighed. “I am.” 

“Then I don’t see any other viable options – except maybe wait by the doors until the guards come bringing some other prisoners?” 

“That’s not the way it works, unfortunately,” Lath-Tek said. “New prisoners are teleported straight into the sections they’re sentenced to serve their time in. Which means the doors are always locked.” 

Kane smacked his lips. “Right. Get up, then, and let’s go.” 

Lath-Tek rose to his feet. Scratched his hairless head. “How do you… want me?”

In all of his centuries as a blight leech, Kane had never had to fly someone his own size – or bigger – anywhere. He honestly didn’t know if his grip strength alone was strong enough to carry that muscle-packed humanoid. “For safety reasons, it’s probably best if you wrap your arms around my waist and hold on as tight as you can until we reach the bridge.” 

Skeptical, Lath-Tek nodded and stepped so close to Kane that he winced at the orc’s rotten breath. The level of awkwardness between the two of them skyrocketed to unbearable heights as Lath-Tek stuck his arms under Kane’s armpits and clenched his hands together behind his back – thereby smashing their fronts together in an inappropriate, unintentionally intimate embrace. 

Multiple kinds of disgust and uncomfortableness spiked in Kane, and he couldn’t help but immediately push the orc off and away – who gladly let go as he, too, was visibly ill at ease. “Sorry, but I just… can’t.” 

“Yeah,” the orc muttered, shuddered and cleared his voice. “I suggest we never speak of this ever again.” 

“Because there’s nothing to speak of,” Kane agreed. “It never happened.” 

“Exactly!” Lath-Tek laughed, brushing nonexistent dirt off his ragged crimson cloak. 

“Anyway, I think I have an idea that might work,” Kane said and swiftly ripped the flesh-colored leather curtain off the wall. The small bones that had been keeping it up popped out and clattered on the ground. He picked all of them up and tucked them into the inventory pouch – just in case they came in handy later on. He then wrapped both ends of the leather curtain around his wrists and brought his hands together, creating a loop that could be used as a makeshift seat for the orc. He lifted it and explained: “You will have to sit here, like on a leather swing of sorts. Obviously you won’t be able to get seated while I’m standing, since the ceiling is too close, so I must first fly out, and hover right outside the hole in the wall – and then you’ll have to get seated in it. Understand?” 

The orc’s already pale face turned even paler. “I… will try.” 

“There’s no ‘trying’; only doing or dying.” 

“Maybe doing and dying,” Lath-Tek added. 

Kane didn’t deny the possibility, and was surprised he actually felt fear of losing the orc to the dark abyss below. “You ready?” 

Lath-Tek shook his head, but his mouth said: “Yes.” 

Kane had never known an orc showing such a wide range of human emotions. Not that he himself was a human anymore, of course, but blight leeches in general nevertheless possessed the full spectrum of humans’ emotions – unlike the more stunted emotional capacity of goblins, trolls and other types of beastly creatures. But apparently not orcs, then – at least some of them.

Although, not that I’ve ever truly known an orc at all, or any of the other beasts, he mused as he gave the scared fellow a smile before he stepped off the edge and let his wings do the rest. Adjusting his altitude until the bottom part of the folded curtain hung high enough outside the hole for Lath-Tek to slide his butt into it, Kane said: “Take a seat, big guy.” 

“Will it hold?” 

“Only the gods know.” 

Stepping to the edge, the orc mumbled something inaudible while shaking his head, and reached for the dangling leather curtain. 

Kane had never perfected the art of hovering, so sweat poured down his damp forehead as he struggled to remain steady while the orc hesitantly grabbed the curtain. Tugging at it, Lath-Tek said: “Even if this doesn’t break… please don’t drop me.” 

“I won’t,” Kane said as calmly as he could, hoping for dear life it wasn’t a lie. 

“Here goes,” whispered Lath-Tek, turned around and slipped into the leather loop like a child sliding onto a swing on the playground – only without the enthusiasm. 

Air blew out of Kane’s lungs as the orc’s full weight pulled the leather curtain down, tightening it around his wrists until it felt like his skin would rip. Kane yelped in pain when his wings almost gave out from carrying both of them, causing them to descend quickly into the darkness below. 
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Lath-Tek’s strong fingers curled tightly around Kane’s ankles as they rapidly descended into the gloomy depths. Gritting his teeth and tensing every muscle in his body, Kane roared as he pulled out all the stops to force his aching wings to function properly. Lath-Tek’s scared squeal fueled his desperation and provided an extra boost to his resolution. 

Deep down, a deceitful little voice said: Simply let the humanoid beast go, and you’re free to do whatever you want. 

Although true, Kane told the voice to go copulate itself, because he had actually begun taking a liking to the young orc. 

I will do everything in my power to save us both! he yelled in his mind, while shouting out loud: “Hold ooon!” 

From an inner reservoir of determination he’d rarely needed to tap into, since it almost always was easier to merely activate a buff, he felt a surge of reinvigorated energy spread like heatwaves from his chest area and out to his wings. Holding on to the leather curtain Lath-Tek dangled back and forth in, Kane roared yet again and flapped his wings more ferociously than ever. Sweat poured from his face and armpits as he managed to halt the rapid pace at which they sank. 

“Yes,” Lath-Tek cried under him, cutting off the blood supply to Kane’s legs with his tight grip. “You can do it, my friend!” 

“Aaaarrrghh!” Kane howled and reversed the direction, now turning the tides and inching both of them upwards. The leather curtain squeaked threateningly, but he hardly even noticed it through the intense struggle. 

“You’re doing it,” Lath-Tek cheered, his deep voice echoing back at them from every angle in the cavern. “You’re doing it!” 

For what felt like multiple eternities, they ascended to the stone bridge in uneven tugs and wiggles. The heavy flapping of Kane’s wings caused gusts of wind that made the clusters of orange crystals on the walls wobble. As his upper body flew past the edge of the bridge, fear knifed him in the stomach when another loud squeak sounded from the leather curtain as a small tear appeared where it wrapped around his right wrist. If the dirty curtain tore apart now – mere seconds before they were safe – this would have all been for nothing. 

It wasn’t enough that he could step onto the bridge, though, since Lath-Tek dangled underneath him, which meant he was forced to fly even higher to bring the orc within reaching distance of the ledge. 

As soon as Kane’s lower body passed the bridge’s edge, he shouted: “Grab the bridge! Grab the bridge!” 

During the brief moment when Lath-Tek let go of Kane’s ankles in order to reach the edge, his full weight came down on the leather curtain. Kane’s reality froze as he heard the ear-numbing rrrriiitchhh!! of the curtain ripping open right under where it wrapped around his wrist. 

Witnessing everything in slow motion, Kane peered down at Lath-Tek as the orc’s hands did snag the ledge – but not far enough in, so the porous stone rim broke up and disintegrated into rubble between his grasping fingers. The orc’s face twisted in an expression of disbelief when he started falling for real. 

Without thought, Kane reacted lightning fast. He instantly stopped flying and let himself fall, too, thereby moving downward with Lath-Tek. 

Being higher up than the orc, Kane eyed more solid parts on top of the stone bridge, and grabbed onto them before he too would be helplessly sucked down into the void. Just as he gripped some protruding rocks on the bridge, he sighed relieved when feeling Lath-Tek’s fingers snatch his ankles again. Fortunately, the orc had had the presence of mind to instantly recognize what he’d done – and how to react to it. 

The added weight caused the rocks Kane held on to to break, however. Another spike of gut-wrenching fear seared through him as he frantically dug his fingers into the rocky platform. 

He slid a dozen inches toward the porous edge before their luck turned and he managed to bore his entire hands into a rugged indentation in the ground, finally able to secure a grip strong enough to carry the weight of them both. 

Kane’s lungs wheezed from exhaustion, and while dangling with his lower body over the edge, he whispered hoarsely through the panting: “I can’t… pull both of us up.” 

“Wh-what?” Lath-Tek said from where he hung from Kane’s feet.

All of Kane’s body ached. His hands shook violently and threatened to slip up. He forced himself to speak louder: “Climb up, godsdamnit!” 

Another excruciating eternity slinked by as Lath-Tek struggled to climb from Kane’s ankles to his knees, then wrapped his arms around Kane’s waist before gripping his wings, and from there heaved himself up on Kane’s shoulders – and finally dragged himself up on the bridge. By the time he got up, Kane simply had no more to give, and his fingers started slipping from the ground, sliding off the edge. Lath-Tek jumped forward, snatched Kane’s aching hands and yanked him up to safety. 

Exhausted beyond belief, they both crawled as far in on the bridge as possible and collapsed next to each other. 

Lath-Tek placed a heavy hand on Kane’s shoulder, looked him deep in the eyes, and spoke through the wheezing breaths: “You… saved my… my life.” 

Kane smiled with half his mouth but had for the time being no energy to even reply. His stamina was beyond depleted. Everything wobbled like being under water. 

“You could have… let me go and easily saved yourself, but instead you chose to risk your own life to rescue mine,” the orc continued, his hand still on Kane’s shoulder, gripping tightly and shaking from exhaustion. “Sincerely thank you, my friend. I will never forget this moment.” 

Still out of breath, Kane managed a full smile before letting his head fall to the ground. Underneath all the exhaustion, a warm feeling oozed inside him. Something alien and new. Again he was struck by the realization that Lath-Tek had awakened an understanding and appreciation in him he would’ve never thought possible – considering the guy was an orc.

What a strange day this turned out to be. Very strange, indeed. 

An unknown number of minutes passed while they lay there motionless, letting their bodies recuperate, when suddenly craggy voices in the distance broke through the never-ending wailing of prisoners located elsewhere. 

Kane snapped back to the present moment, fully alert. Lifting his head, eyes wide open, he whispered: “Someone’s coming.” 

“I know,” grunted Lath-Tek, pushing himself up on his elbows and ogling in the voices’ direction. “Hadn’t expected a new set of guards just yet.” 

“Yeah…” Kane mumbled and reached for the Iron Pipe in his inventory. 

Three clearly emaciated humanoids limped into view in the cave entrance connecting to the bridge Kane and Lath-Tek now occupied – of course they did; they couldn’t have stepped out on any of the dozen other bridges crisscrossing above them. 

Ragged tunics that had once been white, but now shit-stained and caked with dirt, were haphazardly wrapped around their scrawny bodies – not enough to hide their equally grimy loincloths underneath, though. Unhealed sores littered their sickly, grayish skin that could be seen through rifts and tears in the tunics. One of them dragged a cracked shovel across the ground, creating rubbly scratching noise that reverberated around the cave. The two others carried what looked like sharpened leg bones of some unknown creature whose legs were the size of longswords. 

Clenching the iron pipe, Kane took a step backwards and whispered: “I’ll go out on a limb here and assume these are not guards.” 

“Assumption correct,” Lath-Tek replied while slowly producing the slingshot from his pouch. 

Squinting at the malnourished humanoids, Kane realized they were elves. Although he personally thought elves often loved themselves a bit too much, a pang of sadness nevertheless appeared in him. Seeing such proud beings transformed into disheveled, almost corpse-like shadows of their real selves made his stomach curl. 

Elbowing the orc, he whispered: “Being stuck here, just like us, they’re technically allies, though.” 

“Don’t get your hopes up.” Small rocks clattered in Lath-Tek’s big hands as he readied them for the slingshot. 

Kane gave him a sideways glance with a small grin. “Let’s try my way first, eh?” 

The orc shrugged. “Won’t make a difference, but knock yourself out.” 

As the three emaciated elves exited the entrance, Kane stuffed the iron pipe into his pants’ back pocket to give off a less threatening vibe. He stepped forth with a smile and his palms open – the universal sign that he came in peace. 

Deep-set, bloodshot eyes ogled him through strands of soiled hair. They stopped talking amongst themselves and froze stiff, clutching their weapons nervously. 

Kane scanned one of their character infos, just to get a feel for who he dealt with: 

 

***
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Name : Bewildered Prisoner 

Type : Humanoid 

Level : 21 

Disposition : Starved 

HP : 133 / 474 

Physical Attack : 8 

Magic Attack : 5 

Speed : 143 

Attack Range : 40 

XP : 780  

Blight : 94% 

Description : A former Elven Fighter, now physically and psychologically broken – ravenous, forlorn, and with nothing to lose. Whatever dignity and honor this elf once had has been whisked away by years of starvation and maltreatment. 

 

***

 

Nothing surprising there, Kane thought, noting that the elf’s Blight level was at an incredible 94%. He wondered if he’d be able to use Blight Core Extraction on these guys – or anyone inside this godsforsaken dungeon, or if any skill requiring MP would cause failure as long as his magical abilities remained locked away. 

Widening his smile a notch more, Kane said: “Hey there… friends.” 

Although the movement was subtle, he noticed that the sound of his voice made them recoil, as if hurting them. Their grips on the weapons tightened, while their mouths remained shut. 

He spoke softly and gestured at Lath-Tek who remained standing further back: “Don’t worry; I’m trapped here just like you. We both are.”  

The Bewildered Prisoners exchanged looks. Their faces twitched in various distrustful expressions. 

“Look,” Kane continued, still holding his bare hands out to them. “I am not wielding a weapon. You can relax. Honestly.” 

The distrust didn’t leave their faces, however, but he really hoped he’d eventually get through to them. If not, he’d be forced to end them, which he’d easily be able to do, seeing as how he was over 20 levels more powerful than them. 

The one who had been dragging the broken shovel across the ground, lifted his head, and spoke with a rusty voice: “Once upon a time, heh…”

The others grunted something on each side of him. 

Kane squinted as he tried to find an optimal response. “I don’t know what that means, but my friend over there and myself are trying to find a way out of here. We have no malicious intent toward any of you. Nor any interest in you whatsoever, really – but you may join us.” 

One of them started slapping the thick, sharpened bone weapon against the palm of his hand. “Your ffffriend’s an orc. And this place is an orc dungeon, stupid.” 

“I know, I know,” Kane said, smiling. “But not all orcs are created equal. This orc is also a prisoner here. He’s helping me to find a way out.” 

The shovel-bearing elf spat a phlegmy splat on the ground. “You’re either lying, or too gullible to be trusted anyway, Blight Leech.” 

At this point, Kane began picking up other scratchy voices in the background that hadn’t been there only a few seconds earlier. More elves? Other prisoners? Guards? Hard to say, but he knew the window of opportunity soon would close. 

“Listen, friends,” Kane said in his most appeasing voice, “I can assure you I am neither gullible nor a liar. I speak the truth.” 

The three elves gathered closer together, and the shovel-bearer spat again: “D’you know how long we’ve been trapped here? We’ve seen it all. Sneaky bastards arrive here all the time, and swiftly die off when they can’t manipulate anyone into their sleazy schemes.” 

Ignoring the increasing intensity of the voices in the distance, and never letting his smile falter, Kane simply shrugged. “Well, then you clearly haven’t seen anyone like us yet. The only ‘scheme’ we have, is getting the hells out of here.” 

“Kane…” Lath-Tek whispered from behind. Gravel crunched under his restless feet. 

The shovel-guy snorted. “I do not think you fully understand-”

“Alright, let’s cut crap the crap,” Kane interrupted the rusty elf, while subtly reaching for the iron pipe in his back pocket. “How about we just go our separate ways, and leave it at that?” 

Rather than replying, the elves just stood there ogling him while the background voices grew louder. 

Kane got fed up with their time-consuming bullshit and said in a harsher tone: “Join us or leave us. Your choice. But make it now.” 

Grumbling, the ragged elves spent a few seconds staring at each other, before the apparent leader of their tight-knit, little trio nodded. “As you wish, Blight Leech.” 

Positively surprised – and just a bit relieved he managed to prevent bloodshed – Kane grinned. “Good. Glad to have reached an agreement, gentlemen.” He gestured for Lath-Tek to join him, and the orc followed him to the entrance where the elves had exited from, while the elves continued in the opposite direction – toward them. 

A stench resembling fecal matter mixed with rotten fish stung in Kane’s nostrils when both parties closed in on each other. Lath-Tek groaned under his breath as they all slowed down while passing each other on the narrow stone bridge. 

With a subtle smile, Kane nodded at the one armed with the shovel as he crossed his path. Lath-Tek said nothing, but Kane sensed the silent agitation oozing from all of them. He was still not entirely rested after the strenuous flight, however, so he couldn’t be bothered to take the negativity too seriously. 

It’ll be fine, he thought while stepping past the second Bewildered Prisoner. The others we’ll soon cross paths with, though, might be a bit more- 

His train of thought drowned in the shovel-bearing elf’s shout. The two other elves immediately rotated on their heels, using the built-up force to slam their elbows into Kane both from the front and back. It happened so fast they knocked the wind out of him and sent him stumbling to the edge. Slipping on the gravel, he felt his stomach shift as he once again faced the black depths below. Before he went over, though, he snagged the outstretched arm of one elf as the sneaky bastard tried doubling down on the fatal move by hitting Kane with the sharpened bone. The elf yelped, realizing he had nowhere near the weight nor power to halt Kane’s trajectory off the bridge. 

Both of them plunged over the ledge – but Kane, of course, was a blight leech, and the scrawny elf was not. Scared out of his wits, the elf flailed and managed to seize and cling to Kane’s foot as he began flying. This scrawny little man weighed maybe a quarter of Lath-Tek and posed no difficulty to carry, so Kane easily kept them both afloat. 

The fear of death made the elf’s eyes glassy like a doll’s soulless gaze. “Please, please, please…” he repeated, kicking meaninglessly with his legs over the dark abyss while clutching Kane. 

“You should’ve taken my offer,” Kane snarled. 

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m s-”

“But you didn’t, so this is your exit,” Kane said and stomped the pathetic prisoner in the face with his free foot. Blood splattered from under the boot; the elf lost his grip, and the darkness below swallowed him. Only his wailing echo rang in Kane’s ears as he flew back up to the bridge – where Lath-Tek was making elven meatloaf of the two others. 

The orc wiped blood from his fists when Kane landed beside him. “What did I tell you?” 

“You were right, of course,” Kane said, and picked up the iron pipe that had dropped from his back pocket. “I still think it was worth a shot.” 

“Meh,” Lath-Tek growled. “Our mission is more important than helping these already-lost souls.” 

“Then I guess that’s where we disagree.” 

Without answering, Lath-Tek swiftly looted the two dead elves, and Kane wished he’d left them just alive enough for him to consume their Blight. Now they just lay there entirely useless. But since he really didn’t know whether the Blight extraction ability still functioned while trapped in here without working magic, he kept it to himself for the time being. 

Warily eyeing his Blight counter, he tried to ignore the subtle sense of dread that tickled him deep in his being. He was a powerful being with a solid existential foundation, so he could go exist for a long time without refueling his Blight reservoir. It continuously decreased, however, and quicker if he was forced to keep expending energy by fighting attackers. Even if none of the enemies killed him, the lack of fresh Blight eventually would…

It’ll be fine, he thought, shoving the nagging feeling away. I’ll be out of here in no time. 

“You okay?” Lath-Tek said while sorting through his inventory. 

“Never better.” 

“Good.” The orc handed him a couple of items from the loot. “Here, take these.” 

 

*** 

 

[image: ]

 

Name : Broken Shovel 

Type : Two-Handed Melee Weapon 

Rarity : No Grade 

Physical Attack : 41 

Magic Attack : 0 

Attack Speed : Fast 

Durability : 149/500 

Weight : 2.4lb 

 

***
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Name : Medium Pouch

Type : Extradimensional Inventory

Description : Portable storage space with 80 item slots. Store anything as long as it fits – and if you’re strong enough to carry it.

 

***

 

When Kane finished attaching the handy pouch to his belt, and stuffed the iron pipe into it, he literally felt the bridge vibrate from more people coming. Their voices were almost loud enough now to hear the words spoken. 

Lath-Tek stared at him with a skeptical expression. “Since you’re so altruistic and everything, do you want to befriend the ones approaching us right now?” 

That actually made Kane chuckle. “Naw. I’m not a saint. Let’s do it your way this time.” 

The orc’s rows of serrated teeth became visible as he grinned. “Music to my ears, my friend,” he said, now dual-wielding the two sharpened bones the elves had been using. 

Kane two-handed the crappy shovel, since it nevertheless would inflict more damage than the iron pipe. 

“Here we go,” Lath-Tek grunted with a vicious smile as the entrance the elves came from now filled with the flickering shadows of a mob carrying torches. Clattering of metal and iron from makeshift weapons could be heard through their cackling voices.

“Yeah,” Kane agreed. “Here we freaking go.” 
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From the cave wall entrance the elves came from, a whole flock of other humanoids now swarmed out onto the stone bridge. Some elves charged among them, but this mob also comprised dwarfs, humans and other, lesser-known races. All of whom seemed disheveled, anorexic and desperate. Even the dwarfs, who always packed a ton of muscle on their stubby, compact bodies, looked skeletal in their ragged, baggy garbs. And just like the dwarfs, every single individual exiting onto the bridge were dressed in ripped, begrimed clothes – and armed with makeshift weapons ranging from jagged rocks, rusted shovels and pickaxes to more of those large, sharpened bones from some unknown creature, as well as pieces of broken wood used as torches. 

The rulers of this hellhole clearly didn’t feed their prisoners nearly enough – maybe not at all, merely leaving everyone to fend for themselves and obtain nutrition by gnawing chalk off the walls. 

Kane wanted to help them – all of them. But alas, one swift look in their bloodshot, frenzied eyes was enough to know it would be futile. This group seemed even worse off than the first three elves, and as if they collectively had picked up the scent of fresh blood, they now stormed out to wish the newcomers welcome in the least hospitable way possible. Unfortunately for them, neither Kane nor Lath-Tek were someone who’d let themselves passively receive such a horrible greeting. 

A swift swipe through a good slump of the attackers’ character stats, Kane saw most lay somewhere between level 5 and 25. Coupling these low levels with their atrophied state, he didn’t expect too much of a challenge. 

“We need to get away from this cursed bridge,” Lath-Tek yelled as he stomped a dwarf in the stomach, sending the poor guy flying off the edge and into the darkness below. 

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Kane grunted while wrestling himself out of the grasping hands of two humans and one elf. Cold fingers tried to strangle him, and someone else jabbed him in the back with something sharp. Searing pain spread between his wings. 

Shit. They may not have been high-leveled, but they were everywhere. 

Two-handing the shabby shovel, Kane pushed it up above his head, prying the nasty fingers off his throat. He followed up with a powerful 180-degree swing. The shovel blade missed the slightly faster elf but sliced through the two humans’ heads. Blood spewed in a semi-circle as their faces tore open. They staggered backwards, flailing and screaming – blinded. 

The elf dodged his swing by letting herself fall to the ground, before bursting forward and curling her arms around both his legs. Kane wasn’t immediately able to kick her off, so when the bastard behind stabbed his spine again, he lost balance. He fell forward and landed on top of the rabid, female elf. Now laying across her in a sixty-nine-like position, he wrapped his own arms around her legs. Being much stronger than her, Kane wiggled out of her grip and smashed her head to bloody splinters on the ground. 

Kane jumped back to his feet, ready to tackle the sneaky asshole who repeatedly stabbed him between his wings – only to get his face bashed in by the burning end of a makeshift torch. HP poured out of him like water from a leaky bucket. Although he still had more than enough health, the surrounding chaos became somewhat disorienting and just a tiny smidge overwhelming. 

While the sounds of Lath-Tek crushing attackers and flinging them off the bridge’s edge rang in his ears, Kane performed a non-magic-driven active attack skill:

 

***
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Name : Spinning Wings

Type : Active  

HP Consumed : 20

MP Consumed : 0

Range : 4 feet

Duration : 5 seconds

Precondition : Blight Leech-dependent skill

Description : Spinning Wings enables the user to perform a whirlwind-like maneuver with his wings stretched out and stiffened, making the edges sharp and hard like saw blades. 

Please do note, though, that due to the unnatural condition Spinning Wings mold the Blight Leech’s wings into, it will cause a minor health penalty.

 

***

 

Kane swiped the attacker’s torch flames off his scorching face, before shouting to Lath-Tek: “Keep your distance!” 

Not waiting for a reply, he swung both arms around himself, thereby powering up the Spinning Wings skill. His wings opened and stuck out from his back, hardening into the shape of wide, leathery swords with spikes around the edges. His visual field turned into smudged-out streaks of color while he tornadoed through the mob of assailants. Screams rang through the cave as his stiffened wings sliced open their fleshy bodies. 

Kane stormed toward the entrance at the end of the bridge like a whirlwind of death. He spent a total of 60 HP by repeating Spinning Wings three consecutive times – splattering blood in every direction as he slashed and cut through everyone within a four-feet radius of his razor-like, hardened wings. 

In less than 30 seconds, he reached the wall entrance, leaving a bloody trail of gutted humanoids in his wake. Some even freely jumped to their deaths rather than being trapped in his path of slaughter. 

The fresh, metallic taste of spilled innards lay thick in his mouth when he tramped into the entrance. His wings returned to their normal state, but he kept them wide as if ready to lift off the ground, making himself seem bigger and more intimidating. Soaked in blood and sweat, he pulled out the shovel and roared into the gloomy, torch-lit tunnel ahead: “Anyone else?!” 

The enemies ahead who were still alive in there, stared at him with wide eyes for two full seconds before their malnourished brains realized the futility of their situation – and they fled deeper into the dungeon, screaming like cartoon characters.

Breath wheezing in his own ears, Kane turned and met a grinning Lath-Tek. The orc wiped blood from his rugged face and spat something on the ground. “Impressive, my friend.” 

Kane returned his wings to their resting position across his back, ignoring the painful aching that always lingered for a while after performing Spinning Wings. “Even without magic, I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.” 

Lath-Tek nodded, ogling the bloody mess on the ground. “Good, because we’re not out of the woods yet.” 

“Dungeon,” Kane corrected.

“Right,” the orc said and chuckled. “Let’s loot the bodies and keep going.” 

They swiftly sifted through the carnage spread across half the bridge, splitting what little loot of value there was, brotherly. Lath-Tek could almost fully heal himself from some semi-rotten fruit, and Kane stuffed a few coins, a couple of relatively clean cloths, as well as a handful sharp – hence deadly – iron shards from broken pickaxes. Nothing he would keep once they escaped the dungeon, but while here, he’d take anything that could give him even a remotely better chance of getting out.  

 Before moving on, Kane peeked at his experience points, just to get an idea of how he was coming along. After destroying the attackers, his accumulated XP had increased to 93,742,343. The numbers were so large nowadays that he hardly noticed them grow anymore. Also, he wouldn’t reach level 44 until he gathered 106,985,763 XP. In other words, he still needed another 13,243,420 experience points before leveling up again, which just made the whole thing seem distant. 

Grinning, he shrugged to himself. At this point in his life, XP simply wasn’t that important anymore. Or rather, the ridiculous amounts of points needed to level up had dampened the insatiable hunger that plagued him in his youth. Now the only hunger left in him was for Blight, and the XP took care of itself – steadily trickling in as a side effect of him living his life. 

Besides, there existed more than enough ways of developing new skills, upgrading old ones, and other methods of growing than leveling up – especially at the later stages of the game. 

Early on, however, XP was everything for a new inhabitant of the Apocosmos, since one needed to reach a minimum of level 10 before things started becoming really interesting. For Kane’s present self, though, unless he suddenly found himself in a war, killing hundreds every day, then he wouldn’t be leveling up in a long time yet. Hence, he smiled and let it go. 

As they trudged onward through the rocky, torch lit tunnel, keeping eyes and ears open, the path branched out in three different directions. 

The tunnel continued straight ahead, but also split into two other sections – one to the right, and one to the left. The right one seemed to descend deeper into the dungeon, and was better illuminated by torches than their current path. The left one, on the other hand, rose upwards. Unfortunately, there were no torches there – only a gaping blackness. A gust of chilly wind blew out from it, which Kane assumed could be hinting at an exit to an open, outside area not too far away.  

Squinting into the darkness, Kane grimaced. “What do you think?”  

Lath-Tek sucked on his jagged front teeth while staring back and forth between the three possibilities, almost as if going through a mental elimination exercise. “Hard to say for sure…” 

 “Let me rephrase,” Kane said, “do you know where we’re headed at all?”  

When the orc flashed him a stupid grin, Kane’s grimace worsened as his stomach sunk all the way down to the soles of his boots. “In other words, you have no idea? So we’re back at square one. Great.”  

“Don’t act surprised,” Lath-Tek said, shrugging. “I was upfront with you about never having been here before. I only know we need to locate the assholes responsible for stealing our magic.”  

Rubbing the bridge of his nose to keep his cool, Kane said: “That much is clear, but you don’t have any feel whatsoever for where we might find them?”  

Still throwing long, uncertain stares at all three possible paths, Lath-Tek mumbled: “They could be anywhere.”  

A sudden rush of aggression bloomed in Kane, but he kept it in and instead said: “Alright, fair enough. Let’s think logically about this. Do you know anything else about this dungeon – something you’ve learned while being with your father or anyone else with knowledge of how it was built? Layout, number of floors… anything like that?”  

“Now that you mention it, I have heard rumors about how the guards and other staff are gathered mostly on the same floor. It’s safer that way, in case the prisoners suddenly decide to create an army and revolt,” the orc said, but then shook his head. “But no one has ever mentioned which floor the staff’s headquarters is located at, or anything like that – or even how many floors there might be here.”  

Kane nodded. “Okay, but this is a start, at least. I think it’s safe to assume the bastards crippling our magic abilities are part of the staff, hence we’ll likely find them huddled together with the guards somewhere.” He attempted switching to Blight Vision, which would aid in sniffing out nearby groups of beings – but he immediately received an error message:  

 

Blight source blocked! 

Unable to utilize the MP necessary to extract the Blight needed to gain visual access to the metaphysical reality. 

  

Taking a deep breath in order to not blow off the handle, Kane blew air out of his dry mouth instead. 

Thank the Originator I’m not a regular humanoid who’s always closed off from the deeper reality, he thought, attempting to console himself by knowing this was a temporary handicap. Adapting to it was a real bitch, though, and his Blight reservoir kept shrinking, albeit slowly. 

Lath-Tek watched him curiously. “What are you thinking, my friend?”  

Ignoring the urge to loudly curse everything, Kane cleared his voice. “Just tried something. Never mind that. We need to ask ourselves where it is most probable the dungeon staff’s headquarters is located.” He first gestured at the dark left path leading upwards, then the one straight ahead, and finally the lower, right one illuminated by all the torches. “If you were to decide where the guards should have their secluded, safe spot, where would you put it? On the upper levels, which might be more strenuous to reach for your fatigued captives? Or perhaps on the lowest floor, as far away as possible from everyone and everything, ensuring your guards would be truly at peace when on a break? Or, maybe you’d rather place them smack dab in the very center of the entire thing, for ease of access to all corners of the dungeon?”  

Kane practically saw the wheels turn in Lath-Tek’s brain as he mulled over the thought-provoking question.  

When no reply came right away, Kane added: “It all depends on where your priorities lie, right? Do you want your guards to be as protected as possible, or do you want them to be as present as possible throughout your prison?”  

“It’s a difficult thing to consider,” the orc finally said.  

“Sure is,” Kane agreed. “But you know better than me how the orcish army and their leaders prioritize in various situations.”  

With a thousand-yard stare, Lath-Tek nodded. “As I said, I do know they gathered all the staff on the same floor for safety reasons. Following your logic, I think it makes sense if they placed the headquarters at either the top floor or the lowest.”  

Kane snapped his fingers. “That indeed sounds likely – unless, of course, it’s more important to control the inmates with an iron hand.”  

Lath-Tek bobbed his head back and forth, wrinkling his brow. “If this was a normal prison, yes, then I agree control might be the most important factor. But this isn’t actually a prison, right. It’s an extradimensional space disconnected from all other realities; a fucking dungeon where you’re stripped of all belongings, magic abilities, and everything else, and then forced to survive on your own until you most likely just die.”  

“Which also means,” Kane continued Lath-Tek’s train of thought, “that there isn’t really a need for guards at all, because unlike a regular prison, there’s nowhere to escape – because there aren’t any exits anywhere, unless you’re able to teleport out of here. Which, again, you can’t, since they’ve stripped away your magic.” Kane laughed because it was all just so ridiculous.  

The orc nodded. “There’s no reason to place the headquarters in the center where the guards are vulnerable from all angles. We must go up or down.”  

“Very well; one step closer. So, if this had been an underground dungeon connected to an actual place, then we’d probably find the guards on the upper level, since that would be closest to the exit. Now, since there’s no exit here at all, whether you’re above or below is inconsequential.”  

“So… let’s flip a coin?” Lath-Tek said with a tired grin on his face.  

“All this analyzing for a coin toss, eh?” Kane said and couldn’t hold back an equally tired smile.  

“You know what, Kane? Let’s just pick the well-lit path.”  

“Agreed. Might as well be comfortable if we’re just going to pick something willy-nilly.”  

Both sighed as they started down the torch-filled tunnel – only to have Kane abruptly stop less than fifteen feet in. 

Pointing at recently made footprints that zigzagged downward, mixed with tiny splotches of dried blood, Kane said: “I guarantee these prints belong to the last attackers that fled from us back there – which means this path probably just leads to more starved prisoners…”  

They looked at each other and spoke simultaneously:  

“We must go up!” 

Shaking their heads laughingly, they each snatched a torch from the wall, turned around and entered the gloomy tunnel leading upwards – feeling gusts of wind embrace their hot faces, turning beads of sweat into ice cold needles. 


28

 

 

Giggling from the surreality of portal travel, Ylya carefully stepped out of the swirling, bluish hole in reality – for the first time returning to the place where she had spent her entire life until just about a day ago. 

Earth. 

And more to the point: Oslo, Norway. Her apartment. Once again standing in her livingroom, which still was severely disorganized and scorched after the tumultuous visit by Kane when she attempted to end herself.  

A small smile teased the corners of her mouth as her eyes slid across the charred walls and the fractured bottles on the floor that had once contained strong alcoholic beverages. Flashes of herself standing and looking at her own reflection in the bar cabinet’s glass door flittered through her mind. Warmth swirled in her chest upon remembering the little speech she held for her own reflection – about how bad and unfair everything had been, how hopelessly lost she was, and how much life didn’t give a shit about her, even though she always just brushed the dirt off and got back to her feet. Also, the most important part of that silly little drunken charade: She forgave herself, and even told herself she loved herself. No matter how ridiculous it was thinking back to it now, she couldn’t deny the importance of it. A crucial moment, for sure.  

“And now I’m here again,” she whispered, “but I’m not the same.”  

Glass shards crunching under her boots, Ylya grinned to herself as she stepped over the overturned chair where Kane’s overly forceful display of his powers had knocked it over – with her still in it. She breathed in deeply, tasting the burnt odor.  

Like a real-life phoenix risen from the ashes, I’m here, she mused. How strange.  

“But anyway,” she mumbled, switching focus to the main reason she came here – to bring her favorite painting back to her new house in the Eternal City. 

A sinking feeling dragged her mood a couple notches down when she found the empty hook sticking out from the charred wall. 

“Oh… right,” she whispered. “I completely forgot.” 

Kane’s obnoxiously powerful presence knocked down the picture, too. What once depicted a woman swimming in a fjord among majestic mountains below a blue sky, now resembled a dead world with a shriveled corpse half buried in a blackened landscape – painted on crumbled paper in a broken frame. 

And as Ylya watched the scorched painting on the floor, covered by the shattered glass, another thing suddenly stood out clearly to her: She couldn’t care less about this place anymore. Her life had been so radically uprooted and altered that this tiny apartment now just seemed like a sad little box where she’d spent way too much time being miserable – even during the years when she had a boyfriend. Just like her the painting, her favorite self-made piece of art, her prior life seemed withered and colorless. 

She left the livingroom and stopped by the bedroom, spending some time looking over her things. Upon opening the wardrobe, she physically felt a knot tightening in her stomach at the sight of those XXL-sized dresses, shirts and pants. Her hands unconsciously clamped around her stomach and waist, as they always did when something jumped up at her that made her self-conscious about her weight – but now, the feeling of her perfectly flat stomach that even sported a tactile sixpack pulled her out of the habitual misery. 

“Those aren’t mine anymore,” she said while sliding her hands down along her super-fit hips and thighs. “Because that’s not me anymore.” 

After all those years; actually most of her life, it was finally over. Just like that. A finger snap, and poof – gone. A surge of joy made her light-headed. She hadn’t even done anything for it to happen. It was just like a cheat code in a game. From fat to fit in a split second. 

Ylya sat on her bed, which still hadn’t been made after Kane saved her from ending her existence. Letting herself sink into the soft, jumbled duvet, she breathed deeply as a myriad of memories from her past human life bombarded her mind. 

None of it would haunt her ever again. 

Being here now, seeing her old apartment, smelling the mixture of scents in her bedroom wafting from the perfume bottles lined across her makeup table, dragging her feet over the long-haired, green carpet… it all seemed foreign. Alien, almost. Unreal. 

For a while staring emptily into the bookshelf next to her makeup table, not really noticing the well-worn, cracked paperbacks stacked in no particular order, Ylya considered paying her parents a final visit, just to check on them – just to make sure they were okay. 

But no. 

Better to not get too wrapped up in what had been. 

“Of course they’re okay; they don’t even know I’m dead,” she said, and added in a lower tone: “Yet.” 

Good, because it was better to not be here when they found out, anyway. 

And Irene, her best friend… She knew nothing, either. Ylya knew she’d be sad as all hell, but she’d get over it. Hopefully everything would work out with her and that Mr. White Knight from the US. 

“I’ll never know,” she said, and the momentary whiff of sadness instantly vanished, exchanged with a light, careless joyfulness. “And I don’t need to know.” 

Ylya sprang back to her feet, abruptly sick and tired – and even bored – of this forced stroll down memory lane. The point of coming here had been to soak up every last whiff of her prior life before leaving it all behind one last time, but the urge evaporated. 

“I’m done here,” she said, now chuckling. “I’m so done here!”  

She left the bedroom and strolled down the entrance to the door leading out of the apartment.

“Thank you all for everything – and nothing, hah!” she yelled to everyone and no one, loud enough for her own voice to slam back at her from the walls of the narrow hallway. 

Now as she began feeling much lighter, a string of thoughts appeared, painful memories that instantly brought her mood down. As if the bright colors in her reality darkened, a lump grew in her throat. 

“I forgot,” she whispered in a wheeze, leaning against the wall. Although it didn’t matter too much whether she visited her parents or best friend, she remembered at least two people that did justify a visit from this new, upgraded Ylya – and not a pleasant one. After the things they put her through, they deserved her wrath. 

And I know exactly who to check up on first. 

A hurricane of mental images and horrible emotions welled up, and she slammed a fist into the wall – puncturing through the apartment’s cheap plasterboard wall. She felt no pain from the jagged hole as she pulled her hand out, cutting her arm in multiple places, drawing blood. 

I must do this now, before I leave Earth for good. 

Activating the Dimensional Selector for the second time in her new life, she selected a part of Oslo not too far away from her current location – her target’s home street. 

So fueled by anger and vengefulness was she, that the amazing, prickling blue portal didn’t even register to her this time. She merely stepped into it and let herself be transported to the other side of the city – the side where rich, spoiled brats that thought they owned the world drove around in luxury cars paid for by their daddies with superiority complexes. 

The portal zipped her from one point in 3D space to the next through a metaphysical wormhole – or at least so it seemed. Didn’t really matter. It worked. 

Upon reaching her destination, Ylya stopped herself from barging straight out of the portal’s exit, remembering her blight leech exterior. One thing was to become physically manifest in her own, empty apartment; another thing entirely was strolling around on the streets with wings and weapons hanging out, looking like an unleashed she-devil. 

Okay, so what did Kane say, again? she wondered. 

Remain in the astral until the very last second. 

Right. 

Hence, rather than exiting into the physical plane, she instead floated out of the portal, remaining in the nonphysical – but close enough to the physical that she could see everything going on. 

Multitudes of red energy clusters of delicious Blight swirled everywhere among the snow-covered, upperclass neighborhoods, with smoky trails pointing the way to every potential victim. 

None of them interested her, however. 

None except The Main target.

Stein Rolfson.

Although close to five years had passed since she spent that horrible, fateful weekend at his place, the location was burnt into her mind. She would never ever forget where he lived – unless he had moved. But why would he? Here, he had his rich parents nearby, and his rich friends, and everything else. Of course he still lived here. 

She was so focused on finding his house that although this was her first time ever flying through the metaphysical side of reality, she paid no attention to how fun it actually was. No part of her brain noticed the joy of freely floating across space – the unbelievable freedom she possessed – no. Because as of right now, her entire mind boiled with the hazy memories of what had once happened here. And even worse, how dirty, remorseful and violated she felt when the drugs wore off – the drugs he slipped into her drinks when she wasn’t looking. And not just any drugs, no, but drugs designed to reduce self-awareness and remove inhibitions. 

Ylya’s stomach tightened with the onslaught of memories. The large, luxurious house, teeming with young, naïve girls drunken out of their minds. The clatter of alcohol bottles and loud voices drowning in never ending, hypnotizing music. Flashing lights shooting colored beams through fake fog from smoke machines. The smell of cigarettes, hash, pizzas, perfumes, sweaty bodies and vomit. And the other rooms – the bedrooms – hidden off from the main party areas, where things happened. For days on end. Things that could have been enjoyable for consenting adults, but for someone with a mind wiped out by rapish drugs, these things were barely registered as happening at all – until it was too late, and the party was over, and one’s awareness returned when one was back in one’s own home with an aching body that reeked of unknown, bad choices. And then the memories began surfacing, and one realized what had actually happened – without one’s consent… 

Seething with aggression, Ylya was kicked back into reality when Stein’s house appeared at the end of the street. 

There. 

Like the complete, diametrical opposite to the unassuming and shabby little wooden box Ylya got from Ritaliza, Stein’s house was one of the biggest, most extravagant homes even on this street, which solely comprised ostentatious near-mansions. 

The sun made snow crystals glimmer in the perfectly maintained bushes – all cut to just the right height, growing around most of his property, shielding it from outsiders’ prying eyes – the exception being the driveway. Wide and open and illuminated by fancily designed streetlights leading into the sizable parking lot in front of the house’s entrance. 

“Tch!” Ylya snorted when she saw half a dozen luxury cars parked all over the driveway. “Shocker.” 

Men in their mid-thirties accompanied by women in their early twenties, clothed in winter jackets, boots, hats and sunglasses. They stepped across the snow-sludgy driveway carrying bags of food, snacks and booze into the house while laughing and talking loudly. 

Ylya’s stomach muscles clenched when the Man Himself appeared in the doorway. 

Stein still looked every bit the douchebag as last time – only worse, this time, of course, since she now knew who he was, and easily saw right through his fake happy-go-lucky, boyish charms. Even now, during winter, he wore nothing but slim jeans and a tight-fitted sleeveless shirt that hugged his barely muscular body. He offered a bright smile of tooth-whitened teeth to the arriving guests. He patted the guys’ shoulders, hugged the girls, greeted everyone and waved them inside. Shaking hands with some other guy, he pointed at one of the cars in the driveway. The other guy nodded, and Stein hurried through the small crowd toward a black sports car. 

He’s coming this way, Ylya thought, forcing herself to take it easy. It’s okay. Besides, he can’t see me. Yet. 

Considering his summerly attire, she assumed he would only pick something up from the car and return to the house, but instead he got seated, put on some sunglasses, and started the engine. 

“Fuck…” Ylya whispered and sighed. “No time like the present, I guess.” 

She floated behind a snow-covered van parked by the sidewalk outside of Stein’s property, before entering physical reality. A pssshhh! reminiscent of hydraulic pressure releasing sounded as the portal vanished behind her, and the fresh chillness of a Norwegian winter plastered across her face. 

Almost on instinct, as if the motion was ingrained in her new body’s DNA, she spread her wings out wide. Being in this body on Earth was surreal beyond imagination – and also, knowing she’d even be able to fly if she wanted to, made her feel powerful like never before. To her knowledge, only normal people existed here, and although some folks could become very strong and agile, none of them could match even her über-newbie, Apocosmos skills. 

I’m basically a god among men, she mused. Yet, although she knew this intellectually, it didn’t change the fearful queasiness making her stomach uneasy at the thought of meeting Stein again. 

Steeling herself, she drew a centering breath and quickly stepped out onto the road, blocking the entrance to Stein’s driveway just as his black sports car arrived. 

The tires spewed snow sludge and screeched when he jumped on the breaks to not collide with her. Through the windshield, she saw him throw up both hands in a what-the-hell-are-you-doing?-gesture, before slamming the horn. The high-pitched sound reverberated around the street. 

Ignoring it, Ylya slinked closer to the car, which she now recognized as a Jaguar. It was probably worth more than she had earned the previous five years combined, and he’d probably owned multiple since they last met. 

When Stein hammered the horn again, making people’s heads turn from inside his property, Ylya merely stared at him, expressionless. 

Realizing she refused to leave, he cursed loudly and stepped out of the car, fuming. “What?” he shouted, his warm breath creating whirls of white smoke in the air. “Are ya lost or something?”

Inhaling deeply yet again, Ylya spoke as slowly and controlled as she could: “No. I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.” 

“Oh…” he said, his anger mellowing, changing through confusion to optimism. He removed his shades as his lips formed a small smile. “So, you’re here for the party, then?” 

Seeing his cluelessly cocky grin removed the fear she initially felt, and instead enabled her revengeful aggression to come to the forefront. In an icy tone, she said: “You could say that – but this is my party; not yours.” 

“Uhm, huh?” he said, dragging a hand through his short, blonde hair. 

“I’ve come to claim your debt.” 

Stein’s eyebrows drew together as confusion once again inherited his expression. “Debt?” 

Ylya nodded. “That’s right.” 

“Excuse me, miss…?” he said, looking up and down the vacant street. Although he blasted the car horn pretty hard just a few moments ago, none of his guests cared enough to come and check on him. In fact, the last ones outside entered his house with the final bags of supplies at this moment. 

“Today is the day,” she said quietly. “And you will pay.” 

Entirely unfazed by what she said, he squinted at her. “Your voice… it sounds- Wait, have we met?” 

Ylya stepped around the car’s front, approaching him slowly. “Sure we have. Do you really not remember me?” 

Suddenly, his eyes widened and his jaw fell open – but just for a second. As realization dawned in his eyes, the initial shock wore off. “Oh! Oh, snap! Ylya? It’s you? What?! I can’t believe you are her!” 

“So you do have a memory, after all,” she whispered, unenthused. “Great.” 

“Holy shit, girl! You lost a ton of weight! You actually look downright amazing. Good for you; good for you! I’m happy for ya,” he said and clapped his hands. “And I gotta say, you kinda spooked me there for a second, haha. Impressive fake wings and all, but… why the fuck are you dressed like a corny-ass nerd? You’re on the wrong side of town if you’re looking for a cosplay party or something,” he said and laughed, shaking his head. 

Ylya ignored him: “You thought you would get away with it, didn’t you? Thought I was just another one of those sad girls who would do anything to be with someone like you. Use and forget, am I right?” 

“Wait – what?” Confusion struck him again. “Is this about… all those years ago? Are you still hung up on that, seriously?” 

“‘Still’?” Ylya yelled, throwing her hands up and feeling muscles tightening all over her body. “You and your ‘boys’ drugged me out and violated me over and over during that entire weekend, while laughing and mocking me – and you wonder why I’m ‘still’ hung up on it? How can I ever forget? You owe me everything, you rotten bastard!” 

At this point, Stein slammed the car door shut so hard it sent echoes around the neighborhood. Furious, his white face turned red. “You’re tripping; I don’t owe you anything. As a matter of fact, you should be thankful that I invited you. I brought you into my luxurious life, and spent tons of money on your fat ass, and we all gave you exactly the rough, intense pounding you’d been begging for ever since you forced your way into our circle with your flirtatious, sleazy neediness – and I gave you everything, so you’d be happy. You begged us for it, don’t you remember? And this is what I get in return?” 

“You make me sick,” Ylya spat, her stomach coiling from the ocean of horrible memories welling up in her. “I refuse to accept you believe what you’re saying. I’m scarred for life, asshole!” 

“Fuck you,” Stein shouted, before stuffing a stiff finger against her forehead while whispering: “We both know you loved it, you dirty, little cunt. You’re just like all the other fat, miserable whores who’ll do anything to get even a taste of what someone like me has to offer. Now bug off!” He finished the sentence by pushing her head back with his finger, before turning his back on her on the way to the car again. 

Coldness rippled through Ylya, chilling her very bones. No wonder this sack of shit managed to weasel his way out of getting arrested when she reported him to the police. Aggression boiled like lava in her veins as she followed him when he returned to open the car door. Through gritted teeth, she spoke in a hoarse voice unknown to herself: “How much of your dad’s fortune got drained away to keep you out of jail?” 

“Pfft! Oh, come on!” he snorted, facing her anew. “Who do you think the cops trusted most – an attention-starved, lonely whore like you, or three highly educated, charitable men like us? Gimme a break, bitch. My lawyer barely sent one single text message to the right officer, and it was gone.” He snapped his fingers. “Go back to the carnival you’re dressed up for – I don’t give a shit; I’m busy.” Letting out another cocky snort-laugh while shaking his head, he put his shades back on his thick nose and curled his fingers around the car’s door handle. 

Ylya had had enough. Not only wouldn’t talk accomplish anything; she wasn’t actually here to talk at all. She only wished she’d be able to see his stats – just to gauge how powerful he was – but assumed she either still was too much of a beginner to get that kind of information here on Earth, or perhaps the Apocosmos couldn’t calculate character statistics for someone not integrated in it. 

Well, no problem. 

Bursting at the seams with fury, she leaped forward – using her wings to propel herself at him with maximum force. 

She made contact in a split second. 

Stein gurgled when her pointy elbows smashed into his chest, knocking him over. The sunglasses flew off his face as he smacked the back of his head through the layer of snow and onto the asphalt below. Ylya landed on top of his chest and stomped on the glasses with one foot, shattering them. 

“What the fuck?” he said, eyes wide. 

“Keep quiet,” she sneered. While trying to figure out what to do next, he surprised her by pushing his legs up and kicking off the ground, thereby throwing her over his head. She yelped and tried catching herself from the unexpected counter move, but ended up crashing into the sludgy ground. 

Stein popped back on his feet, brushed snow off his wet sleeveless shirt, and kicked her in the side. “Stay away from me, you crazy bitch,” he shouted and opened the car door again – but Ylya refused to let him get away that easily, and threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his legs. He tried kicking her off, but by using her wings like a second set of arms that helped her up, she managed to tackle him to the ground once again. 

Seeing how she used her wings, it occurred to him they were actually real. 

The aggressive redness in his face vanished, leaving him as white as the snow framing his head. Goosebumps made the hair on his arms stand on end, and he whispered: “That’s… that’s impossible.” 

Observing the dread in his pathetic face, Ylya felt how her own fear evaporated, and she surrendered to the boiling rage in her chest. 

A single flap of her wings sent her back to her feet. Fetching the Hunting Dagger from her belt, she smiled wickedly. 

Stein flinched at the sight of the short blade. “Wh-what are you gonna do?” 

An intoxicating sense of power pumped through Ylya’s veins while she sorted through her acquired skills with the anticipation of a starving chef thumbing through a cookbook. 

There. Just the combo I need. 

First, she placed the Mark of Death on him – as if readying the coming meal. 

 

***
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Name : Mark of Death

Type : Active

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 30

Range : Same as method of attacking

Duration : 30 seconds

Precondition : None

Description : Enemies inflicted with Mark of Death receive more Physical Critical Damage, as well as more Magic Critical Damage. The exact boost in damage is randomized, but will be increased relative to the caster’s current level. 

 

***

 

Once Ylya saw that Mark of Death had been properly activated, she then chose the method of attacking – a skill she assumed was a perfect fit with the hunting dagger: 

 

***
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Name : Triple Slash

Type : Active

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 15

Range : Same as method of attacking

Duration : 2 seconds

Precondition : A bladed weapon must be equipped

Description : Enables the weapon wielder to perform a lightning quick combo of three slashes with a bladed weapon. 

 

***

 

Speaking in a voice barely recognizable as her own, she said: “I’ve been waiting for this moment for years.”

Mute from fear now, Stein began crawling backwards toward his driveway, splashing sludgy snow in every direction. 

He came no further than a dozen feet, however, before Ylya activated Triple Slash. 

A surge of incredible mind clarity, speed and force awakened in her, and she dashed forward with the dagger held high. Stein squealed as she slashed one of his legs and arms, and ended the three-strike combo by slicing a deep cut across his chest – tearing open the tight-fitted, white shirt, drenching it in dark red liquid. 

Sobbing now, Stein spoke through the sniffles: “What do you want, you fucking demon witch?! Money? I can get you money! Tons of it! Just name your price!” 

Fuming, Ylya sheathed the hunting dagger and jumped over him again – squeezing his neck with both hands, pushing his head into the ice-cold sludge puddle. “To hell with your money.” 

“So what do you want? I’ll g-give you anything! You want an… official apology or something stupid like that? I’ll do it, okay! I’m sorry, okay? Jesus, fuck, woman – I’m sorry!” 

“It’s too late for that,” she wheezed through gritted teeth. “Way too late.” 

A female scream and a dog barking echoed from somewhere down the street. Ylya glanced over her shoulder, seeing a woman with a stroller and a dog on a leash fleeing the scene. 

“Help,” Stein croaked. “Somebody, please hel-” 

His voice cut off when she tightened the grip around his throat. “Shut up,” Ylya said, looking over to his house just fifty-some yards away. Loud techno music now thundered out of half-open windows with the blinds down, and nobody stood outside to witness what was happening to their host. 

“P-please,” Stein gurgled, blood spilling out from his deep wounds. “There must be something I can-”

She bashed his head against the wet asphalt to shut him up. When his body started spasming, she realized he was on the brink of death. 

Oh, he’ll die, all right, but not like this, she thought, easing her grip on him and taking a step back. Not even a hint of sympathy awoke in her as she watched this pathetic excuse for a human being creating twisted snow angels on the ground as he squirmed in agony. 

Yelling in hoarse bursts now, he said: “Do you really think… that what I, we, did to you… justifies killing me, you c-crazy devil?!” 

“Maybe not that one isolated incidence, no,” she said flatly, “but I’m not the first girl you ever tricked, either, am I?” 

Coughing up blood dripping from his scrunched lips, he spat: “Shut your fucking mouth!” 

“I’m just one single victim in a disgustingly long line of girls that you and your boys have tricked.” 

“You… you don’t know anything!” he said, pushing himself up on his elbows in an attempt to get back to his feet. 

Ylya stomped on his shoulder, shoving him back onto the cold, wet asphalt. “The effectiveness by which you seduced me spoke volumes. From the moment we locked eyes at the bar, to the very end when you called me a taxi home, the situation was so well-organized that it had to have been perfected through years of practice. You conniving scumbag.” 

“You’re a fucking…” he began, but his eyes suddenly rolled up in his head. 

Hurry, a silent voice spoke in Ylya’s mind, and she knew it was now or never, or she’d lose him. Swiftly sifting through her Blight Leech-related skills, she found just what the doctor had ordered to cure this very, very sick puppy: 

 

*** 
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Name : Blight Core Extraction 

Type : Active  

HP Consumed : 0  

MP Consumed : 15 

Range : None  

Duration : 120 seconds  

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech  

Description : With an MP cost of 30 per 120 seconds, a Blight Leech can use Blight Core Extraction to fully absorb all Blight existent within a living being. This process will kill them. In a few instances, a furious resistance might well up in the target, causing them to fight you fiercely while the skill is activated. Survive, and they’re yours to do with as you see fit – relative to your current level of experience. 

 

*** 

 

Ylya inhaled deeply and said: “Here, let me cure your pain.” 

She opened her hands when the familiar burst of heat accumulated in her palms. As she aimed them at Stein, the heat shot out in pink rays of luminescent particles. A loud fsshhhh sounded when she covered him in the energy, absorbing his rotten essence. Piece by piece, his writhing body dissolved in glimmering pink light. 

Screaming, Stein evaporated in a blinding, pink explosion that melted all surrounding snow in a six-yard radius. 

Pleasurable prickles flushed down Ylya’s spine and spread out to every limb. Her HP, MP and Blight filled back up to 100%. She also noticed her total amount of experience points increased by 50 points, landing her on a clean 450 XP. 

When all was said and done, she stood there alone, shaking from blissful reinvigoration, while the muffled techno drums blasted on from his house. None of his guests knew anything, and all that was left of their host, was a large, melted area just outside his driveway. 

 

Blight Core Extraction successful.

Would you like to store the being’s Blight to further your own development, or do you want to offer it up to the Orb of Blight?

 

Oh, I’m keeping this all to myself, she thought. I will personally carry this asshole’s Blight essence in me. I will convert his negativity into something positive by using it to upgrade my new life. 

The luminescent Blight Core window appeared in the topmost left corner of her vision. Up until now, there had only been three Blight core slots visible, but now the window expanded. Three new, grayed-out slots appeared below the pink-glowing ones she had already collected. 

The first slot on the second row illuminated with the same pink light, followed by a notification: 

 

4 of 6 Blight Cores collected. 

Upon gathering 6 Blight Cores, expand Blight skill-set. 

 

Nice! So two more, and she’d get another useful Blight Leech-specific skill. 

Her head flipped toward Stein’s house, where the thundering music increased as the front door opened. Two guys and three girls exited, talking loudly. They drank beer and lit up cigarettes. 

 Ylya definitely didn’t want to be seen by anyone – especially any of those people – so she flapped her wings a few times to swiftly zip behind the snow-covered van by the sidewalk. Crouching behind it, she prayed they wouldn’t notice Stein’s black Jaguar standing right outside his driveway before she got out of there. 

Peeking through the snowy bushes circling the property, they looked to be more than busy blabbering, drinking and smoking. 

Good.

Ylya brought up the Dimensional Selector and considered where to travel next – admitting to herself she’d made a mistake by trying to talk to Stein at first. Of course that wouldn’t fix anything. Also, being the sleazeball he was, he’d twist anything to fit with his own completely justified – and even glorified – version of the truth. 

Scumbag. 

In either case, his story had reached its end, and his predatory reign of terror aimed at young women was hereby over. 

With a twisted smirk on her lips, she knew exactly where to go next. 

Another bitch-ass in need of redemption. 

The sizzling portal manifested in front of her, and she jumped in, feeling high on her newfound power. 
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As Kane and Lath-Tek ambled through the dense pitch-blackness of the ascending tunnel, the cold winds increased in intensity until the torch flames threatened to whiff out.    

They walked like this for maybe fifteen minutes before the tunnel widened into a larger area, and the scenery changed from merely being a roughly dug-out dirt tube, to a more civilized location with tiled, concrete flooring and brick walls.    

An area notification appeared in Kane’s field of view:    

 

Dilapidated Asylum Ward   

 

The atmosphere changed alongside the increased spaciousness, and ghostly light spread from cracks in the walls where the occasional brick had fallen out – revealing a spongy material underneath that emitted a powder blue glow, as well as a subtle, low-pitched hum.    

“What is that?” Lath-Tek said, ogling the eerie sponge stuff shining through the serrated wall fissures.   

Kane squinted. “I was hoping you could tell me that.”    

“Yeah, no.”    

Gripping their weapons tighter, they continued in silence, ears and eyes scanning every nook and cranny of the surroundings while passing through.    

The number of cracked tiles and bricks quadrupled when the place expanded into a wide hall, which enabled the sponge material underneath to swell and protrude from the jagged cracks. The sponge had been sporadically scraped by the sharp edges and leaked a glowing powder blue liquid across certain sections of the tiled floor. Coldness so chilly it could probably freeze limbs to icicles wafted from the liquid – being carried through the air as lethal gusts of whitish blue fog streams.    

They avoided the icy fog with skilled agility and dexterity – Kane more so than Lath-Tek, being multiple levels higher. The ground became more and more torn apart in ever-widening gaps, like the floors of a collapsed building. The deep, broadening holes revealed that the sponge material continued downward to an unknown depth.    

Kane stopped. “Look.”    

Shivering from accidentally strafing too close to a freezing gust, Lath-Tek halted and scouted in the direction Kane indicated.    

Twenty-or-so feet ahead, the floor was cracked open from one wall and all the way across to the opposing one. The blobs of sponge bubbling up from the edges cast ghostly blue, fog-like rays of light that stretched from one side of the hall to the other – generating a translucent divider between where they currently stood, and the direction they were headed. Most of what hid behind it was obscured, but some things nevertheless drew attention.    

“More of them,” the orc noted flatly.    

“Seems so.” Kane peered through the blue fog-light-wall, in the distance glimpsing shaded forms resembling the petrified humanoids that stood everywhere in the part of the dungeon where he awoke. It was… interesting that they kept popping up.    

Upon reaching the torn floor, it became apparent that the broken gap stretched out too far to simply jump over, so Kane grabbed Lath-Tek and flew him over. The orc was heavy as hell, but at least this time, Kane only had to boost him over a twenty feet wide hole – and not fly the large man across a potentially eternally deep chasm.    

In passing the wall of whitish blue rays emitted by the sponge-things underneath, the rest of the room came into sight. The temperature changed from ice cold to scorching hot. 

Lath-Tek jumped off when Kane landed, and they were left gaping at the incredible number of petrified humanoids cluttering the space. A few had been visible from the other side, but this… this was unbelievable.    

Here, the sponge oozed steaming heat while shining a deep amber light that colored the rockified humanoids in unnerving shades of red in the otherwise dark area. Additionally, the sponge’s continuous hum sounded louder and shriller in here, making Kane grimace.    

Lath-Tek grabbed his shoulder, a hint of skittishness flickering in his eyes. “Do you hear that?”    

“What?” Kane said and proceeded to hold his breath while shutting up and listening. He heard nothing at first. Then…    

Someone was laughing. 

A child.    

The orc maintained Kane’s gaze, his fingers boring into the other’s shoulder. “Is that… a little girl?”    

Placing a finger over his lips, Kane silenced Lath-Tek and slinked closer to the eerie laugh that decidedly did not belong in a godsforsaken place like this. Half-crouched and with their crappy weapons ready, they zigzagged between petrified statues and floor cracks spewing burning hot amber light.    

Only the clattering of debris under their boots and the girl’s laugh filled their ears – other than that, the place was dead quiet.     

After tiptoeing through a section entirely cramped with red-glowing, burning hot cracks, they silently entered an area that had probably once been a hallway with rooms – or cells – for the patients in what was earlier an asylum ward. Not anymore, though. Now only the occasional steel pipe and block of half-smashed concrete remained; everything else lay crushed to bits and pieces – spread everywhere in tall piles that dwarfed Kane and Lath-Tek.    

They snuck in and hid behind piles of rubble from torn walls, drawing nearer to the cackling little girl with every step.    

There.    

Surrounded by a ring of petrified humanoid shapes, and sitting on her knees, bent over and facing a partially intact wall – there she was. Laughing as loudly and fanatically as ever and fiddling with something in her lap.    

Except it wasn’t her; it couldn’t be her. That huge, deformed back and those wide shoulders wiggling spastically in sync with the laugh did in no way belong to a young girl. Its muscles were so big that seams had ripped open all over the dirt-caked straitjacket. Thick chains wrapped around the person’s upper body – and as Kane and Lath-Tek snuck even closer, it became apparent the chains actually locked its arms in place – a fist-sized padlock sealed its hands to a locking mechanism around its waist. Hence, the person wasn’t holding anything, but rather having their hands caught up in a quite tight tangle.    

That’s definitely not a little girl, for sure…    

While scrutinizing the morbid sight, Kane suddenly winced – although just a little – when the creature’s head came into view.    

A human-looking, hairless male face, but swollen to an almost comical degree, as if stung by a thousand Firearrow Hornets. His fully black eyes squinted out from the swollen slabs of red-glowing, burnt skin and puffy flesh.    

“There’s no doubt who made rock-pie out of all these people,” Lath-Tek whispered.    

Kane grumbled a sound of agreement and viewed the creature’s character information, while the manic little-girl-laughter continued on and on:    

   

***   
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Name : Straitjacket loOn   

Type : Humanoid   

Level : 51   

Disposition : Insane    

HP : 1625 / 1625   

Physical Attack : 305  

Magic Attack : 88  

Special Attack : Petrification  

Speed : 360  

Attack Range : 40  

XP : 6341  

Blight : 43%   

Description : The Straitjacket loOn is a rare specimen – only found in orcish extradimensional dungeons. This half-beast, half-human is the result of an individual who once survived falling through the floor cracks in a Dilapidated Asylum Ward area. Upon sinking into the luminescent, spongy material underneath the concrete, most beings will be snuffed out of existence by merging with the dungeon’s underlying, dim mind.   

However, once in a blue moon, an exceedingly strong-willed person with a solid sense of self manages to climb back up from the spongy material quickly enough to survive. The experience is never harmless, however. Once submerged by the sponge, the individual’s mind is flooded with the dungeon’s continuous stream of consciousness, which itself comprises all thoughts generated by every creature currently trapped inside the dungeon.   

The result is never positive for anyone other than the Straitjacket loOn itself. The human’s mind explodes in an onslaught of deranged and depraved mental impulses, bringing forth a metamorphosis that deforms its body and provides its mind with new, unique abilities – always dangerous, and always lethal.   

This mentally disturbed creature is so effective in destroying its prey that almost no one has ever lived to talk about it. And those who did live to talk about it, never managed to escape the confines of the Orcish Extradimensional Dungeon – hence, the existence of the Straitjacket loOn is a well-kept secret in the Apocosmos, only witnessed momentarily by anyone unlucky enough to step into its personal space inside an asylum area.   

   

***   

   

“That’s disturbing,” Lath-Tek mumbled as Kane finished reading the stats.   

“Doesn’t change a thing,” Kane said. What could change a thing, though, was the Straitjacket loOn’s high level. Eight levels above Kane, and a whooping 19 levels above Lath-Tek. This would surely be… interesting.   

Moving like a staccato robot, the loOn flicked its head in Kane’s direction – and locked eyes with him. The laughter continued for a few more seconds, until it suddenly stopped when a light bulb basically lit up above its burnt, puffy head.     

“That’s right,” Kane whispered hoarsely, knowing perfectly well that there was no way in the nine hells they would be able to safely pass this crazy thing without it escalating to violence. He brandished the rusty shovel and sent a sideways nod to Lath-Tek. “We’re not backing down.”   

They both stepped out in front of the chain-bound lunatic, arriving from each side of a pile of petrified people. 

The Straitjacket loOn’s hairless scalp began emitting fiery sparks straight from the pores in its burned skin as he arose from the bent-over position.     

“Shit…” Kane said when the lunatic’s muscles instantly doubled in size, causing the chains trapping his arms to burst open in a spray of splinters. The chains now dangled loosely from his underarms, broken, which meant his monstrous hands were free. Fiery sparks spewed from his tattooed palms as he whipped the loose chains up in both hands, before swinging them like nun chucks.    

Kane waved Lath-Tek away from the loOn’s wide impact radius. “Get back.”    

The orc paid attention in class and already knew this, of course. He skidded to a halt and jumped off his current path just in time to avoid the incoming attack. Two unbelievably elastic chains flew through the air, missed Lath-Tek and instead smashed into a petrified humanoid next to him. The chains crashed into it with such force that it pulverized in an explosion of stone fragments. As the chains were still strapped to the loOn’s straitjacket, he easily retracted them by whipping his hands backwards.    

Lath-Tek pointed to the madman’s left side and said: “You go there; I’ll take his right.”    

Appreciating the orc’s brevity in sticky situations – and his simple effectiveness – Kane nodded and chose the left side.    

 Realizing what they were doing, the loOn kicked off the ground hard enough to splinter the concrete floor underneath, and jumped with unexpected nimbleness.   

Kane was about to snatch some of the bone fragments he looted from the attackers earlier, planning to fling them like daggers – but instead he had to throw himself out of the way when the chains came flying at him. Missing by three inches, they smashed into the floor, and the loOn retracted them back up to where he now dangled from the ceiling – hanging from the other arm’s chains, which he’d wrapped around some broken pipes up there.   

Having only one free arm to attack with didn’t slow the lunatic much, however, considering he flung the chains at both Kane and Lath-Tek with supersonic speed. It seemed like that one chain came at them from every direction – shooting through the air with its goosebumps-inducing rattling and hitting the floor however they tried to dodge it.   

Gritting his teeth so tight his gums hurt, Kane slid out of the way as the rattling once again screeched in his ears before the chain impacted the spot he’d just occupied.   

While the loOn pulled the chain straight back up again and readied another shot at Lath-Tek instead, Kane fetched a handful of jagged bone pieces from the inventory. He threw them like ninja stars in rapid succession at the loOn – aiming all of them at his deformed chest. The first two caught him off guard and tore into his bulging shoulders – drawing blood – while he easily slapped away the rest like mere annoying flies once he saw them coming.   

Kane cringed when the little girl laugh returned, now more psychotic and unhinged than earlier. He jumped out of the way of another chain attack while sifting through his skills. Seeing the vast majority of his powerful skills being grayed out due to the ban on magic, he once again realized just how dependent he was on his proficiency in magic.   

“Kane!” Lath-Tek shouted from the other side of the small area they were currently stuck in, which was mostly walled in by rockified humanoid forms. The orc’s shaded skin lit up by the red glow from the cracks in the floor – which grew wider with every smack of the lunatic’s chains. “Throwing those bone-things at him was a good idea, but I think maybe it would be even better if-” 

His voice drowned in a yelp when the pile of petrified humans he hid behind ruptured in a shower of stone shards as the loOn’s chain burst through. Lath-Tek tried jumping out of the way, but the chains bounced on the ground after him, snatched his foot and slithered up his leg, finally wrapping around his waist and pulling the scared-shitless orc through the stone rubble, pulling him up in the air. 

The girl laugh intensified, almost drowning out Lath-Tek’s screams for help.    

“Shhhit,” Kane spat, watching from Lath-Tek to the loOn, and back to the orc – and then his eyes hopped straight to the chain the madman dangled from in the ceiling. The broken pipes he hung from bent and squeaked under his weight – now doubled with Lath-Tek’s pounds added to the mix. 

That’s the weakest link. 

Kane fetched two more splintered bones from his pouch.   

“Kaaane,” Lath-Tek screamed from above, wiggling frantically and trying to break loose from the chain which, ironically, only caused it to curl even tighter around his waist – so tight, in fact, that his clothes ripped open, exposing his skin. Also, to make matters even worse, the rabid enemy had him hanging straight over a large-enough opening in the floor that he would get swallowed by the steaming hot sponge material underneath if he fell. And they now both knew what happened to people who fell into that nightmarish substance.   

Only bad things.   

“Stop struggling!” Kane said as he ran past humanoid rock formations and jumped over red-glowing floor fissures until he came up behind the loOn. Taking aim at the rusty pipe keeping the enemy afloat, he chucked both bone shards at the most corroded section of it. One missed and got stuck in the ceiling, but the other hit the bull’s eye and tore through the pipe with a loud rrritchh!   

The maniacal girl laugh choked when the loOn snapped his eyes to the ceiling, realizing what happened.   

Kane anticipated the loOn’s next move and was already flying toward Lath-Tek when the chain loosened and dropped him. Had Kane been able to use the Rapid Momentum skill to slow down time, he’d performed the rescue in a perfectly gracious maneuver – however, with no magic to aid his actions, he instead slammed into the flailing orc mid-air, brutally pushing him off collision course with the hungry sponge underneath. Together they dove heads-first into a pile of stone rubble and tumbled over each other uncontrollably until a larger rock formation stopped their forward motion.   

Lath-Tek pushed himself up from the stone debris, grunting: “Thanks.” 

“It’s not dead yet,” Kane replied hoarsely. 

The orc scouted their surroundings, then nodded at something behind them. “I think it fell into the sponge hole.”  

“If you read its description, you’d know it was born in that hellish shit,” Kane said, crawling to his knees. “Trust me, it’s still alive.”   

“Can’t see it, though,” the orc said – and just as he helped Kane back on his feet, the Straitjacket loOn blasted up from the wide hole behind them, spraying sponge fragments everywhere. The red-hot sponge pieces rained down on them and burned holes in their clothes like corroding acid.   

Kane frantically brushed mini-sponges off himself, thereby further damaging his clothes and wounding any exposed parts of his body. Wherever they burnt into his skin, a subtle tingle accompanied the searing pain, which seemed to immediately spread to his nervous system, generating electrical-like spikes throughout his body. Uncontrollable twitches made his limbs spasm. He also noticed unknown, hushed voices rush through his mind, and hazy flickers of mental images not created by him. Gritting his teeth, he forced himself back to reality – where the lunatic’s chains once again clattered around them.   

Beside him, Lath-Tek sprinted off as the chains whipped another petrified humanoid to smithereens – this one infested with sponge remnants after the loOn’s dive in the hole. Hence, the bastard had become even more difficult to fight because of it.   

On instinct alone, Kane rotated on his heels the second before his head would be smacked by another chain. The attacks came quicker now, since the lunatic had both hands free again. 

Bending over backwards, Kane barely dodged the clattering chain, letting it fly right above his head. He hopped to the side, half-hidden by a rock pile, equipped the shovel again and stood ready when the next attack arrived – hitting the jagged edge of the chain with the shovel blade like smashing a baseball with a bat. Although he did divert the chain, it wouldn’t be possible to repeat it, because the rusty old shovel disintegrated into splinters upon impact. Kane cursed loudly and threw the remaining shovel handle at the loOn, drilling into the madman’s thick thigh – blood spurting.   

The creepy little girl’s laughter suddenly became a deep-toned monster roar, and the loOn’s black eyes began glowing intensely red – mirroring the sponge’s color.   

“What in the holy name of…?” Kane whispered, stumbling backwards as the enemy started rapidly increasing in size. The lunatic grew like an inflating balloon, and its skin ripped open – at first along its largest muscles, then more and more skin tore up everywhere as his size swelled more than his human body could bear. While skin cracked and peeled off, what should have been bloody flesh underneath turned out to be the same freaking sponge substance that surrounded them just behind and under the layer of concrete in this godforsaken asylum.   

“Are you seeing this?” Lath-Tek yelled from somewhere else, his voice shrill.   

Before Kane could even answer, the Straitjacket loOn had gone through a complete transformation from a human-sized humanoid to a demonic, spongy beast. Now tall as three men and broad as a full-grown horse from head to tail, it waded through the pile of its own shredded skin and clothes, each breath so raspy and deep it made the ground rumble.   

The lunatic’s stats remained more or less the same as before, except its name now changed from Straitjacket loOn to Living Death-Mush. 

Oh, and he gained another Special Ability – Mush Manipulator.  

Although Kane had an eerie sense of what the ability entailed, he’d never heard of it before. It sounded all kinds of ominous, and when the beast let out a gut-wrenching scream, the danger immediately turned from hypothetical to real. From every jagged hole in the floor and walls around them, the sponge – or the ‘death-mush’, which likely was its actual name – reacted to the beast’s scream, intensifying even more.   

Kane’s gaze flicked between the holes as the concrete bricks comprising the floor first began shaking, then vibrating, and finally, zigzaggy cracks expanded everywhere. The entire floor was cracking up – like the icy surface of a lake when someone too heavy steps on it. Bigger and bigger pieces loosened and got swallowed by the death-mush underneath.  

“Okay… this a problem,” Kane whispered when the floor right under his feet began disintegrating, too. “This a real, real problem.”   

“We have to go, Kane,” Lath-Tek shouted somewhere behind him. “Come on!”    

Kane felt paralyzed. A million possible offensive and defensive actions flew through his mind, but all of them required more or less MP. Basically, his entire rich, advanced way of fighting had been reduced to lowly, physical brawling. Useless! Never before had he ever felt such a strong longing for his magical abilities.   

Except for certain mild expressions, Kane never used profanity. To him, curse words were obnoxious and barbaric – a habit that degraded one’s language with crude, ugly flavors. But now, in this deeply unfair moment, he couldn’t stop the flood of anger and frustration welling up in him from being spit out as a juicy, loud, aggressive shout:   

“Fuck!” he yelled while spinning around on his heels and running away from the red-glowing, spongy beast. “Fuck, FUCK, FUUUCK!!!”   

While sprinting toward Lath-Tek in the back, the floor burst to pieces around him as death-mush exploded up through it, now formed into scorching spikes.   

The orc waved for him to hurry and warned him of something, but everything happened too fast. Kane miscalculated his next step, placing his boot at the exact point where another spongy spike erupted through the floor. Searing pain shot into the sole of his foot before instantly churning up through his leg and thigh as the spike sprouted ten feet into the air.   

Impaled and dangling from the spike, Kane screamed with a voice hoarse from agony – because this wasn’t just physical pain; no, the death-mush also crawled its mental fingers into his mind, feeding him a stream of psychologically damaging thoughts and impulses from the entire dungeon’s most disturbed inhabitants.   

Meanwhile, the floor resembled more and more a patchwork of tiny islands in a sea of volcanic sponge material as it kept on disintegrating around him.   

“Hold on, Kane,” Lath-Tek shouted and ran to his rescue – now forced to jump between the fewer and fewer remaining floor tiles, while dodging spiked death-mush sprouting up everywhere, controlled by the beast.   

“Stay back,” Kane snapped at his friend. Vigorously flapping his wings, he attempted to lift himself off the spike to fly away – but the damned thing somehow dug deeper into his flesh the harder he tried to escape.   

Lath-Tek arrived the next second. Drenched in sweat and with a hysterical gleam in his eyes, he balanced between the few remaining floor pieces and started hacking at the death-mush spike trapping Kane’s leg.   

Kane wanted to tell the orc to escape and save himself, but his voice choked in his throat as fiery, red spots began forming along the edges of his vision. Ghostly whispers from strange voices echoed in his mind, brought forth by the death-mush.   

The beast roared and stomped on the ground like an angry infant. Vibrations shook the room as it approached, the heavy trampling causing poorly fastened plates to loosen from the ceiling, raining down all around them.   

“Throw some of those bone shards you got at that big bastard,” Lath-Tek said, without slowing the furious hacking at the sponge spike, slashing off steaming hot, squishy pieces. 

 Kane mustered a hoarse ‘yeah’ through gritted teeth. Hanging awkwardly sideways from his impaled leg, he dug out two jagged bone pieces from his inventory. He quickly blinked his eyelids to wipe away sweat blurring his vision, and chucked both bones as hard as he could at the incoming beast.   

The loOn now being a mass of spongy material, the bone shards easily sunk into its mushy flesh. One of them perforated its shoulder, inflicting a deep wound where a luminescent, red substance poured out. The other shard sliced its stomach and disappeared into its gut, forcing the enemy to bend over in pain. This bought them some time, but it hardly made a dent in its health.   

“Keep throwing!” Lath-Tek said, now halfway done slashing through the sponge spike.   

Fighting the disorienting cacophony of mental voices, Kane fished out the last three bone shards. He squinted to see through the growing red splotches in his vision, got the beast in his sight, and threw the makeshift daggers in rapid succession.   

The beast still stood bent over from the prior attack, exposing the top of its head – and the first bone shard drilled into its bulging forehead.   

The second one impacted its shoulder at basically the same point where the other shard poked out from. This sweet bull’s-eye widened the wound that was already there, and Kane saw how the arm immediately began drooping, losing some of its mobility.   

The third makeshift dagger rammed into one of the beast’s knees. It sunk deep into it and got stuck, spurting blood-like, luminescent substance.   

Although these hits definitely were disabling, like the first ones, they only caused minor dents in the Living Death-Mush’s HP. More powerful means of dealing damage were clearly needed. 

Kane fought back feelings of futility – having no time to wallow in them, however, because when the Living Death-Mush continued trampling onward, he noticed ceiling panels tear loose right above them. On instinct, he activated one of his earliest acquired skills – Winged Protection.   

  

***  
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Name : Winged Protection  

Type : Active  

HP Consumed : 0  

MP Consumed : 0  

Range : Individual wingspan  

Duration : 10 seconds  

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech  

Description : Winged Protection infuses the wings of a Blight Leech with the malleable essence of Blight, transforming the relatively soft organic matter into a solid shield of protection. 

During the 10 seconds the skill is active, the Caster might protect himself from external damage, as well as any number of other people or objects he has large enough wings to shield. 

  

***  

  

Kane lifted his wings and formed a leathery shield above Lath-Tek’s and his own heads. The falling panels collided with his wings and broke apart just as Lath-Tek finally severed the sponge spike.   

 Kane tumbled to the floor together with the chopped off spike tip, rolling around on the way down and smacking his back against a jagged edge.  

“Woah, not so quick,” Lath-Tek said and snatched Kane’s hand before he fell into the spongy substance underneath. Pulling him up, the orc ensured Kane could stand on his own, then immediately hopped off the piece of crumbling floor he stood on. “Come on!”  

Kane barely managed to collect his death-mush-infected thoughts before the former Straitjacket loOn was over him like a red-glowing, growling mountain. Using his wings for help, he boosted himself away as the beast clasped both hands together and slammed them down where he’d just been trapped. What remained of the floor where the spike had poked up, now exploded in an ear-deafening crack that splintered it. Missing Kane by a hair, the Living Death-Mush let out a frustrated roar.  

The sponge’s psychological impact swiftly lost its grip on Kane since he wasn’t in direct contact with it anymore, which returned him to full mental clarity. While speeding ahead, he picked up some jagged floor fragments and chucked them at the furious beast trailing him.  

He caught up to Lath-Tek in a matter of seconds, and together they sprinted across the shabby floor panels disintegrating under their feet, while sharing gestures and nods in the most likely direction leading out of this hellish place. Skirting past petrified humanoid forms and dodging fewer and fewer sprouting death-mush spikes, it for a moment seemed like they managed to escape the enemy.   

It soon became clear, however, that the Living Death-Mush didn’t rest on its laurels. A spine-chilling howl cut through the air coupled with a bright flash that momentarily colored the entire area in red hues. Next, a continuous wrecking sound thundered, resembling buildings being torn apart – with increasing vibrations rumbling through the floor. Although they continued fleeing, the shaking grew until the spongy beast appeared again.  

“I can’t believe it,” Lath-Tek said without stopping. He pulled at Kane’s clothes to make him run even faster. “How is it even doing that?”  

 Throwing a glance behind, Kane felt his eyes widen in their sockets.  

The Living Death-Mush trailed after them unbelievably fast considering its large size. It raced forward in a floorboard-demolishing storm of spurting concrete fragments and debris as it ripped through everything in its path. Its feet seemed to be fused with the sponge material below the floor tiles, literally sliding on it as if surfing on waves – and no solid object or structure could hinder the monster’s forward momentum.  

“Nightmare fuel!” the orc wheezed more than spoke.  

“Shut up and run,” Kane growled, his throat aching from hyperventilating.  
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The Dilapidated Asylum Ward seemed to stretch out forever, proving to be much larger than either Kane or Lath-Tek would have ever expected.  

“Braaawhh!” the Living Death-Mush roared as it got within fifty feet, before launching itself at them with open hands.  

They panic-jumped to each side, and the beast crashed through the floor between them. Thinking the same thing, they both found large, broken floor tiles and smashed them across its head and back. Craggy pieces of concrete sliced through its spongy body, getting stuck in there and creating open wounds bleeding red-glowing liquid. Confused, the beast wailed, and they seized the window of opportunity to continue escaping.  

While the former loOn spent a few seconds getting back into its bloodthirsty groove, they finally saw the end of the vast, enclosed area – a rusty double door in the center of a wall they had been approaching for quite a while.  

Lath-Tek pointed and was about to say something, but Kane just cut him off with a raspy voice: 

“Yes, I see it – come on!”   

Reaching the door, they slammed it open, dove through headfirst, assuming – and hoping – the Living Death-Mush wouldn’t be able to follow them into the narrow hallway on the other side.  

Lath-Tek was the first one in. He burst through a curtain of multiple rusty chains dangling from the ceiling, and stumbled over an uneven row of cardboard boxes and wooden crates blocking the path.  

Kane smacked the doors closed behind and screeched to a halt, watching his friend fall headlong over the boxes. A dozen or more rodents scurried out of them, squealing. Their brown fur grew in patches, revealing bloody, corpse-white skin underneath. Multitudes of pebble-sized, pink eyes gleamed around Lath-Tek as he pushed away broken crates. A choir of dirty claws clattered on the floor when they decided to not flee, but instead turned around and attacked the orc.  

“This has to be a fucking joke,” Kane spat, putting extra emphasis on the curse word – for the time being allowing himself to wallow in the crude profanity. Attempting to ignore the haunting rumbling in the background, he swiftly looked up their character statistics for some helpful insights:  

 

*** 
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Name : Pest Pet 

Type : Rodent 

Level : 24 

Disposition : Rabid    

HP : 435 / 435  

Physical Attack : 68 

Magic Attack : 0 

Special Attack : Venomous Bite  

Speed : 110 

Attack Range : 40  

XP : 954

Blight : 73%   

Description : The Pest Pet is a type of rat indigenous to the orcish dungeons, which has developed over centuries through exposure to the toxic substance found in the walls of the Dilapidated Asylum Ward areas.  

Pro tip: Although a single Pest Pet isn’t much to fuzz about, a horde of them, on the other hand, is decidedly nothing to sneeze at. Kill them quickly or run – and don’t get bitten.  

 

*** 

 

Reaching for the Iron Pipe Lath-Tek gave him at the very start of this mad adventure, Kane snorted at the name. Pest Pets. A paradox, if I ever heard one, he thought, wrinkling his nose from the repugnant odor wafting from the small creeps. They crawled all over Lath-Tek as he got back to his feet, waving his hands and feet wildly to throw them off.  

Kane clutched the iron pipe with both hands, took a breath and activated another of his few non-magic skills – Target Practice.  

 

***
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Name : Melee Target Practice 

Type : Active     

HP Consumed : 2 

MP Consumed : 0   

Range : Individual arm / leg reach  

Duration : 20 seconds 

Precondition : None 

Description : Target Practice enables the wielder to mark up enemies or points of interest for rapid attack. This skill utilizes the wielder’s own health pool in order to extract the energy needed to perform the action, costing 2 HP per target. Hence, only the wielder’s own tolerance for losing HP puts a limit on the number of targets available.  

 

*** 

  

Having more than enough health to deal with the problem, Kane scanned his sight across Lath-Tek’s pest pet-riddled body. Taking three steps to the side, he placed green X marks on all fifteen rats currently swarming his orcish friend – beginning with the ones on top and working his way down to his feet.   

“Hold still,” he said once he finished targeting, feeling his stress level increase as the Living Death-Mush’s vibrations rumbled closer and closer on the other side of the door.  

Lath-Tek froze his wild flailing of arms and legs. “What?”  

“Stand entirely still,” Kane said, activating the second part of Melee Target Practice. The regular colors in his vision became a sepia-like red which made the green X marks on the enemies stand out in bright contrast. From this point onward, less than five seconds passed while his body automatically bolted forward with the iron pipe lifted.  

As a spectator of his own actions, Kane witnessed his hands and arms swing the crude weapon at the infected rats in superhuman speed. Splattering them like bags of rot and blood, his body took them out one after the other, perfectly coordinated and in the exact same sequence he initially set up the target marks – starting with the rodents around Lath-Tek’s head, and ending with crushing the ones clawing at his feet.  

Each attack caused spikes of pain to rise from his tailbone, through his spine and up to his neck as the ability absorbed HP in order to perform such fast, precise, deadly movements.   

Once the fifteenth and final pest pet had been transformed into a brownish red pulp on the ground around Lath-Tek, Kane bounced back to his original position and regained control of his body – followed by the return of normal colors to his vision. 

Any pest pet that hadn’t attacked yet, fled. They disappeared into cracks in the floor and merged with shadows along the walls, luckily smart enough to realize they’d share the destiny of their dead brethren should they decide to attack. 

The kills earned him a total of 14,310 experience points, which wasn’t too bad, but nevertheless barely a drop in the ocean of what he needed before being able to reach the next level. 

Lath-Tek gaped at the mess surrounding him – and at Kane. “Color me impressed… again!”  

More focused on the approaching Problem with a capital P, Kane waved it away. “Forget about it.”  

The curtain of chains dangling from the ceiling swung and clattered wildly from the shaking caused by the beast closing in outside.  

“We should-” Kane began, but they both got thrown off balance when the Living Death-Mush burst through not only the double door, but the entire wall it was fastened to – showering them in wooden pieces and fragments of concrete.  

The former loOn stumbled in its own mess and began shoving debris away while clumsily pushing itself back up.  

Kane helped Lath-Tek and pointed at the dangling chains in the ceiling. “Those! Around its neck! NOW.”  

While the beast growled and struggled with getting out from under the collapsed door and wall, they jumped up and tore down all the chains from the ceiling.  

Kane kicked detritus in the big bastard’s face, before they went to work with the chains on either side of it – swiftly wrapping the chains around its neck and arms, as if attempting to straddle a gigantic bull.  

Once its neck was tied down, Kane hopped onto its back and yelled to Lath-Tek: “Give me your end!” 

The orc had curled chains around one of the monster’s arms, and now climbed its back to hand it over to Kane so he could tie up both its arms.  

Having been tied down before, the former loOn wasn’t especially fond of that idea, however. It let out an ear-shattering roar and wiggled wildly, forcing them to cling to its red-glowing, scorching hot body.  

Upon digging his fingers into the spongy material, Kane instantly felt a resurgence of the nightmarish, psychological side-effects. Yet, he refused to be kicked off now that they were so close to trapping the huge beast. Next to him, Lath-Tek screamed and was thrown at the opposite wall, cracking the paneling.  

“Fuck you,” Kane yelled in a shrill voice he hardly recognized as his own. Pulling both chains together that were bound around each of its arms, he wheezed from exhaustion as he started tying them together.  

“Graaawwhh!” the former loOn roared, shaking its head in an unsuccessful attempt to remove the chains wrapped around its throat. When it didn’t work, the beast jumped from the pile of debris, and smashed its back against the ceiling – with Kane still standing there.  

A large lump of health poured out of Kane’s total HP when he was crushed between the loOn’s back and the ceiling. It felt like his wings broke in multiple places when the ceiling ripped open around him. His hands slipped from the chains, and he slid off the beast when it landed back on the floor.  

Hazy from exhaustion, physical pain and mental disorientation from being in contact with the death-mush, he squinted up at the monster growling above him. Angry like never before, it rose to its full height, seemed to grow even bigger, and burst open the chains binding its arms together. Soon, a bluish light was gathering between its lumpy, red palms. As it swirled into a near-solid square of light, a small voice in the back of Kane’s mind told him this was a real bad thing. Grunting, he threw himself off to the side the nanosecond before the beastly lunatic shot a blue beam of light at him. A strange, sucking sensation pulled at Kane’s feet, but he retracted them and crawled further away. Looking back, he saw the spot impacted by the blue beam had been covered in a rock-hard substance.  

Looks like stone, Kane’s mind said. Of course. Bone-chilling fear nearly crippled him. That’s how they’re made… the petrified humanoids. Fuck. 

And Lath-Tek still lay sprawled out on the other side of the beast, knocked out and unable to move. The poor guy was nowhere near powerful enough to partake in a battle of this caliber. His HP was dangerously low. 

Kane dodged another brief burst of the Living Death-Mush’s beam, watching in horror at how easily it transformed seemingly anything into stone. He begrudgingly snatched his ineffective iron pipe where he lost it among the shattered crates earlier. Clutching it, he bolted up to the beast’s side – opposite of where his comatose friend lay, to divert its attention – and once again activated Melee Target Practice.  

During a brief overview of the beast’s already wounded, bleeding body, he marked up targets along its thigh, shoulder, chain-wrapped neck, and a final double-target right in the center of its forehead – where the bone shard from earlier still protruded from the deep cut.  

Another stone-converting, blue beam fired at Kane, but it missed as he initiated the second phase of the skill. Everything became sepia-colored, enhancing the green targets, and his body went on autopilot. Furiously fast, he witnessed himself bash the iron pipe into the pre-selected points across the beast’s body. Even with this crappy weapon, he managed to thrust it into the mushy sponge, tearing and separating the flesh from the bones. 

The former loOn barely registered what happened before Kane’s auto-movement had worked him all the way up to its thick, constricted neck. The chains clattered like celebratory bells when the iron pipe tore off a meaty chunk of sponge that painted the nearby wall in brownish-red splatters.  

Finally, Kane’s body kicked off from the monster’s shoulders, jumped up to its head and drilled the tip of the iron pipe deep into the bleeding forehead wound. Twice.  

The beast’s HP more than halved and dwindled rapidly.   

Kane regained control of himself while the pipe was still wedged so far inside the beast’s head that he was certain its brain had to have been punctured – if any brain resided in there at all after the loOn morphed into the Living Death-Mush, of course.  

Squirming and squealing in agony, the beast thrashed around like a blinded, dying ox, and Kane rode it, hanging on by clinging to the iron pipe.  

When he noticed Lath-Tek still hadn’t moved, frustration exploded in him. “Why won’t you just diiiieee?” he shouted so hard spit spewed from his lips.  

With renewed intensity, Kane began frantically rotating the iron pipe, drilling it even deeper into the monster’s head – so deep it began boring through its throat and down into its literally spineless back. Red-glowing, scorching sponge fragments burst from the widening hole, spraying all over Kane, covering him from head to toe. The red splotches began drowning out his vision again, and the ghostly voices returned with a vengeance, but he grit his teeth and pushed through the fading mental clarity with every iota of determination he mustered.  

I either finish this now, or we’re both dead anyway.  

“Braaagghhh!” the beast gurgled, its hands still glowing blue from the active petrification spell. Any surface it touched immediately hardened and became stone. Waggling back and forth in the cramped hallway, it cracked open and collapsed every wall it collided with. Kane held on for dear life, continuously thrusting the iron pipe deeper and deeper, until nothing but the very tip stuck out from the now utterly mangled head.  

Kane gaped when the beast tried to slap him off but missed – instead hitting its own shoulder and transforming the top part of itself into stone!  

With dream-like disbelief and enthusiasm, Kane started climbing around on the raving monster – dodging the powerful swats and laughing triumphantly every time the dumb lunatic transformed yet another part of itself into immovable rock.  

Eventually, the beast rockified its legs and collapsed onto the ground, its heavy weight forming a crater in the floor tiles. Kane stood jumping on its mushed head until the hand slapped itself straight in the face, morphing its very head into stone.  

“Hahaa,” Kane yelled, nearly mad from the never-ending battle. He jumped off and witnessed as the only thing yet to be turned into stone – the swatting hand itself – fell to the floor. The fingers spasmed a few times before the hand finally stopped moving.  

Breathing heavily from the exhausting battle, Kane was about to check on Lath-Tek, but stopped when he noticed something strange.  

Even though the Living Death-Mush now had become a very dead Death-Mush, and the hand moved no more, the blue glow nevertheless remained...  

“That’s... interesting,” Kane said.  

He wanted to inspect it closer, but the thought of Lath-Tek lying unconscious by the entrance tugged at his conscience. Running back to him through the now badly broken hallway was like passing through a building that barely survived a natural disaster.  

Pest pets had crawled out from various cracks in the torn walls and floor plates, but they paid Kane no mind – being more interested in sorting through the ruins for potential goodies from within the walls that could have been uncovered. Thankful for not having to deal with them, Kane just ran over to his friend. With only 7 HP left, he was now in even worse shape than when they first met.  

Once again cursing under his breath for not having any magic to heal him, Kane dragged Lath-Tek out from the unhealthy, jumbled position his body lay in. He propped the unconscious orc up against the wall and said: “Hey, Tek, can you hear me?”  

When no response came, he gripped the orc’s shoulders and shook him gently. “The danger is over. No need to hide anymore, heh.”  

 Still nothing.  

“Shit…” Kane whispered, leaned Lath-Tek against the wall again and dragged his hands across his own sweaty face. Freaking everything became so incredibly cumbersome without the aid of magic.  

He noticed the ragged pouch around the orc’s waist and began sifting through it. Found some barely edible fruit and slithers of dried meat they salvaged from the bridge battle earlier. Breaking the edibles up into tiny pieces, he carefully inserted some of it into Lath-Tek’s half-open mouth.  

“Come one, you sleepy slob. Eat this. Just a few bites.”  

But nothing happened. The food just sat in the orc’s unmoving mouth.  

Struggling to keep his cool, Kane saw no other choice than to grab the orc’s jaw, and manually make chewing movements while bending his friend’s head backwards to guide the food down his throat.  

Feelings of uncomfortable awkwardness arose from hand-feeding an unconscious, male orc, and Kane almost couldn’t bring himself to continue.  

“Shut up and help your godsdamn friend,” he yelled at his own pathetic insecurities. “Hundreds of years old and still a fucking pussy.” The self-anger reinvigorated him, and he kept stuffing small pieces of food into Lath-Tek’s mouth, manually chewing with his hand on the orc’s jaw, and easing them down his throat – which luckily triggered the swallowing reflex, guiding the food down to his stomach.  

“There you go,” Kane said when Lath-Tek’s HP began improving, inch by inch. Another few forced bites of food, and his health passed 15 HP.  

Kane sat back when the orc suddenly coughed, sending food crumbs flying from his mouth. Shaking his head, he sniffled and rubbed his eyes before opening them. Squinting at Kane, he said hoarsely: “We’re alive.”  

Kane broke out in a wide grin. “No thanks to you.”  

Lath-Tek burst out laughing. “Clearly!”  

They both laughed for a bit, until the orc’s expression changed. His eyebrows curled, and he slid his tongue around in his mouth. “What’s this taste? I can’t remember eating... Wait,” he said, ogling Kane questioningly. “Did... did you... put food in my mouth?”  

The uncomfortable awkwardness Kane felt earlier returned with full force, and he shook his head. “No, no... well... kind of, yeah. I mean...” He cleared his throat and met the orc’s perplexed look. “You were unconscious, you know? On the brink of death.” 

 “So you force-fed me-” Lath-Tek began, and Kane interrupted him: 

“I wouldn’t call it-” But the orc ignored him and continued speaking:  

“You force-fed me to save my life, you-”  

“As I said, I wouldn’t actually call it force-” Kane mumbled, but Lath-Tek spoke over him a second time:  

“You saved my life, Kane. Again.”  

Finally realizing the orc wasn’t mad at him, Kane shrugged, smiling. “I guess I did. Yes.”  

 Lath-Tek’s expression lit up. Shaking his head disbelievingly, he exposed a razor-sharp toothy grin, leaned forward and curled his arms around Kane in a tight brotherly hug. “Your heart is bigger than this entire dungeon, you son of a bitch!” 

Kane choked down a lump in his throat, pushed the beaming orc away, and chuckled. “Eat the rest of your food. You’re still weak.”  

Slapping Kane’s shoulder, Lath-Tek nodded while still laughing.  

“I will, my friend,” he said and chugged down a couple of mouthfuls of the almost expired edibles.  

Kane gestured for him to join, and as they strolled through the demolished hallway, the orc said: “Doesn’t look like this was an easy battle in any stretch of the imagination.”  

“Correct. For a good while, I struggled. None of my puny melee-based attacks seemed to pack enough punch. But then the bastard started turning things to stone, and I-”  

“You made him petrify himself!” Lath-Tek said as they reached the dead enemy, where the former loOn lay sprawled out like a stone statue.  

“In a way, yeah.”  

“That’s low-key genius, Kane,” the orc mused, circling and inspecting the dead enemy.  

Kane went up to the petrified beast’s head and pulled his iron pipe out of the gaping hole in its forehead. With a grunt, he wiggled it loose and retracted it – pulling rockified fragments of spongy flesh out with it.  

“What’s with this glowing hand, though?” Lath-Tek said and was about to kick it – but Kane bolted over to him in half a second and pushed him away. 

“Don’t.” 

“What?”  

“The blue color signifies that the petrification skill is active,” Kane said, ogling the blue-glowing hand. “I have no idea why it’s still shining like that, even after death.”  

The orc crossed his arms over his chest, smacking his lips. “I don’t know, Kane. Seems unlikely it’s still actually active. Might just be a residual glow or something.”  

Without replying, Kane picked up a piece of broken wood from one of the torn walls, and dropped it on top of the hand. Immediately upon coming in contact with the spongy skin, it crackled and hardened – turned to stone before it even slid off and hit the floor.  

Lath-Tek lifted his hands when Kane glanced at him. “Alright, alright.”  

“Question is,” Kane said, tapping a finger on his stubbled chin, “if the hand still works, and the skill is still active, then is actually this creature dead?”  

The orc shrugged. “Let’s just leave, and we won’t have to find out.”  

Mulling it over, Kane grumbled. “We’re here now, and I don’t want a surprise-visit in a few hours by a resurrected Living Death-Mush with an insatiable taste for revenge.”  

Lath-Tek sighed. “So chop off its hand, then. That will be enough, right?”  

“It’s better than nothing,” Kane agreed. “Give me some space – just in case.”  

Lath-Tek took a few steps back, and Kane stepped on the part of the Death-Mush’s arm that was already petrified. He then gripped the iron pipe tightly and thrust the tip into the blue-glowing hand’s wrist – right above where it was turned to stone, so he didn’t risk petrifying himself. Drilling it all the way through the wrist, he stepped off the arm and forcefully bent the iron pipe. The friction caused the inflexible stone to crack open. He then broke the hand off with a kick to the weakened spot. It rolled a few feet across the floor, in the process turning the impacted surface to stone.  

“Great,” Lath-Tek said from the side. “Now it’s dead. No question about it.”  

“What the hells?” Kane whispered when the severed hand began shaking and lifted from the ground. Levitating five feet above the floor, the blue glow’s intensity increased and the hand calmly rotated around its own axis.  

They stared at each other for a couple of seconds before Lath-Tek nodded at the hovering hand. “I think it… wants you to pick it up.” 

“Unless it’s a trick,” Kane said, feeling all sorts of mixed emotions boiling inside.  

“Of you don’t want to, we can just leave,” the orc said, clearly eager to continue their escape.  

Placing the iron pipe in his inventory, Kane stepped to the levitating hand while contemplating the probability of this being a trick – or a treat. During all his years living in the Apocosmos, how many times had his dead enemies’ severed limbs ever morphed into actual items?  

Zero, he thought grimly. This has never happened before.  

Multiple times he of course had chopped pieces off his enemies and had them fashioned into weapons or items, but it had never automatically happened. Grumbling, he tried to remember if the Straitjacket loOn’s character description mentioned anything about what would happen if someone killed him, but couldn’t remember a godsdamn thing.  

“Screw it,” he mumbled and reached out to the glowing Death-Mush hand. A cool energy made his fingers prickle like needles as he grabbed it, and a notification appeared in the center of his field of vision: 

 

Skill Inheritance initiated

 

Extracting Living Death-Mush Special Attack…

 

Please select the desired format:

 

Medallion  /  Ring  /  Bracelet  

 

Staring at the notifications with an amused expression, Kane figured he already had more than enough rings and bracelets with magical properties, and so to spice his collection up a bit, he chose ‘Medallion’. 

 

Medallion creation and infusion activated…

 

Kane watched as a cloud of blue energy obscured the severed hand floating in the air in front of him. Swishing and swooshing sounded from inside the bright cloud while the process was carried out. Electric spikes shot up from the top and bottom of the cloud, before it vanished, revealing a coin-sized, silver medallion hovering where the severed hand had been a second earlier. 

More notifications explained what had happened: 

 

Living Death-Mush Special Attack Petrification successfully extracted and imbued. 

 

Skill Inheritance completed

 

Kane reached out and snatched the floating medallion out of the air, inspecting it. Perfectly circular and with an engraved picture of the Living Death-Mush’s hand on both sides, the pendant glowed with an almost imperceptible blue color representing the Petrification skill. A chain manifested like a sprouting vine from a tiny hole in the top part, enabling him to wear it around his neck. 

 “This’ll be interesting,” he said, throwing a glance with an elevated eyebrow at Lath-Tek before pulling the necklace over his head. The weight of the silver medallion tugged at his neck as it slid into place on his chest. A sort of vacuous sense appeared where it touched him, as if emitting a vacuum-like fragrance. 

The skill menu opened and automatically highlighted Petrification in the Special Skills section. Finding it interesting that it was a Special skill, and not an Active or Passive one, Kane selected this newest addition to his repertoire, skimming through its stats:  

 

*** 
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Name : Petrification  

Type : Special 

HP Consumed : 0    

MP Consumed : 40    

Range : 10 yards 

Duration : Instant    

Precondition : Inherited after killing a Straitjacket loOn 

Description : Upon destroying a Straitjacket loOn – either in its original state or after having upgraded to Living Death-Mush – its Special Skill Petrification will automatically pass on to whomever destroys this highly unstable creature, and collects its active hand.  

Petrification turns most organic and inorganic objects into a rock-hard, lifeless stone material.  

Once someone or something has been petrified, the ailment is generally considered incurable and fatal. Friend or foe makes no difference, so be careful where you point your finger.  

 

*** 

 

Almost as if on a whim, Kane flung his hand out to the side and pointed a finger at one of the Pest Pets crawling around in the broken wall ruins. Holding an intention of using Petrification, he expected something to happen, but only a notification appeared: 

 

Magic source blocked! 

Unable to utilize the MP necessary to cast spell. 

 

Not exactly surprised, considering the situation, Kane shrugged. “Oh well, worth a try.”

Lath-Tek nodded, but his attention was aimed at the far end of the corridor. “Good. At least now you know you have it. Shall we continue?” 

“Absolutely,” Kane agreed and rubbed his fingers together, looking forward to enjoying his new skill whenever they got the hells out of here. 


31

 

 

Ylya Thorli once again marveled at the surreality of portal travel as she navigated through the extradimensional tunnel. Swirling light in ever-changing colors surrounded her, and she felt no sense of time or space. Neither did she have any feel for the length traveled – she simply walked or floated (or something) for a brief period, and voila! a sort of slit opened in the atmosphere in front of her. This illuminated slit expanded as she moved closer until it became a full-sized doorway where she saw the place she wished to visit as if through a dewy window. 

Now the location she intended to visit came into view as the slit grew into a full-blown entrance. Snickering to herself at the mysteriousness of it all, she stepped to the very edge of the portal and carefully hopped out.  

Slushy snow splashed under her boots as she landed in the new location. Another one of the many dark alleys in Oslo. Tall buildings loomed on each side of the narrow pathway – made even less passable by clusters of garbage bins overflowing with trash, as well as dirty cardboard boxes left to disintegrate in the cold wetness.  

Ylya praised herself lucky that she never had to return here ever again if she didn’t want to – she was free to do whatever, be whoever, and live wherever she wanted in all of the universe.  

“I’ll never let myself be trapped again,” she murmured as she turned the next corner, where a rusty gate blocked out unwanted visitors to the apartment complex behind. Staring up at the apartments looming above, she added in a whisper: “And now I’ll show you, too, that no one else has any power over me anymore, either.” 

The dirty gate was locked. It rattled loudly when she kicked it. The only way to pass through would either be to wait for someone to randomly come, or to ring one of the forty doorbells on the wall next to it. 

Sliding her fingertip down the row of doorbells, she found her target’s name. Tapping the button lightly without actually pushing it, Ylya decided against it. Announcing her arrival would have the exact opposite effect of what she wanted to accomplish. She could ring some of the others and pretend to be a neighbor who forgot her keys or something, but nope. 

I don’t wanna ruffle any feathers… yet, she thought and scanned the area one more time. 

Someone yelled somewhere, and she heard explosions and shooting from a video game or movie, plus other, distant sounds escaping through ajar windows somewhere around the block – but she saw no one walking outside. Good. 

Standing on her toes, Ylya reached the top part of the gate and curled her fingers around the ice-cold iron. With a single flap of her wings, she boosted herself over and landed smoothly on the other side. She quickly tucked her wings in a resting position across her back again to be as anonymous as possible. 

Four apartment buildings stood side by side inside the gated area, each containing ten apartments, and all with their own entrances. Ylya’s target lived on the fifth floor of the second building. Looking up, she saw dim lights illuminate the curtains in the window she assumed was her target’s bedroom. Her focus flipped to the balcony next to it, which belonged to the same apartment. A dark silhouette leaned against the railing, smoking a cigarette – the burning tip cast a red glow across her target’s face. More wrinkled now than the last time they met, fifteen years ago. 

But still as narcissistically stuck up as ever, Ylya thought grimly, feeling rage burn like acid in her chest, making her hands sweaty, trembling. She hadn’t been noticed yet, so she silently snuck closer to the building, blending in with the shadows among the cluster of trees and bushes surrounding it.

Flashbacks flooded Ylya’s mind while she waited. Her breathing became shallow as she gave the barrage of repressed memories free rein. All the deceiving lies aimed at taking advantage of her, mocking her, manipulating and controlling her. Countless episodes of being promised something positive one moment, only to be kicked while down and ridiculed the next. A psychopath thriving on spitting in a victim’s innocent face, for pleasure. Turning others against her – even her own friends – by spreading false rumors and throwing dirt, for nothing but superficial, social gain. Years of covert bullying, psychological terrorizing, and even practical jokes designed to deeply humiliate her, disguised as harmless humor. 

“You will pay,” Ylya wheezed to herself as the target snuffed out the smoke and vanished into the apartment again, closing the balcony door. “Oh you will fucking pay, you rotten piece of human garbage.” 

Ylya exited the shadows and nonchalantly strolled over to the second apartment building just as a man opened the entrance door on his way out. She walked toward him at an angle, almost sideways, keeping her back – and wings – out of sight. Flashing a toothy smile, she nodded at the guy hurrying out, grabbed the door and said: “Thank you. Have a good night.” 

Lost in his thoughts, he hardly noticed her and merely grunted something unintelligible as a response. Which was perfect, of course, considering the circumstances.  

She started up the stairs to the fifth floor, but stopped. 

I’m not bound to Earth anymore, at all, she thought, and wondered why she bothered being so careful not to be seen. Had Kane mentioned anything about not raising any suspicion while here? Yes, but really, what was the worst that could happen? Just like the asshole Stein Rolfson, anyone who saw her would most likely think she was dressed up for a costume party or something. 

I should make this more… memorable. 

Ylya smiled wickedly, turned around and exited the entrance. Stepping out into the square between the apartment buildings, she located her target’s balcony again. No one smoked there now, and the balcony door was closed. Shifting light in various colors beamed out through the door’s window, indicating a TV being on in the living room. 

A relaxing evening at home in front of the big screen. Ylya’s wicked grin widened. Perfect. 

 Although she had promised herself to ignore any onlookers, she couldn’t help herself from taking a glance around the area. Except for potential people peeking out of windows she didn’t see, there at least was no one else on the ground with her. 

Good enough.

A mix of fear and excitement blossomed in her stomach as she spread her wings, feeling the cool winter air brush across their rough skin as they lifted her body off the ground. One thing was to fly in strange, new dimension like Sanctishi; another thing entirely was flying around in Oslo – a city her human self spent her entire life in. And now, like a mythological creature, she ascended into the sky, climbing the air with devilishly beautiful wings on a body only superficially resembling that of a human. 

I am an impossibility, she thought and started laughing as she flew past the lower floors’s balconies. I’m an extradimensional being from another plane of existence. 

“And now I’ve come for revenge,” she said out loud, eyes narrowing. She reached the fifth floor, snatched the railing on her target’s balcony, popped over it and crouched in the darkness. Ten seconds or so passed as she waited in silence, listening for people shouting or otherwise any signs that she had been spotted. When nothing happened, she snuck up to the balcony door, light-footed, and peeked in through the window. 

As expected, a movie was playing on a flat screen TV covering most of the living room wall vis-à-vis the balcony door. Beer bottles, silverware and a half-eaten pizza stood on a coffee table between the TV and the couch. The couch was aimed with its back rest toward Ylya, and she looked straight at the back of her target’s blond, long-haired head. 

Melissa Helsrud. 

Just hearing the sociopathic bitch’s name pronounced in her thoughts made Ylya shudder with disgust. After tonight, she’d erase her from her memory forever. 

Unfortunately, some big guy sat scrunched up against her, with Melissa lying in the crook of his arm. A muscular bear of a man in a black hoodie with the sleeves pulled up, exposing tattoos covering his forearms. Shaved head, long dark beard, a rugged chain necklace around his thick neck, the whole nine yards. 

Great. 

Well, there was no way in hell she’d back down now. Besides, Ylya reminded herself once again, she wasn’t a regular earthling anymore. Even a newborn blight leech would easily overpower a human being, no matter how dense the person’s muscle mass was. The fight with Stein had proven that beyond any shadow of a doubt. 

Inhaling deeply to center herself, Ylya took two steps backwards and steeled herself for what was to come. She then rushed forward and busted through the balcony door window in a spray of jagged fragments. 

Melissa screamed, and the guy jerked back in the sofa as Ylya burst into the living room, sliding to a halt on the carpet while glass splinters sprinkled everywhere. 

She turned to face the two terrified people, and actually meeting Melissa’s gaze again felt like getting a bucket of ice water poured over her head. Although the woman had visibly aged since their last encounter, she still possessed that innocent-looking, Barbie-face with big blue eyes and puffy lips – and coupled with her naturally large breasts, slim waist and firm butt, this made men drool and other women green with envy. Inside that pretty shell of a body, a demon lurked; cold, heartless, evil. 

Fear washed over Ylya as a new wave of horrible memories flared through her mind. Dizziness made her head spin, but she clenched her fists and shook her head defiantly – because the tables had turned. Her earlier oppressor wasn’t shit anymore. Now she only was a scared little girl cowering behind her man, revealing her true colors, looking pathetic. 

Ylya stepped closer and spread her wings until they blocked out the large widescreen TV, and said with scruffy voice: “Melissa Helsrud. We’ve got unfinished business.” 

Pointing a stiff finger at the burly man, she added in a lower tone: “You’re not a part of this. Get out.” 

Although his wide-open eyes and tense grimace exposed how frightened he truly was, he nevertheless rose and squared up in front of Melissa, puffing his big chest out. “Lady – or whatever the hell you are,” he said, his biceps bulging underneath the hoodie as he crossed his arms. “Go away, or I swear to god I’ll bash your fucking head in.” 

The problem was, Ylya did find him intimidating, and the old, scared version of herself tried to resurface – but she refused to be overcome by doubt. Letting out a beast-like snarl, Ylya pulled through the wave of fear, and forced herself to trust in her new existence as a blight leech. Wheezing in low-pitched grumble, she stared daggers at the man and said: “Don’t act like a hero. This is between me and her, and has nothing to do with you. Just leave us alone.” 

“That’s not gonna happen,” he said, shaking his head and fumbling for a standing bronze floor lamp next to the sofa. Without letting Ylya out of his sight, he half turned his head to Melissa: “Call the cops, babe.” 

“Uhm… uh, I… eehh,” she stammered as her ocean-blue pupils bounced from him to Ylya and to the smartphone on the table, and then back to him. 

“Now,” he yelled.

This jolted Melissa out of her frozen, shocked state, and she reached for the phone with a trembling arm – but Ylya boosted forward and slapped it out of her hand as soon as she grabbed it. 

The guy reacted instantly and swung the floor lamp at her, ripped the cable out of the socket in the process. The solid bronze stand broke in half against Ylya’s shoulder, shattering the glass shade and lightbulb in a loud crash that showered sharp pieces across her neck and chest. 

He was indeed strong, and even using only a floor lamp, the power of the impact sent Ylya head-first into the couch. 

Melissa squealed and flailed like a frenzied animal to get away. She ran up behind her man and escaped the sofa while he hit Ylya multiple times with the now broken lamp. 

“Call the goddamned cops!” he ordered again, followed by quick, light footsteps circling the table as Melissa searched for the phone, which had bounced out of her hand. 

“No!” Ylya screamed and pushed herself out from the sofa – and flapped her wings wildly to whip and slash at both of them. 

Staggering backwards, the guy lost the floor lamp, and Melissa covered her face with both hands while shrieking. 

Ylya snatched two plates from the table and flung them at the big man. He yelped as they shattered in his face, driving him back to the opposite wall where he hit his head on a wall lamp. 

While he struggled with fractured porcelain in his face, Ylya jumped at Melissa, curled her arms around the slim woman’s waist and threw her back into the couch. “Don’t you fucking move, bitch.” 

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed movement – and swiftly side-stepped the guy’s swinging fists. When he moved past her, Ylya ripped the lamp off the wall – the one he crashed into, which now dangled from its cable. She gripped the short, wooden lamp with both hands and activated Iron-Willed Smash.

 

***
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Name : Iron-Willed Smash

Type : Active  

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 18

Range : 6 feet

Duration : 3 seconds

Precondition : Weapon must be held in both hands, regardless of it being a two-handed weapon or not. 

Description : Attacks the enemy with 300 added to Physical Attack. 

The Iron-Willed Smash bypasses 10% of Physical Defense. 

 

***

 

Ylya’s strength boosted, and she literally splintered the wooden lamp to smithereens against the man’s back, torso and upper arms while beating him. He stumbled to the floor, covering his head, all will to fight vaporized. 

“You had to act like a tough guy, didn’t you?” Ylya shouted and threw the last pieces of the lamp at him. “This is your own fault!” She then rushed at him once again, grabbed his hoodie, hauled him out of the livingroom and hurled the big man out to the hallway leading to the exit. “Get the fuck out. Now!” 

This time, no objections came. Like a terrified little child, he scooped up his boots and busted through the door without even putting them on first. 

Boiling with rage, Ylya returned to the livingroom where Melissa still sat unmoving in the couch, frozen in fear. 

“Who are you?” she said while tears trickled down her cheeks. “What do you want?!” 

With the big guy gone, a calmness descended on Ylya. “Oh, Melissa,” she said, as if sad, approaching the now ashy-faced woman. “Karma has arrived, and it’s time to pay.” 

“I… I don’t understand what you’re talking about,” Melissa said, crawled all the way up in the couch and curled her arms around her legs. “Please, whoever you are, just… just leave me alone.” 

“Melissaaaa,” Ylya cooed, dragging her name out as if trying to gently awaken someone asleep. “Look at me, Melissa. Do you really not recognize me?”

Sobbing openly, the long-haired blondie said: “I don’t understand! What do you want from me, you psycho witch?” 

Louder now, Ylya said: “I said look at me. This is your old ‘best’ friend, from all those years ago. Your favorite ‘Degrade-a-Fat Girl’ pet-project… don’t you remember all the fun we had together?” 

This made Melissa stop. For a second, she met Ylya’s scowling eyes, staring at them for real. Her already terrified expression deepened, and her skin tone went from off-white to ghostly pale. Jaw gaping, she stammered: “Y-your eyes, they remind me – oh my god, Ylya? I-is that you?” 

“It is. And I’m here to-”

“Oh my god, I’m so glad to see you again,” Melissa said, actually interrupting her. “You have no idea how much I’ve wanted to speak to you and explain-” 

“Shut your ugly, deceitful mouth!” Ylya flipped over the table in a fresh burst of anger. The half-eaten pizza, beer bottles and silverware crashed on the floor. Melissa shrieked and crawled further into the couch, wrapping her arms tightly around herself as Ylya walked up to her, towering over Melissa with hands resting on her hips. 

“For years you made me feel like the most worthless, unlovable piece of shit in existence. Ever since I was a little girl, my life has been flooded by self-serving bullies – but even in that fucking ocean of assholes, you have been one of the worst of all of them.” 

Bawling her eyes out, Melissa wailed: “Please, I’m so sorry – just give me a minute to-”

“Shut up!” Ylya said, jumped forward and slapped her with an open hand. “You know what, thinking about it, you’re worse than even some of the men I’ve crossed paths with,” Ylya wheezed. “You terrorized me just because you got off on it… like some inhuman psychopath. And don’t you think I know you just moved on to the next easy victim once I was out of your life? That’s how all predators operate – but you’re gonna pay, whore!” 

Ylya spread her wings and flapped them fast enough to lift her body a couple of feet off the floor – just enough to truly drive home the reality of her powerful transformation. The generated air pressure overturned lit candles around the livingroom and blew paintings off the walls. 

Melissa screamed again and tried crawling even further into the couch, but she was already as deep into it as she possibly could get. “Don’t hurt me, please! I’m so, so sorry for everything I did, and I just want to-”

“Shut up!” Ylya repeated, leaped forward, snatched Melissa’s legs and dragged her off the couch. 

Knocking the back of her head against the carpeted floor, Melissa curled up in a ball before kneeling with her hands folded as if praying. “But you don’t understand!”

“This ends now,” Ylya said and equipped the Bottom Feeder Short Sword. The blade created a high-pitched ssssliinnggg! as she pulled it out of the scabbard. 

At the sight of the sword, Melissa’s blue eyes, puffy and red from crying, widened so much it almost looked like they would pop out of their sockets. Her fear skyrocketed, and she became feverishly frenzied. “No, no, no, please, Ylya, no! Please, just listen to me – let me explain! I’m begging you,” she wailed in between the heavy sobs. “I’m begging!”

The sword’s weight suddenly seemed to increase in Ylya’s grip. A nagging feeling stung somewhere in her stomach. Upon witnessing this woman breaking down so completely right in front of her caused a spark of pity to crack a microscopic hole in Ylya’s armor of revengefulness. Kindness had always been her vice. Cursing her own soft-heartedness, she sighed and whispered: “So speak.” 

The forlorn woman crept forward and grabbed Ylya’s boots like someone holding on for dear life to not drown. “Thank you, thank you! I’m not the same person I once was; I promise I’ve changed!” 

Ylya kicked Melissa off her feet, white-knuckling the sword, which now felt scorching hot between her fingers. “Get to the point before I change my mind.” 

Melissa wiped snot and tears from her face while forcing herself to speak through the unstoppable crying: “Y-you have no idea how many weeks, months – no, years I have spent regretting the things I put you through. I still hate myself for the pain I caused you. And you’re wrong; I have never treated anyone like that again. When you actually ended up quitting your job, which I know you loved – and I knew it was my fault – then something happened. It… it punctuated the gravity of the situation and left me h-horrified by my own actions. I spent months basically sleepwalking through life, reliving everything I did, over and over again. P-please, you must believe me – I’m not the same person anymore!” 

Staring down at this terrified woman, crying and pleading, Ylya felt disgusted, but also shocked by the unexpected turn of events. This once coldhearted beast was the last person Ylya ever would have thought capable of begging in such a gut-wrenching manner. 

“I am so, so, so sorry, Ylya,” Melissa continued, her face now just a big blob of smeared-out mascara, unruly blond strands of hair, and an open mouth stretched in an agonized grimace. “I wish I could take everything back. Rewind time and forget all about it. You’re a thousand times better person than me, and I always knew it. I’m just a tiny, little insecure wimp. If we could trade places, I’d do it in the blink of an eye!” 

“Careful what you wish for,” Ylya said hoarsely – and at that very moment, she realized how to end this mess. 

“I do wish for it,” the stupid woman insisted. “I would do a-anything to erase the horrible things I did. Please… please forgive me.” 

“Melissa, stop crying,” Ylya said and sheathed her short sword with a shaky hand. 

This is all wrong. 

She walked over to the hopeless woman, who by now seemed way more broken than Ylya herself. Putting two fingers under her chin, Ylya lifted Melissa’s tear-stricken face, forcing her to make eye contact. “I will pretend to believe you.” 

“Th-tha-thank you so much,” Melissa said, folding her hands again and holding them up at Ylya. “I promise I will do everything in my power to make it up to you again.” 

Ylya let go of the pathetic woman’s sweaty face, wiping the tears on her pant leg. “No, you won’t, because you will never see me again,” she said and started walking away slowly while opening her Skills menu. There, she readied her latest acquired skill – Mirror of Horrors. 

 

***
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Name : Mirror of Horrors 

Type : Active 

HP Consumed : 0 

MP Consumed : 52

Range : 250 feet 

Duration : 60 seconds

Precondition : Caster must be a Blight Leech 

Description : Mirror of Horrors manipulates target enemy’s mind into believing he is trapped in an upright, cylindrical mirror. Reflected in this mirror he sees his worst fear happening to him, thereby temporarily driving him mad from dread.

 

***

 

With the skill ready, Ylya stopped and glanced back at Melissa. “This will be your punishment, and once it’s over, I expect you to contact every single one of our coworkers that you manipulated into hating and ridiculing me because of your psychopathic deceitfulness. And then, Melissa, we’re even.” 

“P-punishment?” Melissa asked, staring at Ylya with red-ringed eyes swimming in smudged-out mascara. “Wh-what do you mean ‘punishment’?” 

Without responding, Ylya activated Mirror of Horrors. As if her body automatically knew how to use the skill, her palms moved close to each other. A surge of coldness flushed through her arms and manifested into an ice blue ball of energy between her hands. She then got a sense of what to do next, and flung both hands out, aimed straight at Melissa. The energy ball shot out from her, ripping through the air while causing tendrils of frosty ice to burst up from the floor. A blue explosion covered Melissa in an electric web, followed by a tube-like energy structure that sprouted from the ground and encapsulated the sobbing woman. Goosebumps fluttered through Ylya as she watched Melissa go from crying to yelping, and finally screaming as her worst nightmares and fears entrapped her in a hallucination so real that she had no way of knowing it wasn’t actually happening. 

A sense of justice warmed Ylya’s chest while she simultaneously experienced the whole thing as gruesome. It wouldn’t last for more than a minute, though, and no matter how sorry Melissa felt – or pretended to feel – she absolutely deserved a couple of laps in this hellish merry-go-round. 

Ylya’s lips widened in a wicked smile as she conjured yet another Mirror of Horrors spell, throwing it at Melissa in order to lengthen her mental torment just a little more. 

Aaand… one more time, she thought and cast a third icy energy ball at her earlier oppressor. 

Three brief minutes of inescapable mental torture as payment for five years of real-life humiliation, social manipulation and ridicule. 

Really, it was nothing. 

Melissa deserved much worse. Much, much worse. 

Hearing her heart-wrenchingly agonized screams reverberate through the apartment nevertheless assured Ylya that the spell did its job perfectly fine. Whether Melissa lied about her regret, after dancing with the Mirror of Horrors, she would never step out of line again. 

Hopefully, she’ll never sleep again, either, Ylya thought as she created a portal and vanished from Melissa’s life forever. 


32

 

 

“I think we’re getting closer,” Lath-Tek said, scouting ahead. 

Kane stared into the next section of the Dilapidated Asylum Ward they were about to enter. The same type of luminescent, orange crystals that illuminated the cavern they passed through earlier, grew in sporadic clusters across the walls here, too. They lit up a small radius around themselves in a dim tangerine light. Oil lamps were plentiful, but they had all been shattered, so the orange crystals now provided the only sources of light. 

The place stunk even worse of rot and despair than earlier sections, and was split up into multiple smaller rooms adjacent to each other – all with cushioned walls to hinder psychotic patients from hurting themselves. 

Kane’s lips curled in disgust. “Closer to what, exactly?” 

“The end of this godsforsaken asylum…” the orc said, adding in a lower voice: “And hopefully we’ll soon reach the guards’ headquarters.” 

“The hypothetical headquarters we hope exist,” Kane said, attempting to phrase it like a joke, but they both knew they actually had no freaking idea what lay ahead. 

Lath-Tek only grunted. 

Moving onwards, they heard indistinct murmurs and whispers echoing around the ramshackle rooms. Here and there, crooked humanoid forms covered in dark corners. They refused to respond when Kane tried talking to them and instead cowered even closer to the dirty walls. Heads down, faces away, sobbing. 

A peek at their character statistics revealed that these beings had been trapped in the orcish dungeon for decades. Their minds had deteriorated from fully functioning people to that of amoeba, now only capable of mental processing coherent enough for them to understand they could scrape barely edible gunk off the mold-covered surfaces. 

As Kane and Lath-Tek strode through the area in silence, eyes and ears wide open while clutching their weapons, a weak female voice suddenly broke through the hushed ocean of indistinct wailing that surrounded them: “Please…” 

They froze, listening.  

“Please help… me.” 

The orc grabbed Kane’s shoulder. “I don’t know about this.” 

“Yeah,” Kane said, but nevertheless strolled toward the sound. “Wouldn’t be surprised if it’s another trap.”

Lath-Tek jumped in front of him. “Then why bother?” 

Kane shrugged with a small smile. “Sometimes you have to eat some rotten eggs before tasting a good one.” 

“What?” The orc scowled as the other passed him. “That’s not an expression! You know that, right?” 

“It’s true, though,” Kane said, carefully closing in on a small humanoid form huddled up against a wall in the adjacent room. 

“Please help,” she repeated, but didn’t move when the two men entered her cushioned cell. 

“Hey,” Kane whispered, squinting in an attempt to make out any details in the darkness. 

Intense stench stabbed his nostrils. 

“H-hello?” the woman said, her voice apprehensive, yet hopeful. The sound of crusty fabric rattled as she perked up, which allowed the deep orange light from a cluster of crystals outside her room to reach her. 

Sitting on her knees, the woman had wrapped a ragged carpet around herself. Looking up at them, Kane saw she had jaw-length, caramel-colored hair. It curled down her head and plastered across her olive-green face like unruly vines. Pointy ears poked out from the thick strands of hair, and it seemed only her left eye was intact – where the other one should have been, Kane found nothing but a blackness barely obscured by her hair. 

Thin, wiry fingers stretched towards them as she lifted her hands. “Are you… are you real?” she breathed more than spoke. 

“Well,” Kane said, “as real as anything.” 

“Praised be the Light,” she murmured, then wrapped the carpet tighter around herself before speaking more forcefully: “Are you going to kill me, then, strangers?” 

Kane noticed Lath-Tek flinching beside him. He cleared his voice. “Only if you attack us first.” 

“Oh, praised be the Light,” she once again repeated under her breath. “You have my word; I am entirely harmless.” 

 

***
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Name : Elven Druid 

Type : Humanoid 

Level : 34

Disposition : Famished

HP : 23 / 882 

Physical Attack : 12  

Magic Attack : 25 

Speed : 126 

Attack Range : 40 

XP : 4233 

Blight : 73% 

Description : Chosen through an inner calling by Mother Nature, some elves grow up with a deep yearning to follow the ways of the natural world. They start their journey of cultivating a deep connection to the very essence of nature itself while still learning to speak. 

Elemental spirits and natural forces nurture and teach these elves from within, while they play and explore the lush forests of Baroldria – one of the many worlds the elven species has sprung forth from in all its unique varieties. Baroldria is the birth planet of this specific strain of Elven Druids, as they naturally evolved through the symbiotic relationship between the native elves and the planet’s extraordinarily bright and aware ecosystems. 

Hence, Elven Druids grow into primal spellcasters gaining their magical prowess from the four elements comprising nature. Their metaphysical abilities are both enriched and limited by the environment they find themselves in. This is because the selection of available skills and spells is dependent upon – and drawn from – the natural elements present in the moment. 

 

***

 

Skimming through her stats and class information, Kane snickered to himself. 

Entirely harmless, eh? Right… 

She did seem relatively docile in her current famished state, but he didn’t doubt for a second that a ferocious beast existed inside her when her HP and MP were sufficiently loaded. She most likely wouldn’t have awakened the wrath of the orcs enough to be imprisoned here otherwise. 

Carefully treading closer to her, Kane eyed the dirty, cushioned floor. Dried blood cracked under his feet like thick frost. Corpses ripped to shreds sprawled everywhere. Some were elves, others… who knew? Some form of humanoids. 

Meeting her one-eyed, intense gaze again, he said: “You alone?” 

“Yes. For a while now.” 

“I can imagine,” he said and nodded at the remnants of carnage all around. 

Lifting her head, she straightened her back and brushed away unruly hair partly covering her face – revealing her left eye to be a bright purple. And as Kane had thought, her right eye wasn’t there. Merely an empty eye socket where skin had been stitched together in a fleshy curl a few inches on the inside to plug the hole. 

“One does what one must, stranger.” 

Wrinkles blossomed along the elf’s hollowed cheeks as she smiled with chapped lips. “Say, you two fine gentlemen wouldn’t happen to have a bite to eat, perchance?” 

“We do,” Lath-Tek said after five seconds of pressing silence – his first words yet. “But promise you won’t attack once your health increases.” 

“Oh my dear, dear stranger, I wouldn’t dream of it.” Fresh blood poured from cracks in her lips as her smile widened. 

Kane nodded when the orc threw him a questioning look, before fishing some half-rotten fruit from his worn-out pouch. A stinging odor wafted from the hardly edible food, but barely noticeable in the sea of stench they currently swam in. 

“Praised be the Light, generous souls,” she whispered and snatched the food from Lath-Tek’s hand. She dug in without bothering to remove the spoiled parts. Like a starvation victim, she chewed, slurped and swallowed the stale food – licking her fingers and even moaning ever so slightly. 

Once finished, she inhaled deeply and let the breath out in a satisfied sigh. Her HP had increased a little, and her lips weren’t as severely chapped anymore. Even her Blight had lowered by a few points. Still, it wasn’t enough. Not by a long shot.  

Kane fetched a handful of the half-spoiled fruit he looted from the attackers by the bridge earlier. “Here, have some more.” 

Her purple eye widened, and he thought she almost looked beautiful when she said: “Are you certain, kind man?” 

“Of course. Take it.” 

“Praised be the Light! What a blessed day,” she said, quickly snagged the food and started eating again. “My name is Vialinn, by the way. I already know you know I’m an elven druid.” 

“Kane here,” Kane said, and his orcish friend added: 

“And I’m Lath-Tek.” 

“I appreciate making your acquaintance, Kane and Lath-Tek,” she said, chewing the half-moldy fruit with such enthusiasm it seemed she had never eaten anything at all. “Might I ask what in the world you two are doing here?” 

“We’re getting the hells out of here,” Kane spat. 

“The asylum?” she said, swallowing a big bite with an audible click. 

Kane shook his head, and Lath-Tek explained: “The asylum is just a bump in the road; we’re heading for the guards’ headquarters so we can escape this entire dungeon.” 

For the first time since starting her meal, she stopped and eyed them curiously. “Escape the dungeon? Are you serious?” 

“As serious as a deadly disease,” the orc said. 

“That is quite the undertaking – it is supposedly impossible,” Vialinn said, slowly biting down on the less-than-delicate food again. “Especially with all our magical abilities whisked away by the Metaphysical Inhibitors.” 

“Well,” Kane grumbled, “millions of lives across the Apocosmos depend on us getting out of this shithole as fast as possible.” 

“Millions of lives depend on you two, gentlemen?” she said, lifting one of her pointy eyebrows. “Delusions of grandeur, much, perchance?” 

Lath-Tek crouched to get closer to her. “Violent agendas have been set in motion that might change the political landscape of our universe forever. Trust me.” 

Her purple pupil grew in size as she chuckled. “Excuse my rudeness, Mr. Lath-Tek, but trusting an orc in an orcish prison is decidedly ludicrous, is it not?” 

“Fully understandable you think so,” Lath-Tek agreed. “However, I just so happen to be the shunned son of Lord Agrath – the chieftain of the Dark Orcs’ largest army – and he has cooked up some extremely dubious plans with the Blight Leeches’ queen, Terrahee.” 

The elf stared from Lath-Tek to Kane. “And you believe this, too?” 

“Who knows what to believe anymore,” Kane grunted. “I honestly can’t know whether Lath-Tek is telling the truth about Lord Agrath being his father or not, but I can tell you I witnessed the orc chieftain and Queen Terrahee conspiring with my own two eyes.” 

Lath-Tek slapped his back. “Which is actually the reason Kane was banished to this dungeon in the first place.” 

The elf watched them in silence for a minute while chewing and swallowing the final piece of moldy fruit. Her initial wrinkly and sore-riddled face automatically restored itself to perfect mint condition as her HP was replenished by the edibles. She appeared to be a woman older than Kane – mature, but not old, exactly. 

When she finished licking her fingers and brushing them against the dirty carpet wrapped around herself, she said: “Alright, then, gentlemen. I have decided your stories don’t really matter to me one way or the other, anyway, as long as you’re willing to let me join you – either until we are all dead, or we crush the odds and successfully escape.” 

Kane reached out a hand and helped her up on her feet. “And you’re sure you know where those… Metaphysical Inhibitors are located?” 

“Absolutely. I have seen them time and time again during my twenty-year imprisonment here.” 

“Twenty years, huh?” Lath-Tek mumbled. “That’s a lot.” 

“‘A lot’ does not even begin to describe the experience of enduring such a significant length of time in this mare’s nest!” Her voice turned hoarse and filled with hatred as she wheezed the last two words, simultaneously throwing Lath-Tek a look that in no way attempted to hide the fact she despised orcs – and him being one of the good ones didn’t seem to exempt him from her general orc-specific contempt. 

Kane practically saw how his newfound friend shrunk back from Vialinn’s stabbing eye. 

“I believe you,” Lath-Tek said with his neck bent. “I can’t reverse time, but I’ll do what I can to get you out of here.” Looking from her to Kane, he added: “Both of you.” 

Kane grinned. “And we will help you – just the way it should be among friends.” 

“Allies,” Vialinn spat, the resentful snarl still lingering in her grimace. “For the time being.” 

“That, too,” Kane agreed. 

“Anywho,” she said as her expression returned to neutral, “now that we have established where we all stand, so to speak, what say you we get on with finding those metaphysical inhibitors?”  

Kane gestured at the exit. “After you, ma’am.” 

The elven woman snorted a laugh, arose from the grimy floor and let the carpet wrapped around her fall to the ground. Underneath the carpet, Kane saw she was clothed in nothing but dirt-caked, tattered rags. Twenty years ago, her garments might have been some form of high-quality, colorful druid uniform, but now it was impossible to see what the different pieces had once been. The severely torn fabric revealed the olive-green skin of one of her shoulders, arms, stomach, as well as some of her thighs and legs. 

Kane couldn’t deny that this older woman had a lot going for her in the looks department – like a diamond in the rough, she was – although, interestingly, he felt a slight sense of shame for thinking these thoughts about someone stuck in such a hopeless position. And most of all, he felt sorry for her.  

“Yes, indeed,” Vialinn almost shouted, lifting her arms out to her sides in order to straighten the meager scraps of clothing barely clinging to her. “You can bet your sweet little brains the first thing I intend on doing if we actually do get out of here, is to buy myself some new clothes!” She shook herself vigorously, flinging dirt and grime in every direction. 

Although eating the fruit had refilled her health, it had nevertheless done nothing for her muck-covered, unwashed body. Kane’s nostrils scrunched closer together as a stench he had hoped to never smell from a living being drifted from the elven druid. 

“I know I stink,” she spat. “No need for dramatics.” 

“I didn’t-” Kane began, but she whipped a hand at his face, cutting him off: 

“Shut it, mister.” 

Lath-Tek choked down a snort-laugh, but said nothing – probably knowing too well he would have to tread carefully around this orc-hating elf. 

Kane’s abdominal muscles tightened when he saw Vialinn stick an index finger into her empty eye socket, and wiggled and rubbed her fingertip around inside. 

She noticed the barely visible twitch that flickered across his face. “I apologize; I know it looks unsightly – excuse the pun – but these stitches itch like all nine hells combined. All the time.” 

He forced a smile. “What happened to your eye?” 

“A certain someone took it. The same someone who imprisoned me here.” 

Kane gave her a questioning look. 

Nodding, she said: “That’s right. That deranged orc bastard stole my eye. A ‘trophy’, he called it, before teleporting me and my team here.” 

“And… where’s your team now?” 

“Don’t be ridiculous, Kane. They are all dead. Most died within the first month, if you can believe it. Only two of them managed to keep up with me, until they, too, vanished. One refused to eat and starved to death after his will broke following our final attempt at escaping. And the last one, well, unfortunately I was forced to kill her myself when she betrayed me,” Vialinn said, her lips forming a disgusted grimace. “I loved her dearly. But in the end, her delicate soul was too weak for a place like this.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Kane said, matching her vibes. 

“Yes. Me too. But it’s all dust now. Like everything else. We are all short-lived dust swirling in the eternal winds of the gods. Even you, blight leech. Although your race is flirting with immortality – even more than us elves – you all seem to meet your maker, eventually. Mere dust, we are. Heh.” 

That last statement felt like a kick to the groin. Damn near slack-jawed, and saying nothing, Kane stared at this mysterious elven woman. She was definitely older than she looked, and being trapped in this dungeon for twenty years must have aged her even more. 

Vialinn shook herself again, cleared her throat and smiled without joy. She then walked out of the room with a straight back, nose held high, like royalty. With unexpected calmness, she strolled through the dilapidated hallway with Kane and Lath-Tek silently following. 

Kane noticed many of the barely living humanoids that huddled in the shadows of the rooms they passed, reacted to Vialinn’s probing gaze. Most withdrew deeper into their grime-covered, stinking cells. As if they knew her. Feared her. 

For us, only time will tell if this is a good thing or not, Kane thought, keeping his senses sharp and reflexes ready. 

Vialinn stopped by a larger room where the luminescent crystals sprouted from the broken door frame. She turned to Kane, and the crystals’ warm, orange light draped across her dirty, yet beautiful face. The glow seemed to ignite an inner spark in her singular, purple eye. “Pardon me, gentlemen, but I need a minute.” 

Lath-Tek kept his mouth shut, so Kane nodded. “Of course.” 

They trailed after her into yet another room riddled with dead bodies and dried pools of blood splattered everywhere. Chains covered in sticky gunk hung from hooks on the cushioned walls. Whatever had once happened here, Kane was thankful he wasn’t around to experience it. He’d lived through his share of gruesome battles, but this place… freaking nightmare fuel.  

Vialinn shuffled through the grimy corpses with her bare feet, and crouched by a pile of dead bodies in the opposite corner – shaded from the orange crystal light by the door. She pushed away the carcasses on top and stuffed both hands into the greasy, fleshy pile of death. Nauseating, slurping sounds echoed around the silent room as she spent the next twenty seconds rummaging around inside the pile. 

“Praised be the Light,” she finally whispered and pulled out a duffle bag-looking sack. Holding its two leather straps, she dragged it into the light. Blood and guts covered it like old paint. The stench made Kane’s stomach turn when Vialinn scratched off the crusty layer covering the zipper running down the length of it. 

“None of us are properly equipped to deal with what’s ahead,” she said and smiled, indicating their beat-up, makeshift weapons. “Luckily, however, a few months ago – or maybe years, actually – who knows anymore? Anyway, earlier, before I succumbed to the state you found me in, I was encumbered by carrying too much inventory, if you can believe it – and I had the foresight to stow some of it away for a rainy day, rather than discarding it.” 

 Interesting, Kane thought, but he only smiled and said nothing. 

Clattering of metal, iron and other heavy materials echoed around the room as Vialinn unzipped the bag. Kane’s eyes widened when she pulled out a warhammer the length of her entire arm. Its long, two-handed handle was as thick as her arm, too. Intricate viking-like decorations were etched into the handle and backside of the head. Subtle rifts and cracks bore witness to the weapon’s tumultuous past, but it was perfectly cleaned and maintained. Having been without his beloved Pain-Eater sword for so long now, Kane almost drooled at this pristine tool of death. 

Lath-Tek sucked on his uneven front teeth, and cautiously said: “What a beautiful piece.” 

Winking with her one and only eye, Vialinn said: “It indeed is – and after lying dormant for so long, I suspect you, Lath-Tek, might provide it the journey it deserves.” 

A visible jolt shot through the orc. “Me?” 

She leaned toward him with the warhammer resting in both her hands. “Are you saying you do not want it?” 

“No, of course not!” His large, grayish-blue hands gripped the hammer, lifted it and inspected it reverently. 

“And for you, Mr. Kane,” she said, stuffing her hands back into the blood-caked duffle bag. “I believe I have just the thing for you. Things, to be exact. Yes, plural!” 

Excitement blossomed in Kane’s stomach all over again, overshadowing any remnant of disappointment for not having been given the hammer. He kept his cool, however, and simply watched in expectant silence while she searched. 

And there it was. 

There they were. 

A high-pitched sssslinnng! rang in Kane’s ears as Vialinn pulled out two short swords from the bag. Reminiscent of scimitars, they curved slightly, and had a lethal hook at the very top. Even the pommels at the end of the hilts curved upwards, creating dangerous spikes for anyone attempting to rip them out of their wielder’s hands. A pastel green color covered the entirety of the blades, giving off a strong iron-like odor that stung in Kane’s nose. Pebble-sized, amaranth gemstones decorated the dull back sides of the swords, glinting in the light. Delicate. Deadly. Delicious. 

The tiny hairs on Kane’s neck stiffened when Vialinn lifted the swords to him. “I believe you have the skill-set to make proper use of these.” 

“You’re not wrong,” he said, feeling a jolt of energy flush through his hands upon grabbing the weapons. Rifts and dents along the blades’ length hinted at a bloody past, but just like the warhammer, they were polished and well maintained. 

A notification appeared in Kane’s field of vision: 
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Name : Assassin’s Twin Blades 

Type : Two One-Handed Short Swords 

Rarity : C Grade 

Physical Attack : 122 

Magic Attack : 68 

Special Ability : Silent Viper   

Attack Speed : Fast 

Durability : 9033 / 12000 

Weight : 1.2lb 

Description : The Assassin’s Twin Blades is a set of two short swords specifically designed to be the silent killer’s perfect companions. Perform precise, lethal cuts with these blades as sharp as the piercing gaze of the gods. 

Coated with a venomous substance extracted from a rare species of fungi in Baroldria’s dense forests, the Assassin’s Twin Blades leave you the choice of whether to eliminate your target instantly through force – or silently prick their skin without them even knowing, like a paper cut – then watch them slowly succumb to the venom as it makes its way through their body, rapidly breaking down their flesh. Devouring them. Driving them mad. 

 

Special Ability : The Assassin’s Twin Blades special ability Silent Viper is an effective skill for anyone wishing to do high damage while raising as few eyebrows as possible. For a limited period of time, become fast and deadly like a snake slithering through tall grass. Speedily sneak through an area and expeditiously slice through any inattentive enemy before they can even react. Kill them then and there, or sneakily lacerate them and let the venom perform its function. 

 

***

 

“Praised be the Light, those are some magnificent beasts, are they not?” Vialinn’s silky voice said, drawing Kane’s attention away from the intense information. 

“Praised be the Light, indeed,” Kane replied, turning the blades around and around in his hands, reveling in how perfectly weighted they were. Not too heavy. Not too light. The leather-bound hilt fitting snuggly in his grip. The blades’ edges were probably sharp enough to cut through flesh and bone alike. Craftsmanship at its finest.  

Impressed, Kane whistled a brief melody. “I’m curious as to why you choose to share these with me, though – they’re even made by your people.” 

“I need you to be well equipped, naturally. A broken iron pipe is but a mere toothpick against the dungeon’s higher guards,” she said, shrugging. “Besides, I was never much of a sword aficionado. No, my forte lies in other, more exotic realms, so to speak.” 

“I can only imagine.” 

“Oh, you being a blight leech, I wouldn’t be surprised if our layers of expertise even intersect somewhat.”

“Hmh… perhaps you’re right,” Kane said, still admiring the Twin Blades. 

“I am sure our similarities and differences will surface once we bring down those Metaphysical Inhibitors,” she said, then added with a grunt: “If we bring them down.”

Kane looked her straight in the eye and said without a hint of uncertainty: “We’ll make it happen. Wait and see.” 

“Praised be the Light,” Vialinn murmured and stuffed her hands back into the duffle bag. She fished out two wands made of twisted wood. Holding one wand in each hand, she connected the top end of one to the bottom end of the other, creating a single, six-feet long staff. The indented twists circling the wood were lined with multicolored jewels. They glimmered and reflected the sparse light around them. Considering she was a druid, Kane assumed these gems functioned as magical talismans, fusing the wand with elemental power siphoned from the natural essences of the Apocosmos. More shimmering pebbles dangled from leather straps tied at the wand’s ends. They clattered melodically as she swung the long weapon around herself with experienced moves. Ending the brief showcase by smashing the staff’s tip into the grimy floor, her lips parted in a toothy grin. “This, gentlemen, is my preferred tool of battle. In fact, it has a much broader utility than a mere weapon. I can use this for almost anything – at least once I get access to my MP again.” 

“Don’t doubt it,” Kane said, smirking. 

Her bag now empty, she kicked it into a corner. 

“That could come in handy, later,” Kane said. 

“Where we’re going, we only need our weapons.” 

“Maybe. Maybe not. Who knows?” 

“I know.” 

Kane shrugged. 

“Uhm, speaking of weapons,” Lath-Tek said. “I just want to make sure I understand this correctly.” 

Vialinn met his inquiring gaze. “Hmm?”

“This warhammer is really something… and I’m just, you know, wondering if, uh, it’s a gift… or if I have to give it back to you later? So… yeah.” Uncharacteristically timid, he broke eye contact and stared down at the hammer instead. 

“Tell you what. If you can actually help me out of this wretched place, then it’s all yours. That goes for both of you. And if you can’t get me out of here…” She paused, her smile fading. “Well, if we can’t escape, then I assume we will have other, bigger things to worry about than a few nicely designed pieces of iron. In which case, it wouldn’t much matter one way or the other, now would it?” 

“I…” Lath-Tek began. “I guess… not?” 

She nodded. “Exactly.” 

“So,” the orc said, “it’s really mine, then?” 

“Yes, godsdammit!” Kane shouted and slapped the back of his friend’s rugged, big head. 

Vialinn snorted a laugh while sliding her thin fingers across her own, jewel-adorned wand. “Relax, boys. We either make it, or we don’t. And excuse my utter lack of excitement; it’s just that I have been in this exact situation one too many times before. It is déjà vu all the way down.” 

Lath-Tek’s brow curled. “All the way down?” 

“All the way down to the eternally empty abyss of my blackened, shrunken heart, yes,” she hissed, her purple eye glimmering in the orange light from the surrounding crystals. 

Kane couldn’t stave off a small grin. Although he just couldn’t figure her out, he was starting to enjoy this strange woman. As soon as he thought her mood was light, it turned out she was as heavy as ever. She truly had no hope whatsoever of escaping, but nevertheless chose to join them. Better than starving to death, wrapped up in a carpet in a blood-oozing, gloomy room, he thought. Hopefully.

“Anyway, do know I appreciate the weapons, too,” Kane said, feeling his body prickle with excitement as he lifted the Assassin’s Twin Blades. They were of higher quality than anything he had laid eyes on since arriving in this shithole of a dungeon. 

“But how the hells did you find these things?” Lath-Tek said, rotating the pristine warhammer around in his grip. 

A sly smile played on Vialinn’s deep green lips. “Let us just say I have been around – and the guards have lots of valuables. Unfortunately, it’s worth nothing to us as long as we remain trapped in this extradimensional pocket of nowhere.” 

The orc shrunk back a few inches; his face painted in uncomfortable wrinkles. 

She stepped closer to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Oh, and don’t worry, Lath-Tek; I know you’re not responsible for me being here.” 

“Good.” 

“You can be certain someone will pay for it, but it is not you. For now, we are in this together – symbolized by the warhammer that is now in your possession.” 

A click sounded from his throat as he gave her a stiff nod. “Thanks.” 

She let him go and stuck a dirty finger into her eyehole again, scratching the itchy stitches inside, before straightening her back and saying: “Now, what do you two fine gentlemen say we move on, before we all die of stagnation?” 

Kane gestured at the exit. “Lead the way.” 
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Feeling exhausted, Ylya Thorli exited the portal and entered the hallway in her new home in Sanctishi. With still no bed to sleep in, she instead found the bedroll from earlier and unpacked it in what would become her bedroom. She plumped down on it and sat with her back resting against the wall, vacantly staring out through the window at her closest neighbor – the terraced house containing multiple adjacent apartments. The evening having set it, no one occupied the apartment balconies now. 

As she looked at the different-colored lights shining out from their windows, she wondered how Melissa had coped with everything that happened after Ylya teleported away. Did the Mirror of Horrors spell destroy her mental faculties and left her permanently damaged, or had she merely gotten spooked real good? 

Whatever happened, Ylya acquired no new Blight Core from Melissa, since she left her alive. In fact, she hadn’t received a goddamn thing for showing her mercy. 

Eyes narrowing, she whispered: “I should’ve killed her.” 

A few seconds passed in silence while her own hateful sentence echoed around her head, before a gnawing emptiness blossomed in her stomach. 

Suddenly overtaken by sadness – shock – she repeated – but this time phrased as a question: “I… should have killed her?” 

Ylya’s face crinkled up when it occurred to her how truly horrible such a statement actually was. 

Horrified by herself, she shook her head as a tear spilled from her eye. “No,” she said softly, lips trembling, “of course I shouldn’t have killed her. What’s wrong with me?” 

Out of nowhere, she heaved for breath when it struck her like an atomic bomb that she actually had killed Stein Rolfson. He was dead now, because of her. Gone. Whisked from existence for ever. 

“I killed him,” she said as if awake in a nightmare. The room suddenly felt icy cold. Shivering, she wrapped her arms around herself as flashbacks of Stein’s last words gurgled from his bloody lips – his lacerated body painting the snow red. 

Only her own, monotone voice bounced back at her from the empty walls when she once again uttered the impossible truth: “I murdered a human being today.” 

Icy spikes prickled along her spine upon realizing how close she had been to ending Melissa’s life, too. 

Staring at her own hands in disbelief – a murderer’s hands – Ylya wanted to crawl out of her own skin and flee; escape the sick and twisted reality she’d suddenly been placed in – and equipped with abilities too powerful, too dangerous, for someone as unstable and fragile as herself. 

Minutes feeling like years passed while her mind spun its own web of despair, deeper and deeper, curling in on itself in a hellish loop of self-disgust and regret. Gripping the bedroll so tightly her nails threatened to break, she started crying. She either got kicked in the face by others, or kicked herself in the face by performing wrong actions. There was no winning for her, ever. Only tragedy. 

At the edge of spinning out of control entirely, she abruptly stopped. Her mind turned silent. A microscopic light ignited in the deepest darkness inside herself. Because no, reality wasn’t that simple. Nothing was just black and white. 

Perhaps she was a killer now, but actually, more to the point, she was an avenger. 

They had had it coming, both of them. They suffered by her hands, yes, but what was she, other than a tool of Karma? In reality, their own actions fueled their own, eventual demise. Ylya didn’t need to mourn her actions – no, not in this case. 

“Because he deserved it,” she said as a fire awakened in her chest. “And so did she.” Her hands balled into fists, and her mouth became a snarl. “They both deserved it. I was their victim – and I brought them, and myself, justice.” 

A sense awakened in her, a knowing that everything was going as planned. She was becoming a balancing force between light and dark; a true Blight Leech. 

During a long, satisfying exhale, she felt the knot in her stomach unravel as the tension left her mind. Placing her hands on her thighs, she took a deep breath and managed a smile. It was okay. All was well with the universe. 

Just as she accepted her situation completely, blurry distortions appeared in the atmosphere in front of her. The air crackled and split open in a brightly illuminated portal. 

Kane? a voice wondered in her mind, but no, it didn’t feel right; his portals had always been ocean blue, while this one was white as glittering snow. Holding her breath, she defensively lifted both hands as a tall, slim man jumped out and landed on in front of her. 

A blond guy with gleaming hair hanging down his forehead in unruly strands, and a full beard covered most of his face. Dressed in a knee-length, white overcoat that perfectly matched his white-glowing eyes and feathery, white wings. 

Seeing the almost angel-like man burst forth from the portal made both anticipation and hesitation stir in Ylya’s stomach. His glisteningly white eyes drilled into her own, and she noticed her defensive posture mellowed. Although undoubtedly powerful and dangerous, seeing his stats calmed her – even though they were mostly hidden: 

 

***
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Name : Orijak Barriqs

Race : Blight Leech

Class : Life Provider

Level : ???

HP : ???

MP : ???

 

***

 

“Ylya Thorli, correct?” he said, his voice deep, yet velvety smooth. 

Throwing a cautious look around the room, she felt her eyebrows draw closer as she nodded. “Uhm… yes?” 

A wide grin exposing gleamingly white, perfect teeth formed in his equally perfect blond beard. “Magnificent! I am Orijak. Please follow me.” He turned to face the still open portal. 

“I… uh… excuse me, what?” she said without moving. “Who are you?” 

Rotating on his heels to look at her, his expression humorously perplexed. “You mean Kane hasn’t told you about me, that self-absorbed son of a bitch?” 

Another weight of uncertainty lifted from her shoulders. “You know Kane? Kane Zerriah?” 

“Do I know him?” the angelic-looking man said, laughed and slapped his hands together. “I’d dare say he’s as close of a brother to me as he can possibly be without us sharing DNA, haha!” 

“Okay, that’s… good.” Again Ylya threw another glance around the room, unsure if even more portals would start popping up. 

Orijak stepped all the way up to her, his jolly mood all but gone. “Look, I understand this may be strange, but here’s the situation: The last we heard from Kane was a live stream he transmitted directly from Queen Terrahee’s castle, revealing a meeting with high-standing orcs.” 

A cold lump formed in Ylya’s stomach, as if being hit by a foot-sized icicle. “And… and where is he now?” 

“As I said, that’s the last we heard from him. The final seconds of the transmission showed that they noticed him spying.” 

“Oh, my,” she said, and Orijak continued: 

“As you might guess, time is not on our side.” 

The icy fear in Ylya’s stomach felt real. The story rung true. Horribly true. She didn’t know what she could do about Kane’s disappearance, but she would do whatever possible to help him. 

“Okay,” she said. “Lead the way.” 

“Thank you.” Orijak guided her into the crackling, white portal, and they both teleported off to some place she had no idea where was. 
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Prior to finding Vialinn, Kane and Lath-Tek had struggled through the Dilapidated Asylum Ward for hours. They first searched through the initial sections, where the Straitjacket loOn lured them in with the bone-chilling laughter of a little girl, and then the lunatic-turned-monster gave them a real run for their money that had them fighting and fleeing for what seemed like forever – until Kane slew the disturbed man-beast. After that, they kept ambling more or less aimlessly in the hypothetical direction they hoped would bring them closer to the exit. In reality, though, they now learned, the entire asylum comprised rows upon rows of adjacent corridors with cells and rooms. And the corridors formed clusters of concentric rings circling a center – the center being where they came upon the Straitjacket loOn. 

Hence, the truth of the matter was that the majority of the time, they had been a mere two or three rooms away from the exit all along! Mentally and physically drained, they both facepalmed and shook their heads when Vialinn brought them out of the wretched asylum in less than twenty minutes. All it took was to pass a few doors and crawl through a roomy ventilation duct – and voilà! they popped into an external area surrounding the asylum. 

The new area seemed to be carved out of the ground, with iron beams drilled into various parts of the uneven ceiling, for safety. Torches poked from the walls at random intervals, providing just enough light for them to see. This place resembled the area they initially came from, and in a moment of weakness, a tinge of desperation made Lath-Tek explain to Vialinn that they originally entered the asylum after passing through a long, dark tunnel that was dug straight out of the ground – just like this place… They hadn’t inadvertently wound up in the same freaking place again after all the horrible shit they’d been through, or what?! 

Vialinn snapped back at him to calm the hells down. Unsurprisingly, since she’d been roaming the dungeon for twenty years, she knew exactly where the underground tunnel was, and explained this was absolutely not the same place. Rather, they now found themselves on the very opposite side of the whole circular asylum system – exactly where they ought to be. 

Kane assured his orcish friend that Vialinn knew where she took them, and asked him to relax his paranoia. After all, she had already told him she didn’t consider Lath-Tek responsible for her imprisonment – and she gave him the warhammer – so why in the name of the holy Apocosmic gods would she attempt to trick them? 

Rubbing his tired face with a rough palm, Lath-Tek sighed and apologized for not feeling well. This was all so unfamiliar, and he still felt depressed about being abandoned by Lord Agrath, his father. Vialinn told him to save the sobbing and his feelings for later – when he could face his father and bring it up with him directly. 

Kane kept mostly quiet, but he knew the orc suffered the effects of feeling useless, homeless, and unworthy of his own race’s respect. A tough pill to swallow, indeed. 

They continued onward in relative silence for another hour, when a group of elves and dwarves ambushed them from the surrounding shadows. On the brink of death from starvation, and having nothing to lose, the group was impossible to reason with. They attacked while roaring like wild animals – but their health and stamina were basically nonexistent. Armed with nothing but broken shovels, sticks and stones, they were no match for Kane, Lath-Tek and Vialinn. 

Kane sliced them to bloody shreds with the Assassin’s Twin Blades. Lath-Tek splattered them with his pristine warhammer. And Vialinn danced around and battered them with her excellent control of her special wand. 

The battle ended in no time. 

Wiping blood off his blades and watching the poor bastards sprawl lifeless around them, Kane groaned. He felt no joy being forced to kill these people. They were victims, just like him, but in a much, much worse state. Blinded by starvation. Deaf to common sense. Since he lacked his magical abilities, he couldn’t even use their Blight. 

Such waste, he thought grimly, swearing he would do everything in his power to not only escape himself, but also remove the magical constraints and open the portals entrapping everyone else inside. The orcs enforcing the rules around here would soon be stomped in the face with a rude awakening. And Vialinn was both his map and the master key to accomplish it. 

They looted the attackers, but found nothing of value, except some rolls of half-eaten, stone-dry bread. If nothing else, it would provide a minor HP boost in a near-death situation. Stashing away the meager yield, they continued following Vialinn through the dug-out dirt tunnels. 

Eventually, they reached a chasm like the one Kane had flown Lath-Tek over when they broke out of the initial area. Luckily, a hanging bridge connected to it, so they wouldn’t have to repeat that terrifying episode. Unfortunately, though, the bridge led directly to a well-guarded plateau. 

Vialinn crouched behind a pile of rocks that had fallen out of the dirt wall. A sly smile played on her lips as she whispered: “Gentlemen, we are officially getting closer.” 

Kane peeked up from behind the rocks, assessing the situation. Four guards blocking a solid, bronze door. Unlike the guards they fought earlier, these were armed to the teeth. Unflinching, steely red eyes peered out from under their horned helmets, silently observing the surrounding environment. 

The two in front wielded orcish versions of morning stars – club-like weapons with long, wooden shafts sporting spiked, iron balls attached to chains at the end. The two orcs behind clutched fancy bows, and razor-sharp arrow heads protruded from fully stocked quivers on their backs. 

Kane pulled up their character stats: 
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Name : Orc Dungeon Defender 

Type : Humanoid 

Level : 32 

Disposition : Attentive 

HP : 955 / 955 

Physical Attack : 128 

Magic Attack : 40 

Speed : 124 

Attack Range : 35  

XP : 2502 

Blight : 59% 

Description : The Orc Dungeon Defenders are Orc Fighters who have completed the Extradimensional Warden Program. It is available to all Orc Fighters who meet a certain number of requirements – ranging from level of attentiveness, aggressiveness, obedience to orders, and so on. Once the accepted Orc Fighters graduate from the program, they are allowed to freely choose to be stationed anywhere among the continually growing number of extradimensional orc dungeons, as well as the specific role they wish to fill in their chosen dungeon. 

 

***

 

Disappointed with the information, Kane quit reading. He’d hoped to glean some useful insights about fighting skills or such, but nothing exposing the guards’ technical battle abilities was revealed. He would just have to assume the worst. 

What he did see, however, was their high Blight levels. This told him they probably hated this job, miserable from being locked in a position of having to practically live in an extradimensional dungeon which only existed to separate its inhabitants from the rest of the Apocosmos. They might have freely chosen to work as a Dungeon Defender, but considering their Blight levels, there might not be an easy way out of this position once they accepted it. Which, of course, could be used to his advantage when dealing with them. 

“Crap,” Lath-Tek mumbled next to him. “These are all higher leveled than me. Any ideas?” 

“Perhaps,” Kane said. “They don’t actually want to be here. I believe they’re equally trapped as any of the prisoners – only with better food, gear, and sleeping conditions. Heh.” 

“How do you know?” 

“That’s a blight leech secret, my friend. But they’re not far from outright hating it here.” 

“Whatever you say,” the orc said, mildly amused. “So what do you suggest?” 

“Talking to them? Maybe they’ll decide the fight isn’t worth it, and instead help us if we promise we’ll give them a way out.” 

Lath-Tek snorted. “Sorry, Kane. That’s impossible. Won’t happen. Orcs can’t be turned just like that. Especially not Dungeon Defenders like these. Even if you’re right about how miserable they feel, they will never, ever turn their backs on their pledge of allegiance.” 

Vialinn cut through the discussion: “Enough driveling! We will not waste any precious time attempting to convert any orcs. They are pests. We kill them. End of story.” 

Lath-Tek shrunk back, swallowed dryly, but nodded. 

“Alright, let’s take them out,” Kane said, “but let’s be smart about it.” 

Vialinn drew closer. “I am listening.” 

Kane shared his thoughts, which, if everything worked out, would save them time and potential harm. 

The elven woman looked from the orcs on the other side, to the hanging bridge, and finally back to him again. “Are you absolutely certain you can do it?” 

Kane shrugged. “Already did it once with Lath-Tek – successfully – and you’re lighter than him, so yes, I’m sure.”

The orc sighed, his fidgeting fingers exposing his fear. 

“It’ll be fine,” Kane said with a smile. 

“I don’t have to like it.” 

“No, you don’t. But you do see why it’s the best solution in the long run?” 

A grimace curled Lath-Tek’s mouth in a sour swirl. “Both in the long and short run, probably.” 

“That’s the spirit!” Kane said and slapped his friend’s shoulder. “Now go do your part. We’ll be ready.” 

“Fuck,” Lath-Tek grunted, rose to his feet and stepped into the light. 

Vialinn remained hidden by the rocks, and Kane snuck through the shadows along the wall and took cover behind the wooden fence next to the bridge – while Lath-Tek slowly approached the hanging bridge, fully exposed in the light. 

A few feet away from the bridge, when he got within sight range of the Dungeon Defenders, he started limping. Wailing as if in great pain, he let the warhammer slip out of his hand, before he himself stumbled on his own weak legs and fell to the ground. “Brethren,” he shouted, his hoarse voice echoing across the vast chasm. “H-help me!” 

The guards left their positions on the plateau, grouped together and talked amongst themselves, before one of them called back: “We don’t recognize you. Which division do you belong to?” 

“Shit,” Kane whispered when Lath-Tek paused to think – taking maybe too long – but then shouted back at them: 

“I… I don’t remember. A group ambushed me-” His voice cracked as he coughed multiple times. “A large group of prisoners a-attacked me and knocked me out. They stole everything. When I woke up, I… remembered nothing.” He coughed more, clutching his stomach and writhing in agony. 

The guards discussed loudly again, then another yelled at him when they saw he tried to crawl onto the bridge: “Stay back! You do not have permission to cross the bridge.” 

“Please, my brothers, you’ve got to believe me,” Lath-Tek continued, and Kane had to admit he was putting on quite the show. “Please help me – I’ve l-lost everything!” 

 “I said ‘stay back’!” the guard shouted again. “We’ll come to you.” 

“Th-thank you,” Lath-Tek said, on the brink of crying. He began rolling around in the dirt and kept clutching his stomach as if waves of pain flooded him. 

The archers positioned themselves on each side of the plateau, aiming their bows at Lath-Tek while the two orcs armed with morning stars strolled across the bridge. Distrustful, red eyes scanned the area from side to side while they crossed. The bridge swayed under their combined weight, and the rusty chains that held it up squeaked. 

That’s right – keep walking, Kane thought, feeling his pulse beating in his neck and making adrenaline rush through his body. Juuust a little bit further… 

He searched the earthy ground for some small stones and dug up two flat, sharp ones. 

Perfect. 

When he looked up at the approaching guards again, they had just passed the bridge’s middle point. 

“NOW,” he yelled and sprang up from behind the fence. Back by the stone pile, Vialinn jumped up, too, screaming like an enraged beast. 

It all happened so fast that the four guards jerked back from surprise.

Kane threw the sharp stones at the archers – one aimed at each guard. The left archer wobbled backwards when the stone impacted his helmet and threw him off balance. The second stone hit the right archer’s bow hand, which made him misfire his arrow. 

 Simultaneously, Vialinn hurled rocks at the guards on the bridge. Not as accurate as Kane, but the stones were larger and forced the guards into a defensive stance, half kneeling with arms raised to protect their face. 

With a devilish grin, Kane equipped the Twin Blades, for the first time activating their special ability – Silent Viper. It was intended for quickly and silently assassinating one’s enemies, but right now he only needed the increased speed it provided. 

The blades flashed a luminescent moss green, and his awareness immediately peaked. Colors became brighter. Odors clearer. He could smell the guards’ fear from the acidic quality of their sweat. 

Lath-Tek scuttled to the side and made space for Kane as he rushed to the bridge. When he reached the spot where the bridge was nailed to the ground, he swung the green-glowing blades at the rusty chains. Four high-pitched chinnggs! rang in his ears as the chains severed. 

The morning star-wielding guards screamed when the only thing that kept them from plummeting to their deaths suddenly gave out from under their feet. 

Like an agonized choir, they howled in fear as none of them managed to hold on when the bridge smacked against the opposing wall. Plunging to the depths, the chasm devoured them. 

Two down. Two to go, Kane thought, his mind so strikingly lucid from the Silent Viper ability that it almost felt like he’d be able to jump over to the plateau on the other side. Which he of course couldn’t – but it would’ve been fun! 

But at least I have wings.

Now that the archers had recovered from the initial shock, they fired off arrows in rapid succession. 

Dirt spewed from the ground next to Kane when a little devil nearly hit him. Another strafed past his face and impacted the rocky wall – the tip so sharp it drilled into it and poked straight out. 

He gnashed his teeth. Had his magical abilities been available, he would have ended this confrontation in a second. Oh well, they would be restored soon enough. And the solution existed right behind that thick, bronze door the Dungeon Defenders guarded. 

“Watch out,” Lath-Tek shouted behind him, and he saw Vialinn throw herself off the trajectory of two other arrows. 

Still under the influence of Silent Viper, Kane sheather the Twin Blades and ran to her. “It’s time.”

Lifting both arms to expose her waist, her purple eye glimmered when she said: “Get me over there!”

Kane snatched her remarkably thin waist, flapped his wings and lifted her off the ground without breaking a sweat.  

“I’ll get you next,” Kane said as he flew past his orcish friend – who busied himself by throwing stones at the archers to divert their attention. They easily dodged his puny stones, however, and split their efforts so one fired at Lath-Tek while the other focused on Kane and Vialinn flying over the chasm. 

Even as Kane lifted Vialinn by her waist, she spun and flipped her wand precisely at the right moment – thereby deflecting the incoming arrows. Shrill cracks echoed through the cave every time her wand smacked away another arrow. 

Having flown two thirds of the way across the abyss, Vialinn yelled: “Today you die, orc! Praised be the Liiight!” She then flung the staff straight at the archer. The weapon torpedoed through the air like a projectile. The guard’s red eyes widened, and his jaw dropped – and that was all he managed to do before the wand made contact. An explosion of shattered skull fragments, helmet pieces and brain matter splattered everywhere as the wooden stick blasted through his scalp. 

Holy woah! Kane thought, getting actual tingles tickling his stomach from Vialinn’s display of raw power and precision. How come she threw rocks like an amateur earlier, but has the skills shoot that long wand through the air like a bullet?

“Color me impressed,” he said as he released her upon landing on the plateau. 

She laughed while fetching her wand from the bloody mess on the ground. “You have seen nothing yet.” 

Adrenaline thundering through his veins, Kane only grinned and pulled up one of the Twin Blades. He dashed at the final guard – who tried to hide behind the flight of stairs leading up to the bronze door. 

“Come here,” Kane wheezed as he bolted over the stairs and kicked the bow out of the guard’s hands. Stomped him straight in his beastly face and snatched him by his thick neck. 

“No, no!” the orc yelped as Kane hauled him toward the ledge. The acidic stench wafting from the scared orc’s sweat stung in Kane’s nostrils. 

When he dragged the orc’s upper body over the edge, gusts of wind blew up from the chasm, cooling Kane’s face. 

“Please, no,” the last of the Dungeon Defenders begged, his red eyes moist. “Please spare me, mister. I won’t cause any more trouble!” 

Kane pushed the Twin Blade against the guard’s throat, tearing the skin just enough to draw a single drop of blood. “You’re lying.” 

He squirmed in Kane’s grip. “I promise, I promise! I just want to get out of there. Please!” 

“Kill him,” Vialinn whispered next to Kane. “He’s nothing but another pest.” 

“L-let me go and I’ll be right out of your hair,” the guard said, now with tears running down his cheeks. 

Kane threw Lath-Tek a long stare and shouted over the chasm: “Are you hearing this? I thought you said orcs never go back on their pledge of allegiance?” 

Lath-Tek smacked his lips before calling back: “Don’t be gullible, Kane. He’s lying his horns off!” 

The guard spat at Lath-Tek: “You’re the only liar here. Backstabbing bastard – tricking your own kind like this!” 

“Shut your fucking mouth,” Lath-Tek hollered from the other side. 

“Kill him, Kane,” Vialinn repeated in his ear. “Nothing good will come from this.” 

“Shut up, all of you!” Kane barked. Digging deep into the guard’s sweat-drenched face, he couldn’t shake the sense that had tickled him ever since laying eyes on these Dungeon Defenders: That they truly did not want to be here. At all. They were fed up with practically being prisoners to the dungeon themselves – only with slightly better comfort. 

Against the will of the others, he said: “I will give you one single chance to prove yourself.” 

“Yes! Yes! Anything!” the guard said hoarsely. 

From the other side, Lath-Tek yelled: “This is a bad idea.” 

Kane ignored him and said: “Prove your truthfulness to us by unlocking that door.” 

The scared archer neither hesitated nor stuttered when he immediately said: “Absolutely, yes – right away, mister!” 

“And by the gods, I’ll slice your head clean off if you make one wrong move.” 

The guard rapidly nodded multiple times. “I promise – you got my word. Hundred percent.” 

Kane slowly withdrew the Twin Blade and let go of the guard’s throat – he had squeezed so hard that his fingerprints lingered in the orc’s robust skin as he pushed himself up on his feet. 

Shaking violently, the archer looked from Vialinn to Lath-Tek over and over again while climbing the stairs to the bronze door. He fidgeted with something in a pouch strapped to his hip and fished up a metallic ring with a bronze key dangling from it. A crisp click! sounded as he unlocked the door. Upon opening it, a mellow green light mixed with undertones of golden yellow shone out from the doorway, but the big door blocked Kane’s view. 

The guard left the key in the lock and stepped back down from the stairs. His pupils hopped from Lath-Tek to Vialinn before he looked expectantly to Kane. Wiping sweat from his brow, he said: “There. It’s open. As I promised.” 

“I appreciate your honesty,” Kane said, smiling. “I’ll fly you over there, and then you walk away and tell no one about this. You understand?” 

The guard nodded frantically and folded his hands as if praying. “Yes, yes. You have my word. Thank you, mister. Thank you.” 

“Good,” Kane said – and just as he got ready to grab the orc to fly him across the chasm, from the corner of his eye, he noticed movement. The next moment something flashed by, and the guard’s head cracked open, splashing blood all over Kane as he tumbled forward – instantly dead. 

Kane turned and found Vialinn standing off to the side, gripping her wand, now dripping with fresh blood. 

Cold disbelief spread across Kane’s chest and out to his arms and legs. For a second, his brain simply didn’t compute what had happened – or why it happened. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” 

“He had to die.” 

“He helped us.” 

“He had to die, Kane.” 

Inhaling deeply to keep himself from beating the Blight out of her, he said: “He just wanted to get away from this shithole. Like all of us.” 

“Inconsequential. He was a liability,” she said calmly, wiping grime off her wand. “I have seen it time and time again. Never let the enemy live. Especially not in situations like this. They always return stronger. Always.”

“She’s right, Kane,” Lath-Tek called across the chasm. “He would’ve-”

Kane snapped back before his friend finished: “Stay out of it.” He kicked the guard’s broken helmet off the edge of the plateau, and centered himself with a couple of deep breaths. 

Peace is impossible, he thought, chewing the insides of his cheeks. Everyone is damaged. We’re all garbage. 

These thoughts and feelings actually surprised him. He was a blight leech, after all – he thrived on people’s negativity. He devoured evilness like snacks. What the hells was happening to him? With a grunt, he let it go, because nothing was happening. He had just felt that this specific guard deserved a second chance. Everyone deserved a second chance if they truly wanted to change. 

Ignoring Vialinn, he grit his teeth and flew across the chasm to Lath-Tek. “Ready?” 

“Honestly, no,” the orc said, shaking his head. “The terror I felt the first time still haunts me. When we started to fall… shit, I get dizzy just thinking about it.” 

“It’ll be fine. I’m stronger now.” 

“You are?” 

“No, but it’ll be fine,” Kane said, winked, and jokingly slapped his friend’s shoulder. He took off and hovered above Lath-Tek, who begrudgingly grabbed hold of his legs, putting Kane’s feet under his armpits for extra support. 

A few times on the way back, Kane got the sense of drowning when the orc’s weight threatened to pull them both down into the depths below – but he forced himself through it and carried them both across. He breathed a sigh of relief when Lath-Tek jumped off, knowing damn well that if the distance had been just a little longer, they would have, indeed, both been screwed. 

Wiping sweat from his face, Kane arched his back and stretched his arms. Pops and cracks sounded from his tired joints, and he suddenly realized how exhausted he was. All this fighting, running, and now flying, took its toll – especially since he had no way of feeding his dire need for Blight. Never before had he found himself in a situation where he was blocked off from that most important nutrient. Blinking away irregular spots in his vision, he scowled at the Blight counter. No surprise he felt like shit; only a puny seventeen percent remained. How could it vanish so quickly? 

I can’t keep this up much longer… His jaw muscles tightened as a vacuum-like emptiness ached in his stomach. Maybe I’ll actually die soon. Maybe today… or tomorrow? That would be interest- 

Lath-Tek snapped him out of the train of thought, pulling him back to reality by poking an elbow in his side. “What was that back there, anyway?” 

Kane cleared his voice and grunted: “What was what?” 

“The guard… You’re pretty softhearted, aren’t you?” 

Kane scowled at him. “Which is to your benefit, mind you.” 

“Oof! True. Because you would’ve killed me when we first met, wouldn’t you?” 

Kane grumbled an agreement.

“And here I thought all blight leeches were stone cold, murderous soul-parasites, haha!” 

Kane snorted. “And I thought all orcs were a bunch of dead-brained, half-animals.” 

Lath-Tek’s mouth opened, but Vialinn interrupted him: “That is quite enough, gentlemen. We all learn something every day. Let us move on.” 

Kane and Lath-Tek glared at each other for a brief moment, before they both broke out smiling. 

“Hey, you know I just-” the orc began, but Kane waved it away.

“Forget about it. It’s all good.”

The three of them searched the plateau, looting what remained of the Dungeon Defenders. Lath-Tek and Vialinn both snatched the archers’ bows and arrows, and all three found fruit and food rations around a pile of ash further back, which had probably been a bonfire earlier. Certain there was nothing else to dig up around here, they climbed the stairs and stepped through the doorway into an area so different that it looked like they had teleported to another place entirely. 
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Orijak brought Ylya to a cellar of an old brick building somewhere on the outskirts of the Eternal City, well hidden among overgrown vegetation and large, crooked trees. Ylya didn’t ask, but she guessed it hadn’t been in official use for ages – and the cellar itself was even worse than the floors above. No windows anywhere; only a mellow, flickering light filled the space, emitted from more of those mini-orbs. Six tables and chairs reminiscent of those she had as a kid in school were lined up in a horseshoe shape, circling a round iron table in the center. 

Two men and two women occupied four of the chairs. One very big, clean-shaven guy in a tight-fitted leather outfit sat on the far-left end, while a small guy with silvery, pointy hair sat on the far-right end. The two ladies had the chairs next to the big guy – one dark-skinned with mint-green eyes and lips, and the other a light-skinned woman with mesmerizing ochre-colored eyes, and dressed in a dark gray jumpsuit. 

Also, Ylya noticed a group of other blight leeches lurking further back in the hall, but they were busy talking amongst themselves and didn’t seem to notice her arrival. 

The four in front all nodded and lifted their hands to greet her, though. She waved back at them, trying to ignore the feeling of being overwhelmed by this whole thing. 

“So yes, welcome to The Guild Hall,” Orijak continued, waving a hand at the people and the shabby surroundings. “Well, as you can see, it’s not really a hall at all, but whatever – here we are. This is where we hold our meeting, and we are all a part of Kane’s guild.” 

He then pointed at and introduced the people in the chairs in the horseshoe: “This muscular, mean-looking dude is Garrox, but don’t worry, although he can squish you into juice between his thumb and pinky, he mostly enjoys crawling on his hands and knees in the grass while observing plants and insects and whatever.” 

Garrox snorted a laugh. “It’s true, I do.” 

Ylya chuckled. “Nice to meet you.”

“Moving on,” Orijak continued, “the dark beauty next to him is Jaineen, and she’s one helluva cook! Magic-wise, of course – she’s a beast when creating new spells and such. But food, eehh, not so much, hah!” 

Jaineen cupped her mouth, snickering. 

Orijak winked at her, and moved on: “Next to her, we have our very own healer and people-person – Piwanah.” 

Placing an open hand next to his mouth, he leaned closer to Ylya and whispered just loud enough for everyone to nevertheless hear it: “Oh, and be careful with her; she’ll pull you in like quicksand. She’s a sneaky one!” 

Piwanah merely sat there with crossed arms and a sly smile, subtly nodding her head. 

Gesturing at the smaller guy on the far right, Orijak said: “And this fine gentleman here is Rubir. He’s tough as nails – especially with daggers and other easy-to-hide weapons, and he’s got a real knack for interdimensional, techy things.” 

Rubir bowed his head with a boyish grin. “I know my way around the nonphysical matrix, yeah.” 

“Nice to meet you all,” Ylya said, before looking up at Orijak’s hypnotizing, bright-shining eyes. “And what about you?” 

“Oh, me? I’m just a guy with fluffy wings who shoots beams of light from his palms… and stuff.”

Jaineen said: “Don’t forget to mention you’re also-”

“So yup, that’s us!” Orijak interrupted her. “And then there’s Kane, of course, but I think it’s safe to say you already know what kind of gloomy-ass guy he is.” 

Ylya choked a chuckle while the others laughed out loud and shook their heads from Orijak’s ridiculous introduction. 

“But anyway, let’s get real,” he said, his mood immediately changing and becoming serious. “Just to recap quickly and bring you up to speed, this is the situation: Like the sometimes reckless, but brave – but still reckless – man Kane is, he went ahead and snuck into Queen Terrahee’s castle. That’s right! Like a spy, he found a way in there, all alone, and listened in on a meeting she was having with a group of very high-standing orcs. Aaand, as you know, got himself caught.” 

That explains why he didn’t want me to help him, Ylya thought, and said: “And you don’t know where he is now?” 

Orijak threw his hands out, shaking his head. “Unfortunately, nope.” 

Rubir rose from his chair. “And it pains me to say this, but we have to take some of the blame for this.” 

“What?!” Jaineen said. “Why would you say something like that?” 

“Oh you know,” he said, his high-pitched voice reaching even higher tones as he got more amped up. “Have you forgotten that Kane stood here in front of us and practically begged us to join him, and we all just said no? Just like that. None of us wanted anything to do with it.” 

From the other end of the horseshoe, Garrox nodded. The tight-fitted leather outfit squeaked as he leaned forward. “Rubir’s right. Frankly, for a moment there, we all thought Kane had gone a little…” He made a looney grimace and swirled a finger next to his temple. 

Ylya noticed how Rubir lit up like a proud child from getting Garrox’s support. “Exactly!” he said, smacking his hands together. “This could’ve been prevented if we only cared a little more and believed in him – at least until we could prove that he was wrong.” 

Orijak nodded, too. “Yeah, you’re right, man. But we’ll get him back, and not only that, but we’ll make sure our queen doesn’t ruin our entire race’s good standing with the Dark Energy. We will make everything right. I’m sure of it. But first, we need to find Kane.” 

“Although,” Jaineen said, dragging the word out and shrugging. “Honestly, and I’m not saying this because I don’t care, but I am a thousand percent sure Kane will find a way out of the trouble he’s in. He always does.” 

Rubir jumped from his chair. “Are you saying we shouldn’t help him?” 

She smacked her hands against the tabletop. “No! I’m just saying he’s a feisty, powerful man, and I trust he’s fully capable of getting himself out of whatever trouble Queen Terrahee has put him in. As I said, he always does.” 

Piwanah nodded. “He really does.” 

“Maybe he does,” Rubir agreed, “but I will take a deep dive right now and see if I can’t sniff out a trace somewhere.” He plumped back into his chair, before his eyes became unfocused and Ylya knew he was doing things in his HUD. 

“Thank you, Rubir, let me know what you find out,” Orijak said, dragging a hand across his smooth face. “And yes, Kane is great at pulling his own ass out of trouble. But as his nonbiological brother, I will not sit back and simply hope he’ll return. Besides, that might take days – weeks! Who knows? First of all, time is not on our side, here, people, so we can’t just twiddle our thumbs and wait. And secondly, even if he might escape, maybe he’s in pain, right? And we don’t want him to be in pain, do we? No! So we’ll get off our asses and do what we fucking can!” 

A lump grew in Ylya’s throat, and she felt her eyes turned moist from how much Orijak cared about Kane. What a great, honorably guy, she thought, quickly wiping away the dampness from her eyes. 

Orijak sighed. “I suggest we all spend some time digging through the threads of the Dark Energy to see if we can locate any trace of Kane whatsoever.” 

Big Garrox nodded. “Agreed.” 

Orijak placed a hand on Ylya’s shoulder. “You look a little worn-out, sweetie, so feel free to find a seat and relax while we do this, okay?” 

She smiled. “Thank you. You’re right. The last few days have been some of the most exhausting – and interesting – in my entire life.” 

“Yeah, I can see that. Go on, now. Take a breather.” He gestured at a chair off to the side of the main chairs in the horseshoe, and she happily complied. 

Bone-weary beyond belief, Ylya dozed off almost instantly upon sitting down. The last thing she saw was how the others all zoned out of their shared reality, busy doing invisible things. 
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As Kane, Lath-Tek and Vialinn stepped through the doorway of the solid bronze door, Lath-Tek spoke with a relieved sigh: “Finally a change of scenery.”  

“And what a change,” Kane said, taking in the unexpected view. 

They had entered a hallway made entirely of polished bronze – broad enough to guide ten horses side by side through it. Intricate patterns of interlocking hexagons and pentagons decorated the walls. Emerald light orbs along the center of the ceiling lit up the space, casting their green luminescence across the reflective, golden-brown surfaces. Rows of silvery pillars rose on each side of the walkway, giving the atmosphere a sense of importance. 

As an earlier Builder with an eye for architecture, Kane appreciated the simple, yet majestic expression. It stood in stark contrast to the dirty places he’d seen up to this point. Clearly, this area was strictly off limits for the dungeon’s prisoners. 

An area notification appeared in Kane’s field of view:   

 

Inner Sanctum

 

Shaking his head, Kane chuckled. “I didn’t expect a place like this would exist in an orcish dungeon. Especially not one meant to separate people from the rest of the world. What’s the point? No one will ever see it.” 

“Those who work here see it all the time,” Lath-Tek said. “We orcs can be quite meticulous about certain things.” 

Vialinn smiled knowingly. “Orcs are a brutish race focused on the physical plane of existence. This means only a select few have a deep understanding of magic – and because of this, they actually value anything representing the metaphysical aspects of life even more. Hence, they enjoy building grandiose structures like these as a display of their appreciation of these subtler realities that the majority cannot even begin to comprehend. Not too different from another race of mostly physically oriented beings…” She caught Kane in her gaze, staring at him in a strange way. 

“Why are you looking at me?”  

“I think you know why.”

Kane snorted. “Blight Leeches are one of the most inter-dimensionally proficient races in the Apocosmos.” 

“Oh, I didn’t mean blight leeches, darling.” 

Her tone and look poked Kane somewhere deep, and he didn’t like it. He was thankful when Lath-Tek interrupted the weirdness: 

“It really varies among different groups of orcs. Many place no importance on the metaphysical at all, but sure, some do – and especially the ones who created this specific dungeon.” 

“Which was led by your father, is it so?” Vialinn said. 

Lath-Tek wiggled his head back and forth. “Well, not my father specifically, but this dungeon does belong to…” He cleared his voice. “To my branch, you could say.” 

She ignored his visible display of dismay. “Yes, which means you stem from a line of orcs being a little more invested in the deeper realities. I mean, you yourself are in fact a Fire Shaman, isn’t that right?” 

He nodded. “It is. Shall we move on?” 

“Yeah, let’s go,” Kane shot in before Vialinn could continue her somehow eerie probing coupled with strange insinuations thrown at both of them. 

“And gentlemen,” she said, gesturing at the way ahead. “I must be honest. This is as far as my knowledge of the Inner Sanctum goes.” 

Kane’s eyebrows wrinkled. “I thought you said you’d seen the Metaphysical Inhibitors many times before?” 

“Well… I haven’t been behind the bronze door, but I have seen the door multiple times – and knew for a fact we would find the inhibitors inside.” 

“So you lied.” 

“Stretching the truth a teeny tiny notch isn’t lying, per se.” 

Kane gave her a disappointed look. “It’s not exactly telling the truth, either.” 

“I led you here, did I not?” 

“Yes, you did,” Lath-Tek said, hiding his disappointment with a tired smile. “Let’s not make a big deal out of this, and move on.” 

Kane wasn’t having any of it, however. “Are there any other truths you’ve chosen to bend in order to make it seem like you know more than you do? Something important we ought to know about?” 

Her purple eye flashed with defiance. “No. Just this one thing – and it’s truly not anything to get flustered about. According to people who have been here – who have actually been here, yes – the inhibitors are easy to find once inside the Inner Sanctum. The sole reason for the existence of this place is to be a protective base around them.” 

Fed up with it all, Kane grumbled and began walking down the bronze path with pillars on each side. He barely had enough strength to fight through the severe lack of Blight, and wanted to get out of here as soon as possible. He just hoped the elf wouldn’t inadvertently lead them straight into a freaking trap. 

The others trailed after him, not saying much. 

The pathway continued onwards a few hundred yards until they reached a mirrored wall. Looking at it, they saw themselves staring back at themselves, with the long pathway they came from now stretching ahead, too. Kane scanned it from top to bottom, following the edges from the floor, walls, and up to the ceiling. He saw no visible seams or joints; the wall simply was a mirror. Continuing the inspection, he began sliding his hands across the smooth surface, using his tactile sense to feel for any irregularities in the glass indicating a potential way to open it. When he had covered the lower part, he used wings to fly in order to reach the upper section. 

Still no luck. 

He glanced at Vialinn, who had been standing frozen since they came within ten feet of it. “Know anything about this?” 

“Unfortunately, no,” she mumbled. Biting the tip of her tongue, she nearly seemed hypnotized by her own reflection. 

“Screw this,” Lath-Tek said, lifted his warhammer and ran toward the mirror. He roared and swung the hammer at it full force. At the moment of impact, his weapon passed straight through it – and having no way of stopping the built-up momentum, he, too, slid right through. With a shocked yelp, the large orc blasted through the mirror without damaging it at all, leaving only ripples in the smooth surface as if it instantly liquified. The ripples calmed in a couple of seconds, and the mirror returned to its perfect smoothness. 

Kane shook himself out of the surreal feeling and walked up to it anew. Placing his hands on it, it had already returned to being hard and cold as a regular mirror.

Vialinn, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have noticed what happened at all. She still stood transfixed, watching her own reflection. 

Kane ignored her for now, and instead yelled: “Can you hear me, Lath-Tek?” 

But he heard no reply from the other side. If there even was another side? Maybe the mirror actually was a portal of some sort. 

“Or maybe…” Kane whispered, an idea tickling the back of his brain. “Maybe speed or force is the active ingredient?” 

He started hitting the mirror with the underside of his fist, like a hammer. Lightly at first, then slowly hit it harder and faster. Harder and faster. Harder. Then even faster. 

Before he knew it, he was slamming his fists against the rock-hard surface, his reflection looking like a madman with an insane expression on his face – and then – when he utilized about 90% of his strength, the mirror’s solidity collapsed, and he passed through it as if it wasn’t real at all. 

Kane popped out on the other side, where Lath-Tek stood looking perplexed. 

“I’ll be damned,” Kane said, breathing heavily from both the exerted energy and exhilaration. “I must say, that was a simple, yet fancy trick.” 

Lath-Tek nodded with raised eyebrows. “Fancy, but not too clever. Most intruders would try to smash the mirror and easily get through.” 

“Yeah,” Kane said, noting that from this side, the mirror wasn’t visible at all – only a blurry layer, like a wall of fog. He glimpsed Vialinn’s outline through it. She still hadn’t moved. 

“What’s wrong with her?” Lath-Tek said. 

“Only the gods know, my friend,” Kane said. “Maybe the mirror has a hypnotizing effect if you look at yourself in it.” 

Lath-Tek shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. Didn’t look.” 

“Me neither. Wait here, and I’ll get her.” Kane created some space between himself and the fog layer, before rushing toward it as fast as possible. As expected, he passed through without resistance. 

He stepped in front of Vialinn and peered into her eye. “Can you hear me?” 

No response. 

Snapping his fingers right up in her face didn’t help, either. The vacant thousand-yard stare remained. “You’re really gone, aren’t you, lady?” 

Okay, he thought and sighed. I must speed her up fast enough to break the mirror’s barrier without her cooperation. Shit.

Now knowing Lath-Tek saw him through the mirror – or at least the contour of his body – he made exaggerated waving motions to signify he needed his friend to join him. 

Hardly half a minute passed before Lath-Tek came rushing through the mirror, making ripples curl outward from his entrance point. 

“She’s just not moving, huh?” 

“No. And I don’t want to risk smashing her face if I alone can’t throw her fast enough to break through the barrier.” 

“Right,” Lath-Tek said. “It probably wouldn’t be ideal to give her a concussion on top of being frozen stiff.” 

They looked at each other for a second, saying nothing and withholding a grin. 

Both knowing Vialinn was a resource, after all, they went back and lifted her – grabbing an arm and a leg each. They backpedaled a few steps, to get ready. On a count of three, they sprinted toward the mirror and flung the motionless body at it full force right before colliding. She flew through it beautifully while they stumbled and tumbled through after her. Both fell hands-first onto the bronze floor on the other side. 

As they got back up, Vialinn grunted and slowly started moving her head and limbs. 

Kane helped her to her feet. Leaning against him, she wiped the caramel-colored hair from her face and rubbed her forehead. “Praised be the Light – thank you for getting me out of there; I thought I would be stuck forever.” 

“You’re welcome, but… what do you mean?” 

“It’s hard to explain. When we reached the mirror, and I looked into it, it was as if the reflection immediately curled outwards and sort of folded around me,” she explained, illustrating with her hands. “It entrapped me in a mirrored reality where nothing moved and no time existed. Like being stuck in a vacuum outside of time and space, unable to move, yet seeing the world outside of it. I saw you, but couldn’t contact you.” 

“Strange,” Kane said, shaking his head. “Guess I’m glad I didn’t look at my own reflection. I was too focused on inspecting the mirror itself to care about-” 

The ground rumbled, followed by Lath-Tek shouting for help. 

Kane turned on his heels and saw the orc’s hands sticking up from a square hole in the floor ten yards further in. He clung to a ledge where there had been only solid ground two seconds ago. 

“Help,” he yelled, his fingers slipping on the smooth-surfaced bronze floor. “Spikes! Tons of spikes!” 

Fast like an electric current, Kane boosted himself forward with the help of his flapping wings. He slid the last distance on the soles of his boots, snatched Lath-Tek’s hands, and jumped over the hole while dragging the orc with him across. While passing, he saw the bottom of the hole was filled with ten-foot spikes, littered with skeletons. 

“The ground just caved in from under me,” Lath-Tek wheezed once safe again. 

“Of course,” Kane mumbled. “Based on all those bones down there, it’s clear we’re not the first ones to successfully pass the mirror, and, more importantly – but not surprisingly – this place is likely riddled with traps like these.” 

Vialinn slammed her wand on the ground and boosted herself over the hole. “Guess that explains the lack of guards.” 

“Because the Inner Sanctum doesn’t need guarding; it takes care of itself,” Lath-Tek said, snorting a tired laugh. 

She nodded. “Exactly.”

Kane glared at her. “And you knew nothing about this?” 

“What, Kane?” 

“The place being booby trapped.” 

“Do you not think I would have told you if I did?” 

“Would I ask if I knew the answer to that question?” 

She kept quiet while glaring back at him with her single eye, and slowly stuck her middle finger into her empty eye socket and twirled it around in there, making nauseating squishy sounds. 

The gesture was so unexpected that Kane actually felt like letting out a hearty belly-laugh. She was a hard-ass. And pretty damn cool, too. Yet, refusing to give her the satisfaction of seeing him enjoying it, he simply stared expressionlessly at her – until Lath-Tek cleared his voice and spoke: 

“We’re in a dangerous situation here, so stop acting like children. Pay attention.” 

Vialinn retracted the sassy middle finger from her stitched-together eye hole. “Sounds reasonable to me.” 

“Good,” Lath-Tek said, continuing onward. 

Kane ran up to him, making sure to be right next to him in case another patch of the floor suddenly decided to fall out. 

As they kept walking, the bronze hallway grew narrower. The pillars disappeared and the walls drew closer. Gradually, the luminescent orbs in the ceiling were further and further spaced apart from each other, making the corridor darker. In the decreased light, details became fussy, and they had to squint to see clearly. 

But the hallway continued. Like a labyrinth with twists and turns, it snaked left and right, before leading them to a downward staircase. Another flight of steps brought them upwards again. At the top, they exited into an eighty feet long, roomy corridor made of pure gold. The humidity level was so high that every surface was dripping wet. Hot dampness plastered across Kane’s face and made his hair cling to each side of his ears and cheeks like a moist towel. 

Blood red flames crackled softly from torches fastened along the opposing walls. Diamond-shaped pieces of mirror glass were randomly embedded in the ceiling. They reflected the torchlight like flickering lasers through the air, shooting downward and painting red squares on the dewy floor. 

Kane used his hand to shade the intense reflections, protecting his eyes, which hadn’t yet adapted to the bright light after wandering through gloomy corridors for the past hour. Before fully entering, he stopped. Pulling in a mild odor of salt hiding in the roasted smell from the torches, he said: “Careful, everyone. I’m willing to bet anything that the design of this place isn’t accidental.” 

“Hmmm,” Vialinn murmured next to him. “Question is, should we step on those red squares reflected onto the floor, or not?” 

“Or…” Lath-Tek said right behind them, “are they installed just to distract from the real threat?” 

Kane scanned the area for any details he might have overlooked, while scratching the stubble on his chin. He heard nothing, except for plopping noises caused by droplets falling from the damp ceiling. “Questions, questions.” 

“Just wait a second,” Lath-Tek said and equipped the warhammer. He used it to smash the floor – hard enough to shatter a piece of the golden tiles – before dislodging three cup-sized shards, and picking them up. 

“Let’s see what happens now,” he said and threw the craggy pieces – one to each side where the torches hung, and one straight ahead into the walkway. 

The shards going left and right merely clattered against the golden walls and fell to the ground. The middle shard, however, crossed multiple red reflection-beams on its path before plummeting to the floor. 

Vialinn gasped and jerked backwards, dragging Kane and Lath-Tek with her, when every torch that had its reflected light crossed suddenly roared and spewed red fire across the room – scorching anyone potentially walking there to crispy crust. They flooded the hallway with thick bursts of flames for another twenty-or-so seconds. 

When they returned to being seemingly regular, innocent torches again, mechanical tiles in the ceiling separated and showered water onto the now burning floor. Water vapor oozed from the choking flames and added another layer of moistness to the already extremely humid atmosphere. 

After yet another twenty-ish seconds, the showers stopped, followed by the floor opening along its center, swallowing the water and anything else lying there – thereby cleaning up and disposing of any remnants of whatever or whoever had just been grilled to death. 

“I’m not even surprised,” Kane said when the show ended, and had to admit to himself he felt a tiny bit impressed by the efficiency of the trap. 

Lath-Tek whistled. “Hoo-boy! Am I glad I tested the waters before we dove in!” 

“Praised be the Light, yes,” Vialinn whispered. “In other words, we keep away from the light beams.” 

“Honestly,” the orc said, “I’d prefer staying away from those godsdamned torches as well. You think we can find another way through?” 

Kane shook his head. “Highly doubt it. We’ve been stuck in a labyrinthian corridor for at least an hour, and we passed no doors or alternative paths. This is it. This is what we must deal with. But as long as we don’t interrupt the beams, we should be fine.” He gestured at the walls. “We keep as far to the side as possible. Then we crouch and sneak carefully past the torches. Should be fine,” he repeated. 

“Right,” Lath-Tek mumbled, sucking on his uneven front teeth. “Sure. Should be fine.” 

Gripping her wand, Vialinn waved it at the wall while catching Kane’s steely gaze. “After you, gentleman.” 

“Oh, really?” 

“The highest leveled one first, naturally.” 

He actually agreed with her on that part, so he nodded and slinked off to the left wall. The heat from the first burning torch warmed his face as he drew closer. The red flame flickered vigorously, as if disturbed by a nonexistent wind. 

Kane expected the torches to be connected to a mechanism that enabled them to shoot fire out into the room, but upon closer inspection, he found nothing. The flames grew from a cloth wrapped around the top of a normal wooden stick. 

Magic. It’s the only explanation. 

He grimaced. Of course the rulers of the dungeon still had access to it, even though everyone else was blocked off. But no, not only the rulers, because the Straitjacket loOn also accessed MP – how else would the crazy sonofabitch be able to use the skill Kane inherited upon killing him – Petrification? 

This must mean it’s possible to circumvent the blockage, somehow, he thought, grinding his teeth as he crouched under the torch, feeling the scorching heat tugging at his neck skin while sliding under it. 

It was too much trying to solve this riddle while simultaneously paying one hundred percent attention to avoiding the torches, so he dropped it. 

We’ll soon reach the Metaphysical Inhibitors, and then it’ll all be history – so who cares? 

Inquiring minds always sought answers, even when the knowledge carried no practical significance. Sometimes the mere act of acquiring intelligence scratched the itch of curiosity. 

Forget about it, he thought while passing under the second torch. These red flames burned many times more fiercely than regular fire, producing waves upon waves of heat that surged through the damp hallway. 

Drops of sweat trickled from his armpits and felt like ice cold fingertips running down the insides of his arms. Focusing on breathing steadily, he glanced back at Vialinn and Lath-Tek. The orc gave Kane an encouraging nod while she white-knuckled the wand, getting ready to follow suit. 

“It’s okay,” Kane said and offered her a smile. “It’s burning hot, but it’s okay. Just take it slowly. One step at a time.”

“I know,” she mumbled, not even looking at him. “Focus on yourself.” 

Kane ignored her and snuck past the third torch, thereby reaching the middle point between the hallway’s entrance and exit. Here, the heat flooded in from every direction – the torches beating against him as if with clubs dipped in moist lava. Although the humidity was dense enough to basically drink water straight out of the air, his mouth was dry like a desert, and his tongue felt like a snail that had died from dehydration. 

Kane’s stamina was threateningly low, and the ever-present, gnawing hunger that could only be stifled by Blight scratched at his very soul. Leaning the back of his head against the wall, he wiped sweat from his brow and inhaled deeply with an open mouth – attempting to moisten his oral cavity. 

After resting for no more than twenty seconds, he perked up when a click! sounded from under his boots. His eyes jumped to the ground just in time to see that the floor tiles he stood on shifted position and got pushed down.  

“What the-?” But his voice became a scream when the tiles erupted from the ground and like a slingshot flung him into the center of the hallway. During the brief flight, he crossed paths with multiple red reflection-beams. 

Oh shit, fuck, no! his inner voice yelled as he fell onto the walkway. His body rolled around a few times before he managed to stop. 

The next second felt like a short eternity of ear-deafening, intense silence as Kane sat on the floor in frozen, horrified expectation. Barely hearing Lath-Tek and Vialinn shout in the background, he tried to figure out how to get the hells out of there as fast as possible- 

And then the fiery floodgates opened. 

“Aaaaaghhh!” Kane wailed as flamethrower-thick showers of red fire burst at him from every direction. The scorching heat tore into the fabric of his clothes, as well as his wings, face, hands – everything. 

Health drained from his HP fast like water from a high-pressure pump. While his mouth kept screaming, and his body frantically clawed at the slippery floor to escape, his mind suddenly turned silent. Crispy clean. Aware. 

Additional torches started blasting fire at him as his body clawed its way forward, re-igniting what should have ‘just’ been a twenty-second roast. But in this manic state, he simply wasn’t able to stop the body’s animalistic flight from certain death. In less than fifteen seconds, his health had been cut in half – and it kept vanishing. 

Kane did manage to retain the newfound silence, though. And in this inner silence, his mental voice spoke up: 

Silent Viper.

Of course, the Assassin’s Twin Blades’ special ability.

The next words he heard in his mind were a snippet from the ability’s information: 

For a limited period of time, become fast and deadly like a snake slithering through tall grass.

Beyond his body’s agony, and his scream aching in his own ears, Kane smiled inside. 

That’s the solution.

Only 14% remained of his HP now, but he pushed through the sweltering agony, rolled onto his back, equipped the Twin Blades and activated Silent Viper. 

Newfound vigor rushed through his veins, filling his limbs with energy – even numbing the excruciating agony of being burned alive. With Silent Viper active, it also became easier to overview the situation despite the body’s instinctual fight-flight-response. 

A plan formed in his mind. 

As Kane rolled over on his stomach again, he crossed more reflection-beams, and thereby ignited more torches. 

He ignored all of it. 

Roaring like a tortured beast, he turned the Twin Blades upside down and poked them into the ground. He used them like ski poles to boost himself off the ground and forward. Fire roared in his burning ears when he passed the densest flames – but of course, this led him to cross more reflection-beams, which ignited even more torches. 

But he had passed four out of six torches, and he refused to pass all of them in the same manner. 

Now with more mental lucidity, he flung himself off the walkway – away from the reflection-beams and toward the torches themselves, where he initially came from. 

His health was down to 7% when he finally slipped away from any direct contact with the barrage of flames. With his clothes burning, his skin smelling like a freshly roasted steak, and his wings stiff and crooked from the hellish shower, his aggression rose to unknown heights. Kane screamed and went on a full-on rampage against the torches. With impeccable skill and precision – amplified by Silent Viper – he cut and sliced his way through the torches. He hacked them into pieces, and kicked the burning torch heads into the walkway, where the watery showers now began putting out the fires. He also, of course, remembered to jump over the sneaky fucking springboard-trap that catapulted him into this hellish experience to begin with, between the third and fourth torch. 

When he finally arrived back at the beginning where Lath-Tek and Vialinn waited, wheezing from exertion, and grunting from the scorching pain, he looked up at them with a shaking head, and his cracked lips formed a devilish smile. He bared his teeth and laughed. On the brink of death – a mere 2 HP left – Kane laughed uproariously. Victoriously. 

And then his legs gave out from underneath him when the Silent Viper ability ended, and he collapsed on the ground, trembling and chuckling like the madman he truly was. 

The others picked their gaping jaws off the floor and came to his rescue. Lath-Tek lifted and supported his worn-out body while Vialinn fed him some health-boosting edibles. And in the background, he felt deep satisfaction from hearing the floor opening and swallowing the chopped-off torch-tops into the hole below. 

Soon his HP was replenished back to 75-ish%, and most of the terrible burns across his body and wings were cured – and even the hair on his head grew back to the exact same length as earlier. The clothes didn’t repair themselves, but being mostly leather anyway, they could take a good beating without becoming unusable. 

“Kane,” Vialinn said when he managed to stand without support. “Praised be the Light, I must honestly say… that was quite the undertaking. Now we can safely pass. Thank you for the monumental effort and great work.” Her single eye bounced to the floor as a small smile grew on her lips, and with a mere whisper, she added: “You have earned my respect.” 

“Yeah, Kane,” Lath-Tek agreed. “I… Shit, first of all – that was some major bad luck! Secondly… oof, I low-key believed that would be the end of you. And it all happened so quickly. But, man, you’re a beast. Unkillable. A true master. Awesome.” 

Kane scowled at them. “And none of you thought it was a good idea to – oh, I don’t know – help me?” 

When they both defensively lifted their hands and began stammering meaningless words, he broke out in a hearty laugh. “I’m just kidding. Relax. What you two did or didn’t do was the last thing on my mind. But thanks for patching me up again. It certainly was a close call, and I hate being burned alive. Ugh!” He shook as a wave of goosebumps flashed through him. 

Lath-Tek gave him a disbelieving stare. “You mean… you’ve been burned like that more than once?” 

Kane snorted a half-chuckle / half-sigh. “Been alive a long time, you know, and I’ve had my share of unpleasant experiences. They tend to pile up after a few hundred years – especially when you live a life like me.” 

“Damn,” the orc mumbled. 

“Yup,” Kane agreed, now almost disinterested, then, looking at the row of broken, non-functioning torches on the left side, he said: “Alright, let’s keep going. Queen Terrahee isn’t taking any breaks just because I nearly turned into a rotisserie chicken.” He began walking, then quickly turned to them. “Oh, and beware of that middle step, there, right. Yeah. You know.” 

They both nodded emphatically, and they all took a long, big step over the deceitful tiles hiding the springboard-trap. 

Upon reaching the end of the golden hallway, they entered a tiny room with a golden ladder. It led up through a narrow, square hole in the ceiling, barely big enough for Lath-Tek to fit his broad shoulders. It turned out to be thirty freaking feet tall, with nothing but the cramped tube to climb up through the whole way. At the very top, they reached a hatch that sealed off the tube. Kane had to rotate a handle formed like a wheel to open it. The hatch’s hinges squealed when he pushed it open. 

Fresh air wrapped around his hot, sweaty face, and he inhaled the cool breeze deeply, thankful for having reached the end of the claustrophobically moist and hot hellhole below. 

“Finally it gets better,” he said to the others who followed behind. 

Lifting himself up and popping out of the tight tube, Kane gaped at the sight lying before him. 

“Lady and gentleman,” he said as Lath-Tek and Vialinn climbed up after him. “I think it’s fair to say, we have finally reached the real Inner Sanctum.” 
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For the moment, Kane, Lath-Tek and Vialinn just stood there, regaining their breath after the long climb up the ladder, and soaked in the immensity of the area they just entered. 

An enormous hall. Structured like an immense, circular arena. Perhaps half the size of a human colosseum, Kane imagined, feeling awe crawl through his mind at the thought of it. The entire place was made of a mix of bronze and gold, creating an interesting play between the bronze’s glossy brownish and the gold’s more exquisite, yellow shininess. Pillars of gold were lined up along the walls all around, and stretching all the way up to the ceiling that hung thirty yards above them. 

Wide windows decorated all the walls, but as the dungeon in actuality was a nonexistent place in an extradimensional space, the only thing visible outside of them was a continually changing range of darkened colors – browns and blacks merging with deep blues and grays, sometimes changing into abyss-like reds and dirty purples. Although the colors were luminous, their luminosity were never strong enough to reach inside the hall, but remained outside like an ephemeral, ever-changing watercolor painting. What did illuminate the hall, though, were hundreds – if not thousands – of emerald green light orbs, like the ones they saw in the first hallway entering the bronze door. The orbs shone their light from every pillar, as well as being embedded in the ceiling and in a wide circle around the very center of the hall. 

Kane’s eyes jumped to the structure erected there – the point of all focus. The main stage. 

This is it. No doubt about it. This is where it ends. 

An altar of gold. 

Decorated with bones and skulls around its edges, and with four silver statues on top that resembled raised orc hands with splayed, long-nailed fingers. 

There. 

Hovering over the open hands were four red-tinted balls of fire; the same kind of extremely hot flames as those Kane had had the pleasure of being showered by down in the hallway of fiery doom earlier. But up here, the flames didn’t burn from cloth wrapped around torches – rather, one fireball floated in the air above each hand, flickering wildly, yet unmoving. The flames themselves were at least fifteen feet tall, and blindingly bright. 

The Metaphysical Inhibitors. 

A portal was suspended horizontally above the flames, and it absorbed the heatwaves drifting up from them – seemingly being fueled by them. 

Intriguing, Kane mused as he studied the very specific combination of elements, and the way they related to each other. He figured he knew just enough about constructing traps and other mechanisms on the astral plane to make at least a semi-informed guess at how this unique contraption functioned. The way magic-skilled blight leeches like The Divine Watchers would have done it, was to simply create the whole thing directly on the astral plane. Why include the messy physical dimension when you could do a just as good job in the nonphysical – or even better? 

The orcs that designed this thing, however, seemed instead to have chosen to build an apparatus that existed across reality frames, thereby connecting both the physical and nonphysical. This could be either because they simply weren’t proficient enough in understanding the delicate nuances of metaphysical programming – or, on the contrary – they knew so much that they realized making the device dependent on both realities would actually be a more optimal solution, considering the specific purpose to which it was designed.  

Intriguing, indeed. 

Kane assumed the hand statues with splaying fingers fueled the large fireballs from below. Next, the fireballs themselves were programmed to transmit the power they generated through the dimensional border via the portal. Finally, the power was then funneled into an astral mechanism that blocked off anyone’s access to the nonphysical reality – anyone within the confines of the dungeon, of course. 

Lath-Tek was the first to break the silence, pulling Kane out of his deep thoughts: “Without pointing out the disturbing fact that there are zero guards here, uhm… maybe we should just go ahead and destroy that altar and the statues?” 

Kane, who by now had gone through the entire chain of power distribution within the Metaphysical Inhibitors, couldn’t do anything else than agree with his friend’s short-and-to-the-point assessment. “I’ve reached the same conclusion, so yeah. Agreed.” He gave Vialinn a sideways glance, and spoke with an edge: “Or do you perhaps know something we should be aware of, that you haven’t shared with us yet?” 

A micro-aggressive twitch jerked through the Elf Druid’s face, as if to say: I thought we were done with these ridiculous insinuations by now? – before a sugary sweet smile replaced it. “No. I agree, too.” 

“Great,” Kane said, after which they all ran toward the golden altar with their weapons raised. 

Reaching the altar at the same time, they went off on it full force – hacking, smashing, stabbing and hitting like their lives depended on it. 

While destroying it, Kane had this nagging little voice in the back of his brain telling him there had to be something they overlooked, something that would punish them for this act of vandalism. 

Maybe the builders of the dungeon actually thought the traps along the way were enough to swat away any annoying intruders. Or maybe this was a very special day in the dungeon, like a holiday or something, and all the guards who usually patrolled here were mostly hanging around somewhere else, relaxing? Or maybe any of a hundred other reasons. 

Kane almost drove himself mad considering it, but decided to let the mental engine rest and instead remain aware and alert to anything unexpected that might show up – which was hard enough since his body ached from the lack of Blight. His arms and legs seemed to lag behind, and his eyelids weighed a ton each. Black splotches danced across his retinas, but he reminded himself this would all be over any minute now, and pushed through the daze with a slight boost of renewed vigor. 

The three of them kept damaging the structure while yelling and shouting obscene words at it – at first hacking off pieces of the altar, fracturing it bit by bit, until it crumbled enough for them to reach the four large orc arm silver statues. Fragmented shards of silver were flung everywhere as they shattered them in a matter of minutes. Once the last statue was properly demolished, they stood back, heaving for air after the strenuous work. 

“Why aren’t they disappearing?” Lath-Tek said in a frustrated tone and ogled the four huge flames still floating in the air. “I thought they were dependent upon the statues, godsdamnit!” 

Kane nodded. “It indeed seemed logical.” 

“Aaargh – I don’t fucking get this!” the orc yelled, nostrils flaring. He snatched a chunk of the fractured altar and hurled it at the flames. Unsurprisingly, it flew straight through them and crashed back on the bronze floor, defeated. 

“Well, that is obviously not going to work,” Vialinn said, shaking her head. 

Lath-Tek fumed. “You got a better suggestion?” 

“Not at this exact moment, no, but I think that the next-” Her voice cut off when the tremors began vibrating through the floor. Rapidly increasing in power, the vibrations soon trembled with such force that Kane nearly lost his balance. Windows in the ceiling shattered, raining deadly shards down on them. Golden tiles ripped loose from the trembling walls and smashed on the ground with loud cracks. 

“What is happening?” Lath-Tek said. 

“Nobody knows!” Vialinn gestured for him to get away from the immediate vicinity of the demolished altar as the floor underneath it suddenly bulged upwards. The bump increased in length and height until what was left of the altar split open in a burst of debris. 

Out of the hole, a solid square block of stone the size of a small cabin automatically elevated up from it. Once lifted above the hole, it slid onto the rubble-filled floor, pushing the remnants of the altar and silver statues away. 

Kane and the others slowly backpedaled without ever taking their eyes off the huge stone block. Jagged lines cracked along the top half of it, spreading in zigzag patterns around the edges. The ominous sounds of the rock fracturing echoed around the otherwise dead silent hall. 

Kane heard Lath-Tek mumbling curses under his breath, while Vialinn said nothing, her movements rigid from flexed muscles ready for anything. 

A single word shot down in Kane’s head when the fractures had reached around the entire rectangular-shaped rock – now exposing something resembling a hidden lid: 

Casket. 

Then he heard another word:

Coffin.

And when the third word appeared in his mind, his ominous premonition manifested in reality: 

Shhhit!

The stone’s top part burst open as a gigantic beast smashed its way out. For just a moment, it remained seated in the casket and slowly searched around the hall with its shining red eyes, breathing with a deep rumble that sent tremors through the floor. 

At first glance, Kane thought the beast was made entirely of interconnected flagstones – but he soon realized that the black and dark gray, rocky layer covering every inch of its body functioned more like armor. This rocky coating was shaped to resemble bodily features; a face with a hint of a nose and brow, and arms, legs and chest sculpted to mimic having muscles. 

Paying closer attention, however, Kane noticed seams connecting the different flagstone pieces. They were a mere shell that protected its real body hiding underneath – whatever it was, Kane had no idea – but a blood red light glowed out from between the stitches that made up the seams. It was the same color and intensity as the flames. 

Duly noted, Kane thought, stepping even further back as the monster’s red-glowing, soulless eyes stopped when it located him and the others. 

The monstrosity then opened its mouth and roared: “HE WHO DISTURBS MORDGRUHL’S SLEEP, MUST DIE.” 

While Kane just groaned, tired of always being right, Lath-Tek yelled from the other side: “What else is new?!” 

“SLEEP DISTURBED,” the beast growled, before crushing the bottom part of the stone casket by simply getting up and walking out of it, pulverizing anything it placed its heavy feet on. “MUST DIE!”

Now Kane heard even Vialinn spit a curse as the enemy straightened its back, reaching its full height, scowling down at them. Six times as tall and wide as a grown man, and its hands alone were large enough to grab Kane and Lath-Tek at the same time and lift them both like weightless dolls. 

It was too good to be true, Kane thought, gritting his teeth. Of course we couldn’t simply waltz in here without being punished. 

He wanted to spare himself from inspecting the monster’s stats, knowing beyond any shadow of a doubt they just had to be horrific – but of course he couldn’t ignore such vital information. And so, with not even a sliver of joy, he focused on the snarling, salivating mastodon, bringing up its character sheet: 

 

***
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Name : Mordgruhl

Type : Guardian

Level : 50

Disposition : Protective 

HP : 10,421 

Physical Attack : 921 

Magic Attack : 786 

Special Attack : hidden

Speed : 110 

Attack Range : 40  

XP : 1,002,635 

Blight : 66% 

Description : Mordgruhl is a being designed millennia ago by the original architects of the orcish extradimensional dungeons. A creature composed of both physical and nonphysical components, it plays a vital role in guarding one of the most indispensable aspects of any extradimensional dungeon – namely the mechanism hindering any inmate from utilizing abilities of any sort that rely on magical or metaphysical energies. The dungeon lacking any physical exits, the result for the inmates is a closed environment sealed off from the rest of Existence. Hence, protecting this strategic function is of the utmost importance. 

Mordgruhl’s dim consciousness is infused with just enough intellectual capacity to fulfill its purpose. It does not itself know what it is, nor why it exists. In its own mind, sleep is the point of life, and being forcefully awakened from its slumber, it will seek to destroy the perpetrator at all costs – before once again letting the sweet nothingness of deep dreamless sleep devour its limited self-awareness. 

During the exceedingly rare occasions where Mordgruhl’s assistance is required, it performs its function perfectly. No questions asked. 

 

*** 

 

Mordguhl’s description vaguely reminded Kane of his Blighted Automatons, and he wondered if perhaps the designers of this terrifying monster went about creating it in the same way he had formed his own biological murder machines. Unfortunately, none of them were here with him now – and they were in any case not ready for deployment just yet. 

Although the situation seemed hopeless, Kane nevertheless felt enthusiasm stirring at seeing the more than one million XP reward they would receive if they conquered this nasty mastodon. Also, at 66% Blight, it hardly enjoyed its existence, though with its limited intelligence, it might not care, either. Kane just hoped its Blight wouldn’t all go to waste upon its death – like all the other Blight sources he had lost during this bloody journey through the dungeon. Saliva began filling his mouth at the thought of it, and he steeled himself for the effort required to overcome the challenge. 

“Fuuuck,” Lath-Tek howled from the opposite side of the enormous pain-in-the-ass enemy. “This is even worse than that Living Death-Mush-thing earlier. No way in any of the nine hells I’ll survive this thing!”

Kane agreed entirely, but kept his mouth shut – there was no use in crying about inescapabilities. Instead, he yelled: “Get a grip, Lath-Tek. We’ll handle it.” 

“Easy for you to say, Mr. Level 43,” the orc continued with a shrill voice. “I’m only level 32, Kane, that’s an insect compared to this behemoth’s power!” 

With a vigorous hand wave aimed at the back of the hall, Kane said: “Then stay behind and focus on long-distance attacks, if possible. Let me do the heavy lifting.” He glanced at Vialinn, knowing all too well she only was a meager two levels higher than Lath-Tek. “That goes for you, too, elf.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous, Kane, none of us are fit for this fight,” she said through gritted teeth. “We win together, or we die together.” 

“Maybe so, but if we’re not smart about it, then we’ll definitely just die – so keep your distance!” he said and threw himself off his current position as Mordgruhl rushed at him with its huge fists continually slamming the floor, ripping it open in bursts of golden debris. 

“SLEEP DISTURBED,” it repeated again. “DEATH TO ALL WHO AWAKEN MORDGRUHL.” 

Kane grumbled as he ran around the big, burly bully. One thing was killing a higher-leveled enemy with magical abilities intact – another entirely was doing it with nothing but his own body and some fancy moves. 

Reaching Mordgruhl’s back while the monster tried to stop its forward momentum, Kane scanned its backside up and down. Flagstones covered nearly every inch, from top to bottom. Even if the red-glowing seams did expand a little extra whenever its limbs stretched, Kane didn’t have the slightest clue as to how to exploit it. 

Both Lath-Tek and Vialinn equipped the bows they looted from the archers earlier, and ran around firing arrows at the beast. Although the iron tips caused small dents and cracks in its stone armor, steadily inching down its ridiculously high HP, they mostly just bounced straight off. 

“DIE, ALL OF YOU,” Mordgruhl roared. Increasingly irritated by the rain of arrows, it waddled on its stocky legs toward Lath-Tek while breathing heavily. It smashed its hands together over and over, as if clapping, thereby tearing up the floor piles and pulverizing them in the process. 

Kane seized the opportunity and activated the Twin Blades’ Silent Viper special ability. The boost to his awareness clarity, stamina and agility instantly hit him. Brandishing one Twin Blade in each hand, he sprinted toward the monster, following in its trail of torn floor tiles. 

Lath-Tek taunted it by yelling obnoxious words and jumping up and down. Vialinn joined him, too, ensuring Mordgruhl’s full attention was on them while Kane came up from behind. 

Staying low, he closed in on the monster’s feet and swung both swords just above its heel – hoping to sever its Achille’s tendons. Yellow sparks flared as his blades cut the rocky material, tearing an inch or two into it. Not deep enough to reveal the luminescent redness underneath, though. 

The Twin Blades caused more damage than the puny arrows, however. Mordgruhl winced from the sudden pain and kicked the ground so hard its foot busted several feet through the bronze tiles. The applied force from the stomp made the surrounding floor ripple like a wave, throwing Kane off balance. He dropped to the floor, covered his face and head from falling debris, and rolled to the side as the giant’s foot once again slammed down right next to him. 

Too damn close!

Vialinn and Lath-Tek began yelling even louder to recapture Mordgruhl’s attention, which worked just long enough for Kane to get back to his feet. Quickly dusting off the rubble covering him, he boosted himself toward the rocky beast again, Twin Blades at the ready. 

When Mordgruhl straightened its leg upon stepping backwards, away from the others, it exposed the soft spot behind its kneecap. A vulnerable point for most humanoids – and hopefully for a stone-covered bastard like this, too, Kane thought. With a flap of his wings, he took off and stabbed both swords into the spot behind Mordgruhl’s right knee. Yellow sparks spewed as Kane’s increased power caused the blades to bust through the outer layer of stone. 

“AAARRGGHH!” Mordgruhl wailed. A good lump of health drained from its HP. The monster flailed its wounded leg – but Kane’s stainless steel was knee-deep into the back of its kneecap, enabling him to hang there as if rock climbing with dual ice axes. 

While continuing to hang from one sword with one hand, he withdrew the other and tried stabbing through the rocky layer again. 

Total failure. 

Mordgruhl bent its knees to crouch and swat Kane away like an annoying bug. 

Kane retracted the sword that was still stuck and wanted to escape the crushing thighs that closed in – but his attempt once again failed. 

His scream became a gurgle when the beast’s rock-hard thigh and calf squished him. His reality ruptured in agony. Dry pops and cracks echoed in his ears as the bones in his arms and shoulders fractured like twigs. One third of his HP vanished in a split second. Kane plunged to the floor, momentarily paralyzed by the abrupt ache and unexpected turn of events. 

The others ran to his aid in the blink of an eye. Kane only saw them as blurry silhouettes because his vision was muddy from the blistering pain. They shouted at each other. Lath-Tek gripped Kane’s legs and dragged him away from Mordgruhl’s stomping distance. 

Meanwhile, Vialinn stayed back and engaged the beast – until she suddenly returned and started stuffing edibles into Kane’s mouth. Oh, sweet, sweet vitality-infusion! His arm and shoulder bones healed as his HP replenished. Only the iron-like taste of blood lingered in his mouth, but the pain was gone. 

“Wakey wakey!” she said, slapping his face until his vision cleared up and she came into focus. 

“Thanks,” he mumbled, once again fit for fight. “What would I do without you?” 

“Rather, what would we do without you?” she retorted with a wink. 

“Ahah,” Kane laughed half-heartedly. “I think we all-”

“Discuss this later!” Lath-Tek yelled and fired off two arrows simultaneously – proving he had already started mastering the bow better than just a few moments earlier. 

“You’re right, my friend,” Kane said as he ran past the orc. He gestured for him and Vialinn to position themselves on the opposite side of the broken altar. “Get the beast’s attention!” 

They raced off to the indicated location, and collected fallen arrows on the way there. 

“DIE, SLEEP-DISTURBERS,” Mordgruhl growled with its attention fixed on Kane. It had finally realized the rain of arrows wasn’t anything to be bothered with until the main threat had been disposed of. Clenching its hands into fists, the beast began smashing them against the ground repeatedly as it spurted toward Kane. It limped on one of its legs, however, moving slower than earlier. Loose flagstone fragments sprinkled from its heel and behind its knee – both the spots Kane had unlovingly caressed with his Twin Blades. More of the luminescent red light shone through, too. 

Seconds before Mordgruhl reached him, Kane jumped into the air and let his wings carry him upwards. The big buffoon thundered past under him and – unable to stop in time – instead pummeled two nearby pillars. Shreds of gold spewed everywhere as they cracked and tore in half. The beast tripped over the broken bottoms, impaling itself on the jagged spikes. 

The upper parts of the pillars were bolted to the ceiling, but they no longer had any ground support. This caused them to rip loose from the bolts holding them up, and the entire thirty yards tall solid gold columns fractured and plunged down on the beast. 

Still in the air, Kane flew away from their possible trajectory while yelling at his comrades: “Back off! Back off now!” 

Lath-Tek and Vialinn rushed to hide on the opposite side of the hall. Only their heads poked out from behind chests along the walls when the building shook as if stricken by a series of earthquakes. The falling pillars crushed Mordgruhl, shattering on top of – and burying – the monster in a grave of golden smithereens. 

In the following silence, he heard only the remaining rumblings of debris falling and rolling across the mostly torn floor. 

Kane remained hovering in the air, waiting for the monster to awaken. A minute passed and nothing happened, so he landed where the others came out of hiding. 

“Glad you’re both alright,” he said. “Beware of bricks dropping from the ceiling, though.” 

Lath-Tek nodded at the pile of smashed gold. “It’s not dead, is it?” 

Kane’s eye narrowed as he brought up Mordgruhl’s character stats. “Not a chance. It lost nearly two-thirds of its health, but it still has 3120 HP left.” 

Lath-Tek’s jaw fell open. “Three thousand HP? What the hells? How much did the fucker start with?” 

“A little over ten thousand. You can’t see it?” 

The orc picked up an arrow among the rubble on the floor, and shook his head. “All its information is grayed out.” 

“Likewise,” Vialinn agreed, searching through the broken piles of tiles for more arrows. “I assume its details are hidden for anyone at a lower level than perhaps 40.” 

“Makes sense,” Kane said. “For me, only its special ability is hidden, which is… disconcerting. Anyway, the description says it was created to protect the-”

Mordgruhl’s humongous arm suddenly burst up from the pile of shattered pillars, flinging jagged bits and pieces in every direction. The other arm shot up right after, followed by the beast’s torso – before it shakily rose on both legs. 

While the others backpedalled, Kane took a step forward, intrigued. His left eyebrow lifted as he inspected the resurrected monstrosity. 

The heavy damage inflicted upon it from the collapsing pillars had ruptured most of its outer layer of flagstones. Remnants of the protective shielding still clung to its face, fists, feet and other random places across its body – but, mostly, the stones were stripped off, revealing Mordgruhl’s true form underneath. 

Although it resembled that of a humanoid, with two arms and legs, and a head on top, it wasn’t exactly a body, either. Because, as had been hinted at from the red light shooting out from the seams of its rocky outer layer, its body seemed to be sculpted out of pure, luminescent redness. 

As if its core has no solidity in itself, and actually requires the layer of stone to interact with physical reality, Kane mused. Goosebumps made his neck hair stand on end, and he couldn’t stop himself from smiling. Part physical, part metaphysical, it was a creature with an actual body that tied to two dimensional realities. Not like a physical body and a nonphysical soul, no. Rather, this thing’s very vehicle existed on both planes simultaneously. 

What a magnificent creation. A big, fat pain in the ass, but magnificent nevertheless. Truly unique.

 “DIS-… DIST-…” Mordgruhl stammered as jerks and twitches made its enormous body spasm. “DISTURBERS OF… OF SLEEP, SHALL DIE!” 

Kicking away the pile of golden rubble, the red-glowing monster strode out with long steps, closing and opening its still rock-covered hands in a frustrated manner. 

“Aaand here we go again,” Lath-Tek said and sighed, nocking two arrows on his bow at the same time. 

“Indeed,” Vialinn agreed, “but now it is weakened.” 

“Let’s hope so,” the orc said, and that was the last Kane heard of their conversation before he once again took to the air. 

Wind blew in his face as he flew closer to Mordgruhl, observing it like a scientist searching for holes in his hypothesis. By circling the beast a couple of times, it became clear all its focus was on Kane. Attempting to keep him in view at all times, it rotated on its heels, or turned the other way to view him again once he flew around for another look. 

On his third fly-by around, Kane saw a barely visible, blurry and jagged line going through all of Mordgruhl’s red-glowing body. The line was yellow and stretched down along its back like a spinal cord, and also split off into each of its limbs, neck and head, like a skeleton of light. 

Possibly a weakness? Kane wondered while arrows zipped through the air under him and impacted Mordgruhl – dealing more or less damage. Now missing most of its protective layer, they actually penetrated into the beast’s red, luminescent body. It seemed to have such low physical density that the arrows almost passed right through, but not quite. Instead, they drilled into the red glow, causing lightning-like flashes, before losing momentum and falling right through, smacking against the floor. 

Mordgruhl didn’t spare Lath-Tek and Vialinn a single glance, however. They could have just as well not existed, because Kane was its one and only target. It crouched and scooped up two boulder-sized pieces of the broken pillars. With a resounding grunt, it flung one of the cracked blocks of gold in Kane’s direction. 

Kane dodged it with an evasive maneuver, but the chunk was so large, and came so fast, that the added air pressure destabilized his flight pattern. Rotating in the air while correcting his position, his attention was elsewhere when the second boulder came flying. It collided with his left wing, broke his wing bones and dragged him to the ground in a loud crash. 

Hundreds of health points had disappeared from Kane’s HP when he regained control of his body – and Mordgruhl suddenly towered above him, ready to finish the job as it lifted its enormous, rock-covered foot. 

Not a chance, asshole, Kane thought and used the one unharmed wing he still had to push himself up. He jumped off to the side as the foot stomped through the floor right next to him. 

“JUST DIE, SLEEP-DISTURBER,” Mordgruhl growled with a higher-pitched voice than earlier, exposing its increasing frustration. “DIE!” Both its clenched fists came down at Kane. Saving himself by the skin of his teeth by haphazardly leaping toward the giant, he was sprayed by debris from ruptured floor tiles. 

Now basically trapped between Mordgruhl’s legs, Kane cursed the situation and swiftly munched a ration of food – while stepping left and right and then left again, continuously dodging the chaotically moving feet like a deadly dance of whack ‘em all. 

Lath-Tek and Vialinn shouted something, but Kane had too much on his plate to pay attention. Out of the corner of his eye, though, he saw them drawing closer. 

Upon swallowing the food, his HP replenished fully, healing his broken wing. This was his last ration, though, so if the others had nothing left, either, there would be no do-overs if he screwed up again. The bleak reality of the situation caused his chest to tighten, making it harder to breathe – as if his Blight-starved body wasn’t bad enough. He spat a curse and dove out from between the beast’s legs as soon as it stepped into a wider stance, and took to the air again. 

Still alive. And I will make it count. 

He hovered just out of reach of Mordgruhl’s flailing fists – adamant about not repeating the stupid mistake of not paying attention – and zoned in on the yellow line that ran down its back like a spine. 

On the ground, Lath-Tek ambushed the monster’s left leg, brandishing his warhammer. 

“Keep your distance,” Kane yelled. 

“Focus on yourself,” the orc snapped back. “I got this!” He then pounded the hammer against the protective flagstones still clinging to Mordgruhl’s foot. 

Vialinn popped up by its right leg. Gripping her wand with both hands, she unleashed an impressive combo against its other rock-covered foot. The strikes came from various angles, which weakened and eventually shattered the interconnected stones – stripping its foot down to the bare, glowing redness underneath. 

Kane accepted they would just have to decide for themselves how they wanted to fight, even though they were massively under-leveled. He focused back on the blurry yellow spine line, and activated the Melee Target Practice skill: 

 

***
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Name :  Melee Target Practice 

Type : Active     

HP Consumed : 2 

MP Consumed : 0   

Range : Individual arm / leg reach  

Duration : 20 seconds 

Precondition : None 

Description : Target Practice enables the wielder to mark up enemies or points of interest for rapid attack. This skill utilizes the wielder’s own health pool in order to extract the energy needed to perform the action, costing 2 HP per target. Hence, only the wielder’s own tolerance for losing HP puts a limit on the number of targets available.  

 

*** 

 

Kane scanned his sight across Mordgruhl’s spine and arms, calculating how to most efficiently go about attacking the yellow line. He activated the first part of the skill by quickly placing three green X marks along the spine; then one X at each point where its arms connected to its back; and he finally marked up an X on each wrist. The seven marks cost him 14 HP – a price he gladly paid. 

In order to give himself time to perform this intricate combination of sword slashes while in the air flying, Kane equipped the Assassin’s Twin Blades and switched on Silent Viper. 

Once his stamina and agility received the boost, and his increased awareness experienced reality at a slower pace, he then went on to activate the second phase of Melee Target Practice. 

Now the regular colors in his vision morphed into a sepia-like red which made the green X marks stand out in bright contrast. From this point onward, he let go of control and watched himself automatically fly forward with both Twin Blades lifted. Programmed by the skill, his arms swung the blades in perfect coordination with his body and wings – slicing and slashing at the exact points he marked up.

Without the layer of stones protecting it, Kane’s blades cut straight through the light-based body and effortlessly connected with the yellow line. Kane watched himself severing the line at Mordgruhl’s wrists, before seamlessly slicing upwards and cleaving the two lines connecting its arms and shoulders. Yellow coils of light flared from each point of impact. 

Wielding the swords with utter precision, his body performed a wide swoop downwards, moving from the shoulders to the upper targeted mark on the beast’s spine. A clean hack with both blades in an X motion separated the line in a burst of yellow sparks. 

As his wings lowered him to the target below and his arms swung back in to split the next part of the line, he registered motion out of the corner of his eye. Having no direct control of his body during this second phase of the Melee Target Practice skill, he helplessly watched Mordgruhl pivot and throw its rock-covered fist at him. 

Kane got the air knocked out of his lungs when the monster-fist struck his upper body. The Twin Blades spun out of his hands as the bones in his arms fractured in an explosion of pain.  Screaming, he found himself violently flung through the air before crashing head-first into a pillar, and dropping to the floor. 

“Crrrap…” he wheezed, rolled over on his stomach and crawled up from the debris-cluttered ground. His vision flashed with redness, warning him his HP was critically low. That one hit from Mordgruhl, plus the collision with the pillar, stole 90% of his health. 

For the first time in over a century, a virus-like thought of just giving up crept into his mind. Maybe it was all hopeless. If he couldn’t even destroy an oversized, braindead automaton like Mordgruhl‚ then how in the nine livid hells could he ever hope to stop Queen Terrahee? 

Kane had never been one to capitulate, but… at the moment, it seemed so, so tempting. Just close his eyes and let himself be washed away into oblivion like a peaceful leaf blowing in the- 

Vialinn’s shrill scream reverberated around the hall and sucked his awareness back to the present moment. When his pupils focused in on her and Lath-Tek, he saw Mordgruhl shake them both off of its leg. They had managed to shatter the remaining flagstones around its foot, but the beast now drop-kicked them as they hit the ground. Like weightless ragdolls, they flew across the floor and didn’t stop until they toppled over each other almost ten yards away. 

They were too distant now for Kane to check their remaining health. Knowing how low-leveled they both were, though, he wasn’t surprised when five seconds passed and none of them moved. 

Mordgruhl was already limping its way toward Kane. Its red-glowing body had taken on a weaker, more orange-like hue after having so many points along its yellow lifeline severed. A murder machine through and through, it refused to back down. It would keep hunting him even till the end of the world. 

Waves of heat rose in Kane’s chest and throat as aggression flared up in him. If I hadn’t been Blight-deprived – and so fucking amateurish – this would’ve been dealt with by now. This is unacceptable, godsdamnit!

He grit his teeth through the unspeakable pain as he pushed himself up on his crushed elbows. While his mind sifted through the few physically based skills he had, his eyes studied the incoming beast. 

Mordgruhl dragged its right leg, and both its arms hung dangling along its side, useless. How ironic that Kane got his arms broken right after disabling the beast’s arms. In any case, there was no hiding the truth: 

Mordgruhl was wounded, too. 

In fact, hardly any of its health remained at all anymore. 

And when Kane found just the right skill, which required none of his broken hands, a shit-eating grin grew on his blood-smeared face. 

Grunting from agony, he dug his heels into the torn ground and pushed himself up to his feet by leaning against the pillar behind him. Standing there, shaking in pain, and watching the maddened monstrosity approach like a bulldozer, he whispered hoarsely: “Come here, you big sack of soulless maggot-food.” 

Mordgruhl rushed at him. Although having lost the mobility in its arms, it nevertheless managed to rotate its upper body in such a way that its fist became swinging wrecking balls. 

The tiny surprise didn’t faze Kane this time, however. He swiftly used his wings to boost himself to the side and lifted off the ground – and avoided being crushed against the pillar. 

“DIE, SLEEP-DISTURBER,” the monster growled and backpedalled to withdraw its hands from the crater in the pillar. 

Kane seized the opportunity – likely the only one he’d get – and flew behind the beast. He once again zoned in on the still intact parts of the yellow line along its spine, and selected the skill he had decided on – Spinning Wings. 

 

***   
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Name : Spinning Wings   

Type : Active     

HP Consumed : 20   

MP Consumed : 0   

Range : 4 feet   

Duration : 5 seconds   

Precondition : Blight Leech-dependent skill   

Description : Spinning Wings enables the user to perform a whirlwind-like maneuver with his wings stretched out and stiffened, making the edges sharp and hard like saw blades.    

Please do note, though, that due to the unnatural condition Spinning Wings put the Blight Leech’s wings into, it will cause a minor health penalty.   

   

***   

   

In his current state, Kane had just enough health to pay the 20 HP penalty and still survive. He had one shot to get it right. 

“And by the ancient gods, I will,” he said, closed the distance to Mordgruhl and activated Spinning Wings. 

Rotating his entire body in the air, his wings opened and stuck out from his back. They hardened into the shape of wide, leathery swords. His visual field turned into smudged-out streaks of color as he spun like a whirlwind and attacked the beast’s yellow line. 

During the following five seconds, his razor blade-like wings sliced through Mordgruhl’s weak spot. Over and over again while descending slowly, he severed the yellow line in a flurry of attacks, chopping it up in an explosion of sparks and spurting colors. 

When the skill ended and Kane withdrew, Mordgruhl howled in pain. Yellow streaks of light splattered outward like liquid light. The beast staggered backwards while spasms thundered through its luminescent body, and it growled in a voice that was an uneven mess of high and low tones: “THOse whO DIStur- disTURB MordgrUHL’s SLEep…” 

Finally, with an ear-deafening, pained roar, Mordgruhl collapsed on the floor, its weight making the torn pillars break down even further, raining broken pieces onto the ground. The monstrosity’s body repeatedly spasmed as its life force vanished – which was mirrored in the red flames in the air. Flickering erratically, they started losing color intensity. The hues changed from blood red to light red, through orange to a fragile yellow, before all color drained out, and they faded like four evaporating ghosts. 

Once the flames disappeared entirely, the horizontal portal above them exploded in a dazzling display of atmospheric disturbance. Tendrils of dark matter twisted and turned in the air, and eventually fizzed out without even a sound. 

At this point, Kane began breathing more heavily. What started as a subtle tickling along his spine, quickly morphed into a near-orgasmic prickling that shot out throughout his entire body. Closing his eyes, he was unable to stop a moan from exiting his mouth as his access to the metaphysical plane recovered. 

“Yessss,” he said, almost hypnotized by the re-connecting to his inner core. He lifted his hands above his head and splayed out his fingers, which now was so chock-full of astral energy that it felt like he could shoot lightning from his fingertips – which, he suddenly remembered, he actually could. “I’m alive agaaain!” 

He ran over to Lath-Tek and Vialinn, who had also regained their lost connection to the nonphysical and were now getting back to their feet. He assisted where he could. “Glad to see both of you alive.” 

“Right back at you, my friend,” the orc said, whipping his arm around Kane’s neck. “You didn’t look too hot yourself back there.” 

“Praised be the Light,” Vialinn said, reaching both hands out to Kane, palms angled toward him. “You did it, Kane. You ended that horrific monstrosity. You saved us. I am proud of you.” 

“Well, I’d like to think we all contributed,” Kane said and winked at her. “I couldn’t have done it without you two.” 

“Perhaps not, but if you had not been here to assist us, we would surely have perished. So I thank you from the depths of my heart.” Still with her palms aimed at him, a pink light began flowing from her hands. It swirled in liquid-like curls and plastered across his chest. He stood in appreciative silence, enjoying as the warm, ephemeral light entered him, spreading throughout each and every fiber in his body. The light fully healed him, before moving on and filling up his MP, too – even adding a slight boost to his Blight reservoir. 

There was something so uniquely soft and delicious about her healing magic that his eyes filled with tears. He swiftly wiped away the moistness with the back of his hand, cleared his throat and bowed. “I appreciate it, Elf Druid. Thank you.” 

Offering no reply, she moved her open palms to Lath-Tek and nourished him with her divine magic, too. The glowing pinkness encapsulated his body, seeped into him, and within a minute, his eyes were teary and his jaw trembled as he said: “Vialinn, thank you – but not just for this, but for accepting me as your ally despite what my people did to you. When I return to my own kind, I will vouch for you and yours.” 

“Praised be the Light,” she repeated. “Hopefully, one day, there might be peace between us.” 

Holding her gaze as if transfixed, the orc whispering: “Praised be the Light. Yes.” 

Nodding approvingly with a huge grin on his face, Kane said: “Good. All is well! Now let us get the hells out of here!” 

Lath-Tek broke off the deep communion he had with Vailinn, and said: “Wait – surely we’ll first loot the big bastard, eh?”

Although Kane’s body prickled from restlessness wanting him to hurry back to Sanctishi, he nodded. “Fair point.” 

They hurried over to Mordgruhl’s corpse, which wasn’t really a corpse at all. The intense red luminosity that comprised its body was nowhere to be found; neither was the yellow line Kane had chopped into multiple pieces. He had received no Blight, either, as it seemed the big bastard had already died by the time the Metaphysical Inhibitors were a hundred percent extinguished. Instead, what remained was but a pile of shattered flagstones and some thread-like, lifeless fabric – as if someone had ripped a gray shirt down to its constituents. 

Where they expected a fruitful catch, however, only one luminous piece of loot awaited them at the center of the beast’s remains. 

Upon closer inspection, it turned out to be a red-glowing crystal formed like a drop of blood – with a tiny speck of bright, yellow light at very center. 

Lath-Tek looked from Kane to Vialinn, his shoulders slumping. “That sucks. Only one of us gets it.” 

“Which is as it should be, methinks,” Vialinn said, smiling. “Kane, certainly, it is yours to be had.” 

A poorly disguised disappointed grunt sounded from Lath-Tek’s throat, but he gestured at the shining item. “It’s true. Although it sucks, I have to agree.” 

Kane kept silent, but gave them both a subtle bow. He stepped forth, placed his open hand under the glowing blood-drop crystal, and lifted it. 

Information instantly overlaid his field of vision: 

 

*** 
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Name : Metaphysical Inhibition  

Type : Special 

HP Consumed : 0    

MP Consumed : 120    

Range : 20 yards

Duration : 60 seconds 

Precondition : Reward for killing Mordgruhl, the main guardian of the Metaphysical Inhibitors. 

Description : The Metaphysical Inhibition skill enables the Caster to block off access to nonphysical sources of power – as well as available buffs and debuffs – for up to 5 targets per use. The blockage remains active for 1 minute, and the duration can be extended if the caster uses the skill on the same target multiple times during activation. 

 

***

 

“Perfect,” Kane mumbled. “This will come in very handy against Terrahee.” 

“What is it?” Lath-Tek said, while kicking at the golden rubble on the ground. 

“It’s basically the power of the Metaphysical Inhibitors condensed into a skill. In other words, I can just zap someone, and they’ll lose access to their magic for a whole minute.” 

“Daaamn!” The orc clapped and gave Kane a thumbs up. “Good for you, my friend. Great skills.” 

“Gentlemen,” Vialinn said, poked her head between the two guys while lifting a jagged chunk of gold. “Since our catch was relatively meager, I dare say it is entirely appropriate for us to instead reward ourselves with some of the… uhum… debris lying around, wouldn’t you agree?” 

Lath-Tek grinned so wide his entire face was a twisted curl of uneven, serrated teeth. “Indeed, milady! You are quite right!”

Chuckling, she jokingly slapped the back of his head. “Watch your dirty snarl.” 

Lath-Tek just grinned at her, and all three of them began stuffing moderately sized hunks of gold into their pouches. 

Kane hadn’t gathered more than five pieces when the squeaky whines of hinges needing lubrication suddenly reverberated from various locations around the hall. 

His abdominals tensed as a bad feeling punched his gut. 

Shit. 

  


38

 

 

Ylya awoke abruptly to the sound of her own snoring. She quickly cleared her voice and coughed in an attempt to mask the embarrassing sound, but looking around she saw no one paid her any attention. In fact, they all still sat with their eyes focused on invisible things, while their hands flipped around in the air in front of them. 

Rubbing her drowsy face, Ylya sat up straight in her chair and tried to inspect their character statistics. No luck. Like Orijak, the only information she saw was their name and their Blight Leech class – the rest was hidden. She remembered Kane mentioned that this was the case because her level was so much lower than theirs, and also because they probably intentionally concealed it. 

A big yawn escaped her mouth, and she slid back against the backrest. Shaking her head with subtle movements, she once again mulled over everything that had happened the last couple of days. 

Two days ago, I wanted to die – no, two days ago, I actually killed myself! She snorted a laugh and rubbed sleepiness out of her eyes. 

I killed myself, the voice in her repeated. And then Kane came and gave me a second chance. He could’ve simply harvested my Blight and moved on with whatever he was doing, but instead I’m alive today, now. I should have been dead; I should have been a slowly decomposing corpse in my livingroom - but fate intervened, and I’m here. What a miracle!

A cloud of warmth heated her chest as thankfulness bloomed. She definitely didn’t want to die anymore, and although thousands of painful memories still lingered in her mind, they didn’t sting as much now. And knowing Stein Rolfson was gone forever, and Melissa Helsrud had been taken care of, it was as if Ylya could breathe again. Hundreds of selfish assholes had crossed her path, but the mere fact that she, herself, had dealt with the two at the top of her bully-list, filled her with a deep calmness she never would have thought possible. 

Now, if only Kane could return safely, then that problem would be solved, too. No way he deserved any harm after saving her life. 

I owe you everything, she thought as mumbling from the people gathered in the back drew her attention. She wondered why they were there but tried to ignore them since no one had mentioned them at all. Either way, she found herself glancing over at them every now and then, pondering what kind of lives they had lived before becoming blight leeches. Had they at one point all been on the verge of taking their own lives, or otherwise been wading hopelessly through a life gone as bad as hers had? Perhaps the entire Eternal city was chock-full of sad stories that had morphed into optimistic, bright futures as the people left their old lives behind? 

“Curious?” Piwanah’s silky smooth voice suddenly spoke in her ear. 

Ylya hadn’t noticed that the woman approached her, and jerked back in surprise. “I… well,” she said, feeling warmth heat her cheeks. “Who are they, and why aren’t they participating?” 

“No need to be timid, darling – I’ll explain.” Piwanah’s ocher eyes jumped to the silent group in the back, too. “You know how Kane made you a blight leech, and therefore you can think of yourself as his offspring?” 

A bit hesitant, Ylya nodded. “I guess, but he’s not actually my ‘father’, though, right?” 

Piwanah’s thin-lipped mouth widened in a smile, as if Ylya was being cute. “I understand you used to be human, and the way humans think about offspring is like biological children that inherit their parents’ DNA and share their physical traits and such.” 

Again Ylya nodded.  

“Yes, and from that perspective, you’re a hundred percent correct: Kane is not your parent in the human sense of the word. At all. Although he spent a significant amount of his own life essence by converting your class from Human to Blight Leech, it is correct that there is none of his biological DNA in your body. You are not his ‘child’. Hence, in theory, you two could be romantically involved without there being any… morally dubious aspects to your relationship,” Piwanah said and winked at Ylya while biting the tip of her tongue. 

“Ah, okay, I see,” Ylya said and chuckled, staring at the floor for a second while her cheeks heated up again. 

Clearly amused by Ylya being uncomfortable with the subject, the woman continued: “As a matter of fact, many newborn blight leeches form romantic bonds with their creator / mentor. And those relationships usually turn out quite beneficial for both parties, I might add.” 

“Right. Right, Right,” Ylya said, still hiding her gaze among the cracks in the wooden floor. 

Piwanah moved close enough for Ylya to smell her delicious perfume – a kind of fruity scent she had never experienced on Earth. “Because… you do like him, don’t you?” 

“Sure, he’s cool,” Ylya said and cleared her voice. “So… you were telling me about those people back there?” 

“Haha, indeed!” The crystal pendant around Piwanah’s neck reflected the turquoise orb light as she giggled and gave Ylya’s wing a friendly squeeze. “They are some of our many, many offspring. They are all busy living their own lives, of course, but once we realized there’s an immense wave of trouble lingering in the horizon, we sent out a distress signal to all our offspring. And the ones you see here quickly answered our call and came to assist us.” 

“I see, but why are they just hanging out back there and not participating?” 

Piwanah shrugged. “Before you arrived, we asked them to relax and await further instructions. They’re entirely free to leave, if they so choose, but they agree we must do something about Queen Terrahee, and so they choose to wait.” 

“But why am I participating?” 

Piwanah gave her that you-are-cute-smile again. “Because you’re completely new here, darling. We always take extra good care of the newborns. Besides, it’s your creator who’s gone. Since he should have been watching over you right now, but can’t, then it’s our common duty to bring you along instead. Once he returns, you’re back to being his problem again,” she said and chuckled. “Just kidding.” 

“Thank you,” Ylya said and withdrew her eyes from Piwanah’s alluring gaze again – cursing her cheeks for heating up again. That woman really knew how to push all the blush-inducing buttons. “I promise to not be a nuisance to any of you.” 

“Relax, darling – I enjoy your company a lot.” 

“And I yours,” Ylya admitted. 

They both flipped their heads to the center of the Guild Hall. A greenish yellow portal flashed open next to the iron table, and two blight leeches jumped out. 

“Ah, speak of the Devil!” Piwanah said, elbowed Ylya and reached her hands out to the newcomers as she went to greet them. A man and a woman dressed in dirty armors with battle axes fastened to their belts. They shared a few words with Piwanah and Garrox before joining the other offspring in the back – where they were greeted by some, and ignored by others. 

Ylya was deep in thought wondering about how many offspring a blight leech could have when Orijak’s head suddenly perked up. 

“It’s Kane!” he said, his divinely white eyes staring straight out into nothingness. “I sense him again.” 

The others returned their focus to their shared physical reality, looking expectantly at Orijak. 

Ylya’s heart skipped a beat. “You do?” 

“Yes. He’s… he’s back online again, so to speak. But the signal is weak; I can’t pinpoint his location.” His thousand-yard stare became somewhat less focused when he started gesturing with his hands in the air. 

She sent a silent prayer to whichever Apocosmic deity had the most benevolent power, hoping Kane was uninjured. 

Tense silence filled the Guild Hall while everyone expectantly watched as Orijak flipped his hands and fingers back and forth in the empty air, doing invisible things. 

Less than five minutes later, Orijak’s eyes refocused back into their shared reality. “I found him, I think… He’s not present in any official reality, but rather, it looks like he’s in some form of extradimensional space.” 

Focusing in and out of his HUD, his expression changed from worried to angry. “Shit. Bad news, people. It seems he’s stuck in an orcish extradimensional dungeon.” 

Jaineen grit her teeth, staring at the others. “Ouch.” 

“Isn’t that like a super-secure prison?” Piwanah said, fidgeting with the crystal pendant around her neck. 

Orijak nodded with a grave expression on his cherubic face. “Could be. Considering the last we saw of him was when Queen Terrahee and the high-standing orcs attacked him, I’d say that’s a pretty decent guess.” 

“Ffffuck,” Garrox spat, his tight leather shirt squeaking under pressure as he rose from the chair. “We have to get him. Right this second.” 

Orijak nodded. “Let me see what I can do. If the dungeon he’s trapped in actually is a prison reality, then there might be restrictions implemented that’ll hinder us from entering without an invitation.” 

“Well, get to it!” 

“Calm down, man,” Orijak said. “He’s my best friend; don’t you think I already am doing everything I can?” 

Garrox grunted, his eyes only two indignant slits. 

Orijak continued doing invisible things while speaking: “Okay, it seems there has been a change in the dungeon’s nonphysical permissions just a little while ago… I don’t really know how that happened, but the good news is that it seems it now should be possible to bypass the restrictions that usually blocks off outsiders’ access.” He poked his head up again with a hopeful smile glowing. “I think I can teleport there.” 

Garrox leaned forward. “Great work. I will join you.” 

“I’m sorry, no,” Orijak said and rose from his chair. “We can’t risk being too visible while passing through the dungeon’s metaphysical borders. I must go alone.” 

“Like hells you will,” the big guy grumbled. Rubir and Jaineen grunted something, too. Piwanah merely watched them calmly. 

Orijak lifted his hands. “Look, everyone, we don’t know the situation there, okay? Truthfully, it’s very strange that the dungeon’s permissions have changed, and I would rather not go there, but this is about Kane, which is more important than what I want or not. But I must do it alone; we can’t risk making too much noise, so I will try to sneak through the nonphysical pathways as stealthily as possible.” 

“Can I do anything to help?” Ylya said, more to just show them she was willing than actually believing she had sufficiently powerful skills to do anything. 

Smiling, Orijak shook his head. “No, sweetie, not now, but thank you. Just get yourself mentally ready for what’s coming, because it will be a wild ride.” He swiped his angelic gaze across the room, looking at all the others. “And that goes for all of you. When I return with Kane, we’re pulling out all the stops. So! I’ll get this done quickly… hopefully. And while I’m gone, please get yourself ready to have a tactical meeting with Kane, where we strategize and plan out the way forward. Go get more chairs and tables in here so there are enough seats for everyone to partake – that includes you in the back!”

The blight leeches in the back called out agreements, and the ones in front nodded and flipped their thumbs up. 

“Good. Now… no need to wish me luck, hah!” He created a portal simply by drawing a line in the air that he expanded with a wave of his hand. Orijak gave them a final glance and hopped in.  

Please let Kane be okay, Ylya thought, watching as Orijak’s portal evaporated in a swirling fire that snuffed out in a puff of smoke. 
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Kane rotated on his heels in the direction of the squeaky sounds. Scanning from place to place, he saw hatches on the floor open all around them – hatches like the one they themselves entered through after climbing the ladder from the hallway with fire-spitting torches. 

He hadn’t noticed the other hatches upon arrival, simply believing there were no other entrances, since they saw no alternative paths after leaving the Dilapidated Asylum Ward. However, he now realized many paths throughout the dungeon led to the Inner Sanctum – paths that weren’t connected to the asylum at all. It actually had to be that way, since the Dungeon Defenders required shortcuts and additional routes that would enable them to drop whatever they were doing and run to defend the Metaphysical Inhibitors. Believing otherwise had been naïve. 

Orc guards of a plethora of different classes now crawled up from the open floor hatches, spreading out across the bronze floor like murderous cockroaches. 

“I refuse to fight anymore,” Kane grumbled. “We have way more important matters at hand than dealing with these damn bastards.” 

With a slight change of focus, he activated the Dimensional Selector – but got kicked in the face by seeing that the list of possible travel locations was grayed out. 

What the hell? he thought, immediately feeling a tinge of desperation rear its ugly head in his solar plexus. 

Keeping his cool and ignoring the approaching horde, he closed and reopened the Dimensional Selector. Maybe the function simply hadn’t initialized correctly after being rebooted?

But no. Still grayed out. 

Looking up at the others, he said: “Anyone else able to teleport out of here?” 

Both Lath-Tek and Vialinn shook their heads. She made a circular hand gesture indicating the entire area they were in. “I might be wrong, of course, but even if our MP is back, there still might be a mechanism somewhere hindering us from escaping the dungeon through magical means.” 

“But what?” Lath-Tek yelled, rubbing his eyes. “Nothing’s left of the Metaphysical Inhibitors!” 

The floor rumbled under their boots now, caused by the incoming Dungeon Defenders. The clatter of swords, axes and spears being brandished in the front ranks filled the air, while arrows got nocked on bows further behind. Burning wands poked up from the very back of the mob, where the guards with more… interesting skills awaited. Orc Fire Shamans, most likely. 

Kane said: “Perhaps it’s only this area stopping us from teleporting.” 

Vialinn equipped her wand again – this time, fused with magic, the multicolored talismans lining its shaft lit up in bright greens and pinks. “Yes, I agree. It seems probable that this room might be extra insulated, so if it would happen – like it has now – that someone manages to destroy the Metaphysical Inhibitors and Mordgruhl, then they would have to deal with a wild horde of guards as a last resort to stop them from escaping.” 

“There’s no end to this fucking crap!” Lath-Tek said, his nerves on the verge of bursting from tension. 

Kane took a deep breath, accepting their fate. They weren’t getting out of here without a fight, that much was clear. He stared into Lath-Tek’s eyes. “My friend, just enjoy having your full skill-set back. We can do this.” 

The orc’s head snapped at him, his expression changing. “You know what, Kane? You’re right! I’ve been so used to being stripped of my skills, but I’m not anymore. Let’s end these assholes.” 

“Exactly,” Kane said and smiled, enjoying the intense power of magic surging through both his physical and etheric bodies. Although he still was lethargic and unfocused from the lack of Blight, getting his magic back would help fuel him with an inner fire long enough to get the situation under control. 

He selected some of his favorite buffs while thinking: I might not teleport out of here just yet, but this time… I am fit to fight.

“Too little, too late, boneheads!” Lath-Tek yelled at the incoming guards while Kane activated a slew of buffs: 

 

***
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Name : Health Boost 

Type : Buff 

Level : 4 

Effect : Increase HP by 25% 

Time Left : 19 minutes 59 seconds 

Description : The recipient’s HP increases by 25% for 20 minutes, simultaneously healing any damage present at the moment of activation.

 

***
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Name : Occult Heightening

Type : Buff 

Level : 2 

Effect : Increase M.Atk by 65% 

Time Left : 9 minutes 59 seconds 

Description : The recipient’s Magic Attack is boosted by 65% for 10 minutes.

 

***
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Name : Skillful Finesse

Type : Buff 

Level : 2 

Effect : Increase Critical Damage by 32.5% 

Time Left : 9 minutes 59 seconds 

Description : The recipient’s chance of inflicting critical damage on his enemies is boosted by 32.5% for 10 minutes.

 

***

 

Kane let out a sigh of power-tripping pleasure as his body received all the buffs, while viewing the enemies. Most of them were between level 20 and 30, so compared to having just struggled with – and conquered – Mordgruhl, he now felt like a literal god. 

Cracking his knuckles, he whispered: “Let the games begin.” 

While letting his wings lift him from the ground, Kane made a note of having a total of 812 MP at his disposal. He promised he wouldn’t put himself in a situation where nothing remained, and activated another long-time favorite skill – the Blight Leech-exclusive Mirror of Horrors. 

Hovering above the aggressive mob who now reached Vialinn and Lath-Tek, he placed his palms together and felt the skill’s coldness surge through his arms. An ice-cold ball of flickering energy poured out of his hands. Aiming at the closest row of beastly humanoids, he shot his hands out and sent the ice ball flying. Spawning frosty tendrils along its path, the energy ball spun through the air and impacted the poor bastards like an electric web spreading out between them. A blue explosion sucked them in before they could flee, followed by glassy tubes of azure light sprouting from the ground and encapsulating each of them. Spinning wildly, the cylinders mesmerized and trapped them in a mental show containing their worst fears for at least a minute. 

He rapidly cast Mirror of Horrors twice more, thereby paralyzing half of the incoming orcs at the frontline. 

A bright flash of fire ruptured on the ground underneath him, and he saw Lath-Tek summon floating flames in front of his outstretched hands. One and a half second later, it had expanded to a fifteen feet wide ball of furiously burning fire – which he unleashed straight at the guards currently paralyzed by Mirror of Horrors. 

Next to Lath-Tek, Vialinn sprinted around the horrified, scorching orcs and attacked the others arriving right behind them head-on. Using her magically glowing wand like a springboard to shoot herself up in the air, she spun around, turned up-side down and plummeted with the wand-first right in the middle of the ocean of growling orcs. As she impacted the ground, a radius of six yards exploded in a pink cloud of acidic rain that etched away the flesh from their bones. Before she even rose back to her feet, a large circle around her was insta-cleaned from enemies, leaving only their bones and armor. 

Mighty impressed, Kane found great satisfaction in seeing the real power of his comrades unleashed in such a brutal manner. Now certain they would have no trouble carrying their part of the weight, he refocused on the guards who were now both burning from Lath-Tek’s magic and trapped in Mirror of Horrors. Some died, and others would very soon follow. 

“But not before I get my nutrition,” Kane said. If his precious Pain-Eater sword had been here, it would automatically feed him their Blight upon cutting them down – but since this wasn’t the case, he would have to resort to a more manual way of siphoning the delicious essence into his being. 

Therefore, he instead whipped up a juicy dose of the skill Blight Core Extraction. Casting it on five of the dying orcs, he fully absorbed the complete amount of Blight existent in their being. Screaming, they evaporated in a spray of bluish energy. He dismissed all the skill notifications, denied sending the Blight to the Orb of Blight in the Eternal City, and opted to use it nourish himself. Like a famished vampire tasting blood for the first time in a century, he roared from pleasure as the rejuvenating negative essence replenished him. It felt like every cell of his body and soul ignited with the blinding light of all the ancient gods combined. 

“Come get it,” he yelled at the barrage of approaching Dungeon Defenders. Grinning, he activated the next buff:

 

***
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Name : Rapid Momentum

Type : Buff 

Level : 4 

Effect : Increase all speed by 100% 

Time Left : 59 seconds 

Description : Rapid Momentum lets the recipient bypass all natural physical laws pertaining to the universal movement of things, thereby acquiring the ability to speed up any physical, mental, magical and spiritual movement.

 

*** 

 

With Rapid Momentum activated, the hordes of orcs barely seemed to move relative to Kane anymore. Their guttural voices and shouts slowed down and became almost meaningless. He doubled down by activating the Assassin’s Twin Blades Silent Viper, too, which made him even faster, smoother and more in-tune with the moment. 

Like a dragon diving toward the ground, Kane swooped down at a group of archers further back. Dodging their arrows was easy in this upgraded state; they swished past him as he readied the Twin Blades. 

“Yaaahh!” Kane roared as he torpedoed the tight-knit group – sliding into their midst, whirling his swords around and chopping their limbs and heads off in a blood-gushing rush of adrenaline. 

Without pause, he continued to hack and slash anyone in his path as he eyed the shamans at the very back. There were four of them, and bright flashes of fiery magic blinked and whooshed back there – and he didn’t like it. 

The world returned to its normal speed as Rapid Momentum ended. Kane lifted off the ground once again. Dragging two orcs with him, he ascended half the way up to the ceiling fifteen yards into the air, and then let them go. Wailing, they flailed with arms and legs until they crashed on top of a group with burning spears – being impaled by their own kind and crushing them simultaneously. 

At this height, he saw Lath-Tek and Vialinn had everything under control; they both chewed through the ranks of lesser enemies with their deadly abilities shooting and bursting in a range of colorful flashes. 

Being a Fire Shaman, Lath-Tek utilized mostly fire-based skills in its various forms – while Vialinn exposed a great repertoire of both elemental skills involving causing roots to suddenly spring from the ground, entrapping the guards, and making meat-eating plants sprout from pillars and walls that devoured the orcs with great appetite, as well as acidic spells corroding any living flesh it touched. 

A loud rumbling growl drew Kane’s attention back to the four magic-proficient shamans at the far back. 

“That’s not happening,” he shouted upon seeing they had opened a portal, and through it, the enormous, ugly feet of a dirt-green ogre was about to enter. Beasts like that easily matched the power level of both the Straitjacket loOn and Mordgruhl, and dealing with something like that in addition to everything else happening at the moment was simply just out of the question! 

Putting his wings into high gear, he boosted himself down at breakneck speed, aiming at the four sorcerer orcs that sustained the portal. Moments before reaching them, he cursed them with A Snail’s Pace: 

 

***
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Name : A Snail’s Pace

Type : Debuff 

Level : 3 

Effect : Decrease all speed by 75% 

Time Left : 59 seconds 

Description : A Snail’s Pace slows down the target’s entire existence to half (or more!) of its usual tempo, causing not only a slowing of bodily movement, but also of any other physical, mental, magical or spiritual processes currently operational.

 

***

 

The portal lost some of its solidity when A Snail’s Pace inflicted the shamans, causing it to flicker. The ogre’s feet backtracked a little until only its large toes poked out. 

Kane basically crash-landed between the shamans, knocking two of them off balance. He then drilled both Twin Blades into the ogre’s pinky toe, and sliced it clean off, splattering the floor with its purple blood. The foot withdrew out of this dimension, and he rapidly roundhouse-kicked the two other shamans who were still standing. This disrupted the final energy sustaining the portal, and it fizzled out. 

“So you can open portals in here, huh – well, not on my watch!” Kane said so loud that spit spurted from his lips. He figured the perfect time had come to test the skill he inherited from the Straitjacket loOn – Petrification:
   

*** 
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Name : Petrification  

Type : Special 

HP Consumed : 0    

MP Consumed : 75 

Range : 10 yards 

Duration : Instant    

Precondition : Inherited after killing a Straitjacket loOn 

Description : Upon destroying a Straitjacket loOn – either in its original state or after having upgraded to Living Death-Mush – its Special Skill Petrification will automatically be passed on to whomever destroys this highly unstable creature, and collects its active hand.  

Petrification turns most organic and inorganic objects into a rock-hard, lifeless stone material.  

Once someone or something has been petrified, the ailment is generally considered incurable and fatal. Friend or foe makes no difference, so be careful where you point your finger.  

 

*** 

 

Using his index finger as a weapon, Kane pointed at each of the shamans in turn, casting Petrification. They instantaneously solidified into stone statues with shocked expressions carved into their immovable faces. 

Kane looked from the petrified shamans and to his hand, nodding to himself. Damn nice. Appreciate your gift, Straitjacket loOn. 

Spiking pain exploded in his spine, draining health from his near-full HP. He spun around quick enough to rip the spear out of the sneaky guard’s hands. Using his hand like a gun, Kane blasted the orc with Petrification – including three others around him. The spear still stuck out of his back as the orcs morphed into rock statues. He gritted his teeth and pulled it out, spilling blood onto the floor. For the umpteenth time today, Kane cursed himself for his lack of environmental alertness. 

He rotated to the other side just as a freaking jungle of roots and branches broke through the floor tiles. Like a mob of aggressive pythons, the vegetation snatched and coiled around a small group of archers standing there. The orcs screamed in sync with the pops and cracks of their bones breaking as the plants squeezed and crushed them – before retracting back into the ground as suddenly as they appeared, leaving the orcs mangled, dead. 

With a wickedly satisfied expression on her face, Vialinn approached Kane through the pile of newly dead enemies. Wand in hand, her back straight. Clothes spattered with blood. Her one eye gleaming. “I suggest we leave now, while we have the upper hand.” 

“Agreed,” Kane said, before they both jumped to the side, wincing as a wall of fire erupted nearby. Guards howled as the flames devoured their flesh, and Lath-Tek came bursting through the furious inferno. 

Hyperventilating, he nodded in the direction he came from. “I’ve taken care of most of those back there. But, honestly, I just want to get the fuck out of here.” 

Vialinn clapped her hands. “Magnificent – and punctual! We were just discussing it.” 

Kane swiftly scouted ahead and located an open hatch where no guards were climbing out at the moment. Also, more importantly, it was not the one they originally entered through.  “There. Let’s go.” 

After battling their way through a dozen-or-so more Dungeon Defenders, they reached the hatch. They hopped in and fought their way through a system of torch-lit tunnels. Upon finally exiting the Inner Sanctum’s claustrophobic web of corridors and hallways, Vialinn recognized their whereabouts, and guided them to a vast cavern. 

Apparently, full pandemonium had broken loose. After destroying the Metaphysical Inhibitors and Mordgruhl, every single prisoner regained their access to magical powers. Explosions in all kinds of colors blasted everywhere as sizzling balls of magic were fired back and forth between humanoids battling each other. Fields of electricity and fire erupted at one end of the cavern, while devilish creatures got summoned into reality at the other end. Famished wizards and emaciated clerics seemed absolutely unhinged from suddenly regaining their powers after having been trapped in this godforsaken dungeon for who knew how long. Dwarves and elves alike buffed each other up and massacred any Dungeon Defenders they found. 

Kane also noted that portals were opening and closing everywhere, people escaping through them like cattle fleeing from wolves – which meant he would definitely be able to open his own portal now, too. 

“This is our exit,” he said, opened the Dimensional Selector, flicked through the saved locations, found the one he wanted and-

The ground ruptured in a spray of dirt and stone around him and his comrades, and out of nowhere, a group of eight ghouls materialized, surrounding them. As tall as Kane, and scrawny as Vialinn, the rot-green, lanky humanoids ogled them with vacant, black eyes. Snake-like tongues licked their cracked lips while they inspected their next meal. 

“I can’t believe this,” Lath-Tek complained and started conjuring a fire spell of some sort. “Interruption after interruption after godless, fucking interruption!” 

Kane merely shrugged tiredly, not even caring how or why they appeared right here, right now – and selected the Push / Pull skill. With it, he snatched the closest ghoul and slammed it against the one next to it. The force was strong enough to knock four of them off balance. While they wobbled and stumbled against each other, Kane activated Spinning Wings and ripped them to shreds like a razor blade tornado. 

“This is happening on purpose,” Vialinn said as she shattered two ghoul heads with one effective swing of her wand. “We are being targeted specifically because we destroyed Mordgruhl.” 

Lath-Tek ended the final ghoul with a brutal smash by his warhammer, and said: “Look around! It’s complete mayhem everywhere! You really think it’s directed at us?” 

While he still spoke his sentence, yet another group of ghouls materialized around them in a burst of dirt and stone. Even more this time. Maybe fifteen. Salivating from their gaping mouths, they crowded closer with arms reaching for them.

“Guaranteed,” Vialinn said and laughed, shaking her head. 

“Yes,” Kane agreed. “Someone is watching us from somewhere. We can’t win this fight; we have to teleport out of here. But I need enough time – and space – to do it.” 

The ghouls rushed at them, forcing them to fight non-stop. More and more manifested into the cavern, and everyone focused on them. The ghouls weren’t especially high leveled, but clearly the point was to drag the battle out. Kane, Lath-Tek and Vialinn fought well, but even with all their magic intact, the ghouls wore them down. 

After another ten dreadful minutes of continuous, futile fighting – as if they attempted to stop a flood of water with their bare hands – the air crackled and split open above them. 

A bright, white portal tore open the atmosphere, and a blond guy with shimmering hair and a full beard appeared. His knee-length, white overcoat flapped around him when he jumped out and performed a ground-dash so powerful that it flattened at least ten ghouls in one go. He rose to his feet, brushed some dirt off his coat, flashed his perfect, white teeth, and said: “Stuck in a little pickle, are ya?” 

“Orijak?” Kane exclaimed. “What?!”

His best friend bowed jokingly. “In the flesh!” 

“How the hells did you find me?” 

“Oh, come on now, Kane, you know I’m technically awesome – gimme a little cred, will ya?” Orijak said and nodded at Lath-Tek and Vialinn. “Hi, there.” He then unleashed a twenty-feet wide beam of pure white light into the horde of ghouls. They instantly combusted and shriveled into roasted ashes. “Alrighty, enough talking – I took a peek at the dungeon map and know a place to get out.” 

While slashing and blasting their way through the ever-growing mob of ghouls, they followed Orijak into a small offshoot of the cavern. A cliff separated it from the utter chaos taking place outside, so Kane and Orijak flew Lath-Tek and Vialinn over to the other side, where they wouldn’t be reached. Dozens of ghouls tripped over the cliff and plummeted to their deaths before the mob’s hive mind realized the party was over, and turned back. 

Kane just stared dumbfounded at Orijak. “Thank you. Truly.”

Orijak shrugged. “Ah, don’t mention it. I’m sure you would have made it out on your own… eventually.” 

“Of course, but still,” Kane said and snorted a laugh. “But how did you find me?” 

“I’ll explain everything later,” his friend said. He opened a new portal and waved at it. “This is it, people – your exit. Interested?” 

Lath-Tek slapped Orijak’s shoulder. “Man, I don’t know who you are, but wow!” 

Orijak withdrew just an inch from the orc as a skeptical twitch flickered across his angelic face. “Don’t know exactly how you have teamed up with Kane, but for now, I will give you the benefit of the doubt. Kane’s friends are my friends.” 

Lath-Tek nodded. “Thanks.” 

“Praised be the Light,” Vialinn said, folding her hands and letting out a sigh of thankfulness. She smiled and shook her head at Kane and Lath-Tek. “It seems you were right, after all, gentlemen. We accomplished the supposedly impossible task of escaping.” 

Grinning, Lath-Tek slapped her shoulder, too. “And even bringing everyone else stuck here with us.” 

“It’s good, but time’s not on our side,” Kane said. “We need to move.” 

His brain ached from strain after planning out their next multiple steps. The question had been subconsciously processing for hours, working its magic behind the scenes while his conscious mind had been busy dealing with all the real-time battles and challenges that popped up around every corner, screaming for attention. Now, everything was clear to him. How it had to be done. 

He looked at them. “We must call a meeting, and we have to-”

“It’s already in place, waiting for you,” Orijak said. 

“What, the meeting?” 

Orijak nodded. “You’re a daredevil, Kane, but sharing your real-time stream worked. The entire guild has seen it. We believe you, and we’re not willing to stand by the sideline and watch.” 

“So you’re in – all of you?” 

“Yup!” 

Kane smiled. “Appreciate it, brother.” 

“Don’t get all sappy on me, now,” his best friend said, before pointing his thumb over his shoulder. “Shall we?” 

“Lead the way.” 

Orijak’s white wings and clothing flickered as he jumped into the portal, gesturing for them to join. 

Kane turned to Lath-Tek and Vialinn, ready to wish them a good life and then disappear. “I know what I must do, but I can’t force any of you to care about this like I do.”

“Kane, listen to me,” Lath-Tek said, his eyes glowing. “After all we have been through, you’re my brother. You have shown yourself as a man of great honor, and I will stand by you regardless of what happens.” 

The orc’s words pulled at Kane’s heartstrings. He smiled. “Means a lot. Then, may I assume-”

 “I’m in, yes.” 

“Appreciated, my friend. Your input as an actual orc – a reasonable orc, nonetheless – is invaluable to us in the difficult times ahead.” 

Orijak poked his blond head out of the swirling portal. “We’re happy to have ya! As I already said, Kane’s friends are my friends… usually,” he said and winked. “Just beware that the others might need a second or two to recalibrate their feelings about orcs. Prejudices die hard, as you may know.” 
   “I’m sure it will be fine,” Lath-Tek said. “Getting to know Kane has shattered some of my own narrow-minded ideas about blight leeches, too.” 

Orijak snapped his fingers. “Good. Then we’re all in the same boat. And what’s even more important, is that we are all rowing in the same direction!” 

“Alright, alright,” Kane said, playfully dismissing Orijak’s colorful, yet unnecessary metaphor. He instead turned to Vialinn, who had been watching them with a subtle, amused expression. 

“It has been an honor getting to know you, Elf Druid Vialinn. You’re an interesting, skillful and a slightly, uh, chaotic person.” 

Her amused expression stopped being subtle and blossomed into a full grin. “Talking about yourself, I see?” 

 “Haha, right… In any case, although it would be great having you join our meeting, I understand if you can’t wait to return to your own people. We will likely never see each other again, but please know I appreciate your assistance in locating the Metaphysical Inhibitors.” Kane gave her his hand, but she waved it away, refusing to shake it.

“Nonsense,” she said briskly. “I have been away from my people for more than twenty years, Kane, and to my knowledge, no one has ever searched for me. Now that our access to magic is restored, I see that not even the telepathic communication channel with my guild is functional anymore. They must all believe I have either passed away or permanently abandoned them.” 

“Well, that only strengthens my point, though. Don’t you want to run home, so to speak, and let them know you’re still alive?” 

Vialinn’s lips curled up in an unexpected grin while she shrugged. “There is a well-meaning, good man inside of you somewhere, Kane, but honestly… when you have been gone from your people for twenty years, like me – what difference does another day or two make?” 

She pushed away her jaw-length, curly hair from her eye with an olive green hand, and snickered while gesturing at both him and Lath-Tek. “After personally witnessing – and benefitting from – your powerful potency in bringing about the successful completion of your goals, you have made me quite intrigued indeed. Perhaps millions of lives genuinely are relying on you to solve this dispute of yours – or whatever it was again. If this whole ordeal is as broad-reaching as you make it out to be, then I assume even us elves might be pulled into it at some point. In that case, I am interested in knowing more about it, and if you allow it, I would like to tag along to see what all the fuss is about.” 

“I see. As you wish – the more people we have on our side, the better.” Kane gave her a crisp nod of approval. “Your unique perspective and knowledge as an elf will be of great value.” 

“Praised be the Light, thank you, but we will see how much of my precious expertise I care to share,” she said with a teasing wink. “Just kidding, of course. If I decide your cause is good and worthwhile, then I am fully at your service, warts and all.” 

“Glad to have you!” Orijak butted in, before his mood changed and he yelled: “So come on, slow asses; time’s slipping through our fingers. Every second is a second lost!” And with that, he vanished through the portal, and the others followed suit. 

Before exiting, Kane snuck in a peek across the cliff, seeing everyone battling each other and fleeing the shattered dungeon. Goosebumps rippled down his spine as he hoped he would never lose his magical abilities again – not to mention being so deprived of Blight that his eyesight had literally distorted and started breaking down. This had all felt like being trapped underwater, slowly choking. But now he could finally breathe, and he would do whatever in his power to never experience such a claustrophobic state ever again. 

“To hell with this shithole,” he whispered, his eyes half closed, squinting at the corpses that lay sprawling everywhere. “Get ready, my ‘dear’ Queen. You thought you had gotten rid of me, but I’m coming for you.” 

Kane Zerriah entered Orijak’s portal with his lips twisted in a vindictive grin – more ready than ever to put an end to Terrahee’s egomaniacal reign.

“We are all coming for you.” 
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