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Chapter 1


Awakening







Deep in the Pit of Despair, something stirred. 

A force rare in magic, in ruin unheard. 

Time frayed at its touch, bent thin in the air. 

A world-ender waiting, its purpose not there. 




Life everlasting, its hidden skill. 

A void yet unfilled, and a hunger to kill.




"What the fuck is this shit?" Omar shook his head and rolled his eyes.

"It was frozen in a block of ice near the burial ground at Old Snow Mountain," Kahli said as she nervously dribbled a boulder with her oversized left foot, trying to keep from cringing at Omar's language.

Omar studied the scroll. "Hmm. Aged fairly well. And while the text is complete gibberish, at least it's written in a convincing form of eldenscript."

"Omar, what are you-"

Before Kahli could continue her thought, Omar raised his stiff right arm and pointed it at the unfurled scroll. A burst of flames erupted all over his arm and engulfed the scroll, instantly incinerating it. Omar took a deep breath and lowered his arm as the flames subsided.

With a crackle and a boom, a huge bolt of lightning struck in the distance. Kahli's ears were ringing. The ground shook, and even in the high tower of the Gifflenberg Historical Society, the doors rattled. Quakes such as this were often said to be restless dragons stirring deep under the firmament of Nomachiato.

"Omar, what's happening? It's almost like the world is ending or something! It feels apocalyptic," said Kahli.

"Fret not, my apprentice," Omar smiled at Kahli and patted her shoulder with his left and only hand. "If I didn't get five hundred of these silly scrolls every moons cycle, it might've passed for a real prophecy scroll. But the tells were all there. I could've clocked that shit from a thousand paces away."

"Tells?"

"Oh my, yes. The scroll unfurled in the wrong direction when I initially held it up. Real prophetic scrolls are always twisted in a counter-clockwise fashion." Omar laughed at his own assessment. "Plus there were small tears in the paper. Real prophetic scrolls only have big tears in the paper."

Kahli cleared her throat. "But Omar-"

"Most damning of all was that the scroll's eldenscript had a few misspelled words. Real prophetic scrolls are written by seers, whomst would never make a grammatical error," said Omar with a chuckle.

"But what about the lightning? And the quaking?" She was finding it difficult to speak without stuttering.

"Just a spot of bad weather, Kahli. Trust me, when you get to my age, you'll understand that things like this have a tendency to just... blow over."

Gray, looming clouds gathered in the sky and a huge gust of wind billowed through the city. A large weather sock on top of Gifflenberg Town Hall ripped right off and slammed into a glass supply shop, shattering everything instantly.

"Omar, it seems like something terrible is going to happen!"

"Pfft. Nobody liked that glass shop anyways. They gave me a quote to refit my sunroom, gods, you ought to have seen what they were charging. And that old wind sock had so many holes in it, Kahli. I'd say it was long due for a replacement. Really, this is a good thing."

Kahli scrunched her nose, twisting and cracking the plaster covering her face. It made her feel and look much younger than she really was. She’d get living wood on her face one of these days.

"What, you disagree?" Omar raised a hairy eyebrow up from under his living wood face-form, peeking at Kahli like a sinister caterpillar. "Trust me, I know what I'm talking about. I'd never destroy an actual relic. This one was a fake, a mockery of Theseosus herself! Blessed be her mighty pincers."

Omar gestured with a sneer to the marble statue that took up thirty percent of his office space. It depicted a large, three-headed mantis. Each head had three eyes, each with exquisite eyelashes. Omar saw the structure as a tax write-off, but Kahli took it a little more seriously.

"Blessed be her mighty pincers," Kahli echoed respectfully, dipping her head briefly as she beheld the statue. "But, um, Omar, if you don't mind me asking, what if it was a real prophecy scroll?" She cowered as he glared with anger and impatience. "Hypothetically speaking, of course."

"It wasn't."

"How do you know it wasn't?"

"Because I said it wasn't. I know what I'm talking about. Even if it was, you'd have to take that up with the mayor," Omar said with a sigh. "And of course you'd no longer be my apprentice, since you'd be complicit in the destruction of a historical artifact."

Kahli looked at the spotless stone floor with shame.

"Thankfully, it wasn't real. Even if it was, it'd be far too late to do anything since I've already destroyed it. There's no record of it even existing other than the ashes on my office floor, which I'd like you to sweep up and dispose of." Omar chuckled and shook his head. "I remember when I was just like you, Kahli. Young, ambitious, and eager to find a prophecy outlining our doom. But you can't let some crazy scam artists scrawling on parchment live rent-free in your head."

Kahli frowned.

"Well, enough hard work for today." Omar smiled.

"It's only mid-morning," said Kahli.

"Time is irrelevant. My work here is done!" said Omar.

Kahli wasn’t entirely certain what Omar meant. For a split second, she pictured a porcelain elephant, its hide etched with a ticking clock.

"We’ve done at least three days’ work this morning. To lift so much as a finger again would invite an early death," said Omar with a chuckle.

"But you said you want me to sweep up the ashes. And if I don't work six revelations a day this moon cycle, I won't get my course credit!" said Kahli.

"Oh, very well then. Sweep up the ashes and wax every spiral staircase in the building." Omar sighed. "I'll check on your work tomorrow. I expect perfection!"

"But Omar-"

Before Kahli could argue any more, Omar reached above his head and pulled a beaded cord. His leather office chair shot down to the floor as a portion of the office ceiling folded in and opened up to the gloomy sky. Suddenly, Omar's chair sprung up, catapulting him into the air, through the hole, and up into the rapidly turbulent clouds. He cackled as the ceiling closed back up and he sailed away to Theseosus knew where.

Kahli shook her head. She'd meant to remind Omar that the Gifflenberg Historical Association had a dedicated team of staircase waxers, and any work she performed there was irrelevant. But he'd forgotten about that, just like he'd forgotten to look on the back of the scroll. Kahli knew if Omar had remembered to look, he would've noticed the seal of authenticity placed on it by the Upper Echelon.

It was too late now. The scroll was gone and she had to follow Omar's instructions. Kahli swept up the ashes and tossed them into Omar's magical bin, which incinerated them again in a flume of flame; as if that was even necessary.

Kahli realized that Omar was a gifted fire elemental, but she couldn't help but think of him as a bit of a silly pyro. With that task completed, Kahli had the real work ahead: damage control.



"The mayor can't see you right now," whined the nasal voice of the skinny plant elemental.

"Why not?" Kahli wasn't worried about being polite. It felt like the end of the world outside; a downpour was flooding the entire downtown area. She'd had to rip barnacles off her legs as she entered the palace!

"Because the mayor is busy, because it is midday, and because you don't have an appointment." The plant elemental put their hands on their hips and huffed a strand of hair out of their glowing yellow eyes.

Kahli frowned. Had they said something about ointment? "I don't care if you think I need ointment. Good day to you!" She stormed past the attendant in a huff and pushed open the tall, thronging doors of the mayor's palace.

She entered the foyer, where a couple of peacocks were strutting around aimlessly.

"Excuse me, but what are you doing here?" asked a small lady in a long robe. She had kind eyes, but the wood covering her face looked worn and scornful.

Kahli explained herself quickly and confidently enough that it almost sounded official.

Soon Kahli was riding in a silky, green elevation pod. It smelled kind of sugary. These were developed by plant elementals long ago, but were still quite expensive to establish and maintain. Hence Omar's office only had spiral staircases.

As her elevation pod slithered open, Kahli stepped onto the brilliant marble of the top floor. She could see her reflection. Kahli wondered if the people that waxed these floors were union, or if they were instead maintained by powerful plant elementals. Regardless, the mayor had money in the budget for it.

"Um, pardon me," boomed a deep voice with a breath that smelled of onions and boiled egg. "But I'm running late for a prior engagement."

Kahli looked up and jumped as she noticed the unmistakable form of the mayor looming over her. It was bizarre to see him in person. His entire body was a large ball of living wood. His arms and legs folded out from his torso like flippers. Holes in his form revealed many small gears turning and whirring in every which way. And of course there was the large glass pane covering his forehead wherein one could see the mayor's true body. He was a Gharlique: one of the rare, nearly extinct slime-mold beings most people still didn’t trust.

Presently, the mayor was wearing over his round, wooden exoskeleton a pair of wool trousers, a wine colored cardigan, and a green tartan cap with a red pom pom on top. He looked so silly that it was all Kahli could do to keep herself from bursting out laughing.

"Um, would you please step out of the way, kind citizen? I've got official business to attend to."

Kahli shook herself as she realized the mayor was talking to her. She apologized profusely, but she got back into the elevation pod with him as opposed to stepping out of his way.

"Might I say, that is an impressive kicker you've got there." The mayor looked at Kahli's big foot inquisitively as she scooted over to get out of his way.

"Er, thanks," said Kahli with an anxious smile. "Now, um, mister mayor, I've got something pretty important I need to talk to you about. You see, up at Old Snow Mountain-"

"Believe me, kind citizen, I know about the dreadful lice infestation over at Old Snow Mountain, and am working tirelessly to make sure that everyone there knows how to properly launder their garments. It is my belief that through education we can-"

"I'm not talking about a couple of pesky rodents, mister mayor! I'm talking about a prophecy that could send the entirety of Nomachiato into unending torment and turmoil! A prophecy that spells out our doom!"

The mayor took a deep breath. "Now, kind citizen, I must stress that as your mayor I receive numerous communications regarding the end of the world, apocalyptic circumstances, and other melodramatic things of a similar nature. As such, I've got myself a bit of a policy that I've got to follow before officially responding to such inquiries. I hope you don't mind if I ask, have you started any new medication recently?"

Kahli shook her head in confusion.

"Well, you might want to consider it. Usually, people start worrying about things like the end of the world when they're missing essential vitamins."

Kahli was speechless as the elevation pod juddered to a halt. It squelched open into a dark cavern.

"Hey, this isn't the lobby!"

"Of course it's not the lobby. Do I look dressed for the lobby?" The Mayor chuckled.

Kahli followed behind the mayor as he walked toward a cold, stone wall. The mayor shouted an indecipherable incantation and the wall shook, crumbled, and slid away to reveal a wide, green expanse and wide open sky.

"Wow," said Kahli, "This is beautiful."

"Thank you," replied the mayor smugly.

"But how is the weather so nice out here? It's literally like hell outside downtown!"

"Well, we're not outside. See, we're inside a nice, privately [enchanted] dimensional gateway. The putt-putt dimension, as it were. And I intend to get my money's worth!"

"But don't you care about what's happening in Gifflenberg? Aren't you concerned that your citizens are in imminent danger?!"

A familiar voice interrupted Kahli's detestations. "Hey, what's she doing here?"

Kahli jumped as she saw Omar standing on the grass holding a long, wooden club.

"Well, well, well. Looks like the apprentice has become the caddie. Not a bad play, Kahli. Not a bad play at all. Though I will say, I'll be sorely disappointed if you haven't delegated away all that staircase waxing I directed you to perform. Regardless, I still expect those stairs to be spotless."

Kahli wasn't sure why Omar was insinuating that she had suddenly become a father, but she didn't have much time to figure that out before she was encumbered with two large, cylindrical bags of wooden clubs.

"I agree," said the Mayor. He tried his best to muster a wooden smile with the war fangs that poked out of his rotund, mechanical bodice. "As they always say, your network is your net worth. By the looks of it you could use a bit of an upgrade on both, kind citizen."

Kahli sighed and hefted the bags as they walked onto the course.

Omar was up first. He gestured to Kahli, whom at his direction begrudgingly dug through his bag and produced a small marble. Omar had her place this marble in the center of a circle made out of purple pebbles. He cracked his neck and strode forward with a snicker, swinging his club to and fro a few times for practice. Then, with a final, brilliant swing of his club, he sent the blazing marble sailing through the air at high velocity.

"Aren't you worried about accidentally setting the grass on fire?" Kahli asked.

Omar and the mayor just looked at one another and laughed.

"Oh, kind citizen, you have a lot to learn about elemental putt-putt."

Kahli tried, repeatedly, to steer the conversation back to the prophecy. Each time, she was ignored, dismissed, or handed another club. At one point, she was fairly certain the course bent space itself just to avoid the topic.



Kahli stood at a shoddy payphone at the top of a hill, one of the few places not yet submerged. Rain soaked her through as floodwaters swallowed the streets below.

Omar had destroyed the prophecy. The mayor had dismissed her.

Kahli knew better.

Kahli lifted the sending conch to her ear. The dial tone sounded like distant waves. She clacked the beads together until it rang like squawking seagulls.

"Hello?" said a voice thick with a Blandian accent, howling wind roaring behind it. "This is Dhavid from the Old Snow Mountain Archival Society. What's your name?"

"Hi there. I'm calling about a prophetic scroll I identified while parsing the Phlibalmish Collections?"

"I'm having trouble understanding you. We've got a wretched snowstorm, avalanches everywhere, people dying. Did you say you found a strange mole? If so, the Society is not liable for any skin conditions..."

Kahli sighed. Blandians never seemed to understand a word she said, whether by accident or design.

After a painful amount of repetition, corrections, and mutually incomprehensible alphabet code words, they somehow managed to exchange the scroll’s serial number.

"I see, I see," Dhavid responded with all the aloofness of a seaside clam on its way to be baked. In the background, another Blandian could be heard screaming at the top of their lungs about tauman-sized blocks of hail smashing into the building and denting the historical stucco. "So, to clarify, did you just misplace this prophetic scroll, or did you perhaps happen to spill some coffee on it?"

"Um, no, Dhavid, I'm not sure how I could've spilled toffee on it, and even if I did, I'm not sure what I would've been doing to have melted chocolate near a historical document. Why is that a valid question to ask someone? Are you trying to insinuate something, Dhavid?"

"No, I'm not trying to incubate anything, ma'am. Please, what kind of prophetic scroll was it? Some only function upon activation. If it wasn’t activated, we’ve got nothing to worry about. Can you confirm that?"

"Incapacitated? How can a scroll be incapacitated, Dhavid? It's not a sentient thing, you can't knock it out!"

"Please calm down. I just need to know what happened to the scroll."

"I thought I already told you, we set it on fire, Dhavid!"

"Rolled over it with a tire? That’s not a problem; tire tread cannot activate ancient prophetic scrolls.""

"No, we set it on fire."

"Arranged its words over notes to be sung by a choir? Also nothing to worry about. In fact, I think I can speak for all of us at the Old Snow Mountain Archival Society that we might all love an opportunity to hear such an artistic-"

"No, no, Dhavid! I'm saying we set it on fire!"

"Look, I've got to apologize because I'm having trouble understanding you. It's probably a bad connection. Can you hear me?"

"Yes, Dhavid, I can hear you."

"As long as you didn’t set it on fire, you’ve got nothing to worry about. It’s a summoning prophecy. It only activates if it’s incinerated. Assuming that clears things up, I'll go ahead and mark this issue closed. You may be asked to complete a short survey after this call."

Kahli only heard the first part.

As long as you didn’t set it on fire.

Omar had.

Which meant Kahli had.

Kahli had something to worry about.

Right?

Kahli cracked her neck and looked out over the flooded streets.

Fifteen blocks of water. Then she could run.

If she moved fast enough, she might still destroy the Harbinger from the prophecy before it leveled up.



The abyssal depths of the Pit of Despair were dark, murky, and full of things best left unimagined.

If you were an unspeakable horror with eighteen glassy eyes, an octopus that fed entirely on bad vibes, or an aquatic centipede whose only defense was being deeply upsetting to look at, life in the Pit was, honestly, pretty good.

It was predictable.

And that wasn’t a bad thing.

Until, every once in a while, something changed.

[Scroll Activated]

The octopus wasn't sure why, but presently it was absolutely feasting on bad vibes.

[Spawning]
[...]
[Spawning completed]

A flash of purple light split the darkness.

An egg appeared at the center of the Pit.

For a single, terrible instant, every creature with the gift of sight saw everything else.

And felt, collectively, a deep and sudden embarrassment.

[System processing egg spawn details]
[...]
[Processing complete]
[Egg manifest added successfully to ledger]
[Preparing system character sheet]
[...]
[Character sheet prepared successfully by system]

Not every creature in the Pit had a system.

But those that did knew exactly what this meant. Something had just been born, and it wasn’t going to stay small for long.


Chapter 2


Level Up







The Pit of Despair was brimming with the kind of excitement and fear that can only happen when something new and dazzling interrupts the established, commonplace routine of those older and wiser.




Indeed, even though the older and wiser creatures dwelling at the bottom of the Pit (such as the octopus that fed entirely off bad vibes) were stronger, more experienced, and dreadfully terrifying on almost all accounts, they were also completely fascinated and arrested by the appearance of the egg.

The egg had a system, too, which wasn’t very common either.

[Egg]
[Level: 1]
[Skills: Fascinate]
[Description: A small egg at the bottom of the Pit of Despair.]

A gangling subterranean mollusk covered in tendrils galore scuttled on up towards the egg. Known for its mystifying, putrescent odor, this mollusk was one of those other lucky dwellers of the Pit that had a system, as well as a propensity for communication between beasts by use of electric currents. Other creatures used a form of mental language known as thought speak, but that was unfamiliar to this mollusk.

The mollusk was unanimously voted the official entity responsible for inspecting the egg and communicating its findings to the rest of the Pit. The mollusk focused intently on the egg to learn more about the [Fascinate] [skill] its paltry character sheet described.

[Fascinate]
[Fascinate holds the power to bewitch and bedazzle all sorts of beings - alive or dead, existent or betwixt reality itself. Fascinate ensures that all observers, as long as they are not already in a mode of hostile combat, consider an entity as curious, engaging, and enlightening. It imparts buffs of positive charisma and high impressionability.]

Through a series of small yet dedicated shocks, toots, and whistles, the mollusk communicated these findings to its brethren. At once, they found themselves even more interested in the egg. It was as if understanding its curious and seemingly only power made the egg only that much more fascinating.

[Level up]

The beasts of the Pit of Despair were delighted as they watched the egg level up before their eyes, optical mucus membranes, and psychic cortex sensors. In a brilliant puff of pink smoke the egg briefly concealed itself. Then, a minor yet thick burst of water current quickly dissipated the smoke into the familiar, murky depths of glum nothingness that comfortably surrounded its spectators, revealing the egg once again. It had leveled up indeed.

[Egg]
[Level: 2]
[Skills: Fascinate]
[Description: A rather fascinating, yet small and insignificant egg at the bottom of the Pit of Despair.]

The beasts of the Pit seemed a little disappointed when the mollusk relayed the new developments of the egg's character sheet to them. Many of the Pit dwellers wondered what the point of the egg leveling up was if it didn't receive any new [skills]. Was the only change that its description was slightly modified?

What was the point?

The mollusk assured them that it was worth it to continue to observe the egg and not to eat both the egg and the mollusk itself for breakfast. This was something a rather large eel with eight rows of teeth had posited as an alternative course of action to continuing to humor the events that were currently taking place.

The mollusk further assured everyone attending the forum that if they were to focus again on the [Fascinate] [skill], it too would have changed as the egg's description had. Though a few Pit beasts argued, generally they were all the more curious than they were hungry, especially considering that some of them only fed off psychic energy. They eventually agreed to allow the mollusk to continue analyzing the egg's character sheet with its system.

[Fascinate]

The brunt of the [Fascinate] skill's description was similar to the point that some of the Pit creatures with eyes started rolling them, but the mollusk insisted they remain patient. Remarkably enough they all complied regardless of what had seemed to be growing tensions and impatience. At the end was the kicker: the [skill] had indeed changed.

[Fascinate affects all creatures within a 30 foot radius. It imparts a 'glow' that makes them less likely to act aggressively or attack while also making them more obedient and peaceful. This glow radius serves to protect the egg as well as bestow positive feelings of well-being and mental health to creatures nearby.]

This was a particularly troubling development to the octopus that fed entirely off of bad vibes. How was a being supposed to feed off bad vibes when there was an entity directly preventing bad vibes from being felt?

Worse still, the octopus couldn't even really feel frustrated or angry with the egg for this, due to the very same 'Fascinate' skill that was preventing it from continuing to feast.

Upon this realization, the octopus resigned itself to swim just about thirty feet away or so. After all, when the egg initially appeared, wasn't there a great helping of bad vibes to be feasted upon? Didn't that mean that there was a reason for the vibes to have seemed so bad? The octopus sure thought so, and furthermore, if this 'Fascinate' skill was pushing all the bad vibes away from itself, didn't the bad vibes have to have somewhere to go?

As the octopus knew well, bad vibes didn't necessarily just disappear - they had to be converted into something else somehow, much how like matter itself could only mutate or change and not ever be truly destroyed. The question was, were bad vibes converted to good by the skill's radius, or were they simply pushed away? Exiting the glow of the skill was the only way to know for certain.

So, the octopus left the radius of good vibes and was indeed pleased to note that there was a gracious heaping of bad vibes swelling around the blast radius of the egg's skill like murky blotches of ink and sorrow. With a cautious glee (for the octopus had to be certain not to be so pleased as to convert any of the bad vibes to good vibes, which indeed was possible at times), the octopus calmly and confidently resumed its feasting.



"Oh, what I would do if I had a gem in my shoe,

What I would do, what I would do,

I'd buy me a nice new bonnet, and I'd give it to you,

Yes I would, oh darling, yes I would-"

"No you wouldn't," Philhip interjected with a snort. "You're the greediest guy I know, Brahd, you wouldn't buy anything for anybody but yourself."

Brahdley stopped whistling through the wooden fangs covering his mouth and smacked Philhip on the back of the head. "I wasn't talking to you, idiot. I was singing a song."

"Talking, singing, what's the difference?"

Brahdley groaned with frustration. "Look, Philh, I know you're dumb as a sea sponge, but this isn't a complicated concept, so I'd appreciate it if you paid attention to me for once. I wasn't addressing you in any way. I was singing a song, which imparts a concept with it. It's an old shanty. A shanty about a man of the sea who has nothing, nothing to his name at all, but he loves someone very, very much, and he wants to buy them a bonnet. Since he has nothing but the shoes on his feet and the song in his heart, he sings to them. He says that if he did have something pricey and expensive, like say some sort of valuable gemstone, he'd use it to buy them a bonnet. It's a very touching story."

"And why is any of that relevant?" Philhip set down his oar and crossed his arms. "It's irritating and distracting. And how are we supposed to catch anything with you wailing so loudly and off-key that everything in a thirty foot radius is probably terrified to come anywhere near us? The only way we'd ever actually manage to catch a fish is if we had something that magically made everyone and everything around us feel incredibly good despite the dreadful sounds emanating from your vocal chords. If they can even be called that."

"You know what you are, Philh?"

"Right?"

"No. You're a little piece of kelp. A little piece of kelp that a big whale ate, and that kelp tasted so nasty that the whale got indigestion. So the whale threw you up and you sunk to the bottom of the Pit of Despair and got feasted on by the most disgusting, barnacle encrusted sea urchins in existence, and even they felt sick to their tiny little, spike-covered stomachs, but they had stronger constitutions than the whale so they didn't throw the bits of you they ate up. The urchins ended up with irritable bowels, the whale got a leaky gut, and neither the urchins or the whale were ever able to reproduce again because they were in such bad shape after eating you. Also the whale ended up paralyzed and was soon eaten by barracudas who grew extra flippers and gouged their own eyes out."

Philhip shuddered a little. "Whatever, Brahd. Are we going to keep paddling?"

"Keep paddling? You want me to keep paddling after the huge insult you just hurled at me regarding what I would consider a beautiful and well-honed singing voice? No, we're not paddling a second more." Brahd's three sets of eyebrows scowled vehemently at Philhip. "We need singing in order to properly pace ourselves and focus on paddling in step, even in this tiny little canoe. Even actual sailors do it, you stinky bit of putrescence. Plus, I think we're in the perfect spot to try out the new net we stole from that cranky old wizard."

Philhip did a double take as he looked at the murky water surrounding them as he recognized the abyss that their canoe was currently floating above. "Brahd, you can't be serious. You really can't be serious, can you? You realize where we are, right? Like, oh my gods!"

Brahdley groaned and whispered an angry prayer to Theseosus under his breath. "Philhip, I know exactly where we are. And believe me you, the Pit of Despair is absolutely the perfect place to test out this net. It's supposed to be infinite!"

"That's ridiculous," said Philhip. "Then you couldn't hold it in your claws, it'd be much too big."

"That's not how it works, you major doofus," said Brahdley. "You'd already know that if you had a system. But, not to worry, I can look at its description again for you."

Philhip tried to interrupt Brahdley, but his companion was too proud to stop from analyzing the net.

[Net of Infinite Reach]
[This apparently simple fishing net has a special ability that is concealed from people without systems.]

Brahdley loved that first line, and had read it to Philhip at least five times prior.

[Normal nets necessarily have a limit to how far below the depths of the water they can travel. However, due to heavy enchantments crafted into this net, it can instead reach to the end of any depth. This is a variable version of infinity that only functions when cast from the hands of a person with a system, and resolves itself when the net hits the bottom of wherever it has been cast to. The net, once cast, will plummet without running out of rope until it hits the bottom of wherever it is cast. Once the net hits the bottom, its length will be set in stone until it is recalled by the caster, at which point it may be cast yet again to another depth of limitless end with the same results.]

Philhip did admit that it was quite cool, though he also found the fact that the net required the use of a system to achieve its full potential frustrating and a little insulting.

"Now then," said Brahdley with a waggle of his many eyebrows, "Let's catch ourselves some incomprehensible horror from the depths of the Pit of Despair!"

Philhip sighed as his companion tossed the net into the murky waters.

"What do we do now?" asked Philhip.

"We wait," said Brahdley. "It's got to hit the bottom of the Pit, doesn't it?"

"Does the Pit have a bottom?"

"Of course the Pit has a bottom! It's got to have a bottom, doesn't it? It wouldn't be a Pit if it didn't end, would it?"



Down at the bottom of the Pit, the creatures that lived there were arguing over what to do about the egg. Though it was difficult due to the glow radius of its [Fascinate] skill, many beasts wanted to cook the egg and eat it. Many others at the least wanted to destroy the egg because despite the feelings of well-being it imparted, it was bringing change in a way that made them feel generally uncomfortable. Others still, such as the octopus that feasted entirely off bad vibes, were ambivalent, or possibly even wanted the egg to remain as it was due to the benefits incurred by the power of its [skill].

And then the net landed on top of it.

And once again, the Pit of Despair, once known as gloomy and disturbing but also altogether boring due to its clandestine nature, was full of even more hullabaloo.

What were they to do? What was there that could be done? General underwater common sense was to avoid nets, usually they were used by foul bipeds searching for food. Many Pit dwellers considered this no exception, despite the fact that the last time anything had reached the end of the Pit of Despair was about five centuries prior.

Still, someone had to do something, it was decreed. The mollusk with a system was required to analyze the net, and analyze the net the mollusk did. Soon after it was scrambling to explain just how exactly the net had arrived at the bottom of the Pit. While this did assuage some nervousness, many beasts in the Pit still found the net highly suspicious.

So suspicious, in fact, that the mollusk noticed a weakness in the glow radius of the egg's [Fascinate] skill. A weakness that the octopus that feasted entirely on bad vibes noticed as well, with a piqued interest. It swam back into the glow radius and located the vittles of negativity that were quickly manifesting upon the Pit beasts' deliberations regarding the net, giving no thought to the consequences as it rested on a knotted rung of rope and snacked away.



Brahdley smirked. "Looks like I caught something!"

"How do you know?"

"I know, Philh, you absolute porridge head, because the rope is shaking. See?" Brahdley gestured with an open palm to the shaking rope that led deep into the murky depths below.

"Well, how do you know it's not just shaking because you're shaking it, Brahd?" Philhip pointed with a claw to Brahdley's own tightly clasped claw, which was firmly grasping the aforementioned rope leading down into the water.

"I know, you dung heap, because I'm not shaking it. It's shaking me. Haven't you ever heard of cause and effect? Do I need to give you a lesson in cause and effect?"

"No, Brahd, you don't need to-"

"Let me give you a little lesson in cause and effect. Do you even know why it's called cause and effect, Philh?"

Philhip didn't respond to Brahd, other than by mouthing his own words back at him and flapping one of his claws open and shut as if to mimic Brahdley's mouth.

"I'll tell you why it's called cause and effect. You see, the effect happens because of what causes it. And that effect affects another thing, which causes something else. It's like that old legend, the bird eating its own feathers, the owl-o-borous. The owl hoots, but who does it hoot for? It hoots, of course, for you. Metaphorically, of course. I mean in reality the owl-o-borous isn't some omniscient entity, it's just a legendary owl that slowly eats itself over and over again, but it does that because it does it, and just like the owl-o-borus eats itself because it is hungry, and it is hungry because it keeps eating itself - and, as an aside, it has low nutritional value as a result of this - my arm keeps shaking because the rope is shaking, and the rope is shaking because something deep in the water is shaking it."

Philhip responded to Brahdley, but not in a way that he would've preferred. Regardless, at the end of it all, both of them agreed that it was the rope from the net that was shaking and not Brahdley's claw. With that, Brahdley gave the rope a tug.

"Oh wow, whatever this is, it must be heavy. Probably something really cool, like an owligator," said Brahdley.

"Owligators don't live in pepperwater like this, Brahd. If anything, it's probably an oilback purpose."

"A purpose? How would a purpose be down at the bottom of the Pit of Despair, Philh?"

"The purpose wouldn't have to be at the bottom. It could've been swimming only partially below the surface and gotten its rubbery old oilback purpose neck caught in the rope. Happens all the time, haven't you watched any nature documentary presentation spells?"

Brahdley sighed. He saw watching presentation spells as an awful waste of time, and he had told his companion that many times over. Regardless, it was not the time to continue arguing. Brahdley pulled and pulled on the rope, eventually enlisting Philhip's assistance in order to get enough leverage to hoist the long length of rope and netting up and into the canoe. As soon as it completed its ascent, the rope shot up into itself as if it were on a spinning reel, leaving only the net and its contents onboard.

"Hmm, no oilback purpose after all," said Philhip with a sigh.

"Or an owligator," said Brahdley. "Just a weird looking octopus, some weird looking type of sea slug, and an egg."

"An egg?" Philhip did a double take. "What kind of creature is laying eggs at the bottom of the Pit of Despair?"

"Beats me, but for some reason, I feel really good about it," said Brahdley.


Chapter 3


Behold! The Harbinger of Doom








"Come on, it's only five coins!" Kahli groaned. "Can't I just pay you back later? We might already be too late!" She stared up at the sky, beside herself as she witnessed the dark clouds looming. The downpour had let up for now, but thunder still rumbled in the distance. 

"We aren't anything, lady," said the man as he leaned back against his stack of canoes and chewed on a piece of straw. "Either you rent a canoe or you don't rent one, it's really none of my concern. No skin off my backside. But if you are gonna rent a canoe, then you're gonna give me five coins. I'm not running a charity here."

"But you don't understand! A prophetic scroll has been activated! A Harbinger of Doom may have already spawned at the bottom of the Pit of Despair!"

"Great Theseosus." The man shook his head and sighed. "Listen, ma'am, if I had five coins for every time somebody came here and told me that I should let them take a canoe for free because of some hokey 'prophetic scroll' spelling out our 'doom' then, well, I'd be happy. Because that would mean that people were paying what I'm asking for to rent out these canoes. You know, canoe rental doesn't have very wide margins. As a small business owner I'm really struggling here and the government does me no favors. If I just caved and let every random person off the street take a canoe for free with no regard for my own expenses, this canoe shack would've gone out of business long ago. There's absolutely no way I'll ever let you take one of these canoes without being given the money I am due. I don't work out of the goodness of my heart, although I am rather passionate about canoes and of course about the Pit of Despair. Did you happen to know that the last time someone actually reached the bottom of the Pit of Despair was about five centuries ago? Knowing that juicy little tidbit, I can safely say that the chances of anything spawning down there being a problem for anyone but, well, itself is just about the same as me letting you have a canoe without giving me any money."

Kahli was gone.

The man did a double take. He looked around his canoe supply, noticing that his nice stack of canoes was in disarray.

"Oh, fuck, not again."

He looked out to the waters from the dock and saw Kahli in the distance paddling with all the force of a hamster on stimulants.

"Hey! Miss! That's poor paddling form! You'll never progress in canoemanship at this rate!" he shouted. Then, he shook his head. "At least put on a life jacket!"

If Kahli heard him, she was ignoring him. And it was just as well, the man figured. He picked up a tarnished conch sitting on his wooden countertop and dialed a well-memorized number.

"Hello, this is Great Canoe Adventures LLC calling to report a claim of stolen property. Yes, it was a carbon fiber canoe. Yes, with a spoiler. Yes, it was in new condition. Yes, it did have the ability to convert into a submarine, thank you for asking. Yes, it was self-propelled. Yes, it had built-in homing and location systems, but the thief disabled them so I can't recover it. Yes, she told me she’d murder my entire family if I didn't give her the canoe. Okay. Okay. Okay? Okay. Thank you." He hung up the shell and sighed. "Only two to three business days before I get my new canoe. Hopefully, I don't go out of business before then. Now to write all this off on my taxes. Another arduous task for the benevolent businessman."



Kahli paddled with all her might, taking no heed to look back at the man she'd stolen the canoe from. She couldn't imagine he'd really miss it. It looked nearly ancient, its wooden hull was brittle and stained with dark splotches of something, and it had an awful odor that she couldn't quite define. The canoe seemed to be carved poorly, obviously done by an amateur, and it slightly angled off to the left in a lopsided fashion so that it struggled to properly move through the ever-darkening waters of the Purple Sea.

It took longer than she wanted it to, but Kahli saw what she thought was the Pit of Despair in the distance. She came to this conclusion because she'd paddled past five different signs, each warning in more extreme fashion than the next of how deadly and dangerous it was to approach the Pit of Despair, how no one in their right mind should do so, and that whoever was reading the sign should turn around immediately.

But someone was already there! Kahli hoped they hadn't seen her.

On second glance, she beheld two monstrous, bipedal crustaceans pulling a net into their canoe. She could tell immediately that one of them, the dark orange one, had a system. This was thanks to the purple glow that emanated briefly from their skin whenever the light hit it just right. What was this creature using a system for? What if it had found the prophesied monster that Kahli had come to take care of herself?

Kahli shuddered as she slowed her approach. For a second they glanced in her direction. Kahli dropped down to the floor of the canoe, which she noticed was covered in mold and shavings of old oyster shells. She slowly, carefully peered up from her canoe's edge.

The two cretins were searching through the net, talking about something. She did her best to listen, though Kahli was unsure how much she could really gleam. She heard the orange one say to the yellow one that they ought to keep the leg, whatever that was supposed to mean, and toss out the rest. Kahli watched as the goons tossed some sort of bizarre, slithering horror back into the waters.

Could it be? Had they just... tossed the Harbinger of Doom back into the water? Were they playing catch and release with the Pit of Despair?

Kahli racked her brain as she tried to understand this. Then again, maybe she'd just misheard them. Maybe instead of keeping the leg the two fellows had instead been complaining that the octopus had wrapped around their leg. Yes, that had to be it. Kahli waited for the two crustaceans to paddle their canoe away and then, against her own fearful proclivities, paddled her canoe with no minimal struggle up toward the Pit of Despair. And there the two rejects floated in the water, looking as decidedly uncomfortable as Kahli herself was. She looked at the octopus and at the... whatever it was.

The whatever was a little smaller than Kahli herself and with its writhing, wet tentacles looked kind of like an over-sized, oily centipede. Both creatures smelled foul but while the whatever was truly repellent, the octopus was only nauseating.

Kahli did a double take as she noticed a faint glow emanate from the whatever. Did this awful thing have a system? Yes, somehow it did have a system. Suddenly, as putrid and disgusting as it was to behold, Kahli felt jealous of the whatever. She'd always wanted a system and even this awful thing from the bottom of the Pit of Despair had a system? It just wasn't fair!

Kahli realized something. The whatever's appendages looked an awful lot like tendrils. The prophetic scroll's words echoed across her mind. Did the whatever come from an egg? It smelled like a rotten egg, that had to count for something, right? And it definitely looked like it was... Kahli shuddered... oozing as it moved around the water. And it had a system. Didn't the creature in the prophecy have great power? Maybe a powerful system?

Kahli swallowed air in an attempt to relieve herself of the awful scents that were barraging her. Yes, this thing had to be it. This was the Harbinger of Doom, of that she was now undoubtedly certain.

With an uneasy sigh Kahli tried not to cringe as she extended an oar to the disgusting whatever and watched as it slowly wrapped its sickly appendages over the oar. Once it seemed stable, Kahli took a deep breath and pulled the oar - and its passenger - aboard the canoe.

"Dear Theseosus, forgive me my verbal transgressions, but what the fuck have I gotten myself into now?" Kahli muttered as she dropped the oar and stared at the whatever, which somehow managed to look even worse outside of the water.

Kahli wasn't sure what to do at this point. Was she going to kill it?

It was probably the ugliest thing she'd ever seen in her whole life. But... something gave Kahli pause. Part of it was that she didn't like the idea of having to sit in a canoe with the whatever's guts all over the place.

But also... somehow… She felt kind of bad for it. The whatever didn't seem like the personification of evil or like a Harbinger of Doom. It just seemed... kind of gross. But if it indeed had a system and its power allowed it to change, would it always be so disgusting? Plus, who was to say whether the prophecy was right?

Right?

Even then, what if the prophecy was right and this was some evil beast of the apocalypse? If that was the case wouldn't Kahli be doomed regardless? Would she even be able to kill it, anyway? Would she just make it mad?

Maybe the best move, Kahli realized, was to try and befriend the beast. After all, what was the worst that could happen? The end of the world? Was that already not inevitable?

Kahli shuddered. But still, she felt this was her only real course of action. Or at least, the only course of action where she could potentially come out on top. Maybe the whatever would be kind to her as it ended the world if she was kind to it.

And so, with a shudder, Kahli reached out her hand and patted the monstrosity on what looked like its head. Or, possibly its posterior - Kahli couldn't really tell.

[Contact registered]

Kahli jumped. Was she seeing a message from a system?

[Pairing]

[Pairing]? What was going on?

[...]
[Pairing complete]
[You now have access to ____'s system]

Kahli was in disbelief at what was happening. It was something she'd only heard of in legends, in ancient history.

Had she really just [paired] to the Harbinger of Doom's system?


Chapter 4


Naming the Harbinger of Doom





Kahli was shaking. She could hardly believe it. She was seeing messages from a system for the first time in her life. It was in many ways a dream come true. 

She'd always heard of how people were either born with or without a system, and with that the ability to gain [skills]. It was something you had or you didn't and it was all based on luck, a roll of the dice. Yet here she was after petting this disgusting thing from the bottom of the Pit of Despair, seeing messages from its system saying she had paired with it.

Kahli had but only heard of legends from about five centuries prior of heroes and villains that paired to the systems of beasts. Usually, the beasts in question were dragons, as dragons were creatures most likely to have systems and probably also because they were quite cool.

Kahli didn't necessarily think that the whatever itself was cool, in fact she still found it nauseating to behold, but then again wasn't it the Harbinger of Doom? Being a monster of the apocalypse had to be cool. Right?

Kahli didn't have time to go over any more inadequacies, real or imagined, before messages from the creature's system flooded her conscious experience yet again.

[Please name ____ to continue]
[...]
[Please name ____ to continue]

Kahli shuddered. She had to name the damn thing? What, was she supposed to give this thing some sort of cute, froufrou moniker to go by?

[You've chosen the name 'Froufrou']
[Continue?]

Kahli had to laugh. Still, she looked back at the whatever and felt a tinge of sympathy. She almost felt indebted to it, as awful to behold as it was. Hadn't Kahli always wanted a system? Sure this wasn't her system she was seeing, it was the whatever's system, but regardless, naming the creature Froufrou, while funny, felt like kicking it while it was down. Plus, if it was going to evolve into some sort of terrible doomsday beast, wouldn't it be better to give it a name that the creature might like? Kahli didn't want it to end up smiting her out of frustration or something when it became obscenely overpowered as detailed in the prophecy. So she racked her brain. Why couldn't she think of anything?

[Naming timeout]
[Naming complete]
[Would you like to see Froufrou's character sheet?]

Kahli chuckled as she looked at the Harbinger of Doom. Apparently it was too late now. This horrible thing that just [paired] her to its system was named Froufrou.

Since there was apparently no point in trying to go back, Kahli decided she might as well see Froufrou's character sheet. Better to see what she was working with under the hood, right?

[Froufrou]
[Level: -1]

Kahli chortled under her breath. Froufrou was a negative level? Everything about this creature seemed too ridiculous to be true. It was almost... pitiful. This was the Harbinger of Doom? Maybe Omar was right about that scroll after all...

[Skills: Putrefy]

Once again, Kahli couldn't help but laugh. There was a skill called [Putrefy]? She had to admit to herself, at least it was appropriate regarding Froufrou's appearance.

[Description: Froufrou is of an indeterminate species. Froufrou has spent their entire life in the Pit of Despair. Froufrou's favorite things include eating decomposing corpse matter, expelling bile, and slam poetry.]

That was... quite a description. Kahli wondered if there was any way she could see some actual stats in this character sheet. She'd always heard of character sheets and pictured them as being full of numbers and calculations, but all this seemed to do is specify Froufrou's negative level, mention Froufrou's single skill, and give a vague description of Froufrou's... favorite things? It just seemed ridiculous on so many levels. Systems were supposed to be powerful and robust, and Froufrou, as the Harbinger of Doom, should've had something incredibly impressive for a [skill]. After all, from the prophecy itself, didn't Froufrou have the ability to grow and change? Unless it wasn't the Harbinger, although Kahli felt confident that nothing could match the scroll's prophetic description like Froufrou could.

Of course Omar could've been right. What if the whole thing was nonsense? Kahli pictured the smug look on Omar's face, his eyes gleaming with proud glee. No, there was no way Omar could've been right. He’d been way too smug to be right. And even if he was right, well, maybe Kahli would just train Froufrou up into an apocalyptic monster anyways. After all, Froufrou had to be halfway there already, with how gross it looked.

Maybe [Putrefy] was much more powerful than she had thought. Kahli wondered if she could learn more about the [skill] using Froufrou's system.

[Putrefy: With this skill, Froufrou naturally imparts an attack on the senses of all living beings within a five foot radius. Notable effects include lack of physical comfort, loss of appetite or indigestion, dry eyes, hives, brain fog, physical malaise, lack of ability to smell pleasant things, and loss of libido. Generally, people in Froufrou's radius will be less friendly and more willing to do anything to get away from its influence.]

Kahli frowned. That was quite a laundry list of ill effects. Was [Putrefy] supposed to be imparting any benefits? Or was it really so that Froufrou's [skill] was at this point more of a hindrance than a blessing? Did systems work differently than she'd thought?

Kahli needed to do something more than simply muse about these things. She needed help, help to understand how systems worked now that she had access to one. Ideally, she needed to confirm whether or not Froufrou was the Harbinger of Doom, or if it was just some sort of disgusting sea creature with a system that had managed to [pair] with her.

Kahli sighed, picked up her oar, and started paddling. She and Froufrou wouldn't do anything but waste away at this point if she didn't get to land soon. Well, maybe that wasn't necessarily the case for Froufrou, and Kahli also didn't have any real idea whether Froufrou was safe staying out of water for this long. Still, she didn't want to toss the thing back. It had given her a system, after all!

Paddling water seemed to be getting harder and harder for Kahli. Was she getting weaker somehow? With every stroke of her arms, they seemed to expend more and more of an effort. She could feel the skin of her face sweating under the plaster with every hard thrust like the waters had turned to molasses. Kahli pulled up her oar, or at least she tried to, only to find that it was seemingly caught in the dark, syrupy mess of liquid her canoe was floating across.

"What in the name of Theseosus?"

Froufrou made a sound that sounded in part like a belch, kind of like flatulence, somewhat like a hiccup, and mildly similar to someone cracking their knuckles. What followed was a smell that seemed to embody Froufrou's singular [skill] with unparalleled putrescence.

And the sky went pink, a pale pink that was confusing and bewitching. A pale pink that looked almost like bubblegum was dipped in a heated water until it liquefied and mixed with disorderly blotches of watercolor paint.

The faint sound of slow clapping echoed in the air.

"Who's doing all that snapping? It sounds like a slam poetry session or something!" Kahli said with a groan.

Froufrou looked excited at the mention of slam poetry. As excited as such an odd cretin could, at least..

"Kahli, Kahli, Kahli," said a hoarse voice from afar.

"Who just said my name? How do you know my name?"

"How could I not know thy name, my dear?" replied the voice. Kahli noted that it was strangely familiar.

"Show yourself! And release me and Froufrou from this torment!"

Froufrou made a squelching noise that suggested it was taken aback, as if to absolve itself of any ownership of Kahli and what she had to say vis a vis relating the current situation to torment. After all, Froufrou didn't really know what was happening, other than that slam poetry had been mentioned briefly.

"Very well, Kahli, very well." The voice cackled. It was a strange noise, and it sounded not dissimilar to a chicken being choked.

Kahli gasped as a bizarre figure floated from outside of her vision and down out of the sky. They were above her regular field of vision so that it was only barely inconvenient to look up. Sitting cross-legged on a wool, tartan rug was a blue-boned skeleton holding a banjo.

"Very swell? What's very swell?" Kahli squinted suspiciously at the skeleton.

"Hairy smell?" the skeleton asked. It lowered its large, orange sombrero so as to slightly obscure the eye-holes in its skull. "I'm afraid I'm not certain what a hairy smell is, but I do know that whatever crepuscular entity you've got paired to you smells worse than one of my old pairs of sandals from back when I was alive."

Kahli's mind rushed with energy, and her heart pumped fast as she was hit by the realization. "Dad? Seriously? You're a blue skeleton now? I thought you were just dead!"

"Yes, my daughter, I am both dead and a blue skeleton now," said the skeleton that was Kahli's father. He strummed three chords on his banjo with dramaticism. "And it's finally time for me to teach you how to make proper use of a system."


Chapter 5


Dad's Tutorial







The blue skeleton cracked his neck and elbow bones, which sounded kind of like a xylophone. It made Kahli cringe a little, but she tried to hide her reaction. She was excited to see her dad regardless of his corporeal form - if it could even be considered that at this point. Her neck was getting a little sore from staring up at his floating tartan blanket, though.

"Oh, Kahli, I thought this day would never come!" There was joy brimming in his hoarse, otherworldly voice that seemed to echo across the waters impossibly. "I remember when we first had 'the talk' about systems, and [skills], and about how you didn't have either, and about how you would have to fight tooth and nail, figuratively of course, against the innate advantages people with systems have in this wide world of ours. Everything has changed now!"

"Yes, dad." Kahli agreed. "You're dead!"

”Let’s not dwell on that, please." Her father lowered his sombrero, looking a little uncomfortable at the mention of his lack of life. Then he sprung up with renewed enthusiasm and lifted his hat back up. "Let's focus on the fun stuff! See, now that you've [paired] with this... this... um, what is the thing that you're [paired] with, again?"

"I don't know." Kahli looked at the putrid beast that sat there in her canoe making strange squelching noises. "I named it Froufrou."

"Ah, yes." Her father nodded cautiously as he took mental stock of the situation. "Well now that you've [paired] with Froufrou, I've got to show you the ropes of system use. I remember when I first started using my system, I was a natural. Do you know what my first [skill] was, Kahli?"

Kahli rolled her eyes. "Yes, dad." She'd never forget her father's first [skill], it was etched into her mind forever. The amount of times he'd bragged about it absentmindedly, almost like his brain was just a record skipping on that one juicy tidbit over and over again, was countless and near impossible to-

"Well, let's just go over it one more time. After all, Kahli, the context is going to be completely different for you now that you have your own system."

"It's Froufrou's system, dad!"

"Yea, well, same difference," the skeleton said with a shrug. "Which, I guess I ought to explain before I talk about my awesome [skills]. As long as you're [paired] with Froufrou, its system is your system. It's actually one of the rare advantages of not being born with a system, you know, as it allows you to [pair] with another entity that does have a system. Of course, there are a few constraints even to that. Constraints that are well understood by my skeletal self - as I like to say these days - and that I as a result feel compelled to elaborate upon.

"Firstly, you've got to understand that you cannot [pair] with a member of your own species. Otherwise, you'd have a case of overpowered literal 'power couples' running around and ruling the world.

"Secondly, you've got to understand that once [paired], you can't [separate], at least from a system standpoint, until either one of you dies."

"Great." Kahli wrinkled her nose with a glance at Froufrou. How was she to know that by trying to set things right, she'd end up with a life sentence of Froufrou?

"Hey, my little squash casserole, don't scrunch your face up like that. I know you're a 'grown-up' now, but until the plaster on your face hardens and you get your wooden mask, you've got to be careful! You don't want your face to look like that forever, do you?"

Kahli groaned. Even from the afterlife, her dad was embarrassing her.

"Sorry," he said, sensing her frustration. "Erm, anyways... Where were we? Ah, yes, my awesome [skills], starting of course with my very first [skill], a [skill] you happen to know an awful lot about." Kahli's dad strummed the banjo ferociously. "My [skill] known best as [Impeccable Rhythm]!"

Kahli sighed as her dad started to belt out in a thick accent reminiscent of the Gapplantian Mountain Region.

"Oh, when I was born I was torn

'Cause I had this banjo in my hand

Not liter'ly I must say

But in my mind I had it, anyway

Oh, so it was I was born in April

Yet I sang and sang 'til the sheep were shorn

Never once did I skip a beat

Nor did I stop kickin' my feet

Oh-"

"Dad," Kahli interjected, "I've heard all of this before. Like, way too many times. Why don't you just... show me how to use Froufrou's system to analyze your [skill]? Then I can learn more about it myself, while learning about my system. And you don't have to sing."

"Oh... okay." Somehow, his barren skull managed to look rather sad. "Well, um, go ahead and focus your mental energy on me and... uh... just think about looking at my character sheet. It should pop up pretty quickly. You know, what they don't really tell you about systems is that they're honestly pretty intuitive to people that have access to them, either through nature or through... [pairing]..."

"Stop giving Froufrou that look, Dad! You're going to make her uncomfortable." Kahli stopped for a second. Was Froufrou a she? Froufrou didn't necessarily sound like a guy's name, at least. She looked at the thing again and quickly decided that she didn't need to know. She'd had enough trouble doing that with house cats, there really seemed to be no use in doing so for an unspeakable horror from the Pit of Despair.

"Yes, sure... I'm going to make that thing uncomfortable..."

"Don't call Froufrou a thing," said Kahli, noting in the back of her mind her own hypocritical behavior. She was, however, surprised to note how protective she suddenly felt of the beast. Was this a feature of [pairing]? Kahli hoped so. It was easier to blame it on some feature of her system than to admit that maybe she didn't completely mind Froufrou's disgusting company.

"Well? Have you looked at my character sheet?"

Kahli shook her head. It was time to focus!

[Dad (Ghost)]
[Level: 69]
[Skills: Impeccable Rhythm, Dazzle, Minor Telekinesis, Fruit Magnetism, Spectral Essence]
[Description: Dad's doing okay as a ghost, though he seems a little lonely. Still has his favorite banjo and that old sombrero he got from his uncle, though.]

"Dad, I've got a question."

"Yes, I know, it's probably about that [Fruit Magnetism] skill, and listen-"

"What? No, I don't care about that," said Kahli. "It's more that the description on your character sheet seems catered specifically to myself and my thoughts. I was under the impression that every system was a part of a whole and had some sort of backend that stored all of the system data. And that each system accessed the same backend when it referenced someone or something's character sheet."

"You're almost right, pumpkin," said Kahli's dad. She groaned when he called her pumpkin. "You see, while every system does indeed look at the same backend, how each person or thing's system looks at something else's character sheet through the backend can be a sometimes unique process. Everyone and everything with a system has a slightly different system, a system unique to themselves, their experiences and their understanding. It's known as localization."

"Localization?"

"Yea, localization. Consider this, my little cream custard."

Kahli sighed.

"What if you were from Blandia? Would you want everything described to you in the way that someone from a normal region of Nomachiato would describe it? What about current you, the you from Gifflenberg? Would you want your system, well Froufrou's system, to describe things to you as if you were from Blandia?"

Kahli laughed at her dad's trademark xenophobia out of impulse, even though it made her a little uncomfortable. "I guess not."

"Yea, that's what I thought." He strummed his banjo and hummed for a second. "Oh, sorry, I forgot you don't want me to sing. Um, but the other thing you need to know is, people can actually hide things from you. Even people without systems have barriers between what information you can see."

"Oh, really?" Kahli hadn't considered that, but it made a lot of sense. And it was better than the alternative, because otherwise people with systems would know everything about her just by looking at her! Then, she wondered something. "But, dad, there's got to be somewhere in the backend where all that information is coming from, right?"

"You're not wrong, Kahli. It's called the Ohmgashyick Archive, and it contains all data of everything ever, described by many to a universal programmatic structure underlying all existence. It's what Froufrou's system uses in order to not only provide you with information and data points, but indeed also to grant systemic powers and privileges. Hell, it's even how I'm here talking to you right now. Usually it keeps us dead separated in ways from the living, but you could say this is a bit of a special case. Then again, the veil has been experiencing more... perforations... than usual, but we won't go into that now. We need to talk more about the system you've got, and how to use it! Right? After all, you want to learn how to level up, don't you? You do know that even [paired] users can level up, don't you?"

"Of course I know that, Dad!" Kahli hadn't known it.

"Oh. Good. Okay." He nodded, visibly impressed. "Well, let me just show you how to level up, then. Did you know you're only at level 5?"

"Level 5?" Kahli felt insulted. She was an adult! How could she only be level 5?

"Don't get all worked up now. Pretty much everybody ends up capping out around a level 5 if they don't have a system. A few lucky folks might get up to a 7 or 8, and even that's once in a blue me!"

Kahli rolled her eyes at her dad's painful attempt at humor.

"Well... regardless, it doesn't mean you're not gaining experience, commonly referred to as [XP] among us system users. It just means you don't have the means to use it. That said, now that you've got Froufrou's system at the ready, you should be able to pull this off without a hitch, and you've probably got more than a few latent level ups queued up and ready to pop off!"

"Alright, Dad, I get it. So how do I level up?"

He strummed his banjo. "Mind if I tell you in song?"

Kahli told him that yes, she did mind, excruciatingly so.

"Oh," her dad hung his head. "Well, alright. It's really easy, honestly. You'll know you're ready to level up by a sort of... stiffness, fullness that you'll feel along your lower back. And essentially, all you have to do is picture a ball of light moving from the bottom of your spine up to the top of your head. Do it right, and the tightness in your back with start uncoiling like a snake, and soon enough, well-"

Kahli's Dad was preparing to make some sort of dramatic hand gesture, but he was abruptly cut off by a terrible roar that shook the sticky waters Kahli's canoe was floating upon.

"Oh, fuck my afterlife."

"What was that, Dad?"

"You know how I mentioned that there had been more perforations between the living and dead recently?"

"...Yes?"

Kahli's dad didn't have much time to answer, because a dreadful something was swooping towards him from a far distance in the sky. It looked bony, and angry, and it looked like it was spitting purple flames at them.

"This is, um, all part of the tutorial, pumpkin," said her Dad nervously.


Chapter 6


Kahli Leveling







Kahli had resolved, after a brief glance at Froufrou, that it was finally time for her to level up. After all, the skeletal mega dragon was choking out her dad. And even if Kahli's dad was a ghost, a blue skeleton at that, she still cared for him deeply and hated to see him in pain. It was time to buckle up and figure out what the deal was with this leveling thing.

What was it he wanted me to do again? Kahli tried to remember. It was tough to remember everything at once, so she decided to think about each individual step of leveling up, as her dad had described it.

Oh, I remember the first thing he said! said Kahli with determination. The good thing to note was that, although Kahli's memory was slow to jog, it absolutely never failed her, not even once. He said that I first needed to picture a glowing orb pulsating near the face of my spine.

Kahli frowned, scrunching up the plaster on her face. Wait a second. What does that mean? What's the face of my spine? Do spines have faces?

"Froufrou, what do you think? What's the face of my spine? How do I picture that?" Kahli asked the miniature horror sitting next to her.

Froufrou made the same squelching noise they (she?) always did.

"Ah, yes, I figured that might be what you would say," said Kahli with a sigh, feeling like a fool.

"Kahli, have you leveled up yet?" groaned her father as the mega dragon tightened its claw's grip around his neck. "I don't want to die over here."

"But Dad, you're already dead! You're a ghost, and a freaking blue skeleton at that!"

"Yes, I've already died, and it fucking sucks. I wouldn't wish that shit on my worst enemy! Why do you think I'm trying to keep it from happening again?"

Kahli wanted to respond with fifty other questions, but she thought better of it. Leveling up supposedly took less time than it did to blink, whereas every second she stood here arguing with her dad about whether he could die again was a moment wasted. So, she thought hard about the next thing her dad told her to picture, completely ignoring the fact that Kahli had absolutely no idea how to picture the face of her spine.

What did he say next again... And then she remembered. Oh, I remember what he said next! Dad said that I needed to picture the orb starting at the face of my spine and then floating up, up to my legs and then exploding outwards like a supernova. Yes, that is exactly what he said, to a t. Gosh, Kahli, you sure are a smarty. Oh, thanks, me, I know.

So, Kahli prepared to picture an orb at the face of her spine traveling from there up to her legs. Which was, of course, fairly difficult.

"Wait a second, I know what it is!" Kahli said out loud. Then, she dropped to the floor of the canoe. She was going back to her days practicing gymnastics now. It's good to have something close to a [skill] if you don't have an actual [skill], she remembered her dad saying matter-of-factly. With determination and a vehement speed, Kahli pressed her hands on the floor of the canoe and pushed herself upwards. It was, on all accounts, terribly difficult as her balance was extremely lopsided due to her enormous left foot and all the wood growing around it. Yet, Kahli could still hear the mean girls on her gymnastics team jeering at her in her head. Wow, look at that foot! It's enormous! Oh wow, it's old splinter foot again! Wow, she really does just jump around with a tree trunk attached to her! How does it feel to hoist a tree trunk over your head fifty times a day? And those mocking voices in her head were all Kahli needed to spring on up with a snap.

"Kalhi! What are you doing? Why are you doing a handstand? Have you leveled up? Are you using a new [skill] or something?"

"No, I'm just trying to picture things right!"

"Kahli! It's not that big a deal! Seriously! Just please, level up already before this mega dragon kills the shit out of me!"

Kahli really wished her dad would stop swearing so much. Then, she went back to ignoring him and pictured an orb of light. Since Kahli had no idea what the face of her spine was, she pictured the orb starting at her face, and flowing up to her legs and then to her feet, which was much easier for her now as she was upside down, and Kahli had never truly been characterized by anyone, including herself, as an imaginative person.

And then, it happened.

Kahli felt a jolt of energy soar out from her lower back, which confused her since she'd been picturing the orb of energy and light at her feet. Still, it was happening. She was surrounded in a puff of purple smoke as finally, Kahli leveled.

[Level up]

Awesome. Kahli was so happy to level up!

[Level up]

Wait, what? She was leveling up again?

[Level up]

Kahli just leveled up a third time?

[Level up]

Was this just going to keep happening? Seriously, what was going on?

[Level up]

Kahli sighed. She knew her dad had mentioned there might be a backlog of levels and XP, but this was really starting to feel ridiculous.

[Level up]

This was exhausting! When would she stop leveling?

[Level up]

Kahli was starting to feel like she was melting.

[Level up]

This was exhausting!

[Level up]

How was she still leveling?

[Level up]

Kahli was about to lose her balance and stop her handstand. And then, the smoke cleared.

[Congratulations, you've reached level 15]

Level 15? Wow! Kahli couldn't complain about that, it was an impressive level to hit after having just been a level 5. She'd just leveled up ten times at once!

[You have 1 skill slot available. Would you like to select a skill now?]

"Dad! It wants me to select a [skill]!" Kahli tried to yell to her father, but only then did she realize the true meaning of time essentially stopping while she was leveling. She didn't hear her own voice, and in truth could barely move. In fact, the force it would've taken to move her mouth and say those words felt like it was more force than needed to split a planet in half. So, Kahli decided that she did want to select a [skill] now.

[Excellent. The following skills are available for selection:]
[Rock Summon]
[Lucky Foot]
[Big Jump]

Kahli wasn't sure what all of these skills could do, but she wanted to learn. What had her dad said? She thought about it. Oh, dad said I need to just intuitively use my mind to focus on one. That makes enough sense... right?

And so that's what Kahli did.

[Rock Summon]
[Rock Summon allows you to, at will, manifest a large stone in your presence at any point in time. What you do with this stone, is up to you, but every time it manifests, it will be specifically magnetized to your foot, wherein that any time you kick it or throw it a long distance, it will boomerang around in due time, with an increasing speed based on how far away it is, and finally land right under your left foot.]

Kahli thought that was a pretty cool skill. She did find it a little frustrating it seemed so focused on her left foot, but it did seem to be a useful [skill]. Still, she needed to see everything else that was available, didn't she?

[Lucky Foot]
[Lucky Foot is a passive skill that constantly affects your everyday experience. Much like the 'lucky duck foot' that some people from Nomachiato like to wear on keychains and keep under their pillows, your large left foot serves as a bastion and epicentre of luck in your life. This skill ensures that just the presence of your enormous left foot makes you lucky, with a magnitude that takes into account the extremely low likelihood of you being born with a natural proclivity to developing an enormous left foot covered in the living wood.]

Kahli felt a little annoyed. Of course a luck buff was a great [skill], but why was it so fixated on her biggest insecurity? And did it really have to go into the living wood? Kahli got flashbacks to talks at school about living wood about how some people had it younger than others, and everyone developed living wood eventually regardless.

[Big Jump]
[That sure is one enormous thumper you've got on the end of your left leg! Employ this skill, and you'll be able to hop so fast and so high that nobody can catch ya! Great for evasive action and for showing off that big old foot of yours.]

There was absolutely no way Kahli was picking this [skill]. In fact, if her system seemed set on bullying her through skills, maybe it was silly to even pick out a skill at all!

And then, she looked at her dad, frozen in time, locked in the evil talons of the mega dragon. He was turning blue! Well, okay, maybe he was already blue. Kahli laughed inwardly at her own little joke to herself.

Kahli would've taken a deep breath if she hadn't been experiencing an extreme case of time dilation. It was time to choose her first [skill].

[Skill selected]
[Rock Summon]

In a flash, time suddenly started again.

"You did it! You leveled up! I saw the purple smoke!" said Kahli's dad proudly.

"Yes, I sure did," said Kahli as she hopped out of her handstand and stood up with confidence. "And now I've got a [skill], too."

"Fuck yes!" Her dad smiled a toothy grin, as he had no skin. "Uh, I mean, that's great! What is it?"

"Check this out, dad!" said Kahli. She raised her left foot and concentrated. A large, gray boulder materialized out of the air. "I'm gonna rock this mega dragon's world!"


Chapter 7


Go Kick Rocks







Kahli smiled, effortlessly dribbling the huge boulder as if it were a bouncy ball. “Now this is a kicking around rock, right here!"

"What the hell does that mean?" asked the mega dragon as she choked out Kahli's dad.

"Ouchies!" cried Kahli's dad.

"Dad!" Kahli glared at the mega dragon. "You let my dad go or I'll rock your world!"

"Ugh, what a cheesy line!" said the mega dragon. "You know what? I hated that line so much, I'm going to go ahead and choke him so hard his stupid little skull pops right off his vertebra!"

"I won't let you do that, you stinky jerk," said Kahli. Froufrou squelched, looking a little offended. Kahli held up her rock and spun it on the end of her enormous left toe.

"Stinky? You think I'm stinky?!" the dragon roared.

"I don't think you're stinky." Kahli cracked her neck and popped her elbow. She coiled back and kicked the rock right at the mega dragon's forehead. "I know you're stinky."

Froufrou squelched again in shame.

The mega dragon roared as the rock smashed into her bony skull and - disappointingly - bounced right off. Then, it shot right back to Kahli's foot in an instant. The dragon only glowed a very faint red, and her reaction seemed to be one of shock and amusement.

"Wow, you call that a hit?"

Kahli sighed. She'd kicked with a lot of force! How could it not have made a bigger impact on the mega dragon? She just didn't understand.

"You'll figure it out, pumpkin! I - agh - I believe in you!"

"Dad! Don't say it like that! You're making it sound like you're about to die or something! I've already lost you once, and then also experienced the whirlwind of seeing you again as a ghost. I can't deal with you double dying right now! That can't happen!"

"Then you - ah - you better think of something fa - some - ah - something fast! She's almost ripped off my skull!"

Kahli racked her brain. There had to be something she could do to fix this situation!

"Think about your [skill], pumpkin," wheezed her father, "Think about your [skill], and what it can do..."

Kahli suddenly remembered that half of her [skill] involved not only summoning a rock, but the rock that she summoned zooming back to her left foot at a breakneck pace proportional to how far it had traveled.

Kahli had an idea. What if she kicked the rock again, but this time, she kicked it away from the mega dragon? It was a strange idea, but she had to try everything she could or else her blue skeleton dad would die again. If that was even actually possible.

Kahli reared back her big left foot and kicked the rock as far as she possibly could away from the dragon.

"What the fuck was that? Seriously, are you blind?"

"I was blind. But now I can see," said Kahli with pride.

"Um, what?" said Kahli's dad as he struggled to speak.

"Watch this, Froufrou," said Kahli as she looked down at the putrid blob of tendrils sitting at her feet. She stood there proudly as the rock zoomed back towards her like a boomerang, soaring like a bullet through the air. It was quickly approaching her left foot, and for a second she was worried it might blow her foot right off when it returned. But now was the most important step. She had to redirect the rock, somehow, and she had to do it quickly. It was getting close!

"That's awfully fast," said the mega dragon with a smirk. "Too bad it's zooming towards you and not towards me! Bah-hah-haaah!"

"It is impressively fast, as least, pumpkin," croaked Kahli's choking dad.

Kahli groaned. Nobody understood. But they would soon enough, she reminded herself.

Just as soon as the rock was about to reach her foot, Kahli shot down to the floor on the canoe with the utmost confidence. And, sure as Froufrou smelled like molten garbage, the boulder zoomed right on past Kahli and out into the sky. It angled just away from the mega dragon so that the rock shot out past the winged, bony beast, and it was only after it traveled a considerable distance past the foe that it seemed to realize through some form or function that Kahli and her huge left foot were, once again, far away. As if it could perfectly home through some alien magic, the stone immediately froze, and then it zoomed at a breakneck pace towards Kahli's massive foot. Which, at this point, meant that it had to soar right towards and, ideally through, the boney mega dragon.

"What the fuck?" said the mega dragon and Kahli's dad in unison as the rock increased its speed tenfold, twentyfold, thirtyfold! The boulder was nearly on fire! Sparks were flying in the air as it zoomed closer and closer!

"Wow," said Kahli.

"Oh shit!" said the mega dragon as the rock collided with her and immediately ricocheted inside and around her ribcage, cracking every single rib and covering the beast in flames of fire before zooming on out toward Kahli's foot.

[Mega Dragon killed]

"WOW!" said Kahli as the stone snapped to her left foot and then, on command of her mind, crumpled down into dirt in the canoe. She quickly brushed away its sediment, which dissipated into nothing at all.

"Well, you did it, kiddo," said Kahli's dad. "I'm very proud of you." He lay splayed out yet crumpled on his tartan rug, which was still floating in the air, although it seemed to be weaker than before.

"Dad! Are you okay?"

"That mega dragon fucked my shit up pretty royally, honey bunches of oats," said her dad weakly.

"Dad!"

"Sorry, I don't mean to swear so much. It's just that... well... I think I really might be dying again." He coughed up a blue bone dramatically. He looked at his banjo. "I could write a song about this."

"Is that even possible, Dad? I mean, aren't you a ghost?"

"Yes, yes, I get what you're saying, I really do. But there's more to this world than meets the eye. There’s more than simple, boring things like the history of the world and the ripple effects of the living wood on all of us that we've all just grown to accept and understand as if it were old hat." Kahli's dad's sombrero slipped over his skull. "Damned old hat. Used to fit perfectly when I had some skin and hair over this stupid blue head of mine. Oh! That could be a song too. Let me just, heh, get my banjo out here..."

"Dad, wait, you look weak! I have a bad feeling about this."

"Nonsense, pumpkin. After all, as they say, if music is the food of life, sing on, sing on!" He picked up his banjo and gave it a proud strum. "OOOOOOOH!"

And then, a sickening snap echoed through the sky like a chicken's neck popping.

"My banjo!" cried Kahli's dad as the banjo string coiled up to the neck.

"It's just a string, dad," said Kahli. "Can't you just restring it?"

"Do you know how difficult it is to restring a banjo without skin on your bones? And furthermore, do you know how difficult it is to find the ghost of a banjo string to restring my banjo with? They're like, what, five times as expensive as they are for banjo strings in the world of the living!"

"I thought you were going to die, Dad!"

"Ah, no, no, I'll be fine," he said with a chuckle. "I just have a limited amount of time here to spend with you, and that stupid mega dragon wasted way too much of it. I'm going to have to go back to the great beyond soon, and you're going to have to paddle that canoe of yours with that unspeakable horror on your own once again."

"Oh." Kahli felt sad for the first time in a while. And maybe even a little regretful. "But Dad, I have so much left to talk to you about! I want to tell you about every little thing that I never got the chance to! And I have so, so many questions about my system!"

"System, shmystem, peach pie. Systems are a little bit different depending on who uses them, because people are each a little bit different. The main thing though is that they're by design intuitive. You're going to be fine. You just showed that you've got a real knack for using a system in combat in that fight with the mega dragon. You were really using your noggin, and it made me one proud-ass blue skeleton ghost dad." He wiped a single tear from his blue face. "I believe in you, pumpkin. But seriously, do be careful about the perforations between our worlds, between living and dead. It's really been getting out of hand recently, and I keep putting in maintenance tickets, and-"

"Dad!" Kahli was growing nervous. Her dad was becoming more and more translucent, and his voice was muffled and difficult to hear. "Dad, wait! Before you go, I have to tell you something."

"What?" he asked faintly. He was barely more than an afterimage at this point.

"I forgive you for never getting me the Glombiceraptor!"

But it was too late. Her dad was gone, and the sky was now a cool blue instead of a light pink. The strange interlude had ended. Did that mean Kahli had learned all there was to learn about her system? She doubted it. But it had been really nice to get to see her dad.

And then, Kahli was hit with a realization as she noticed a familiar tightness in her lower back. She was ready to level up!


Chapter 8


What's in the Egg?







Brahdley hopped into the trolley next to Philhip, holding their precious cargo under his arm. He'd covered it in an old blanket covered in pink unicorns.

"Nice blanket, Brahd," said Philhip sarcastically.

"Oh, why don't you just hop in a pool of boiling lava, have all the cells in your body melted to bits except for two of them, wait for millennia as those cells spawn and mutate, evolve from those two cells into two technically similar yet distinct corporeal forms capable of sentient thought, and then have those two similar yet distinct forms unwittingly perform acts intended to create multiples of said corporeal forms upon one another without recognizing their lineage," Brahd retorted quick as a whistle.

"Wow, Brahd. Why don't you just say what you mean?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why don't you just tell me to go fuck myself, huh?"

"Let me tell you a thing or two about Theseosus, Philh," said Brahd with a knowing look through the living wood on his face. "See, Theseosus is a lady, and she is a mantis, but she is so, so much more than both of those things."

"Oh no, here we go again with this shit," sighed Philhip. "Swearing doesn't actually have anything to do with Theseosus' teachings, you know. The Book of Theseosus, in fact, never once mentions anything about foul language or obscenities, other than of course to create its own. Ever wonder where snarflegmblass came from? Yea, I see you cringing, why don’t you crack open your book from time to time? It’s in passage 6:9."

"What are you talking about?" Brahd looked at his companion in disgust and disbelief. "What lies has your head been stuffed with? What lies are leaking and oozing out from the stuffed cream puff of your cranium through your waxy little earholes, snotty old nostrils, and gunky little eyeholes?"

"First of all, gross, Brahd. What you just said was fucking gross. Way grosser than swearing, might I add."

"Whatever."

"Second of all, and I quote, yes I do have this memorized, several passages from the Book 3 of the Book of Theseosus, the Book of Awkupashawn."

"Oh, no. Nobody reads that book, anyway."

"It's part of your holy literature! You ought to, it might open your eyeholes a little!"

On and on they argued, not really saying much of anything at all, although Philhip was able to impressively quote lines from the Book of Awkupashawn that included seventy different words for fecal matter, fifty words for genitalia, and two thousand, three hundred and thirty-three words for fornication. And that was just in the first five pages, Philip went on to say. Brahdley was convinced at this point that his companion would never truly understand Theseosism, but it was okay because the trolley ride had finally ended. They'd reached the Bazaar.

On leaving the buggy, they were walloped in the face by the strong smell of dung. This was undoubtedly due to the posterior expulsions of the large mule that had dragged them over to the Bazaar, and Brahdley said as such. Philhip agreed, and it seemed they'd finally gotten over their theological argument. At least presently.

They were soon greeted with similar odors with less obvious sources as they walked through the Bazaar. Along with that, though, were sweeter aromas. Sometimes it was due to someone just putting on a little too much perfume. Other times it was due to someone putting on far too much perfume. But many times, somebody was just cooking some food on the street, and that was as much a good thing as it was a bad thing at the Bazaar. That is to say, sometimes the food looked awesome, sometimes it looked like a nightmare, but it was always there and there was a cornucopia of it. There was even a stand selling actual cornucopias, though they were decidedly overpriced and gimmicky. At least according to Brahdley.

Brahdley followed Philhip to a small dock by a muddy looking river. By muddy looking, it meant that the water looked absolutely brown, more akin to sludge than water. Floating in that monotonous sludge was a small houseboat that looked like it might disintegrate at any moment.

"Here we go. This is the lady's place. She knows everything about everything, and she'll give us the best price this side of Nomachiato," Philhip said with confidence.

Brahdley wasn't entirely certain about this. The location looked a little dodgy, to say the least, and he wondered why exactly someone who knew so much would live in such a disgusting way. Philhip argued that, seeing as this lady knew so much and in comparison Brahdley knew so little, it was fair to consider the possibility that it only appeared to be a disgusting place that nobody would want to live, and that actually there was some deeper wisdom going on here. Either way, Philhip was confident that she was the best person to go to for something as unique as this. She had the most unique system he'd encountered. Brahdley found that hard to believe considering the fact that Philhip didn't have a system, but Philhip further argued that his not having a system made him a perfect candidate to make judgment calls on how unique someone's system was, because he could see them objectively. Philhip then added as an addendum that people with systems couldn't rightly do this because their judgement was obscured by their own system-having-ness.

And then, their argument had to end, because they were standing at the entrance of the house boat. They were greeted by a large, steel lawn ornament. It was a windmill that had etched on its side 'WELCOME FRIENDS.' The door jingled like a wind chime as Philhip pushed it open. Immediately, they were assaulted by far, far too much perfume, and essential oils, and burning incense, and every other oppressive odor conceivable to the mind.

"Oh, Philh! So good to see you and your... handsome friend," cooed a little old lady sitting behind a thick, mahogany desk covered with stacks of paper and cigarette butts.

Brahd frowned a little, though his mask covered most of it. "Nice to, um, nice to meet you. I"m Brahd." He held out a claw.

She shook the claw gingerly. "That's a big claw."

"Um. Those are big glasses," Brahdley retorted, looking at the lady's engorged pupils.

"Yes they are... You know what they say about big glasses, don't they, honey?"

"Can you please stop doing whatever it is you're doing right now?" interjected Philh. "Look, Madame Zthulu, we need you to use your system to analyze this and tell us its worth."

"This? What? You mean this nice man's claw?" She looked Brahd up and down. "Or do you mean-"

"Philh means this!" Brahd stammered, shoved a stack of papers out of the way, and set the bundled up egg on top of the Madame's desk.

"Oh my, well isn't that a lovely blanket, dearie. Of course, even without my system in use I can see that it isn't of much material value, however I'm sure that it holds a lot of sentimental-"

"Ugh. Not the blanket, this!" Brahdley tore off the blanket to reveal the egg. He jumped a little, as he noticed it had grown about three times in size.

"Oh, my!" She gasped. "Now that's quite big, too! There are a lot of big things in this room, clearly."

Philhip groaned. "Please, please, Madame Zthulhu, just analyze the damn thing."

"Fine," said the Madame. She winked at Brahdley with a cheeky grin. He shivered in response. Then, she focused her enormous, near-googley eyes on the egg. "Now, let's analyze this thing, shall we?

[Egg]
[Level: 2]

"Ooh, it's level two! Been doing some leveling up, have we now?"

Brahdley and Philhip both sighed.

[Description: This is no normal egg. This egg is the spawn of a spell, a powerful spell, a spell from a scroll that was never meant to be unearthed. A spell that can bewitch and control the outcome and indeed that fate of all of our existence here on the corporeal plane. This egg can and will spell doom for us all. The egg must be destroyed, and yet it cannot be destroyed. The egg is the sigma, and the omega, and epsilon. The egg is just an egg now, but it will not be an egg forever. Soon enough, it will be so, so much more, and the only hope for the worlds of both living and dead is that all unite in order to strike out its endless evil from corrupting and devouring everything in sight, and blotting out consciousness itself in the process. This egg is a singularity, it is from the Pit of Despair, but it is a pit itself. It is but a point in the bowl of existence, a speck of cancer that will grow and spread and become everything that all and can ever be, and through that, ruin us all. Beware, this egg. Beware, all ye who observe, and beware all ye that analyze. Be afraid. Be very, very afraid, for this egg is one thing, and that thing is fear.]

"So?" Brahdley asked. "What do you see in its description?"

The Madame chuckled. "Oh, this is just a silly, silly little egg." She patted it lightly. "Just some boilerplate egg of power mumbo jumbo. The best I can give you is five pence."

"Five pence?!" Brahdley and Philhip cried in unison.

"Sorry, dearies. Them's the breaks." She looked at Brahdley, specifically at his claws, then his feet, then the rest of him. "Unless..."

"Fine, fine, five pence it is," said Brahdley.

"But that's such a ripoff!" cried Philhip.

As they argued, the Madame struggled to keep a grin on her face. As soon as they left with their measly money, she pulled out a conch and dialed a number. She heard the ocean for a moment, and then the gulls, and then a voice.

"Yes, it's Madame Zthulhu. You would not believe what's just fallen into my lap!"


Chapter 9


The Living Wood







The canoe ride back to land was mostly uneventful, other than Kahli's stomach gurgling a few times from lack of sustenance. However, she was eager to talk to someone, anyone. Fortunately for herself, Kahli had a captive audience in Froufrou - the disgusting, putrid monstrosity from the Pit of Despair that she was well convinced at this point was put on Nomachiato by a prophecy scroll in order to, in tandem with herself, take rule of the world and consequently bring forth its end.

But what was there to talk about with Froufrou, really? They could plan out the end of the world, Kalhi guessed, but she still wasn't entirely certain that she really wanted to end the world, and it seemed like such a final thing, anyway, so she was leaning away from the idea altogether. At least, Kahli figured, maybe it would make sense if she just brought the whole Harbinger of Doom thing up as little as possible in hopes that Froufrou might just... forget?

Could Froufrou forget?

Kahli considered the creature. It was just sitting there in the same spot of the canoe it had been the whole time, taking up space and slowly writhing around like some weird sort of slimy, slithering gelatin. There was a little green pool of slime growing underneath Froufrou. Great. Did she leave a mark wherever she went?

Kahli sighed. How obnoxious.

Still, Kahli needed to stay on Froufrou's good side. There was no way of knowing when this thing might molt into some truly unspeakable horror, some beast so powerful and deranged that nothing could stand in its way. Truly as much as Kahli was disgusted by Froufrou, she was in the back of her mind even more scared of it.

Kahli eventually resolved that the best way to calm herself, and potentially to form some bonds with Froufrou, would be to tell her a little about the world of Nomachiato.

After all, hadn't Froufrou spawned in the Pit of Despair? Did living in the Pit of Despair even really count as living in Nomachiato? Well, of course it truly did, but there were a lot of things that Froufrou had missed out on while living in a deep, dark pit where no one would ever dare venture.

The Pit of Despair, Kahli started to explain, was in the Purple Sea right on the rural outskirts near Kahli's hometown of Gifflenberg.

Gifflenberg was known primarily for three things: mead, grain, and meadgrain soup, a worldwide delicacy. It was Kahli's intent, at least partially, that in teaching Froufrou of the specialties of her world she might convince the creature not to destroy it. She had a hard time gauging her success in the feat, although Froufrou did at least seem to make an affirmative squelching noise here and there.

When Kahli was younger, she explained, her parents had thought she was destined to go into pedaling. Pedaling was a popular sport where people would split into teams and pedal sets of plates with their feet while connected to a large, metal pulley system called a Behemoth. This was thought by her parents to be a perfect fit for Kahli due to the living wood on her left foot, which afforded her more pedaling power, but as her living wood grew and grew far beyond normalcy it quickly became impossible for Kahli to pedal effectively.

Kahli realized that Froufrou had probably never heard of the living wood, either, so against her better judgment she tried to tackle that elephant, too.

Living wood was something people on sunny land and not deep inside dark, dank pits grew up with and accepted as part of their reality for hundreds of centuries.

What was uncertain to everyone - historians, scientists, mages, scholars - is where exactly the living wood came from, at least originally. There were rumors that the tauman people came from the living wood as well as rumors that the living wood came from people. It was a bit of a difficult scenario to evaluate.

Kahli was struck by a realization. Did Froufrou truly understand what a tauman was?

Of course it was easy enough for Kahli to explain to Froufrou, using herself as an example, that taumans were bipedal creatures of vastly varying heights, weights, and proportions. This was the case with and without living wood, although of course the more living wood that a tauman developed the more pronounced these varying proportions became - which was only natural with age. There were three tauman genders that often corresponded towards differences in their physical forms; one that tended towards the masculine known as glascan, one that leaned to feminine known as clausean, and one that held within a mixture of both known as trishan. Tauman faces were generally symmetrical - trapezoidal mouths with tough, rectangle shaped forms within used for chewing food, pronounced cheeks, and of course their eyes. Tauman eyes were their most bewitching feature. Even before taumans developed living wood on their faces, their eyes looked almost sunken in from the rest of their faces, and from within that sunken form was a bright, brilliant glow. Indeed it was that tauman eyes were almost like glowing orbs set upon their faces. Kahli's were of an orange-green hue. Tauman grew hair out of the top of their heads, though many of them shaved it off entirely. Kahli's was straight and light brown, and she did not shave it off. Tauman torsos jutted out at the shoulder, then jutted in at the chest, jutted out right after the chest with a spherical shape, and jutted back in before the gut. Tauman hips jutted out, but only a little bit.

With a clear understanding of that, Kahli explained, Froufrou was now ready to conceptualize the living wood.

What was widely understood by many taumans was that living wood was an outside organism, almost like a fungal growth. Of course, if it was a fungal growth, it was a fungus that grew as wood. Either way, the living wood had been observed growing and developing alongside tauman beings since the first ever recorded tauman, taumanus erectionus, over nine thousand years prior. There were cave drawings of people with wooden hands, wooden legs, and of course there were the wooden faces.

Wooden faces came with age, as did all aspects of the living wood. On birth people were spotless - no living wood existed, it was as if they were all skin. But as time wore on, bits and blotches of living wood grew on each and every person as they aged. First it started as plaster. This was the opening stage of living wood, and depending on where on your body you were growing it, it could take varying amounts of time to develop.

Kahli's left foot grew into what it was presently over the course of about two years, but that was a freak incident. Usually, living wood was slower to manifest itself on tauman bodies.

Always, it was the slowest to grow on a person's face. This was both a blessing and a curse. Some people could not stand when the plaster first appeared, but from birth everyone always knew that it would one day be their fate to have a face full of wood should they live long enough for it to age onto them.

The living wood brought with it many benefits. Once living wood had hardened it was strong and healthy, and it formed a symbiotic relationship with the normal tauman form. People's skin that was exposed was clearer, cleaner, and they faced less health issues. Of course, there was also the magic.

Magic, as it was understood to the present day, came chiefly from the power of the living wood. The living wood, as a semifungal life form ultimately separate from taumanity, used its own network of impulses, pheromones, spores and electronic currents to bring forth its own bizarre manifestations usually tied to elemental control. Sometimes, the living wood's specializations could be vague, such as a minor telekinesis. Other times, it could be very specific, such as in the case of Kahli's master (ex-master, after this stunt? possibly) summoning a blade of fire from his arm. It was generally understood that the way living wood interacted with a person and grew on them was due in part to genetics, in part to environment, and in part due to emotion. This conglomeration was the ultimate catalyst for growth and manifestation of all living wood.

Kahli only knew what she did about magic and living wood because she was so interested in it. Most folks didn't necessarily know everything there was to know about magic and living wood, because not everyone really wanted to know. Plenty of people lived in Nomachiato just wanted to go about their lives, living wood be damned. Then again, that wasn't to say there weren't plenty of opportunists more than happy to exploit what they could with the power of living wood.

Regardless, the living wood didn't just account for many of the forces of magic. Kahli also explained to Froufrou that it was theorized - and of course this was just a theory - that systems themselves, and the [skills] they granted, the very [skills] that could often account for magic, must also have come from the living wood.

To Kahli, this seemed honestly like a no-brainer. If the living wood made magic, and systems controlled magic, then of course that had to mean that the living wood was the key to systems. Right?

But Kahli knew, as she'd been told many times before, that that wasn't necessarily the case. Certainly, it could've been. And it would make sense - the theory that a fungal network allowed people to use their psyches to embrace and query the planes of all existence in but a moment through use of a system was enticing. However, many other scholars argued that the mind is a biological phenomena that has not been observed to be present in the living wood. Instead, the living wood seemed to live in symbiosis with people. Additionally, what of the copious creatures with no living wood growing on them, that inexplicably had systems? Froufrou, Kahli suddenly realized, was a great example of this.

But, as sudden as this great example came to Kahli's consciousness, it left her. Because, she realized, they were approaching land.

"Oh, thank Theseosus!" she cried. Kahli looked at Froufrou. "Sorry, not to imply I wasn't enjoying your company, but believe it or not I don't live solely to hear myself talk."

Froufrou squelched affirmatively.

Closer and closer they approached the shore. A knot was forming in Kahli's chest.

"Froufrou, do you see all the commotion up there on land? Is that what I think it is?"

Froufrou squelched in a way that implied that she had no idea what Kahli was thinking, and no interest in looking inside Kahli's thoughts, anyway.

"That's fair," agreed Kahli. Oftentimes she'd wished she could shut off her own mind. But now, the danger was becoming all too clear. "Oh, it is, Froufrou! It's the Guard!" Kahli groaned as she looked at the cluster of people in armor brandishing crossbows.

"Attention, fugitive!" boomed a voice through a domed speaker. "Please paddle your way to the shore with your hands up, or we'll start firing our loaded crossbows at you!"

Kahli quickly realized it was impossible to paddle her way to the shore with her hands up. "What are we going to do, Froufrou?"

Froufrou squelched, unleashing a nervous odor not dissimilar to rotten milk.


Chapter 10


The Guard







Kahli sat there in her canoe beside her putrid companion, Froufrou, staring out at the shore in the distance. The armed guards had their crossbows raised.

"Come on, now!" boomed the voice of a guard. Kahli wondered if the cone-shape instrument they were bellowing through used any [skills] in order to properly project over such large distances. "Put your hands up and paddle on over here towards us!"

Kahli wasn't entirely sure why these guards seemed so bent on arresting her. It must've either been because she'd stolen the canoe - or worse, it could have been due to the fact that she had the Harbinger of Doom with her and had [paired] with its system!

Kahli had to stop herself. It was definitely because she'd stolen the canoe. Nobody else even seemed to believe her about the prophecy, so the idea that people would actively try to pursue her due to the prophecy seemed less than likely... Then again, Kahli wondered, could it not have been that everyone was in cahoots, and they had simply been pretending to not believe her the entire time?

Kahli looked at Froufrou and expressed her thoughts. Froufrou squelched predictably.

"Oh, you're right, Froufrou. I'm being ridiculous."

"Last chance!" announced the guard from a wide distance, their voice echoing brilliantly. "Hands up, right away, or we're going to fire all these arrows at you in a brilliant barrage!" As the guard was saying barrage, their voice cracked terribly, and this specific cracking sound echoed so loudly and so far that a few clusters of birds scattered out of and away from trees in the far distance.

Kahli felt she had no choice. She raised both her hands as fast as possible.

"She put her hands up! Fire!"

Kahli gasped as the guards started firing their crossbows in rapid procession. She hit the deck of the canoe just in time. Arrows were raining down on her and rocking the boat fiercely.

Froufrou squelched in a nervous fear.

"By the pincers of Theseosus, I will make it off this stupid canoe in one piece!" Kahli proclaimed.

She peeked her head ever so slightly above the edge of the canoe to look at the guards. How had they not started running out of arrows? It was truly a torrent of ammunition they were unloading in her direction. Still, Kahli didn't want to just wait around to see how long that would take.

The canoe she was in was old, and weak, and with each battering of arrows, she worried that the hull might crack just a little too much. So, against her better judgment, Kahli resolved to do the only thing she felt she really could do in this situation. Her only real hope, of course, for a normal life after this would either be to leave no witnesses, somehow obscure her appearance, or indeed to terrify everyone so much that they'd never dare mess with her despite her clearly acting as a criminal and wiping out what looked to be a good fifth or so of the Gifflenberg Guard.

Kahli weighed those options, and liked absolutely none of them. She looked at Froufrou, and then she had an idea. She didn't love the idea, but it was better than nothing.

"Forgive me, Froufrou."

Froufrou squelched in confusion as Kahli grabbed her and slapped her on top of her head.

"Oh, great Theseosus, Froufrou, you smell wretched!" Kahli complained as she pulled some of Froufrou's tendrils down in order to cover and obscure her face. Kahli silently wondered just how she could've managed to get herself into such a mess as she noted a gap in the arrow fire and used that gap to glance down into the water at her reflection. Yes, she looked like some sort of bipedal monster now, and nothing like herself. Perfect. Now, Kahli figured, it was time to get a little mischievous.

Before she had a system, she never would've considered attacking authority figures, or really anyone, with anything other than words. But she had power now. She was level 15! And Kahli knew that she had the ability to fight, after all, she'd saved her dad's ghost from that mega dragon... Still, it was a daunting proposition.

Attacking the Gifflenberg Guard went against everything she innately believed in. Not that Kahli innately believed in or even respected the Gifflenberg Guard, in fact there was a large part of her that relished the thought of attacking them. Instead, the issue was one of Kahli's inner belief that, no matter how much someone might despise authority, that they should do their absolute best to never interact with authority and if they do indeed happen to be forced to interact with said authority that the only course of action is to bend over backwards to protect oneself. But Kahli couldn't employ such a brittle, some might say cowardly, personal policy at this time. No, there was no way she could speak across such a wide distance unless she, too, were in possession of some large, conical device capable of making sound travel wide distances. Plus, even if she did, would the guards understand her?

Would they even listen?

Kahli doubted it, they didn't really seem like they were that kind of crowd. Kahli resolved to think of this like just another fight, a fight like the one she'd just had. A fight that definitely didn't involve powerful authority figures that could arrest people for life and even execute her.

Kahli focused on her big, left foot and watched as a large boulder materialized beside it.

"Let's do this thing, Froufrou," said Kahli.

Froufrou squelched, which happened to sound even nastier to Kahli with the creature on her head. Kahli took a deep breath, and then immediately regretted it because of Froufrou's terrible odor. Still, she took a deep breath, and then she stood up and raised her left leg as far back as possible. Then, she kicked her rock as hard and with as much force as possible away from the guard, toward the other direction.

[You're taking damage]

Kahli sighed. She was glad to have a system, but wasn't it obvious enough that she was taking damage? Arrows were flying through the air at wretched speeds!

[Froufrou is taking damage]

"I'm sorry, Froufrou! Hold out for just a moment longer!" said Kahli as she watched her big boulder stop in midair and began hurling back toward them at a crescendoing speed.

Froufrou squelched in pain as an arrow struck one of her bigger tendrils.

Kahli was grinding her teeth in nervousness. This was taking too long, and there were too many arrows!

But then, gladly, the rock was almost back to the canoe. Now, with a knowing smile, Kahli ducked down to the floor of the canoe and watched as her beloved projectile soared towards the guards with a renewed vigor. Kahli kept her left foot as low as possible, remembering that it was to this foot specifically that the stone was magnetized, as she cautiously peered over the canoe to watch the results of her work.

The boulder soared forth, catching a light flame as it sped through the torrent of arrows as if they were nothing but air. Soon enough, Kahli watched it approach the guards. They were just standing there, as if nothing was happening! What fools they were! The stone grew closer and closer, and the guards were lined up like bowling pins ready to topple.

Suddenly, Kahli flinched, and she looked away. After all, she might not have respected the Guard, and they were clearly trying to kill her, but they were also people. The only thing she'd tried to hurt with her new [skill] so far had been a big, boney dragon, which hadn't been difficult to turn off the empathy switch for. This still felt a little different. It felt wrong in a strange way, almost like stealing a croissant or committing graffiti in an outhouse.

Then, Kahli looked up. The majority of the guards had been decimated by her boulder as evidenced by the lack of a reliable stream of arrows. However, there were still three guards standing, and they looked as confident in their arrow-firing ability as ever, despite the fact that some of their brethren looked like they'd been flattened like pancakes.

"Oh wowie," said Kahli. "They're still going!"

"Give up now, foul cur!" bellowed another guard. Their voice was more high-pitched than the guard that had previously been yelling at Kahli, and their cone-shaped tool was smaller and dingier-looking, even from afar.

Still, Kahli couldn't help but feel a little intimidated. How was this guard so terribly confident after watching some of their fellow guards get absolutely destroyed by her boulder?

"Behold!" shouted the guard. A man in a long, dark cloak walked up. Even from a distance, Kahli could see that his hands were enclosed in long, hook-like growths of living wood.

Great Theseosus, Kahli thought to herself. The Guard had brought out a war mage, one of the most foreboding types of ranged warriors in Gifflenberg, to battle her. How was she going to make it out of this mess in one piece?

Froufrou squelched nervously.


Chapter 11


The Seventh Sense







The war mage cracked their knuckles. Kahli was more than a little impressed that they were able to perform such a feat of dexterity with all the living wood covering their hands in a hooklike fashion.

For a second Kahli felt a tinge of jealousy. Why did she have to have essentially all her living wood on her left foot? It was so frustrating. First of all, her walk was always a little lopsided because of how big her foot was, and that was just annoying. Second of all, people with living wood on their hands always looked cool. Kahli had flashbacks back to her schoolkid days.

There she was, standing in the playground surrounded by a vast expanse of muddy vines and dusty stones, dry heat and inexplicably humid downpours. There was the playset, it was a very cool playset, it was made entirely out of rocks and boulders and it mimicked the hull of a pirate ship. The Great Ship Galaxis, they'd called it. Ah, yes, if only Kahli could ride on that ship now, maybe she could escape this absolute heaping of a mess she'd found herself in.

But she really never was able to play on that playset. No, no, Kahli was relegated to watching other people play on it at a far distance, sometimes with a pair of binoculars stashed under a big rock and shared among all her friends. Why?

Because of the hand-havers.

This was a bit of a misnomer, as pretty much everyone with all of their normal tauman appendages had hands. But what hand-havers had that others didn't, was living wood on their hands.

Living wood on people's hands was described in a way that extended normal taumanity in a way more extreme than living wood in other places. On people's hands, living wood was smooth and porous, and it also allowed people what was often afforded to others as a seventh sense.

This was unattached, at least in a direct manner, from the systemic abilities some people were afforded. This was a new facet of tauman experience. It was like seeing a different color, a color that only people with living wood on their eyes could see, but that color, referred to as bildung, was not favored by many and often described as "a disappointment" by people who saw it, whereas the sense benefit people with living wood on their hands had was seen to be something truly special. Something with innate value and benefit. It was the sense of dlimger, the feeling of understanding in a physical manner the spatial orientation as it relates to the larger world. There were studies, tombs of knowledge written on this bizarre sense and the amazing benefits it afforded people. But the most interesting thing about the sense of dlimger, at least the most significant to Kahli, was the fact that dlimger made people really, really good at beating other people up.

Like, scary good.

Of course, it wasn't just the sense of dlimger. The entire structure of living wood around people's hands included all kinds of physical benefits and strengths, while affording other sacrifices.

But those hand-havers on the playground were merciless. Too many times they'd turned Kahli into a punching bag on her attempts to play on the playground. Only half of it was intentional, which made the whole ordeal even worse and more embarrassing to her.

Regardless, it was time for Kahli to put her frustration to use. She looked at the war mage and shuddered. She kept thinking the mage might suddenly walk up to her and demand her lunch money, or her lunch, or the large green pod she used to carry all of her worksheets in.

But everything was different now. Kahli was much older, and she had plaster on her face, and there was a whole sea between herself and the war mage.

And, she had a system. A system with a [skill].

Only, Kahli sensed a feeling at the end of her spine. Was she ready to level up again?

"WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA-" squealed the war mage as they raised their woody talons.

"Wow, that's really loud," said Kahli with a smirk to Froufrou.

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA-"

Kahli decided she might as well try and level up, why not?

[Level up]
[Congratulations, you've reached level 16]
[You have 1 skill slot available, would you like to select a skill now?]

Kahli totally did. She was thrilled!

[Please select a skill:]
[Rock Summon] (increase)
[Lucky Foot]
[Seismic Sense]

Kahli groaned a little bit to see the [Lucky Foot] skill still available for her selection. However, she also noted something else. She noted a [skill] she hadn't seen, of course, that Kahli was very interested in - [Seismic Sense] - but she also additionally located an option to select her current skill - [Rock Summon] - and that there was an option to increase it. She wished Froufrou could talk, because it'd make it a lot easier for her to ask the thing how to use the system since she wasn't able to get any more tutorial time with her dad, the blue skeleton.

[Rock Summon] (increase)
[Increasing Rock Summon will allow you to summon two rocks at once instead of just one.]
[Seismic Sense]
[Seismic Sense allows you to note and sense patterns and movement with your large left foot. It allows, in a way, a sense of third sight through a sense of motion. This sense is perpetual and extends to other dimensions than those normally perceived by taumans. Sometimes, this can include time, the fourth dimension, in which case you may actually be able to not only tell time with just your big left foot, but also to use it for divination and prediction.]

Kahli considered her options. She had a lot to think about. After all, it made a lot more offensive sense to just go ahead and increase [Rock Summon]. She could already see the ways in which summoning two rocks would be, in many ways, better than one. Two rocks would afford her the ability to constantly be firing rocks at the enemy. Plus, maybe she could even leverage both rocks somehow to kind of bounce off one another in a bit of a ping-pong fashion. Kahli could really see this working well. However, she really had to give pause to that new [skill] called [Seismic Sense].

Kahli really did like the sound of [Seismic Sense]. It had some alliteration going on, which was very, very cool. But, more than just that, it seemed like a very unique kind of [skill], even if it did focus much more on her big left foot than she would've ideally preferred.

[Skill Selected]
[Seismic Sense]

And so Kahli had it. The seismic sense. Or... Did she? She didn't feel any different. At least not yet.

[Froufrou is ready to level up]
[Would you like to level up Froufrou?]

Oh! Kahli hadn't considered that she'd be able to level up her [paired] creature, but it made a lot of sense when you got down to it. Them being [paired] meant they shared a system, so when she entered her leveling dialogue, it would just go ahead and check Froufrou's too.

Kahli decided that sure, why not, why shouldn't she level up Froufrou? Maybe she could get a better [skill].

[Froufrou]
[Level 2]
[Froufrou does not have any skill slots available at this time]

Kahli sighed. Maybe next time, Froufrou.

And then time sped right back on up, and it was glorious, or at least terrifying.

Suddenly. Kahli could feel everything, and more. And all the sensation seemed to come from out of her big left foot, or at least all of the sensation that wasn't a standard bodily sensation that she would've already been able to feel with her standard, tauman body. But the living wood had done something to her.

Or, had Froufrou's system?

Maybe it was both.

Regardless, Kahli suddenly found herself in a sea of stimuli she hardly knew what to do with. Suddenly, she was overstimulated to the absolute maximum, and it felt like being ripped apart atom by atom,all of it centered around her wretched foot! This was her [skill]? This was a [skill]? It felt more like torture! It felt like agony! It felt like the true fire and brimstone of an encircling hell!

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA-"

"Wow, this guy is still yelling, huh, Froufrou?" Kahli asked the squelchy, sluglike creature covering her face.

Froufrou squelched.

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAR!" The mage finished. They then raised both of their filthy hand-haver hands into the air and black lightning shot down for the sky and struck both the mage's hands like they were dark lightning rods.

"Woah," said Kahli, genuinely impressed. "He spent all that time and energy just to yell 'CAR.' He must really be into horses and buggies, huh, Froufrou?"

Froufrou squelched.

"WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA-"

"Oh dear," said Kahli. "Here he goes about the car again. Guess I better figure out how I'm going to fight him. Maybe I should've increased my [Rock Summon] skill. I hope I'll have enough to properly fight him."

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA-" The mage lowered their hands as they continued to scream at the top of their shredded vocal range. Then, they aimed their hands at Kahli, and their eyes started to glow a bright, milky white.

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAR!"

"The car man's trying to kill me!" yelled Kahli.

Then, she thought for a second. She'd beaten a mega dragon with her unleveled [Rock Summon] skill. Even though [Seismic Sense] seemed debilitating at the moment, Kahli was confident that she would and could beat this vile foe, regardless of their interest in four-wheeled manners of transportation. Kahli steadied herself and summoned up a rock. The fight was on!


Chapter 12


System Obfuscation







Madame Zthulhu looked at the egg cradled in her lap and smiled. She stroked it gently, the living wood on her hands caressing its soft, tender edge. She could sense at this moment exactly where the egg was not only in the present, but in the past and in the future. And with this she knew immediately that the egg was soon due to hatch.

"Oh, I absolutely can't believe it!" the Madame said with a smile. "It's a very rare breed. That much is for certain. Oh, my oh my, how I have dreamed of this day, absolutely wasted away praying to every sort of deity you could possibly consider existing in order to reach this moment today, here, right now!" She giggled with glee and pulled up a book from a large, caddywampus stack of literature.

Madame Zthulhu cracked open the book and blew off the dust and tobacco coating it. She searched through the pages gingerly, finally reaching a point that she could waggle a finger at. It was a subsection of an appendix that mentioned a rare breed of [pairable] animal known as a fony.

Fonies were rare and beautiful. They were also highly sought after and prized. They were short and stout, while still being thin and proportionately lithe. They were ethereal and they were spectral, their four little hooves were very cute and their fluttering wings were soft as a doves' earholes. Their manes were long and flowing, and were always either purple or see-through, whereas their skin was always a combination of either white and pink or aqua and marine. Marine was a rare color in Nomachiato that looked almost like white, but not quite. And of course, they had long, beautiful spires growing out of their forehead, one spire per pony, all made of precious ivory.

One thing that was always true for fonies, something that made it feel almost impossible at times to find them, was that systems never properly communicated their descriptions. In fact, the feature of fonies that allowed them to do such a thing was known as system obfuscation and it only truly happened when people were analyzing them closely. Some people didn't even believe system obfuscation was possible, but Madame Zthulhu was not some people. Madame Zthulhu had seen system obfuscation happen herself.

Oftentimes, system obfuscation was never taken seriously. It was something out of fairy tales, or in situations where there were two people partnered with one another who both had systems. System obfuscation was, in the Nomachiatan legal system, seen as almost a gotcha or catch-all for when a partner would knowingly falsely represent their system to their partner in order to hide things from them. This legal quirk was also something that led to people believing that system obfuscation was impossible, because it was time and time again ruled impossible to prove by courts of the highest order. With that, a lot of people did indeed think that it was impossible. However, at the same time, there were plenty of people who still believed. And once Madame Zthulhu had seen it once, she knew deep in her crotchety bones that indeed, system obfuscation was all too real.

She could remember it like it was yesterday. This was actually fairly reliable, because Madam Zthulhu had long ago picked up a [Photographic Memory] skill that allowed her to really grab what she likened to reality snapshots with her system at a moment's notice and load those experiences into her conscious mind on demand.

The only real issues she had with it was when memory photographs got slightly corrupted or degraded by failures in internal system memory storage, as well as limitations of her own tauman mind. Then again, the Madame recognized that if she would just increase her [skill] she'd be able to do away with most of these ill effects.

However, leveling up was getting harder and harder for her, and she sometimes felt that it was a waste of leveling to upgrade something so minor. Additionally, and Madame Zthulhu would only sometimes admit this to herself, but she kind of liked how her memories looked when they got slightly corrupted. It amused her, and kept her on her bunion-encrusted toes. So, the [skill] stayed as is, and her memories... didn't.

[Memory loaded]

"Madame Zthulhu! You've got to help me!" said the young man with a full wooden face. It made him look extremely rugged for his age. He was wearing a long, dark robe and a pair of bagpipes. Occasionally as he spoke he would take a break to blow on one of them.

"Please, do!" she replied with a toothy grin.

"You see, Madame Zthulhu, my bagpipes are all twisted every which way and it's made my hands rather sore trying to correctly affix them onto their bag. Will you please, please help me?"

"Absolutely," said the Madam. "But please, call me Madam Zthulhu, not Madame. We don't have to be so formal, you and I."

"As you command, Madam Zthulhu."

The way he said Madam Zthulhu made Madam Zthulhu feel like her name was worth hearing. It made her feel like she was decades younger than she was. Or, did she feel like the man was decades older than he was? It didn't seem to matter.

The Madam affixed her wooden hands on the man's pipes and tightened them each, methodically, one by one.

"You truly are an expert at work, Madam Zthulhu. I've got a lot to learn just from watching you," the man proclaimed as he puffed on the biggest pipe he could find, softly gripping the bag so that Madam Zthulhu didn't have to busy her hands with anything other than tightening pipes.

Everything was ruined in an instant. And this instant was etched into Madam Zthulhu's mind as badly as it was etched into her system.

"Mom! What are you doing with my boyfriend's bagpipes?!" shouted a shrill voice.

"What! What? Great Theseosus!" shouted the Madam as she released the many pipes from her grasp and gasped. "Dear, please don't be cross! He only came over to ask me for some help with them! You ought to be more understanding. The pipes are very near and dear to his heart, physically and figuratively."

"A likely story!" said her daughter with an angry huff. "And to think, I came over here to ask you to cook dinner for me! And really, all that's really happening is you wanted to spend all your time twisting pipes with my boyfriend!"

"You have to understand that this was a very needed situation," replied Madam Zthulhu.

"But he's my boyfriend! I should be the one twisting pipes with him, not you!"

"Look, if you want, you can twist the pipes with us, look, I'm almost done, and-"

The Madam's daughter looked absolutely disgusted and disturbed by this suggestion. "You've got to be fucking kidding me, mom. There is no way in hell I want to twist those pipes with you and my boyfriend! That's just ridiculous! Plus, if you're almost done, what would be the benefit? Gods, why don't I, I mean, why don't I just, I don't fucking know, just stand here and watch while you finish up with them?"

"If that's what you want, dear," replied the Madam matter-of-factly. "It's no living wood off my back. Not that there is any living wood on my back, mind you!"

"You've got to be fucking kidding me," said her daughter with an awful scowl and betrayed a considerable amount of nausea. "You really don't see a problem with me just standing here and watching while you finish tightening up all those pipes with my boyfriend?"

"I have a name, you know," said the boyfriend under his breath.

"Shut the fuck up, Carl!" said the Madam and her daughter in unison.

"Mom! Like, oh my gods! You just fucking called my boyfriend Carl!" She looked absolutely horrified.

"Well, that is his name, isn't it, dear?"

"Don't you fucking call me dear you, you, you,"

The Madam laughed a little inwardly. Her daughter always stuttered a little when she was getting overly excited. It was very endearing.

"You oversized fucking feline!" Her daughter screamed in a huff, swishing her hair back and forth with dramaticism.

"Oversized? Dear, please. If anything, I'm undersized," snorted the Madam.

"Mom! What the fuck is wrong with you! Ugh!"

This arguing continued on for a good while, and neither mother nor daughter seemed to want to give in. Finally, they got to the crux of the issue just as the Madam finished twisting the last pipe.

"So why again are you here, dear? You know I love having you over, but you really could've knocked!"

"Because I already told you, mom! I wanted to come over and have dinner with you that you would cook!"

"Why?"

"Um, duh! For your fucking birthday!"

[Memory ended]

Madam Zthulhu sighed. She missed her daughter. But, she also knew that that memory was unequivocal proof of the existence of systemic obfuscation, because without such a feature, there was no way she wouldn't have detected her daughter entering the home due to the power of her [Awareness] skill.

Then, the door chimes jingled.

"Oh my gods, mom, it's been so long," said her daughter, who looked older and skinnier, and her face was slowly hardening with wood now.

"Yes it has, dear, yes it has." The Madam smiled and raised up the large egg she held in her hands. "Look what I have here!" She said in a singsong voice.

"Wow, mom, this is so crazy," said her daughter. "Is it really what I think it is?"

"Of course it is, dear," said the Madam with a smile. "I finally got you that fony you always wanted."

Her daughter squealed with joy and hugged the Madam tightly. "I fucking love you so much!" Then, she backed away with a gasp.

The egg was shaking. And then, with a crack, it split open.


Chapter 13


What Kahli Did







Kahli bounced the boulder under her foot. She had to get a hold of herself, summoning and controlling a big rock with her foot with her new [skill] was crazy! Just by looking at it, she could intuitively feel the rock moving in an infinite number of differing dimensions based upon bizarre movements and quirks in space and time.

Space and time? Kahli paused in wonder at her own strange thoughts. She'd never really thought much about space or time. Kahli was never really into theories and universal sensibilities in that way. No, instead, Kahli was more interested in the here and now, in the present, in the only thing that she saw was really certain. Well, that wasn't necessarily all true. Kahli did find the past, especially the distant past, terribly interesting.

After all, how else would she have gotten into this mess if not for her absolute obsession with crazy, ancient history? Why else had she gone to Old Snow Mountain in Blandia? Who does that, other than someone who feels absolutely compelled to go forward in the present with information from the past?

But now, with her [Seismic Sense], she felt something else truly grip her mind. It was like Kalhi suddenly saw something obvious, something that had always been right in front of her while inexplicably also being impossibly hidden from her in permanence.

How exactly had that been? She wasn't certain, but with her new [skill], she was getting information that her tauman mind wasn't entirely certain how to deal with.



Kahli was riding in a small, metal orb that was slowly but surely sailing up the side of the mountains.

"It's so beautiful, Taubitha."

Kahli's roommate looked over to her and smiled a toothy grin. There were little specks of living wood dotting the plaster on her face, kind of like freckles. "Yea it is. This view never gets old, I can tell you that much."

"Thanks for taking me here."

"Thanks for coming along for the ride!" Taubitha smirked. Then, she pulled a small, miniature coconut out of her bag. "Guess what I have?"

"Adequate hydration?"

"No, silly! It's full of vodka!" she smiled. "Let's each take a shot before we get to the top! It'll make the hiking we have to do later easier, plus it'll also keep us warm. It's going to be pretty cold in Blandia!"

Kahli was a little unsure about this, but she eventually agreed that Blandia sure was going to be pretty cold. She didn't want to be boring or something.

"Wooo! Let's go!"

Taubitha gave Kahli the first shot. She handed the coconut over and smiled. Kahli took a shot and gasped. It was harsh and strong, yet somehow also fairly smooth. Still, she started coughing fiercely as her stomach was lit on fire. Now it was Taubitha's turn. She smiled and quickly downed way more than a shot's worth. She smiled and sighed.

"Let's goooo!" Taubitha said, adjusting her eyebrow piercing before doing a handstand. "Come on, Kahli, do a handstand!"

"But Taubitha, my big left foot-"

"Oh my gods, Klikli, come on!"

"Don't call me that!"

They squabbled for a moment, but soon enough Kahli found herself peer pressured into hand standing with impunity. Taubitha was quite happy about this development.

"The views are even cooler out the window when you're doing a handstand and you've just taken a shot of vodka. Come, look out the window with me!"

Taubitha walked with her hands over to the window and looked out with a smile. "Come on, it's so worth it!"

Kahli started to handwalk over, but lost her balance and fell on her side.

Taubitha snorted in a failed attempt to conceal her laughter, and it sounded a little bit like a pig. It was Taubitha's biggest insecurity, Kahli knew this from her time spent in gymnastics with Taubitha way back when. Usually Kahli wouldn't say anything about it. But when that oinking snort was directed at her losing her balance due to being on a moving pod soaring up a mountainside while handstanding, which was already difficult enough with her enormous left foot without also having just taken a shot of vodka, Kahli felt there was only one fair reaction to have.

"Yea, hah hah hah. Watch your oinking, Taubitha," spat Kahli, and she suddenly felt so bad she could cry, even though only seconds ago Taubitha had been laughing at her! It was wild what Taubitha was capable of.

"Wow, Kahli, wow. I just.. I just can't. I mean, wow, how could you even say that to me?"

"I'm sorry, Taubitha, I just lost my-"

"No, you know what, Kahli? I'm sorry. Yeah, that's right, I'm sorry. I'm sorry that I'm not enough for you, or maybe that I'm too much for you. I'm sorry that I'm so much that you just have to tear me down in order to build yourself up. Well, you know what, Kahli? You can't build mountains without molehills, and two rights don't leave you feeling any less left out. Catch my pitch, bitch? I'm saying that I think you ought to just, I mean, Kahli, I do so much for you. I told you about this ride, first of all, which is so much cooler that taking the lobster bus to Blandia because of how great the views are-"

Kahli didn't necessarily agree with this position. She really liked the lobster bus and thought the way it crawled across the landscape like some sort of giant skink was fascinating and beautiful. But she said nothing. Even though Taubitha had just called her a bitch, of all things.

"And I gave you some of my vodka for free! And, and, I even tried to show you how nice the views are here if you just, you know, if you just do a handstand and look out the window! It's really worth it! And also, I know for a fact that you stole that bracelet from me back in gymnastics camp, and you've never admitted it once to this day, and you keep gaslighting me and directly denying reality as if it doesn't matter what you think, do or say to me! You know who does that, Kahli? Manipulators! And psychopaths! And manipulative psychopaths! Is that what you are? Are you some sort of lying, cheating, manipulative psychopath?"

"...This is about Frahnk, isn't it?" groaned Kahli. "It's not even about me, is it? It's about him."

"Don't you say his name you, you siren! You harpy! You, you, you banshee!" Taubitha shrieked as she hopped out of her handstand. "I don't want to talk about Frahnk with you!"

"Well, he was the one that cheated on you," said Kahli matter-of-factly.

"Fuck you, you fucking slut."

Kahli scrunched her face in confusion. "I'm sorry, what? It's not my fault he was in love with me. I never ever talked to him. And I wasn't interested in him, either. If he had a thing for me, well, that was his own problem, Taubitha."

"Ugh. Whatever," Taubitha sat down cross-legged and sipped on her vodka coconut. "The ride's almost over. I can't wait to get out of here and never see you again. We can never, ever come back from this moment. Our friendship is, officially, OVER."



Kahli shuddered at the memory of her last moments of friendship with Taubitha. Sure, she also had memories of what she'd done to get the prophetic pamphlet that spawned Froufrou, but she only had time to dwell on the past so much with the present here, now, staring her in the face with sharpened pitchforks.

Kahli figured it was time for her to start attacking before the war mage started yelling about cars again. So, she summoned her rock - oh. It seemed she'd already summoned her rock a few times, and instead had just gotten a little distracted and stopped paying attention to it. Kahli noticed that each time she summoned her rock, the old rock quickly dissipated into nothing. She wondered if she could use this mechanism in her fight. Regardless of the fact that she'd defeated a mega dragon before, Kahli knew that this nasty war mage was not messing around, and was liable to actually attack her sooner rather than later.

So, she kicked her rock up into the air with a knowing smirk and watched it sail up, up, up. The war mage looked too, seeming to be completely distracted by her ploy. Now was the time.

Kahli summoned a new rock. Before the war mage knew what was happening, she'd kicked a rock their way. However, Kahli misjudged the distance, and massively undershot her aim. This meant the rock sank to the sea, then, rapidly yanked around and zoomed back to her large, left foot.

"Ugh," Kahli groaned. She'd have to just try her trademark move. That's what she got for getting creative. So, Kahli kicked her rock as far away from the direction of the war mage as possible.

"Here we go again," she muttered under her breath as her rock zoomed back towards her, catching fire almost immediately this time. Seconds before it reached her canoe, Kahli hit the deck and watched her favored projectile soar towards the war mage.

The war mage stood there, almost like a statue. Then, they raised their woody hands and summoned up more black lightning. With a cry, they shot out a crazed bolt of energy at Kahli's rock.

She gasped. What would happen when the two dueling energies collided?


Chapter 14


Rock Versus Lightning







And collide they did.

The rock and the lightning immediately congealed into a big ball of light. Kahli gasped. Froufrou squelched. The war mage screamed indeterminately, and even the living wood covering their face was going red as a result.

Shockwaves from the collision shook the world, which sent waves crashing through the sea.

"Theseosus' pincers!" cried Kahli as she found herself quickly knocked out of her canoe and into the waters. Thankfully, they were not the deathly murky waters of the Pit of Despair, although they were cold and harsh and salty. The impact knocked more than a little of the wind out of her.

[You're taking damage]

Obviously she was taking some damage, but Kahli's real concern was with whether she needed to worry about any of this damage she was taking. The wave ricocheted against her tauman body, and she felt weak and dizzy as she was sloshed around the unforgiving saltiness. However, strangely, she found that something was... helping her breath? Well, it was more like forcing air into her lungs. But somehow, Kahli felt like she was going to make it.

And then, she felt like nothing. Nothing at all.



Kahli woke up with a massive headache as she cough, cough, coughed out bits of seaweed and bile-filled saltwater.

"Great Theseosus," she said, choking.

Kahli looked around. It was pitch black, the middle of the night, and the moons were out. The larger moon, Majora, looked as brilliant and blue as ever. The small moon, Minora, was up above Majora to the right, and looked a little dimmer than normal. But Minora was never the moon for conforming to orbital plan lighting standards, was she? Kahli thought not, and it was just as well.

Kahli looked around further, and noticed a large, coiling archway above her head and a painful odor wringing through her olfactory system. Her tauman body was sore all over, and even her big left foot seemed like it could really use a break from doing, well, anything.

Then, she had a thought. Where was Froufrou?

Kahli looked around in fear. Where was her [paired] beast companion? She needed to know that Froufrou was okay. Even if the creature was, for lack of a better phrase, obnoxiously petulant, Kahli was starting to feel a little fond of the strange little being. Plus, she noted, if Froufrou died, Kahli lost her system. That was no small deal to her, certainly.

In her great search, Kahli noted that Froufrou was no longer covering her face, and that was quite nice. However, what was not quite nice was that she really had no idea where the thing was.

Then, she heard it. A familiar squelch.

"Froufrou! Where are you? Froufrooou!" Kahli called, and her voice echoed through a large, dark tunnel nearby.

She heard a squelch echo in response, and so Kahli walked over to the tunnel with a weak constitution to look for her companion. She didn't see the thing, but she smelled it, and she heard its terrible writhing, too. Then, Kahli looked above her head, and she smiled as she saw the awful thing stuck like a suction cup to the high ceiling grate of the tunnel.

"Froufrou!"

Froufrou detached with a pop from the top and tumbled from the air, landing in Kahli's weak arms.

"Let's get you... home..." Kahli swallowed her own words with a bit of regret, remembering how small and meager her stony living pod was, and how bad the air circulation there was. If only she had an aquarium for Froufrou, Kahli thought, making a mental note to look for one when she had more of her wits about her.



"This is absolutely batshit," said Omar as he flipped through the news-scroll, resting his boots on his desk and sighing as he used his flaming arm to quickly kill a couple of gnats.

"I know, I know, I'm sorry she smells so bad!" said Kahli as she held Froufrou tightly in her arms. "But, like, Froufrou is pretty cool, actually."

"What?" Omar looked completely confused and befuddled.

"Um, Froufrou? You know, my, er, my new pet that I'm, uh, I'm fostering?" Kahli held up the beast to show to Omar.

"Ah, yes. That is... quite gross indeed. Hadn't noticed it," said Omar. "I was talking about this. Look at it, Kahli, it's really batshit!" He threw the news-scroll at Kahli and killed some more bugs with his flaming arm. "Damned insects. They can all fucking die, for all I care."

Kahli shuddered at Omar's words, then she looked at the news-scroll and shuddered some more.

STRANGE, ETHEREAL SEA MONSTER STEALS EXPENSIVE, MODERNIZED SUBMARINE/CANOE AND KNOCKS OUT HALF OF THE GIFFLENBERG GUARD

Kahli chuckled. They thought she was a sea monster? Then, she looked at Froufrou and remembered how she'd affixed the best to her head in order to hide her identity during the fight. Maybe this headline wasn't so out there, after all.

Authorities were shocked, literally and figuratively, when a feisty creature that seemed almost tauman sailed up on the sea between Gifflinburg and the Pit of Despair yesterday. With eight people seriously maimed and two missing, including the fugitive and perpetrator, people are scared, confused, and considering this a 'modern massacre' of our loyal authority figures.

One man said "This was really messed up. [The perp] just started kicking rocks at the guards, and it actually started killing - er - maiming them somehow. Also, it was a really loud fight, my ears hurt, and my blood sugar is low. But more importantly, seriously what was going on? How have the authorities not caught this person? Don't they have all the means necessary to identify somebody like this? How much of my tax dollars went to paying for all those crossbow arrows they fired into the sea to completely miss the enemy? Seriously, these folks are supposed to be protecting us. They can't even protect themselves."

Someone else said "Yea, it really wasn't that big of a deal. Guards like this, they come and go, and this is really what they get into their line of work for. If I were a guard, you bet I'd have loved the chance to fire some arrows at the crazy shrimp monster. Oh, and I'm a great shot, too." A third person said, "Yea, I got bored and started doing something else, so I didn't really see much, but boy was it loud!"

The canoe owner in question simply said "This is largely a sign of the times. You see, the small business owner, people like me, need to understand that we are under attack on all fronts. We are at odds with our own customers, with the people that pay us for services. They are armed, or in this case legged it seems, and they are dangerous. We cannot trust the law to always do its job, so we must be prepared and ready to do its job for it. And also, apparently sea creatures just can't stand boats now, so they've grown legs in order to assault and harass us. Lowering taxes for small businesses could, in my opinion, potentially solve this issue. However, we won't know for certain until we determine how low we must go to see any change at all."

Kahli didn't know what to say.

"Yea, that's about the reaction I had, except with a fuckton of swearing. Do you want to read any more of the paper?"

Kahli shook her head and handed it back to Omar. He quickly burned it to a crisp.

"Fuck, I just love burning things. Say, if you ever get bored of any of those books you find in the archive, and you don't see much value in them any more, feel more than welcome to hit me up for a little bonfire!"

Kahli scrunched her face in confusion. "Isn't there a terrible historical precedent for that? I mean, isn't that the opposite I'm supposed to do as your apprentice? Isn't that the opposite you're supposed to do as a curator?"

"Absolutely not!" said Omar. "Half of the fun of curating is, you have to decide what to keep. Now, come on, think about it. Isn't there something you have that you might like to just totally fucking torch?"

Kahli dug into the recesses of her mind. And, against all odds, she thought of something.

"Great," said Omar with a wooden smile. "I'll call the mayor."



The egg was cracking, and Madam Zthulhu and her daughter both were watching it with intense interest. Their jaws opened wide in synchronized gasps as a small, winged creature with soft, fluffy fur slowly stepped out. It didn't look particularly equine, and it inexplicably had two crooked spires poking out from its forehead instead of just one.

"Oh, wow, mom! There is it. Though, I thought that fonies just had one spire on their head?"

"Oh, don't worry about it, dear," said the Madam, determined to ignore any sign that she could've been wrong in guessing that this was a fony based on its absurd system description. "I've heard that when fonies mature, one of the spires falls off and the other moves to the center in its place."

"Oh. Okay, that makes sense," replied her daughter. "So, where'd you get it from? A breeder? Does it have a pedigree?"

"Oh, no," said the Madam with a light chuckle. "Don't you worry about where I got it from, love. Just take it, take it and enjoy."

"Okay, mom," said her daughter. "You don't have to tell me twice!" She grabbed the small fony and squeezed it tightly. "Oh my gods, mom, it is soo cute!"

Suddenly, the daughter gasped.

[Contact registered]
[Pairing]

"Mom, oh my gods!"

"What, dear?"

"I think this thing has a system! It's doing something to me with its system!"

[Pairing complete]
[You now have access to _____'s system]

"Holy shit, mom! Like, oh my gods, I just paired with it! I just paired with my new fony!" She was crying as she hugged the Madam with endless vigor, too much vigor, she felt like a vice.

[Please name _____ to continue]

"Oh my gods! Oh my gods, mom, I get to name my fony with my new system!"

"That's great, dear," replied the Madam.

[...]
[Please name _____ to continue]

"Ugh, wow, this system sure is impatient! Mom, oh my gods, what do you think I should name my fony? Oh my gods I'm so happy my makeup is running all over the place!" The Madam's daughter was right, her makeup was running so much she looked like a phantom raccoon.

"Oh, Taubitha, I don't really know what you ought to call this thing, honestly-"

Before Madame Zthulhu could say another word, the fony's jaw unhinged like a snake's and let loose a terrible blast of green acid that shot right through the Madam's heart, burning a wide cylinder through her body and draining the light from her huge, magnified eyes immediately.

"Mom!! MOM!! OH MY GODS!!"


Chapter 15


Taubitha's Princess







Taubitha looked at the dead corpse of her mother, slumped over with even wider eyes than normal. Her body was still bobbing slightly, no doubt due to the movements of her mother's houseboat.

"Oh my gods, this is awful," said Taubitha. She looked at her fony. "Wow, I am so glad we [paired]! I mean, like, wow. We are so in sync! I am so glad to have her out of the way. Thank you, thank you, thank you!"

The fony snorted.

[Please name _____ to continue]

Oh, that was right. Taubitha needed to name her strange, new, two-spired fony! She racked her brain, finally having an idea worth considering after looking around and spying one of her old dolls in a picture sitting on her mom's desk.

[You've chosen the name 'Princess']
[Continue?]

Taubitha was ready to continue. She never looked back unless it was at past slights that people had paid her, in which case she looked back all the time and never, ever let go.

[Naming complete]
[Would you like to see Princess' character sheet?]

Taubitha smiled a knowing, slightly sinister grin. Of course she did!

[Princess]
[Level: 0]
[Skills: Acid Blast]

Taubitha wasn't surprised by Princess' [skill] being called [Acid Blast], but she was a little surprised that her new fony was a level 0 while still having such a powerful [skill]. Then again, maybe she just needed to learn more about systems. Like her old gymnastics partner whom she now hated, Kahli, Taubitha had originally been enrolled in gymnastics due to having no system and therefore no innate [skills]. But now she had access to a system through pairing with Princess! Did that mean that Taubitha would get her own [skill] too?

Still, first things first. Taubitha decided to check out [Acid Blast] and learn a little more about it.

[Acid Blast]
[This considerably powerful, sometimes even described as 'over powered' skill, allows Princess to spew torrents of acid at enemies within a 25 foot range. The acid has a high chance of melting through just about anything it comes in contact with and also has a high mortality rate.]

Wow. That really wasn't messing around, Taubitha thought. She was really impressed with how powerful this fony that her mother had gotten her was. For a second, she almost missed her mother...

But Taubitha had other things to do, too. She needed to get herself together and figure out if she could level up.

"Well, well, well, fancy seeing you here!" said Taubitha's mom.

"What? Mom? You're alive?!" Taubitha looked around, but she noticed that her mother's corpse was still lying limp in her chair.

"No, no, dear. I'm not alive at all, quite the opposite," said her mother.

Taubitha jumped as she saw a purple skeleton wearing her mother's clothing standing beside her dead body.

"Mom! Oh my gods, you're a purple skeleton!"

"Yes, dear, that seems to be the case. And you don't seem too utterly torn up by the fact that I was alive a second ago and now I'm dead!"

"Mom I'm sorry, I just, well, oh my gods! Like, Princess used [Acid Blast] on you it's not, like, my fault."

"Well you're [paired] with her, so it might as well be. If I were you I'd keep a tighter grip on my [paired] fony."

"Sorry mom," said Taubitha sadly.

"It's fine, dear," said the Madam's ghost with a sigh. "Ready to learn about systems before I return to the great beyond?"

"Oh sure mom! Like oh my gods. Of course I do!"



Kahli stood in front of the bonfire next to the Mayor and Omar, both of whom had thick cigars hanging out of the mouth-holes in their face wood.

"Ah, nothing like a good stogie and a book burning to round out the busy work week," said the Mayor with a sigh.

"Mayor, I have a question about Gharlique but I don't want to seem insensitive."

"Kahli, you just helped me and Omar torch a bunch of books in the name of not keeping too many records. You’ve got me on your side. Trust me I'm not overly concerned with whether people are insensitive or not as long as they're respectful about it."

Kahli asked the mayor how exactly he could be smoking a stogie through his mouth hole if his real mouth was actually his entire slimelike body housed in the glass container above his large, round form. The mayor laughed and was happy to explain to Kahli that it was a simple mechanism where air the flowed from the outside, including smoke, into his ‘mouth hole’ was dispersed inside the glass capsule that stored his true body and then filtered out after a brief period of time had elapsed and the capsule had become over saturated. Kahli said that made enough sense to not continue asking questions. It also made her skin crawl.

The mayor and Omar then tried to pressure her into smoking, but Kahli said she wasn't interested in having a large stogie in her mouth and thought they smelled rather foul. Omar posited that it was the duplicate collections of poetry they were burning that truly smelled foul, but Kahli wasn't necessarily convinced that this opinion was accurate.

And then up he walked. The hulking, bulky man who ran the hot dog stand which had been cooking so much meat that practically nobody on the nearby street could tell that a book burning bonfire was taking place. The man was at least seven feet tall, if not even taller. His forearms and lower legs were encrusted in living wood. His face was shaped like a long oblong, and it too was wrapped in an especially wicked wooden bramble.

"Good evening gents," he said in a gruff voice. He regarded Kahli. "Oh, and hello there."

"She picked out what to burn today," said Omar. "She's a real pyro. My apprentice!"

"What's that... thing she's got with her?"

"Her name is Froufrou!" said Kahli protectively. Froufrou squelched affirmatively.

"Well, even with all this smoke, I can tell that Froufrou needs a bath. Please let me know if you need help, I know a lady who's a real pro at bathing pets. She's so pro she's got a truck she drives around town with a huge clawfoot tub in it, and all kinds of nice foreign soaps."

Kahli thanked him and stared at the fire, hoping that its bright lure would distract her from how uncomfortable she was around his looming presence.

"What are you doing here, anyway, Hauff?" asked Omar with a puff of his stogie. "Oh, and would you like a stogie?"

"No, I'm trying to cut down," said Hauff as he lit a cigarette. "Anyways, everything's all set the way you want it, guys. That's what I was going to tell you three. Oh, and to say, you're welcome to some of my hot dogs if you want." He held out three juicy cylinders of oily meat with a huge, wood-encrusted hand.

Kahli didn't know if she liked this guy. She'd always seen him cooking his hot dogs, and now here he was offering them for free. Who did he think she was? Did he think she was a guard or something? If this guy knew the stuff Kahli had been up to just the day before, would he feel this casual around her? Kahli doubted it, and chuckled inwardly at the thought. Yea, he's just some hotdog guy. I'm not scared of him, even if he looks like he's hoisted up on a big exoskeleton of muscle and stilts!

Before the mayor or Omar could take a greasy dog for themselves, Froufrou leapt out of Kahli's arms and attacked the meat. In a mere moment, the dogs were gone, and Froufrou let loose a squelch that sounded suspiciously more burplike than normal.

"Wow," said the mayor. "That was rude."

"I'll fucking say," said Omar as he burned a small bird out of the sky. He shrunk as he noticed looks of disgust aimed his way. "Sorry, everyone, force of habit."

"You might want to get a leash for your, uh, for your pet," said Hauff as he spat out his cigarette and stepped on it with a perfectly proportional, wooden foot.

Kahli never felt more jealousy for anyone than she did for him in that brief moment. Well, maybe that wasn't accurate. She thought he generally looked disgusting and his voice sounded like something out of a nightmare, but Kahli still was very jealous of his symmetrical wooden feet.

"Hey, Hauff?" asked the mayor. "Can we see it?"

"Oh? You want to see it? Now?"

"I agree," said Omar. "Give the people what they want, Hauff!"

Hauff looked nervously at Kahli. "Should she see it?"

"Oh, who gives a shit," said the mayor, patting Kahli on the shoulder way too hard for it to be comfortable. "She's cool, right?"

Omar looked at Kahli approvingly. "Oh, yes. She delegated away a whole session of spiral staircase scrubbing!"

Hauff gave them both a funny look. "Very well. Follow me, all."



Kahli had been right to always be suspicious of Hauff's hot dog stand. Inexplicably, if Hauff hit a jar of ketchup in just the right way, one of the side panels swung open and a control panel with numerous shells and gears popped up.

"Here's the real cool shit," Hauff said. With a pull of some shells and a twist or two of a gear, they suddenly and inexplicably found themselves in a dark cave lit only by torchlight.

"How did that just happen?" asked Kahli.

"Hauff's got... a very powerful [skill]," explained Omar. Omar explained, through a sea of sore expletives, that Hauff could use his system to build mechanical creations that were part engineering, part magic, allowing for mechanisms usually created with fairly scarce materials to be crafted out of more simple materials. This was the same kind of [skill] that the creators of sending conchs used, but Hauff's was even stronger. It was ostensibly one of the first [skills] he learned, and he'd used numerous skill slots on improving it so that he was incredibly proficient in building much of anything.

"So he built, what, a cloaking mechanism for some sort of... what would call this... some sort of lair inside his hotdog stand?"

"Exactly," said the mayor. "And - this is really cool by the way - he also added a similar panel to a bookshelf in my office."

"Yea, he gave me one too," said Omar. "It's okay I guess."

Kahli suddenly noticed that Hauff, the mayor, and Omar were all wearing strange, beaded necklaces.

"Oh, wow, um, those are quite a statement," said Kahli.

"Indeed." Omar smiled. "Maybe you'll get your own one day, apprentice."

"What exactly is happening, though? Why are you wearing them?"

"Oh, come on, Kahli. I know the plaster on your face hasn't hardened, but you weren't born yesterday, were you?"

Kahli shook her head.

"Turn the lights up, Hauff," said Omar.

With a knowing smirk, Hauff snapped his wooden fingers. The flames of the torches engorged, and Kahli gasped. She saw a large carving behind the three authority figures that made it abundantly clear just what she'd stumbled upon.


Chapter 16


Checkpoints in Time







Kahli gasped as the torchlight engorged and she saw a strange etching carved into the stone wall behind Omar, the mayor, and Hauff. It was unmistakable, but she still could hardly believe what she was beholding.

Before her was a large eyeball, with carved fish swimming around in the iris as if it were but a pool of water.

"I thought this was only in legends," said Kahli. "But... that's the Seal of Ahw Gizer! And that means that..." She looked at the three men standing before her, their necklaces glittering in the torchlight. "You're members of the Order of Ahw Gizer!"

"Bingo," said Omar. "What, did you think I played elemental putt-putt with the mayor just for fun? It's also a serious part of being a member of the Order."

"Yes, very serious," said Hauff as he pulled out a red, feathery hat with glittery antlers. "As is our ceremonial garb."

Kahli chuckled lightly, unsure whether Hauff was being sarcastic. He then shot her a look that made it abundantly clear he was dead serious.

"Okay," Kahli started, "So, why exactly are you showing me this? What's the deal?"

"These two seem to trust you," said Hauff, adjusting his headdress. "I just hope they're not making a mistake."

Kahli watched as Hauff's imposing form sauntered toward a large, stone dial. There were strange carvings etched into it, in some bizarre language that was even less decipherable then Eldenscript.

"Behind this dial is the Gate," Hauff said with confidence. "It is the first of its kind, an absolute miracle of engineering. And I am so incredibly proud to be here to show it to... all of you."

Kahli didn't like how Hauff emphasized the word all. He was clearly not happy to be showing it to her.

"Excellent, excellent," said the mayor. "This is the best use of taxpayer dollars since I bailed out all those loan sharks!"

Omar nodded in agreeance.

Hauff pulled out a small lightstone from his satchel and held it up to a specific sign on the dial. The symbol started to glow a light blue. He held his lightstone up to another symbol, then another. Clearly he was setting these dial symbols alight in a sequence, though Kahli was not certain what the sequence was.

She felt a terribly strange sensation. It seemed to all be coming from her huge left foot. Kahli wondered if this was a sense somewhat related to her new [skill]. But what exactly was it that she was feeling? It seemed indeterminate and vague, but it was unmistakably a feeling of doom and ill boding. The vibes were not immaculate.

Kahli watched Hauff continue to light up symbols on the dial and she noticed the dial start to slowly creak and move. It began to slowly rotate like a wheel in a clockwise fashion.

Why did her left foot feel so absolutely dreadful? What was it that she was sensing?

"This is absolutely beautiful," said the mayor. "In all my years this may be the most remarkable thing I've ever beheld!"

"You haven't even seen the Gate yet, mayor," said Hauff with a knowing glint in his eyes.

And then, Kahli saw something in her mind's eye that denied and overwhelmed all her other senses.



A light. A single bead of light in an endless expanse, echoing across time and space like it was only a pond in endless eons of existence.

Hello there, Kahli, boomed a deep voice from an indeterminate location.

Hello? Kahli responded in her mind. She noticed her thought echoing around the blank mental space as if it were a bouncing ball in a rubber box. Who are you?

The voice didn't answer except with laughter that bewitched and entranced. Kahli was so confused, she just felt like laying down and sleeping it off. But she couldn't move.

Was this vision like leveling, where time dilated to the point wherein a single moment could contain an eon of time?

Consider me a friend, Kahli, replied the voice. And then, an enormous beast slowly faded into view. It was squishy and round with translucent skin, and it moved in strange gyrations as if it were pumping in and outside of itself. It had long, thin tendrils that danced around Kahli in a mesmerizing fashion.

You're a giant jellyfish?

I don't understand the concept of a jellyfish, responded the creature. I am simply presenting myself in a form that makes the most sense to your feeble tauman mind.

You know of taumans?

Oh my, yes. I'm very familiar with tauman beings. Some say I once was a tauman myself. But if that is the case it has been a long, long time since I have, so long that I have forgotten the pained limitations of your species.

Kahli couldn't help but be a little bit irritated by the tone this big jellyfish was taking with her. First it called her its friend, then it said it didn't know what a jellyfish was even though it was obviously a jellyfish, and then it ragged on her species? What did taumans ever do to jellyfish, anyways?

Then, Kahli thought a little better about what taumans did to jellyfish. Taumans did an awful lot of things to jellyfish, and most of those things were not kind. Kahli remembered visiting the jellyfish farms when she was little, where jellyfish were raised in small capsules of water from zygote to adult in order to properly mature in an ideal fashion for processing into that most prized form of sandwich spreads, jellyfish jelly. It was a huge industry in Gifflenberg, with many of the farmed jellyfish's parents originally hailing from the Sea. Maybe if she didn't think any more about this, though, the big jellyfish wouldn't bring it up.

So, um, why am I here? What exactly is this? Kahli asked.

This is a feature of your new [skill], Kahli, replied the jellyfish.

A creature of my [skill]? What do you mean? You're a creature. Are you talking about yourself? Are you calling yourself a creature?

The jellyfish sighed. Look, I'm here as your guide through interpreting what can best be described as, well, unique [checkpoints] in time. You've reached one. Time [checkpoints] can afford you unique experiences tied to your [skill].

Okay, but what does that have to do with you being a jellyfish?

The jellyfish sighed. Nothing, Kahli. It has nothing to do with me appearing to your tauman eyes to be an enormous jellyfish, okay? Can we please move past the subject and focus on your [skill] for a second?

Okay, thought Kahli sheepishly. She was still much more interested in this big jellyfish that was mind-speaking to her than she was in her [skill], but she didn't want to irritate it so much that it stopped talking to her, especially considering there was probably a good reason she was being afforded this opportunity to learn more about her system.

I know that I'm very interesting and mysterious to you, but if you don't have my guidance when using your new [skill], well, I'll just go ahead and say it - you're liable to fuck something up irreparably.

Kahli sighed inwardly.

And I have a vested interest in making sure that doesn't happen. And, since time is in a way immaterial... here I am, thought-spoke the jellyfish.

Why? Kahli asked.

All will be revealed in due time. The jellyfish chuckled. Now, on to your [skill]-

Wait, I thought time was immaterial!

Stop wasting our time together arguing with me, Kahli!

But how can I waste it if it's immaterial?

The jellyfish groaned so loudly that it felt like all of Kahli's conscious experience was shaking in the wide, expansive nothingness that currently enclosing her.

The jellyfish took a deep mental-breath. So your [Seismic Sense], though it is still relatively low level, allows for some very special considerations around specific moments in time known as [checkpoints]. Think of [checkpoints] like this, Kahli - they are moments where the senses of your humongous left foot are so overpowering that for a brief yet infinite moment you are capable of experiencing time dilation, much like when you level up, and thusly you are able to see into the fourth dimension, the dimension of time. Effectively what this means for you in the context of your [skill] is that when you reach points in time where your choices and actions can cause big ripple effects, you are able to see shadows of what those effects and actions might be before they happen. Another skill, similar to this but more widely known, is [Foresight]. What [Seismic Sense] does that [Foresight] does not, is communicate information to you on a totally different level, because it's through the new sense and feelings that only your huge left foot can feel and register. This allows for you to see, and sometimes even choose, what timeline you might step into.

Kahli gasped. She could step into different timelines?

That was almost too crazy to believe, but since it came from a giant telepathic jellyfish, Kahli was predisposed to feel that maybe thinking something like controlling timelines with her foot was impossible was a little reductionist.


Chapter 17


Pick a Timeline, Any Timeline







The nice thing about choosing timelines is, well, you get the opportunity to choose your actions with a lot more information than a normal person would. The not so nice thing about choosing timelines at [checkpoints] is, well - beside the mental anguish of never really knowing whether you made the right decision, all the while inwardly battling with yourself over the concept of what a right decision would actually look like, pondering the meaning of the word right in and of itself - you have to choose. Basically, you're stuck here until you choose, as long as you have this [skill]. Unless you someday decide to rid yourself of it, that will always be the case now for you when you reach a [checkpoint].

Kahli looked at the big jellyfish in awe. Wow, she thought, That's a pretty heavy burden. Is there any real reason why I have to? Can I, um, can I put it on auto if I want to?

Yea, so, putting it on auto disables your [skill]. This is a large part of [Seismic Sense] as it applies to your specific system configuration and oversized left foot implementation, said the jellyfish simply.

Oh, okay, said Kahli. That kind of sucks.

Yea, well, life kind of sucks, too. I don't envy you living things sometimes. So fucking glad I'm not alive.

Kahli scowled.

Hey, you'll mess up the plaster on your face if you scowl like that! It's a bad habit!

You're not my dad, you're just a big jellyfish! thought Kahli at the big jellyfish.

Yea whatever, go ahead and choose a timeline already Kahli, said the jellyfish in mind-speak.

Kahli stared into the abyss of nothingness that contained herself and the big jellyfish. Um, how do I do that?

You use your foot.

Kahli didn't understand. Then, she looked down at her big left foot, and all was immediately clear. There were three circles under her foot, three glowing orbs within each Kahli could see ghosting visions of future events. Very near future events.

Oh, now I see it, thought Kahli.

She looked at each scenario. They were all very brief.

[Now viewing scenario 1]

Kahli watched as all of the lights on the spinning dial lit up and Hauff smiled with a flick of the tassel on his tacky headdress.

"This is beautiful. Truly beautiful, I'm so glad we're all here to see the glory of the Gate!" he cackled.

The mayor and Omar, too, began to cackle, though they both looked admittedly fairly uncomfortable with the whole thing. Suddenly the entire dial started to glow a deep, dark red.

"Is it supposed to do that shit?" asked Omar.

"Uh, um, well, I mean-"

"OH FUCK!!"

Before Hauff could mumble out any sort of coherent response there was a huge boom and everything went black.

[You died]
[End scenario]

Wait, what?! thought Kahli. I just saw a timeline where I died?

Yup, funny how this [skill] works sometimes, said the jellyfish.

Why would I choose that? Why even show me that one, if there are supposedly endless different timelines? Why am I stuck with three?

Well, first of all, there's only so much system memory we have to work with here, thought-spoke the big jellyfish. Plus, your skill is admittedly low level at the moment. You need to level it up more to get better effects. These are just the three closest timelines to your current line of experience.

Kahli thought that was fair enough. She just hoped there was at least one timeline available where she didn't end up dying.

[Now viewing scenario 2]

The dial spun faster and faster. Everyone was transfixed. They stared at it with awe and greed and excitement, it looked like they'd just opened the key to some huge, awful power.

The dial stopped moving and faded away to reveal a strange, two-dimensional space in an otherwise three-dimensional reality.

"What the hell is this thing?" asked Kahli.

"It's the Gate," replied Hauff matter-of-factly. "And it's going to open the key to more inexplicable power than you could possibly imagine. For those of us with systems, heh, imagine it this way - What if you could open up a hole in the structure of reality itself? What if you could open a door, just a little door, through a technical loophole in the universal configuration settings?”

"A door to where?" asked Omar.

"Omar you dunce, I've already told you all this! I was talking to your apprentice."

"Oh. Uh. Sorry. I didn't say anything, my stomach just gurgled because I'm kind of peckish and it sounded like I asked a question."

"Oh, okay," said Hauff. "Well, as I was saying... Imagine there was a partition that the hole you just bored could access and it held a piece of the data that forms a part of the universal system record. So imagine you opened a little door that let you step inside where some of the universal system data is. You just open that file and then of course you get blocked by... let's call them the sentries. And the sentries tell you, they say to you in their weird sentry language from another dimension that you don't belong there and that you need to go back to your own dimension. They explain to you that you could permanently corrupt your own conscious experience. They mention that there is even a risk you could end up destroying yourself. The sentries say you cannot be trusted and you must go away. The sentries aren't real, by the way, they're just a metaphor for how this strange, universal-systemic dimension functions. But say you get told 'no' by the sentries, so you go away. That's normally what happens when someone tries to dig into the data. However, if you're very, veeery smart, you can circumvent all those safeguards. You can slip past the sentries by telling them that you'll go away, and convincing them that you have, but really you don't go away. Instead, you just stay there and wait for the sentries to leave and go about their business, convinced wholly that you've gone back to your own dimension. Of course, this is all a terrible deception. You know what you've truly done, you've spoofed them, you've put on a puppet of yourself and pretended indeed that you have left, but you are still right there, and you are just waiting to see. Finally, they leave. They go away, and now you can play. That's what this dial does. The dial gets us past the sentries and keeps them distracted with a lie so that we can enter their files unhindered. So now we go in there and we've got unfiltered access to a very special partition of our very own reality. Keep in mind, I've divined this Gate wheel to be incredibly specific."

"Okay..." said Kahli, a little confused. "But what exactly do you do with it? Like, what's the point, what's the goal?"

"The goal of course is to get past the sentries and gain access to the partition. Then, we'll enter the partition and the real fun begin-"

[End scenario]

Are you serious? Kahli thought with frustration. Like, it just cut off! I didn't even get to see what would happen or even the end of Hauff's sentence.

The jellyfish’s voice boomed in Kahli’s head with frustration. I need to stress that while this [skill] is very powerful, it is still at a substantially low level. You are presently unable to see very far into the future. You can see far enough to do something about it but you are limited substantially in seeing how far each scenario goes. For all you know, Kahli, the entire cavern caves in the second after Hauff stops talking. There's no way to see past where you are right now without leveling up your [Seismic Sense]. I'm sorry but, as they say, 'thems the breaks.'

Kahli never thought she'd hear a big jellyfish tell her 'thems the breaks' while speaking with her telepathically. However, Kahli also never expected to see a big jellyfish at all, so she figured it was just as well.

[Now viewing scenario 3]

The wheel kept on turning, faster and faster.

"Wow, it's going really fucking fast," said Omar.

Suddenly, a horrible buzzing noise rang through the cavern.

"Gods, what is that?" asked Omar.

"No idea," said Hauff. "The Gate seems to be powering up correctly. I wouldn't worry about it."

"It's a bee! It's a bee!" cried the mayor.

"I'll protect you, mayor!" said Omar with determination.

"Protect the mayor?" Hauff raised an eyebrow over his wooden face.

"I'm deathly allergic to bees!" cried the mayor. "And yes, I do find it very embarrassing, thanks for asking!"

"Die, foul bee, destroyer of mayors!" cried Omar as he summoned his blade of flame. "I will smite thee!"

Omar jumped and dashed around the cavern, missing the bee again and again, but coming dreadfully close to the Gate in the process.

"Watch where you swing that thing!" cried Hauff. But it was too late.

"Death to all bees!" shrieked Omar as he swung at the chunky little buzzer. However, unfortunately enough, he tripped and completely missed hitting the bee. Instead Omar stumbled as if the floor were made of banana peels and slammed his flaming blade into the Gate.

"NOOOO!!" cried Hauff as a huge crack shot through the wheel. In a burst of blue light all the symbols and their power shot out in a blur and then faded to dark nothingness. The Gate was effectively destroyed.

[End scenario]

Wow. That was... wow, thought Kahli. What do I do now?

There's only one thing you can do, Kahli, responded the big jellyfish. You have to choose a timeline.


Chapter 18


Taubitha Fights for Fun







The arena was booming with energy. People were doing waves across the crowd and mead was flowing like a wide, long river through every tauman's bloodstream. The stands were absolutely packed, every inch and crevice teeming with someone or something watching the arena stage intently, waiting for the end of the halftime show and stubbornly refusing to leave the stands to relieve themselves.

This was a cultural quirk unique to Gifflenberg, but everyone who'd visited the region at least once was well familiar with it.

Why people culturally refused to leave the stands to go to the outhouse stalls during halftime was anyone's guess. It was not due to a lack of outhouses - conversely, there were thronging rows of state of the art outhouses throughout the bottom floor of the stadium. Some people said it was because they didn't need to go, but this was not always the case. Regardless, it was such a common cultural phenomena that it was well known to bring your own seat cover to the stadium, as otherwise one would run the risk of sitting on something that had once been inadvertently soiled by someone with a weaker bladder.

It was not because they were not allowed to go to the outhouses. Once again, the new outhouses were there for people to use. People were even technically allowed to leave the game itself to use the facilities, but you would only ever find foreigners doing it, even when Gifflenberg locals assured that there was absolutely nothing wrong with going to the bathroom during halftime. See, none of the locals who espoused these views would ever, ever be caught going to the bathroom during halftime. It simply wasn't done.

Local legend said the real reason nobody went to the outhouse during halftime was in honor of a famed day drinker who was known to all but live in the stadium about five centuries ago during the great Currdling. Some people coped by becoming exceptionally clean and tidy, some people coped with Curr by becoming shut-ins, and others still, like this guy, coped by drinking their face wood off with mead. And of course he was always going to the outhouse, as he was always drinking mead. It was a self fulfilling prophecy.

What happened - or at least what was said to have happened - was that one day, while he was urinating in an outhouse and whistling the Gifflenberg classic 'Nine thousand bottles of mead on the wall,' a dragon that was queued up to be fought in the arena got loose and started storming the stadium. Everyone ran out and escaped because they saw it happen in the stands, except of course for the poor day drinker, who was pissing in the outhouse when shit hit the proverbial fan. When he pulled up his trousers and sauntered out of the outhouse to get another pint of mead, he found himself face to face with a ravenous dragon that immediately devoured him as if he were a chocolate eclair.

This was often debated to be a fake story. There was no record of this man existing from five centuries ago, though at the same time, there often was not a record kept of drunk vagrants who lived in arena stadiums. Either way, people were still thinking about the story to the present day. It was real in their hearts regardless of anything else. The real superstitious fear lived on, too - there was a palpable feeling that, if people did not heed the fact that this had happened once, it would indeed be doomed to one day repeat itself. So people local to Gifflenberg never, ever caught themselves going to the outhouses during halftime, or fulltime, or any time. The outhouses were spotless because no one would go. They still had a cleaning crew and they still regularly had water elementals drain and refresh the water outhouse water systems. But it was all for show. And if you ever even suggested to a Gifflenberg local that they ought to just go to the bathroom, or even leave the stands for any reason during an arena match, they would look at you as if you told them to go get eaten by a ravenous dragon that was seeping with Curr - because in their cultural context, that is what you were saying to them.

So everyone made sure to bring their own seat cushions to arena matches. Just in case.

"Ohhh, so I came up that hill with a pail of go-ho-hooold,

And in my hands, I tell you, I would ho-ho-hooold,

Your heart, my heart, our hearts of STOOOOOOOO-HO-HOOOONE,

Don't you leave me alo-ho-hooone,

My heart of STOOOO-HOOOOO-HOOOOO-HOOOOOO-HOOOOOO-HOOOOOOOOONE!"

"Wh-wh-who greenlit this singer?" grumbled Timmy T, one of the partial owners of the stadium. His angular, wooden nose was sharp enough to cut a thick block of cheese perfectly. He was perched up in the nicest box in the arena, drinking a fabulous cocktail with a lemon twist and a small daisy. "Seriously, I can't stand the way she enunciates. It's bizarre, it's like she's some round man giving away presents or something."

"What the hell are you talking about, Titi?" asked a woman with exaggerated proportions sitting beside him.

"Just a weird dream I had recently of this strange man. He kind of laughed in the dream like the way she sings. But he was giving out presents. I don't know, it didn't make a lot of sense, it was after I'd taken one too many sleeping potions I think."

"Oh, Titi, how silly!" she laughed like a scarlet macaw. "Well, if I ever had some round man offer me things, I think the only thing I'd ask for is more living wood grafts!"

Tim groaned. "Come on, Hilu, you know I would get you more of those if you wanted them. It's nothing, really."

"I was just joking, hon," she giggled. "But really, Byronetta is great. She's, like, the singer to define multiple generations. You've got to just love her, Titi, you've got to."

"Oh, alright," he sighed. "If you say so, Hilu. If you say so."

They kissed briefly, and then not so briefly, and then with so much enthusiasm that their private bartender became extremely uncomfortable and started blushing under their wooden face.

"Oh, Titi, the match is starting again!"

Tim looked through the glass window and down at the arena stage. He could see a strong woman walking out. Her black hair was in a slicked, tight ponytail and her eye shadow was so thick he could see it from a far distance.

"Who's this one, again?"

"New one, calls herself T-tanium."

"T-tanium?" said Tim.

"Yes, T-tanium."

"That's unfortunate, it almost sounds inappropriate."

"Oh, Titi, you're so money - I mean, so funny."

"What's that thing she's got perched on her shoulder?"

"It looks kind of like a foney." The woman squinted. "Then again, I can't be sure. It has two spires on its head. Don't fonies only ever have one spire?"

"I don't know, Hilu. I've heard people say that fonies start out with two horns, then they molt and shed one. Then the other spire moves to the center to replace it and doubles in size."

"That doesn't make any sense, Titi," replied the woman. "I think that's just an old husband's tale."

"Whatever," Tim said with a shrug. He rang a small, gold bell. "Can I please get another gin and wine?"

"Absolutely, your Timidness," replied the bartender, who rushed to work immediately.

"So why is she here?" asked Tim.

"To fight, of course!" said the woman.

"Sorry, let me rephrase... Why hasn't she been here to fight before?"

"Oh! Well, she just got a system," said the woman matter-of-factly.

Tim spat out his mouthful of drink all over the bartender, who had just walked over with a new drink.

"I'll get you a new drink, your Timidness," muttered the bartender quietly as they rushed off.

"Did you just say that she got a system?" Tim's left eye twitched. Memories flashed before his rich, snobby mind. Hours, days, weeks, years spent wishing he had a system of his own. Countless nights laying in bed, tossing and turning, wide awake, crying out in the dark how badly he wanted a system. And he thought he would never, ever have one. Sure, material things were no object to him. Tim always had the biggest and the best of everything, sooner than everyone else. But he'd never had the one dreadful thing that he'd really always wanted. And that was, unequivocally, to have a system. To level up. To know what it meant to progress, to become powerful, to have [skills]... he thirsted for it like a person abandoned in an empty desert thirsts for water. And yet it was always out of reach, or so Tim thought. And now his wife was telling him that someone in his arena had just... showed up one day with a system that they had somehow gotten?

How could that have been possible? It wasn't, it couldn't be, it wasn't fair! Tim wanted a system! The only thing that Tim had ever heard of that would cause a person who originally didn't have a system to suddenly fall into possession of one was the concept of [pairing], but that was a topic Tim researched to no end. In all his searching he had not once hit a rich vein of anything that could lead him to success.

And here some lady was with a new system... She must've [paired] to that two-spired creature, fony or not. It was the only way. But it had been so long since people had needed, or even been able to [pair] systems... Tim had partially assumed that the tauman species had almost evolved out of being able to [pair]. And yet, here someone was with just what he had always wanted.

"Let's keep a close eye on her," said Tim. "I'm very interested in seeing how she fights."

"Oh, of course!" said the woman. She smiled. "I was thinking of sending out a dragon."

Tim smiled a wide, toothy grin that could be seen through the mouth holes covering his face. "A dragon. Not a bad idea, dearest. Not a bad idea at all. Let's see how much fun she has with that, why don't we? Stress test her little system a bit."

"Someone's got to," she agreed. "And why not us?"


Chapter 19


The Taumanity of it All







Taubitha stepped up to the arena stage with confidence. She loved being in the spotlight, it was a passion that she’d had since her first time in gymnastics. The energy in the crowd was booming for a newcomer and she was feeling great about it. Plus she had Princess, her freshly hatched fony, as well as yet another thing she'd always wanted since she was a little girl - a system! Truly, Taubitha was on top of the world at this moment.

She was, of course, a little nervous. Taubitha was well prepared to fight, or at least she thought she was, but it was still daunting to face a professional even though the fight’s organizers had promised to go easy on her.

She’d either be fighting some extremely powerful blobs of slime, or possibly a medium-sized flying toad. Either enemy would be an entertaining and difficult battle, but with Princess' [skill] [Acid Blast] along with Taubitha's own new [skill] [Reflexivity], she was feeling good about this fight. Taubitha took a brief moment to consider her new [skill] again to ensure she leveraged it properly in the fight.

[Reflexivity]
[Reflexivity majorly upgrades your neural and physical systems, turning your entire body into a type of hyper-durable, hyper reactive weapon. Some of the unique benefits of this skill include hardened skin, super quick muscle recovery, and minor regeneration after taking damage.]

Yes, it was described as minor regeneration, but Taubitha had accidentally sliced halfway into her pointer finger while chopping up a cucumber to make some cucumber water only that morning, and it had healed back completely before the fight. She figured that minor regeneration referred to the time it would take to heal in a fight. Regardless it was a huge asset that Taubitha was excited to get to test run in the arena.

The buzzer beeped and the crowd’s mumbling and cheering went to a hush. There was an uneasy stillness.

"Don't worry, Princess. We're going to kick some ass today!"

Princess huffed.

"Taubitha Harenena, meet your challenger!" announced an announcer.

A loud clicking sound echoed in the arena as a large gate in front of Taubitha slowly but surely rolled up, up, up. And then, her jaw dropped wide open.

"Like, oh my gods, what the fuck is this bullshit?"

There, looming before her like a kitten over a silverfish was a fierce, feisty fire dragon.

"A fucking dragon? Are you shitting me? Like, oh my gods, I can't do this!" said Taubitha. Her eyes started watering.

Princess huffed.

"What, Princess, do you, like disagree with me? Do you think we can do it?" Taubitha looked at the dragon again and swallowed air nervously as its long, forked tongue slid out from its scaly jaws and licked the air as if it were a fine pastry.

Princess huffed.

"Princess, I know you're a strong lady but I really don't know how to use a system and like, this thing is super freaky," said Taubitha.

Princess looked up, then she huffed.

Taubitha followed Princess' gaze and saw the big box that fancy rich people would sit in to watch down at arena fighters.

Princess huffed.

"What are you saying, Princess? Are you saying that whoever is in that rich person seat up there made them send a dragon out at me?"

Princess huffed affirmatively.

Taubitha closed her jaw so that she could drop it wide open again. "Oh my gods! How petty! I hope they get gout! Well, fuck them, let's kick this dragon's ass, Princess!"

And with that, the fony sprung into gear. It fluttered brilliantly into the air, leaving a small trail of glitter and sparkles wherever it went. It was all Taubitha could do to not get distracted by this spectacle and the same seemed true for the fire dragon. The operative word here is of course seemed, because before Taubitha's fony had taken much further to progress in her flight through the air she found herself attacked by a great ball of fire.

"How dare you interrupt Princess while she's fluttering you awful, scaly whore!" shouted Taubitha, glaring at the dragon and silently wondering its gender. "Like, oh my gods, I'm going to fuck you up so bad!"

The dragon snorted smoke out of its evil little nostrils and leapt forth, talons outstretched. It slashed at Taubitha's skin, but she only laughed.

"You're, like, going to have to strike me better than that to make any lasting impact!" Taubitha shouted as the scratch wounds instantly healed up.

The dragon looked a little frustrated, and then it looked surprised, because Princess barfed acid all over its back! While the dragon was still holding its own quite well, Taubitha could see some of its back scales bubbling up with pus as the acid melted through a decent portion of them before evaporating into nothingness.

"Take that you scaly little bitch," said Taubitha. "Like, oh my gods, your scales look so dry, too. I bet you've never even considered moisturizing. Let me know if you change your mind on that, I've got, like, some really great recs."

The dragon charged her, growling with rage and spewing blast after blast of uncontrolled fire. Thankfully, Taubitha's [skill] once again came in handy, as did her gymnastics acumen. She resisted the fire blasts and then expertly somersaulted backwards again and again to evade the beast's attacks.

The dragon growled with rage, and spat out more fire - but this too was met with an equal attack of acid from Princess. Then, feeling threatened while at the same time feeling quite ready to take real action, the dragon took a strong breath and blasted an amazing torrent of flame.

"Oh my gods," said Taubitha, "This fight is really heating up."



Kahli had to make a decision. She had to choose a timeline.

Kahli, you have to make a decision eventually. You have to choose a timeline, thought-spoke the big jellyfish floating in the endless void.

I know that! thought Kahli. Stop thinking at me so that I can think for a second without you annoying me.

Okay, sorry. I didn't think that you thought I was annoying.

I don't always think that, thought Kahli. But I sure do think so right now.

The big jellyfish did not respond, but Kahli did think that its large, globular countenance looked rather sad and more than a little embarrassed. It made her a little upset to think too much about it, so she tried to move on.

I think I've made my decision, thought Kahli.

Great, thought-spoke the big jellyfish. Mind if I ask which timeline you chose? Not that it really matters to me, and it's not like I have to know or anything, but I am a little interested and figured I might as well ask you, in case you were feeling a little chummy with this odd little 'jellyfish' that you've found mind-speaking to you in the endless void.

Yea, I've decided to take the one where we all die when the Gate malfunctions, thought Kahli.

What?! Are you being serious?

Kahli laughed in her mind. Not at all, I was completely joking. I think I'm going to go with the third one.

Really? You're going to go with the future where the Gate gets broken by Omar when he tries to murder a bee?

Yes, thought Kahli. And I'll tell you why.

Good, because I was wondering.

I really thought about this a lot. And you see, I mean, of course I'm dying to know the rest of what Hauff was talking about when he started explaining the Gate. But then I thought about something else. I thought about the fact that there is a future, a likely future, where Omar accidentally breaks the entire Gate trying to kill a bee. And there is a future where something breaks and kills us all. So, why should I take everything at face value? Why should I look at Hauff, Omar, and the mayor, and say to myself - yes, these three buffoons should definitely have the power to go into what Hauff described as the universal fabric of existence and alter it to their will? Like, why would I ever put myself in the position where them accidentally destroying the world due to ineptitude is an easy possibility? And of course I don't want to die. So the third option is, in many ways, the only way forward. It's the only future I feel decently okay about.

Ah. A fascinating choice, especially for someone so concerned with a doomsday prophecy.

How do you know about that? Kahli thought with embarrassment. And then, she had an even more embarrassing thought. She was starting to, in this isolated plane of experience, miss Froufrou of all things.

I know a lot, Kahli, I'm a telepathic jellyfish in an endless void.

Kahli figured that was a fair response. Still, she had to wonder what the source of these possible futures with the Gate truly were. Was this a missed opportunity, as she had made it, for Froufrou to bring forth the end of the world and all existence through the incompetence of Omar, the mayor, and Hauff? If it was, she had certainly made a good choice in order to delay that inevitable future. Then again, maybe the best choice would've been to kill all of them. Further still, Kahli wondered if she would continue to have to make decisions such as this. Was she always going to have to consider these kind of strange, world ending phenomena now? Was this her curse as someone who ostensibly wasn't really comfortable with the world ending? Was she stuck always wondering if she made the right choice, wondering if she even deserved to live, while she used her [skill] to make sure that Froufrou and herself wouldn't, inadvertently or otherwise, destroy all taumanity?

I can sense by your stillness that you are still very conflicted and lost in deep thought, responded the jellyfish. Get it, I played around a little there with the word still. Ah, simple pleasures for an interdimensional, timeless being.

Kahli did not respond.

Listen, Kahli, our time here in this state is almost at a closing. I know that bearing the power of a [checkpoint] is stressful, and this is what I tried to warn you about. But I also want you to know that I believe in you. I think you can make the proper choice here, I think you really are capable of choosing the ideal path not only for yourself, but for your world. Notice how I specify 'your' world, there, but I am indeed serious. Now, please, allow yourself to make a choice. Do not punish yourself for choosing, or at least do your best not to punish yourself. Be proud. This is a powerful [skill], and systems only offer [skills] to people prepared to bear their power.

Kahli tried to believe the big jellyfish, even though it was hard. She had to go forth and do her absolute best with what she had. Because that was all she could do.

[Timeline selected]
[Checkpoint updated]


Chapter 20


There Must Be a Way







Taubitha cartwheeled away from a blast of fire. Her face was getting sweaty and her eyes were itchy, which meant her makeup was running into them. How frustrating!

"Like, oh my gods, this fight fucking sucks!" she said as she hurled herself towards the fire-breathing dragon with a closed fist.

Punching a dragon didn't necessarily seem like the most logical option to many, but to Taubitha it made perfect sense. Her [skill] made her skin hardened and powerful. The inside of the dragon's throat wasn't protected by scales as far as she knew. So, Tabitha punched straight down into that snakey dragon's mouth and did her best to roar like a lion, though really she sounded more like an angry fitness instructor telling someone to 'dig deep.'

And then, the pain. The terrible pain. The agony, even!

Tabitha yanked her arm out of the dread dragon's jaws and kicked the terribly lizard beast away with a scoff. "Like, oh my gods! It does have scales on the inside of its throat, Princess!" Taubitha groaned as she quickly pulled each painful scale that was embedded in her arm out, and watched as each wound slowly but surely closed up thanks to her powerful [skill].

The dragon roared in distress as Princess barfed more acid, this time at the beast's face. It screeched as the acid melted through its scales and into its eyes. Soon, the dragon was clearly blinded. The scaly beast squealed and shrieked and shook the ground below it with fury as it realized its fate.

"Wow, Princess, good shot, girl!"

Princess huffed.

The dragon thrashed and writhed like an inflatable at a used horse and buggy dealership. Taubitha walked up to it and, in spite of herself, laughed.

"I'm going to, like, finish this thing off, Princess. Unless, um, unless you want the honors, of course."

Princess huffed. That settled it.

Taubith walked up to the dragon, spit on its scaly face, raised her right foot, and stomped on the beast's head. In a decisive and dreadful crunch, blood, brains and scales shot through the air.

[Fire dragon is dead]

"Like, fuck yes!" said Taubitha, raising her arms up high in triumph. The crowd cheered and whistled for her. Taubitha was certain at this moment that despite the dragon detritus covering her body, she must've still looked very cute in her sleeveless chest armor. Some people threw flowers, others gold, others still small scrolls with conch shell numbers scrawled on them. But the most interesting thing was what was said over the announcement.

"Congratulations, Taubitha, on an excellent first fight! Everyone give her a warm welcome!"

The crowd cheered.

"Warmer!"

The crowd cheered louder.

"Warmer, damnit!"

The crowd cheered so loudly that they sounded in pain.

"Excellent work, Taubitha. Please accept our congratulations on your skilled fight. One of the owners of the arena would like to invite you to their annex to pay their respects to you as a newcomer, if you are amiable."

And Taubitha was indeed feeling amiable.



"Omar, you absolute fucking goon," said Hauff with a shake of his head.

Kahli held Froufrou tightly. Even if this gross, squelching beast was here to usher forth the apocalypse, she really had grown quite fond of her.

"Omar, I really can't put into words how stupid you are. You must be descended from a rare lineage of sentient dung beetles. A dung beetle lineage that starts back before taumans even existed, a dung beetle lineage that someone injected itself into our tauman DNA and said to the rest of us taumans that no, it is not a dung beetle it is a tauman. But your true nature is coming out now, as is the stupidity of your ancestors. Only a manure-brained imbecile would destroy something as powerful as a dimensional Gate, something that took me so much energy and power to build, especially considering how clandestine this location is, in order to fail an attempt to kill a harmless pollinating insect. I mean, Omar, in this instant, I truly hate you. In this instant, I want nothing more than to put a permanent and interminable curse upon you that will follow you like a black cloud for the rest of eternity, to the end of this life, to the end of the afterlife, to the end of all existence and to the end of whatever comes before and after that, too. I want you marked, Omar, I want to brand you and your essence as one of foolishness, one of imbecility, one of an ill-evolved, an un-evolved, a negatively evolved individual, a black hole of nothingness where ignorance grows and wisdom withers and dies upon but a glance of your event horizon. You are a pit, a pestilence, and a pox that decays like a horde of ants picking away at a half dead wasp for hours on end. If I were given the opportunity to do so free of worldly consequence in this moment, if I were able to settle for more than just words, and if the bounds and limits of time and space were but a subtle suggestion instead of a material reality that cages my every movement, I would reach betwixt every atom that makes up your corporeal form and twist them so tightly they would experience a torsion of which would be comparable to that of the male gonad. Then, once you were but a crumpled jumbled ball of what makes up your form, I would take the codes and the keys of your identity and determine the specific makeup of the slug that is you, Omar. And I would take that determination and I would extrapolate it backwards and forwards and up and down and diagonally through the universal planes of existence. And I would laugh as I would wipe every single reference or even minor similarity of you out of this and every other existent plane until even your name, Omar, a fairly common name, sounds only like gibberish to tauman beings. I would erase your existence and I would erase every possibility you would ever, ever have for even being referred to as an existent entity by another tauman being. And then, I would laugh, I would laugh and I would think of your face as I see it right now, old, and wooden, and with pitiful and disgusting facial hair. You are a disgrace."

Kahli gasped. She'd definitely thought Hauff was an intense person, but this was on another level. She'd never heard a person berate someone else in such a biting and cruel way, and despite Omar's penchants for foolishness, corruption, and swearing, Kahli kind of liked him. She didn't really agree with how harshly Hauff had reacted to Omar breaking his Gate device, but she also was too scared and uncomfortable around Hauff to really say or do anything but stand there, hold Froufrou, and watch what would develop in the aftermath of the hot dog vendor's cruel soliloquy.

"Wow," said the mayor. "Hauff, I've got to be honest. That was... hilarious." The mayor chuckled. "Do you want a stogie?"

"No, I already told you, I don't want a stogie! And I definitely don't want one now that your idiot goon has destroyed my Gate! Repairs and testing for this are going to take ages!"

Repairs? Testing? Kahli groaned inwardly. So it seemed that the disaster of these three men getting a Gate into the universal data structure was not forever abated, instead, it was only put off for... however long Hauff's concept of ages was. How dreadfully inconvenient.

She held Froufrou tightly and whispered, "These idiots will usher in the end of the world over my dead body. I'm still on the fence about whether I want the world to end, but if I do, I want it to be because of me and you."

Froufrou squelched affectionately.



Taubitha was feeling a little dazzled at the moment. She was in the nicest box in the arena, talking with a man who required she refer to him only as 'Big T.' Big T was older, but he had a young wife who'd clearly had lots of elective cosmetic surgery and multiple living wood grafts. Big T was clearly made out of money.

"Like, oh my gods, I love how you've decorated your arena box!" said Taubitha as she petted Princess.

"I didn't," said Big T. "I hired interior designers and world class artists too. I had Glolvachni spend six moon cycles painting the ceiling for me."

"Oh my gods, that's like, so cool!"

"Yes, yes, I'm sure it is," said Big T as he looked up to Taubitha. "Now, riddle me this, Taubitha. My wife here tells me that that um... that that fony you have there [paired] with you and gave you a system. Want to go into that?"

"Oh my gods, do I ever! First I went over to my mom's houseboat, and she had this egg, and it hatched, and then it [paired] with me!"

"Yes, but how? How did it [pair] with you?!" he growled, getting visibly impatient. His wife rubbed his shoulders. Her hands were bigger than his head.

"Oh, um, I'm not sure. It just kind of happened."

Big T filled a little bit more time with idle chitchat and then sent Taubitha on her way with a grim look. As soon as she was out of earshot, he pulled up a small, portable conch shell.

"Keep an eye on her. Watch her, follow her, see where she goes and what she does. I need to understand how she was able to [pair] so quickly with that beast, and I need to understand why she was able to [pair] when the last recorded system [pairing] event was several centuries ago!"

The voice on the other end of the shell answered affirmatively. Big T smiled and hung it up. He growled under his breath, "I've got to understand how exactly she got [paired] to that thing. There must be a way for me to get a system, if she has managed to. I just need to keep a close eye and she'll spill the secret without even realizing it."

And Big T cackled, and cackled, and cackled.


Chapter 21


Froufrou Gets Fancy







Kahli left her apprenticeship early that day because Omar decided to go on bereavement leave. The long barrage of insults and slights that Hauff had delivered to him had, in Omar's words, shattered his self perception irreparably.

Kahli knew Omar well, and knew that this was an excuse to shirk work duties, but she was no snitch. She loved the idea of getting credit for performing her apprenticeship while also getting free time to do what she actually felt like doing instead of anything related to said apprenticeship. Especially considering the fact that she had been absolutely dying to get Froufrou cleaned up, preened, primped, and - ideally - give the weird little creature a full makeover!

Kahli walked down to Mahll Street to get started.

"Hey there, miss, have you got three fifty for an old timer on hard times with hard limes?" the old street man held up two wrinkly limes and smiled a grin that was missing many teeth.

Kahli tried her best not to make eye contact, apologized, and kept walking, tucking Froufrou under her arm as if the creature were precious cargo.

Froufrou looked up at Kahli and wondered why exactly she seemed to have such an aversion to this street dwelling tauman. Sure, the tauman wasn't much to look at, but Kahli had to understand that neither was Froufrou. In fact, Froufrou was several magnitudes more repulsive to all tauman senses than that man even had the possibility of being. And yet Kahli seemed less repulsed by Froufrou and far more repulsed by the man. Why had that been? Froufrou tried to understand, but she truly felt she could not. Maybe spending more time around taumans would change that, but Froufrou was not sure when that change might happen.

"Okay, Froufrou," said Kahli, "Let's go pick out some moisturizer for you. After all, you are an unspeakable horror from the Pit of Despair, and by that I mean, you're used to being completely submerged! Your skin is probably so terribly dry right now being above water on land. So, let's fix it! Let's get your weird, disgusting, ill-smelling skin feeling nice and smooth. Or umm. Or nice and lumpy. Whatever, let's just go get you some moisturizer."

Froufrou wasn't sure what Kahli meant, as her skin was naturally moisturizing with its own aromatic enzymes. Still, she decided to humor the silly tauman and tag along for the ride.

It was only about half a minute before Kahli got distracted looking in a different store.

"Sorry, Froufrou, but I promise this is still about you. Look at this nice bag!" Kahli pulled up a frilly glippoglotamus skin bag and smiled. "This looks like it would fit you perfectly. What do you think, Froufrou? It would be so much more comfortable than me just carrying you everywhere."

Froufrou looked at the bag. She didn't think it was bad, but she also didn't think it was her. She squelched out a response.

"Oh, okay," said Kahli, looking sad. "Oh, what about this? It's made out of one hundred percent Gifflenbergian pheasant!"

Froufrou felt sickly looking at the bag that Kahli held up next. Or, well, Froufrou felt more sickly than usual, it was better to say.

Then, Froufrou spotted a bag on her own. It was small and chic, and velvety. Froufrou pointed a tendril at the bag and squelched.

"Oh, you want that bag?" asked Kahli.

Froufrou didn't like the tone Kahli used. It seemed to imply there was a problem with liking the bag. But Froufrou did, in fact, like the bag, so Froufrou squelched in affirmative.



After the checkout finished, Froufrou finally realized the reason Kahli had tried to shy her away from the bag was because it was expensive. However, it was also very comfortable, and having no concept of monetary value, Froufrou was having no regrets.

They entered another shop and Kahli introduced Froufrou to all manner of different moisturizers, many of which had aromas that Froufrou considered quite foul. However, Kahli seemed insistent to an extreme degree that Froufrou at least considered trying some of them. Froufrou still thought her natural musk was quite nice, but clearly taumans had other ideas. If Froufrou was going to be a mollusk of tauman society as indeed she planned to, maybe the moisturizer thing wasn't so bad. She got five sample bags of differing styles and a couple of big tubs of a more catch-all moisturizing solution.

"Great, this is really great for everything except my wallet," said Kahli. Then, she had a mischievous glint in her eye that Froufrou only caught for a second. "Unless..."

Froufrou squelched, finally understanding as Kahli shoved all of the moisturizers and sample packs in the bag with Froufrou.

"Quick, let's get out of here!"

But, before they could leave the shop, an attendant lady with a wooden face and an immaculate dress stopped them.

"Hi there. Just wondering, did you want to try anything out before you go?"

Kahli took a deep breath. "No, no, we tried tons of stuff and everything smelled awful, it was terrible."

"Oh... okay," said the lady with confusion and a little bit of irritation.

Kahli walked out of the shop and continued down the street.

"That probably only worked due to your [skill], Froufrou," said Kahli.

Froufrou wasn't so sure, because she appreciated the vote of confidence as they walked up to the next shop.

This one was full of essential oils, crystals and gemstones. They walked through the store and were offered to buy a large stone structure for more than it cost for Kahli to rent her living pod. When that didn't work, they were offered a subscription service for essential oil packs where five oils per year were mailed out on a trickling basis. When Kahli expressed a lack of interest in any of these things, she and Froufrou were asked to leave.

So on they walked. They passed shops with souvenirs for visitors to Gifflenberg. They went to a nice card shop and got thank you cards, just in case Froufrou ever wanted to thank someone after getting birthday presents from them, Kahli explained. Froufrou wasn't certain what the concept of birthdays referred to, but she felt strangely obligated by it already and didn't know how to properly feel about that feeling.

On they walked. They checked out options for theatrical productions, but none of them sounded great, especially the one that was currently ongoing, where Froufrou could tell the lead actress was well off key despite her ears being optimized for low, watery depths.

They continued down the street and reached a sunglasses stand. Froufrou tried a couple of groups of lenses on, though Kahli wasn't sure where to put them considering Froufrou had no eyes and no real front or back. There was a pair of cat-eye lenses that seemed on point that Kahli ended up buying for Froufrou anyways.

After that, it had seemed that their stint at Mahll Street was over. Kahli smiled a knowing grin as she approached a small storefront that smelled strongly of soap.

"Okay, Froufrou, we're going to have to actually pay for this. Or, well, I guess I'll pay for this," she said with a wink that scrunched the plaster on her face lightly. "We're going to get our nails done! Or, well, in your case, get your tentacles done!"

And this experience was what Froufrou imagined heaven felt like. Froufrou laid back in a soft, leather armchair while two taumans massaged and painted all of her disgusting tendrils. The only thing was, she had to be sure to keep her tendrils still, which was difficult yet not impossible for a sea creature so accustomed to aimlessly writhing around. It was, nonetheless, a luxurious and relaxing occasion that Froufrou knew in that moment she would remember forever.

What really made it a great event, too, was overhearing what other people would say to the taumans doing their nails. One tauman just would not stop talking, and while it was kind of funny to Froufrou. It was also a little distracting and annoying.

"Like, oh my gods, I was just like, what? I have to like, what, punch a dragon in the throat? It's just, it's their weirdest thing ever. Like, oh my gods, you probably don't want to [pair] with something and get a system like I did, honestly. Like, oh my gods, it's so stressful."

"Oh no," whispered Kahli as she finished up on her nails and stood up, ready to put Froufrou in her nice, new bag.

Froufrou wondered why her tauman seemed suddenly so upset.

"Oh my gods! It's you!" spat the loud tauman. "Kahli!"

"Taubitha!"

"Oh, bitch, do you have a system now, too?" spat Taubitha. "Because if so, oh my gods, you so don't deserve it."

"Shut the fuck up, Taubitha," said Kahli, surprised at her own language. She whispered in her mind a silent prayer of forgiveness to Theseosus.

"Oh my gods, you swear now?" Taubitha said patronizingly. "Let's fucking fight, you traitor!"


Chapter 22


Kahli versus Taubitha







Kahli stood there, glaring at Taubitha and her fresh manicure, which included three colors that totally clashed with one another.

"Nice nails, Taubitha."

"Nice humongous foot, Kahli."

Froufrou squelched in discomfort.

"Oh my gods, what is that thing? It looks absolutely disgusting! I swear I think I barfed a little bit in my mouth the second I noticed it. And you took it in here and made people gussy it up like it was something of beauty? Like, oh my gods, that is so, so nasty Kahli. So fucking nasty. Look at how its tentacles writhe, it's just, like, it's so gross."

"Leave Froufrou alone!" Kahli spat.

Tabuitha cackled. "Froufrou? You named the fucking thing Froufrou? What is that, some sort of a sick joke? Gods, it's like I'm constantly being disgusted just by being within five feet of the thing."

"Yea, well, that's her [skill]. It's called [Putrefy]."

Taubitha cackled so hard that she snorted in her trademark oinking fashion. "Oh my gods! [Putrefy]? The fuck kind of a [skill] is that supposed to be? Like, seriously?"

"Yes, seriously, it's her [skill]!" Kahli glowered at her ex-friend in true disgust, the kind of disgust that a [skill] alone couldn't impart. This was a wholly behavior-based form of disgust.

"Well you ought to meet Princess," said Taubitha as he ushered a small, equine-looking creature with two spires on its heads to trot up and snort in a snide manner at Kahli and Froufrou. The small pet had glittery horseshoes plated on each of her hoofs. "Her [skill] is called [Acid Blast] and it's fucking awesome, not that you asked."

"[Acid Blast], huh?" Kahli looked at the strange pet. "What is she again, Taubitha?"

"Are you kidding me? She's a FONY! Isn't it OBVIOUS?!"

Kahli didn't not think it was obvious immediately that the little horse creature was a phony. What's more, what kind of phony was it? A phony what? She asked this of Taubitha.

"What kind? What do you mean, what kind? She's a fony kind of fony! I mean, duh, look at her wings!"

Kahli looked at the creature's feathery wings. They were beautiful and fluffy. "Ok, um, I still don't know what kind of a phony she is, though. Is she, like, a fake pet? Are her wings fake? I'm just really confused as to how exactly she's a phony."

"Oh my gods, Kahli, you are SO fucking STUPID! She's not fake, she's a fony! You know, the beautiful little one-spired creatures that fly and sprint around spreading fairy dust everywhere?"

"Uh, but Taubitha, Princess has two horns." Kahli looked down at the miniature flying horse, who huffed and turned away from her with frustration. Kahli winced. "And, um, I think Princess might be a boy."

Taubitha stopped talking, which was difficult for her, and delivered a scowl so foul that Kahli felt a little uncomfortable. Indeed, it wasn't just Kahli that was uncomfortable - little did she or her ex-friend notice, but all of the other people at the nail salon had either left or started hiding behind the furniture in order to watch from what they hoped was a safe distance.

"That's it! Let's throw down, you skank!" spat Taubitha as she tore off her white silk top in a flash.

Kahli gasped. Taubitha was, inexplicably, absolutely ripped. She still had the same butterfly tattoo on her right shoulder, but even it looked tough now, for whatever reason.

"Um, how did you get so strong?" asked Kahli in surprise.

"Well, first of all, I never gave up on gymnastics, unlike YOU!" she spat, adjusting her active leggings with a fierce vigor. "And second, I've been grinding nonstop since I got my system!"

"I didn't know you'd already found another boyfriend."

"What? That's not what I meant!! Don't you know anything about systems, you big footed bore? I've been stressing my body to the max in order to force leveling! I spent, like, three hours punching a wall."

Kahli laughed. Taubitha spending three hours of her life punching a wall was a hilarious thing to imagine, even if it did end up serving a purpose.

"Don't look so smug. Sure, it sounds crazy. I get that. It sounds a little unhinged to punch a wall over and over again in order to level up. Yea, okay, maybe you're right, KliKli. But now I'm level 23. Are you level twenty fucking three?"

Level 23? Kahli was feeling a little intimidated, though she did her best not to show it.

"I've fought a dragon, Klikli! A fucking dragon. And I won!!"

Then, Kahli suddenly felt a little better. Sure, Taubitha was a higher level than her, and she'd beaten a dragon in a fight. But Kahli had beaten a mega dragon in a fight. And she had to remember that, no matter how unassuming she might've felt, Froufrou was the Harbinger of Doom, wasn't she? So who cared about Taubitha and her stupid system and her stupid fake fony with horns or whatever. Sure, maybe the creature she'd [paired] with had a cooler [skill] than [Putrefy], and sure, maybe Princess hadn't started with a negative level like FrouFrou had, but that didn't mean that Taubitha had an ancient prophecy on her side like Kahli did. And sure, even if Kahli was still not really sure if she was happy about the fact that she was somewhat implicated with a prophecy of doom, at least she knew it had to give her some sort of advantage over her friend-turned-rival. And then, of course, there were her own [skills] Kahli had to think about...

"What are you just standing there for? Fight me, damn it!" Tabitha squawked like an angry vulture as she charged towards Kahli. Princess, similarly, galloped over towards Froufrou with horns pointed to kill.

"Leave Froufrou alone!!" said Kahli. She couldn't let her chance to use a system and [skills] go away just because there was a nonzero chance of her [paired] companion causing the apocalypse. Also, she'd just spent good money getting the thing's tentacles painted! There was no way Kahli was letting this stupid, miniature horse with wings hurt her ghastly, unspeakable horror from the Pit of Despair! So Kahli summoned a large boulder by her foot with her [skill] and smiled.

"Wow," Taubitha laughed. "Nice [skill]. What is that, a foot tumor?"

Kahli rolled her eyes and kicked the boulder far, far away from Princess.

"Nice aim, idiot! That's, like the opposite direction toward Princess! That makes no sense at all! Is your [skill] otherworldly stupidity or something? Now come over here and fight me, let our pets play nice!"

Kahli wouldn't justify Taubitha with a response. If Princess really could use a skill called [Acid Blast], she wasn't necessarily confident that her squelchy companion could survive a one on one fight with the fony. Plus, she knew what was going to happen. Sure enough, the boulder started to change directions after crashing into a nearby massage chair.

"Oh my gods, like, what's happening?" asked Taubitha with a gasp as Kahli's stone started spinning and zooming right back around. Towards Princess, even, and as it gained speed it once again ignited in flame.

Closer and closer the boulder flew, and Princess seemed none the wiser. Instead, the strange little horse-thing was snorting ferociously at Froufrou, backing the poor squelching beast into a corner as it tried in vain to escape.

"Don't worry, Froufrou!" said Kahli as she ran up and beside Princess, putting the boulder right in a perfect path to hit the fony.

Princess reared her hooves and whinnied. Princess' voice was terribly high pitched, so much so that Kahli felt her ears might start bleeding at any moment. And then, with a satisfying WHAM, the rock slammed into Princess' side and sent the fony soaring through the air haphazardly.

"Princess! How dare you hit her, Kahli!" Taubitha growled as her eyes started to glow red. "I'm gonna fuck you up!" Taubitha started to grow long fangs, and her jaw enlarge to five times its normal size, which was already quite large.

Kahli gasped. What was happening? Was this one of Taubitha's [skills] coming into play? She watched as her ex-friend grew long claws from her already-pointy nails and her meaty legs became enormous talons.

"Get ready to get your shit kicked in, bitch!" growled Taubitha as she launched her massive form towards Kahli.

"Fuck's sake, what do I do?" Kahli asked to herself, to Froufrou, to the void itself.

The void.

Her left foot started to vibrate uncomfortably. Was she going to suddenly wake up in the void next to the big jellyfish again? But this time, instead, her foot just started twitching, and through that twitching, Kahli got a strange spatial sensation that made her suddenly aware of three things, and she processed them all at the very same moment.

One, that Taubitha was indeed using her [skill], but that apparently Taubitha's [skill] used stamina, or [STM], to sustain itself. And so this disturbing form that Taubitha had taken to attack her was running on limited time.

Two, that Taubitha was a little off-balance as she leapt towards Kahli, and that her right leg especially was just one harsh movement away from being twisted into an awful, nasty position that would send Taubitha reeling into incredible pain.

Three, that Taubitha had clearly lied about her level. At first, Kahli wasn't sure what gave her this sense, but then she remembered that having a system allowed someone to view others' character sheets, to a degree, although she hadn't done much of that presently. Still Kahli was absolutely doubtless that Taubitha was far weaker than she'd been letting on. But why? Why lie? Clearly, Taubitha had known that Kahli had a system too at this point. It didn't make much sense, but it was what it was. And what it was, was an advantage.

So sure, the sight of Taubitha transforming into some half-monster half-tauman hybrid might've rustled a normal person's jimmies enough to keep them from focusing on the fight. But Kahli was for whatever reason not exactly a normal person, was she? She looked quickly back at Froufrou out of the corner of her eye and felt affection for the wretched creature of the apocalypse. No, Kahli was definitely not normal.

She readied her big left foot and placed it behind her summoned boulder. It was showtime.


Chapter 23


Hell or Heroes







The second they stepped out of the transport pod, Taubitha and Kahli stormed off in separate directions, determined to never see one another again after their pained squabble over hand standing in the pod while taking vodka shots out of a coconut.

The air outside the pod was cold, just like Taubitha's heart, Kahli figured. She remembered when Taubitha had begged Kahli to get that matching butterfly tattoo on her shoulder together. Kahli had never been more thankful for saying no than in this moment. To imagine, having a permanent memento of her ex-friend burned into her skin. Kahli's only hope would've been to either get a fire elemental to burn it off, or to pray to Theseosus that her shoulder would get covered in living wood. She looked down at her big left foot, and grimaced a little, slightly disfiguring the plaster on her face. She didn't need any more living wood on her body, she just needed it to shift to be a little more... proportionally distributed, Kahli figured.

Kahli walked through patches of thick snow, watching her left foot leave substantially larger footprints than her right foot. Another obnoxious reminder. She decided to stop looking at the ground and look around her, at least for a second, which caused her to slightly trip and lose balance for a moment before gathering her composure and then continuing down the path she walked.

Separating from Taubitha wasn't the worst thing that could've happened on this trip, even though she did also completely lose a friend. If Taubitha had ever been a friend. Kahli had really gone up to Old Snow Mountain to see their archives and their ongoing excavation sites. It fascinated her, and she loved the idea of seeing things that were centuries old, or maybe even older. The story was that there was original clothing preserved in the ice worn by some of the very first sufferers of the Curr during the Currdling. Some even said that it was so well-preserved in the ice that there were still globs of pus caused by the dreaded illness visible in the ice. Taubitha, on the other hand, had gone up to Old Snow Mountain to go skiing, and because the guys up there were 'soooo cute,' something that Kahli didn't necessarily agree with.

So Kahli walked on that trail in a state of strange peace, as if it were somewhat sacred or something, and that's probably because it was. Snow had started falling, and it was ancient snow. This was Old Snow Mountain, after all. And as she waded through the increasing density of white foam, everything was starting to feel a little fuzzy.

She was nearing the entrance to a deep cave. It was cold, and dark, and there were people absolutely everywhere.

Old Snow Mountain was teeming with everyone. It was the chilliest place in Nomachiato that was still cool and happening. There was a thriving, yet somewhat cutthroat, arts scene that was constantly shaping and reshaping itself like an Owl-o-borous. It was brimming with every kind of person everywhere. There was a ragtag group of crusaders that dashed around town hilariously stealing only freshly baked pies. They'd become a sort of folk hero. And they were the real real reason that Kahli was in Old Snow Mountain.

See, everybody knew about them. They were a bit of an... open secret. Or maybe better said that they were a closed non-secret. Or, well, maybe it was that the Trash E Scapaders were a serious threat to public safety while also being an enormous publicity stunt. A bizarre form of semi-theater where none could be truly certain whether or not what they were seeing was what it was. They were separate from the populace. They were a monolith. And they were a logistical nightmare.

And, for some reason she could never really be certain of, Kahli was so in for that shit. She wanted to know everything about it. She wanted to meet them. She wanted to know so bad what it was that those fuckers were up to. What were they doing? Who did they think they were, going around and pretending to be folk heroes? Were they folk heroes? Were they folk? Were they heroes?

"Hey, my summoning satchel!" cried a sad voice. "Who took my summon satchel?"

Salmon sandwich? Taken? Who would do such a terrible thing? Only someone out of hell itself... Well, hell or heroes, right?

Yes, Kahli thought to herself in affirmation, as she often liked to do, Hell or heroes.

Kahli looked around, peering through the chunks of small plaster bits that tumbled off her eyelids. The plaster on her face, the not-so-living plaster, was getting dry again from the cold. Still, she looked, and saw a figure in a black cloak dashing through a crowd with a large, purple sac slung around his arm.

She'd go after him. And with the power of her oversized foot, Kahli was able to skip-hop through the snow much faster than the figure could scramble, and soon she'd arrested his wrist.

"Hey, excuse me, you seem really nervous," said Kahli.

"Um," the man looked around, shaking his living-wooden hand away from her grasp. "No, not really."

"Oh, okay. I was just wondering, have you seen anyone with a salmon sandwich around here?"

The man did a double take. "A salmon SANDWICH?" He said it very loudly.

"Yes," said the other man. "A salmon SANDWICH INDEED."

"What's going on?" Kahli asked the fourth man.

"I don't know, ask him," said a fifth man, pointing to a sixth man with his rubbery, black glove.

"Oh my gods!" Kahli could barely believe hearing herself speak. "Um, are the six of you-"

"Pardon, seven!" responded another man that Kahli hadn't noticed before. He was tall as an emaciated string bean.

"What the hell are you all doing here?"

The men murmured amongst one another confusedly, not one of them making any coherent sense or noise so that they sounded as much like some sort of gaggling group of mufflins (furry, beaked creatures that swam in cold waters) spurting caws at one another in an endless barrage.

"Seriously, what is this? Who do you all think you are, surrounding me like this? Hell, I barely know any of your names and you're just standing around here in this crowd like we're all best buds or something. Seriously, what in the fuck are you doing? What are the optics here? Do any of you consider things like that?? Consider this, you absolute squeezed oranges of tauman beings. I don't know what happened to make you think any of this was a good idea, I truly am floored. If I were to be but one sole thing, and that thing was a buffoon of the highest degree, a true lizard of paradise, I'd probably act a lot like yourselves. Why, I ought to find your family tree and set it on fire. Feed your heads to Theseosus, why not?"

The men started shivering. The one she'd originally accosted, the one with the handbag, fell to one knee at her feet.

"Please, miss, accept our humble apology. We are but fools, foolish intrepid wanderers without a mind or a soul, truly, we are but vagabonds sailing on an unending sea into the dark, dark nighttime like a big blot of ink spillage." He stood back up and drew a rapier. "I am at your service!"

Kahli nodded her head. She was a little impressed. "What's your name?"

"I am... he whom they call by the name of, Cagio! Cagio Cagonious III, to be more precise, if you were wondering."

Kahli wasn't but she didn't say anything because that would've been mean.

"And I'm Rolfario," replied a tall man wearing a fake mustache with as much volume as his legs. "Pleased to acquiesce your acquaintance."

"That's more like it," said Kahli. "Now why are you all together? What exactly is going on here?"

Cagio explained delicately that they'd been stealing someone's sending satchel when she interrupted him. And that interruption was, naturally, causing a bit of an ill effect with their optimized stealing process, which was, in a lot of ways, super nice - save for, of course, happenings such as this.

"Well, what were you going to do with me?"

Cagio further explained that they weren't going to do anything with her, it was more what they were going to do to her. Which he then immediately apologized for, apologized so profusely that he began hitting his head against a wall for a few moments, causing a big, bloody gash that then healed up.

"Again, I apologize, and I further apologize for using my extended frustration as a mechanism with which to improve and level up my [skills] vis a vis bashing my cranium."

Kahli told him that was totally okay, no big deal at all, even though she was jealous of him not only being a hand-haver but indeed also having a [Regeneration] skill. Oh, how she wished she had a system!

"I wish I had a system, too," replied Rolfario.

"It's okay, Rolfario, you have a propulsion laser," replied Cagio with love in his inflection. "Now, I've got one question for you."

"What?" asked Kahli.

"How do we know you won't tell anyone about this?"

"What?”


Chapter 24


Something Happens







Kahli was ready to send a rock soaring into Taubitha's wildly morphing leg talons with her big left foot. She reeled back, in preparation.



Well well well, Kahli. Back so soon? It was the jellyfish floating in an endless void yet again.

What do you think?

Hah, hah, hah. Now that is a good question, isn't it? Oh, hah, yes it is. A question for another time. Ah, yes, time, that sweet bit of material... immateriality.

Sorry, what now? asked Kahli. That doesn't thought-make any sense.

You're right, thought-said the jellyfish with a knowing tone. But if you think about it, it might make more sense than you think.

Really? asked Kahli. Because I thought-think that you're just thinking about things you want to think about, and you thought doing that would distract me enough to keep me from having the thought that you're being hypocritical about time being immaterial. You know, just like last time?

Last... time? Kahli, what a silly concept. All is now, and now is the all. We are one, single globulating point that-

Just shut up, I don't care for any of this garbage.

What?

Just, just fucking stop it. I don't care about the material reality, or lack thereof, of time. I don't need you to waste my time droning on and on about how time isn't really there and I'm a hologram and jellyfish aren't really fish and life is like black box theater.

WHAT?

Shut up and let me look over my time lines already, dammit!

The big jellyfish stopped thinking at Kahli for a materially immaterial moment.

Then, Kahli looked down and her big left foot.

[Now viewing scenario 1]

Kahli kicked the rock, but her foot didn't connect right where she intended it to, and it swung far to the left, sending her floating and lifting off her legs.

"I'M GONNA EAT YOU, YOU ESCARGOT!"

Kahli balked. What a rude thing to call someone.

Then, her head hit the ground.

[You are taking damage]

"RAAAAAAAAAAAAA-" Tabitha ran up close to Kahli and punched her in the gut.

[You died]
[End scenario]

Wow, that sucks. Another scenario where I end up dying, and that was the first one. I wonder if this is a pattern?

[Now viewing scenario 2]

Kahli kicked the stone away from Taubitha. In the past, this had been a brilliant choice and a move that worked perfectly. However, at this time, it was not due to thought as much as it was a gut reaction based on muscle memory. And so Kahli was gripped by Taubitha and slammed into the side of a big rock bed that was used by flame elementals for tanning.

"Ow!" Kahli groaned, scratching peeling plaster off her face as she stood up and popped her neck joints.

"Like, what did you think you were going to do, STUPID?" yelled Taubitha as she slapped Kahli with a huge claw.

"Ow!"

Taubith started laughing. "Now it's, like, totally time for you to pay for what ill will causing slights you've paid to me."

"But Taubitha, I haven't done anythin-"

"I know you have totally done something, Kahli, so don't even like try me with that shit, okay? I remember Old Snow Mountain. And before that, I remember what lead up to what happened at Old Snow Mountain. Also, you're like weak, Kahli. Think about this, Kahli, think like deeply about this. We had a chance to like, fight. A real chance for battle and what did you fucking do? You gave it all up because you wanted to try and get out of it after realizing that you kicked your stupid rock away. As if you'll just be able to get another big magic rock somehow. What, is that your [skill] or something. Is your fucking [skill] just fucking summoning rocks that you can kick at people? How is that like, a benefit? How is that a [skill]? What part of that is like, interesting or intriguing or even like, totally useful in any real way? Who thinks I'm going to go kick a bunch of rocks when they head into a fight? And who, along with that, thinks, Yes, not only am I going to kick a bunch of rocks, but I'm going to kick those rocks as a means of attacking people? What kind of scared, obsessive range-fighter would ever do something like that? Of course it's you, OF course it is!! I should've known this would be the case, I should've known you would fuck this up like you fuck everything up, you, you little fuck-up, you!"

Kahli winced, cracking more of the plaster on her face. "Hey, so, Taubitha? Are you going to fight me, or are you going to just kind of yell at me like this?"

"What?" Taubitha shook her head. "Like, what do you mean?"

"I mean, you're-"

"Hello, hello, hello!" said a surprise voice from afar. There was someone standing there in a long, dark robe holding up a large weapon. Their nails were well taken care of, clearly done by one of the better people at the salon.

"Who the fuck are you?"

"Nobody, I"m nobody!" said the person with a chuckle. But who was it? Kahli looked, and saw that they were holding a small, purple clam! Everyone knew what that meant.

"You're taking a video of us!"

"Uh, no-"

"Taubitha, this weirdo has been filming us fighting!"

"WHAAT?!" Taubitha stormed over to the weirdo and snatched their little, purple clam. "What the fuck is this? WHOM DO YOU THINK YOU ARE?!"

"Who," corrected Kahli.

"Whatever," said Taubitha cooly. She turned back to the weirdo. "Get the FUCK away from me or I'll BEAT the living SHIT out of you."

The weirdo scurried off.

Taubitha turned to Kahli. "Let's chase after them and-"

Kahli's rock, which had been stuck spinning behind a tanning bed for a while, suddenly shot out and bashed Taubitha in the head, sending her stumbling to the ground. Her neck cracked.

[End Scenario]

End scenario? Seriously? I feel like these second scenarios are always a ridiculous bit of a bait and switch, thought Kahli.

Yea, I know what you mean, said the big jellyfish. If only you knew what I meant when I talked about time. Speaking of which, have you done anything thinking lately about the meaning of time? What is time but a record spinning, spinning, spinning, spinning, and hitting some dirt or something?

What?

Kahli didn't wait for the jellyfish to explain its weird gibberish.

[Now viewing scenario 3]

Kahli kicked the rock in the right direction, right towards Taubitha's groin.

"AAAAAOW!" Taubitha spat and keeled over on her haunches. "OH my GODS that hurt you skank!"

Kahli felt like she could keep hitting Taubitha, but she also saw no need to. Taubitha was totally beaten, and totally humiliated, and so was her stupid fony, or whatever the hell it actually was. Taubitha was always so gullible.

Kahli remembered back when they were in gymnastics that some older kid told Taubitha that there was a magic baton at the top of the climbing stones. Kahli remembered how many times Taubith had plopped on the rocky floormat over and over and over again in failure. And then the look on her face when she got to the top one day and realized the baton was a lie. Kahli could still hear Taubitha whining. It was a lie. A lie!!

Regardless, the fight was over, the foes were vanquished.

"The fight might be over, and we might be vanquished, but this is only a temporary situation," said Taubitha. "We'll be totally back. Just you wait, Kahli. I am going to punch, like, so many rocks, maybe my level will be three digits by the time I get back to fighting you. You'll see.." She suddenly looked around the room at all the people hiding behind beauty tools and staring at them. "You'll ALL SEE!"

Taubitha ran up to her fony and hopped on its back. It struggled, but eventually was able to flap its glittery little wings and lift Taubitha off the ground. "We'll be BACK!"

Kahli laughed under her breath as Taubitha slowly but surely flew out of the room and into the air on the back of her fony.

"Well then," Kalhi sighed. "I almost chipped a nail, glad we got that over with."

[End Scenario]

Is this supposed to be difficult?

What do you mean? thought the Jellyfish.

I mean, am I supposed to struggle to choose which of the three options I'm being presented here?

Pardon?

I just don't understand why the third is always, like, the best option.

You think that was the best option? In scenario two, you vanquish your foe I think, I'm not one hundred percent certain though because it ended a little prematurely. In scenario one, you moved on to the great void of all one and nothing.

You mean, back to Theseosusia.

Yea whatever that's what I meant sure. But like, I just don't think you're being objective about this. Maybe the third option is always the best in your opinion.

Kahli considered this. Maybe the big jellyfish was right.



Kahli smoothed over her nearly-chipped nail and patted Froufrou with a smile. "I'm so glad Taubitha is gone, she's really crazy. Do you really think she's going to keep hitting rocks until she levels up?"

Froufrou squelched.

Then, Kahli realized. She felt her lower back. It was time for her to level up!

[Level up]

It felt great to level up! Only, was Kahli going to get a chance to level up a skill?

[Congratulations, you've reached level 17]

Kahli sighed. Maybe not. But she was having a hard time deciding whether this [Seismic Sense] was worth it or not. Could she possibly open and edit her character sheet without leveling up? Maybe she could... liquidate the skill somehow.



Welcome again to the crossroads void, thought the Jellyfish.

Oh my gods! I am so sick of this [skill], thought Kahli.

Well then, that's disappointing, but not surprising considering time is immaterially material. Or, is it materially immaterial? Eh, it's probably both, honestly.

Look, I'm so sick of talking to you with my mind, said Kahli.

Oh really? Well, have you ever thought about fighting me with your mind instead?

Kahli gave pause. Was the jellyfish challenging her to psychic warfare?


Chapter 25


More Happenings Occur







Kahli wasn't sure what to think about the jellyfish offering to engage with her psychic warfare, but it was the most interesting thing that had happened to her in the void. It was at least more interesting than always seeing the same three scenarios played out in different ways in order to give her some sort of weird illusion of time and choice based on... timelines.

So, what do you think? Should we?

Kahli thought about it for a moment. Will it help me level up?

Probably not. This isn't really considered in time, which makes it hard for the system to quantify it into experience points - that is, unless something truly monumental were to occur. And a faux fight wouldn't cover it, only something real would have a chance of registering to your system at all in here.

Kahli was a little disappointed. How do experience points work?

Unfortunately, that's as much of a mystery to me as it is to you at the moment, mind-sighed the jellyfish.

Wow, this sucks, said Kahli. But, um, anyways, I think I want to get rid of my [skill].

Why?

This feels like, ironically, a waste of my time. Are the choices always going to be the same?

What do you mean? They're, like, totally random!

They're always the same. The first one, I die. The second one takes a while but always gets cut off early. And the third one, well, it's the only one that seems to not totally suck in some way.

Not everyone would interpret it that way, thought the jellyfish. They are genuinely random. One hundred percent random.

How is that possible?

System magic.

I don't believe you.

Look... Okay. Maybe there is a bit of a problem of overfitting with the random-ocity modules. That much I can agree on. But think about it, if you keep your [skill], you can level it up and improve it! It can expand out to see up to fifty different timelines, probably! Don't take that for granted of course I'm not your system I'm just an entity here paying you a visit.

But what if I just... Don't like it?

The jellyfish thought-sighed. I guess you can just move on, then. But, this is pretty valuable. I wouldn't want to get rid of it now that you've added it to your system.

Kahli considered this. Maybe the big jellyfish was right. Could she possibly [disable] a [skill] without removing it?

Why don't you look at the scenarios, said the big jellyfish. They might show you.

Kahli sighed. Not more stupid scenarios!



Taubitha sighed as Princess flapped through the clouds ever so slowly. She was crying, her mascara was running into her eyes. Then again, if no one was there to see it, did it really happen? Taubthia told herself no. No, no, no.

And she just kept crying! It was an ugly, painful cry that she just couldn't get over and it was truly painful to an extreme degree. She felt so horribly self conscious, it was unbearable! She'd just been beaten by Kahli of all people!

Kahli, who couldn't hear a tree branch smashing into her own face. Kahli, who misunderstood everything. Kahli, who walked like a stork on uneven stilts! She beat her, Taubitha!

Kahli hadn't even been masking her character sheet one bit. Did she even know how character sheets were supposed to be used? And Kahli was what, level 16? A level 16, beating a level 23? Okay, well, maybe a level 21, but still! Level 21s shouldn't have been able to be beaten by level 16s!

Plus, Kahli had a total idiot for a fighting companion. What was that disgusting blob thing? What did she think she was doing with it? And why, for the love of the gods, did Kahli just keep wasting her time over and over again whining and complaining and just being the worst, most obnoxious person this side of Nomachiato? It was, in a word, obscene! Wholly and truly obscene!

Taubitha felt sick to her stomach. But now was not the time for vomiting off the side of her fony. Now was time for Taubitha to level up - or not. She'd tried, but then she sighed.

[Not enough XP]

Life just didn't feel fair at the moment. And then, she encountered the balloon.

"What the shit?" Taubitha said as an enormous balloon emerged from a coiling cloud. "What is this?"

Princess didn't seem intrigued as much as she did relieved. The fony forcefully flapped its way to the floating blimp and lowered itself near a small box. They landed next to a stone gate with a sensory panel beside it. Princess huffed and sighed in relief as Taubitha stepped off her back.

"Hello? HELLO? Anyone here?" Taubitha called, but no one responded. She went up to look at the gate and knocked on it. There was no response. Princess laid down and yawned with relaxation.

"Don't look so pleased with yourself now!" said Taubitha with a groan. "Now if we could just look into this and see if we can get in, I hope these people have alcohol, because I sure could use a drink!"

Princess huffed.

Taubitha growled as she hit the door over and over again. Then, without thinking much of it, she activated her [Strong Shape] [skill] and started to morph into a sort of bird-lady hybrid for a moment. With a powerful dash and slash she tore at the door, cutting cracks into it predictably.

"Hey, who is this?" responded a voice from a clam speaker on the side of the door.

"It's Taubitha, duh!" said Taubith as she transformed back into her tauman shape.

"Hmm. Don't know a Taubitha, we don't have any Taubithas on the guest list here."

"Oh the guest list? Your blimp has a guest list?"

"Well of course it does, Taubitha!" The voice crackled away for a moment, and then she heard muttering. "Sorry, didn't mean to be curt there. Um, listen, I asked around, nobody here knows a Taubitha. Can you, uh, please give us a reason why we should let you in?"

"You need a reason to let me in?"

"Um, yes," replied the voice. "We wouldn't if you were on the guest list, well, but you, so... so here we are."

"I have a fony with me! And I want a drink. And, um, and, uh, I don't have anywhere else to go!" Taubitha just started crying. "I just, like, I just totally failed in a fight! I got shown up by somebody so many levels below me that I'm endlessly embarrassed and ashamed to show my face anywhere at all! I swear I can hardly live with myself after the bouts of failure I just experienced. I’m carrying with me a palpable pain that seems to ache at me like a stabbing dagger!"

"Oh, wow." More muttering. Mutter, mutter, and a mutter again. And then, another crackle. "Oh, alright, come on in."

The rocky door rolled away with a gravelly grumble to reveal booming loud music.

"Quick, come in ya, before we cause a noise disturbance ya, okay?" said a bright voice as a long arm gripped Taubith's wrist and pulled her in. Princess trotted in quickly afterwards.

As the door slid shut, Taubitha heard the loud music go faint. She was in a dark room with a small blue light at the end of a hallway. Taubitha wasn't sure if it was warranted, but she felt a little concerned.

"Alright, ya, not on ze guestlist, huh?" asked the lady who'd pulled Taubitha into the blimp.

"Yes," said Taubitha with a sigh.

"Ohh, I love your makeup, ya, it's giving hell hunt. Very mauve."

Taubitha felt her left eye twitch. Did she just get called a hound? Taubitha made a mental note of that issue.

"So will you be coming into ze party room, ya?"

"The party room?" Taubitha suddenly felt a little less depressed.

"Ya, ze party room. Just down ze hallway and to the right, ya. Or do you want me to go with you? We've been told by newcomers that it's a little itty bit disorienting, ya."

A party room sounded like a lot, but it also sounded like it might have been just what Taubitha needed to finally feel better about herself and her life decisions. Plus, this lady was being so nice to her!

Taubitha ask the lady if there was alcohol, and she only laughed.

"Go come with me to ze party room, miss Taubitha. We can do ze kegstands."

There was no need for any more words of encouragement. Taubitha followed the lady down the hall, past the blue light, through another stone door, and into a room that was far, far bigger than it had seemed out the outside.

Taubitha was disoriented in the miasma that she'd stumbled upon. As the door shut, she found herself inside a large stadium-like auditorium room. There were no overhead lights, but what there were were the craziest visual effects performed by light elementals that anyone could fathom.

"Wow," said Taubitha. Princess huffed in agreement.

With a bright flash, flash, flash that imbued light impressions on the eyes and disoriented the mind, Taubitha made her way through a bouncing, booming soup of dancers and trippers that eventually snaked its way to a circle of kegs.

"Oh, who's this?" asked a lady who had just finished doing a keg stand. She was presently wiping fizzy beer off her cheek.

"I'm Taubitha.”

"She wasn't on ze list," said the nice lady.

"Oh," the other lady changed her tone.

"Oh," echoed another lady.

"Oh!" echoed yet another.

Taubitha was feeling terribly uncomfortable. She noticed something. All of these ladies had systems! Somehow, she'd been completely unable to see the faint purple aura that surrounded them, but for just an instant, it was there as a faint afterimage.

"She is very low level," said the lady who'd led Taubitha there. "Perhaps we should work her a little bit? Give her a bit more experience?"

Taubitha didn't know whether to be scared or afraid.


Chapter 26


Back At The Restaurant







Brahdley and Philhip sighed as they hopped out of the horse and buggy with their measly morsels. They'd caught something with a magic net, and that something was a mysterious egg from the Pit of Despair, but when they'd taken it to get sold they'd only gotten a few pence.

They walked up to the dingy storefront that they knew so well. It was carved into the side of a tall cliff, but somehow it still managed to look quite boring and cookie cutter, and it was in dreadful disrepair.

"Gehaff is gonna be furious," said Brahdley.

"That's assuming we tell him about all this," replied Philhip.

"What do you mean?"

"Maybe he doesn't need to know what all we did. Maybe we just say that the Pit was a failure except for the octopus."

"The octopus?"

Brahdley hadn't realized that they kept the strange, little octopus from the bottom of Pit of Despair. But he didn't necessarily mind it, it was just that the thing was in no state to be used as food and there was really no reason to be happy for catching it.

Conversely, the egg had an aura about itself that Brahdley hadn't seen in another system before. It was fascinating and different. It had to have been more expensive and special than Philhip's connection had let on! There was absolutely no way in reality that the old lady hadn't been scamming them in some way, Brahdley was certain of it.

And that's just what he told Philhip.

"Hey, come on, she's a nice lady," said Philhip unassumingly. "I think you're not really accepting the reality of the situation. I think you misjudged the egg. Look at the octopus. This octopus is great, they'll love that we caught the octopus."

"Oh, hey, catch of the day?" asked Gehaffrey as he walked up to greet them both.

"Gehaff!" said Brahdley in a bewildered fashion. "Well, great Theseosus, wonderful to see you."

"Yes.. that's great..." Gehaffrey gave Brahdley an odd look. "So did you complete your mission? Did you catch us a pet?"

"I don't know really why we need a pet," said Brahdley, stepping in front of Philhip as he brandished the octopus. "I mean, Gehaff, be real here. Why should we have a sea creature as a pet in our restaurant? Isn't that, like a health violation?"

"Never stopped us before," said Gehaff with a shrug.

"Still, what if it made people uncomfortable? Think about it. They come here for what, some nice sea food?"

"I wouldn't say nice, but-"

Brahdley stepped in front of Gehaff once again and interrupted him not from opening the swinging doors of the establishment, but from seeing Philhip and the octopus occupying his claws.

"So they come here for some sea food. They always see it cooked, right? They don't come here to see their food raw, or, like, alive, right?"

"But that's a bit of a misnomer. Plenty of restaurants have lobsters in tanks that people love to watch get carted out and then boiled alive in a pot. After all, don't people just love to walk into a restaurant and point at an exoskeleton and say - that, that's my lobster right there, give me my lobster and give it to me now, with impunity! Seriously, though, don't people say that?"

"I guess..." said Brahdley, cautious not to contradict Gehaffrey while also cautious not to reveal the octopus that was now apparently climbing across his back!

"You okay, Brahd? You seem... stiff. Like you've got an octopus on your ass or something." Gehaffrey laughed at his own little joke. Then, he shook his head and pushed Brahdley aside, walking towards the restaurant. "Come on, let's get to work already."

Brahdley looked at Philhip, who shot him a glare through the living wood fangs and eye holes on his face.

Then they all walked, Philhip still holding the octopus, into the restaurant. It reeked of mildew and decay, and smelled permanently of wet dog.

"Ah, another day, another dream," said Gehaffrey with a smile. "Alright, I'll go fire up the kitchen and get ready to haul in some of the bags of shrimp. You two work with Sharhen to get this place ready for customers." He looked briefly at the octopus. "Oh, and put the catch of the day in a tank already. We have one in the back, and an old salt water filter."

Brahdley groaned as Philhip smiled.

"Wow, nice octopus," said Sharhen with a smile. She only had about half of her face covered by living wood at this point, but her claws were very impressive. "I would love to have such an octopus, that much is for certain."

"Well, you're in luck," said Philhip. "Gehaff said we can keep it."

"Oh, wow, that's great!" said Sharhen. "I'm so glad, let me go get that tank from the back and the old salt water filter."

Brahdley groaned. "I hate that octopus."

"Why?" Philhip and Sharhen asked in unison, both of them leaning a little too close to Brahdley's face for comfort.

"Oh, I don't know. Maybe it's the suction cups," he sighed. "Yea, it's definitely the suction cups. They just, they give me the creeps, and every time I cringe in discomfort at the octopus, it reacts really weirdly. It's like the octopus enjoys it when I'm experiencing discomfort, like it feeds off negative energy."

"That's ridiculous," said Philhio with a laugh. "Octopi can't feed off of bad vibes!"

"Yea, really, get real, Brahd," said Sharhen with a laugh. "Now let me go get the tank."



Brahd sat behind the counter in his apron and sighed as another stupid customer came into the door.

"Hello, I would like a table to eat at, please," said the brainless customer.

"Absolutely, take a seat, any seat," Brahd gestured to the grim room. It was grimy and there were barnacles on the inside of it, somehow. And one of the overhead lights was always flickering. One day Brahd would have to find the light elemental who crafted it and give them the business end of his claws. Yes, one day. But not right now, because he had a customer.

"But what if I want you to pick a seat for me."

"What?" Brahd grumbled.

"I don't want to pick out a seat. I'm a paying customer. I believe I deserve to be given the choice and priority of sitting in a restaurant on the decision of the host. And you are not being much of a host, delegating your own job off on me in such a way. I think it's really quite foolish, honestly."

Brahdley could feel his eyelids slipping under his living wood. This person was exhausting and terrible, that much was certain.

"Hello? Are you even listening to me? Excuse me? Hello, hello there? Can I please get a seat assignment?"

"Sure, sit at that one!" Brahdley gestured with an open claw to a wide portion of the room.

"What? That was so vague! Which seat is mine? Please make it obvious which is actually mine."

On and on this argument went, with Brahdley eventually assigning the customer to the worst table in the restaurant. Every chair was wobbly, as was the table, and it was also quite sticky. Still, they seemed happy enough.

However, Brahdley couldn't forget how the octopus looked at him while he was talking with the customer. The octopus looked like the personification of glee. What was its problem? Brahdley absolutely hated the octopus.

And then, the door swung open again.

"DOOOOOOOM!" boomed a voice.

Brahdley groaned and rolled his eyes. "No soliciting."

"I'm not soliciting! Have you looked up at the sky?"

Brahdley shook his head. "Do I look like I spend a lot of time looking up at the sky? I'm here in a dingy room serving people cheap seafood, I'm not a wildlife surveyor. What, exactly, are you blathering about?"

"Fool! FOOOOOOOL! You must look above to the sky that encircles you, only then will you see the fate that beckons you."

Brahdley sighed. "Look, are you going to buy some food, or are you going to keep wasting my time?"

"Why not BOOOOTH?" replied the strange fellow, who was covered head to toe in shredded gray fabric that kind of folded over itself. It made the person look like a strange, cloaked pom pom.

"Whatever. What would you like?"

"Oh, can I have that octopus?" they asked, pointing at the octopus.

"Sorry, but the octopus isn't available on the menu."

"I noticed, but I see it in the tank, so I figured I'd ask."

"Look, the octopus isn't for sale, okay? There's no reality here where I'm selling you that octopus. If you want octopus, you'll order it off our menu, and if our menu doesn't have octopus, then you won't order it."

"Okay... I'll have the popcorn shrimp, then," replied the person with a good-natured chuckle.

"Okay, let me put your order in with our food team." Brahd walked over to a window and bellowed into it. "Philh! Got an order for popcorn shrimp! Make it a fast one!" Brahdley turned around to face this new customer again. "Now, what was this about doom?"

"Excuse me, but nobody's taken my order yet!" whined the needy, first customer.

"Sorry, kitchen's busy!" said Brahdley. He turned back to the figure. "So, doom?"

"Oh, yes, doom indeed, terrible dreadful doom, just pounds and pounds of doom all over the place. You really ought to go outside for a moment. It's quite a sight. It's like... well, you're going to laugh at me for this, but it's like the sky is attacking us."

"Fine," said Brahdley, curiosity piqued. "I guess I'll go look."

And so Brahdley walked out from the counter and to a small side door that he often used to sneak out for smoke breaks. And when he looked at the sky, he gasped in amazement.


Chapter 27


Heroes and Creeps







Kahli was considering what action to take in order to attempt to disable her [Seismic Sense] skill temporarily.

It had forced her in many ways to overthink very simple courses of events, such as kicking her rock in the middle of a fight. It managed to complicate things unnecessarily, she thought, as she always ended up picking the third option she was presented while using [Seismic Sense] to look at different timelines.

Along with that, she didn't really like the new sensations it brought to her big left foot. If anything it just made her more self-conscious and second guess every action she took. It was, as a [skill], unhealthy for Kahli to keep using in her system, she felt.

Kahli had seen all three scenarios, and she was not surprised with the results of each at all, in fact it was very much in step with what she expected to experience.

In the first scenario, right before she opened her character sheet, a light fixture above her head detached from the ceiling and socked her in the head, dealing a critical hit that was so costly that she died. Needless to say, Kahli was not interested in this timeline.

In the second scenario, she opened her system to deactivate, but then somehow she managed to 'double-activate' it, so that every time Kahli wanted to make a decision about making another decision, she went to a separate void with a large anteater that constantly monologued about the impunity of the concept of free will. Right before the anteater had been ready to diagnose and dole out its own final opinion on the true definition of the words free and will, separately as well as together, the scenario ended.

In the third scenario, Kahli had navigated to the system in her mind, opened her character sheet, managed the details and properly deactivated the [skill] with ease.

Kahli noticed something, though, as soon as she was preparing to choose this third scenario.

I've got a quick question before I go, Kalhi thought to the jellyfish.

Go ahead, though I must warn you that time isn't real at all and a quick question is in many ways the same as a long question, and even the same as a middle-length question.

..Okay. So, can I just activate this [skill] every time I don't know what to do and have it potentially allow me to always do the right thing?

That's... not a terrible idea, but I must warn you, Kahli, of something that you really already know. You see, since there's no way to really control when you enter the void here, at least no way that you know of, then it's not really a viable strategy. However, if there is some way that you can think of that you can discern how exactly to implement, then certainly, I think there ought to be a way that you can accomplish that.

Kahli was so sick of this obnoxious jellyfish.

[Scenario selected]



Kahli sighed in relief as she stood in the now-deserted nail salon, holding Froufrou in her fancy new bag. She was finally free of that stupid, stupid [skill]. One day, maybe she'd figure out how exactly to control how it decided she was in a time [checkpoint]. But for now, she wouldn't bother with such an obnoxious waste of her energy.

Kahli walked out of the salon and down the street, and that's when she noticed it.

It was the blood in the sky.

Kahli did a double take. Blood? In the sky? That couldn't be true. And yet, every time she looked up, that's what she saw.

"Doom, doom, doom, DOOOOOOOM!" blurted a voice obnoxiously.

Kahli looked over to see what looked like a personified puff of gray dust. This was obviously a fashion statement more than anything, in fact Kahli had seen some versions of this outfit in posters by the mall, but she found it more gaudy than she did alluring. Either way, here someone was wearing this ridiculous, overpriced outfit that essentially made them look like a cartoon character with a concealed identity.

"So, do you know what's happening in the sky?" asked Kahli.

"Does anybody?" they responded.

Kahli sighed and tapped her big left foot on the ground in frustration. "Look, can you please just give me a straight answer? Clearly you're some strange street person that likes to focus on doomsday, okay, I get that. But that doesn't mean you have to accost me in the street and force me and my pet-" she gestured to Froufrou, who was looking especially disgusting, "-to engage with your bizarre taurine-esque excrement. Please just let me walk on by, by you, and to somewhere far, far away from you and whatever is rattling around in your head."

The person responded with a sad groan, and then they walked off down the street and towards a sad-looking seafood store sticking out of a cliffside. Kahli shrugged and kept on walking down the street.

She figured that the person in the strange garb was either a light elemental or a blank, though she kept it to herself.

Light elementals were the strangest kind of people in Nomachiatto, hands down. There were all kinds of people in Nomachiato with elemental [skills] and disciplines, some had systems, some did not, but either way they were all extremely lucky compared to the elementalless. Elementalless, people without elemental specifications, were also sometimes called blanks or empties. They were considered fairly disappointing as tauman beings. Some people even characterized them as scary.

What was so scary about a person without elemental specifications in Nomachiato? To understand, one had to conceptualize how elementalism, as it was called, was quantified and utilized in regular Nomachiattan thought. Elements were commonly defined in a circular spectrum matrix: a wheel containing all kinds of elements - water, fire, light, poison, plants, air, stomachs (yes, the entire organ - this was a rare one), and of course stone, Kahli's own element.

Being a stone elemental in Gifflenberg was no big surprise. In a lot of ways it was almost expected that people in Gifflenberg be by default stone elementals, and were often assumed as much unless proved otherwise. This was a bit of a funny quirk of elementalism wherever in Nomachiato someone went - elementals generally matched the region that they resided in, and could even somewhat fluctuate with the seasons and indeed the tides.

How did that truly function? It was not anything to do with lineage, that much was absolutely certain. In fact, the only thing lineage-wise that might have somewhat been linked to a person's elementality was how long specific traits of elementality could linger and affect them as a person. Because elementality was, as understood by many scientists, doctors, academics, and spiritualists in Nomachiato, to be a function of the Tauman mind. Every Tauman, of course, was structured with a mind that they used to think, but sometimes taumans had different thinking propensities that were predisposed to different locations based on their experiences. The practical effects of this principle on taumans like Kahli was that, in general, they were elemental based on what they knew.

Knowing this is what was so strange and somewhat disturbing about blanks to other taumans. It meant that you had, in the entirety of your tauman experience, never been deeply affected by any of the many powerful elements of the world of Nomachiato. It meant that you were numbed in a way. You weren't absolutely empty, but you definitely weren't full, you were in a weird lull where you knew of either all elements or nothing and had no real affectations tied to one or another aspect of elementality. It was described by some people as alien and others still as antisocial.

And then, of course, there were light elementals. Kahli was still undecided on what was wrong with light elementals because they seemed to just love absolutely everything. They somehow saw connection to all elements and none, and as such, they got the benefits of the weirdest non-element, the biggest mystery of all, the energy of light itself at their disposal to a degree that was at once disorienting and befuddling. They were often revered and they were often snobs because they were revered. Being a light elemental was, in Kahli's opinion, a cheat code for life. Sometimes Kahli even wondered if it functioned like a literal cheat code for light elementals with systems.

Kahli froze in thought for a moment. Did her system have any cheat codes? Was that truly a thing? Her concept of cheat codes was only in legend, a hush-hush secret not to be discussed by anyone for fear of havoc and taboo. Still, Kahli had never had a system, whereas there were plenty of people that had grown up with them. Was there not a chance that Kahli indeed could use a cheat code in her own system?

She'd had to make a mental note of that and circle back on it, as she was painfully intrigued.

So light elementals were heroes in a lot of ways. And blanks were creeps. And it was just as well.

But which had that stranger on the street been, again? Kahli just couldn't pinpoint it. And she couldn't think too much of it, because someone had just come out of the restaurant. Someone familiar!

It was one of the claw-handed hand-havers that was in a little canoe by the Pit of Despair right when she had been! It was one of the two strange fellows that had fished Froufrou out of the Pit and thrown her out like she was a fish caught for fun!

Would he recognize her?

Kahli didn't want to take the chance. If he really was a poacher, he probably didn't care that it was broad daylight. He was comfortable committing crimes. He's probably attack her or something for witnessing what he'd done!

Plus, he was wearing an apron. A clear sign that he was either prepared to butcher Kahli into a million pieces.

Or perhaps it meant that he worked at the dingy little restaurant he'd just burst out of, but either way Kahli knew that he was bad news.

Kahli ran, ran, ran away. And to a nearby bush, and she forced her way through its spiky leaves and then behind it, using her big left foot to part it like deep waters.

"What the hell?" said a man crouched in the dark as Kahli collided with him.


Chapter 28


Blimp Biscuit







Taubitha was standing there in the dark, fluorescent party room as the music bumped and popped with exceedingly high decibel variations that made her feel like her eardrums were being stretched every which way. She was cornered by a group of four ladies who looked even stronger than she was. Strangely, they seemed to her all the more beautiful and perfect as they finished performing various keg stands and smiled at her menacingly.

"I think we ought to train her up a bit," said a lady in a tank top who'd led Taubitha into the blimp. "What do you think? Does a good fight make you feel like, oh ya?" She was twitching and dancing a little when she said this, looking a little like a chicken getting struck by an electricity elemental.

Oh ya? Taubitha sighed mentally. These folks must've been from Flumbolia or something with that accent.

"What do you say?" hissed another one of the ladies, whose voice was so high pitched it might as well have been the beep of a shell enchanted with the ability to detect radioactivity. "Wanna fight?"

Taubitha cracked her knuckles. "Let me do a keg stand first."

"Okay, we can do that, ya?" said the first lady. She slung her tightly wound braid of hair over her left shoulder. "What kind of beer do you like to keg stand with? We have Lindendroogles and Elemental Bock."

Taubitha didn't even have to think about this one. "I'll have the Elemental Bock, please."

"...Okay, we can do that, ya." The lady looked a little sad, a little offended, and maybe a little concerned and judgmental as she rolled out a keg marked BOCK with her huge, bulging muscles. "Who you want to flip you upside down, ya?"

Taubith laughed. She didn't need help to do a kegstand and she was ready to show everyone that she wasn't scared of them. So she flipped up onto her hands, feet in the air, and walked right on over to the keg. Then, with a knowing grin, she reached out her right arm and grabbed the tube connected to the keg. It was, as they said, time to pound that shit.

All the ladies gasped and muttered words of shock. The one lady said Oh my ya and it almost made Taubitha spit out beer and cackle like a banshee as a result, but she persevered and kept on chugging.

Finally, after a good five minutes, Taubitha was done.

"You finished the whole keg, ya," said the lady with a face covered in confusion and discomfort as Taubitha popped the keg nozzle out of her mouth and flipped back around, standing now on her feet.

"Yea, that was a good one," said Taubitha, seemingly unaware of how disturbed and confused everyone surrounding her looked at that moment. "What? Elemental Bock is pretty light, isn't it?"

"My ya, she's going to have a big headache in ze morning," said a lady.

"Whatever!" said another. "I don't care if she has a headache right now! We said that we would fight her, and we should fight her!"

It wasn't very long before Taubitha was once again being sized up by all the ladies. And it was at this point in time that she started to feel like it didn't necessarily matter whether she wanted to fight them or not, they were determined enough to do it regardless.

Not that Taubitha was upset about this development - she'd just done a keg stand, so she was feeling no pain, and furthermore she was so irritated about losing her fight with Kahli of all people that she really desperately needed a win right now. So Taubitha cracked her neck and popped her jaw, a trick she'd learned long ago. And then she got ready to throw down!



Omar was walking home from the Gifflenberg Historical Society when he saw the sky. It took him out of it for a bit, and filled him to the brim with fright for a moment. But Omar was an older person, and to him, there was nothing new under the sun.

Sure, it looked like the starry sky had somehow become more like a bleeding orifice than anything else but he didn't have the energy to wonder why, or to try and dream up scenarios where he understood the implications of that why. Instead, Omar decided to chalk it up to the most reasonable explanation, which was that there had to be something wrong with his eyes.

Of course, the usually crowded streets of downtown Gifflenberg were decidedly sparse to the point that almost made it disturbing to walk down them with such a bloodied sky, and still Omar felt at peace. He'd walked through empty streets in ghost towns before, and even if he wasn't used to Gifflenberg feeling like one, he had a feeling that it was going to be absolutely fine regardless. He allowed this strong confidence to be his guiding light, not unlike the fire within him.

Omar remembered when he'd first realized his fire elementality. He was very young, trying to cook a marshmallow on a stick by a campfire, but every time he held the marshmallow close he caught it on fire. It was not long before Omar started doing this on purpose so that he could see the beauty of the fire, which disturbed his parents to no end. It was through this passion that the proverbial, or literal indeed, fire in his heart grew strength and how he developed his fire elementality.

This was generally extremely startling to his two water elemental parents, whose cool moods couldn't always handle his extreme fieriness, but in the end it had all worked out. Omar moved out and became the firebrand of an asshole he was always meant to be. To this day, he would burn small creatures whenever he got the chance because it was just so fun. He just had to be sure to keep experiencing the element of fire as much as possible so that his elementality wouldn't wane at all and he was good to go.

And so instead of concentrating on the fact that it looked kind of like the sky might've recently been on fire itself, Omar just flicked his elemental arm on and off with glee. It was like playing with matches to him, he enjoyed it to no end even though Hauff was probably more than a little frustrated with him for doing so.

Sure, maybe he should've stopped himself from attacking that bee. But, then again, the bee was attacking the mayor, and the mayor was allergic to bees, so really all that Omar did had been done in order to perform a needed public service. If Hauff had just been able to realize that, Omar would've never had an issue. One day, when Hauff was a little older and wiser, Omar was sure he'd understand. Sure, Hauff had spent all that time building the gate, and sure, maybe he considered Omar dead to him or whatever, but Omar didn't think Hauff was right to be so frustrated with him considering the stakes.

"Ah, Brahd! How the fuck have you been?" Omar patted Brahd on the shoulder. "I was just about to pop in for some grub!" said Omar with a smile as he walked up to the clawed hand-have wearing an apron outside his favorite local seafood joint, The Salty Sardine.

"Oh, yes, of course," said Brahd, looking at the sky and not at all at Omar. "Uh, by the way, I'm happy to work on your food, but by the way, do you have any idea what's going on with the sky? Needless to say, it's been a little distracting to come out here and see it like this. I'm worried that the end of the world is about to happen or something."

"Oh, come on now, that's just fucking ridiculous!" said Omar with a laugh. "Everybody knows all apocalypse talk is, as I like to call it, honey bunches of bullshit. Sure, sure, it's not completely outside the realm of possibility that apocalypses can happen, I'll give you that. And, I mean, I'm definitely not of the feeling that it's impossible for the entire world to end. I just think it's highly unrealistic, and completely unaligned with every experience in my life to the point that I think of it as more of an absurd assertion of non-truth than I think of it as a serious threat. Sure, Brahd, you might look up at the sky and think, damn, that's some really fucked up shit right there. I mean, the motherfucking sky looks like somebody just severed its cateral artery, and it's the sky, so who the fuck even knew if had a fucking artery in the first place? But at the same time, here I am, standing in the street, talking to you about it. And neither of us seem to be in any real danger, now do we? Sure, the streets make it look like a bit of a ghost town. And there does just seem to be a general aura of gloom and doom around here. But, do you know what else? There are studies that say that tauman beings are capable of what can be considered mass hallucinations. As in, tauman beings can see, as a collective, something happen that doesn't actually happen, or something happening that isn't actually happening. It almost makes one question reality to its motherfucking core! Well, almost. Heh."

"...What are you getting at, exactly?" asked Brahd, ready to bring out the word of Theseosus if Omar so much as briefly lapsed into a Solipsistic diatribe.

"My point is, who gives a fuck about what's going on with the sky, right? Now let me into your fine seafoodery so I can give you money and you can give me some delicious seafood. Please."

Brahd sighed. "Fine. I just hope the meteor doesn't crash and kill us all while I heat you up a crab cake."

"Oh, I'm sure it's fine," said Omar with a smile as he followed Brahd into the restaurant, only briefly glancing back up at the sky to spot what looked like a dark, rapidly approaching meteor engulfed in a menacing blue ring of flame. "Meteor shemteor, if you ask me."


Chapter 29


Meteor Shmeteor







Kahli did a double take as she recognized that this strange man hunched behind the bush was familiar to her, but she couldn't exactly pinpoint from where.

"Well, fancy seeing you here," he said. He was holding a small, purple clam.

And then it hit her. He was the person she'd seen in one of her scenarios back before she'd temporarily disabled her [skill] in order to not have to keep going into a void with that obnoxious mind-speaking jellyfish. It was an understandable decision from Kahli's perspective, although this realization was leading her to wonder whether she truly made the best decision or if she ought to reconsider. Regardless, the man was talking to her, so Kahli did her best to pay attention instead of getting lost inside the swimming sea of her own inner monologue.

"So, um, do you hide behind this bush a lot?" he asked with a toothy grin through his wooden face. His teeth glinted in a small dash of strange, distorted light passing from the bloodied sky. Those were some seriously pearly whites he had, that much was for certain.

"Not normally, though maybe I'll consider it now," said Kahli with a smirk that slightly cracked the plaster on her face. It seemed to be getting more brittle recently, she observed. Did this mean that Kahli was going to at some point soon start developing living wood on her face? She'd been wondering how long it would take for a while now with anxious anticipation. This did seem like an affirmative sign. She'd celebrate this quiet victory later, though, because once again he'd started talking to her and she was really having a tough time remaining focused on what he was saying.

"Yes, so, I do end up doing this a lot," he said.

Kahli could tell this was the end of a long sentence with lots of nuance and information that she had completely missed, but she didn't feel a need to divulge that to him. After all, hadn't he been taking pictures of them? That's what she remembered from her scenario. In a bid to divert attention away from the fact that Kahli had not at all listened to this man or what he was saying, she decided to jump to accusal right away.

"Why have you been taking pictures of me?!" she spat. She summoned a boulder by her big left foot and looked at him threateningly as if to say, Yes, I have a system, and if you cross me I will use it to fuck you up.

The man's wooden face was painted with shock and embarrassment. "Look, um, it wasn't really that I was taking pictures of you, it was more that I was taking pictures of your friend, at least at first. Though I'll admit that currently I was also taking pictures of you and following you, originally I was only supposed to do that with your friend. You know, the lady with the butterfly tattoo on her shoulder that you had that weird little spat with in the nail salon?"

"Taubitha is not my friend, we recently had a friendship breakup and were trying to have a clean break. It's just that we ended up running into one another at the nail salon because that nail salon is the best one in town and I will be damned if I let Taubitha take it away from me with her awful presence!"

"...Okay," the man said slowly. "Look, uh, I don't know how to say this, but, uh, I'm getting out of here."

Kahli's jaw hung wide open as the man stood up and dashed away quickly.

"Hey! Come back here you creep!"

Kahli sprung up and ran after him, only to notice with frustration that he was quickly outpacing her. How was he moving so fast?

She was rapidly approaching an alleyway that he'd dashed into. As Kahli looked down the alley, she saw the man scale up the side of a building like a spider, hop over to the other through the use of several backflips, leap off another building and swing on a fire escape to a higher up roof of the building that he then ran down. In a matter of mere moments he disappeared completely overhead. So much for catching him, Kahli thought for a second, and then she was caught by a tinge of determination.

No, she would not give up, Kahli was not a quitter. She was going to deal with this and she was going to catch this guy!

How could she use her system to her advantage? Would her rock summon skill help her? Kalhi used the rock she'd summoned earlier to knock on the fire escape ladder that the man had used to climb up from the second floor of one of the buildings and watched it tumble down to her. She then hoisted in up and stood it against the building. Time to catch him!

As soon as Kahli climbed to the top, she took a deep breath and looked around. She was struck by how beautiful Gifflenberg looked from up above the roof. The blood sky was bewitching and disturbing, but it also had a strange aura of magic that dazzled and gripped Kahli to the core in ways she couldn't fully put into words. Also, it looked kind of gross.

Then, she saw it.

There was a meteor.

A big, gray boulder as big as a building hurling through space and engulfed in a threatening blue flame. It was searing through the sky like it was giving it a paper cut. Kahli thought of the bloody appearance of the sky and for a second she wondered if indeed the amazing meteor was actually giving the sky a paper cut. Then, she thought better of her own thought. She thought she ought to keep it to herself, as it was a little embarrassing.

Wait! Kahli was surely entranced by the meteor, and that was just as well, but she had to look for the guy with the clam camera, didn't she? She glanced around the roof, spotting him in a far corner surrounded by a strange, yellow aura.

"Hey! You!" shouted Kahli. She was being buffeted by a huge gust of wind, no doubt an ill effect from the great power of the meteor. "Hey, seriously, who are you?"

"Sorry, kid, but you're a little too late to get me to divulge such pertinent information," said the guy with a chuckle as the aura surrounding him got bigger and bigger. "I'm about to get the hell out of dodge, and I'd advise you to do the same, if you're even capable of it. That meteor isn't getting any further away from us, and in fact I think it's going to slam into us any second. Hope you have a [Teleport] [skill] like, I do, heh!"

"Don't call me kid!" said Kahli as the guy dissolved into yellow light through the power of his [skill].

And now all there was for Kahli to look at was the meteor. It seemed big as a building! She had to find cover, there was no teleporting out of this for her.



"Looks pretty grim out there," said Brahdley as he washed the restaurant window with a dirty rag.

"Yea, but what the hell? I've got a nice Adaulaffian beer and some spicy guppy rolls, and I'm happy with that," said Omar with a smile. "My, oh my, those rolls are so fucking tasty. Can't wait til my fried eel finishes cooking, though I will say I wish you would cook me that octopus."

"I can't agree with you more," said a man from another table. "I asked them for that octopus, you know, I said I wanted it to be my octopus. But what does this guy tell me? He tells me that the octopus isn't for sale, and that if it was, then the octopus would be on the menu. He tells me to order from the menu. But octopus might as well be on the menu at seafood places, right? And if it isn't, then why have it here? As a pet? A pet octopus? And what's more, a pet octopus at a seafood restaurant? It's just absurd! Are there not health codes to consider with having an octopus in a restaurant as a pet and not as an entree?"

"Gods, does that guy ever shut the fuck up?" Omar quietly whispered.

"No," said Brahd as he walked Omar's fried eel platter over and placed it at his table.

"Ugh, what a nuisance," said Omar as he shoved a fried eel slice into his mouth. "Shit, that is delicious," he muttered through a mouthful of food. "I love this shit. Keeps me coming back here, it does."

"Glad to hear it," said Brahd with a sigh as he walked back to the storefront windows to stare out at the sky. "Oh, holy shit."

"What?" asked Omar.

"How rude," said the man at the corner table. "Swearing at one's own dining establishment. How debased."

Omar rolled his eyes.

"The meteor looks like it's going to hit somewhere nearby. It looks like it's headed towards downtown Gifflenberg," said Brahd with a wide jaw. "This is some seriously apocalyptic shit going down right here."

"DOOOOM!" said the strange person, they might've been a blank, sitting at the bar pounding Adaulaffian beer on tap.

"Doom is a wash," said Omar, recognizing the person from his walk to the restaurant. "Doom is bullshit, just all you wait. You're all going to be fine, I'm going to be fine, and my fried eel is to die for. Life is good! We should be dancing!"

And then, the ground shook, and all the glass in the restaurant including the windows shattered, and the world seemed to be submerged in a blanket of shadow.


Chapter 30


Smited!







Silash was fiddling with baubles and gadgets galore as he struggled to discern what it was that he was seeing in his star diviner. It was a warning, but a warning of what kind he couldn't be certain. The only thing that he could really be certain of was that some shit was going to go down, and it was going to be messy.

He'd been trying to inform the Upper Echelon of this for several moon cycles, but each time, they told him he ought to just get over it, or they would laugh at him, or even still they would pretend like he hadn't said anything at all and just move on to another topic as if that is what he'd been talking about the entire time, never at all addressing what he'd originally inquired about.

It was definitely something though, and it was something bad. He looked again through the long, snaky structure connected to the massive crystal that took up a good thirty percent of the outside of the observatory. It served to capture and magnify the light from the skies and process it into something visible to the tauman eye, and as a result parsable by the tauman mind.

There were also of course Silash' numerous gadgets that could crunch and process all sorts of numbers and readings based on the crystal's outputs, but, as Silash liked to say to trainees at the Observatory, a picture said ten to the power of ten formulas. His own little joke.

Presently his gadgets and gizmos were absolutely losing it because something had perforated Nomachiato's galatmosphere and was punching through towards the surface at an alarming rate. Usually people at the Observatory enjoyed such events and found them intriguing, but usually the size and volume of the things causing perforations were much smaller and weaker than... whatever the hell was happening here.

And so the Observatory was so abuzz and blaring with beeps, noises and sirens galore to the point that it was almost a terrible bore. Silash was starting to wonder if he was the kind of tauman that was cut out for science at this moment. Here he was, wearing his trusty white lab robe and staff, having absolutely no idea what the fuck was happening, what the fuck to do, what the fuck he could do, and who to even talk to about it.

And so he did what he always did in these situations. After all, though this was generally stressful and extreme, it also seemed like nobody else cared. To that point, why would he?

Silash cracked his neck and picked at some of the fresh living wood on his face. He was still getting used to how it felt, but he didn't mind it. It was surely time for him to start growing some on his face, at any rate, especially considering the amount of stress he'd been under as of late.

Silas walked over to a small cooler that was supposed to be for temperature sensitive rock samples and pulled out a tall cask of ale. He cracked it open and smiled, slurping it down like it was the nectar of life. Maybe things weren't so bad, after all. There was no way this was going to be even half as bad a deal as he'd been making it out to be. Who was to say whether the anomaly had even actually perforated? Nobody else seemed to believe him. Maybe the crystal, and all his formulas and devices and readings, were just wrong.

It had happened before.

It had happened countless times, in fact, wherein Silash had accidentally, unbeknownst to himself, either left a speck of dirt on a slide or accidentally typed in a wrong number or, in even wilder situations, overwritten his own database by sneezing in a particular fashion. So, with that, his warnings and upheaval weren't always... taken seriously.

So why should he take this seriously? Sure, he'd checked and rechecked and triple and quadruple and quintuple checked, but nobody seemed to believe him. In fact, instead, they'd just start bullying him! The Upper Echelon didn't take Silash seriously, probably because he didn't have a system. Which was all fair and good, Silash figured self-depreciatingly, but they'd have to believe him if something was really wrong, right? It wasn't like he was the kid in the popular fable 'The Little Tauman Who Cried SkinEater.' He was a serious, intelligent, well studied, hard working professional who'd just had some bad luck recently, and it was really no big deal at all. This would all smooth over.

Silash pulled up a large box hooked up to several barnacles and fiddled with it for a moment. It crackled on.

"And folks here are here at the GifflenDome and the Wheezing Cornflowers are up 9.5 to 2 and are just stepping up to the evisceration station to -"

Silash balked as the announcement cut off and a loud tone sounded.

"Hello, I'm Ghary Gharyson here with the Gifflenberg media newsroom. We're interrupting your normally scheduled programming-"

Silash groaned. What an absolute cop out, what a terrible bore! He was hoping to beat the Cornflowers, and not only were they up by over 7 points, but now he couldn't even hear the game thanks to this doofus, Ghary, and his newsroom!

"We have reports that what looks to be an enormous meteor is cutting through the sky, and I do mean cutting through the sky, at least that's what it looks like, I mean, since the sky literally looks like it's bleeding. Folks, I wish I knew more than this, but this is absolutely every bit of information I have right now. Please, be careful. Stay close to your families. Do not, I repeat, DO NOT go outside. Stay sheltered where you are. Find the lowest ground you can. If you can get in a basement, well, that's going to be the ideal situation here. We're expecting severe shockwaves when the meteor hits, as well as dangerous dust and debris that can cause lasting harm to you and your loved ones. I repeat, this is NOT a drill, I am SERIOUS when I say it is VITAL that you do not go outside, for any reason at all, until we have further information on this issue."

Silash put down his ale. Was this Ghary guy for real? Did this mean that his readings had, for once... been completely accurate? And did that mean that the Upper Echelon had been wrong to scold and ignore him for being concerned about this?

Ghary was still babbling on the station where Silash's game should've been playing, but he didn't care at this point. In fact, Ghary's nervous babbling almost seemed... soothing to Silash, because it was an indicator that, finally, he'd been right about something. Truly, he'd begun to lose a lot of confidence in himself as a scientist. He was thinking about turning in his robe! And yet here it was - the vindication that he had been completely right about what appeared to be a pretty serious issue.

And then, his sending conch started ringing for an unknown source caller.

"Hello? Silash here," he said, sipping his beer.

"Silash, how the FUCK do you sound so calm right now? Are you okay? Are you safe?"

Silash sighed. It was Vehlma, and she sounded like she was having a conniption.

"Oh, yea, the Observatory's a mess, I've got warnings and formulas out the ass."

"Silash, are you drinking?"

"Duh."

"I'm jealous. I'm over at my parents' house. Trapped, actually. And they're teetotalers."

"That explains why my conch didn't recognize you. Funny. I can't help but feel a little relieved that I was actually right about something for once."

"You've been right plenty of times before, Silash, the Upper Echelon be damned. And this is just evidence that they need to take what you tell them more seriously. I'm genuinely very concerned, though I am in outer Gifflenberg right now so probably am at less risk than you."

"That's good," Silash said as he sipped. "Look, Vehlma, I wouldn't be too worried. I mean, we're definitely in for some chaos here. Things are going to get... messy, I'll give you that. But it's nothing I won't be able to wrap my head around here, and the Gifflenberg government seems to have a good head on its shoulders. That mayor guy, talk about a great judge of character, seems like he'll steer us in the right direction. As messy as all this is, and as much as I wish the Upper Echelon had listened to me before, it's out of my hands now. Why not just, I don't know, chalk it up to being smited by Theseosus for bad behavior?"

"Silash!" Vehlma tsked. "Are you trying to convince me of that, or are you trying to convince yourself?"

"Um..." Silash sighed. "Maybe a little bit of both, if I'm being honest."

"That checks out. Look, I'm going to get going. We're going to play some poker to pass the time. Please be safe. Don't leave the Observatory, okay?"

"Pfft, when do I leave the Observatory, anyhow?"

"Silash, I wish you'd take this a little more seriously."

Silash downed the rest of his drink and sighed again. "Yea, I kind of do, too. But I think it's just that I spent so much time and energy trying to tell people about this, and it was like I was getting the response of essentially a brick wall of ignorance. And now here we are, it's happening just like I talked about and all my readings are even worse than I thought they'd be, and the galatmosphere is perforated and... and... oh, fuck it, Vehlma. I've got to say it. I miss you."

The other end was silent.

"Vehlma? Did you hear me?"

All Silash heard on the conch was waves. He groaned and slammed the conch on the desk.

"Fuck, that's embarrassing."

And then, everything shook. And there was a boom. And the Observatory whistled and cried with readings and warnings and endless error codes, and then everything shut off, and Silash was left there in the darkness.

He fell to the ground as everything shook again. And then he heard from somewhere outside a loud, dreadful crackling.


Chapter 31


Aftermath







Hauff sat in his rock little hovel and seethed as he stared out the sealed window in the shadows, barely able to see much of anything through the dust and debris of the meteor impact.

He had little idea of why this was happening, and he was concerned about the implications of it. Was the end of the world coming to bring forth everyone's eternal doom and torment? That was what Hauff was guessing, because that's what it looked like outside, and it made him absolutely furious.

How dare Omar break his Gate? Had any of them realized what insane untapped potential had been lost the second that Gate cracked? Did any of those fools have an inkling of an idea as to exactly how unique and fragile Gates were, and how long it would take to reconstruct? Hauff could, realistically, end up dead before fixing the damned thing. That's how serious things were. He was no master craftsman, and the stone for the Gate required more than just his adept [skills] to fix it...

Now he could do nothing but sit and watch as the world was enveloped in darkness and shadow, but not the darkness and shadow that he, himself, had planned! It was sickening stuff.

Hauff looked at a messenger coconut that he'd received a few moon cycles ago in the mail. He'd immediately considered it irrelevant in the moment, and had assumed it was some sort of nutjob sending him crazy messages, but now he wasn't so sure about that.

To whom it may concern:

It is to my knowledge that you have conducted and/or concocted some sort of an "evil scheme" within the last ten moon cycles. As a legal courtesy, I am required by the wider Universal Plane to notify you that I, too, have concocted a scheme of my own.

If you believe you have received this notice by mistake, please contact your local system's department of Evil Deeds by mail at your earliest convenience to be removed from the required mailing list.

Okay, enough with the boilerplate. This is what's going down. I'm going to bring forth the apocalypse, the end of the world, and there's nothing you can do about it. I promise you, I don't like to play by the rules. I know I'm sending you this letter, and that might imply that I am a stringent, compliant rule follower, but it’s only because my freedom of choice requires that I do so.

If you value your life at all and have the means, you should get out of your planet as soon as possible, or alternatively, I would recommend freezing yourself through whatever measly [skill] you can manage and hope that when you thaw, my reign of torment will have long ended.

Praise me!

Sincerely, Lloyd Gherkins, Jr.

Of course, Hauff thought you'd have to be a real live lunatic to send something like this out and actually follow through with it. Evil spam letters were a dime a dozen, it was basically the cost of joining the Wrongdoers Guild. Other than, of course, all the annual dues and fees.

But what else could this be? And who was this weirdo, Lloyd Gherkins, anyway?



Kahli was knocked from the side of the roof by shockwaves as the enormous meteor made a critical impact in downtown Gifflenberg. Her vision went a horrid pitch black and she could barely feel a thing as she fell through the air, wind and waves buffeting her like she was soaring through a kind of strange, dusty ocean.

When Kahli landed on the big pile of garbage, the first thing she thought was that she was shocked she was alive. The second thing she thought was more of a feeling, a panic-stricken wondering of where Froufrou was. Fortunately enough, she was still holding her admittedly now somewhat damaged purse, and in that still somewhat nice purse was Froufrou. Then, she wondered if this was all Froufrou's doing! After all, wasn't Froufrou the Harbinger of Doom? This was exactly the kind of thing you'd expect from a creature whose goal was to bring forth the doomsday. Yes, strange meteors crashing into downtown areas and nearly killing people were decidedly doomsday-esque. And yet, something about this didn't scream Froufrou to Kahli.

So who else could've done it? Who else would have done such a thing?

Had anyone caused it at all? Or was it but a strange, freak accident, a nightmarish situation with no cause and no driving force behind it. But that thought was terrifying. Kahli decided that there absolutely had to be someone responsible, because the alternative was almost too much to bear.

Maybe there was a bit of a doomsday competition going on or something. Though it hadn't necessarily been presented this way to her back in the cavern with the Order, Kahli did remember that old, unchosen timeline where Hauff partially explained what exactly his Gate did, and that thing sounded terrifically similar to a doomsday device itself.

"Bwah hah hah hah haaaah! Tremble before me, puny mortals! I shall-" the voice hacked suddenly. "I shall - ack - I shall crush your homeworld under the iron boot of my superior [skills]! Taumanity has met its - ack - met its match in me! BWAH hah HAH HAH ha ha HA ha HAHAHAAAAHAHA!"

"This guy sounds absolutely ridiculous, Froufrou," said Kahli. "He won't even be half the end of the world that you are. This guy doesn't have a prophecy, he just crashed a big meteor into the planet is all."

"Who said that?" hissed the voice. Kahli looked around, though it was difficult for her to see much in the smoke-covered alleyway. "I heard you! I can hear your hurried little breaths, you must be SCARED of me. Bwa hah. HAH!"

Kahli was actually feeling more annoyed than scared right now, regardless of the fact that she'd essentially barely escaped her death by a series of lucky chances that had essentially nothing to do with her new, systemic gifts.

On realizing this, Kahli wondered why she wasn't using her systemic gifts at this moment. She summoned up a rock by her big left foot, just in case this guy was anything more than a bunch of hot air and faux machismo.

"Oh, using a [skill] now, are we? Ooh my gods, I'm soo scared! I might just soil my spacesuit! Bwa hah HAH! As if my spacesuit wasn't already self-cleaning!"

Kahli didn't even know what to say to this. She just felt like, well, she just felt like this guy was obnoxious and a little embarrassing to boot. Like, if Kahli were him right, now, she'd be pretty embarrassed to be.

"Hello there, Kahli!" cackled the voice.

Kahli jumped out of the pile of garbage she had lain on and faced an extraordinarily short, egg-shaped little man with a goatee and a thick unibrow. His skin was bright purple, and that was pretty uncommon, but what was even more uncommon was that his face was completely uncovered by either plaster or living wood, despite the fact that it had so many wrinkles and liver spots that he had to be older than Kahli.

"..How do you know my name?" she asked.

"System," he said matter-of-factly. "Which, I've got to say, I wouldn't expect someone your age to be such a novice with them. Sure, I'm always going to be better with a system than you, and I'm at an exponentially higher level, but you ought to at least know how to redact some of your character sheet. You've got all of it hanging out there in the open for anyone with a system to see and analyze as they see fit. The only time unlike this that I can even see all of someone's character sheet is if they are allowing me to specifically with intent. You ought to really consider developing the soft systemic skills, and no I do not mean [skills] I mean soft systemic skills, to mask parts of your system efficiently. Unless, of course, you're much smarter than your INT reading seems to imply, in which case this whole character sheet I've been seeing must be some sort of a conniving mock-up created with the intent to fool people like me into thinking you're not a threat. Well, if that's your plan, know that I am more than ready to best you whether you be level 5 or level 1000, for I am of a higher level than both, and am not really concerned about whatever power you may or may not have. In truth, it is going to end up being negligible to mine. Which isn't necessarily a bad thing except in the fact that I am here on your planet for one sole mission, a soul mission that I chose long ago, a mission to destroy and conquer some planet at some point in my life. You see, back on my home planet, Vligorpion, I am a bit of a joke, I'm a bit of a failure some might say. Everyone on Vligorpion is waaay more powerful than I am, yes, I'm known as a total weakling where I'm from, but I just knew that some day I would find myself a planet where virtually everyone there was substantially lower level than me. Now, of course, this might've not always been the case. Yes, maybe it wasn't the case in the times of that great light elemental of your world, Quantimidas, but since Quantimidas has been in a deep, irreversible coma since times long gone, I'm not really concerned about them getting up and kicking anyone's ass anytime this millennia. Which of course is great news for me because I'm going to wipe you out. I'm here to end your life and the lives of everyone you've ever known. Oh, and by the way, it's nice to meet you. My name is Lloyd Gherkins Jr., but you can call me Lord Gherkins."

Kahli shuddered. Did this Lloyd person just confess a plan to essentially destroy the world? Did his dreaded appearance have anything to do with the scroll she activated? Did it have anything to do with Froufrou? And, along with all that, what was the deal with this guy knowing her world's mythos? He was talking about Quantimidas like they were a real entity and not some sort of a, well, a bedtime story to tell to young tauman. What, exactly, was the meaning of this?

She couldn't let him see her fear. He'd already seen her whole character sheet, apparently, and that was violation enough.

"Well, very nice to meet you, Lloyd," said Kahli, extending an open palm for a handshake, "Please meet Froufrou, my pet. She's the Harbinger of Doom, and if I were you, I'd be concerned that she'll end the world before you get around to it."


Chapter 32


Dueling Doomsdays







Kahli first heard of Qauntimidas when she was just a little tauman, and her main hobbies were staring at clouds and divining what they were shaped like, skipping small pebbles across the lakeside with her big left foot, and catching burnbuggies (little insects that buzzed around with little flaming glass orbs attached to their posteriors) in glass jars.

It was in the context of a question, as it usually was when Quantimidas' legend was brought up to young tauman children.

"Why do so many people have systems, while people like me don't? Where do they come from?"

One popular theory was of course that the living wood was directly connected to systems, but often this wasn't observed to be the case. And, in fact, the best and almost only tangible explanation people in Nomachiato had regarding systems involved Quantimidas' influence on the wider cosmos.

The legend went that, long ago, back when the planet Nomachiato was still taking shape and growing into a place habitable for tauman life, eight great spirits descended from the Eons of Time and into the physical plane, making use of discarded matter from planets and stars to great large, corporeal forms. It was a lengthy, painful, and indeed agonizing process for the spirits, or so they said, and over the course of the time it takes for those bodies to complete their incarnation, many planets were slowly starting to get to the point wherein they were ready for life to start growing on them. Many of them.

Each of the eight spirits, it was said, chose a quadrant of the available space torus, which they divided diplomatically into eight sections, and within it a cluster of life-bearing planets, to oversee as their own.

Now one thing to know about these corporeal spirits is that they were like kin to one another. Sure, they didn't always get along perfectly, but all in all they were cut from the same celestial cloth, so to speak. Even the designs of their corporeal forms, enormous, titan-like structures made out of every kind of bizarre material capable of sustaining a structure of tension were similar to one another almost as if by design.

Within each divided section of the space torus was a defined home point, a section that the great spirit that de-facto owned their little piece of the universe chose as their home. These homes were always radically different from one another, though in general the spirits usually chose a home base that was completely lifeless, uninhabited, and in fact reasonably impossible to inhabit in any near eon of time.

The reason for this was simple: the spirits had crafted for themselves enormous bodies and it was important for them, in their minds, to have the elbow room necessary to fully relax, and with that, to occasionally slumber. Oftentimes, this constituted an entire planet.

Sleep was different for these corporeal spirits. When they slept, their enormous bodies shut down and almost became inert matter once again, only lightly tied as if by a small, thin thread to the spirit that dwelled within. This was usually because the spirits used resting hours to once again travel through dimensions as spiritual entities, visiting their friends and family on the other side, if such things existed wherever the spirits had come from.

Usually, spirits slept in shifts and did it for about a century each. At first, everything was all well and good. One spirit would rest, then the next, and each time the spirits nearby would check in every once and a while to make sure their section of the space torus and all the worlds within it were doing quite well and good.

This went on well enough for about five centuries and then everything changed. But of course, the change had been brewing all along.

It all had to do with the strained relationship between Qauntimidas and Drafuska. See, Quantimidas was the oldest, wisest, and strongest spirit by far. Quantimidas knew the most, was the best, and had the most abundant section of the space torus by far - and it was often debated as to whether this section of the space torus was abundant because Quantimidas was given it out of favoritism, or whether Quantimidas had made it that way through sheer force of will. Either way, their section was known as the most harmonious, peaceful, and plentiful of all the sections of the space torus.

There was, of course, nothing wrong with this. It was wonderful for the many living beings who resided on planets in this section. But what everyone could ultimately agree on regarding Quantimidas' impact was that Quantimidas had clearly broken the norm on one key thing: they inhabited as their home a living planet.

The planet of Nomachiato.

The early tauman quickly grew to love and revere Quantimidas. Other spirits argued that Quantimidas resided on the planet specifically to stroke their corporeal-form-sized ego, which if it existed must have indeed been enormous. Quantimidas never had to want for a thing when they were staying on their home planet, for they were treated with the most lavish meals and offerings of food and drink that, impressively enough, measured up to the appetite of an enormous body several magnitudes larger than that of a normal bipedal entity. Sure, there had been a few wild cards that had brutally slaughtered a goat or two in Quantimidas' name before they requested it to cease, but afterwards all offerings were generally magnanimous. Most of the other spirits did not care much, and indeed some others developed smaller corporeal forms that allowed them to slip in and amongst the peoples on planets of their own section of the space torus, which was a sneakier yet still rewarding way to get some of this godly treatment.

Drafuska was not like most of the other spirits, however. Drafuska was the smallest and the weakest of all the spirits. As a result he inhabited the smallest and weakest corporeal form, which was still of course enormous compared to, say, a tauman. Drafuska inhabited what was generally agreed by the spirits to be the absolute worst section of the space torus. It was also right next to Quantimidas' section.

For five centuries, Drafuska bided his time, and waited for Quantimidas' turn to sleep to arrive. See, those two spirits beside the sleeper were tasked with a few things. The first key task was to of course watch over with careful eye what was going on their section of the space torus and, by the best means possible, keep the peace. But the second, and even more important task, was to wake the spirit back up.

The spirits, in constructing and then inhabiting their corporeal forms, had unwittingly weakened themselves. Their spiritual forms, while still strong and constant as each burning sun in their respective galaxy clusters, were limited by a finite amount of worldly energy.

The power needed to leave and enter a corporeal form was inexplicably immense. When the universe they inhabited was young, it was easy to draw energy from nearby nebulae, supernovae, and other celestial happenings that constantly generated large bursts of energy in close, confined spaces. However, as time wore on, everything had gotten infinitely bigger and further apart while also housing less of this volatile energy, and as such, changing forms was an intensive process. One spirit, Lethrushka, almost got herself trapped in a miniaturized version of her corporeal form specifically crafted for interacting with her local planets before realizing the cause was a weakness and lack of energy in the surrounding spatial universe.

So it was that Drafuska developed a scheme for a moment of calculated inaction when it came time to wake Quantimidas from their slumber. All Drafuska really did, from the other spirits' perspective, was say that he was struggling to muster the energy to help reactivate Quantimidas' corporeal form, and he got an extra decade to spend in that section of space torus. It was glorious. But then again came the time for trying to awaken Quantimidas, and oh, Drafuska tried so hard, but he just couldn't.

The other spirits were getting concerned. But Drafuska was determined to keep them from taking away what he saw as his best opportunity ever - a chance to grab a slice of what his kin spirit had that he wanted oh so badly. Drafuska concocted a deceptive tale, something to trick the other spirits into leaving him be to rule two sections of the space torus - the worst, his own, and the best, his kin Quantimidas'.

The explanation was lengthy and confusing to even the most astute of the other spirits, for in spite of Drafuska's awful weakness in comparison to the others, as well as his countless other shortcomings, he was a gifted wordsmith, and could craft a tale of deception so crude yet so effective that they had absolutely no choice but to hang on his every word.

Drafuska simply told the other spirits that he had awakened Quantimidas - and, in fact, that his earlier extra decade of ruling the section of Quantimidas' space torus was a result not of being unable to awaken Quantimidas, but instead a result of Quantimidas not wanting to wake up and return to their section of the universe. Drafuska had been covering for them in hopes that after a decade, Quantimidas would change their mind and come back.

But another decade passed as the spirits accepted Drafuska's story. None of them could see Quantimidas in spirit form due to the limited perception of their corporeal bodies. And so they had no real choice but to either believe their kin, or distrust Drafuska, and no one presently had had a reason to distrust one of their own - so they did not.

This went on for quite a long time, too long, so long that Drafuska never seemed to get his chance to leave his own corporeal form. And yet, he never really seemed to want to.

In the meantime, the world of Nomachiato and the tauman was suffering greatly while their spirit slept. They had depended greatly on their benevolent ruler. But as time passed, and pass it did, less and less did they think of Quantimidas, whereas Drafuska became almost a bit of a dark boogeyman, a dark enemy told of over hushed bonfires in hopes that he would never return, as the only recorded visit that he actually had on Nomachiato included the slaughter of millions of innocent tauman for seemingly no reason at all.

And so this was the story that danced around Kahli's head when Lloyd Gherkins addressed her and started talking about doomsdays and Quantimidas. Kahli had grown up being told that if she misbehaved, then Drafuska would come and skin her alive, and even though that obviously never happened, the fear still lived within her like a faint yet burning ember.

So Kahli immediately looked to this Lloyd person, this bizarre little alien, as if some sort of a bully came to dredge up old childhood fears. And when he finally shook her hand and asked her what the deal was with her stupid little unspeakable horror in the purse, and why she called it Froufrou, and why she thought it was the Harbinger of Doom, Kahli had more than enough to say back to him.


Chapter 33


Other Things Kahli Did







Cagio cleared his throat and adjusted the black, leather mask snaking around his eyes, looking at the other cloaked men and then back at Kahli. "I said, how do we know you won't tell anyone?"

"Look," Kahli said with a sigh, "I really can't help it if I smell someone, okay? Like, it's just a function of my olfactory system. I can't control it. So, I mean really if I'm smelling someone, they probably need to take a shower or something anyway, because why else would I be smelling them if not for their body odor? Now, whether it's their tauman skin or their living wood that is producing the odor of course affects how it can be cured, either with soap or with maybe some nice lemon spray, but either way, it's certainly not my fault."

Rolfario raised a hand to say something, but Kahli immediately shut him down.

"No, no, don't you say anything about this, Rolfario. I bet it's you I'm smelling. You do look like you haven't bathed in a week, I have to say."

Rolfario looked at once disturbed, perturbed, and crestfallen at this assertion.

"Gods, woman!" said Cagio. "I meant only to ask why we should trust that you won't divulge our thievery to any of the many passersby and authorities here on Old Snow Mountain."

"Oh," said Kahli awkwardly. If there wasn't plaster on her face, Cagio would've seen her blush. In fact, he might've seen her blush through the plaster on her face, honestly.

"Look, um, to be perfectly honest, we haven't been perfectly honest," said Cagio, gesturing to himself and the other men in cloaks surrounding Kahli. "But, really, I meant to imply that I was threatening you. You do understand what I'm saying, right? As in, it was a threat to your livelihood?"

"Oh, whatever," said Kahli. "You and your group seem like a bunch of buffoons to me, and I'm just some obnoxious, embarrassing lady up here on Old Snow Mountain to look at boring archaeological records. Who would ever want to do that, right?"

Suddenly, all the cloaked men dropped their voices to soft murmurs that Kahli couldn't discern into understandable language for a moment. Then, they stopped talking amongst one another and Cagio addressed her again.

"Would you like to go to a tavern? We have much to talk about."



Kahli sipped a cool ale as she sat in the back room of the Leaky Gut Inn. Cagio and co. apparently knew the owner, and as thus were able to acquire permission to sit back and away in the privacy of the dark room that was presently filled with dark pipe smoke and the strong smell of bacon grease. There were posters plastered on the wood paneled walls for burlesque shows, and they were difficult not to stare at from time to time as Kahli held her conversation with the fellows, whom she'd been absolutely shocked to learn were the elusive Trash E Scapaders.

"You see, Kahli, we've been trying to find something called the Bark of the Conglomerate since our inception as a guild of thievery, and we have zeroed in on Old Snow Mountain as the only likely place in all of Nomachiato wherein it could be housed - doubtlessly somewhere in these dark archives that you, yourself, seek!" said Cagio, puffing pipe smoke into Rolfario's face cooly.

"What are you getting at, Cagio?" asked Kahli as she took a suspicious sip of beer.

"He's getting at, we want to go with you into the deep trenches within Old Snow Mountain, and we want to retrieve the Bark of the Conglomerate!... And also I'm sure you'll find something cool there, too." Rolfario glared at Kahli and Cagio and twisted his mustache. "I too have bathed recently, by the way."

"Still on that, Rolfario, my chum?" Cagio snickered with a smile.

Kahli sighed. All of this sounded... familiar... somehow. Almost like Cagio had dug this convoluted concept of a 'Bark of the Conglomerate' out of some cheesy action story that was just a mishmash of more and more of the same. Oh, to break from such glorious monotony in an endless ocean of the same... And then, she yawned. Thinking odd, depressing thoughts wasn't like her.

"Look, Cagio, Rolfario, all you other guys I don't know the name of," Kahli interjected, "Can we please just define why exactly you're getting so excited about me going to an archaeological dig? I mean, you realize it's essentially an academic trip that I'm doing for class credit, right? There's not going to be anything of the magnitude you're describing in here. At most, I'm hoping to see some frozen puss from the age of the Curr."

"Ugh, gross," said Cagio. "Who wants to be reminded of the Currdling, anyway? Not me, that's for sure. Why go look at some gross frozen stuff that millions of other taumans have stared at when you can get your hands on something really NEW, really UNIQUE and COOL?" Cagio's eyebrows popped up from under the living wood on his face with enthusiasm.

Kahli didn't want to make it look like she agreed with Cagio, but she agreed a little bit with Cagio. But, she argued with him, what was the point? It wasn't like she had clearance to go any further into the archives, or to go into the actual digging and excavation areas.

"Ah, but see, that's the beauty of the thing, Kahli," Cagio replied with another puff. "See, you don't really need any approval if you go with us."

"Really?" Kahli betrayed her excitement clearly and painfully, so much so that it was immediately embarrassing to her. "You mean that the Trash E Scapaders have extra special clearance?"

Cagio looked to Rolfario, and then they both looked at some of the other guys whose names Kahli still didn't know. And then, they all burst out in a raucous laughter.

"What's so funny?" asked Kahli.

"Don't worry about it, Kahli," said Cagio. "Just, know this. If you want to join us, ditch your silly little schooling assignment and meet us over by the big block of ice near that classic Blandian buffet-style diner that everybody goes to tomorrow morning at sunrise. Otherwise, go ahead on to see what countless others already have. We can keep exploring to ourselves if need be, just know that the invitation has been extended."

"The invitation has been extended," echoed all of the members of the Trash E Scapaders. "You may do as you wish."

Kahli needed another sip of her drink after all this weird shit. But, as soon as she set her beer back down, she noticed she was alone at the table. The waiter then walked up to her.

"Please tell me you aren't looking for someone to pay their bill?" asked Kahli.

"Oh, no, not at all. They eat here for free, and simply asked me to continue to wait on you until you've had your fill."

Kahli chugged the rest of her beer and ordered a martini.



It was cold the next morning when Kahli awoke, as she always did, just before dawn. The chilly air somehow managed to make her pulsating headache all the more unbearable to handle, and that stressed her out to no end. How was she going to go to see the frozen puss and disease if she was this hungover?

And then, Cagio's invitation flashed across her psyche. Did she really want to go see the pus for school? No, no, of course not. Kahli wanted to go do whatever the hell it was that the Trash E Scapaders were getting into, and she wanted to get into it with them!

With a renewed vigor and motivation, Kahli knew she had to take action in order to make herself get ready in time for sunrise. She tried her best to forget about her hangover and organized her studying satchel. It would still be just as useful to her now in this new context, she figured. With only a small cup of tea and a boiled egg with hot sauce in her system, Kahli cracked her knuckles and dashed out of the hotel room, over to the elevators, down the hallway and out the entrance.

Old Snow Mountain was still teeming with tauman walking everywhere, but it was also an absolutely insane sight to behold in the morning time. The sun was creeping up over the horizon like some enormous, warm giant peering its glowing orb of an eye over the world, reflecting off the snow and ice in a brilliant crescendo of light.

For a moment, Kahli wondered if this was how light elementals felt, all the time about the world. Crazy light elementals, there had to be some screws loose in their heads.

Kahli found herself alone when she reached Cagio's specified meeting place, save for the tantalizing smell of the popular buffet restaurant. In fact, a large part of Kahli wanted to drop everything and go to the buffet. It wasn't like she'd had a lot to eat, and she felt like it might help with her hangover. But, for better or for worse, she spotted the glint of something in the snow. A small scroll with a red wax seal stamped on it. The seal bore the shape of a garbage can wearing a mask. The seal of the Trash E Scapaders, no doubt about that. Kahli cracked it open and unfurled the scroll:

Kahli,

We are presently being watched by sinister eyes. Do be careful as you proceed in reading this letter to note whether anyone is watching you. For obvious reasons, we Trash E Scapaders can't be seen in large groups when the public eye is peering on us, as we are in fact outlaws.

That said, we really do quite like you and would love to go for a bit of a real archaeological dig with you. A dig for real mysteries and treasures. We just want to assure that you can safely find us without risking being discovered by any foul interlopers.

Please see the directions below in the form of a small map. Meet us at the marked location, a small cluster of boulders by the Eastern side of Old Snow Mountain about fifty paces from your current location.

Thank you, Kahli. We believe in you.

Cagio

Kahli rolled the scroll up. "Well, that wasn't suspicious or troubling at all. Off I go!"


Chapter 34


Meet The Harbinger of Doom







"You really think this measly little-" Lloyd paused and inspected Froufrou, doing so much as to lift up one of her writhing tendrils. His small hand wrapped in a rubbery, pink glove clasped around her tendril tightly to get a closer look before proceeding in his question, "-well, measly little, whatever the hell it is, is a Harbinger of Doom? Some sort of, what, terrible apocalyptic entity?"

"Absolutely," said Kahli. "Froufrou is doubtlessly a terrible monster of the apocalypse. I'll tell you why."

"Please do, I'm excited to hear what you have to say."

"Very well," Kahli cleared her throat. "Deep in the dark, forbidden caves behind the archives of Old Snow Mountain lies a teeming cornucopia of-"

"Oh my gods, get to the point!" spat the mean little cretin.

"Fine. Picture if you will a prophetic scroll that-"

"I don't want to picture anything! What the hell does that even mean?”

"Just let me finish!" Kahli said with a sigh.

"Oh, very well," said Lloyd with a groan.

Kahli wondered why he was being so comparably compliant. Hadn't this strange, little man just come on an enormous meteor to admittedly destroy her world? Why was he just sitting there arguing with her when he could probably snap his fingers and destroy her? Well, there wasn't too much time to waste dawdling on wondering if whatever she was doing was working, Kahli figured, so she got out of her head and started talking to the weird, angry guy.

"So, there was this prophetic scroll. This scroll detailed, among other things, a poetic verse that was prophesied to bring forth the existence of a beast so foul and so powerful that it would spell the end of our world. It would have a system, a powerful system with uncapped leveling potential."

"You keep talking about this scroll in the past tense. Why exactly is that?" Lloyd frowned quizzically.

"Well, you see, um, it may have gotten activated somehow."

"Ah, so it was a bit of a magic-based deal, was it?"

"Yes, and through that magical activation the prophecy then became... well, reality."

"How do you know that this thing is the beast in your scroll?" Lloyd pressed.

"Fair question, fair question. I know Froufrou is a little... interesting to look at as and maybe not what you would expect for a high leveling monster."

"Well of course not. Froufrou's at level zero right now. That doesn't really scream uncapped leveling to me."

"Yes, well, there's a lot more to Froufrou than meets the eye." Kahli swallowed air, almost in disbelief at what she was about to say and do. But a meteor had just wiped out a good chunk of the downtown and the sky was tinged in a dark shadow. There was a strange little alien telling her he'd come to end the world. Kahli had to take off her proverbial gloves. "You see, when I activated her scroll, which I actually did wholly on purpose so that we can be absolutely clear on this, I made certain before I incinerated it to make a direct note of where the beast described in the scroll would spawn." Kahli still could barely believe herself. Not only was she wholly misrepresenting what had happened up to this point in time, but she felt in the moment like it was indeed an absolute truth.

"Oh, wow," replied Lloyd. He was clearly in deep thought, and indeed he seemed to be hanging on her every word. "So, where did it spawn?"

Kahli smiled inwardly and indeed outwardly as well. She knew that, at least at this moment, she had won the conversation. "At the bottom of the depths of the Pit of Despair!"

"The Pit of Despair?" Lloyd looked impressed. "That, erm, that sounds like a nice place."

"If by nice, you mean a nightmare! It's a black hole of doom and destruction, a nearly bottomless abyss that the greatest divers in Nomachiato have tried countless times to reach the bottom of - and mind you these are water elementals that usually try this - and every single time the pressure has gotten so strong that they've either given up, passed out, or literally exploded like bloody water balloons trying to reach it."

"Wow," said Lloyd. "That is impressive. Only, well, how did you manage to go down there?"

"That's the brilliant thing, Lloyd, I didn't go down there at all. You see, all I did was trick somebody else into getting a net."

"A net?" Lloyd looked confused.

Kahli was also a little confused, and wasn't a hundred percent certain where she was going with this, but she didn't let it show. "Yes, a net. A magic net. A magic net that would always reach the bottom of something, no matter what. I tricked this-" Kahli tried to picture the poachers she'd seen when she'd been paddling over towards the Pit, "-this fisherman with big, clawed hands covered in living wood to use his magical fishing net to pull something, anything out of the water at the bottom of Pit of Despair."

"Sorry, living wood? What do you mean?"

Kahli felt a wave of shock. This strange being didn't know what living wood was! Well, she'd have to explain that later. She told him as such and then she continued with her tale, tall as it may have been. "Once he pulled up his net, I saw three things. An octopus, a sea urchin, and Froufrou here."

"Ah, three options, only one of them of course being the correct one?"

"You understand exactly," said Kahli with a nod. "Now, to be fair, I didn't always have a system."

"Ah, yes, I do remember seeing that you'd [paired] with Froufrou on first noticing you."

"Exactly. See, I didn't have a system, but the fisherman did, and so when they analyzed each of the three beings they'd caught in the net, they immediately noticed Froufrou and started shuddering with fear."

"With fear? They were afraid of this nasty thing? Are you sure they weren't just repulsed by not only its single [skill] but also by its wretched countenance? Not that I can necessarily tell where its countenance is, but still..."

"Oh yes, the fisherman was so scared that his skin went pale, nearly translucent, if only for a moment before becoming quite flushed, because soon after he whipped out a flask and finished it off right then and there before tossing it into the sea. He was that scared! He told me that in all his decades of seafaring he'd never encountered a being with so much deep, dark, and indeed powerful energy! He said that Froufrou was the most sinister entity he'd ever encountered and that it went without saying that the creature from the Pit was created for one thing, and one thing only: complete and utter destruction of this world and everyone in it! Anyways, I had already immediately known that the fear was because of Froufrou, because of her amazing energy. The fisherman begged me to keep her away from him forever, which I was happy to oblige, and he took the octopus and the sea urchin home to cook for dinner."

"But why did some random fisherman detect something in this... this Froufrou that even I haven't seen, with my massively overpowered system?" Lloyd retorted.

"Well, that's simple, Leroy, he-"

"Lloyd."

"Lloyd, sorry, it's simple - the fisherman had been on the waters for years and years, and he had an especially honed [skill] called... oh, what was it now... he had an especially well-honed and highly leveled up [skill] known as [Super Inspection]."

"Oh! That sounds like a fabulous skill."

"Indeed, it was. He'd developed the [skill] by necessity, what with all the sirens and whatnot always trying to get him to smash his fishing ship into rocks and such at every turn." Kahli was a little concerned that Lloyd wouldn't believe this bit.

"Oh, yes, of course, I should've known," he said with completed conviction.

"So it was then that I knew that Froufrou was not just some weird looking little sea monster. I knew she was the beast, the monster, the champion that would bring this world to its knees and make it beg for mercy. Yes Lloyd, it was then that I knew that she was, unequivocally, the Harbinger of Doom!"

Lloyd gasped, and then he nodded and smiled. "I see! And, of course, this also explains why you weren't immediately destroyed by my meteor's purposeful crash landing. You must be much stronger than you seem, considering you are [paired] to such a beast."

"Yes, I'm strong enough to end a whole world by association alone," said Kalhi. "I share Froufrou's system and in many ways, her power is mine. So, yes, you may be at a much higher level than us. You may be here to spell out our doom. But Froufrou was created with the express purpose of destroying a world. It's my understanding that you just chose ours as a place to come and destroy, well, I'm here to tell you that your shoes have already been filled here, and there's not really any point in doing much more to further your own tasks."

Lloyd considered this perspective. "I see what you're saying, and indeed I do believe that your monster is what you say she is. With that, Kahli, I have a bit of an alternate proposition for you, if you wouldn't mind considering it?"

"Oh?" Kahli asked. She wasn't sure what she was about to hear, and she was afraid, though she was masking both of those feelings with excellent proficiency.

"How about we join forces?"

"What?"

"How about we team up to destroy the world?"


Chapter 35


Meet The Harbinger of Doom







Kahli stared down at Lloyd and blinked a few times. She didn't really know what she'd been expecting to hear from him when she finished spinning her yarn, but it definitely wasn't an invitation to team up and bring forth the apocalypse together. That was so unexpected to her and it seemed so absurd that, after Lloyd clarified that he genuinely did want to team up with her to end the world, all she could do was laugh in his face.

"What? What's so funny?"

But Kahli couldn't control herself. Here was this small alien man, he'd crashed a meteor into the downtown of her hometown, he'd proclaimed he'd come to her planet to destroy it, and now he was asking her to help him do it. The whole thing just seemed... ridiculous, and she couldn't help but laugh. It didn't help that looking at him, to her, felt in many ways similar to looking down at an angry toddler.

"Stop laughing at me! This is a serious proposition, and in many ways, it's almost like me offering you a huge cheat code, a get out of jail free card! Your whole world is doomed either way! Wouldn't you rather come out alive? I can appreciate whatever awesome power you're hiding in that monster's system, that much I can agree with. But you've got to respect me as a fellow fan of the doomsday! I came here in my meteor to usher forth your world's doom! Doesn't that put us at about the same level here, although I still must stress that I am much more powerful than you?"

Kahli really couldn't stand to hear this alien guy keep going on about how powerful he was. Her thought was, who cared?? She was even a little frustrated with him at this point, because he'd had the gall to assume she'd want to team up with him! She was just trying to scare him off! She just wanted him to go away! He was weird, and he was strange, and she didn't like his attitude. He kept going on and on about wanting to destroy the world, and that was just obnoxious. Plus, she'd tried to tell him more about the prophecy, indeed originally she'd tried to tell him the truth instead of a bunch of concocted bullshit, but he hadn't been interested in the truth! He'd shut down her real story in favor of her bullshit story! Kahli just couldn't bear it! She had to do something to get this weird alien away from her fast.

"So? I mean, what do you think, Kahli?"

Without thinking, reacting wholly on impulse, Kahli reared back her big, left foot and then in a flash punted the vile little man into the air, sending him soaring through the sky and up, up, over the building and back towards his giant, crashed meteor until she couldn't see him at all, and he was but a dark speck in the distance. She could hear him crying out swears of impunity, but Kahli didn't care. She didn't want to associate with this jerk, regardless of the benefit. He was too obnoxious to consider some sort of diabolical partnership with, she couldn't sink to that level.

Kahli's next impulse was to run away as fast as she could. If Lloyd was as powerful as he said he was, or even really half as powerful, he was going to cause some serious trouble for her, and indeed might just go ahead and kill her after what she'd done. Unless he was scared of her, or saw her as an equal, or maybe even wanted her approval. And it was all Kahli could do to hope that her stretching of the truth had already accomplished such a feat. Regardless, her impulse was to run away, but before she could, she had to notice a familiar feeling in her lower back. She was ready to level up!

[Level up]
[Level up]
[Congratulations, you've reached level 18]

Level 18? Well, that was nice. Kahli was slowly but surely catching up to Taubitha, although who knew how many walls Taubitha had punched so far. She might have been level 33 already, for all Kahli knew. Regardless, there was no point in ruminating on Kalhi's obnoxious ex-friend and how high her level might have been. Especially considering that Kahli had beaten her regardless of level fairly recently.

Kahli waited, hoping to see a notification about her availability for a [skill], but she saw nothing. She was disappointed, but time was still frozen. Something had to be happening.

[You have 10 attribute points to spend]
[If you do not spend these points, you will not be able to acquire new attribute points to spend until you spend them]

Kahli wasn't sure what the system was going on about. So, she had [attribute] points to spend. What were [attribute] points? How did she spend them? What exactly was she supposed to do in this situation?

[Clarification: You need to open the attribute section of your character sheet to spend attribute points.]

Had Kahli just gotten a personalized message from the system?

[Clarification: Hello! I'm Clarification, the call-and-response agent implemented within your system to respond to personalized support requests.]

Kahli was a little confused. It almost felt like the system was introducing itself to her. It seemed a little... unnecessary.

[Clarification: Well, Clarification is a new feature of systems, and indeed to be truthful it is also still in development. However, considering your acquisition of a system at an advanced age, and the lack of older system users without system experience such as yourself in your current era, you've been identified as an ideal candidate for Clarification's beta testing!]

Kahli inwardly balked a bit. Was this clarification calling her old? She didn't even have living wood covering her face yet!

[Clarification: Do you have a support request?]

Kahli did have a support request. She wanted to know how to spend her attribute points!

[Clarification: Of course! Your system is configured to operate off of intuitive thoughts and impulses in order to maximize efficiency and time to operate. Simply think about opening up your attributes and the system will do the rest.]

That simple, huh? Kahli thought about opening her [attributes].

[Attributes]
[INT: 5]
[STM: 10]
[CHAR: 11]
[DEX: 10]
[STR: 8]

Well, here it was. All of Kahli's [attributes]. First things first, she desperately needed to level up her [int], because having it at 5 was just embarrassing. As for the rest of her [attributes], Kahli was a little confused. She still wasn't entirely sure how these [attributes] affected her or which one was the most important.

[Clarification: Attributes affect your experience in the world around you. People who've had systems for longer than you know this well, and have had the opportunity to spend attribute points almost every time they level up. Additionally, you can also acquire new attributes, though usually this comes at defined intervals specific to the types of experiences you've had while running under a system. For now, you have the base attributes and the maximum of ten attribute points to spend.]
[Did clarification help? Please think yes or no to help improve system clarifications.]

Kahli didn't like the idea of participating in data mining, so she didn't respond to the secondary notice from her system. However, she did find attributes fairly interesting. She wondered how many other [attributes] people could have and what some of the people she'd run into had as [attributes]. Was obnoxious available as an [attribute]?

Regardless, Kahli was sick of being functionally frozen in time and thus went ahead and spent her [attribute] points.

[Attributes]
[INT: 9]
[STM: 12]
[CHAR: 12]
[DEX: 12]
[STR: 9]

There, Kahli was happy. She felt a little more balanced out with these [attributes] than she had before. She was interested to see how this might affect her conscious experiences.

Time started again as she wrapped up her leveling. It was a little exhausting to have to level up twice in a row, but it was nowhere near as bad as when she first started leveling and blew through her whole backlog of levels. Still, Kahli's legs felt a little weak and she was slightly apprehensive about the idea of having to function as a tauman being again now that it was through. It almost seemed like her ears had popped! Maybe it was extra exhausting because she'd added all those built up [attribute] points. Yes, that had to be it.

Kahli looked over, to see the faraway form of Lloyd clambering to his feet. She was certain he was furious. Kahli needed to get away from this creepy alien guy before he tried to do something really sinister to her and Froufrou. Sure, Froufrou might've been the Harbinger of Doom, but what if Lloyd had powers beyond a prophetic scroll? Kahli didn't think that was likely, despite his gloating, but even though the alien man had seemingly respected her after she told him the abridged story of her beast's origin she was cautious about the idea that Froufrou could possibly get wiped out.

Worse still, there had really been nothing in the prophecy about whoever [paired] with the Harbinger of Doom becoming immortal. Which meant that as far as Kahli was concerned, it didn't matter whether Froufrou was the beast she thought she was or not - Kahli could probably still die, anyway!

So Kahli went with her old first impulse and ran as far away from Lloyd and his huge meteor as she could. It was hard to run through the streets of downtown Gifflenberg with the thick dust and fog blotting out the sky and horizon, blanketing the air in harmful pollutants. Still, she had to try! Kahli summoned up her rock and kicked it through the dusty air again and again, using it to somewhat filter and smash her way through as she headed towards what she hoped to find as shelter.

"Ow!" cried a pained voice.

Kahli had... hit someone with her rock?

She ran over to the source of the voice and knelt down.

"Oh my gods, I'm so sorry! I didn't mean to hit you!"

It was a man, lying on his back. He was in some sort of strange, metal suit. "It is okay, I am just in terrible pain. It will pass."


Chapter 36


The Iron Man







"You're in terrible pain?" Kahli repeated back at the strange, mechanical man lying on the ground post impact of the kick from her summoned boulder.

"Yes, but it is okay, it will pass," he said matter-of-factly. And it was so that, in only a few seconds, he suddenly leaned up, spun his head around three hundred and sixty degrees on the neckless pivot point that connected to his shoulders and then stood up jerkily to tower over Kahli. "Ah, I am doing much better now. I appreciate your concern, though I must reiterate, it was wholly unnecessary."

"Um, do you mind me asking something a little invasive?" asked Kahli.

"Not at all, because I do not mind anything."

"Are you a robot?"

"I do not know what you mean. I do not know what a robot is."

Kahli stared at the strange man's chest as she watched gears click around it. "Well, I think you might be one, anyway."

"That could be true. I am not sure what I am, so if you say I am a robot, then perhaps I must be," said the man in a voice devoid of all inflection. His glowing blue eyes scanned around the dusty, dark surroundings of the now seemingly post-apocalyptic downtown Gifflenberg. "You are lucky you are alive in such an inhabitable area. Is this planet always so bleak?"

Kahli was even more confused. This metal man, this potential robot, seemed to have no idea where he was or what had just happened. "Sorry to sound rude, but do you remember anything from the last hour? Downtown Gifflenberg was just the victim of a meteor crash. And I do mean victim, some alien man intentionally crashed the meteor into town with a goal of destroying the whole planet. He, um, asked me to team up with him." She smiled with a smug pride at the last point.

"What are you doing with your face? It confuses me," replied the man.

Kahli didn't even know what to say. Had this weirdo not ever seen someone smile before? Or was this some sort of a tongue-in-cheek jab at the fact that she was once again messing with the plaster over her face and that she was going to affect how the eventual living wood formed over her countenance? Either way, Kahli was rubbed the wrong way a little by this man and his strange lack of social acumen.

"It is fine, you do not have to answer," said the man. "I will be okay with this lack of information being provided."

What was his deal? This was just obnoxious!

"Okay, be real with me for a second," said Kahli. "Because you seem like you're from outer space or something. So, are you from outer space? Did you come from the meteor, too? Are you here to destroy Nomachiato? Who are you? If you aren't from space, where are you from? And what exactly are you doing out here? I'm out here because I'm a total fool and wasn't paying attention to the fact that the sky literally looked like it was bleeding before the meteor made impact. What exactly are you up to, sir?"

The mechanical man stood there, stiff as a board for a second, as the gears in his chest spun together in their locked fashion at triple the normal speed. And then, he replied. "I have absolutely no idea. I know not where I hail from, I know not of what goals I may or may not have. I know barely anything at all."

Kahli balked. Froufrou squelched with a similar inflection, as if they were almost perfectly on the same page in this situation.

"So, sir, you're telling me you have no idea who you are or what you're doing?"

"Essentially, yes, that's exactly it."

Kahli stood there in the turbulent, dusty air, staring at this strange automaton. "What do you know? I mean, you're able to communicate with language, so obviously you know some things." For a second, Kahli wondered if she should just... run away from this weird being. What if all this was some elaborate fabrication, kind of like how she'd misrepresented her current situation with Lloyd in order to avoid whatever apocalyptic thing he'd planned to do to her?

Still, the man seemed more aloof than he did threatening, though his mechanical appendages seemed quite forceful and strong. No, she decided, she could not run away. Kahli was far too invested in whatever the hell was happening to do that. Lloyd, of course, was still afoot, but that strange little alien was far away from her at some point and even though he was powerful, he was also a bit of a fool. Probably, the biggest threat he posed was one of appearing before Kahli and begging her to bring forth the end of the world with him - and at least for now, there was no way in hell that was happening, so it was really a moot point. Of course things could change, but this was the case for now.

"I know three things. I know that my name is Unit 5a23. I know that I have a purpose, although I do not know what this purpose is. And finally, I know that I must protect the subject at all costs."

Kahli blinked a few times, trying to process this bizarre string of information. Clearly, the man was a robot. Who else but a robot would have a name like Unit 5a23? The purpose thing was intriguing, but she didn't really know what to think of it. And of course, there was the last thing she thought, and that was the most intriguing thing of all. She was dying to figure out what the subject was.

"That's one of the many issues I've identified," replied the robo-man. "I haven't the slightest idea what or who the subject is."

Kahli sighed. Great. What had she stumbled upon, here? Who was this robot guy, and why did he seem to have a complete lack of memory? What was wrong with him? And why was this mechanical entity so heavily gendered?

"Can you just please, for the love of Theseosus, tell me to the best of your mechanical ability what you remember? Like, as in, how did you get here?" In truth, Kahli had quickly become concerned that she'd cause this strange automaton to develop amnesia from blunt force trauma dealt by her rock kicking technique that had initially hit him. But the last thing she wanted to do was to say that. "If you don't mind, of course."

"I am not certain what you mean by stipulating that I should only answer if I do not mind. This seems almost to me to be a misnomer, though my mental faculties seem to be emptied as such that any normal colloquialisms are essentially nulled," responded the robo-man. "Regardless, let me please talk to you about what I do remember from what appears to me, though may not in actuality be, a fairly brief existence."



It all began when Unit 5a23 was defined as a design for a concept in a system blueprint. This Unit 5a23 blueprint was nebulous as all hell and Unit 5a23 had barely any memory of this, but knew that at some point it was so that the concept of a thing known as Unit 5a23 was born in the mind of something or someone else.

The rest, Unit 5a23 explained, was a large sea of null values that Unit 5a23 could barely parse or interpret to any degree without encountering such a debilitating amount of mental errors that Unit 5a23's own psyche effectively timed out.

With that defined, Unit 5a23 was able to move forward and explain further what it could functionally remember. See, Unit 5a23 could see that there were memories in his internal database, but he could not interpret them, they were in a way either corrupted or locked behind some sort of a proverbial walled garden that prevented the mechanical man from properly accessing the information. While the source was unknown the effect was clear - there was a large chunk of Unit 5a23's history that was a complete mystery to himself.

Regardless, Unit 5a23 did indeed have access to some of his recent memories.



A hot, burning pain. A brace for impact. And then the cold dirt covering a mechanical body.



Screaming. So many screams. Crying. Agony, but not physical - mental agony, a palpable concept that was disturbing for an automaton to discern, and yet at the same time all too real to ignore.



A fading fuzziness. Corruption. A concoction of static gripping the senses that wreaked havoc on Unit 5a23's perception and tore it into thousands of tiny little pieces, none of which seemed to really amount to anything other than the expenditure of energy.



And then, Unit 5a23 remembered gaining awareness on the surface of Nomachiato. This was Nomachiato post impact of the meteor.

He was holding a small pink ribbon. Unit 5a23 had no idea who this ribbon was from, or what it meant, but it made him feel a terrible sadness that seemed almost impossible for an entity so mechanical.

Unit 5a23 wandered through the dark shadows and turbulent winds of the smashed space rock that littered Nomachiatio. It was as if Unit 5a23 was wading through a sea of doom and pain, and then a large rock smacked him in the face and sent him tumbling to the ground.



"Wow," replied Kahli. "You've been through so much, and at the same time, so little. What a dreadful existence."

Unit 5a23 did not respond except for a small beep, which sounded remarkably forlorn. Kahli did her best not to show it, but she was greatly relieved that Unit 5a23's lack of memory did not seem to be due to her hitting him with a rock.

"I also have a warning for you," replied Unit 5a23.

"What?"

"I must warn you of something," reiterated 5a23. And what he said next made Kahli's jaw nearly drop to the floor.


Chapter 37


A Scapegoat?







Silash laid in the Observatory, trying desperately to sleep. The cold floor was a sore spot on his back. Despite this painful coolness, or perhaps because of it, he laid there in a pool of cold sweat and agonized.

He thought back to every time he'd tried to mention this event to the Upper Echelon, and it stung him like an electric dagger.



The thronging room of the Upper Echelon was cool and damp, but it smelled unlike that at all. It smelled instead like the strongest crushing of flowers known to taumankind.

"Yes? Hello? Hello? Anyone there? Is anybody here? Is there a tauman being within my bicameral radius?"

The voice echo, echo, echoed across the tall, cavern walls of the Upper Echelon.

"No."

The five present members of the Upper Echelon stood up from their barnacle encrusted seats to stare down at the being that had dared respond to them.

"No?" asked an Upper Echelon member from within their crisp, white robes.

"Non," said the being. "Because there is more than just one of us here."

The Upper Echelon members all rolled their souring eyes in a near united synch as they realized that the being was carrying a small, yapping Pramboodle with themselves.

"You've got to be kidding me," whispered an older member of the Echelon.

"I've got something serious to tell you all about," said the being.

Gramathustra, the eldest and wisest of the five, also the one who had begrudgingly approved the meeting, groaned and banged her small little gaveling orb.

"Please, go ahead, Silash..." added the older member of the Echelon who'd been talking earlier. Their name was Zulbungha.

"You see, there is a primordial beebrilation in the spiractical ganglius of the numbilical flangsion. I've analyzed my readings in both glurps and blurpisii, and have reached a conch cushion that grasps that the arc of the convergence is in play."

"Sorry, can you say that again?" Gramathustra requested.

Zulbungha groaned.

"Absolutely, I apologize. I do feel that I went a little far with the field specific jargon there," Silash replied. His pet yipped loudly. "Basically, what's happening is that I've been noticing readings on my globerculatron that have been totally off the charts for the last three moon cycles. They come in patterns... Three bursts of energy that are higher than anything I've recorded in my decade of service to the Observatory. These energy blasts are by far the highest I've seen even among the historical data in the Observatory's archives for at least five centuries. Yes, that's right - the last time something like this was recorded was in times of the Currdling. So you have to understand why I'm so concerned. Worse still, it looks like these bursts of energy are coming from quadrant 4 alpha, about five hundred light years away from us in the separate cluster section of the space torus."

"Did he just say space torus to us?" murmured Zulbungha with an eye-roll. "I didn't know that we were here to sit and listen to fairy tales."

"The space torus is a highly accepted theorem that pervades all modern scientific thought in Nomachiato!" spouted Silash defensively. "Regardless of what your personal beliefs might be, there is real evidence that our planet indeed is but a point in an enormous space torus with no real end or beginning!"

"Planets... space toruses... this is just getting ridiculous..."

"Zulbungha, please try to take me seriously," Silash said. "This is real science we're talking about here."

"Why can't we talk about something reasonable, like magic? Do I need to use my system to turn you into a newt or something so that you can stop bugging us?"

"Zulbungha," groaned Gramathustra with a strained look, "Regardless of our opinions, or how often Silash has come here with different... observations... It is our duty as members of the Upper Echelon to hear him out. We don't have to believe him, but we do have to listen to him."

"Fine."

Silash felt his lower right eyelid twitch a little. These were the Upper Echelon, how could they be so... distracted and annoyed? Sure, he'd had a few bad readings before, but this clearly a legitimate cause for concern! He argued further that the bursts of energy signified some sort of a release from time, and possibly the movement of some large entity of indeterminate power levels. The Echelons seemed to think this was absurd, and even Gramathustra cracked a smile under the dense living wood over her face.

"I'm just relaying what my readings are demonstrating," said Silash. "And furthermore, something actually came out of one of these readings, too. There seems to be some large object headed our way as we speak!"

"Headed our way? How would you know?" Zulbungha looked like she was so bored that wanted to tear off her hands and eat them.

"Like I said, I've been recording the bursts of energy with tools at the Observatory for several moon cycles now. I have my readings with me." Silash pulled out a large, manilla file folder. A slew of papers immediately tumbled out, spilling over the floor in a haphazard mess. "Oh, wow, terribly sorry about that. Um, but it's all here." He scrambled to pick them all up. "Yes, all here in this folder."

"And this... large object... is it related to the bursts of energy?" Gramathustra asked, gesturing with her hands as if to by effect move the conversation along at an increased tempo.

"There is no way to be certain, but what I can say is that I first noticed it directly after one of the large energy surges."

"Wait a second now," said Dhilbergarth, raising a finger encrusted with living wood. He then stroked his beard, satisfied when everyone was looking at him. "Silash, you said that this... energy... you observed was coming in bursts, but now you've called them surges. Which one is it? I want to be certain we're actually understanding what's being told here, and if everything doesn't entirely line up, well, then, how are we supposed to-"

"I would categorize them as surge bursts if I were to be perfectly technical," said Silash. "I do apologize."

Zulbungha groaned. "Look, Silash, is there anything you want from us? What exactly are we supposed to do?"

"Well, first of all, I think we need to look into how we will handle the impact of whatever this large object is. From my projections, it's headed right toward Nomachiato and will make impact on our surface dangerously close to downtown Gifflenberg."

"Of course it will, that's what your readings always seem to say," said Zulbungha. "It makes me wonder if they always read that way because the Observatory is so close to downtown Gifflenberg. Makes me think that maybe some faulty readings are at play. I mean, remember, what, only five or so moon cycles ago? The interdimensional rift portal?"

"This is different from the portal!" Silash purported. with frustration. "This is a real phenomenon only once recorded since!"

"Well of course. Just like the portal was different from the shifting currents in the sun that were going to cause a large ray of lasers to melt half of Nomachiato down, right?"

"There was just a slightly above average probability of that happening than normal, Zulbungha! That genuinely was a different situation! I'm saying that, unless all of my readings from three moon cycles are completely wrong, then we only have a few more moon cycles before an enormous extraterrestrial mass collides with our planet! This is a serious threat to public safety, and if we cannot think of a way to divert or halt this mass, then we'll need to consider evacuating downtown Gifflenberg!"

"...This again..." Even Gramathustra was getting very over this conversation. "Listen, Silash, we know that you're a very intelligent and knowledgeable scientist. But if we evacuated Gifflenberg every time you had some funky readings in the Observatory, well... there would never be any people living in Gifflenberg. Just a moon cycle ago you were very concerned about those space worms coming to infect us, and what happened there?"

"That was different, they got diverted by intergalactic weather patterns!"

"Well, who's to say that the same won't happen with this large... mass that you keep referring to? How do we know that something won't miraculously come and prevent it from making an impact?"

"But that's no way to make public policy! Peoples' lives are at stake here!"

Zulbungha sighed. "Silash, we're sorry, but we just don't think that we can get behind following your every whim here. We're the Upper Echelon. You are a valuable scientist who does important work but we cannot trust that you have not made a mistake. Generally, your work at the Observatory is more important from a historical perspective, as in, it is more important for you to record the data than it is for you to interpret it. That can be done after the fact, after time has passed and the effects can be properly gauged."

"But the Observatory machinery does most of the recording automatically! And then I file the papers and scrolls, and I parse and read through it! I have to interpret it, what else would I do?"

"I don't know, read a book or something." Zulbungha shrugged. "Either way, you can't just keep coming up here and bugging us like this, even if it is our duty to hear you out in states of emergency, there have been far too many false positives for us to take all of this at face value. I'm sorry, but that's just the way that it is."

Silash bristled with frustration. "You're going to regret this!"

"That better not be a threat, Silash."



Silash was suddenly filled with a jolt of fear. This better not be a threat. Was there a possibility that the Upper Echelon would think that he had something to do with the disaster that had happened today? Was this going to be an extreme case of shooting the messenger, wherein the person trying to warn others of impending doom instead gets blamed as the perpetrator? Originally, he'd been thinking about how vindicating it would to see the looks on their faces when the Upper Echelon realized he was right about the space mass, but now as he remembered their conversations over and over again, he became deathly afraid that he might become an unexpected scapegoat.

And then, he heard a terrible, booming knock on the Observatory door. He decided to ignore it and stay sitting on the ground. Maybe whoever it was would go away?

Another knocking, more forceful this time. It sounded almost violent.

Silash looked around in the dark for a blunt object, or a knife. He didn't know who was at the door, or what was really happening. But if someone was coming for him, he wasn't going down without a fight.


Chapter 38


DOOM!







"The end of the world is nigh."

Kahli blinked. She had to be mishearing something. "Um, come again?"

"The end of the world in nigh."

Kahli looked quizzically at the tall, mechanical man and watched the gears inside his chest, visible only through a thick glass panel, clicked and whirred in a perfect rhythm. Then, she started laughing. "The end of the world's nigh? That's what you had to tell me? Um, who do you think I have in my bag, Unit 5a23?" She held up Froufrou with a knowing smile.

"I have no idea what that is."

"It's Froufrou! She's the Harbinger of Doom! She's the beast that'll destroy the world!" Kahli sounded proud of her strange little monster.

Froufrou squelched, emitting a nauseating odor.

"I don't think we're talking about the same kind of end of the world, little tauman."

"You can call me Kahli, Unit 5a23."

"Sorry." The robot made a static noise that sounded like clearing his throat. "What I meant to say was this: The end of the world is nigh. Then the end of all worlds. The end of the universe."

Kahli blinked. "What exactly does that mean?"

"I have no idea. I was just supposed to tell the first tauman I saw that the end of the world and the end of all worlds is nigh, and I did. Don't give me that look, I can't help it, it was in my programming. For whatever reason while my memories may be either corrupted or inaccessible I was able to access this command. As such, I had to carry it out the best I could."

"Command?" Kahli suddenly felt uncomfortable being so close to Unit 5a23. "But Unit 5a23, what exactly does that mean, command? As in you're taking commands from someone?"

"That's not necessarily how I would look at it," said Unit 5a23. "In my fundamental mind-frame I have a set of instructions by which my mind processes data. Yes, I was initially designed by something or someone, but it was long, long ago, that much I know."

"But I thought you can't remember anything!" Kahli was feeling frustrated.

"Well of course I can't. But what I can do is read my own versioning history. Through that, I can see when my programming was last modified."

"How?"

"Possibly it is because I am, as you have called me, a row-bitt. But more likely, it is because it is a specific feature of my system. Now of course, it could be that my system has that specific feature that I've described because I am a row-bitt, I truthfully couldn't tell you. But I can tell you that I can, through the use of my system, see that I was last modified precisely 6 days, 9 weeks, and 5 centuries ago."

Kahli thought that was quite intriguing. So Unit 5a23 had a system, did he? It was just as well.

"So someone five centuries ago programmed you to tell me today that the end of all worlds was nigh?"

"Almost," said Unit 5a23. "I was not programmed specifically to tell you, though I was programmed to tell the first tauman I saw. The only way it could've been that I was programmed to tell you, was if whomever or whatever programmed me also knew by some manner that you would be the first tauman I would see, and I cannot possibly see how that could be the case, though I also must remind you that much of my memory is not available for usage at the moment and I may be missing some obvious clue."

"Say, can I ask you something?" asked Kahli.

"You just did."

Kahli groaned. "Can I ask you another thing?"

"You just did."

Kahli almost thought about kicking the metal man, then just got over herself after taking an admittedly too deep breath, which happened to send the odor of Froufrou's latest squelch reeling through her olfactory system. "Do you know anything about Lloyd? Do you think you came here from a meteor?"

"I see no files in my system or variable references to someone named 'Lloyd.' Additionally, I do want to remind you I cannot remember much of anything at the moment. I cannot rightly say whether or not I came from a meteor. Especially considering the fact that I haven't the slightest idea what a meteor is."

Kahli sighed and tried to look at the scenery around them to no avail. They were two lone points in a sea of dust, dirt, ash and fog. The night was dark and cold, and there was a part of her that was a little concerned that Lloyd might find her at some point and attempt to enact some revenge on her for punting him like a blogball.

"Unit 5a23, you said you have a system, right?"

"Yes, absolutely, I do," said the robo-man. "Why do you ask? Do you doubt the truthfulness of what I say? I will note, I am programmed not to lie."

"That's exactly what I robot programmed to lie would say," said Kahli with a sneer. "But, regardless, that wasn't what I was getting at. See, I'm wondering if you know whether you have any [skills]. Because I'd really like to get home somehow and get out of this smog before my body takes permanent damage, and I feel like as a robot you might have what it takes to help me out."

"Hmm. Not a bad idea, little tauma - Sorry, Kahli."

"Apology accepted, Unit 5a23," said Kahli. "So what [skills] do you have?"

"Honestly, I'm having trouble parsing them all," said the mechanical man. "I'm having trouble because even though I am able to read small notes and files from my system, and to submit data queries, what I cannot reliably do is pour over large globs of text to extract meaning. It seems that part of my robo-mind is somewhat scrambled."

"Sounds like robo-dyslexia to me," said Kahli.

"What does that mean?"

"...Nevermind."

"Regardless, I think it would behoove us all if, instead of me reading them out to you in a belabored fashion, I allow you to view my character sheet. It is the best way forward at this moment." The robot knelt before Kahli. "This action is unnecessary, but it is also symbolic, and for some reason I feel obligated to perform it. Most likely, this is a sign of some social convention that I may have partially remembered, although I cannot say for certain."

Kahli laughed a little under her breath as she attempted to look at his character sheet. It was supposed to be intuitive, sure, but staring at the robot as he knelt before her made her feel strangely put on the spot. Then, somehow, all the anxiety just washed away like a passing wave.

[Name: Unit 5a23]
[Level: ???]

"You don't have a level?" asked Kahli.

"Yes, apparently I don't. Usually those characters show when someone is obscuring their level, but I have to stress that damage to my mental faculties, robotic or otherwise, has also damaged my system, and not all data displays as it should. This may reach over to the display of my [skills]. But, please trust that I am doing my absolute best to open my character sheet to your system visibility."

Kahli did her best to believe the robot, because what other choice did she have, truly?

[Skills]
[Robo-Lift]
[Robo-Light]
[Robo-Claw]
[Robo-Blast]
[The Robot]

Kahli regarded these four [skills] with genuine interest. What would she gleam from them, she wondered?

[Robo-Lift]
[Jets on your feet and back propel you forward, raising you into the air at increasing speeds. Use this skill to travel quickly and efficiently, or additionally in order to fight from a distance in battles that don't even start out as ranged.]

That was a pretty cool [skill], Kahli thought. She was interested in checking the others out, too.

[Robo-Light]
[A bright beam on your chest exudes a powerful blue glow that enlightens your surroundings in a large bubble with a radius of 25 feet. This light radius can be expanded with concentration to a maximum radius of 50 feet.]

Nice. That would be a huge help for them getting to shelter. On to the next [skill], then.

[Robo-Claw]
[This allows you to use either of your robo-hands as either pulling or grappling devices. Rope enemies in in order to divert their paths or punch them in the face, or additionally use it to connect to and scale large, treacherous buildings and wide distances with ease.]

Wow. Kahli was starting to think the Unit 5a23 had to be a pretty high level, regardless of whatever his system did or didn't say about his level. These [skills] sounded pretty overpowered!

[Robo-Blast]
[Charge energy through your robo-body and blast it out in a powerful beam of concentrated lightning and charged particles. The robo-blast can be charged up over time to deal more and more lasting damage, to a potential cap and blast radius of 150 feet with a charge time of 5 minutes.]

Wow. This [skill] was just crazy. Being able to charge up a big blast of energy with a blast radius that large was a little disturbing, and difficult for Kahli to truly picture.

[The Robot]
[You may be more than adept at fighting, but that does not mean you do not also know the ways of loving. Use this skill not only to woo people, but also to entrance, bewitch, and win the support of those whose opinion you consider noteworthy with the power of your syncopated step, and your superior robo-rhythm. No one will doubt your dance abilities with this skill.]

Kahli snorted with laughter.

"What? What is that strange noise you're making? Are you ill? Are you choking??" asked Unit 5a23 with serious concern.

"No, no, I'm fine, it's fine," said Kahli as she wiped a tear from her eye. "Well, thank you for letting me see your character sheet and your [skills]. I think we're going to be okay here. You're super powerful, obviously, and you've also got a [skill] that should let us see what's ahead but up to fifty feet. That's going to be a huge help."

"Glad to oblige," said Unit 5a23. In a moment, the mechanical man's chest gears turned, and then in an instant a huge ball of blue light shot around them both like an enclosed dome.

"That's so cool," said Kahli.

Froufrou squelched in agreement.

"Hey, there you are!" said Lloyd.

Kahli's stomach dropped as she saw the short little alien man glaring at her maniacally only about ten feet away.

"Hey, Unit 5a23, I think we might have a fight on our hands. Ready to give your robo-blast [skill] a go?"


Chapter 39


Robot vs Alien vs Big Rocks







Kahli looked at Unit 5a23. "Well, what do you say? Are you ready? This guy is going to want to fight us!"

"Fight you? Both of you?" Lloyd looked confused. "Kahli, I just want you to team up with me to destroy your world!"

"I'm not interested, Lloyd! That's why I kicked you away from me! Take a hint!" Kahli groaned. "Unit 5a23, please, don't tell me you're in cahoots with this asshole."

"Cahoots? What does that mean?" asked Unit 5a23.

"Asshole? You're calling me an asshole?" Lloyd looked offended. He glared at Unit 5a23. "And who is this big robot guy, anyway, and why is he so threateningly masculine?" Lloyd pulled out what looked like a small, pointy cone and angled it towards the robo-man. "Should I vaporize him six ways to sundown?"

Unit 5a23 looked at Kahli. "Kahli, I am a bit confused here. Is this strange little guy threatening me or something? And is he also threatening you?"

"He's threatening you, and he's pissing me off."

"I see," Unit 5a23 said. His face clicked around and turned to a somber pose. "I guess I'll do what must be done." Unit 5a23 raised his right arm, which quickly morphed into a large cannon shape. With a powerful charge he sent a blast of glowing blue energy Lloyd's way, striking the ground by his feet and leaving a sizzle of smoke wafting through the air to join with all the other smoke in the air.

"Gods! Did you really just shoot at me?"

"That was a warning," said Unit 5a23. "Threaten me again and I won't miss."

"Pfft. Sure. I'd like to see you try, mister mechanical muscles." Lloyd blew a raspberry exposing his light blue tongue.

"What a gross little cretin," said Kahli with disgust.

Froufrou squelched in agreeance.

Unit 5a23 would've pointed out the hypocrisy of this sentiment, had he known or remembered what the word hypocrisy meant.

"Is he threatening me?" asked Unit 5a23 of Kahli as Lloyd continued to make rude noises and gestures.

"Not really," said Kahli. "He's just kind of... making fun of us? I don't know, it's weird. I don't think I'd really call it a threat, though, more he's just being really obnoxious."

"Yea! Hah! I'm soo obnoxious! Hah hah HAH!" spat Lloyd. Then, he raised his left pinky finger. "Wanna see what I can do? Wanna see one of my [skills]?"

"NO!" said Kahli and Unit 5a23 in unison.

"Too bad!" Lloyd giggled as he wiggled his pinky and a beam of red light shot out in a perfect line to connect to a nearby building. The entire building began to glow a reddish orange. Then, suddenly, it crumpled into itself for a second before exploding in a gurgling blast of smoke, flame, and particulate matter. "Bwa hah hah hah HAH hah HAH!"

"Hey, you can't just go around blowing buildings up to prove a point," said Kahli.

"What do you care? Aren't you going to end the world, Kahli? Shouldn't you be thanking me for doing it for you, taking some of the heavy lifting off your plate? Or are you just too jealous of how amazingly powerful I am?"

Kahli rolled her eyes. "He really is unbearable, Unit 5a23. And he just blew up a building that probably had people in it. I wish you'd just attack him."

"I am a nonviolent robo-person," replied Unit 5a23. "I only use physical force in order to perform acts of self defense. Otherwise, I am content to stand aside in peace."

"Are you fucking kidding me? You're a fucking pacifist?"

"Yes," said Unit 5a23 as he sat down on the ground cross-legged and began lightly hovering above the ground, his cloak only briefly caressing the rubble below before waving perfectly in the air. "And if you think you'll be able to goad me into participating in anything other than direct acts of defense, then I will not be using lethal force on anyone."

"But he just blew up a building with people alive inside because he thought it was funny. That's objectively a terrible thing to do!"

"Listen, Kahli, in many ways I agree with you. Violence is vile and I despise it. I'm sure that, in a way, you do too. However, I ask you this: Would I be any better than him if I attacked him for blowing up that building and all the people in that building? Or would I just be sinking to his level, as difficult as that might be considering how much shorter he is compared to me?"

Kahli was getting annoyed by the robo-man. "But Unit 5a23, he just killed so many innocent people, innocent tauman beings, because of us. That is awful. We shouldn't just let him do that, right, if we have the power to stop him?"

"Who's to say we have the power to stop him? We don't even know my level and I doubt we know his either, do we now?"

Kahli shrugged.

"That's what I thought. Look, Kahli, I do agree it isn't a great thing that happened. But my position is, I don't think that my taking action will prevent or cause anything to happen in that regard. It will instead be, if anything, null and void. However, what I can say is if I drop to his level and start attacking first, well, not only will I have compromised my principles, but I will have thrust us both into combat in a way that I am neither comfortable with or mentally ready to act. It would be a serious risk, a painful one. As thus, I am choosing - rather wisely in my robo-personal opinion - to abstain from engaging in this situation as much as possible. What this vile little alien wants more than anything is a reaction to what he's done. Please see that my refusing to give him one is in many ways a greater and more powerful form of violence than even blowing up, say, twenty buildings."

Kahli didn't know how to feel about this. She was starting to see Unit 5a23 as more than just a poor, naive robot. He was also, she thought, a bit pompous and self-absorbed.

"What was that? You want me to blow up twenty buildings, you said?" shouted Lloyd. Before anyone could say anything, he raised his pinky again and sent blasts of energy out of it, igniting and exploding row after row of buildings until exactly twenty were reduced to rubble. "Ah, that was fun," he said, blowing out the smoke on his pinky with a wink.

"You know what, Lloyd?" said Kahli.

"What?" Lloyd sneered.

"I don't think you're even half as powerful as you say you are."

Lloyd looked baffled. "What?! Kahli, I just blew up a bunch of buildings! I am incredibly powerful! I could probably blow up this whole planet if I really wanted to, though I'd rather raze it and terraform it for my own species if we're being honest here. I may be a little melodramatic, and a bit of a blowhard, but I assure you I am being deathly honest of my powers!"

"He speaks the truth, Kahli," said Unit 5a23. "I suggest you leave him be, it's probably the safest option for you to stay out of his way. That is what I will be doing, at least."

"Are you fucking kidding me?" Kahli was so full of rage that she was swearing. She thought in her mind of a prayer to Theseosus, hoping that she wouldn't be smited by her mighty pincers above for her transgression. "Look, this is ridiculous. You are a highly powerful automaton. This alien has come here with a goal of destroying the world. You're a part of the world. Wouldn't that mean that you're under threat by him until you kill him?"

Unit 5a23 made a strange, harsh laughing sound that was full of mechanical whirrs and clicks. "Kahli, Kahli, Kahli. Are you not planning to do the same with your own little doomsday creature? Shall I not also kill you immediately, due to the similar threat you pose? Should I seek out my creators, who somehow knew of the end of the whole wide universe, and kill them too, because clearly the only way they could've known of the end of the universe would've been because they were the ones who would eventually cause its doom? Should I kill every person I come in contact with, because they too might be or become a threat at some unseen point in time?"

"That's a ridiculous escalation!" spat Kahli.

"Maybe it seems like it to you, but I feel it's completely reasonable when concerning your own line of thought. You see, to me, it is very simple. Either I define a line that I do not cross and I do not cross it, or I define nothing at all and by default everything is then considered the same."

"But people don't operate on such absolutes!"

"Don't they? And if they don't, what would it matter? Am I a person? Am I a machine? I don't even really know who I am, Kahli, but I know that this is a line I will not, a line that I cannot cross, no matter how cross you might become with me. I do not live to serve you, though I have been grateful for your company in this short time."

Kahli didn't know how to feel. She was so furious at Unit 5a23. It felt like such a waste to have such amazing [skills] and being unwilling to use them against such a powerful foe. Then again, some of what Unit 5a23 had begun to sink through into Kahli's mind. She felt a little self conscious about kicking Lloyd away from her earlier. Had that been a reasonable use of force? Would he have still destroyed all of those buildings had she not acted on impulse and kicked the little alien? Then again, what other option had she really had? Join him? Maybe that's what Unit 5a23 would've done, she thought, but Kahli could never see herself joining forces with someone so vile and obnoxious.

"Well? What's the hold up? What are we doing here?" asked Lloyd impatiently. "I don't have to fight you, you know. I can just burn this whole city to the ground in a few minutes. I am more than happy to do so."

"No," said Kahli. She summoned the biggest rock she could muster and rested her big, left foot on it. "You'll have to get through me first. Let's go!"


Chapter 40


Throwing Down Blasts







"Call?"

"Raise."

"Raise? You don't want to raise, Philh. Really. Why would you want to raise? Come on, just call and move on."

"Raise," said Philhip, throwing in two extra chips to the pile.

"Hey, that's like fifty pence!" Brahdley balked. "Omar, you can't let him do this to me."

"The rules are the rules, boys," said Omar with a smug grin. "And girl," he said, nodding at Sahdi.

Sahdi winced at him, as if she was annoyed to be noticed by Omar at all. She held her cards tight to her chest, concerned that she may have been revealing too much. Then, she quietly called Philhip's raise herself.

"Oh, fine," Brahdley groaned and threw his extra chips in as well. "This is robbery, highway robbery I tell you."

Omar snickered, as he had folded back at the beginning of the hand and presently had no skin in the game. He lit a cigar using his flaming arm, which he then used to reignite a burned out candle, and smiled. "Oh, it's lovely to have you all here for this game. I'm glad that, despite the bizarre circumstances of this evening, we're all able to enjoy some good, wholesome gambling."

Everyone muttered in noncommittal agreement. Then, the darkened restaurant shook yet again, and more pictures tumbled from the wall. The sound of shattered glass echoed in the room.

"What's happening now?" asked Brahdley nervously.

"Don't focus on it, focus on the game at hand!" said Omar with a frustrated passion. "I'm sure it's just another big rock or something."

"I-it looks like several buildings just... exploded..." muttered the ill-tempered man who sat at the worst table in the restaurant, who was standing and staring out the front window in awe and shock. "I've never seen something like this in my life. It's... just horrible. Horrifying. Horrendous. Horr-"

"Son of a whore!" shouted Philhip as Brahdley set his cards down on the table.

"Read 'em and weep! That's right, Philh, you idiot, I played you like a barnacle encrusted xylophone! Two aces! That's the whole pot for me, and-"

"Wait a second, Brahd," interjected Sahdi. She set her cards down with a knowing grin. "Se anything of interest?"

"A royal flush?" Brahd gasped. "But the probability-"

"Probability shmobability!" spouted Omar. "Give her the money, that's the game!"

Brahd sighed and watched as Sahdi counted coins meticulously. "This sucks," he said with a pout through his living wooden face.

"Yea, well, life sucks for some people," said Omar. He sipped his beer and smiled with a stinky cigar puff. "Not for me, though. No, life never sucks for me, even when it really sucks it doesn't suck."

"More buildings just exploded!" shouted the man at the window. "Surely at some point whatever is blowing everything up is going to be coming for us, too? Surely our doom is near and the end is nigh?"

"DOOOOOM!" shouted the strangely dressed blank fellow at the bar, who, much like Omar, had been carrying on in drinking and merriment as if nothing were wrong.

"Yea, well, buildings just explode sometimes," said Omar. "Sometimes more on some days than others, I'll admit." He puffed his cigar and exhaled through his wooden nostrils. "But I'm not blowing them up myself, am I? And as far as I know, unfortunately or not, I'm not in cahoots with whoever is doing the demolitions. I've got no control over the situation. It's pretty terrible, when you think about it. I have no idea what I'm doing, pretty much ever. But if I'm going to have no idea what I'm doing, pretty much ever, then I might as well enjoy having no idea what I'm doing. Right? Aren't I owed that? Or at least, I ought to say, don't I owe it to myself?"

"I have no idea what you're saying, you old blowhard," spat Brahd. "But since you're trapped here with us, why don't you start by pulling yourself together and dealing us out our hands."

"Oh, right. Shit. My bad."

As Omar impressively shuffled the cards with his only hand, more action took place outside the window before the man who was watching's eyes. A small, younger tauman woman was soaring through the air and kicking a boulder in the air. It seemed that, somehow, she was kicking off the boulder in the air in order to propel herself higher and higher into the sky. She also looked like she was carrying some tentacle ridden eldritch horror caked in makeup in a little purse, which only beget more questions.

"OH, holy shit, that's Kahli out there! I would recognize that big old honking foot of hers anywhere!" said Omar with a snicker.

Brahd gave Omar an odd look. "Big honking foot? Sure, it's not small, but really if you hadn't said anything I wouldn't have noticed."

"Oh, well, who the fuck cares what you would've noticed, Brahd. You're not really known for noticing things anyway, other than how to prepare me some damned good seafood! No, but the foot thing is real. It's maybe not the biggest foot on Nomachiato, but it is large, larger than her other foot by a decent margin. It's her biggest insecurity. She's been working as my apprentice at the Gifflenberg Historical Society for a while now, but it only took about a day to figure this out about her. I'm just perceptive like that." Omar smiled wickedly. "Not sure what she's doing with that rock, but I guarantee it's killing her inside to have it bouncing off her big foot like that."



Kahli had quickly learned that kicking rocks, or even redirecting them as she'd gotten quite good at, was not enough to leave a lasting impact on Lloyd. In fact, he'd only laughed every time her big rock had made impact with him.

It took a lot for Kahli to even convince him that she was genuinely attempting to fight him, at which point he changed gears entirely and started firing lasers at her with his mind. These were small, short bursts of energy that shook the ground on impact, and the fastest way Kahli could devise to escape from them in one piece was to attempt to hijack her current [skill] and see if she couldn't use the magnetism and rules of her summoned stone to send herself flying through the air. Sure, it was a slower process than she wanted, and fairly labor intensive - Kahli had to be sure to jump off the side of the boulder as soon as it hit her left foot for maximum pressure and propulsion, and it was starting to wear her out. Still, she wondered if increasing her [INT] had helped with formulating a plan to use her [skill] in this way. It seemed, to her, to be fairly brilliant.

"Keep running all you want, Kahli! I'm just getting started! BWA hah hah HAH!" Lloyd cackled as he zoomed through the air effortlessly.

Kahli blamed all of this on Unit 5a23. That stubborn robot easily had the power to pose a substantial threat to this sinister alien that was wrecking up her home, and what did he do? He sat there in the air and meditated. The robot had literally decided that the best action was to do nothing. What an absolute knob! Kahli wanted to punch him, but she needed to save all her energy for Lloyd at the moment - although it was seeming like she'd be better served focusing on escaping Lloyd than in attempting to destroy him. At least for now. Maybe with a little training, and maybe a new [skill] or two, Kahli could do it. Then again, if Lloyd was truly as powerful as he said he was, then it was more likely that Kahli either needed to get the hell away from him and stay away, or somehow trick him into either destroying himself or giving up on his evil plan. Considering he'd already bought her earlier tall tale without so much as a light questioning of her purported reality, Kahli thought that trickery was probably the best policy here.

Then, she was frustrated with herself - why hadn't she thought before starting this fight? And how could she end it now?

The only thing Kahli could think of to that end, was to either annoy or bore Lloyd so much that he'd just leave her alone. So, that's what she tried to do.

"Is it fun for you, to keep pushing yourself off that big rock of yours? Is cowardice entertaining to you? I think it's quite embarrassing. I'd be embarrassed if I were you right now, Kahli. Come on, show me your systemic powers! Show me the things that will allow you and Froufrou to END the WORLD! BWA hah hah HAAAH!"

"No," said Kahli. "You won't see anything, anything at all. You won't even see it coming. And then, boom. Like a snap, it'll all be gone, yanked out from under your feet. That's how me and Froufrou do the apocalypse."

"That's what you say now," said Lloyd.

He was struggling, Kahli noticed, to keep up with her as she pushed off her rock and got higher and higher into the sky. Whereas her rock didn't really have an altitude limit, perhaps whatever [skill] Lloyd was using to levitate had some sort of soft ranged limitations, because he was starting to dip below.

"Are you running out of energy, Lloyd?" Kahli snickered down at him.

"Not out of energy! I've got more energy than this whole stupid planet does, foolish tauman!" he spat. "Sure, my [Levitate] [skill] may be ranged, as you have clearly surmised, but I've got more energy and power than half of this galaxy combined! And I'm happy to show it to you! Catch this, Kahli!"

Kahli gasped as Lloyd shot two coiling beams of white light out of his little alien hands. They snaked and crackled up towards her. Acting, for better or worse, on impulse, Kahli kicked her big rock back down towards the energy and hoped that it might be enough to escape this attack in one piece.


Don't stop here. 

You made it this far.

See what Kahli breaks next.




Continue Kahli's story now:

Behold! The Harbinger of Doom 2
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You deranged apocalypse harpy, you did it.




You made it to the end. I’m proud of you. Kahli's proud of you. Froufrou is watching and squelching with approval.




If you laughed, cringed, or momentarily lost your grip on reality, leave a review. It feeds the algorithm demons.




(It’s also how I survive. Like a deranged dungeon slime absorbing stars.)




Craving more chaos? Well, this story has all that and more coming up next.




It's bloodier. It’s hotter.




Omar's therapist is concerned.




Stay unhinged.


Continue the story:




Behold! The Harbinger of Doom 2








Kahli accidentally bonded with a world-ending entity.




Which, in hindsight, may have been a mistake.




Now an alien warlord is blowing up buildings, a reality-eating anomaly is turning people into math, and the planet has about five days left before everything goes catastrophically, irreversibly wrong.




So basically, a normal week.




Armed with questionable powers, worse judgment, and a basket containing something that may or may not be helping, Kahli is going to do what she does best:




Punch the problem until it stops existing.




Hopefully that works.







Continue Kahli's story now:

Behold! The Harbinger of Doom 2





Excerpt From Book Two




[Kahli is taking damage]




"Alright, I've officially opened up the pot, with the help of my good friend Omar here!" shouted Brahd to everyone in the restaurant as he rung a bell. "Take it away, Omar!"




"Yes, yes, thank you all for being here, thank you, thank you!" Omar waved his enflamed right arm around in joy and a few foul insects tumbled to the floor. He puffed his cigar. "So glad to have you all here, so egregiously pleased! And might I say that-"




"What Omar's trying to say is that we're now taking bets. How many for Kahli to win?" Brahdley raised any eyebrow over his living wood.




Nobody's hand shot up. Suddenly, Omar's flaming arm shot up.




"I like her, she's been a decent apprentice," he said. He put five large bills in the rusty stockpot. "Very good at delegation."




"Alright, that's one for Kahli to win. How many against?"




Everyone else's hands and claws and other strange, living wood-based appendages shot up.




"Okay, looks like I'm going to have to count... Er, one moment... Yes, let me just tally us all up real quick and-"




"You seriously can't tell how many of us are in here?" blurted the blank tauman wearing puffy, gray garb by the bar. "Why, that's just absurd. I can easily tell. How can you not? Do you have rocks for brains? Or is your psyche just far too melted by the thoughts of our imminent DOOOOOM!"




"Hey now, let's not be a bunch of wet blankets here, okay?" asked Omar with a wave of his flaming appendage. "I don't wanna have to singe off anybody's eyebrows!! I've done it before, motherfuckers! Don't tempt me!"




"Woah, Omar, really? Swearing? Totally uncalled for," said Brahd.




"What, Brahd? What?! Do you not want my fucking money or something?" Omar spat, waving his flaming arm around at his crustacean-esque friend and server. "Seriously, who do you think you are? What's the big fucking deal? I swear all the fucking time, okay? It's who I am!"




"I thought you were able to say a good bit without swearing at all just a few minutes ago?" said Sahdi quietly.




"Oh my gods, can you all just... Just fuck off?! By the pincers of Theseosus, yes that's fucking right, I'm swearing and I'm talking about Theseosus, and I'm mentioning other gods! Oooh! Spooky!"




"Oh, so he's bipistal, is he? That explains everything," said Philhip with a sigh.




"Hell yes I am, and proud of it!" Omar tapped his chest with his flaming arm. "Fuck! Ow! I've got to remember to keep this thing under control and turn it off when I'm not using it. Ugh. Damned [skill]..." Omar shook his right arm until the flame went out completely.




"Brahd, can you do something for me?" asked Philhip.




"What, bud?"




"Can you let me know how high Kahli and Lloyd's [HP] are right now?"




"Oh, absolutely. Let me just look out the window here, and... ah!" Omar smiled as he looked at Kahli and Lloyd charging attack at one another, seeing the attack ball up into a big swell of energy. He could see two big bars above their heads thanks to his system, each one a certain percentage of green and red. "Oh, oh wow."




"What is it?" Philhip was on the edge of his grimy seat.




[You're taking damage]

[You're taking damage]




Kahli watched as the repetitive notifications filled up the left side of her field of vision. How was she supposed to concentrate on the fight like this? And was just kicking her big rock towards Lloyd while his attack lurched and snaked forward towards her enough to send Kahli into a barrage of damage?




He wasn't even hitting her!




Well, unless of course what he was doing with his lightning was akin to someone spraying a hose with their thumb, living wood or otherwise, covering it, and some of the backspray was in effect still hitting her regardless of the fact that Kahli's big rock was hitting the brunt of it.




In fact, the amazing thing was, it seemed that her rock just... kept hitting it.




That is to say, what was happening was, essentially, that Lloyd's superpowered lightning and her big rock were kind of stuck there in a tandem. Not necessarily moving in one direction or another since their initial collision, and instead they were continually building and rolling into one another in a bit of a positive feedback loop wherein the energy coiling around it was creating a mighty swell of current.




Kahli wondered for a moment if this strange semi-equilibrium could go on forever, her rock and Lloyd’s lightning spinning and whirring and not doing much anything else. Then again, that wasn't necessarily something that could easily be sustained forever, could it?




Kahli once again thought of the damage notices. No, it was not going to change anything. She was soon going to tumble to the ground and-




Wait a moment. She was soon going to tumble to the ground?




Kahli looked down and realized yet again that the rock she had been repeatedly kicking in order to stay in the air was coiling and spinning around in impact with Lloyd's lightning. And with that awareness, she noticed something terrible happening. She was in free fall.




Continue Kahli's story now:

Behold! The Harbinger of Doom 2


More from vk sLATTER

Still here? You might have a problem.




Good news — I wrote another series for that.


A faster, funnier, absolutely unhinged progression fantasy where stats don’t just matter… they hit back.




Read Books 1-6 Now

Stat Slap: A Murderhobo Litrpg
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Continue the chaos:





Stat Slap: A Murderhobo LitRPG

(Book One of the Stat Slap Saga)




A chaotic, fast-paced LitRPG featuring a true murderhobo protagonist, broken systems, and zero regard for consequences.




Isabelle was not the chosen one. She was the problem.




She got yeeted into the LitRPG world of Beaubinte.




A stat-ridden fantasy hellpit where caves whisper loot me, the logs scream errors, and poison arrows count as handshakes.




Her sneak stat won’t stop climbing, her fireballs keep committing war crimes, and the system is either sentient or just high on its own code.




The prophecy’s glitched. The Citadel’s on fire. The gods are watching like it’s reality TV.




Isabelle? Underdressed. Overleveled. Emotionally unavailable. Looting everything that isn’t nailed down. This world can die mad about it.




Welcome to Beaubinte. Bring potions.
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Excerpt from Stat Slap




“Upon this world a doom ephemeral
Weaves its wicked web eternal;
Darkness baiting o’er every way,
Never will Beaubinte see light of day,
Lest valor true strike high and bright
And drive the Mage of Shadows out the night—”

“Quiet, you insolent cur!”
Helseymour croaked as the rope around his neck tightened and the chains around his arms and legs rattled. One of the cloaked Velithar—bearing the Red Serpent on his chest—snarled and kicked him in the back. The message was clear: shut up and keep walking.

The torchlit stone corridor ended at a cold, steel door. The troupe’s leader, a dark elf in purple armor, stepped forward and hissed an incantation. The door swung open, revealing a vast chamber.

High above them, in separate boxes, sat the four members of the Committee, draped in silken red cloaks.

“Who brings this cretin before us?” echoed the rasping voice of the Committee Headmaster.

“Stelas Steford,” replied the dark elf. “Of Ul-Sindryn.”

“Ul-Sindryn,” said the Headmaster, nodding. “Newbridge or Westgate?”

“Neither,” Stelas answered. “Smallchapel.”

“Ah. My nephew studied Conjuring in Smallchapel. ’Tis a fine district, if not a little expensive.”

“Yes, ’tis fine indeed,” Stelas said.

“Of course—” the Headmaster continued, “—I would’ve preferred he went to school in Seven Forges… which is in Akchamish, right by the Surtadan border…”

“I know where Akchamish is, Headmaster,” Stelas snapped. The Velithar guards tensed at his rudeness.

“Indeed, as you must,” the Headmaster said. “Now. Who is this human you’ve brought before us?”

“Helseymour Halthriksen, of Luroypani,” Stelas replied.

“Reason for seizure?”

“Inappropriate usage of invisibility spells. He was using them to steal.”

“And?” prompted a nearby Velithar, elbowing Stelas in the back.

“And to sneak into the women’s changing rooms at the Citadel in the Upper Ward.”

“Ah,” said the Headmaster. “Is he… powerful?”

“Very,” Stelas answered. “His mana levels, when full, are rumored to be well over ninety.”

The Headmaster nodded. “The Overlord will be pleased.”

“Headmaster—” another Council member interjected, “—will the subject’s ill moral fiber not affect the Overlord’s constitution? Is absorbing this foul human aligned with our goals?”

“A fair point,” the Headmaster said. “However, we can easily strip this vessel of his malfeasant tendencies in the Cauldron.”

Stelas exhaled in relief.

“All that said,” the Headmaster continued, “it will incur a slight reduction in the finder’s fee. I’m sure you understand.”

“Yes,” Stelas said.

“Excellent. The Council may now adjourn.” The Headmaster raised his palm, spreading his three fingers wide. He hissed guttural noises in an ancient language, spitting onto the air.

The suspended Council boxes shot upward, merging into the stone ceiling. With a grinding creak, the floor trembled, cracked, and shaped itself into a staircase leading down into darkness.

A lady Seraphine in dangling black robes sauntered up from the steps and addressed Stelas.
“Your work here is done. You will receive your pay upon exiting the Forum.”

“You mean I won’t meet the Overlord?” Stelas asked.

“The Overlord meets his subjects on a need-to-know basis,” the Seraphine said. “And you do not need to know.”

“Fair enough.” Stelas turned to leave.

“One more thing,” the Seraphine said, pulling Stelas close by the scruff of his neck. “Watch your attitude. The Overlord and his Council demand respect. Do not let power go to your head. Arrogance can be very… dangerous.”

Stelas shuddered as she slid her tongue along his ear. Then he shuffled out. A nearby Velithar slammed the door behind him.

“Now—” the Seraphine said, looking at Helseymour with hunger, “—let us take you to the Cauldron.”

Helseymour quivered as the Seraphine yanked him forward, leading him down the dark, musty staircase. He stumbled so that his groin brushed against the Seraphine’s soft-yet-scaly rump, separated only by her sheer satin cloak and his own rough burlap trousers. He felt extremely uncomfortable.

Further down, a faint bubbling and a dark green glow grew stronger. Finally, Helseymour stood before a large, black cauldron. A winding stone ramp led up to its rim.

“Don’t worry,” the Seraphine said with a chuckle. “It will only hurt for a moment.”

Helseymour swallowed hard as she forced him up the ramp.

Yes… I must feed… growled an ethereal voice that shook the room like an earthquake.

“Soon enough, dear Overlord,” the Seraphine said with a serpentine smile.

“Please,” Helseymour begged as she pushed him to the stone edge, overlooking the bubbling green pool. “Please don’t do this to me!”

Feed me…

“I’m sorry, but I must do what the Overlord commands,” the Seraphine said, sidestepping and shoving Helseymour forward.

Yes… feed me, Helseymour…

“AAAAAGH!” he screamed as he fell into searing agony.
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V. K. Slatter writes shameless murderhobo progression fiction from a cozy murderhobo cave. Stat maxing is life.
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