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Foreword

by Virgil F.N. Knightley


When I started writing in my free time back in 2021, my wife was my biggest cheerleader. The truth is, at various times in our careers, both of us have taken certain risks here and there. Sometimes those risks panned out well for us, and other times they didn't, but we always had each other's support. With Yuki, there was no rock bottom I could hit because I always had her, and I believe she felt the same way.

However, it wasn't until very lately that Yuki started showing an actual interest in my stories. This shift coincided with a career move that saw her start working more from home, which I do as well. Japanese is her first language, not English, so reading was slow for her, though she certainly has the vocabulary to do it. It was just a slog. So, rather than read, she tried the audiobook of my story, "Headpats After Dark", and loved the yandere twist so much that she wanted more referrals for books like it. Sadly, there weren't that many true yanderes in audiobook form that I knew of, so she quickly exhausted my recommendations.

And that's when the topic of writing her own book first came up. It was kind of a joke at first, or a comment made half in jest, but it definitely planted a seed. Lo and behold, probably about half a year later, we sat down on date night and actually started talking through the plot of a book that I would write to her specifications, following her outline. But it quickly became much more of a collaborative effort, with Yuki taking the initiative to draft the chapters on her own by dictating them—something I never thought would happen in a million years.

Now, a few months later, with the help of myself and my friend, fellow author and editor Gwen Grayson, she has a completed book, and I couldn't be prouder. But I'm not done just yet.

I wanted to talk about yanderes and their appeal for a moment. I won't take up much of your time, and if you already "get it", feel free to skip ahead and start the story. It's just that this novel got so many more preorders than I was expecting that I started to fear we might have cast too wide a net. If that is the case, then some context is in order for the people who don't quite understand what they're in for.

Yandere love interests are obsessive, toxic, jealous, possessive—even violent. These are the types of people who stalk, who threaten rivals for their lover's attention, whose passion drives them to madness. This, on its surface, shouldn't be attractive to us, but there is something about the way that yanderes can be portrayed in certain media, typically Japanese media like light novels, manga, or anime, that has a certain appeal.

At its core, the appeal comes from the fantastical absurdity of it all, which makes it easy to divorce from reality, but also, and most importantly, the idea of a person who is so in love with you, so incredibly devoted, that it drives them to insanity. It's a selfish desire, and unhealthy, but so much of romantic fiction really is when you get down to it. In the end, it's all just escapist fun. Don't read too into it. If you ever find yourself dating a woman like Lily Chen, dear readers, run far, far away in the opposite direction. That is all.

Finally, thank you for reading my wife's book. I love this woman with all my heart, and I can't tell you what it means to me to see her thrive in a new creative pursuit.


Prologue: Nine Years Ago



The World Gone Mad

Marcus Sterling was about to lose everything his family had built.

He couldn’t stop staring at the empty spaces on his office walls where expensive twentieth-century paintings used to hang. The sharp rectangular outlines left by years of dust and faded wallpaper told the story better than any quarterly report could: Silverstone Acquisitions, the company his grandfather had built from nothing but a handshake and a few well-timed disappearances was forty-eight hours away from complete financial collapse.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Silverstone survived the Great AI War and even came through the other side of it with game-changing patents for Augmented Reality and Mixed Reality implants. Still, when the national government crumbled in the wake of the conflict, and corporate dictatorships started to spring up from their ashes, Silverstone, and Marcus Sterling at the helm, failed to capitalize.

He hadn’t been ruthless enough. Now Neo Elysium, the city that his father had a hand in building, was ready to move on without him. The Pineapple Company was circling in on him, doubling down on their outdated take on non-invasive, wearable tech.

But that was before the hole in reality appeared in his parking garage a few blocks away.

Now Marcus sat at the head of the conference table, watching his board of directors watch a holographic replay of the event for the fifth time. The footage showed a perfectly normal Tuesday morning in Parking Level B, until something just... cracked.

That really was the only word for it. Reality itself developed a fracture, like someone had taken a hammer to a mirror, only instead of sharp edges and broken glass, this crack leaked weird colors and distorted the security footage in ways he’d never seen before.

“Play it again,” Victoria Hayes said, leaning forward. She was head of R&D, and the only person in the room who looked more sleep-deprived than Marcus. “I want you all to focus on the energy readings during the initial event.”

James Chen, the CFO, groaned. “We’ve seen it five times, Vicky. Unless you’ve got something new to share with the class?”

Victoria shot him a look that made Marcus’s toes curl out of sympathy. “As a matter of fact, I do. But I’d like everyone to see what I’m talking about as it’s happening. Roll it back, please.”

The young intern—what was her name? Gloria? Gwen?—stepped forward to adjust the hologram controls. She moved with an almost unsettling efficiency. Her long, red nails tapped at the interface until she’d fulfilled Hayes’s request. The image reversed, reality un-cracking itself as the video played backward, then started again.

This time, Victoria pointed to a series of readings that scrolled across the bottom of the display. “There. See that spike? That’s the exact moment that people in the city started reporting hallucinations and physical changes.”

Richard Blake, their Chief Legal Officer, cleared his throat. “I’ve also seen the initial reports, but nothing about these kinds of effects. What exactly did Johnson observe?”

“You apparently didn’t read my briefing. Remember Everyone remember Johnson from Security?” Victoria asked. “The one who was first on scene?”

Everyone nodded. Hard to forget—the man had been with the company for twenty years. Marcus didn’t exactly make a point of knowing every worker in his company, but he sure took note of guys like that.

“Well, he said that within a few seconds of the portal appearing in front of him, he started seeing things. Not hallucinations, mind you. He was seeing actual words in some strange language. Stats, he guessed from the way it was laid out. Numbers, maybe, or some instructions. Like he was in some kind of old-school video game. And he’s not the only one. We’ve had similar reports from three other employees who were near the breach when it happened.”

Marcus leaned forward, his heart racing. “I heard something similar out of Max City when that first portal opened up. People are still trying to make sense of it.”

Victoria smiled. It was the kind of smile that reminded Marcus of why he’d hired her to begin with. That was a killer’s smile. She had a real predator’s instinct, and when he saw that look, he knew to pay attention. “If it’s like that case, my sources tell me they’re probably seeing what we’re calling ‘The System.’ It’s like an overlay on reality itself. They can see their own statistics—strength, dexterity, that sort of thing—and have access to improve it in direct ways no other person possesses. They can see similar information about others who’ve been... awakened. And there’s more to it that we still don’t understand. And they can see information about the creatures that come through the portal.”

“Creatures?” Richard’s voice cracked on the word. “What creatures?” He loosened his tie and took a sip of his water, feeling sweat build up along his brow. This was all starting to sound a little too weird for him.

The intern—Gloria Lyle, Marcus was almost certain that was her name—stepped forward again, this time changing the hologram to show footage from inside the portal. The image quality was poor, clearly taken from a drone that had seen better days, but what it showed was unmistakable.

Monsters. Real, honest-to-God monsters.

The conference room fell silent as they watched a group of security guards, led by Johnson, engage in combat with what could only be described as a fucking goblin. The creature was ugly as sin and twice as mean, but Johnson moved like he’d been fighting these things his whole life. His movements were precise, almost practiced, as he ducked under the goblin’s wild swing and put it down with two shots from his service pistol.

“Holy shit,” James whispered.

“Indeed,” Victoria said. “Though we know better than to let him use Earth weapons now. Turns out that you only get benefits from using items you find inside these portals, or which this so-called System grants to you. But that’s not the best part. Show them what we found deeper in, Gloria.”

The intern—and yes, that was definitely her name, Marcus noted absently—changed the footage again. This time they saw a massive cavern with walls covered in crystals that glowed a throbbing, flickering blue.

“Early analysis suggests these crystals contain more potential energy than anything we’ve ever seen,” Victoria continued. “One sample the size of my thumb could potentially power this building for a week. And there can be chambers full of them—but the most potent of all come from crystal cores at the centers of some of these zones. Not all the observed portal interiors have them, but they certainly present opportunities all the same.”

Marcus felt his heart racing with each new word she spoke. “And this is all on our property?”

“Not just that,” James cut in, finally looking interested. “I just got word before this meeting—three more portals opened in the last hour. All on Silverstone land.”

“Pineapple’s already calling,” Richard added. “They want to know if we want help with containment and management. That management could potentially include expeditions like what Johnson embarked on, too.”

“Fuck Pineapple,” James spat.

Marcus had to agree with the sentiment. He leaned back in his chair, his mind racing. This was it. This was their salvation. But they’d need to move fast, need to adapt quickly if they wanted to stay ahead of the curve.

“Victoria,” he said, “you’ve been in charge of our ongoing AR research division. How close are we to having a working interface that could help people... interact with this System? Maybe translate its instructions into English in a familiar, twenty-first century heads-up display?”

Victoria’s smile widened. “That’s a very interesting proposal, sir, though I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t already on it. I think it can be done with enough data. It would need modification and constant firmware updates for the first year or two, of course, but the basic framework for something like that already exists. God willing, we could have a prototype ready in months, maybe weeks.”

“And these ‘awakened’ individuals,” Marcus continued, “they can fight these creatures? Access this System?”

“They seem to be the only ones who can,” Victoria confirmed. “Normal people can’t even see the System overlay with or without our tech. It’s the chosen few who can, but currently the information the System feeds into their mind is useless to them. It’s basically migraine-inducing gibberish. And while anyone can technically enter the portals, only the awakened stand a chance against what’s in there.”

Richard cleared his throat. “That can’t be right. Johnson took that goblin out with a sidearm.”

“True, some of the monsters can be dispatched with normal weaponry, but there are much more imposing threats than that little goblin, Richard, I assure you,” Victoria chuckled. “I’ll send you an updated report with everything I’ve learned, but make sure to be somewhere bathroom adjacent because you’re liable to shit yourselves.”

Marcus nodded slowly, brushing past that as an idea took shape. “So, not only would we be essentially mining these crystals and other valuables, but we’d be providing an essential service to these awakened individuals. Those people need our tech to properly interface with the System and use any new abilities to their full potential, and we need them to help harvest these crystals and whatever else we find in there.”

“Exactly,” Victoria said. “It’s a perfect symbiotic relationship.”

Richard chuckled. “If we set it up right, we can make it more feudalist than symbiotic. Make them dependent on us, but make working for us the only way they can get access to our gear.”

Marcus snapped his fingers and pointed. “I like it! Gloria, write that down!”

“Yes, sir,” the intern muttered.

“Not to be a downer,” Richard cut back in, “but there are some... concerning theories about these portals we should discuss.”

Marcus nodded at him. “Go ahead.”

“Some of our scientists believe these portals aren’t just random doorways. They think they’re echoes of dead worlds. Places that were... consumed, for lack of a better word. They’re worried that their appearance here might be a warning.”

“A warning of what?”

Richard shifted uncomfortably. “That Earth might be next.”

The room fell silent again, but this time it was broken by James’s sharp laugh. “Who cares? Even if that’s true, we’re looking at the biggest gold rush since... well, the actual gold rush. We’d be idiots not to take advantage of this opportunity, however long it lasts. If we find some way to beat back the tide, then great. For now, it’s just a theory.”

“James is right,” Marcus said, stroking his chin. “Whether these portals are harbingers of doom or just some opportunity knocking at our door, they’re here now. And they’re on our property. The only question is how fast we can proceed.”

“We’ll need to rebrand,” James said. “Silverstone Acquisitions doesn’t exactly scream ‘interdimensional adventure.’ And our reputation isn’t stellar these days.”

“What about branding around the people who can interface with the System?” Victoria asked. “We should have a catchy name for them. Something that will make others want to sign up when they awaken.”

“Hunters?” Richard suggested.

“Too generic,” James said.

“Portal Warriors?” Victoria tried.

“Please,” James scoffed. “What are we, a pre-war mobile game studio?”

“Slayers,” Gloria said quietly from her position by the hologram controls.

Every head in the room turned to look at her. The intern didn’t flinch under their collective gaze. If anything, she seemed to stand straighter, her already proper posture becoming somehow even more perfect.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice carrying that same unsettling perkiness it always did, “I know it’s not my place to suggest anything, but... Slayer has a nice ring to it, don’t you think? It’s dynamic. Powerful. Marketable.”

Marcus felt a slow smile spread across his face. “SlayerCorp,” he said, testing the words. “Has a nice ring to it.”

“It does kind of roll off the tongue,” James admitted. “Feels… powerful. Almost sinister, but I mean that in a good way.”

“And it’s broad enough to cover whatever we might encounter in these portals,” Victoria added. “Not just monsters, but any challenges we might face.”

Marcus steepled his fingers together. His decision was made. “SlayerCorp it is, then. Victoria, I want that interface tech ready for testing as soon as possible. James, start the paperwork for the rebranding. Richard, draft up contracts for our future Slayers and field as many calls from rival corporations as you can get a hold of. They’re going to kiss the ring eventually, so make it clear that we’re ready for that to happen.”

“Regarding the would-be Slayers, we’ll need to lock them into exclusive agreements before our competitors catch on,” Victoria added. “I have a feeling we’re going to see more and more cases like ours popping up around the world, so let’s come out ahead. Patents, trademarks, buy up land, whatever we have to do to monopolize this thing along the coast at the very least.

“What should I tell our neighbors?” Richard asked. “Ridgefield Holdings down south will be looking for weaknesses, wanting to step in. They’ve been eyeballing the coast for ages. Honestly, we’ll probably be dealing with their armed security forces sooner rather than later.”

“Tell them we’re preparing a comprehensive containment and management proposal and need no assistance,” Marcus said. “Emphasize our unique position—the portals on our land, our AR tech, our existing security infrastructure. Make it clear us managing the East Coast for them is in their best interest–and the easy choice since we have nukes.”

“So do they,” Victoria said.

Marcus laughed. “Yes, well, the difference is I’m not afraid to use mine.”

“And the darker theories?” Richard pressed. “About what these portals might mean?”

Marcus met his gaze steadily. “Leave that to the scientists. We’re here to make money, not save the world.”

The meeting continued for another hour, but the major decisions had been made. As his executives filed out, already typing frantically on their phones and tablets, Marcus found himself alone with Gloria, who was collecting coffee cups with the same eerie efficiency she did everything else.

“That was good thinking,” he said. “About the name. Gloria, right?”

“That’s me. Thank you, sir,” she said, her voice carrying a perky lilt. “I just thought... well, if you’re going to create demigods, you might as well give them a properly imposing title.”

Before Marcus could process that strange statement, she was gone, leaving him alone in the conference room with the hologram still playing silently in the background. He watched as the footage looped again, showing that first crack in reality, that first glimpse of something beyond.

Marcus walked back to his office letting his mind go wild with all the brand-new possibilities. The impending financial doom that had been consuming him had utterly vanished. If what Vicky and Richard said was true, his new problem would be where to put all the credits they were going to make.

Silverstone Acquisitions had been dying, but SlayerCorp? SlayerCorp was about to change the world—and maybe carve out a piece of the coastline for itself.

And if the scientists were right, if these portals really were a warning of some greater calamity to come... well, Marcus thought, better to face the end of the world as a king than as a mendicant.

He reached his office and paused at the door, looking out over the city through his floor-to-ceiling windows. Neo Elysium sprawled before him in all its glory: gleaming towers and maglev trains, bright city lights that blotted out the stars—thirty million people completely unaware that everything was about to change.

“SlayerCorp,” he said again, testing the words one more time. They still felt right. Felt powerful. He might have to give that intern a real job.

Somewhere in the building below, a new portal was opening. Soon, the first of many Slayers would step through it, guided by technology that would make them dependent on his company, fighting monsters for resources that would make him richer than he’d ever dreamed.

Marcus Sterling smiled. No, he wasn’t going to lose everything after all.

He was about to gain the world.


Chapter 1



Ethan - A Slayer’s Morning

Ethan Harper woke up to the same old vaguely dystopian city noise: maglev trains growling in the distance, security drones whining as they zipped around the upper levels, the tenants above arguing with a building agent about the rent. Even at this ungodly hour, Neo Elysium, and Cinder Flats, his apartment complex, never shut the hell up.

He groaned, more like a hiss, rubbing his eyes until he felt them water and start to get a bit sore. Waking up was always brutal with the unwelcome flood of stimuli. Being a registered Slayer came with benefits like having better senses than your run-of-the-mill citizen, sure, but sometimes that felt more like a negative than a positive to Ethan. Especially when you stay up late and are so willing to lie to yourself about sleeping in being an option.

And another reason why sleeping in was a bad idea suddenly popped into mind not a moment later. A faint blue glow filled his studio apartment as a holoscreen appeared in front of him. As part of his Slayer package, Ethan and all Slayers from S-Tier all the way down to D-Tier had access to these screens. Sometimes they were these imposing, opaque things, like now. Other times they were like little narrations in your head—particularly in the middle of a dungeon run.

Ethan squinted at the HUD, knowing what was coming. This early in the goddamn morning? Yep. It was a fucking Quest, alright.

Here we go again, he thought. “So much for having a morning off.”

Right on cue, a crisp little tone chirped out, and the display began hovering annoyingly at eye level and following his gaze wherever it went:

	[QUEST AVAILABLE]

	Priority: Medium

	Max Team Size: 6

	Reward: 500 Credits, 1000 Skill XP

	Accept? [Y/N]




“Fantastic,” Ethan muttered, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. “Nothing like waking up to corporate overlords dangling credits in your face.”

Being one of those people born with Slayer aptitude wasn’t all bad. He never had to finish university since he knew he had this gig lined up, and you only needed to work a few hours a day to make a cushy enough living. He had savings, dammit, which was more than he could say about most people his age. Of course, Tom Dillinger, his high school pal who currently worked in the accounting office of Overlord Co, still a subsidiary of SlayerCorp like everything else on the East Coast, didn’t have to deal with getting impaled on at least a weekly fucking basis.

“Perks of the job,” he muttered.

Ethan stood up, stretching muscles that had already seen too many dungeon crawls for a guy his age. At twenty-five, Ethan knew he looked pretty good. He had always been in shape, but since starting as a Slayer? He could moonlight as a male model as long as the photographer didn’t mind a few scars.

He was lean, tall, handsome, ripped in a wiry sort of way with the kind of strength that came from heavy daily workouts and fighting for your life on a regular basis. A nasty scar ran from his left collarbone to his sternum. That was a cute little souvenir from his first Slayer Rank quest, and it was far from the only or even the worst scar he had. He’d learned a lot since his first quest, though. Mostly about not getting hit by things with too many teeth. Also that no matter how prepared you think you are, you’re always going to get at least a little hurt.

“Kind of a metaphor for life,” he grumbled. Ethan shuffled to his modest but well-equipped kitchenette, letting his bare feet slap carelessly against the cold polished concrete floor. He needed some fucking coffee.

Badly.

As the machine gurgled to life, he glanced out the window at the mess of a city he called home.

Neo Elysium. What a joke of a name for a place that was about as far from heavenly as you could get. Bleak, white skyscrapers stretched up so high you’d think they were trying to fuck the clouds. Every surface flickered with holographic ads, news tickers, and who knows what else. It gave him a headache just looking at it.

So damn busy out there, he thought.

Far below the skyscrapers, the city rotted away in shadow. Things looked comparatively mundane on the ground. It was a reminder of how things used to be, before the world went crazy. Before The Great AI War that saw all robots and generative AI tech banned and the world’s population ravaged. Before corporations swept up the ashes of the U.S. Government and formed the Corporate States of America.

Before we finally got flying cars; hey, it wasn’t all bad news.

The coffee maker beeped at him angrily. Ethan poured himself a cup, savoring the rich smell before taking his first sip.

At least some things had gotten better. This blend would’ve cost a fortune in the old world. Now? Prices were low. Just another perk of Slayers opening up new farmland beyond the portals that lingered.

The strategy was simple: large, sprawling dungeons with fertile earth that happened to have low monster density were easy to maintain without having to permanently close. Every now and again Ethan would be sent on a Quest like that, culling a gnoll or kobold population resurgence amid a dungeon full of genetically modified cornfields. He always made a point of snagging a few samples of the crop for himself. Fresh, unprocessed vegetables were rare.

As he sipped, Ethan’s mind drifted back to the day everything changed. Nine years ago, he’d been a nobody. Just another fresh-faced punk looking forward to being a college dropout in a dead-end career, wondering if he’d live to see thirty. Wondering if he even cared to.

The world had been a powder keg, with everyone fighting over the last scraps of resources and land left to claim. He remembered seeing footage of soldiers squaring off on the Russo-Ukrainian border, and thinking, “This is it. This is how it all ends.”

Then reality decided to properly freak the hell out.

Glowing cracks ripped open across the globe. All sorts of nasty creatures came pouring out, along with mana crystals, precious metals, and materials that made scientists scratch their heads and salivate equally. And some people—lucky bastards like Ethan—woke up one day with powers straight out of a video game.

SlayerCorp wasn’t the first that figured out how to harness the System. But they did develop the interface that just about every Slayer and his or her grandma would go on to use, at least in the CSA.

And with that, the rule book of the old world got thrown out the window.

It was a new gold rush. Corporations all scrambled to keep up and control the new flow of resources—and stake their claim to territories where these portals kept appearing. SlayerCorp dominated the East Coast, and that’s where Ethan was, so his options were limited if he wanted to be a part of all this madness.

It was either become a street punk Diver with illegal tech, living under the radar of SlayerCorp the best he could, or go legit. It was hardly an option to do nothing with your awakened powers. It got too excruciating, staring at all the floating code without a proper array to translate it, to filter out the garbage.

Anyway, suddenly oil didn’t matter so much when Slayers could spend a day grabbing crystal cores with enough juice to power a city street for a month. And some portals, once their dungeons and lands were tamed, lingered for a while if their boss rooms were properly sealed away. This created safe zones for things like nuclear waste containment, scientific experiments, agricultural cultivation, and mining operations.

Ethan downed the last of his coffee and pulled up the Quest details. The glowing text hovered in the air, so he decided to look it over—not like he had much choice. Apparently SlayerCorp wasn’t going to bother with politely texting his comm-link implant for the moment:

	[QUEST: CRYSTAL SMASH & GRAB]

	Objective: Enter portal, defeat dungeon denizens, destroy Crystal Core, retrieve fragments.

	Recommended Party Size: 4-6

	Difficulty: B




“Sounds like a real party,” Ethan muttered. He didn’t have to sign up, technically, but he had a quota of six dungeons a week, and he already took one day off. So—yeah, never mind, he kind of did have to sign up.

Time for the pre-Quest checklist. He’d learned through second-hand experience that skipping this was a great way to end up as monster chow.

First up, he did his gear check. Ethan ran his hands along his Lifeblade’s scabbard. The weapon seemed to buzz under his fingers, almost growling.

Lifeblade was also his class. Though he wasn’t a top tier Slayer, he did have a rare, or maybe even unique, class that kept him in pretty high demand. He was also generally competent and in uncommonly good shape if his performance reviews and quarterly physicals were anything to go by.

Ethan’s blade was more or less a part of him, channeling his abilities as a support-class Slayer. He’d seen the judgy looks from the pea-brained DPS types when he pulled out his weird-looking sword, but those looks often changed to words of praise or gratitude by the end of a run.

Next up, he had to sort his potions. Ethan dug through his pack, taking stock of what he had. He could always requisition more from SlayerCorp, but that came out of his income, so he tried to be cheap with them.

Health vials glowed red, and mana potions shimmered blue. Both came from inside portals, harvested from very specific kinds of crystals. He had a few specialty brews too—stuff that SlayerCorp developed when they got their hands on various herbs, critters, and minerals from beyond. Potions to make you hit harder, move faster, that kind of thing, but he rarely used them. Ethan allowed himself a small grin. He might not be A-Tier, but he’d be damned if he’d walk into a dungeon with his pants down and dick out.

A loud yawn and some happy giggles from next door made him freeze. Ethan’s ears perked up, catching light footsteps and a soft humming sound.

That was Lily Chen, his closest neighbor in these apartments. Being so close to a SlayerCorp Portal Deck, this floor was mostly made up of Slayers like him. In fact, the floor itself was owned by his employer, which gave him a monthly discount on rent. It still felt shitty putting rent money in the same hands that put pay slips in his. In the end, even that was a silly thought since SlayerCorp basically owned everything for hundreds of miles in one way or another.

Lily. The A-Tier Berserker with a smile that he couldn’t get out of his head for more than ten minutes at a time. She was…perfect.

Ethan’s heart did a little waltz in his ribcage as he imagined her adorable face. Yeah, yeah—real smooth for a hardened Slayer. He’d seen her around, traded a few nods in the hallway from time to time. Every interaction had felt brief and awkward in one way or another, to the point where he wondered if she was avoiding him.

She didn’t seem to mind that they were coworkers, for lack of a better word. They’d run a bunch of quests together over the few months after he moved into this building. Still, every time, something went wrong. Never disastrously bad, mind you—but not the progress he hoped for, either.

He hadn’t had any trouble in the past hooking up with other girls—even other Slayers. But Lily was different. For one thing, she was his senior in Slayer Tier, which was kind of a big deal to some.

“Get it together, Harper,” he muttered, running a hand through his perpetually messy hair. “She’s A-Tier. Probably doesn’t even remember your name.”

But his mind wandered back to their last Quest together anyway. It had been a routine cleanup, a goblin den with a decent amount of gold to claim, which they could cash in for Elysian credits, among other loot. Lily had been... well, like a human hurricane. Her battle axe blurred as she carved through the enemies like a combat laser-saw through a loaf of white bread. Then a stray arrow caught her in the shoulder.

That’s when Ethan got to show off a little.

His Lifeblade sang as he siphoned vitality from the goblins, channeling it into Lily. The wound closed up in seconds, forcing the arrow out in the way that healing magic often did. The look of surprise and gratitude that she flashed him? Yeah, a guy could get used to that. Even if it was a little intense for her adorable face.

Shaking off the daydream, Ethan decided to knock out a quick workout before frying up some eggs, canned veggies, and protein bricks in a pan. From there, it would be time to head to the Portal Deck. For his workout, he did weighted push-ups, squats, sit-ups, and some reps with free weights that would make most gym rats scratch their heads if they saw how much he was lifting. Nothing too crazy for a Slayer, but certainly enough to keep him on top of his peers and in fighting shape—even if what he was fighting on a regular basis was demons, dragons, and golems.

Showered and dressed in his usual getup—reinforced pants, compression shirt, and a leather jacket that had seen better days—Ethan felt ready to face whatever the System and SlayerCorp decided to throw at him. He pulled up the Quest roster one last time, curious about his future party members.

His eyes widened as a familiar name popped up:

	[CRYSTAL SMASH & GRAB - REGISTRATION]

	1. Ethan Harper (C-Tier Lifeblade)

	2. Lily Chen (A-Tier Berserker)

	3. ...




Huh. Once he’d reserved a possible spot, Lily’s name appeared almost immediately afterwards. Seeing that, the decision was made. Ethan’s finger hovered over the Confirm button for a split second before he smashed it. A grin spread across his face.

“Well,” he said to his reflection as he smoothed out his hair one last time, “time to show that sexy little Berserker what a C-Tier can do.”

With a final pat of his pockets—keys, wallet, flavored protein pills just in case he got hungry—Ethan stepped out into the hallway. The constant buzz of Neo Elysium surrounded him, promising danger, adventure, and hopefully a chance to impress the girl next door without making a complete fool of himself.

Probably not, but hey, a Slayer fella can dream.


Chapter 2



Lily - True Love

Lily Chen’s eyes popped open, and just like that, she was instantly awake. No need for an alarm when you’re powered by pure, unadulterated crush energy. She stretched, yawned and giggled as she looked up at the ceiling, wiggling her toes under the covers. Another day, another chance to breathe the same air as Ethan fricking Harper.

She sat up, running a hand through her messy bedhead before grabbing a brush off her nightstand to tame it. For an A-Tier Berserker, you’d think she’d look more... intimidating? But nope. Lily was one hundred pounds and five-foot-nothing of pure adorkable, wholesome sweetness.

That was more or less a carefully cultivated persona, though. Being underestimated just made it more fun when she pulled out her axe and started wrecking face. And being this cute, well, it kept Ethan’s attention from veering too far from her. At least… most of the time.

The System chimed, and Lily’s heart did a little tap dance. She pulled up the notification, and—

	[CRYSTAL SMASH & GRAB - PARTY]

	1. Ethan Harper (C-Tier Lifeblade)

	2. ...




“Oh. My. God.” Lily whisper-screamed, not wanting to be heard by her sexy neighbor. She smashed the ‘Accept’ button so hard she was almost surprised her finger didn’t shatter the holo-screen somehow. Ethan was on the Quest. ETHAN. WAS. ON. THE. QUEST. This was not a frickin’ drill.

She bounced out of bed, vibing to some bubblegum technopop as she set out her clothes and tapped a button on her cyberhome console to ready the hot water. Shower time! And if she happened to use the same lavender shampoo that a certain Lifeblade once told Jathan O’Malley that he liked the smell of three years, four weeks, and six days ago in a cafe on Paper Street in the District Alpha of their home city? Total coincidence. Obviously.

The warm water felt amazing on her naked skin, but Lily was too amped to enjoy it properly. Her mind was already racing ahead to the Quest. Would Ethan notice when she tried out her new battle stance? Would they get paired up and get to clear a corridor together? Would they… would they maybe… make love?

Well, no. Probably not that last part.

She’d been practicing her newest Berserker skills for weeks—that’s how long it’d been since the last time they went on a Quest together. Maybe he’d compliment her axe work again. Or her pigtails! Wait, no, focus Lily. She was a badass Berserker, not some lovesick teenager. Please. Get it right—she was a lovesick twenty-four-year-old.

Dressed in her cutest sports bra and boy shorts—hey, a girl can be practical AND hot—Lily skipped to her living room. Her axe was propped against the wall, taller than she was and probably heavier than most people could lift. She could summon and banish it at will, but she liked to let it take up space in her apartment. It was a little comforting to look over and see it waiting for her.

Lily picked it up like it was made of cardboard. Being an A-Tier Berserker had its perks. “Okay, big guy,” she said to the axe, “let’s show the boy next door what we can do.”

She started some practice swings, but her eyes kept drifting to The Wall. That’s what she called it in her head. Capital T, capital W. The Ethan Wall. Dozens of photos, all of him, smiling that heart-stopping smile. Some she’d taken on quests (sneakily, of course), others around the city (also sneakily). It wasn’t stalking if it was true love, right? Right.

On the other side of that wall was Ethan’s bedroom. She’d only broken in a few times while he was out, just to really take in the smell of the place. And, okay maybe she went in at night to watch him sleep and touch him just a teensy bit, so she was sure his bed was right there. The unlocker implant in her wrist, specifically configured to his door, cost her three months’ salary in the Divers’ Market in District Epsilon, so she had to use it every now and then.

Lily put down her axe and walked over to her favorite photo. It was a selfie from her first day as a Slayer—also her first Quest with Ethan. She was grinning like an idiot, and Ethan... God, he looked like a freaking movie star. His arm was around her shoulders, all casual like it was no big deal. Never mind the fact that his arm was also around some other DUMB FUCKING WHORE’S shoulder—or it used to be, before she cut that girl out of the photo.

She could still feel the warmth of his body, smell that Ethan-y smell that made her knees go weak.

She touched the photo gently, then gave it a quick kiss. Then licked it. Then stuck it in her mouth and sucked it. Then she put it back on the wall and dried it off with her designated photo-drying towel. Normal crush behavior.

Looking at some of these photos brought her all the way back to high school. Talk about awkward years. That was well before her hot girl awakening. She’d been more or less the human incarnation of pimples and bad haircuts, and therefore an easy target for every mean girl and wannabe tough guy in school. But then there was Ethan.

“Ethan…” She almost moaned it.

She remembered it like it was yesterday, not to be all cliche and stuff. Some jerk in her third period had thought it’d be hilarious to set her messy ponytail on fire in chem class. She could still smell the burned hair, feel the hot sting of humiliated tears. But then, like some knight in shining armor, there was Ethan.

“Leave her alone, you fuck,” he’d said, all quiet and fierce. It was the first time she ever heard someone call someone else a “fuck” before, but it was surprisingly intimidating.

Before the other guy could say something like “Make me,” Ethan lost interest in waiting to see what happened next and pounded the bully in the face with his fist, knocking him, and a couple teeth, right out. And when the bully was dealt with, he didn’t just walk away. He gave her his jacket to cover her messed-up hair. “Come on,” he’d said, so gentle it made her heart feel like a thousand bees were living inside it. “Let’s get you to the nurse.”

Lily sighed dreamily. She still had that jacket. She slept with it every night, wore it whenever she needed to get herself off, too. It didn’t smell like him anymore, but sometimes she’d wrap it around her pillow and kiss it, make-believing it was him.

Not weird at all, no sir.

Her eyes drifted to another photo. It was one of Ethan laughing with his friends outside their high school. She hadn’t taken that one—she straight up stole it. Back then, she’d been too shy to get close enough to justify asking for a copy. But oh, she remembered that day, alright.

It had been raining like crazy, and she’d forgotten her umbrella like a total idiot. There she was, huddled under some store awning, probably looking like a drowned mouse. And Ethan, beautiful, wonderful guy that he is, was, and always would be, had seen her. He jogged over, handed her his umbrella with that movie-star smile, and said, “Here. Looks like you need this more than I do.”

Then he was gone, back to his friends, getting soaked but laughing like he didn’t have a care in the world. She remembered flicking his shaggy hair back—shaggy at the time—like he was in some fricking shampoo holo-ad on Main Street. Lily had held onto that umbrella for weeks, sleeping with it next to her bed. She only gave it back when the guilt got too much. Well, she gave back an identical one, anyway. It took some work to find where he’d bought it. The real umbrella was currently under her pillow.

One more photo caught her eye. This one she’d taken herself, telephoto lens and all. Creepy? Maybe. But how else was she supposed to get pictures of Ethan volunteering at the homeless shelter? The memory made her all warm and fuzzy inside. There he was, serving soup, listening to some old guy’s probably boring story like it was the most interesting thing in the world.

Just when she thought she couldn’t love him more, he’d go and do something like that. It wasn’t fair. How was her poor heart supposed to handle this guy?

A smell wafted through the air, making Lily’s stomach growl. Oh great, now he was cooking something delicious. Because of course he could cook. Stupid perfect Ethan with his stupid perfect everything. She pouted, catching her silly reflection in the gloss of the photo she’d been staring at.

Lily bounced on her toes, too excited to simply stand still. Soon, she’d see him. She’d make sure to leave after him so she could watch him as he walked there, like usual. Maybe today would be the day she’d finally work up the courage to talk to him. Like, really talk. Not just “Oh, hi,” and then awkwardly going quiet like always.

Her eyes landed on her favorite sneaky photo. Ethan, working out in the park, shirt off, muscles all... muscular. Not that she was a slouch in the fitness department, but being a C-Tier Slayer, that boy worked hard to make sure he could keep up with the likes of her, and it showed. Hoo boy did it show. Her cheeks felt hot just looking at it. She’d almost blown her cover taking that one since she let out an indecent noise at the time. Worth it, though.

It wasn’t just his looks (But holy crap, those looks). It was the whole package. The way he always pushed himself to be better. His skill as a Slayer went beyond what his stats could quantify. She knew B-Tiers and A-Tiers that would think twice before pissing him off—and he was a support class.

But it was also how he was just so freaking kind to everyone, even people who didn’t deserve it. He was the reason she’d started training so hard. In a weird way, he was the reason she’d been blessed with the Berserker class when the System showed up.

Lily shook herself out of her Ethan-induced daze. Time to get ready for real. She pulled on her reinforced leggings and a top that made her boobs look super juicy and round as frick, then banished her axe until she needed it.

“Okay, Tony Montana,” she said to her fluffy white cat who finally decided to grace her with his presence as she was pouring food into his dish on her way out the door. “Wish Mommy luck. Maybe today’s the day your future Daddy notices her!”

Tony Montana, being a cat, was uninterested and, frankly, kind of a dick.

Heart pounding, palms sweaty, she waited until she heard a click from outside, then waited about thirty more seconds to make sure she’d be behind just far enough to follow Ethan on his way to the Portal Deck.

When she was sure enough time passed, she took a deep breath and opened her door. And there he was, apparently still fumbling with the lock on his door for some freaking reason. Ethan. Right there. Looking her dead in the face.

Lily froze. This wasn’t the plan. She was usually so good at timing things, at avoiding these awkward oh-my-god-he’s-right-there kind of moments. But now, with Ethan so close she could count his unfairly long eyelashes, Lily Chen—A-Tier Berserker, scourge of monsters, and world-champion secret admirer—found herself totally, completely, utterly tongue-tied.

He smelled so good, even from here. Her senses as a Slayer picked him up easily. Frick. He smelled, like, illegal levels of good. Illicit. Evil. Sexy sandalwood and sexy citrus and pure, concentrated, sexy hotness. She had to mash her thighs together out of reflex when they locked eyes.

In that moment, with Ethan close enough to almost touch, Lily knew one thing for absolute certain: She would do anything—anything at all—to make Ethan Harper hers. But right now, in this moment?

Yep, she was screwed. And not in the fun way.


Chapter 3



Ethan - Pre-Portal Blues

Well, shit. There she was, right in the fucking hallway, looking like a deer caught in headlights. Was he really that weird? Why did she always get so quiet when they had these run-ins?

But goddamn, she was cute. Lily Chen, A-Tier Berserker and star of approximately 99% of Ethan’s daydreams, was staring right into his eyes, and it was everything he could do not to give her the ol’ elevator stare. His heart did a weird flippity-doo-da that could have been taken as a sign of an impending heart attack in any other circumstance.

Her amber eyes went wide for a second, then narrowed into an expression that could’ve meant anything from “Oh, it’s you, my friendly male neighbor” to “I’m planning your murder, you utter scum.” With cute girls, you never really knew for sure.

“Oh—uh, hey there, neighbor,” Ethan said, conjuring up all the smoothness of a cactus with pubic hair. He let out a laugh that sounded more like a dying goat than anything a human man should do in the presence of someone that looked like her. “Funny, I feel like I never actually see you around. It’s like we’re always just missing each other.”

Lily just... stared at him. Did her eye just fucking twitch? Great. He’d broken her. Way to go, Harper. Guess he wasn’t as good looking as he thought. Still, he took the awkward pause for an excuse to help himself to a good look at her.

Lily Chen was a half-Chinese, half-Russian twenty-something chick whose parents probably moved to the SlayerCorp’s territories after the Great AI War ravaged their countries. She had the very best features of both sides of her family. She was short—roughly five feet tall, and that was being generous—but had a body that naturally forced Ethan’s lips into mouthing a “Wow” if he stared too long.

Also, she wore pigtails. Long, dark brown, basically black pigtails held in place with twisty red hair ties. He knew it was kind of weird of him, but he did have a bit of a weakness for the pigtail look. In fact, nearly everything about Lily Chen seemed tailor-made to his tastes—her fashion sense, her scent…everything.

“I’m Ethan, by the way. Ethan Harper? We’ve done a few Quests together. I’m a Slayer too—well, a C-Tier.” Why did he sound like he was trying to sell her a vacuum at the door? Shit, this was already going so poorly.

“Oh,” Lily said, her voice softer than a shrimp’s queef. Her smile seemed genuine now, if a bit awkward. “I know. I remember you, of course.”

Well, that was a relief. Sort of. Maybe. Was it, though?

“Cool, cool,” Ethan said, nodding like one of those retro dashboard bobbleheads from the pre-war world. Some people collected those things now. “So, uh, I saw you signed up for the Quest this morning. Not that I’m stalking you or anything! Ha!” Shit, saying that was a mistake. She didn’t react, though, thank Cyber Jesus. “I’m—uh—headed to the portal deck now if you want to walk together? Since we’re party members today and all.”

“...Okay.”

And just like that, Ethan found himself walking to work with the girl of his dreams… Who apparently had taken a vow of silence. Or was secretly in mime training. Both were equally possible at this point.

“Nice weather we’re having,” he tried.

“Mm-hmm.”

“Looking forward to the Quest?”

“Yeah.”

“Heard drops have been good lately. Might actually bother to cash in for some new gear this month.”

“Oh.”

Okay, fuck this, time to stop talking. He was making her uncomfortable, and who could blame her? Here he was, some C-Tier nobody, trying to chat up a mega cute A-Tier goddess. Slayers tended to stick to their own level when it came to relationships, or maybe date non-Slayers if they wanted to feel superior. It was practically unheard of for top-tier slayers, especially women, to date down.

Lily was probably just being nice, and doing an awkward job of it. At least she was putting up with his shoddy attempts at conversation. It’s not like Ethan was hurting for options in the dating department. He just... hadn’t bothered much lately. Not since moving into his new apartment, anyway.

He’d tried a few times, but right when things seemed to be getting interesting or serious, he ended up getting ghosted. Once sucked. Twice was rough. Five times? That’s a fucking pattern, and he wasn’t quite ready to face whatever demon inside him was scaring these girls away. It never used to happen before moving next door to Lily. He was starting to get a bit of a complex.

Maybe that’s why he’d never asked Lily out, actually. The thought of her ghosting him? That’d be a special kind of heartbreak he wasn’t sure he could handle. He’d liked a bunch of other girls in the last few years and even did some dating, but not the way he liked Lily. Not even close.

They rounded a corner, and bam—there it was. A building-sized hologram of a woman in a skimpy string bikini, dancing to industrial bro country and advertising Chroma Lite beer, because nothing says “drink our beer” like a giant, glowing woman with perfect tits. Capitalism, ho.

Ethan kept his eyes firmly ahead, desperately trying not to look like some drooling perv in front of his crush. For some reason, he could have sworn he felt Lily’s eyes on him. Great. She was probably checking to see if he was staring. At least he would pass that test.

The SlayerCorp District Office Building came into view at last once they finished that obstacle, and Ethan had to admit, no matter how many times he saw it, it still looked like something out of a sci-fi flick gone wrong. The building was all sharp angles and weird glowy bits, like some architect had a fever dream after binging on Chrome Star energy drink for three days straight.

Most of Neo Elysium’s buildings weren’t this fancy—or gaudy. They were what you expected of a hastily constructed post-war metropolis—lots of white concrete and boring shapes. The white was supposed to keep the city from getting too hot. Such design choices became a necessity after winter more or less stopped being a thing due to the unrelenting march of climate change. Apparently, heat got trapped in darker-colored building materials. Even so, the streets below were largely just plain old asphalt, though some were painted a pale gray.

When they entered their district’s SlayerCorp building, they made their way to a lobby with a glass window view to a platform of sorts with active portals all around the space, attached to pillars that seemed to extend eternally upward. Each portal was a swirling mess of colors that hurt your brain if you looked at them too long. Ethan always thought they looked like someone had tossed an eldritch rainbow into a mixing bowl but gave up stirring a few seconds later.

“Don’t forget to clock in,” Ethan muttered under his breath with a chuckle. It would never be lost on him how strange it was that this was his job. He glanced at Lily, half-hoping for a reaction, but she was still doing her best impression of a statue.

The perky SlayerCorp deck supervisor ushered them to their assigned door into the platform area. “Right this way, Slayers!” she chirped. Ethan resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Honestly, he liked Gloria well enough, but he would take some biting sarcasm over fake-cheerful greetings any day. At least sarcasm was honest. He happened to know Ms. Lyle resented her job, after all—if you believed the rumors, anyway.

Two other Slayers were already waiting for them on the platform, huddled close to the new portal Ethan had to assume was theirs. Before he could say hi, one of them—a woman with long, gorgeous, chestnut-colored hair and bright green eyes—bounded over to him like an overexcited puppy. She had a boyish, athletic build, but still with nice, feminine curves, looking sort of tomboyish if not for the long ponytail and naturally pretty face.

“Ethan! Long time no see, big guy.” She punched his arm playfully. “Ready to kick some monster ass?”

He grinned back, grateful for the familiar face. “Hey, Zoe. Didn’t see you’d be on this run. Ready for me to save your ass again?”

Zoe winked. “My very toned ass, you mean? Hell yes. C-Tiers gotta stick together, right?” She leaned in conspiratorially and put a hand on his shoulder. “Plus, you know how well my shields work with your Lifeblade shit. We’re practically unstoppable. The two of us together could take on an A-Tier easily, maybe even give the rare S-Tier a run for their money.”

Ethan laughed, ignoring the way his skin tingled where she’d touched him. “Yeah, yeah, don’t count on that, Shield Maiden. Your ego’s big enough already.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Ethan saw Lily shift uncomfortably and walk off without a word. Curiosity gnawed at him, but before he could say or do anything, Zoe was talking again.

“So, big guy—coffee after the mission? I know this great little place that does the best caramel lattes in Neo Elysium. Unless you’re scared of a little caffeine.”

Ethan hesitated for a split second. He glanced at Lily, who was now near the portal, examining her axe with the kind of intensity usually reserved for bomb disposal or open-heart surgery. Then he looked back at Zoe. Well, she wasn’t Lily, but he did like her, and she was attractive. Zoe was cute, fun, and actually into him.

“You know what? Hell yeah. Coffee sounds great. Maybe I’ll even splurge for one of those fancy muffins they probably overcharge for.”

“Oh, they for sure do,” Zoe beamed, and Ethan felt a little flutter in his chest. Maybe this wouldn’t be such a bad day after all. Unless, of course, they all died horribly on the Quest. Always a possibility in this line of work, however small.

“Alright, team! Gather ‘round!” A new voice boomed across the room, loud enough to wake the dead. A tall, broad-shouldered man with flame-red hair strode in, practically radiating self-importance. “I’m Blaze, your B-Tier Pyromancer and team captain for this little adventure. I was assigned by SlayerCorp to manage this one, so I’ll be calling the shots.”

Blaze’s eyes scanned the group, lingering for a moment on Lily. He gave her a small nod of respect, which she didn’t return. Ethan frowned. Maybe she was just getting into mission mode? Or maybe Blaze owed her money. Either way, she looked really grumpy for some reason.

“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” Blaze continued. “Everyone, pull up your class sheets. I need to know your capabilities.”

Ethan swiped his hand, bringing up his holographic stat sheet:

	Name: Ethan Harper

	Tier: C

	Class: Lifeblade

	HP: 3200/3200

	MP: 2800/2800

	Boosted Skill:

	- Mending Slash (Deal damage and heal a single ally)

	Proficiencies:

	- Sword Mastery (Level 4)

	- Light Armor Proficiency (Level 3)

	- Potion Efficacy (Level 2)




He glanced around, catching glimpses of the others’ sheets. Zoe’s showed her impressive defensive capabilities as a Shield Maiden. The quiet guy in the corner—Drake, according to his sheet—was a B-Tier Shadowstalker. Handy for recon, or for stabbing monsters in the back, assuming they had backs.

And Lily... Ethan’s eyes widened as he caught a glimpse of her skills. They were brutal. It was always shocking seeing her at work, too. You’d never expect a cutie of her caliber would be capable of such… raw violence. As he recalled some of her antics on their last Quest together, he suddenly felt like a kid with a foam sword standing next to a motherfucking tank.

As Blaze reviewed their capabilities, Ethan noticed something odd. Lily was staring at Zoe with an unreadable expression. There was an intensity there that made him uneasy, though he couldn’t say why. Maybe Zoe owed her money too. Ethan almost laughed at the secret narrative he was concocting while he failed to listen to Blaze as he prattled on about this and that.

Before he could finish reading everyone’s stats, a low, reverberating hum filled the air. The portal’s colors exploded into mind-bending brilliance as it sprang to life.

“Gear up, people!” Blaze called out. “Show time in sixty seconds!”

Ethan took a deep breath and opened his bag, equipping the remainder of his battle gear. As the weight of his armor settled on his shoulders, he pushed all other thoughts aside.

Time to kick some ass in front of two cute chicks. Or at least not die horribly.

Priorities, Harper. Priorities.


Chapter 4



Lily - That Fucking Bitch

The moment Lily stepped through the portal, the dank air of the dungeon hit her like a wet slap to the kisser. Ugh, gross. It hit her harder than it would most people, too, because she happened to have quite the sensitive nose.

The narrow stone corridor stretched ahead, illuminated by eerie, humming blue mana crystals that cast spooky but fairly familiar shadows. This was nothing new. Lily’s boots squelched as she stepped in something she really didn’t want to reflect on.

Honestly, the dungeon was the least of her concerns. All she could think about was that whore Zoe with her whorish hair and her stupid flirty voice asking Ethan out for coffee. Zoe wanted to fuck him. She basically propositioned Lily’s future husband—Right. In. Front. Of. Her.

“That fucking slut,” she whispered as her eyes tossed daggers in the Shield Maiden’s direction.

“Huh?” Zoe muttered, looking back at her. “Did you say something, Berserker?”

Lily didn’t even answer. She just averted her eyes. She’d rather look at anything but that fucking bitch, anyway. She stared straight ahead and made eye contact with no one like she was walking through customs. People were taking note of her mood but she couldn’t hide it. She just couldn’t.

That slut. That whore. That bitch. She’d skin her alive and feed her her own pretty hair.

A notification popped up in Lily’s vision, and when Blaze raised his hand, she knew it wasn’t just for her:

	[Dungeon Alert: Goblin Pack Detected]

	Threat Level: Low

	Recommended Action: Engage and eliminate




Perfect. Something to take her frustrations out on. Lily hurtled into the darkness ahead, catching her first look at the huddled, feral-looking demihumans to cross her path.

“Lily, hold up!” someone shouted—probably Blaze. “Be careful!”

“RAAAAGH!” Lily screamed as she charged forward. She was a Berserker, so it wasn’t that out of character for her to lose herself to a fight, but she was definitely not keeping her cool as well as she typically did. Her massive axe gleamed in the blue crystal light as she brought it down on the first unlucky goblin that crossed her path.

	[Skill Activated: Berserker’s Fury]

	Duration: 30 seconds

	Effect: +50% Attack Speed, +30% Damage




The creature exploded into a shower of gore and Skill XP particles only Slayers could see, but it didn’t make her feel much better. If anything, her rage only grew more desperate. She whirled, her axe whizzing and blurring through the air as she cut through goblin after goblin.

The rest of her party was fighting, too, but she had tunnel vision for the enemy. A skeleton warrior rattled towards her from a stalactite-ridden corridor, rusty sword raised. For a split second, Lily swore she saw Zoe’s face on its bony head.

“You stay AWAY FROM HIM!” The skeleton didn’t stand a chance, clattering to the ground in a pile of bones and loot as her axe drove right through it.

	[Skill Activated: Bone Crusher]

	Effect: Skeleton-type enemies take 25% more damage for the next 5 minutes




She could hear the others whispering behind her, probably wondering what crawled up her shorts to get her in this mood.

Whatever. Let them wonder. As long as they stayed out of her way, she didn’t care. She had to work this out. This was a necessary risk that came with being near Ethan—for now. One day, when she was secure in their love for one another, she was sure this wouldn’t be such an issue, but…

A repeating sound like dropping boulders came from straight ahead. The narrow corridor opened into a vast cavern. Stalactites hung from the ceiling like stone fangs. A literal rock monster lumbered out of a side passage, each step shaking the ground.

“I’ll take this fucking slut,” she growled, pointing at the rocky fiend with her axe.

“Slut?” Zoe said. “The stone goliath?”

“Hey, uh, Lily?” Blaze called out hesitantly. “Maybe we should strategize before—”

Screw that guy, Lily was already charging, her battle cry echoing off the cavern walls. The rock monster swung a massive fist, but she ducked under it, bringing her axe up in a devastating uppercut that shattered its jaw.

	[Critical Hit!]

	Bonus Effect: Stun (3 seconds)




“Or... you can just do that,” Blaze muttered, then charged forward with Drake at his side. “We’ll finish the stone bastard—you handle those archers!”

As Lily spun to address the new threat, a searing pain exploded in her stomach. She looked down to see an arrow protruding from her midsection. Stupid. She’d been so focused on the golem, she’d missed those goblin archers perched on a ledge above.

	[Status Effect: Bleeding]

	Duration: Three minutes or until healed




Before she could even think about pulling the arrow out, a warm, tingling sensation spread through her body. The pain faded, and she felt the projectile eject itself as the wound started to close.

	[Healing Received: Mending Slash]

	HP restored: 800

	Status Effect ‘Bleeding’ removed




She let out a sigh that sounded a bit lewder than it probably should have. Ethan. It had to be. She could already hear his Lifeblade whizzing through the air above her, with each swing releasing waves of golden energy that struck the goblin archers on their perch.

Three of them dropped instantly, their bodies starting to dissolve into XP particles well before they hit the ground. The last one managed to nock another arrow, but Ethan’s blade flashed once more, and the goblin’s head separated cleanly from its shoulders.

Lily bit her lip. He was so cool. No one would believe he was a C-Tier if they didn’t see his sheet for themselves.

Next thing she knew, he was already back at her side, hand outstretched. A soft glow fading from his fingertips as he instantaneously started to offer Lily a bit more healing, but she was already topped up.

God, he looked so yummy standing there, all concerned for her and stuff, with the last goblin’s head still clutched in his other hand like some kind of gory trophy. The way he’d tried to protect her while simultaneously healing her... Lily’s thighs were getting swamped just reflecting on it.

“Blaze,” Ethan called out, his brow furrowed as the goblin head finally dissolved into particles in his grip, “I handled the archers. Take the others down the left tunnel. I’ll stick with Lily on the right.”

Oh. My. God. He was sending the others away. To be alone with her! This was, like, totally a scene from one of her fantasies. Well, minus the arrow wound in her stomach and her being splattered with monster guts, but still. Close enough.

As the others disappeared down the left passage, Ethan turned to her. Oh shit. He was going to talk. “Hey, you okay? You seemed a little... intense back there.”

Lily beamed at him in spite of herself, all traces of her earlier rage gone. Her voice was still shy and shaky when she spoke, and she felt her cheeks burning. “I’ve never been better, actually.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “That’s... good? It’s just, you were kind of scaring everybody. Zoe said—”

The name was like a bucket of ice water. Lily’s mood plummeted instantly. Without thinking, she hurled her axe over Ethan’s shoulder. He ducked, eyes wide, as the weapon embedded itself in the skull of a zombie that had been creeping up behind him, though still about eight feet away.

	[Skill Activated: Axe Throw]

	Bonus Effect: Instant Kill on lesser enemies




“I don’t trust her,” Lily blurted out, unable to keep the bitterness from her voice. “A good guy like you shouldn’t hang out with a girl like her.”

Ethan laughed, though he looked a bit shaken as he recovered and stood upright again. “I’m flattered to hear you’re concerned, but you don’t even know me that well. And I’ve known Zoe a while. She’s good people. But I can see why you might have thought she was rude, greeting me and not you earlier.”

“That’s not the problem,” Lily insisted, her voice soft but firm. She had to make him understand. “And I do know. I just... I have a bad feeling she’ll just end up ghosting you in the end.”

She hated using that line on him. The change in Ethan’s expression was immediate, if subtle. He looked sad, vulnerable even. It broke Lily’s heart to see him like that, but it was necessary. He couldn’t be with another girl. He just couldn’t.

If she heard about him having sex with Zoe, Lily would probably kill her, kill him, then kill herself. That’s just the way it is, she sighed internally. He’d already slept with way too many other girls. She hadn’t been able to stop all that from happening, but she wasn’t going to let even one more slut have him. From now on, it was her or nothing.

Which meant she needed to be more proactive.

“We should focus, Ethan,” she said quickly, hating the dejected look on his face. “Let’s finish our tunnel and get to the crystal boss. Maybe we’ll get lucky and beat the others there.”

“Yeah, sure,” Ethan replied, though he still seemed rattled.

They pressed deeper into the dungeon, and the passage twisted and turned every dozen yards or so. Glowing fungi clung to the walls, emitting an eerie green glow that reminded her of the glow in the dark stickers she used to have on her walls as a kid.

A chittering sound echoed from the darkness ahead. Lily readied her axe as Ethan drew his sword.

	[Dungeon Alert: Arachne Broodmother Detected]

	Threat Level: High

	Recommended Action: Proceed with caution




“Oh, great,” Ethan muttered. “Spiders. Everyone’s favorite.”

The Broodmother burst from the shadows, her human torso melding into the body of a monstrous black and crimson spider. Smaller arachnids swarmed around her feet, varied in size, shape, and coloration.

Lily charged in and quickly cleaved through many of the smaller spiders.

	[Skill Activated: Whirlwind Slash]

	Duration: 5 seconds




Ethan hung back and waited for the survivors to head his way. His sword glowed with healing energy as he dashed the remaining arachnids to pieces. Any wounds that Lily suffered in her brash assault healed as he did his thing.

The freaking hunk.

	[Buff Applied: Rejuvenating Aura]

	Effect: +20 HP regeneration per second

	Duration: Until out of range




The Broodmother screeched, shooting a web that caught Lily’s leg. As she struggled to free herself, the monster lunged forward, mandibles snapping.

“Lily!” Ethan shouted. He dashed forward, his sword slashing in a golden, glittering arc.

	[Skill Activated: Lifelink]

	Effect: HP pools connected. Damage and healing shared between Ethan and Lily.

	Duration: 1 minute




Lily felt a surge of warmth flood through her. With a roar, she broke free of the web and brought her axe down on the Broodmother’s head with a crack.

	[Critical Hit!]

	Elite HP Remaining: 20%




As they fought side by side, Lily couldn’t help but marvel at how well they worked together—further proof that they were soulmates. That Zoe cunt had boasted about how good the two of them were together, but they had practically zero chemistry compared to Lily and Ethan. Lily’s axe cleared the way, while Ethan’s healing kept them both in top form. It was perfect. They were perfect. Their babies would be perfect.

For a moment, Lily let herself indulge in a little fantasy. She imagined throwing down her axe, grabbing Ethan by his stupidly handsome face, and kissing him senseless right there in the tunnel atop the bodies of their vanquished foes. He’d surely go for a booby squeeze, and she’d whimper a little but she’d let him—oh, she’d let him so hard.

But... no. She couldn’t. Not yet.

With a final, earth-shaking blow, the Broodmother fell, dissolving into a shower of loot and Skill XP.

	[Boss Defeated: Arachne Broodmother]

	Reward Unlocked: 1500 Skill XP, Valuable Loot Chest




As Ethan bent to examine the loot, Lily watched him, her heart racing. No matter what it took, she would make Ethan hers. And heaven help anyone—especially that stupid fucking Zoe WHORE—who tried to get in her way.


Chapter 5



Ethan - Not a Drill

It actually wasn’t all that long until Ethan and Lily rejoined their party, as both corridors seemingly merged at the end. Ethan’s boots made a gross squelching sound with every step. Of course it wasn’t enough that he was half-covered in goblin guts—puddles of blood and gore from Lily’s handiwork were pretty much everywhere. The air smelled like someone had set off a stink bomb inside a fresh corpse. Fun times in dungeon paradise.

“Man, I should’ve become an accountant,” Ethan muttered, wrinkling his nose as he thought of his high school friend. “Bet Tom’s biggest occupational hazard is paper cuts.”

The passage finally opened up into a cavern so gapingly huge he couldn’t even see the fucking ceiling. In his experience, big chambers were usually a bad sign. Sure enough, at the center of it all stood their target: a crystal roughly the size of his first apartment, pulsing with a creepy light that made the surrounding fungi look like dollar store glow sticks.

“Well, that’s not ominous at all,” Zoe said, eyeing the crystal warily as she stood in front of him and Lily. She had taken up the head of their formation.

Ethan knew what she meant. Generally speaking, anything that glowed like that was usually bad news. Or, on a more positive note, and maybe more poignant today, they might be harvestable crystals, which could make a sad lad glad for sure. Realistically, it was definitely a little of Column A and a little of Column B. “You ready for this, guys?”

Grunts of affirmatives rang out, but when Ethan looked over at Lily, she had the most intense look out of all of them. Her brow was furrowed, her lips bent into a perpetual snarl that seemed like it was about to give way to a roar. It almost looked like she was staring at the back of Zoe’s head, which struck him as funny, but the crystal was just past her, so he was sure she was focused on that.

Damn. Cute as Lily was, she really was a Berserker. Seeing her so serious about the job only made him more enamored with her. He wished he cared that much about anything.

Their so-called leader, Blaze, raised a hand. “Hold up, team. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

“Oh good,” Drake muttered from his dark corner. “I was worried this was going to be fun and easy.”

Right on cue, with impressive comedic timing that Ethan had to give the cosmos props for, the ground began to shake. The crystal’s pulsing went into overdrive, like a giant, angry heartbeat. And from the shadows emerged... well, Ethan wasn’t quite sure what to call it until the System alert came, but “OH SHIT” seemed apt.

	[Boss Encounter: Crystal Colossus]

	Threat Level: Extreme

	Recommended Action: Proceed with caution. Or run.




“You don’t say,” Ethan muttered, eyeing the notification. Still, the big bosses at HQ didn’t send him here to run. The creature looked like a bodybuilder, a chandelier, and a bunch of knives had a very ugly baby. An ugly giant baby.

Speaking of arms, multiple grasping limbs burst from its torso, each ending in wickedly sharp crystal blades that Ethan really didn’t want anywhere near his fleshy, easily-sliced, diligently maintained body.

“Oh come on,” Zoe groaned beside him. “That’s just excessive.”

“Agreed,” muttered Blaze. “You saw the alert. Proceed with caution, gang.”

“I saw a second part to the alert, actually,” Drake muttered.

Ethan had half a mind to pick up what Drake was putting down, but there was no time for pissing and moaning, and they’d come too far to retreat. The Colossus let out a roar that sounded like a thousand nails on a chalkboard, amplified through a cyber metal band’s sound system.

“Right,” Ethan winced, drawing his sword. “Guess we’re doing this. Try not to die, everyone. The paperwork’s a real bitch.”

“Spread out!” Blaze shouted, apparently one for stating the obvious. “Zoe, shields up! Drake, flank it! Lily, frontline assault! Ethan, keep us alive!”

“No pressure or anything,” Ethan muttered, but he moved into position. Zoe’s shield expanded into a shimmering dome, just in time to catch a barrage of crystal shards that would’ve turned them all into pincushions.

	[Skill Observed: Aegis Barrier]

	User: Zoe Anderson

	Effect: 80% damage reduction to all allies within range

	Duration: 30 seconds




Ethan felt the familiar warmth of his abilities activating. He focused on Lily since she was the most exposed, channeling his energy into her.

	[Skill Activated: Vitality Link]

	Target: Lily

	Effect: 50% of damage taken is redirected to Ethan

	Duration: Until canceled




Ethan had learned to use this particular skill sparingly with A-Tiers, but he trusted Lily’s instincts, and more importantly, knew that she was their best hope in winning this fight. The issue was they could take much heavier hits than a C-Tier like him, so linking up HP with them in any capacity could be reckless.

The battle was pure chaos. Drake darted in and out of the shadows, his daggers chipping away at the Colossus’s hide. Blaze’s fireballs lit up the cavern, turning sections of the monster into modern art sculptures. Zoe and Ethan hacked at the colossus whenever they could find an opening, darting in and out of danger zones so frequently that they both ended up breathless for most of the battle.

And Lily? She was a goddess. A force of fucking nature. Her massive axe whirled through the air, each swing taking chunks out of the Colossus that Ethan was pretty sure defied the laws of physics. The pint-sized Berserker moved with a grace that seemed at odds with the raw power of her attacks, dodging crystal shards and retaliating with her own devastating blows.

	[Skill Observed: Berserker’s Fury]

	User: Lily Chen

	Effect: Attack speed and damage massively increased




But for every blow they landed, the Colossus gave as good as it got. One of its bladed arms caught Ethan across the chest, sending him flying. He hit the ground with all the grace of a skidding cinder block.

	[Critical Hit Taken!]

	Status Effect: Bleeding




Pain exploded across Ethan’s torso. “That’s gonna leave a mark,” he groaned, pushing himself up. His sword glowed as he activated his self-healing abilities, trying to ignore the way his ribs creaked in protest.

	[Skill Activated: Rejuvenating Burst]

	HP Restored: 800

	Status Effects Removed: Bleeding




“Ethan!” Zoe’s voice cut through the madness. “A little help here!”

He turned to see her shield flickering like someone was fucking with a light switch, cracks spreading across its surface with each reappearance. Ethan didn’t hesitate. He charged forward, his sword glowing with stored energy, and his cheeks glowing from the blood rush that came with a healthy dose of adrenaline.

	[Skill Activated: Mending Slash]

	Healing to Nearest Ally: 500




His blade struck true, slicing through one of the monster’s arms as it reared back for another blow against Zoe’s shield. The severed limb fell to the ground, shattering into a thousand glittering shards. Zoe’s barrier stabilized, the cracks sealing themselves as the pressure eased.

“Thanks, handsome,” she winked. Somewhere nearby, Lily let out a sudden roar that made Ethan jump as she diced off one of the Colossus’s arms.

“Guys, focus!” Blaze shouted. “We’ve almost got it!”

He was right. The Colossus was slowing, its movements becoming erratic and desperate. Large sections of its body had been reduced to molten slag or shattered entirely.

“One last push, everyone!” Ethan called out. “Everything you’ve got!”

They unleashed a final, devastating barrage. Drake’s daggers found the creature’s eyes, Zoe’s shield expanded around them all, and Blaze’s flames reached temperatures that made Ethan worry about the eyebrows of all nearby individuals. Lily’s eyes blazed with a different sort of intensity that made Ethan glad she was on their side. She ricocheted off a wall to reach incredible heights, and her axe descended in a perfect arc as it came down on the Colossus’s head. She let out a battle cry that sounded so much like “Fucking whore!” that he almost did a double take.

Ethan felt his own energy surge. He poured everything he had into one last attack, increasingly confident it wouldn’t be the kind of ‘last’ that ended up mentioned on his tombstone. Not that most Slayers got tombstones when they died.

	[Skill Activated: Recovery Overdrive]

	Effect: All healing abilities amplified by 200%

	Cost: 50% of current HP

	Duration: 10 seconds




Pain lanced through him as his own life force was consumed, but the payoff was immediate. A wave of golden energy erupted from his body, washing over his teammates. Wounds closed, fatigue vanished, and for a brief moment as Zoe’s shields also recovered for one more assault, they were unstoppable.

The Colossus didn’t stand a chance. With a final, earth-shaking roar, it collapsed, its body shattering into a million glittering pieces.

	[Boss Defeated: Crystal Colossus]

	Skill XP Gained: 1500

	Reward Unlocked: Crystal Core Chest




Ethan slumped to his knees, exhausted but grinning. They’d done it, and he’d only felt like he was definitely about to die twice during the whole thing. Not bad.

“Good work, team,” Blaze said. “Now, let’s crack that crystal and get out of here.”

The main crystal, mostly untouched during the battle, pulsed with a mysterious light. Ethan had always wondered about these things. SlayerCorp and various politicians said they were crucial for stabilizing the portals and powering the city, and that harvesting them was necessary to keep the dungeons from eventually overflowing into the real world. But everyone knew there was more to it. Whatever the whole truth was, it was above every Slayer’s pay grade.

Lily brought her axe down hard. With a resounding crack that made Ethan jump, the crystal split open, revealing a treasure chest and hundreds of the shards that were their primary objective within.

As per protocol, all of the loot would go back to SlayerCorp via Retrieval Squads later in the day, but Slayers were allowed to buy back any items they recovered with their own credits at “discounted rates”. Of course, first all the loot would need to be processed, which could take weeks.

Ethan’s eyes lit up as he saw a pair of bracers with their surface etched with alien runes that looked like they’d been drawn by a drunk calligrapher with a thing for swirls. He used his System HUD to examine them, and it only made him salivate more.

	[Item Observed: Bracers of the Lifebinder (Rare)]

	Effect: Healing abilities increased by 15%

	Bonus: 5% increase to all defenses




“Not bad,” Ethan murmured, daydreaming about slipping them on, even if he found bracers a little uncomfortable. At the end of the month, he might just see if these bad boys were still available, assuming that Hot Steve, that bitch-ass Cleric on the far end of his floor, didn’t nab them first.

Ethan crouched to give the bracers a better look. “I gotta wonder about how the System goes about naming these things. ‘Lifebinder’? Sounds like a failed dating app.”

Blaze chuckled. “I’ve got a fire absorption cloak back home called ‘Old Flame’.”

Ethan cocked his head as he looked back in disbelief. “You fucking do not.”

“Swear to God,” the Pyromancer said, raising his hands and crossing his heart.

As they made their way back to the portal, Ethan’s mind drifted. The adrenaline of the fight was fading, replaced by thoughts of Lily. Her erratic behavior in the dungeon kind of worried him. One moment she’d been a whirlwind of rage, the next... well, almost gentle. Even now she looked intense whenever he stole a look her way. It was like emotional whiplash.

Lost in thought, he almost walked right past the exit before Zoe’s voice snapped him back to reality.

“Hey, Lifeblade! Where do you think you’re going?”

Ethan blinked, then laughed. “Sorry, spaced out for a second there. I forgot about our coffee date. You know, near-death experiences really fuck with your social battery, but I can manage this one.”

Zoe grinned. “Well, don’t you dare stand me up now. How about we hit the showers and meet back here in twenty?”

“Sounds like a plan,” Ethan nodded. “See you in a bit. Try not to drown in there. Dying after surviving that mess would just be embarrassing.”

The SlayerCorp facility’s showers were utilitarian but blessedly hot. As the water sluiced away the grime and monster ichor, Ethan found his thoughts drifting back to Lily. He rarely talked to her outside of missions, but their brief encounter this morning had been... odd. She’d barely acknowledged him, but not in a way that seemed like she was indifferent. It was like he made her tense up just by being in her vicinity.

Then in the cave, she’d been downright scary, only to flip to almost sweet in an instant. Maybe she was practicing for a role in a soap opera? She was definitely pretty enough to be an actress.

He sighed, running a hand over the new scar-to-be on his chest. It joined a few dozen or so old wounds, the price of being a melee healer. His body looked like a connect-the-dots puzzle gone terribly wrong. Monsters always went for him first, knowing he could turn the tide of a battle. Sometimes he wondered if he should just wear a sign that said “Squishy Melee Healer: Please Eat Last”.

Twenty minutes later, feeling human again and dressed in clean clothes that didn’t scream “I just murdered a bunch of stuff”, Ethan met Zoe in the lobby. She looked fresh and put-together, but he couldn’t help noticing the tension in her smile. It was the kind of smile that seemed dishonest, maybe even slightly afraid.

“Ready to go?” he asked, trying for a casual tone.

“Yeah,” she replied, a note of something like desperation in her voice. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow but didn’t push. “Lead the way. But if we’re running from SlayerCorp Security, I want it noted that I’m a terrible getaway driver.” She didn’t laugh.

They ended up at The Slow Drip, a cozy cafe just a few blocks from their SlayerCorp office. Its walls were lined with bookshelves, and floating orbs of light drifted lazily through the air, giving the place a magical ambiance. They placed their orders at the counter—a simple black coffee for Ethan, as was his usual, and for Zoe…

“I’ll have a Strawberry Frappuccino, extra whip, with rainbow sprinkles and one pump of unicorn syrup.”

Ethan couldn’t help but laugh. “Unicorn syrup? Really? Do I want to know what part of the unicorn that comes from?”

Zoe stuck out her tongue. “It’s just a clever name, Mr. Boring Coffee. Some of us like our future Type Two diabetes diagnosis with a bit of whimsy.”

As they settled into a cozy booth, Ethan’s curiosity got the better of him. “Alright, spill. What’s got you so on edge all of a sudden? And if you say ‘nothing’, I’m going to assume you’ve been body-snatched and act accordingly. You were totally fine up until we were leaving the Portal Deck.”

Zoe’s playful demeanor vanished. She glanced anxiously around her before leaning in close. “When I went to shower earlier, I wasn’t alone. Lily Chen was waiting there for me. You know Lily, right? Are you two close or something?”

Ethan blinked, surprised by the question. “We’re actually neighbors, but we don’t really talk much. Why?”

Zoe bit her lip. “She cornered me in there. Nude. It was weird, some alpha bitch shit. She started dropping all these hints that I should cancel our date. Said stuff like how you’re ‘mature enough for a real relationship’ and that you don’t need ‘random chicks slutting it up’ after missions to distract you.”

“What?” Ethan’s jaw dropped. “That doesn’t sound like Lily at all.”

“I know, right? She’s usually so sweet. But this was... different. Cold. Almost scary.” Zoe shuddered. “She kept going on about how it’d be awkward when I inevitably break your heart and you and I end up having to work together again.”

Ethan let out a low whistle. “Wow. I had no idea she was so... protective? But when I think about her point of view, it makes sense in a way. I have seen a lot of awkward vibes between former couples on missions. We’re both solid party members who provide a lot of useful support for her, and she’s likely freaked out by the prospect of losing us to drama.”

“Maybe.” Zoe didn’t sound convinced. “But Ethan, her whole vibe was just... off. Like, way. Not just in the shower, but all day today. Didn’t you notice?”

Ethan definitely did notice.

They sat in silence for a moment, sipping their drinks. His mind was spinning. This behavior didn’t match up with the Lily he knew—or thought he knew.

“Well,” he finally said, trying to lighten the mood, “maybe she’s got a crush on me.” He couldn’t stop himself from laughing at that. “I’m pretty sexy for a C-Tier, after all.”

Zoe chuckled weakly. “Yeah, you are. You joke, but I feel like I stumbled into some kind of weird love triangle that I definitely didn’t sign up for.”

Ethan was about to protest the odds of that, ready to point out a litany of reasons such a thing was impossible, when both their comm-links in their wrists buzzed simultaneously.

The message projected on his skin made his blood turn cold:

	[EMERGENCY ALERT: SLAYERCORP]

	All Slayers report to your nearest branch immediately.

	Portal instability detected. This is not a drill.





Chapter 6



Lily - Basically Engaged

Lily’s heart was racing faster than a kobold on crack as she ducked under the table, praying to whatever higher power might be listening that Ethan and Zoe wouldn’t spot her. “Almost caught,” she murmured to herself. Ethan had just so happened to look her way, but her reflexes saved her.

She peered out from under the oversized jacket she’d “borrowed” from the lost and found at SlayerCorp, adjusting her sunglasses and pulling her hat lower. It wasn’t exactly a master class in disguise, but it had worked so far. Probably because Ethan was too distracted by that stupid FUCKING WHORE ZOE to notice anything else.

Lily’s fists had clenched along with her booty as she watched them until her water glass soundlessly shattered and eventually turned to dust in her hand. Zoe had leaned in close, whispering something that made Ethan’s eyebrows shoot up. What were they talking about? Was that her name she just saw on that slut’s lips?

Oh crap. Did Zoe just rat her out about the shower incident?!

Lily bit her lip, trying to push down the panic rising in her throat like bile. She’d been so caught up in the moment, so desperate to keep the evil bitch away from Ethan, that she might have gone a teensy-weensy bit overboard. Just a smidge, really. It’s not like she’d threatened to paint the SlayerCorp shower room with Zoe’s blood or anything.

Maybe she should have. The tramp probably wouldn’t be yapping so freely, then.

The beeps of their comm-links snapped Lily back to reality. That was a SlayerCorp alert, the one that could punch straight through DND mode when there was portal instability compromising their System HUDs. She watched as Ethan and Zoe’s faces turned serious, then worried. They were on their feet in seconds, rushing for the door.

Lily’s heart sank. Of course they’d leave together. She’d have to wait for them to get a head start, which meant being a little late to whatever emergency was going down. And in her line of work, being late could mean getting dealt the short stick by their corporate overlords.

“Frick on a stick,” she muttered, watching them disappear into the busy Neo Elysium street. She counted to ten, then twenty, before finally emerging from her hiding spot.

She practically ripped off her disguise, leaving it in a messy pile on the booth seat. Tony Montana would be disappointed in her lack of stealth, but cats were judgy like that. She wouldn’t let it get to her.

The humid, polluted air hit her face as she burst out of the cafe. Her eyes scanned the crowd for any sign of Ethan or Zoe.

Nothing. Good.

She took off down an alley, planning to cut across to the next street over. It’d take longer, but at least she wouldn’t risk running into them.

As she ran, her com–link dinged again. This time, she pulled it out to check what it actually said:

	[EMERGENCY ALERT: SLAYERCORP]

	All Slayers report to your nearest branch immediately. Portal instability detected. This is not a drill.




“Freaking better not be,” Lily muttered, picking up her pace. She was so focused on her alternate route that she almost missed the telltale rumble. She skidded to a stop just as the maglev train zoomed past, cutting off her path.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” she yelled, startling a nearby pigeon into flight. The train stretched as far as she could see in both directions. There was no way around, and who knew how long it would take to pass?

Lily glanced up at the buildings on either side of her. Smooth concrete and glass, no convenient footholds. To most people, it would be an impossible climb.

But Lily Chen wasn’t most people.

With a running start, she launched herself at the nearest wall. Her fingers found microscopic cracks and imperfections, her toes gripping like she had suction cups built into her shoes. Up she went, defying gravity with each impossibly graceful leap.

	[Skill Activated: Wall Climb]

	Effect: Allows vertical ascent on most surfaces

	Duration: 30 seconds




In seconds, she was on a fire escape, heart pounding with exertion and adrenaline. But she wasn’t done yet. With a final push, she sprang onto the roof of the passing train.

	[Skill Activated: Superhuman Leap]

	Effect: Jump distance and height increased by 300%

	Duration: Single use




The wind whipped at her hair as she sprinted along the top of the train, feeling for all the world like she was in one of those old action movies Ethan liked so much. Not that she memorized his film collection. And his music collection. And his book collection.

As the end of the train approached, Lily gathered herself for one last jump. She soared through the air, arms outstretched, and landed on the other side of the tracks with all the grace of a senior cat on ayahuasca.

	[Skill Activated: Gentle Landing]

	Effect: Negates fall damage from heights up to 50 feet




A small crowd had gathered, watching her with wide eyes and open mouths. One guy was even filming through a forearm-mounted comm-link attachment.

“Holy shit,” someone whispered. “She must be a Slayer!”

Lily rolled her eyes. “No duh,” she muttered under her breath. “We’re like, two blocks from SlayerCorp.”

But she didn’t have time to educate the masses on just how common Slayers were around here. Honestly, they had a point—technically they weren’t supposed to make themselves such a spectacle in public. She took off running again, leaving the gawking civilians in her dust.

By the time Lily burst into the SlayerCorp building hosting the Portal Deck, she was breathing hard and her wind-beaten hair looked like such a disaster that she had to redo her waist-long pigtails. Like she’d ever let Ethan see her with anything less than perfect hair. Please. She’d freaking off herself if that happened before she had him locked down.

Ms. Lyle, their perky deck supervisor, was nowhere to be seen at the building’s annex. Lily didn’t waste time wondering why as she made her way to the actual Portal Deck. Her heart sank as she saw the crowd of Slayers already gathered. At least fifty of them, maybe more.

“Crap on a crap cracker,” she muttered, resigned to taking a spot at the back. But then—

“Lily! Psst! Over here!”

Her head snapped up so fast she almost gave herself whiplash, and she was pretty sure she slapped a D-Tier in the face with a pigtail. There was Ethan, waving at her so sincerely and earnestly she almost fainted. Her heart did a pirouette as she approached, trying, and certainly failing, to look cool and collected like she hadn’t just sprinted the whole way here.

“What’s up?” she asked, wincing internally at how cold she sounded. She had tried for calm and cool, but she ended up sounding like even more of a bitch than that FUCKING BITCH ZOE. Way to go, Lily. Real smooth.

But Ethan just smiled that heart-stopping smile of his, not seeming to notice. “We were in the same party this morning, yeah? So technically I can vouch for you if they ask—party privileges and all. Come on, get in line with me.”

Lily’s brain popped and crackled for a second like someone poured whiskey into a power outlet. Ethan wanted her next to him? In public? In front of all these people? Where people could see them together? Was this real life? She pinched her butt just to make sure. Nice and firm, and yep, it hurt.

“Oh, uh, okay. Thanks,” she managed, slipping into line beside him.

As Ethan turned to face forward again, Lily allowed herself a secret moment of pure, unadulterated joy. She almost squeed with bliss. He’d noticed her. He’d wanted her close. He asked for her to join him in line… This was basically a marriage proposal, right? “I do!” she whimpered quietly.

“What was that?” Ethan said, looking back at her.

“N-nothing.”

She was so caught up in her Ethan-induced haze that she almost missed Zoe shifting away, putting a bit more distance between them. Good. Let her be nervous. Let her be scared for her freaking life if she wanted to be. Lily had to resist the urge to bare her teeth at the other girl.

Instead, she focused on Ethan. He was so tall, six-foot-two to her five-foot-even, so she was basically staring at the middle of his back unless she looked up. Before she could stop herself, Lily leaned in and took a deep breath, inhaling his scent. It was intoxicating—a mix of soap, sweat, some lingering coffee bean aroma, and something uniquely Ethan that made her knees shake.

She realized too late how weird this probably looked to anyone nearby that happened to be watching her. She probably looked like a little sister with a complex, what with the size difference—and also really creepy. Ew. Not the vibe she was going for at all. She straightened up quickly, praying no one had noticed.

Just then, Ms. Lyle appeared, looking slightly frazzled but still her typical perky self. She held a microphone in one perfectly manicured hand as she addressed the crowd.

“Attention, Slayers! First of all, thank you for making it here so quickly and on such short notice. We’ve detected some unusual portal activity in our neighboring district—namely, brand new portals opening for the first time, and in need of our containment efforts. It looks like we’ll have to open a new Portal Deck to manage it, and we’ve decided to take immediate action.”

A murmur ran through the crowd. New decks were really rare. This was huge news. Lily had only heard of it happening in Neo Elysium twice since the first ones opened, like, nine years back.

“We’re looking for fifteen volunteers to relocate,” the deck supervisor continued. “Those who arrived first will get priority in choosing whether to stay or go. But before we waste time going through everyone individually, does anyone want to volunteer right now? It’s a unique opportunity, and it comes with upgraded living arrangements as a thank you for your flexibility.”

Lily’s mind raced. A new deck could mean all sorts of things—new monsters, new loot, maybe even new skills to learn. But it would also mean leaving her carefully crafted Ethan-watching nest. And Tony Montana would hate moving. He didn’t pack well.

She was so lost in thought that she almost missed Ethan glancing back at her. Wait, what? Was he checking to see if she was volunteering? What did that mean?

Her eyes darted to Zoe, who also wasn’t raising her hand. Ethan leaned in close to the incorrigible WHORE, whispering something Lily couldn’t quite hear. She strained her ears, catching bits and pieces.

“...better living arrangements... better loot...”

Zoe bit her lip, then whispered back, “I’ll go if you go.”

Lily’s heart stopped. No. No no no. This wasn’t happening. She watched, barely breathing, as Ethan hesitated. He glanced back at Lily again, his expression unreadable.

And suddenly, Lily understood. He was waiting for her to make the call. Zoe wouldn’t go without Ethan, but Ethan wouldn’t go without Lily. Holy freaking crap. Does this mean…

Her mind raced. If she volunteered, Ethan would too, she was sure of it. And yeah, Zoe, the voracious succubus that she was, would come along, but they’d all be in a new place. New dynamics. New opportunities. With fewer Slayers there, they’d be on missions together multiple times a week, and it wouldn’t seem like she was stalking him—which she was, but shhh.

This was a total, absolute win.

Before she could overthink it, Lily’s hand shot into the air.

“Excellent,” Ms. Lyle chirped. “Lily Chen, confirmed.”

Ethan’s eyes widened in surprise. He turned back to face forward, and for a heart-stopping moment, Lily thought she’d made a terrible mistake. But then, way too freaking slowly, his hand raised too.

“Ethan Harper,” the supervisor called out. “Thank you for volunteering. Oh, and Zoe Anderson. Excellent.”

Lily’s heart was doing somersaults in her chest. He’d waited for her. He’d actually waited to see if she would go before deciding. This was it. This was destiny. True love, marriage, babies—the works. It was happening.

But as the reality of what she’d just done sank in, panic started to settle in her mind. She’d have to pack up her apartment. All her Ethan memorabilia. The shrine. Oh Jesus Cybernetic Christ, the shrine. SlayerCorp movers would be there, watching her every move. How was she going to hide everything?

That wasn’t all. What if Ethan and her weren’t neighbors anymore? What if—

“For the time being,” the deck supervisor was saying, “volunteers will be bunking together until we can prepare a dedicated apartment floor for you all. At first, you’ll all be sleeping in bunk beds in a couple of dorm rooms. I suggest you bunk with people you know well. Once the moving is done, you’ll all be floormates for maximum efficiency and accountability.”

Lily’s panic turned to elation in the blink of an eye. Bunking with him? And then after that, still floormates? This was better than she feared at least. Maybe the universe didn’t hate her after all.

But then more hands started going up. Lily’s eyes narrowed as she scanned the crowd. Yep, more hands were rising—mostly women, and most of them only after seeing Ethan volunteer.

“Sneaky little sluts,” Lily muttered under her breath. She’d have to keep an eye on all of them. It was no secret that just about every D and C-Tier female Slayer in District Gamma, and even one of the gay dude ones, harbored an active crush on Ethan.

Ms. Lyle did a final count, then frowned. “We’re just short of our power quota. We’ll need to draft one more B-Tier Slayer.” Her eyes scanned the crowd before landing on a familiar face fresh in Lily’s mind. “Blaze, congratulations. You’re joining the relocation team.”

“Goddammit…” he growled. “But I—”

“I’ll go too, then,” a girl named Elaine said—who Lily was pretty sure was Blaze’s girlfriend or cousin or something.

Lily barely registered Blaze’s protests or Elaine’s subsequent volunteering. Her mind was already racing ahead, planning how to handle all these new developments.

“That should do it. Alright, volunteers,” their supervisor said, dismissing the rest of the crowd. “The new Portal Deck is already under emergency construction. We discovered the breach point just a few hours ago, and things are moving quickly. You’ll all be relocated effective immediately. We have movers standing by in all your buildings, waiting for the name list. Expect everyone relocated to take a job tomorrow, even if you already met your quota for the week.”

Ms. Lyle paused, her perpetual smile faltering for just a moment. “I should warn you, these new portals have a different mana signature compared to what we’re used to. Please be patient as we work together to adapt to any issues caused by this. Best case scenario, our caution will be overblown and things will go smoothly as usual.”

Ethan snorted. “And worst case? Shoot back to level one? Turn into a Matter Sugar? The suspense is killing me.”

The deck supervisor cocked her head at him. “What’s a Matter Sugar?”

“Nothing, sweetheart, what’s the matter with you?” Ethan said in his best folksy accent, getting groans and laughs out of everyone in about equal measure. Except for Lily.

He called her ‘sweetheart.’ She. Must. Die.

Ms. Lyle rolled her eyes and sighed. “Thanks for that, Harper. Anyway, the movers are on their way to your apartments. They’ll likely already be packing your things when you arrive, so—”

Lily didn’t wait to hear the rest. She was already running, her heart pounding in her ears. She had to get home before those movers saw the photo wall, the pile of Ethan’s missing underwear, the fresh cucumber in the fridge with Ethan’s old laminated SlayerCorp work ID attached to the base. She had to hide the evidence. Had to—

As she burst out of the Portal Deck, nearly knocking over a potted plant in her haste, one thought echoed in her mind:

What the frick had she gotten herself into?


Chapter 7



Ethan - A Slap of Realization

Ethan watched, slack-jawed, as Lily took off from the Portal Deck like her well-toned ass was on fire. Her black pigtails bounced wildly as she ran, and for a second, he half-expected to see a cartoon dust cloud left behind her.

“Well, that was... something,” he muttered, turning to Zoe with a raised eyebrow. “Any idea what that was about?”

Zoe shrugged, seeming fairly casual and unconcerned about it as she stretched and checked her comm-link. “Who knows? Maybe she forgot to feed her cat or something. She’s got one of those, right?”

The Portal Deck was still buzzing with Slayers chattering about the new assignment like kids on a field trip. The excitement that hung in the air was starting to dissipate as people began to leave. He was about to ask Zoe another question when Blaze’s voice cut through.

“Probably the same reason as her,” the Pyromancer chuckled, pointing at his girlfriend, Elaine, who was also booking it to the exit. “She left some sexy underwear out to dry this morning and is freaking out about the movers seeing it.”

Hearing this, Zoe’s face went from pure calm to holy-shit in roughly half a second. Her eyes got so huge that Ethan almost broke out in a bark of a laugh.

“Oh—uh,” she muttered, going pale as a ghost. “I just remembered I have to do... a thing.” And just like that, she was gone, sprinting away with all the desperate speed that Lily had displayed.

It was funny for all of two seconds before Ethan pieced it together. Damn… Lily Chen in sexy underwear worth running home to hide? Now that was a thought. That was a hell of a thought.

Blaze burst out laughing as Zoe took off, and the sound bounced off the walls surrounding the Portal Deck. “Three for three,” he chuckled, wiping his eyes. “I should’ve been a detective.”

As the crowd started to thin out, Blaze fell into step beside Ethan as he made his way toward the exit. The guy was impossible to ignore, so Ethan felt a little awkward about his sudden presence given the fact that they barely knew each other.

Blaze seemed set on rectifying that, though. “Hey, Harper,” he said, slapping Ethan on the back hard enough to make him stumble. “You kicked ass in there today. We haven’t worked together much, but damn, you’re one hell of a healer. A rare class like yours is really, really interesting to see in action.”

Ethan was instantly won over by the good-natured compliment. “Hey, thanks, man,” Ethan replied. “Means a lot coming from a B-Tier.”

“I’m sure you got similar compliments from Lily today,” Blaze suggested, arching a brow at him.

Ethan was picking up what Blaze was putting down, and it was flattering, but he shook his head. “Not really. We had some good battlefield chemistry, though.”

They pushed out into the chaos of Neo Elysium’s streets. The city was its usual mess of neon and holograms, all trying to out-dystopian each other. Hovercars zoomed overhead, and street vendors yelled about everything from noodles to dangerous black market System boosters for off-the-books Divers.

“Look,” Blaze continued as they dodged through the crowd, his tone getting serious. “I’m not exactly thrilled about this new gig. I had a good thing going here, you know? But I adapt fast, and seeing the people tagging along, I feel a little better. It’ll be a relief to have you around. Having a solid healer like you makes me feel a hell of a lot better about the whole thing.”

“Thanks again,” Ethan said, smiling. “We’ll be working together a lot more often with so few people assigned to a brand-new deck.”

“True,” Blaze sighed. “It’ll be an interesting change of dynamic.”

As they walked, they traded stories about their craziest dungeon runs. Ethan was surprised to find himself actually enjoying Blaze’s company. Blaze was all business in dungeon runs and kind of struck Ethan as a bit of a prick, but he realized now that he was just… a go-getter, for lack of a better word. A tryhard? It was no wonder he was so often the leader of whatever party he did a run with. He was driven to do a good job. The kind of company man SlayerCorp wished they all were.

Somewhere between Blaze’s tale of accidentally setting his own boots on fire during a boss fight and Ethan’s story of healing a Paladin so well the guy gave him a bear hug in the middle of the run, Ethan realized something. He barely ever hung out with other Slayers outside of work. Most of his friends were normal people without any connection to the System, and he hardly even saw them anymore.

Maybe making some Slayer buddies wouldn’t be the worst idea, Ethan thought as they waited to cross the street. Hanging out with someone like Blaze could lead to group hangouts, too. Maybe he could innocently suggest that Lily join one such group hangout. It could be an interesting “in” to see how she felt about him. He wasn’t optimistic, but she had a few moments of sweetness in the dungeon that made him wonder if she didn’t at least see him as a buddy. Probably not. She was just nice.

The truth was that Ethan was so used to the C and D-Tier Slayer chicks who used to throw themselves at him that he’d completely forgotten how to flirt in a subtle way. Dating a Slayer, especially a healer at or above their tier, was kind of a status symbol to Slayer girls for whatever reason—and one that could also hold his own in melee? And who was handsome and in good shape? Forget about it. If he really wanted, he’d have his pick.

But he wasn’t really into dating, cool as Zoe was. Not unless it was Lily Chen, anyway. There was just something about her that was so…safe. She was the kind of girl he’d take home to Mom if he still had one. So innocent, sweet, soft, gentle, and pure. Well, when she wasn’t decapitating trolls with an oversized battle axe, anyway.

The “Don’t Walk” sign flickered to “Walk,” and Blaze and Ethan joined the flood of people crossing. In that crowd of mundane office drones, Ethan and Blaze stood out like a sore thumb. Everyone else was all gray suits with variations only in their neckties and how well ironed their pants and skirts were.

Things like that—white buildings, black streets, gray suits—made Neo Elysium a bland, monochrome urban nightmare. Except for all the holograms and neon signs everywhere, of course.

They’d been walking for a while, bullshitting like old friends, when Blaze dropped a bomb. “So, which one are you shooting for? Lily or Zoe? Or is it both?” He said it as casually as anything, but there was a glint in his eye that said he understood the absurdity of the question.

Ethan nearly choked on air, tripping over his own feet. A delivery drone that had been swooping low for a nearby landing beeped at him like an angry Canada goose as he flailed around. “What? Neither,” he spluttered, unable to believe the silliness of the inquiry. “I mean, well—Zoe and I were getting coffee, but it’s not serious. And Lily? Come on, man. She’s way out of my league. A-Tier and all that.”

Blaze stopped so suddenly that Ethan was forced to do the same out of sheer confusion. Ethan turned to face him and cocked his head. The Pyromancer grabbed Ethan’s shoulders and stared him down like he was trying to set him on fire with his eyes. That was kind of his whole deal, so it made Ethan a bit nervous.

Then, out of fucking nowhere, Blaze slapped Ethan across the face.

The sound was like a gunshot in the busy street. For a second, Ethan was too shocked to do anything but stand there like an idiot. Bystanders just kept going, bless their hearts, not even stopping to look.

“What the actual fuck, dude?!” Ethan yelped when his brain finally caught up to the sting of his cheek. He rubbed the spot, feeling the heat from the slap still there.

“That,” Blaze said, cool as though he hadn’t just done something totally insane, like he hadn’t just bitch-slapped a coworker in broad daylight, “was to knock some sense into you. Literally everyone B-Tier and above knows that Lily is into you, dude.”

Ethan laughed, a nervous sound that died when he took a moment to read the expression on Blaze’s face. The guy looked dead serious, not a hint of joke in his eyes.

“Listen, man—”

“No, you listen,” Blaze insisted, lowering his voice like he was sharing corporate secrets. He glanced around before continuing. “Chika Takahashi went to Lily’s apartment last month, trying to get her to be more social. You know Chika, right? That B-Tier magic user with the purple hair?”

Ethan nodded, still trying to process what the hell was happening. He knew her very well.

“Well,” Blaze went on, “when she got to Lily’s apartment, the whole place was pretty barren, but she found a notebook on Lily’s coffee table. She happened to pick it up when Lily went to the bathroom. Lily had apparently been practicing writing ‘Lily Harper’ over and over—filling entire pages.”

Ethan’s jaw dropped so fast and hard he was surprised it didn’t hit the pavement. His brain short-circuited as he tried to make sense of this bombshell. “What? No way. That’s... There’s gotta be another explanation. Lily barely looks at me most of the time. She always acts like I’ll give her cooties if she stared me directly in the eye or even acknowledges me in conversation for more than a minute. We’re neighbors, and she won’t even greet me half the time.”

Blaze rolled his eyes so hard Ethan thought they might pop out of his head. “Dude, don’t be cringe and miss all the hints. All I’m saying is, keep your eyes open.”

A nearby food cart started sizzling, and the smell of frying meat filled the air. Ethan barely noticed; his brain was too busy replaying every interaction he’d ever had with Lily, looking for clues he might’ve missed. As far as he knew, they’d only really known each other since they started working professionally as Slayers. In that time, they did some missions together, but never hung out. They became neighbors, but she never showed any interest in talking to him or hanging out in the same circles. She was always so…cold. A few times, he’d tried to approach her, but she typically withdrew seconds later.

“Didn’t you see how she kept staring at you in the dungeon today?” Blaze pressed, cutting through Ethan’s mental freakout.

“Not really,” he muttered. “I’m not sure anyone has time to stare at their crush in a dungeon.”

“Well, she did,” Blaze said flatly.

Ethan sighed. “Let me ask you this: how sure are you? Let’s say the notebook incident is true—fine. There are a million reasons why she could have written that. Maybe she has a crush on that famous S-Tier Slayer in the Capital District—Harper Alistor.”

“Harper is his first name,” Blaze growled incredulously.

“Yeah, but Lily’s family is part Chinese, so isn’t their last name their first name or something like that? Isn’t that how it works?” Ethan asked. He genuinely wasn’t sure.

The other guy scratched his head. “Uh. Shit—you got me there. I guess that is possible,” Blaze conceded, shrugging. “I’m not… sure it works like that, but I guess I have to admit that makes some sense.”

“That has to be it,” Ethan sighed, kind of disappointed at the revelation. Harper Alistor was a good-looking guy for sure, and one of the biggest, most successful faces in Slaying. S-Tiers in the Capital District were treated like royalty by the news, and loads of A-Tier and B-Tier chicks had crushes on guys like Alistor. Though the idea of Lily being one of those girls, looking up to some mega-star, struck him as a little… immature.

The rest of their walk was quiet, just the usual city noise around them. Hovercars zoomed just above, shadows looming over the street. A bunch of street urchin kids ran past, chasing a rat that they probably wanted to turn into a meal. Sights like that messed Ethan’s head up for hours if he let them. It’s why he spent so much time volunteering on his days off. When his parents died, there was a period of time where he thought he’d end up like these kids.

As they got close to where they’d split up for their respective apartment buildings, Ethan’s mind was spinning again. What if Blaze had been right? He couldn’t just ignore the possibility. True, it’d be kind of weird of her, given the Tier gap, but if having a little crush on him was the weirdest thing about her, he could handle it.

Maybe I should ask her out, he thought. Just daring to think that felt dangerous. The humiliation if she said no would be hard to come back from—and now they were going to be not only living on the same floor again but working together probably multiple times a week.

But then there was also Zoe. He did like her, in a way. It wasn’t the heart-pounding, sweaty-palms kind of attraction he felt around Lily, but it was... nice. Comfortable. Her snappy wit, good looks, and pretty smile made him feel relaxed in a way most people didn’t. That was valuable. That was real. Maybe with time, it could turn into something more.

Lost in his thoughts, Ethan almost missed two movers leaving Lily’s apartment. They hurried past without even looking his way, faces pale like they’d seen a ghost—or something way worse. Whatever they saw, he doubted it was underwear. Those weren’t faces guys made when they saw a hot girl’s sexy lingerie.

Frowning, Ethan headed into his own room, his footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. The door was cracked open, and when he pushed it, he found the place already cleared out. It was weird as hell, seeing the space he’d called home for a year looking like no one had ever lived there. It already smelled of bleach.

A holonote was glowing on the back of the door. Ethan examined it, narrowing his eyes, and his heart raced as he read the one line displayed on it: a new address.

Oh. Why did he get so worked up? What had he been expecting?

As Ethan stared at the paper, everything that had happened today finally hit him like—well, like another slap on the face. His life was changing faster than he could keep up with. New place to live, new mission setup, and now... this crazy bullshit about Lily had him stuck in his head in a way that he couldn’t remember being since high school.

He wasn’t able to shake the feeling that things were about to get a whole lot more complicated, too. If he was lucky, ‘complicated’ might be a good thing. If he was unlucky…

Taking a deep breath, Ethan pocketed the note and turned to leave. Whatever came next, he’d deal with it. After all, that’s what he always did.

As he pulled the door shut, he couldn’t help but wonder: what the hell had those movers seen in Lily’s apartment that had them looking like that? But he cast that aside; whatever they saw had nothing to do with him. What was his business was written on that sticky note he’d taken from his door.

“Time to move,” he muttered as his comm-link beeped with an alert—another reminder of his new address and some additional instructions. But his eyes landed on Lily’s door, and he couldn’t help his curiosity. “Right after I do this.”


Chapter 8



Lily - Sick With Love

Lily’s heart was pounding so hard she thought it might burst out of her chest. But right now, she had bigger problems than a little doki-doki action happening beneath her cushy D cups. Mainly the fact that her room, now mostly barren, had looked like a crime scene when those movers barged in here.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she muttered, shoving the last of her prized Ethan memorabilia into a hot pink stab-proof backpack. She’d managed to chase off the second round of movers earlier, letting them leave with just a few suitcases of clothes. The first batch had already taken Tony Montana in his kennel to the new apartment, along with her furniture, which was one less thing to worry about. The fact that they almost definitely saw a cornucopia of unhinged Ethan-related stuff before she could get to them was…well, that was a problem. But she hoped that the fear of god she put in the second group of movers would spread to the first.

As she lovingly placed an old pill bottle full of Ethan’s nail trimmings into her cute anti-theft backpack, she cringed as she recalled the earlier incident. Two of the movers had seen her photo wall. The looks on their faces... Well, let’s just say they weren’t the ‘oh cool, you’re really into photography’ kind of look.

“They’ll keep their mouths shut,” Lily reassured herself, zipping up the backpack. “I made it very clear what would happen if they didn’t. And it’s not like those guys will ever see any of us again. Right? Right. Totally fine. Tooootally.”

Just as she was contemplating whether she should dig up their contact info and send some anonymous, threatening holonotes to their home addresses, just in case, a knock at the door made her jump so high she almost hit the ceiling.

Rage bubbled up inside her. The indignity! Those movers had some nerve coming back. She stomped over to the door, ready to unleash holy hell on them. She prepared to summon her battle axe into her hand.

“I told you if I ever saw you again I’d rip your guts out through your nose and make you wear them as a—” Lily threw open the door, her face twisted in fury. But the words died in her throat as she came face to face with... Ethan.

Oh. Frick. On. A. Stick.

In the blink of an eye, Lily’s entire demeanor changed. She slouched into what she hoped was a sexy pose, popping one hip out and twirling a pigtail around her finger. “Oh, hey Ethan,” she purred, trying to sound casual and not at all like she’d just threatened brutal disembowelment. “What’s up?”

Ethan laughed awkwardly, his hand rubbing the back of his neck in that adorable way that made Lily want to suck his fucking elbow. “Uh, I can come back another time,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “I just thought I’d see if everything was okay. The movers looked pretty tense when they left, and they seemed really determined not to look me in the eye.”

Lily’s cheeks were so hot at the sight of him right in front of her that her brain almost cooked itself. Ethan was right the frick here. At her door. Talking to her.

About the movers. The movers who saw her shrine and photo wall. Oh god. What if they tell him? What if he already knew somehow? What if he thought she was a creep? What if he never wanted to see her again? What if—

She stood there, completely still, her nose scrunched up as she considered her options. Usually, she tried to play it cool around Ethan, worried that if she showed any emotion, he’d smell the true love oozing out of her pores like smoke from a burning building made of dry plywood. But she couldn’t play it cool now. Not when he was right here, looking all nervous and oh-so-yummy.

Lily’s inner monologue raced on, debating every possible response she could make, analyzing each potential outcome, while her body remained frozen in place. She was so lost in thought that she didn’t realize she’d been staring coldly and vacantly at Ethan for a solid ten seconds. His smile had long since faded, replaced by a look of growing concern.

Ethan nodded slowly, already starting to back away. “Right. Sorry to bother you. I’ll, uh, see you later. You seem... busy. Or something.”

Wait…what?! No! This couldn’t happen again! Lily couldn’t let her stupid brain ruin another chance to talk to Ethan. She had to do something. Be direct. Act like a normal person for once.

“W-w-wait!” she stammered, her voice coming out way squeakier than intended. “C-can you walk me to the new b-building?”

The relief on Ethan’s face was instantly obvious. His grin returned, so broad and beautiful that Lily felt her knees go weak. “Absolutely,” he said. “Hell yeah. Let me help you with that backpack.”

Before Lily could stop him, Ethan reached for her backpack—the one filled with all her stolen Ethan treasures—his hair, nails, dried skin, dozens of photos of him, clothes that he tossed out, an apple that he took a bite out of, preserved in epoxy resin. Her eyes went justifiably wide with horror as he picked it up.

“Oh my fricking G-G-God,” she gagged, panic rising in her throat like bile, but she was unable to stop him. “Oh god, oh god, oh god, no…”

Ethan immediately set the bag down as concern etched itself across his perfectly chiseled face. “Whoa, are you feeling sick?”

Sick? Yes! That was it! “Y-yeah,” Lily nodded vigorously. “I just need to sit down for a minute. I’ll be fine. I just... caught some kind of bug. It’s making me all awkward.” She let out a nervous laugh. “Remember that time I ignored you in the elevator? It was because of that.”

Ethan’s brow furrowed. “Wow, that was like, two or three weeks ago.”

“Twenty-four days, three hours, and thirty-three minutes,” Lily corrected quietly, looking at her watch, then immediately wanted to smack herself. That was not super subtle of her.

But Ethan just chuckled, apparently thinking she was joking. “Have you seen a doctor about it? That’s a long time for a bug. I guess it must be on and off because you seemed fine in the dungeon today. Do you mind if I...?” He reached out, his hand moving towards her forehead.

Lily’s brain sizzled as her cheeks went incandescent. Ethan was going to touch her. On purpose. With his hand. His perfect, beautiful, lickable, suckable hand that she’d only dreamed about touching her, oh, a bajillion times.

She couldn’t even enjoy it when it happened, though; the moment his skin made contact with hers, Lily’s world went black.

When she came to, minutes later, she was in Ethan’s arms, and the hunk had her pink backpack slung around his back. For a split second, she almost screamed with joy and horror in equal measure, but she quickly reined it in. Play it cool, Lily. Play it cool.

“What’s going on?” she asked demurely, fluttering her eyelashes at him, trying to sound confused instead of elated.

“Oh, good,” he said. “You’re alright.” Ethan attempted to set her down, but Lily, thinking fast, pretended to wobble. He scooped her right back up, and it took every ounce of willpower she had not to nuzzle into his chest like a kitten.

“Guess we’re doing this, then,” he chuckled. “There was an announcement on my comm-link, so check your notifications. The floor has to be cleared immediately. I thought I’d carry you outside and call for a medicab—Sorry to say, but common illnesses are beyond the scope of my healing abilities.”

Lily’s heart felt like it grew wings and started to soar away from her. He was worried about her! He cared! This was practically a confession. “Oh, that’s alright,” she said, trying to keep the glee out of her voice. “Just carry me to the building.”

Ethan laughed, then stopped abruptly when she didn’t. “Lily, that’s like ten blocks away. I have a streetspeeder parked half a block from here. I’ll carry you that far, but could you handle a ride to the new building from there? I can drop you off out front and find parking.”

“That’s fine,” Lily said, snuggling closer. “Just don’t put me down until we get to your speeder... I don’t think my little legs can handle it.”

Ethan nodded and took her out of her room, even navigating the elevator with her in his arms like it was the most normal thing in the world, and not at all his way of showing that he knew that she knew that he knew they were soulmates.

As they exited the building and Ethan carried her down the street, Lily was in heaven. She could feel the steady beat of his heart, smell his intoxicating scent, feel the strength in his arms. It was everything she’d ever dreamed of and more.

They got some strange looks from passersby, and Lily’s mind started to wander. In her fantasy, these onlookers weren’t judging them—no, they were admiring the happy newlyweds! Of course, most husbands didn’t typically carry their wives down the street like this, but who cared? Ethan was just that devoted to her. She imagined the conversations:

“Oh, look at that adorable couple!” “He must really love her to carry her all this way.” “I wish my husband was that romantic...”

Lily had to bite her lip to keep from giggling at her own imagination. She was so lost in her daydream that she almost missed it when they were stopped by a pair of cops.

Lily had to explain the situation, praying they wouldn’t see through her act. Thankfully, they let them go, though she could’ve sworn one of the officers gave her a knowing look.

Finally, they reached Ethan’s streetspeeder. He helped her on, then quickly stored her backpack in the seat storage. Lily wasted no time wrapping her arms tightly around him from behind. Then, unable to resist, she wrapped her legs around him too.

Ethan straightened. “Uh, I think it’s safer to put your legs down,” he said, sounding a bit confused. “Have you not ridden as a passenger on a speeder before?”

“Oh yeah. Sorry.” Lily reluctantly unwound her legs, but kept her arms firmly in place. She pulled herself close so she could feel her boobs push into his back, hoping it’d leave a titty-shaped imprint in his jacket. As they took off down the street, she couldn’t help but notice how perfectly she fit against his back. It was like they were made for each other.

As they zipped through the neon-lit streets of Neo Elysium, Lily tried her best to keep herself from exploding. She wanted to come across as calm and collected, but her efforts only seemed to make her stiffen up more.

“So,” she shouted to be heard over the traffic, her voice coming out shakier than she intended, “why did you really come to see me?”

Ethan stopped at a red light and was quiet for a moment before answering. Lily looked up and watched the muscles in the back of his neck tense, fighting the urge to trace them with her finger. Or tongue. No, finger. That seemed… saner.

“I always wanted to get to know you better,” he admitted, his voice barely audible over a passing maglev train. “We’ve been floormates for so long, it really bummed me out that we never really got to know each other. Waste of a year, really.”

She felt guilty hearing that. It’s true—he’d been friendly with her plenty of times, but she was always so nervous that she accidentally shut him down. Well, no more. This was the new Lily. If he wanted to get to know her, then he would get his chance. After all—she had to act now, or that FUCKING BITCH ZOE would ruin everything.

The light turned green, and they lurched forward. Lily clung tighter, relishing the feel of Ethan’s body against hers. He continued, “I know I’m a C-Tier and all, so you might not want to slum it with a guy like me, and I totally understand, but I always thought that—”

“I don’t care about your tier,” Lily cut him off, her voice coming out colder than she intended. A hovering advertisement for SlayerCorp recruitment flashed by, showing Harper Alistor, an S-Tier Slayer from the Capital District, in a heroic pose. It said, “Showing signs of a System Awakening? Contact us today!” Lily resisted the urge to flip it off.

She felt Ethan swallow hard again. “You don’t…care about my tier?”

“No, I don’t care at all. It doesn’t mean anything to me.” Lily’s mind raced, wondering if she’d said too much or not enough on the topic.

There was a long pause, filled only by the whoosh of air and the constant background noise of Neo Elysium. Lily could practically hear the wheels spinning in Ethan’s head. Good. Let him stew on that for a while.

But Lily could only keep her gremlin energy at bay for so long, being this close to him in a moment of silence. Going on pure impulse, Lily licked Ethan’s back, right between his shoulder blades. The salty taste of his sweat on his thin jacket sent a shiver down her spine.

Wait—why did she do that? She really couldn’t control herself around him. This was going to be a problem. At least he didn’t seem to register it.

“Can I ask you something?” Ethan said after a moment. They were passing through a tunnel now, the flickering lights creating a strobe effect that made Lily feel a bit dizzy. Or maybe that was just true love at work again.

“Sure,” she replied, trying to sound nonchalant.

“Did you just... lick my back?”

Lily let out a nervous laugh that sounded more like a strangled hiccup. “Whaaat? That would be craaazy. No, I just rubbed my nose on it.” WAIT. Why did she say THAT?! That’s almost as bad! She wanted to bang her head against Ethan’s back in frustration but resisted the urge because that would definitely make her seem weirder.

To her relief, Ethan laughed, the sound vibrating through his body and into hers. “Well, I better not find snot all over my jacket later.”

“No, my nose was just ticklish,” Lily giggled, eternally grateful that he’d bought the excuse and not found it odd. She watched a group of pigeons take flight from a nearby rooftop, almost wishing she could fly away from this awkwardness. But never mind, because then she wouldn’t be with him.

“You know,” Ethan said as they turned onto a wider street lined with fake trees made mostly of PVC, “this is the most we’ve ever said to each other.”

There was a long pause as they continued down the road. Lily watched the artificial leaves shimmer, her mind wandering to all the conversations she’d imagined having with Ethan. The ones where she was witty and charming, not a stammering, back-licking horndog. But he was wrong. And it was time he knew.

Finding some confidence, Lily spoke up, her voice coming out flat in an attempt to sound casual. “No, it’s not.”

“Huh?” he muttered. “What’s that?”

“It’s not the longest we’ve ever spoken to each other.”

“Really? I’m pretty sure I’d remember.” Ethan’s voice held a note of puzzlement that made Lily’s heart flutter. He sounded so freaking cute when he was confused.

“No, you don’t,” Lily said softly, steeling herself for what she was about to reveal. A holographic advertisement for memory enhancement neurochips flashed by, as if mocking them. “Do you remember a girl named Mei-Ling Chen-Volkova from high school?”

Ethan shouted, “What?!” and suddenly pulled the streetspeeder to the side of the road, the abrupt stop causing Lily to bump her nose against his back. He turned to look at her, his eyes wide with disbelief. “No fucking way!”

Lily giggled, rubbing her nose. “Yeah fricking way.”

Ethan looked absolutely floored, his mouth opening and closing like a stupidly sexy beached fish. “When we were classmates, you had beatle bangs and a crazy long ponytail and always wore an oversized hoodie over the school uniform. You looked totally different!”

“I also had a lot of acne and huge ugly glasses,” Lily added, cringing at the memory. A reflective window nearby showed her current reflection—clear skin, a perfect complexion, designer amber-colored contacts, and fashionably dressed. She’d come a long way. “I’m not surprised you don’t remember me.”

Ethan laughed, shaking his head in amazement. His hair caught the neon light from a nearby sign, and Lily had to resist the urge to run her fingers—and tongue—through it. “Now I’m honestly kind of annoyed at you.”

Lily gasped, her stomach dropping. “Why?” Oh god, had she ruined everything? Was he mad that she’d kept this from him? Would he never want to see her again? Would she have to kidnap him and make him understand, or—

“Because we’ve been old friends this whole time, and you never told me!” Ethan exclaimed, his grin wider than ever.

Lily blushed, her heart pounding inside her ribcage so hard that she felt it vibrate her entire torso with each pulse. Friends. He said they were friends! That was one step away from lovers! And that was one step from husband and wife! She wanted to grab his face and kiss him right then and there, but settled for tightening her grip around his waist. “I didn’t think you considered me a friend back then,” she said, her voice coming out more softly than she intended.

“Well, we didn’t hang out or anything, but we got along well enough, didn’t we? I always thought you were cool.” Ethan grinned, his eyes twinkling in a way that made Lily weak in the knees. Thank god she was sitting down. “I never would have guessed that Mei-Ling Chen-Volkova would turn into... well, you.”

Lily giggled, feeling bold. The constant noise of the city seemed to fade away, leaving just the two of them in their own little bubble. She could rip off his clothes and have her way with him right now, and it felt like no one would even stop her. He sure couldn’t, C-Tier and all that—not that he would try. “Which ‘me’ do you like better?” she asked sweetly, batting her eyelashes as he looked back over his shoulder at her.

“Well, I don’t know this version of you all that well, to be honest.” Ethan’s eyes roamed over her face, and Lily felt like her skin was on fire.

“Maybe we can fix that,” Lily said with her voice barely above a whisper. She leaned in slightly, her heart pounding so hard she was sure Ethan could feel it if he focused.

Ethan’s smile widened, and for a moment, Lily thought he might turn around more and lean in, too. But then he spoke, “That’s what I was hoping you’d say. You’ve always been kind of cold, you know. I had no idea you’d be willing to hang out, or I would have asked you sooner.”

Lily’s lip trembled. “I really didn’t mean to be cold to you,” she whimpered.

Ethan certainly couldn’t offer another complaint or press the matter further when she was making that face. Besides, this was an improvement on every level—why question it? “In that case, once you’re feeling better, we should all hang out or something. Me, you, Zoe, Blaze—turns out Blaze is a pretty cool guy. Though he did slap me.”

She glossed right past that Blaze part, because at the mention of Zoe’s name, Lily had to bite back a growl. Her hands clenched involuntarily as she imagined wrapping them around Zoe’s whorish throat. But she forced herself to focus on something else, anything else. A floating holo-ad for anger management classes hung in the air over a crosswalk. That seemed… personal.

“Wait—when I feel better? What do you mean?” Lily asked, genuinely confused for a moment, her voice tense.

Ethan cocked his head at her, his brow furrowing in that adorable way that made Lily want to smooch him a thousand times. “Uh, you’re sick. Right?”

Lily’s eyes widened as she remembered her earlier act. “I am?!” Then, catching herself, she quickly added, “Oh yeah, I’m super sick! But I should be fine tomorrow, I think, if you want to hang out!” She put on her best puppy dog eyes, silently willing Ethan to agree.

Ethan shook his head, and Lily’s heart sank. “If you’ve been sick for three weeks, I doubt you’ll make that miraculous of a recovery. Unless...” He paused. There was a mischievous glint in his eye that made Lily’s stomach tie itself in knots. “Unless you want to go on a doctor’s office date with me. It’d be the lamest hangout of all time, but I do need to get my monthly physical and Slayer HUD firmware updated. I could give you a ride, and then we could maybe grab a bite to eat afterward.”

Lily froze. Did he just say ‘date’? The world around her seemed to blur. The neon lights and holographic ads faded into a soft, romantic glow. In her mind, wedding bells chimed and cherubs flew overhead. “I do,” she blurted out, lost in her fantasy.

“Huh?”

Reality came crashing back, and Lily scrambled to recover. “Oh—sure, we can do that,” she said, trying to sound casual and not at all like she was naming their ten future children. “That sounds... amazing.”

As they pulled back onto the road, weaving through the ever-present traffic of Neo Elysium, Lily’s mind was racing faster than Ethan’s streetspeeder. A doctor’s office date with Ethan? It wasn’t exactly the romantic scenario she’d imagined for their first date, but she’d take it.

Plus, maybe she could convince the doctor to give her some of Ethan’s blood samples. Hmm. Probably not. She’d just have to steal them.

Lily tightened her arms around Ethan as he started up the motorcycle again, a dreamy smile on her face. There was a slight crack of his ribs, and a soft grunt from Ethan, but she didn’t notice.

She just watched the city go by, barely taking note of the towering skyscrapers or the constant flow of hovercars that blotted out the gray sky above. All that mattered was Ethan and her, and the fact that things were finally looking up. Soon, very soon, Ethan would belong to Lily.

And anyone who tried to get in the way of that would surely die.


Chapter 9



Ethan - New Digs, New Drama

Ethan’s streetspeeder coughed to a stop in front of their new digs. The building looked like it had been yanked straight out of the dystopian metropolis playbook, all sleek gray lines and shiny surfaces with little else worth mentioning. Just a few blocks away from the neon hellscape that was Pleasure Road, it stuck out like a sore thumb.

“End of the line, Koala Girl,” Ethan said, prying Lily’s arms from around his waist. Not that he hated having her cling to him. “Time to see what kind of ant farm SlayerCorp’s cooked up for us this time.”

“Uh—okay,” Lily murmured hesitantly as she wobbled off the bike like a newborn giraffe—a long-extinct animal, admittedly, but one she thought seemed cute, if awkward. Ethan kept an arm around her waist, half-expecting her to face-plant any second, but she only seemed to finally compose herself when he stopped holding her.

“You alright?” he asked, his brow arching warily, genuinely worried for the girl. “Your sickness seems to not be getting any better.”

Lily’s face turned the color of a fire truck as she caught his gaze and stared back. “I-I’m fine,” she stammered, licking her lips. “Just a little dizzy from the ride.”

Ethan grabbed Lily’s precious pink backpack, slinging it over his shoulder. She watched it with her eyes wide, and for a second he thought about offering to give it back to her, sure by now that it had something important inside that was making her nervous to be separated from. However, with how shaky on her legs she’d been since they met up, it seemed like a premature idea.

As they approached the entrance to the building, an irritatingly perky voice cut through the air.

“Welcome, Slayers!”

There stood Ms. Lyle, SlayerCorp’s perpetually chipper deck supervisor responsible for Ethan and Lily, leaning against a sign that screamed “Slayers Here!” in eye-searing neon lights.

“Ms. Lyle,” Ethan called out. “Fancy seeing you here. Third time today. Wait, no complimentary fruit basket?”

“Oh, Mr. Harper, always the insufferable joker,” Ms. Lyle chirped. “Before you can enter your new paradise, there’s one teensy little matter to attend to, and as the new deck’s liaison I was zipped here right quick to make sure it got done.”

Ethan groaned. “Let me guess, we need to sign away our firstborn children?”

“Our… children?” Lily muttered under her breath, her legs shaking. “Our…”

“You’ll both need an Access Chip injection,” Ms. Lyle explained, whipping out what looked like a souped-up, chrome-plated staple gun that beeped and blinked with tiny LEDs of various colors. “It’s for building security and has some System Interface tweaks to prevent Overload in the new portals.”

“Another chip?” Ethan grumbled, rubbing his neck. “Does it at least come with built-in high-speed internet?”

“It’s for your own safety,” Ms. Lyle insisted, wagging a finger at him. “Overload happens when new portals open with mana signatures that Slayers’ firmware can’t handle. These upgrades help predict and adapt to new mana spectrums we haven’t fully mapped out yet.”

“I don’t mind getting the injection,” Lily piped up, sounding a bit too excited about being stabbed in the neck. “If it’ll keep us safe, then it’s fine. Ethan, she won’t let us in unless we do it.”

Ethan sighed. “Right, let’s get this over with. But no more damn chips, please. I already beep at metal detectors half the time.”

“Don’t we all,” Ms. Lyle literally sang as she brandished the chip injector. “Lily, you first, then?”

“Alright,” Lily said, stepping forward. Ethan reached for her pigtails and held them apart. The second he grabbed them, Lily wobbled again and let out a little, “Nnng!” The poor girl was so sick.

“I’ve got you,” he said, frowning. He put an arm around her back to help Lily stand straight and swept aside her hair again, revealing the barcode on her neck. All SlayerCorp personnel had one—which meant just about everyone in Neo Elysium had one, since they more or less owned this damn city both literally and figuratively.

“Oh my, someone’s a bit weak on her knees in someone else’s company, I see.”

Ethan chuckled, feeling secondhand embarrassment for Lily. “It’s not like that,” he insisted. “She’s just a bit under the weather.”

“If you say so,” Ms. Lyle remarked skeptically, smirking at Lily, who remained silent as though her life depended on it. With a loud click and a small hydraulic burp, the chip punctured its way into Lily’s neck, right between two lines at the center of her barcode. “All done, Ms. Chen! You’re very brave.”

Lily still said nothing.

Next it was his turn. He just turned around and bared his neck proudly since he didn’t have pigtails to pull out of the way of his barcode. As Ms. Lyle leaned in to inject Ethan’s chip, he felt her hot breath on his nape. He couldn’t help himself but to quip, “You know, Ms. Lyle, if you wanted to get this close, you could’ve just asked me out for dinner and a movie.”

“Maybe I will,” Ms. Lyle giggled, then broke into a laugh when the sudden violent insertion of the chip made Ethan jerk in pain and rub the spot.

A growl that would make a chihuahua proud erupted from Lily. Ethan looked down to see her glaring daggers at Ms. Lyle. “Lily?”

“That is so unprofessional of you, Ms. Lyle,” Lily snapped. “Getting so physically close to a male Slayer much younger than you. What would HR say?”

Ms. Lyle scoffed. “Girl, I’m three years older than you at most. It’d hardly be a May-December romance. And you’re the one hanging off him like a cheap suit.”

“That’s just the sickness,” Ethan said quickly, sensing an impending cat fight over nothing but a misunderstanding. It was time to brush past this and move on. “She’s had this bug for a few weeks, but we’re going to the hospital tomorrow, so don’t worry.”

Ms. Lyle raised an eyebrow but let it slide. “Alright, you’re both chipped and ready. Aside from putting off your latest System Firmware update, Ethan, which I assume you’ll be addressing in that hospital visit, you’re all set. Welcome to your new home.”

As they passed, Ethan couldn’t resist ruffling Lily’s hair in an attempt to calm her down. He could get away with that, right? She seemed to be pretty close to him all of a sudden, so he decided to press his luck. “Hey, no need to get so defensive on my behalf,” he said, rubbing her scalp between her two perfect pigtails. I can handle myself. I was just kidding around back there.”

His fingers dragged across the top of her head and down the back until his hand brushed her nape, and suddenly Lily’s legs started shaking like she was momentarily transfigured into a paint mixer. A weird sound not unlike a moan escaped her lips—loud and wild enough to make a sex line operator blush.

“Whoa, you okay?” Ethan asked, genuinely alarmed. “What the hell was that?”

Lily was panting hard, her face looking splotchy and sweaty, and Ethan couldn’t tell if it was on the way to going pale or bright red. Her eyes were wide open to the point of being nearly perfect circles as she looked up at him in disbelief at… something. “N-nothing. Just... I think I might… throw up, maybe. I—I need the bathroom. You go on up. I’ll be fine. Totally fine. Nothing weird happening here.”

Ethan watched, bewildered, as Lily walked to the lobby bathroom with her legs pressed firmly together, taking the tiniest of steps so they wouldn’t separate. Did the poor girl pee herself? Also—damn. He spent the last twenty minutes letting her practically rub her sexy germ-ridden body against him. Was he going to be puking and peeing himself in the near future? “Didn’t think this through, did you, bud,” he muttered privately, shaking his head as he made his way toward the elevator.

He felt bad leaving her behind, but she didn’t exactly leave much room for discussion about it. The elevator ride was an experience he was glad he had by himself, though. When he walked inside, he squinted as he pondered over the complete absence of elevator buttons. “Floor, please, Mr. Harper,” a robotic voice requested all of a sudden, nearly giving Ethan a heart attack. Welp, it knew his name, which probably meant the new chip was working.

“Cyber Christ,” he yelped. “Uh, let’s see—floor seven.”

“Thank you for your instructions. SlayerCorp hopes you enjoy this elevator ride.”

“Nah, they don’t give a shit either way.”

“I have no comment for that remark,” the voice said, and so began an uncomfortable pause. A few moments later, it spoke again. “We have arrived.”

The doors opened to reveal a small crowd of familiar faces—some more familiar than others, but all of them known to Ethan. Blaze, Zoe, and a handful of other Slayers were already there, standing around in the hallway, like they were waiting for the world’s most undecorated party to start.

“Hey, everyone,” Ethan called out, scanning their faces and also the sheer white walls and floors, so blindingly bright it gave him a little headache. “Lily’s downstairs. She wasn’t feeling great. Probably redecorating the bathroom as we speak.”

A purple-haired girl who Ethan knew intimately—Chika Takahashi—gave him a look like he’d just grown a butthole between his eyes that was reciting Shakespeare in the original Klingon.

Blaze clapped him on the shoulder hard enough to rearrange his spine. He leaned in and whispered. “Room registry is at the end of the hall.”

“I’d better take a look,” Ethan said, cracking his knuckles.

Blaze shook his head and grinned deviously. “No need. Got you set up in a room between Lily and Zoe starting tomorrow evening. I wasn’t sure which you were going for, so I thought, ‘Why not both?’ You’re welcome.”

Ethan rolled his eyes but couldn’t help grinning. “Gee, thanks. I’m sure that’ll go over well with everyone present.”

As Blaze was barking out his answer to that in between guffaws, Ethan’s comm-link hummed in his wrist. He tapped it immediately, looking at the hovering display.

Unknown number: “I’ll be up in a few minutes. I’m fine, don’t worry.”

“Lily?” he texted back.

“Oh! This is weird of me! I still had your number from high school. Not that I’ve been obsessively keeping it or anything, waiting for the day that we finally became friends again. That would be suuuuper weird and cringey, right? Ha ha.”

Ethan laughed out loud at the silliness of that hypothetical. Yeah, that would be super weird and cringey, so it was a good thing that Lily wouldn’t ever do something like that. He shot her a thumbs up emoji and added her to his contacts, vaguely recalling a chemistry project where he’d accidentally set his textbook on fire and Lily had doused him with the emergency shower. Good times. Maybe that was when they exchanged numbers? Though that did beg the question of when he deleted hers.

Zoe sidled up to him with another redhead in tow. This one he recognized—Monika, a D-Tier Priestess he’d hooked up with a few times over the years. She was wild in bed but always prayed before and after sex, so that was…well, actually it was kind of hot. She winked at him, but so did Zoe mere seconds later, unbeknownst to Monika, and Ethan suddenly felt like he was standing in a minefield wearing clown shoes.

“Who ya texting, handsome?” Zoe asked, trying to peek at his comm display.

“Lily,” Ethan replied, quickly turning off his comms. He noticed the look that passed between Zoe and Monika. It screamed ‘we know something you don’t.’ Ethan wasn’t interested in their games, if he was being honest with himself.

“So, what’s everyone up to tonight?” Blaze asked, changing the subject, thank God. “Wild SlayerCorp-mandated party? Ritual sacrifice? Break into the new Portal Deck and see what we’re working with?”

“Girls’ night out,” Zoe announced. “Boys not invited. We need some time away from all the testosterone.”

“Aww c’mon!” Blaze protested, but Zoe held firm. The guys turned to Ethan with puppy-dog eyes, silently begging him to use his apparent influence.

“Sorry, fellas,” Ethan said. “I’m beat. Rain check? Besides, I’ve got a hot date with my blankie tonight, and things are getting serious between us.”

As the group dispersed, Lily emerged from the elevator like she was fleeing a crime scene. Ethan waved at her, and she waved back, forcing a smile—but she practically sprinted over to him. At first, he was excited to see her, apparently faring much better than when he last saw her minutes ago, and he thought maybe she was excited to see him, too. His hopes were ruined when she pointed at his shoulder and muttered, “Uhh—Can I have my backpack back?”

“Oh, shit, sorry,” Ethan laughed, handing it over. “Totally forgot I was wearing it. What’s in there anyway?”

Lily clutched the bag to her chest like it held her very soul. “Just... girl stuff. You wouldn’t understand. Ever.”

Ethan threw up his hands and chuckled. “Say no more.” For some reason, he could feel the eyes of everyone else in the hallway on them. Why? What did they care?

Lily seemed to notice, too. She leaned in close and stood up on her tiptoes to whisper. “So, about our d-d-date tomorrow?”

Ethan’s eyes widened. “Oh, uh, I was just joking about calling it a date. Didn’t mean to be creepy. But yeah, we can hit up the hospital after my portal run.”

Lily nodded with a slightly impish smile. “After our portal run. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

Ethan shook his head. “Don’t force yourself. If you need to take a day off, you should. Ms. Lyle will understand. You’ve been sick all day.”

She giggled at his concern like it was nothing. “Anyway, I’ll wait to see which portal you sign up for. Maybe we could stick close together in the dungeon?” She pressed her pointer fingers together shyly and batted her lashes at him. “I like having your healing on hand.”

“Sure thing,” Ethan agreed with a defeated sigh. “I guess I’ll keep myself glued to you, make sure you don’t do anything too reckless. I couldn’t stand anything bad happening to the world’s most adorable Berserker.”

Lily shuddered violently all of a sudden, toppling over like a house of cards in a hurricane. Ethan caught her, sighing. “Alright, that’s it. Enough is enough. You’re going to bed, young lady.”

“W-wait!” she squeaked. He scooped Lily up, carrying her princess-style towards the girls’ temporary bunkroom. “Oh, no—don’t wait.” As her cheek pressed into his chest, she let out a squeak that sounded suspiciously like a suppressed squeal of joy, but of course that was wishful thinking.

“Coming through. Sick girl, needs a bed. If anyone’s got hot soup, now’s the time.”

Chika opened the door for them, eyebrows threatening to launch off her forehead and fly themselves out the window. Ethan didn’t care what people thought. This poor girl had had what seemed to be the most uncomfortable day of her life, and he was tired of seeing her try to soldier on and be strong. He carried Lily to an empty bed, trying not to notice how she nuzzled into his chest—and how great that felt.

“Here you go,” Ethan sighed as he set her atop the mattress of one of the lower bunks. Her dark pigtails curled wildly on the bed and pillow beneath her, almost forming a heart. She looked so beautiful for a moment he couldn’t help but stop and stare.

“Is—is this it?” she whimpered.

“Yeah. This is your bed. I’ve got you right where I need you,” he chuckled, smiling down at her.

Lily gulped. “Please be as gentle with me as you can be,” she whispered, her voice breathy and eyes half-lidded. Her forehead was pale, but her cheeks all the way down to her neck was bright red with fever. She nodded slightly and closed her eyes as though she was waiting for something.

“Sorry,” Ethan said, missing the subtext entirely. “I guess I moved you too fast. Now you’re dizzy, huh? Here, let me get you some water.”

“W-w-w-what?” she muttered.

He got up, found a paper cup, and filled it in the kitchenette sink. Returning to the bed, he knelt down just long enough to tuck her in and place the cup of water on the nightstand. “Get some rest, okay? I’ll check in on you later.”

“O-okay,” she squeaked, her eyes bulging now.

“If I get called away, I’ll send Blaze or one of the other guys to look after you, so don’t worry,” he said. “We will get you to that hospital tomorrow and figure out what’s wrong with you, I promise.”

Lily blinked at him a few times. “Don’t send boys in here, please.”

“Oh, okay,” he muttered. “We won’t bother you. Just text me if you need something.”

Lily looked dumbfounded. and he figured he’d worn out his welcome for the moment so he took a step back and waved at her, then made his way out the door.

When he found himself back in the hallway, there were many sets of eyes intensely staring at him. The looks on the girls’ faces ranged from jealousy to some kind of concern, while the boys looked at him with uniform envy.

So much for dodging drama, he thought. Oh well.


Chapter 10



Lily - Shower Showdown

Lily lay in her bunk, surrounded by darkness and the utter silence of the girls dorm room. It was hours later already, and despite Lily not having really been all that tired when Ethan laid her down in the bed, once he left, she calmed down so hard that she ended up falling asleep anyway.

All the other girls were still gone from their ‘girls’ night out’ as far as she knew. It was just as well. Ever since becoming a Slayer, she didn’t really play nice with other girls—but that was Ethan’s fault for being too hot. She had to defend him from them as much as she could.

Lily’s heart raced as she replayed the day’s events in her mind on repeat, wincing, moaning, and squirming over and over again. “Ohh, frick!” she whined as she recalled one of the many times his touch nearly incapacitated her. Every awkward interaction with Ethan made her cringe—but deliciously so. The memory of his touch sent shivers down her spine, but the embarrassment that followed made her want to disappear inside these bedsheets and never emerge again.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she muttered into her pillow. Moments later, a shrill, muffled scream of frustration escaped her lips. How could she have lost her composure so completely? This was why she’d been avoiding getting too close to him all this time. Now Ethan probably thought she was some sickly, creepy back-licking girl instead of the super cute, mega hot babe she desperately wanted him to see.

Lily reached for her pink backpack in search of some comfort. The zipper seemed impossibly loud in the quiet room, and she silently thanked God she was still alone. She held her breath and rifled through her Ethan treasures, her fingers identifying them easily upon the slightest touch. Their familiar textures brought her instant comfort.

She pulled out a stack of photos, using the light from her comm display to see them. Her fingers trembled as she traced Ethan’s face in the dim light from the window. She lay on her belly, kicking her little feet, clad in rainbow toe socks, as she flipped through one photo after another. Unable to stop herself, she brought one to her lips. Her tongue darted out for a taste. The faint chemical tang of the photo paper mixed with the ghost of Ethan’s scent. A thrill ran through her body—she felt it deep inside her already juicy pussy.

Frick. She couldn’t believe she came just from him rubbing her head. That’s how sensitive she was to his touch. She was a gosh darn trainwreck. If he knew what had happened, what would he think? Would he be disgusted? Turned on? Impressed? He’d definitely be confused. Hell—Lily was confused, too. How could a simple touch from him feel so freaking exquisite?

Lily put the photos away in favor of some additional comfort objects, still not fully calmed down. Next came the small jar of nail clippings and a thick lock of Ethan’s hair that she stole from a dumpster outside the hair salon he frequented. Lily unscrewed the lid and took a deep whiff. “Mmm,” she hummed. “So good.”

Her hand found the lock of Ethan’s hair. It felt soft and silky between her fingers. She brought it to her lips and kissed it gently, nuzzling it. Then, with her free hand, she lifted her shirt, exposing her midriff to the open air, and tugged her shorts and panties down to her thighs.

“Frick,” she whimpered. “It feels so good to let mommy’s Ethan-only bits breathe.”

Slowly, she brought the lock of hair down, dragging it through the valley of her breasts, down her stomach. She tickled her belly button with it and giggled softly.

“You earned this just by surviving,” she told herself as she pinched the lock of hair between her index and middle finger. She teased her puffy pink pussy lips with it, tossing her head left and right as she restrained her moans. A gushy puddle formed on the bed beneath her, but at the moment she couldn’t care less if the other girls caught her in the act or discovered her naughty stain later. She needed this.

Lily let out a reedy whine as her fingers and the hair dipped inside her needy little cunt, instantly bucking her hips in reply. “Ethan!” she whispered into the darkness. “Frick, I want you so badly.” The desperation in her voice was so thick that she felt ashamed of it, but that shame translated to additional arousal.

Groaning harder and harder, she wriggled her pelvis as juices poured out of her, responding to the scooping motions her fingers performed on her most precious orifice. Thinking of Ethan on top of her, looking down at her from above, thrusting his eight-point-two-three-inch cock inside her obsessive body until the heat of his masculine emissions filled her to the brim with the proof of their mutual love… she came easily.

“Oh! Ah—nyah! Ethan! I love you! E—guhHAA!”

Several minutes later, after heaving for air half naked on the lower bunk, she carefully repacked her treasures. Lily’s mind drifted to an unspent skill point. Maybe there was something that could help her deal with Ethan. It was a long shot, but she had time to kill, and she wasn’t about to fall asleep after that—not yet anyway. Maybe after she calmed down and took a shower.

She swiped her hand through the air and brought up her stat sheet. The holographic display cast a soft blue glow on her face:

	Name: Lily Chen

	Rank: A

	Class: Berserker

	HP: 9400/9400

	MP: 3800/3800




Lily scrolled through her Berserker-specific options first. Primal Bloodlust, Furynado, Bloodless Wounds... nothing that would help with her Ethan situation. Frustrated, she switched to the generic skill tree all Slayers had access to. That’s when she saw it:

	[Skill Available: Nerves of Steel]

	Effect: In the face of stress, anxiety, or fear, especially in the heat of combat, this skill slows your heart rate and focuses your adrenaline for fight rather than flight.

	Cooldown: 1 hour

	Duration: 1 hour

	Cost: 1 Skill Point




Lily’s eyes widened. This could be exactly what she needed to stay calm around Ethan. It lasted for a whole hour, too—which meant that it would be enough to get her comfortable at the start of her date with Ethan tomorrow, and after it wore off, hopefully she’d be more confident or used to the situation enough not to freak out.

Without hesitation, she selected the skill.

	[Skill Acquired: Nerves of Steel]

	Congratulations! You have learned a new skill.




With that over, Lily stood up and stretched, pulling her top down and her panties and shorts back up. Stretching, Lily decided it was time for a shower since she absolutely reeked of her own lustful emissions.

She changed into her favorite pajamas—frilly pink cheeky bottoms and a matching tank top with a cartoon cat on the chest—and dug through the boxes until she found her shower caddy. The plastic bottles clinked softly as she moved.

As she opened the door, a soft meow caught her attention. Lily’s eyes widened in surprise as she immediately looked down.

“Tony Montana!” Lily whispered. She crouched down to pet her cat. “What are you doing here, you naughty boy?”

The cat purred and rubbed against her legs. Lily set down her shower things and quickly fetched Tony’s food from a clearly labeled box packed by the movers.

“You wouldn’t believe the day I’ve had,” Lily confided as Tony ate. “Ethan carried me. He touched me so many times. I thought I was going to explode.” She sighed dreamily. “But I made such an idiot of myself. He thinks I’m sick now. Can you believe it?”

Tony Montana looked up at her. His tail swished lazily. He definitely didn’t give two shits what she was saying, but he was good at pretending.

“You’re right,” Lily nodded as though he’d offered sage advice. “I need to show him the real me. The strong, capable Lily he deserves.” She scratched behind his ears. “But how did you get out of pet holding, huh? You little escape artist.”

The cat offered no explanation because, again, he was a cat. He simply jumped onto a stack of boxes and curled up for a nap. Lily shook her head, amused, and gathered her shower things once more.

As she made her way down the hall, Lily’s eyes fell on the room registry. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw her name next to Ethan’s. A wide grin spread across her face, but it quickly morphed into a scowl as she noticed Zoe’s name on the other side of his—she would be his neighbor too.

“That fucking bitch,” Lily growled. “She should have listened to me earlier.” Her fists clenched tight, and she took a deep breath and willed her new skill to kick in. To her surprise, she felt her heart rate slow. Her anger became a cold, focused thing rather than a hot, uncontrollable fire.

	[Skill Activated: Nerves of Steel]

	Effect: Heart rate lowered, adrenaline focused. Mental clarity increased.

	Duration: 59:59 minutes remaining




Approaching the girls shower room, Lily heard laughter from inside. The slut squad was back from their night out—probably catching as many venereal diseases as they could just so they could pass them on to Ethan. Okay—that was admittedly unlikely, but she wouldn’t rule it out.

She hesitated for a moment, then squared her shoulders. She was an A-Tier Berserker, for fuck’s sake. She wouldn’t be intimidated by a bunch of giggling girls. She came out here to take a shower, and dammit, that’s what she was going to do.

As Lily entered the shower room, her footfalls echoing, the conversation died abruptly. Steam filled the air, carrying the scent of various shampoos and body washes. She glanced around and did a quick appraisal. In total, there were four other naked, fit-bodied female Slayers from ages twenty to twenty-seven and tiers D through B. Only Elaine wasn’t here.

She could feel their eyes on her, looking hostile as she casually undressed and stepped into an empty shower.

Lily turned the water on and let out a moan, doing a few arm stretches before reaching for her body wash. The hot water felt heavenly on her skin. She let out a small sigh of pleasure as she shook her pigtails loose and began to lather her long black hair with shampoo.

“Psycho,” someone muttered, barely audible over the showers. It was at that moment Lily knew that things were going to get ugly. She recognized Chika’s voice immediately, but thanks to her Nerves of Steel, she remained calm.

Chika Takahashi was a purple-haired pastel goth. Lily thought that they were friends not all that long ago—the one girl that she could trust. She’d hung out back at Chika’s room several times, and even invited her into her own room. But Chika couldn’t stop herself from snooping around, and she found a handful of dangerous items that Lily should have taken greater effort in hiding. That was on her.

But then she went and fucked Ethan anyway. Around the same time, Chika blabbed about Lily’s love for Ethan to some A-Tier boy before Lily took measures to ensure that she would stop running her mouth. That was the last she heard on the topic.

“Fucking psycho,” Chika repeated. “Evil bitch.”

Lily could guess what this was about. Though her senses went on high alert, she said nothing for now and focused on her shower. Unfortunately, the other girls seemed dead set on getting their asses kicked. When she refused to engage, she heard them turn off their water and approach. Still, she didn’t turn around. She continued to rinse the shampoo from her hair like nothing was happening.

“I said,” Chika’s voice came louder now, dripping with venom, “you’re a fucking psycho, Lily Chen. We all talked tonight. We know what you did. Hey! Are you fucking deaf?”

When the purple-haired bitch waved her hand in Lily’s periphery, something in her snapped then and there. It wasn’t rage that came out: at least, not only rage.

It was pragmatism. It was a response to a certain reality. These were her enemies. Sure, each of them may have bits and pieces of evidence against her that formed a rather damning whole—so she’d always been careful not to upset them as a result, at least not after making vague threats once or twice.

But peace had never been an option. None of these girls were going to be able to keep their naked, slutty bodies away from her future husband. She had to accept that and take things further.

Lily spun around in one fluid motion. Water droplets flew from her hair as her hand shot out and her fingers wrapped around Chika’s throat, lifting her off the ground. The other girl’s eyes went wide as her wet skin succumbed to Lily’s grip and she let out horrible choking sounds.

	[Skill Activated: Berserker’s Fury]




Lily roared. The sound echoed off the ceiling as she slammed Chika’s face into the concrete wall. There was a sickening crunch as Chika’s nose broke and blood sprayed across the white tiles. Lily’s still-on shower washed it away fast enough, but the face-sized indentation in the wall would be harder to hide.

“Holy shit!” one of them screamed as she took a step back. The shrill sound of the blonde’s cowardice mixed with the steady hiss of the showers in the most unpleasant way.

The other girls rushed at Lily. Their feet slapped against the wet floor in a hurry to get the drop on her, but she was ready. Lily ran up the wall easily; the rough tile provided just enough traction for even her slippery wet feet. Lily launched off of the wall and flipped over their heads, twisting in the air. Droplets of water created a momentary halo around her, making her enemies gasp with awe and fear.

Stupid fucking whores.

Lily landed on Zoe’s shoulders in a seated position. Her thighs clamped around the Shield Maiden’s neck, constricting tight. The sudden unexpected weight made Zoe stumble. Lily grunted with effort and twisted her body. She sent Zoe flying into another wall with a rough thud. Cracks spread across the tiles like spiderwebs.

“What the fuck is she?!” someone screamed. Lily barely registered the voice as she jumped from her three-point landing and dodged an arcane beam from a mage named Tara. The magical energy crackled past her ear and left the scent of firework smoke in its wake.

“Take her out! We’ll deal with the consequences later!” she said.

The redheaded priestess—Monika—threw up a shimmering shield around herself and the mage. The magical barrier hummed with powerful energy. It distorted the air around it like a heat haze. For most melee Berserkers, it would be almost impossible to break—but Lily had the power of obsession on her side.

	[Skill Activated: Weapon Summon]

	Effect: Battle Axe summoned




Lily’s battle axe materialized in her hands, which settled on the grip like it was her very nature to do so. Water droplets sizzled as they hit the magically heated metal, steam rising off its shiny surface. The girls’ eyes widened in fear as Lily advanced, and a feral grin spread across her face.

“You’re insane, Chen!” Chika groaned from the floor. She spat out a tooth. The small white object clattered against the tile and left a trail of blood. “We know what you are, you fucking psychotic animal!”

What Lily was? So what? She knew what she was. So Lily threatened to cut off Tara’s head and feed it to her little brother if she ever talked to Ethan again after she found out she sucked his cock last year. So she sent a few death threats to Monika when she found out that Ethan and her had slept together. So she cornered Zoe after a mission and made vague comments about her not deserving him. So she threatened to leave Chika tied to a post on a Quest so the dire wolves could eat her if she wouldn’t promise to keep Lily’s secret about her notebook.

Two of those things had been anonymous. One wasn’t even that bad. Admittedly, she might have gone a little overboard with the dire wolf thing, but she didn’t regret it.

It seemed like, somehow or another, the Slut Patrol had put it all together. They’d likely compared notes with Zoe and Chika just today, maybe on their fucking girl’s night out, and realized that there was a certain pattern. Well, so the fuck what? Ethan belonged to her and only her.

“Mind your own fucking business!” Lily shouted. Her voice bounced off the walls. She ducked another arcane beam and felt the heat of it pass over her head.

	[Skill Activated: Evasive Maneuver]




Lily brought her axe down on Monika’s shield with all her might. The magical barrier shattered like glass, much to the Priestess’s shock. The sound of fizzling energy mixed with Monika’s scream of surprise as shards of magic scattered across the floor like dust that quickly dissolved.

The priestess stumbled backward. Her feet slipped on the wet tile, causing her to nearly topple over. Lily was already moving. She closed the distance between them in the blink of an eye, and her foot connected with Monika’s face in a vicious drop kick. The impact sent a shock up Lily’s leg.

	[Critical Hit!]

	Target Status: Stunned (Duration: 5 seconds)




Just as Lily was about to put the bitch to sleep for good, she felt herself slammed against the wall. Zoe’s shitty, C-Tier shield pinned her in place. The magical energy vibrated against Lily’s skin.

“They told me everything,” Zoe hissed. Her eyes blazed with anger. A bruise was already forming on her cheek where she’d hit the wall. “You’re sick! This ends now, Lily. I thought we were fellow Slayers! You’re going to get someone killed, you dumb bitch!”

“Yeah,” Lily said, grinning. “I’m going to get you killed.”

“Listen to yourself,” Zoe said, still struggling against her, but by now Lily was sure that she had realized that she wasn’t even trying to get free of her shield yet.

Lily’s laugh was sharp and humorless as it echoed in the steamy room. “I can hear myself just fine. Can you hear how stupid you sound? What—you’re unionizing against me? How cute.” She pushed back against the shield with a burst of strength that made her muscles burn. Her axe came down hard next. The magically enhanced metal screeched against Zoe’s main class feature. Cracks spread across its surface until it shattered.

	[Skill Activated: Shield Breaker]




Zoe gasped in shock as her shield slowly crumbled to dust. It would take her hours to regenerate it, meaning she was essentially useless for the time being. Which meant Lily had a moment to educate her.

“I’m only going to say this once. Ethan isn’t some public property for you sluts to pass around,” Lily snarled. Her words were punctuated by a menacing flourish with her axe. “He’s too good for any of you. He belongs with me!”

Her axe disappeared in a flash of light. Lily tackled the mage, who had been preparing another spell. They both went down hard and splashed in a puddle of water and blood. Lily straddled her opponent, climbing on top of her. Her fists rose and fell in a brutal rhythm against Tara’s face.

	[Combo Attack Activated]




Blood sprayed with each impact. It coated Lily’s fists, face, and breasts most of all, but it got just about everywhere. The metallic scent filled her nostrils and mixed with the steam and various forgotten shower products.

Lily’s voice dropped to a dangerous growl. “Alright. I think you’ve had enough.” She looked around at her battered and bruised peers writhing and groaning on the ground, naked and pathetic. “If any of you say a single word to Ethan or SlayerCorp about this, I’ll know. And if you take him away from me...” Lily’s eyes gleamed with madness. A feral smile spread across her blood-spattered cheeks. “Well, I’ll have nothing left to lose. And I’ll make sure I drag you all to hell in my downfall.”

The shower room fell silent except for the sound of running water and heavy breathing. Drips echoed loudly in the sudden quiet. The occasional groan of pain punctuated the silence, but it was otherwise so piercing that Lily could hear her ears ringing.

She stood with her body tense, ready for another attack, but the fight seemed to have gone out of the other girls. They stared at her in fear—and disgust. Their bodies were battered and bleeding, but that wouldn’t last. They’d all be downing potions tonight.

“You’re fucking crazy,” Zoe muttered. She helped Chika to her feet. Blood still flowed from the pastel goth’s nose and mouth. It all mixed with the water on the floor to create swirling patterns of pink.

Lily smiled. It was a cold, empty thing that didn’t reach her eyes. “Crazy in love, baby. Now, starting the second we walk out of this shower room, we’re all just fellow employees of SlayerCorp. I swear to God, if Ethan ever finds out my secret, even if you’re not responsible for the leak, you all die. Terribly. So that gives you all a great incentive to help me protect Ethan from a truth he won’t understand is in his best interest. Got it?”

The other girls muttered something that sounded close enough to acknowledgment, and limped out of the shower room after drying off and throwing on some clothes. They left wet, bloody footprints in their wake.

Lily turned back to her own shower. The hot water stung as it hit the scrapes and bruises she’d acquired during the fight, but she welcomed the pain. It made her feel alive.

But she wasn’t stupid. This wasn’t over. She’d done the best she could with a bad, bad situation, and maybe bought herself a few days of peace, but they would try again. They would come back prepared, too, and if she wasn’t careful, she’d probably succumb to whatever trap they cooked up.

That wouldn’t happen though, because fate was on her side. Ethan and Lily belonged in each other’s arms forever.

She began to hum softly to herself. It was a cheery technopop song that she liked to sing in the shower, though it felt a little out of place today.

It wasn’t all bad news. Her new skill had worked wonders. It kept her focused and in control even as she unleashed her rage. The calm clarity it provided was addictive. Lily found herself looking forward to using it again—next time to seduce Ethan.

“Soon, Ethan,” she whispered. The hot water washed away the blood and sweat. “Soon you’ll see we’re meant to be together. And nothing—not even a gaggle of selfish, misguided love rivals—will stand in our way.”

Lily took her time finishing her shower. She savored the feeling of victory. As she stepped out and wrapped a towel around herself, she caught sight of her reflection in a cracked mirror. Her eyes were bright with excitement. Her cheeks were flushed from exertion and the hot water. Despite the bruises forming on her skin, she thought she looked beautiful—the kind of wild, passionate beauty that Ethan deserved.

Before heading back to their room, Lily changed back into her frilly pink pajamas. As soon as she returned, she settled into bed. Tony Montana hopped up beside her and curled into a warm ball against her side.

The other girls were in there now, too. “Good night, ladies,” Lily said. “Make sure to take your potions before breakfast or we’ll have even more to explain than the broken shower tiles.”

“...Good night, psycho,” Chika said from above her. “Hope you die in your sleep.”

“Don’t get any ideas to that end,” Lily giggled. With a big stretch, she yawned, crawled under the covers, and dreamt of Ethan.


Chapter 11



Ethan - White Knight

Ethan’s alarm blared at him in high pitched pulsating beeps that made his eardrums throb. He shot up suddenly, covered in sweat, vague flashes of Lily Chen in his mind. He tapped the bulge of his wrist implant and frantically swiped at the holoscreen to silence the noise. The sound reverberated through his skull, making him wince until it was finally gone.

“Alright, alright, I’m up,” he grumbled, fumbling to deactivate his comm-link’s alarm. His knuckles brushed against the subtle bulge of the implant beneath his skin as he let out an irritated groan.

“Bout fucking time,” someone on the bunk above him muttered, making him chuckle to himself. Whoops.

He pinched his fingers in front of each other, making the time appear on his wrist as he kicked off his sheets. 6:30 AM. Honestly, it was pretty late for him, but yesterday had been a weird one, so he’d cut himself some slack.

Ethan dragged himself out of bed, his bare feet hitting the cold floor. He shivered, goosebumps rising on his arms as he grabbed a clean shirt and tossed it over his bare chest.

“Note to self,” he muttered, stumbling towards the bathroom, “find whichever box those mover dicks put my slippers in.”

As he brushed his teeth, Ethan’s mind drifted to Lily. Poor Lily, probably still feeling under the weather. That girl was a total nervous trainwreck of a human being, but it only made him like her more. Despite her being two Tiers above him, she somehow still managed to trigger his manly “must protect” instincts.

He hoped she was feeling better today. Maybe he’d catch her on the way to the new portal deck and they could walk together. Oh—and Zoe too, of course. Can’t forget Zoe. He totally didn’t forget Zoe for a second there.

The pasty white apartment building was quieter than Ethan thought it’d be as he made his way to the lobby. The smell of coffee wafted through the air, tempting him, but there was no time. He spotted Drake, a B-Tier Shadowstalker, lounging against the wall while he quickly chugged a black coffee, looking like he didn’t look forward to the morning ahead of them.

“Morning, sunshine,” Ethan called out, his voice still croaky. “You look how I feel. Seen Lily or Zoe around?”

Drake shook his head, his expression oddly tense. “Nah, man. Five of the six girls are running late. Including those two. Some kind of drama between them. Didn’t you hear the commotion last night?”

Ethan’s brow furrowed. “Drama? No, I don’t hear shit. I conked out pretty early, I guess.”

“Yeah, well,” Drake muttered, not bothering to look into Ethan’s eyes as he chucked his coffee cup into the waste bin and wiped his hands on his pants. “Guess that means us guys get first pick of the portals. Lucky us.”

“Sure, yeah,” Ethan agreed, though he didn’t really feel that way. “Hope the girls are alright.”

Drake forced a laugh. “I’m sure they’re fine. Girls love their drama, you know.”

“Everyone loves drama,” Ethan sighed, cracking his knuckles. “And everyone hates it. It’s one of the mysteries of the universe. Wanna walk with me?”

“No homo, but sure,” Drake said, smirking like he’d just said the cleverest thing in the world. Ethan just rolled his eyes as they headed out.

The new portal deck was a short walk from their apartment building. As they approached, Ethan’s eyes widened. Sleek metal walls gleamed under harsh fluorescent lights, with open circuitry everywhere since the place was still very much a construction in progress. Four portals were already open and under heavy surveillance in the center of a futuristic-looking platform.

“Well,” Ethan whistled, “I’ll be damned. SlayerCorp actually sprang for something that doesn’t look boring and retro enough to have been built in the 2030s.”

Ms. Lyle stood before them, looking as perky as ever in her crisp SlayerCorp uniform. Her smile looked so authentically brilliant that he had to wonder if she really was that happy of a person or she just got good at pretending. “Good morning, Slayers!” she chirped, her voice cutting through the nervous chatter of the gathered group. “Today’s the big day! Let’s start with a quick roll call, shall we?”

As she went through the names, Ethan’s gaze kept drifting to the entrance, hoping to see Lily and the other girls walk in holding hands and singing kumbaya. That didn’t happen, though.

His stomach twisted with worry. How was he supposed to register his portal without Lily here? And was she even going to make it? No—that was a stupid thought. SlayerCorp wouldn’t hold them back so long that the girls couldn’t take part in the grand opening of a brand-new portal deck. They’d be here. They had to be. Any fucking second now…

“Now,” Ms. Lyle continued, her tone shifting to something more serious, almost like she could read Ethan’s mind. “I have an announcement. You’ll notice that with one exception, only the male Slayers are here at the moment. Apparently, five of the girls had some kind of... playfighting incident in the showers last night that got a little out of hand. They’re receiving an official reprimand, which is why they’re not here yet.”

Blaze’s head snapped up. His girlfriend, Elaine, was the aforementioned exception, already here, so he and she probably hadn’t heard this news yet. “Playfighting? In the showers?” Blaze blurted out before he could stop himself. A few snickers rippled through the group. “Like a fucking porno, Ms. Lyle?”

Ms. Lyle cleared her throat, looking like she’d rather do anything else than address what Blaze had said. “Yes, well. Not quite like a porno. Moving on. Let me introduce you to our new portals.”

She gestured to four swirling vortexes behind her, each a different shade of otherworldly color. “These portals support smaller teams than the ones you’re used to, at least on average. Five is the most we’ve seen, but two or three seem to be more common. The threat level isn’t much lower than what you’re used to, either, but the loot and mana crystals are likely to be better. Think of it as a high-risk, high-reward situation. You’re likely to accrue more money and skill points quickly in this new arrangement. Assuming you survive.”

Blaze raised his hand, and Ms. Lyle visibly winced at the sight. “Can we get a portal introduction and sign-up alert sent to our HUD chips?”

Ms. Lyle rolled her eyes but tapped her tablet, smirking. Suddenly, a holographic display appeared in front of each Slayer, accompanied by a beep that made Ethan jump.

“Happy now, Blaze?” Ms. Lyle asked dryly.

“Ecstatic,” Blaze grinned. “Thanks, ma’am.”

The room fell silent as everyone analyzed their options. Ethan’s eyes darted across the information as quickly as everyone else, taking in the details of each portal:

	[NEW PORTAL DECK ALERT] Four new portals registered. Please review the details below:

	Portal 1: Crystal Caverns
	Max Team Size: 5

	Threat Level: B

	Objective: Harvest as many mana crystals as you can and eliminate all crystal monsters.




	Portal 2: Shadow Realm
	Max Team Size: 3

	Threat Level: A

	Objective: Defeat the six shadow princes and collect their hearts.




	Portal 3: Elemental Chaos
	Max Team Size: 5

	Threat Level: B+

	Objective: Stabilize elemental rifts and slay all rogue elementals. Collect all the elemental cores you can.




	Portal 4: Nightmare Level
	Max Team Size: 2

	Threat Level: A+

	Objective: Kill everything before it kills you. There is nothing to collect here, but the dungeon cannot be allowed to remain for long.







“Well,” Ethan muttered, “they certainly didn’t hold back on the ominous names, did they?”

But he was at a standstill. His heart rate picked up as he watched slots start to fill. Names of the guys present alongside him flashed across the screen: Drake for Crystal Caverns, Clark for Shadow Realm, Blaze for Elemental Chaos.

“Register fast, dumbass,” Blaze hissed in his ear, making Ethan whip his head, but the screen just followed his eyes. “Or you’ll get stuck with the hard one that only allows two Slayers.”

“Thanks for the tip,” Ethan grumbled. “For future notice, I can actually read on my own.”

Blaze laughed, but added nothing more to the conversation.

This was bad. Ethan needed to choose fast. He hesitated, his finger hovering over the screen. There were still two slots left in Elemental Chaos, so he could do that and hope for the best. He’d promised Lily they’d do a portal together, so if no one else took it, then she could nab it as soon as she saw it.

But as he watched, female names started appearing in the open slots. Wherever the girls were, probably on their way, they had received the HUD display too.

“Shit,” he murmured. What was the right strategy here? Should he register for something? Or wait and see if she did first? Just as he was about to reserve himself that spot in Elemental Chaos, though, something happened. His eyes widened as he saw Lily register for the two-person Quest.

Suddenly, a notification popped up to confirm it:

	Lily Chen has invited you to register for Nightmare Level. Do you accept? (Y/N)




Ethan’s heart skipped a beat. He didn’t even know you could send invites like that, so that was kind of cool. Without hesitation, he tapped the screen.

	[CONFIRMATION] Are you sure you want to register for Nightmare Level?

	Team Members: Lily Chen

	Threat Level: A+




Ethan was only C-Tier, and Lily was A-Tier. A+ was really high… but he hit ‘Confirm’ before he could second-guess himself.

	[REGISTRATION COMPLETE] Welcome to Nightmare Level, Ethan Harper

	Prepare for portal entry in: 10:00 minutes




“Well,” Ethan muttered to himself as the portal started to throb harder on the platform like it was taunting him, “looks like this is fucking happening.’“

Blaze smirked at him, a knowing glint in his eye. “Looks like you’ve made your choice, lover boy. Lily Chen it is.”

“Shut up,” Ethan grumbled, feeling heat rise to his cheeks again. “I just promised I’d back her up with heals today, that’s all.”

“Sure, sure,” Blaze laughed. “And I’m just with Elaine because she puts out.”

Elaine cocked her head at him and smirked. “Isn’t that why, though?”

“Mostly,” he admitted. “But you do have some redeeming qualities aside from that.”

Before Ethan could say anything, Ms. Lyle approached, her face looking decidedly more serious than usual. “Ethan, can I speak with you for a moment?” Her hand fell on his shoulder and squeezed as she started to pull him aside.

“Uh, sure,” he muttered, eyes widening with worry. “What’s up?” Somehow he knew what this was about.

She led him a few steps away from the group, her voice low. “Did you notice anything strange going on with Lily recently?”

Ethan’s brow furrowed. “No, why? She’s about the most normal girl I know. Just a bit shy and prone to illness, I guess.”

Ms. Lyle bit her lip and nodded some agreement to his assessment, glancing around before continuing. “Last night, the girls apparently had some kind of argument with Lily. No one’s talking about what happened specifically, and all wounds were covered by healing potions well before any SlayerCorp reps could investigate, but the scene in the shower room...” She trailed off, shaking her head. “I think Lily might be getting targeted by bullies.”

Ethan’s stomach dropped. Images of sweet, innocent Lily being cornered by the other girls flashed through his mind. His fists clenched at his sides. How dare they? Like she ever did anything to anyone.

“I’ll keep an eye on her,” he promised, his jaw set with determination. “I’ll set them straight if I have to, don’t worry.”

Just then, the doors burst open with a bang that made everyone turn their head. The five late girls rushed in, looking disheveled and avoiding eye contact with everyone—but especially each other. Ethan’s eyes immediately found Lily in the group, so short and tiny compared to the rest of them. She looked... different. At first he took it for some kind of… newfound confidence, but he quickly realized it for what it probably was—she was putting on a brave face.

As Lily and Zoe made their way over to him and Blaze, the tension between them was undeniable. Zoe’s shoulders were hunched, and she kept shooting hateful glances at Lily that he couldn’t ignore. For her part, Lily seemed to be deliberately ignoring Zoe. It’s not like she should be afraid of Zoe—she was a C-Tier, and Lily outclassed her by two whole tiers. But if all the girls ganged up on her, it wasn’t hard to imagine shy, anxious Lily feeling cornered and helpless.

“Hey,” Ethan said, trying to keep his voice casual like his heart wasn’t breaking for her in real time. “I froze and didn’t know what to register for since you weren’t here. Looks like we got stuck in the dangerous one.”

Lily’s eyes lit up when he spoke to her, a smile spreading across her face that made Ethan smile right back. “I did the same thing. Eventually I realized the only portal people weren’t going to sign up for was this one, so it was our best shot at sticking together. Sorry about that.”

“It’s my fault,” Ethan assured her. “We’ll do our best and bail if we have to.”

“Alright! Zoe, looks like you’re with Elaine and me. You good to go?” Blaze said.

“Huh? Oh—uh. Yeah. I’m good,” she said. She kept looking at Ethan, but failed to meet his eyes. “Be careful in there, Ethan.”

“We will be,” he said, forcing a smile.

As Blaze, Elaine, and Zoe headed off to their portal, Ethan noticed Zoe continuing to give him a strange look. Her eyes were wide, almost pleading, like she wanted to say something but couldn’t. Guilt, probably. Zoe had a conscience, after all. She knew better than to bully Lily but fell into the mob mentality, if he had to guess. He was frankly disappointed that the girl he had considered a viable romantic alternative to the beautiful Berserker turned out to be just another mean girl in the end.

Oh well. It gave him the reason he needed to double down on Lily.

Ethan gestured to their portal, and Lily followed him over. Her smile was a little too wide, a little manic. Trying to be tough for his benefit, no doubt, after everything she went through. Struggling with sickness, then getting brutally bullied while naked in the showers…the thought nearly made him sick.

“Hey,” Ethan said gently as they reached the portal. The energy from it made the hair on his arms stand on end. It was like standing next to a giant electric eel with anger management issues. “Do you want to talk about what happened last night?”

Lily blinked at him, her smile faltering for just a moment. “I… probably shouldn’t.”

Ethan’s protective instincts flared. “Or what? Did they threaten you if you told me what happened? Because I swear, if they did...”

Lily just stared at him, her smile widening. Then, to his surprise, she giggled. “Oh, Ethan. You’re so sweet to worry about me. But trust me, I can handle myself.”

“Well. If you want to talk about it more on our so-called hospital date, I’m willing to listen,” he said, trying to smile back.

Lily’s smile continued to expand until it was almost predatory. “My hero,” she purred, and he couldn’t tell if she was teasing him or not. She was hard to read like that. But this weird, borderline creepy smile was definitely her awkward attempt at putting his mind at ease by pretending things were alright when they definitely weren’t.

It’s funny—he thought that she had changed after becoming a Slayer, but the changes were only skin deep. Mei-Ling Chen-Volkova was still right here in front of him, awkward, quirky, and getting relentlessly bullied like always. Well, he’d do for her now what he did for her then.

They reviewed the portal text together one last time.

“I think the strategy is for us to stay close so all my healing effects will work on you without interruption,” Ethan said.

Lily’s eyes gleamed as she looked up at him, and she bit her lip. “That’s not a problem for me. I’ll be snuggled up against you as tightly as you’ll let me be.”

Ethan froze for a moment as the blood in his body violently diverted to his penis. Was that... open flirtation? From pure, innocent, perfect Lily? Why now? Where did the sudden confidence even come from? Not that he was mad about it.

“Uh,” he murmured as he surreptitiously tucked his erection under his belt, “as close as the situation calls for, at least.”

“I hope that goes for our date later, too,” Lily cooed as she turned her back on him and flipped one of her pigtails over her shoulder.

Ethan’s dick strained against his leather belt like a circus strong man bending the bars of a lion’s cage. “Uh—sure,” he grunted, suddenly hoarse. “Definitely.”

As they stepped towards the swirling vortex of the portal, Ethan’s mind raced. Whatever happened last night, whatever those mean girls did to sweet Lily, it had had some kind of impact on her attitude. She wasn’t like this yesterday—not even close. Maybe her brush with danger in the form of the other girls made her more eager to go after him? Live life to the fullest, and all that.

“Ready?” he asked, extending his hand to Lily.

She took it, her grip strong enough to make him momentarily regret offering it. “Born ready,” she giggled.

The portal’s energy washed over them, tingling, scraping, and buzzing across Ethan’s skin like a thousand tiny electric shocks. He took a deep breath, stealing one last glance at Lily’s determined face before they stepped into the Nightmare Level.

“Ready to face the danger?” he asked as the portal’s energies washed over them.

“All the danger you’ll ever need is right beside you,” Lily cooed sweetly.


Chapter 12



Lily - Dungeon Dating

The moment Lily stepped through the portal with Ethan, her senses were assaulted by the standard barrage of sights, sounds, and smells that made dungeon runs so unpleasant. The air was stagnant, like month-old meat and pond scum mingling together. “Yuck,” she eloquently grunted while doing her best to not stick out her tongue.

“Well,” Ethan coughed, waving a hand in front of his face, “this is… Well, I wouldn’t necessarily build a summer home out here, I guess.”

Lily giggled at the sound of his voice, much more charmed by that than his attempt at levity. Even in this hellscape, just being around him was enough to make her smile and laugh. She stared at him for a few seconds while he took a moment to survey their surroundings. He looked so freaking handsome as his brow furrowed with focus, and it was all she could do not to throw him onto the ground and rip his clothes off and ravage him.

The dungeon sprawled before them like a nightmare come to life. Twisted corridors snaked off into darkness, and cavernous rooms yawned wide enough to swallow small buildings. The walls oozed a sickly purple light that made Lily’s skin crawl. In the corners, inky tendrils writhed like the legs of some cosmic horror. Worse, the floor rippled and bulged under their feet as if they were walking on the hide of a massive, slumbering beast.

Lily clutched her axe tighter, fighting the urge to run screaming back to the portal. This place felt wrong on a level that went beyond the physical. It was like the dungeon itself was alive, watching them with hungry eyes hidden in every shadow. Not that such a thing would be that weird—she’d killed living dungeons before.

“Nightmare Level, huh?” Ethan muttered, drawing the Lifeblade from which his class title was derived. “Not the coziest moniker.” The sword glowed faintly, casting a warm light that pushed back the encroaching shadows just a bit. It reminded her of the way Ethan’s perfection pushed back the darkness in her heart.

Lily licked her lips and nodded, gripping her battle axe tightly. The familiar weight in her hands was comforting in a place like this, to say the least. “Stay close,” she said, her voice coming out much steadier than she actually felt. “We don’t know what kind of freaky stuff this place might throw at us.”

“Probably not the good kind of freaky,” Ethan muttered.

Lily wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but she made a note to investigate his search engine history later.

They moved forward cautiously as Ethan’s regenerative aura enveloped them both in a soft, golden glow. Lily could feel its warmth seeping into her bones, chasing away the chill of the dungeon ever so subtly. She had to resist the urge to snuggle up against him and purr like Tony Montana after drinking a bowl of warm lactose-free milk—but that probably didn’t have much to do with Ethan’s skills. It was just what she always wanted to do with him. When she wasn’t horny, anyway.

As they entered the first room, a horde of twisted creatures burst from the shadows. They were like goblins, but... wrong. Their skin was a sickly green, mottled with patches of purple corruption. Their eyes glowed red, and their mouths were filled with far too many needle-sharp teeth.

“System scan calls them nightmare hobgoblins,” Ethan said, his voice tense. “Looks like everything here got an edgy makeover.”

Lily didn’t waste time with words. She charged forward, letting her axe sing through the air as she cleaved through the first goblin. Its head flew off in a spray of black ichor, and its body crumbled to dust. “Ha!” she crowed. “They die easily enough!”

Ethan was right behind her with his sword flashing green and gold as he parried and struck. Every time his blade connected with a goblin, aureate light flared, and the creature shrieked in agony. “Looks like I do extra damage here,” he called out with an adorably excited voice.

The pair of undeniable soulmates, according to Lily, fell into a rhythm, moving together like they’d been fighting side by side for years. Her axe carved wide swaths through the goblin horde, spraying black goop everywhere while Ethan’s sword picked off stragglers and kept their flanks clear. His healing pulses washed over them both, keeping them in top form even as the goblins’ claws and teeth found purchase.

	[Skill Activated: Whirlwind Slash]

	Duration: 5 seconds




Lily spun like her Jewish cousin’s dreidel as her axe blurred through the air. Goblin bodies flew every which way, or chunks of them at least, then burst into clouds of foul-smelling dust as their Skill XP totals racked up at an exciting rate. When she came to a stop, panting slightly, she turned to Ethan with a wide and smug grin. “We work pretty well together, don’t you think?”

He nodded, wiping sweat from his brow, taking a breather himself. The horde had thinned out immensely, and those that remained looked on the verge of fleeing. “Yeah, we do. You’re a force of nature out there.”

Lily preened under his praise, her cheeks going red. She bit her lip, then licked them, fanning her face with her free hand. She opened her mouth to say something sexy, but a movement in the shadows caught her attention. Another goblin, larger than the others, was charging at Ethan from his 9 o’clock. Without thinking, Lily hurled her axe, burying it inside the profane creature.

	[Skill Activated: Axe Throw]

	Bonus Effect: Instant Kill on lesser enemies




The axe spun through the air, whistling as it cleaved the goblin’s head clean off its shoulders. Ethan whirled around with eyes wide as the creature’s body crumbled to dust mere inches from him. “Holy shit,” he breathed. “Nice throw, partner.”

Lily’s axe rematerialized in her hand, and she tried to play it cool. “Thanks,” she said, tossing a pigtail over her shoulder. “Just looking out for my favorite healer.”

As they moved deeper into the dungeon, dispatching more twisted creatures at just about every turn, Lily couldn’t shake a nagging impulse. She glanced at Ethan, watching him fight with a grace that defied his mere C-Tier status. Finally, she couldn’t hold it in anymore.

“Hey, Ethan?” she said, pausing to cleave a particularly ugly orc in half. “Don’t you think we work together much better than you and that whore—uh, I mean, Zoe?”

Ethan chuckled, sending a wave of healing energy that closed a gash on Lily’s arm that she’d barely noticed. “Well, you being A-Tier means we’re naturally going to be a more powerful pairing than Zoe and me. She’s C-Tier like I am.”

Lily frowned, absolutely fricking dissatisfied with his half-assed answer. She carved through a few more monsters, her movements becoming more aggressive as she worked up the courage to press further. “That’s true, but... I mean, even if Zoe was A-Tier, don’t you think we have better chemistry?”

She could sense Ethan tensing up, and for a moment, she feared she’d pushed too far. But her new skill, Nerves of Steel, kept her calm and focused enough not to backtrack or panic. She just waited, her heart pounding, as Ethan considered his response.

“Well,” he said slowly, healing a nick a goblin had given her, “maybe. I mean, I’m support, and you’re a damage dealer. It’s a natural pairing. Zoe is also a support class, so—”

Lily shook her head, fixing him with an intense stare. “No, not like that. Don’t you think we have better... everything chemistry? Not just dungeon stuff.”

Ethan’s eyes widened in surprise or alarm, and Lily could practically see the gears turning in his head. After what felt like an eternity, he nodded. “Yeah,” he said softly. “I guess we do.”

Lily’s heart soared and throbbed, and she couldn’t keep the triumphant grin off her face. “Good,” she said, her voice taking on a commanding tone that surprised even her. “Because that doctor date later? It’s a real date. You’re not getting out of it. You were the first one to use that term, so no backing out.”

Ethan’s lips quirked into a smirk, and he gave her a playful salute coupled with a wink. “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a bit of transparent excitement in his voice that made Lily want to squeal with joy.

Feeling smug and powerful, Lily kept her eyes locked on Ethan as she hurled her axe off to her right. It sailed off into the distance, embedding itself in the chest of a troll that had just entered the chamber. The creature let out a strangled gurgle before collapsing into dust.

	[Critical Hit!]




As they pressed deeper into the dungeon, the challenges grew more intense. Twisted versions of familiar monsters lurked around every corner, each more grotesque and deadly than the last. Lily and Ethan fought back-to-back, leaving no entrances unmonitored.

	[Skill Observed: Mending Slash]

	User: Ethan Harper




Lily watched in awe as Ethan’s blade sliced through a nightmare harpy, golden light exploding from the wound. She felt the warm rush of his healing magic wash over her seconds later, knitting together a slash that had opened up on her calf.

But even with their combined skills, the relentless onslaught of monsters in every new chamber began to take its toll on her—and if it taxed Lily, she knew Ethan must be suffering. Lily’s muscles burned with exertion, and though he tried to hide it, she could see the strain on Ethan’s face more and more.

“We’re burning through potions like crazy,” Ethan panted, downing another health vial. “I don’t know how much longer we can keep this up. I could be low on mana by the time we hit the boss, with no way to regenerate, either.”

Lily gritted her teeth, cleaving through another wave of dungeon beasts. “We can’t give up now,” she insisted. “We’ve come too far!”

Ethan shook his head as he slayed another cavern wolf. “Lily, this dungeon actually stands a chance at turning us into fertilizer. I think we should head back at this point. We’ve weakened it enough—a pair of Slayers who took one of the easier dungeons can mop up for us later.”

“But what about the Quest completion bonus?” Lily protested, even as she felt her resolve wavering. “We’ve earned it!”

“The XP toward new skills has already been great for me,” Ethan countered. “I just got a new Skill Point, and it’s been months since my last one. Haven’t you gotten close too?”

Lily bit her lip, torn between her desire to not bail on a Quest and her need to keep Ethan safe. “I am pretty close,” she admitted. “But...”

“Lily—this is actually pretty dangerous,” Ethan said softly, placing a hand on her shoulder. The touch of his hand sent a jolt through her body, momentarily distracting her from the horrors around them.

Lily squared her shoulders, fixing Ethan with a determined stare. “I’ll protect you,” she promised, her voice free of any teasing or irony. “No matter what.”

She saw a flicker of embarrassment cross Ethan’s face, which made her feel guilty. She could guess what he was thinking—that she was emasculating him, maybe even judging him, but there couldn’t be anything further from the truth. “It doesn’t matter to me at all that I’m stronger than you as a Slayer. I still look up to you. There’s more than one kind of strength.”

Ethan nodded reluctantly, returning a slight smile. “Alright,” he said. “If you’re sure, we’ll keep going. But the second things get too fucked, we bail. Deal?”

“Deal,” Lily agreed as she felt her heart pulse in the face of his unfairly sexy smile.

As they fought their way through increasingly difficult chambers, Lily found her mind wandering more and more. The adrenaline of combat mixed with the dizzying rush of Ethan’s presence, making her tummy churn and her pussy ache in equal measure. She couldn’t stop imagining what it would be like to pin him against one of these pulsating walls, tear off his armor and clothes, crush her lips against his and—

	[Skill Expired: Nerves of Steel]

	Cooldown Remaining: 59:59




The sudden absence of her calming skill hit Lily like a bucket of ice water to the tits. All at once, the full weight of everything she’d said and done came crashing down on her. Oh God. She’d practically demanded a real date with Ethan! She’d flirted shamelessly, showed off like an idiot, and—

Her spiraling thoughts were interrupted by a deafening screech that shook the very foundations of the dungeon. Lily’s eyes snapped up, her breath caught in her throat, and she heard the sound of the entrance to the room grinding closed. So much for leaving if things get fucked, she thought.

Well, the good news was that the dungeon hadn’t dragged on long enough for Ethan to get low on mana after all, she realized. The bad news was they just reached the boss.

They had wandered into an enormous chamber, its ceiling vanished overhead, its vastness concealed by the darkness. And descending from that inky void was a creature straight out of her worst nightmares.

It was like a massive firehawk, but dark, twisted, and gross. Its feathers and their flames were the color of an oil slick. Its eyes blazed red like blood, and when it opened its beak, Lily saw row upon row of tiny sharklike teeth.

	[Boss Encountered: Gloom Phoenix]

	Threat Level: Extreme

	Recommended Action: Escape if at all possible




“Oh, shit,” Ethan breathed beside her, his voice somehow still even. “Not gonna lie, this looks bad for us.”

Despite all this, Lily was still stuck in her anxiety. She couldn’t even pay attention to how desperate their situation was. She was still stuck on her mortification. How could she fall into a battle stance, or do anything—her body just wouldn’t cooperate. She probably ruined everything!

She was frozen, trapped in a spiral of panic and self-loathing. Stupid, stupid, stupid! Why was she so forward with Ethan? He probably thought she was a slutty, desperate, clingy—

“Lily, move!”

Ethan’s voice cut through her mental fog, but not fast enough. The Gloom Phoenix’s wing was descending, trailing black fire that promised a swift and agonizing death. Lily’s muscles tensed, but she knew she wouldn’t be fast enough to—to…

Strong arms wrapped around her waist, and suddenly she was airborne. Lily’s back hit the ground hard, driving the air from her lungs, but the searing heat of the phoenix’s attack missed her by inches. She blinked, dazed, and found herself staring up into Ethan’s concerned face.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his breath hot against her cheek. “What happened?”

Lily’s brain seemed to sizzle in her head as she tried to reply. Ethan was on top of her, his body pressing her into the ground, his arms still wrapped protectively around her petite form. It was everything she’d ever dreamed of and more. If only they weren’t in mortal danger, this would be perfect.

Reality came crashing back in, however, as the Gloom Phoenix let out another ear-splitting shriek. Lily’s eyes widened, and she felt a surge of focus course through her blood. If she ever wanted a sexier version of this scenario to play out, she needed to get her shit together and survive this fight.

“I’m good,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt. “Let’s kick this overgrown turkey’s ass.”

Ethan grinned and rolled off her, extending a hand to help her up. Lily took it, savoring the brief contact before summoning her axe once more. They turned to face the Gloom Phoenix, which was circling for another attack.

“Any bright ideas?” Ethan asked, his sword glowing with healing energy.

Lily’s mind raced, analyzing the creature’s movements. “It’s too high to reach with most melee attacks,” she said. “We need to ground it somehow.”

As if in response to her words, the Gloom Phoenix dive-bombed them, its beak open wide to unleash another blast of blasphemous black fire. Lily and Ethan dove in opposite directions, the heat of the attack singeing their clothes.

	[Skill Activated: Evasive Maneuver]




Lily rolled to her feet, her eyes narrowing as she watched the phoenix climb higher. “Ethan!” she called out. “Can you hit it with any of your offensive abilities a bit more on the magical side? I’ve got a theory about this thing!”

Ethan’s brow furrowed in concentration, and he extended his hand toward the creature. Golden light shot from his palm, arcing through the air like lightning. When it struck the Gloom Phoenix, the beast let out a shriek of agony that made Lily’s ears ring.

	[Skill Observed: Purifying Blast]

	User: Ethan Harper

	Effect: Long-range projectile attack that heals allied targets with 30% damage dealt.

	Damage to Gloom Phoenix: 2,500; It’s very effective!




“Holy shit,” Ethan breathed, staring at his hand in amazement. “That skill is almost useless in most situations. The damage is too low.”

Lily grinned fiercely. “It’s an Anti-Life monster! Your skills as a Holy-based healer will likely do a lot more than tickle, so keep it up!”

Ethan took the hint, peppering the Gloom Phoenix with blasts of purifying light while Lily ran interference, drawing its attention and dodging most of its attacks with ease. Each time the creature swooped low enough, she’d leap into action, carving chunks out of its dark, corrupted flesh.

	[Skill Activated: Superhuman Leap]




Lily soared through the air, her axe raised high. She brought it down on the Gloom Phoenix’s wing joint with all her might, and the creature’s resulting agonized scream was music to her ears—even if the music was so awful it nearly made her ears bleed.

Black ichor sprayed from the wound, sizzling where it hit the ground. A splash of it landed on her shoulder, burning her, but she shrugged it off.

	[Critical Hit!]

	Bonus Effect: Wing crippled, flight impaired




The phoenix crashed to the ground, thrashing wildly. Its talons carved fissures in the stone floor, and its wounded wing flapped uselessly. Lily elegantly landed beside it, ready to press her advantage, but the creature’s head snapped around faster than she could react.

Pain exploded in Lily’s side as the Gloom Phoenix’s beak tore through skin and bone. She stumbled backward, gasping, and felt warm blood dripping down her defined abdomen.

	[Critical Hit Taken!]

	HP Remaining: 1236/9,400




Status Effect: Bleeding (50 HP/sec for the next three minutes)

Her vision blurred, her head swimming. Even as delirious as she was, she knew she was very near to death. “Lily!” Ethan’s voice was filled with panic for her. She saw him sprinting toward her, his hand already glowing with regenerative magic.

But the Gloom Phoenix wasn’t done with her. With a sound like a hurricane gust, it spread its wings—somehow even the damaged one—and awkwardly launched itself into the air. Its beady eyes glowed as it set its sights on her, and Lily knew with nauseating certainty that she wouldn’t be able to dodge in time.

This was it. She would never know Ethan’s love. She would never feel his lips on hers—consensually, anyway. She would never know what it was like to take him inside her, to taste every inch of his body. She would never get to experience taking a bath or a shower with him. She wouldn’t ever be able to cook him a hot meal, or give him a massage after a long day. She would never exchange anniversary cards with him, or hold their baby in her arms.

She was going to die.

The Gloom Phoenix, in a final act of fury, lashed out with its talons. Lily couldn’t dodge in time. The creature’s claws raked across her body, tearing through her flesh and hitting her with a force unlike anything she’d ever felt.

Pain exploded through Lily’s senses as she was thrown backward, her body slamming into a stalagmite. She felt a sickening crunch as the stone spear impaled her, bursting through her chest in a spray of blood. Her eyes went wide and glassy with disbelief.

“LILY! NO!” Ethan’s anguished cry echoed through the chamber.

	[Critical Hit Taken!]

	HP Remaining: 0/9,400

	Status: Dying




Lily’s vision began to blur, the world around her fading to gray. She could see Ethan running towards her, his face a mask of horror and desperation. She tried to reach out to him, to tell him it was okay, that she’d gladly die a thousand times if it meant keeping him safe. But her body wouldn’t respond.

As darkness crept in at the edges of her vision, Lily’s last thought was of Ethan. His smile, his laugh, the way he looked at her, the way his body fit against her so well when she shared his streetspeeder with him. At least she’d gotten to experience that, even if only for a short time. At least she died knowing she was in love.

With a final, shuddering breath and nothing left to do, Lily Chen closed her eyes and let the darkness take her.

	[Slayer Death: Lily Chen]

	Time until permanent death: 3:00 minutes





Chapter 13



Ethan - A Second Chance

The Gloom Phoenix plummeted towards the ground violently. With an ear-piercing squawk, it whirled in a tumbling spiral as its damaged wing rendered it unable to stay airborne for any longer. That, of course, was all thanks to Lily’s final contribution. Emphasis on final.

Ethan’s chest heaved as he shuddered in disbelief. How could things have gotten this fucked? Why was the System setting these new portals with such unfair team requirements? Not like anyone knew the answer to that question, but that fact didn’t make him feel any better.

No matter how he sliced it, this was bad. He watched the creature descend, his mind racing, plotting his next move—the only thing keeping him focused now was pure adrenaline and a faint hope.

The thing was, he actually had a shot. Every magical attack he’d launched at the feathery bastard had hit hard, but his mana reserves were now critically low. And that was bad. He needed to conserve what little he had left for Lily’s… resurrection. He just hoped he would be able to defeat the monster in time to spend a skill point on Revivify and save her.

Poor, beautiful Lily. His eyes darted to her lifeless, paling form, impaled on the stalagmite. If only he could have stayed close enough to use Vitality Link to take on some of the damage for her—but then they’d probably both be dead, and who would resurrect them then?

The stony spear protruding from her body had once been as ashen and gray as the rest of this cursed chamber, but now it was painted red. “Jesus Christ,” he murmured, breathing in the smell of fresh death. A cold dread settled in his stomach as he checked the timer.

	[Slayer Death: Lily Chen]

	Time until permanent death: 2:50 minutes




“Goddammit,” Ethan muttered, gripping his Lifeblade tighter. The golden glow of the green blade seemed less compelling now in his weakened state. He had less than three minutes to finish this fight and bring her back, and he was not exactly in tip-top condition. The pressure was utterly suffocating.

He quickly weighed his options as he tread cautiously in the direction of the falling Gloom Phoenix. Magic, of course, was off the table since he was saving his mana, but that didn’t mean he was completely helpless. Years of rigorous training had honed his body into an imposing weapon—necessary for him to keep pace with higher-tier Slayers in terms of agility. Being a healer, they always wanted him close, and being melee-based, he was always on the frontlines alongside them. As such, whereas the average Slayer spent an hour in the gym five days a week, Ethan typically exercised for well over two hours a day, seven days a week, three hundred and sixty-five days a year, not taking leap years into account.

The physical strength and speed gap between him and Lily wasn’t insurmountable—it was their skill potency that truly set them apart. But with skills no longer in consideration for both of them, it came down to Ethan’s raw physical prowess.

Ethan’s lips curled into a grim smile bereft of any actual joy. Guess this is all I’ve got, he thought. Time to put all those brutal workouts to use.

The Lifeblade healer darted forward at full speed once the Phoenix hit the ground. He zigzagged to avoid the Phoenix’s wild attacks, which started in earnest the second the thing had gotten its body upright once more. He closed in, putting himself in danger in the hopes of striking true. It was a dead man’s gambit, but he was out of options and nearly out of time.

The Gloom Phoenix’s beak snapped shut inches from his face, the heat of its corrupted breath singeing the hair on his arms. Ethan pivoted, bringing his sword up in a vicious arc that carved a deep gash in the creature’s neck.

	[Critical Hit!]

	Bonus Effect: Bleeding




Black ichor sprayed from the wound, sizzling where it hit the ground and eating through the stone like acid. The Phoenix let out an ear-splitting, gurgling shriek that made Ethan’s teeth vibrate in his skull. He pressed his advantage, unleashing a flurry of strikes that left the beast reeling with no time to recover. The black fire of its wings licked at him as the thing flapped wildly, but he just barely avoided their touch.

“Come on, you oversized pigeon,” Ethan roared, feinting left before rolling right. “Just die already!”

The Phoenix’s beady red eyes tracked his movement, its beak snapping shut with bone-crushing force mere inches from his face again. Ethan used the momentum of his roll to bring his sword up in another bloodthirsty arc, carving a deep gash across the creature’s chest. A downward strike left another, making something of an X in the dark monster’s hide.

Each movement was as calculated as it could be, as ragged with exhaustion as he was. Years of training and experience fighting alongside his betters, distributing healing to whoever required it—this had honed Ethan’s body and mind into a formidable weapon.

So formidable, in fact, that against all odds, he managed to somehow keep pace with the A+ Rank monstrosity before him. He might not have Lily’s raw power, but what he lacked in strength, he made up for in skill and determination.

The Gloom Phoenix’s attacks grew more desperate as the battle wore on. Its wounded wing dragged along the ground, leaving a trail of corruption in its wake. Several times it tried to take off again but failed. Ethan ducked under a wild swipe of its talons, feeling the whoosh of air above his head. He countered with a quick stabbing thrust as his blade sank deep into the creature’s side.

	[Skill Activated: Precise Strike]

	Bonus Effect: Armor Penetration increased for 5 seconds




The beast’s screech of pain was a welcome sound indeed, but he didn’t have the patience nor the mental wherewithal to receive any twinge of joy. He could feel the Gloom Phoenix weakening, see its movements becoming sluggish. But time was running out. He risked a glance at Lily’s motionless form. His heart clenched at the sight.

Two minutes left.

With renewed determination, Ethan charged forward. The Phoenix reared back in preparation, opening its beak and wingspan wide to unleash another blast of dark flame. But Ethan wasn’t interested or impressed. He’d come into this dungeon with a whole-ass bag of fucks to give, but he simply had none left.

This was a monster that should have been tackled by a team of four or five slayers ranked Slayers averaging at least B-Tier, ideally A. Here Ethan was, C-Tier as fuck, attempting the impossible, not out of bravery, but out of righteous fury. He had no chance. He was dead meat. And yet…

Ethan did a baseball slide underneath the attack, his sword raised high. As he passed under the creature’s exposed neck, he struck, grinning as his blade made brutal contact.

The blade bit deep, cleaving through corrupted flesh. Gore exploded out of the monster, and Ethan only narrowly dodged out of the way of most of it.

For a moment, everything was still. Then, with a gurgling cry, the Gloom Phoenix began to crumble into dust.

	[Boss Defeated: Gloom Phoenix]

	Skill XP Gained: 5000

	Reward Unlocked: Dark Loot Chest




Ethan’s eyes widened as he spotted something else among the disintegrating remains—a pitch-black heart, still faintly pulsing. The implications were immense and imminently useful. Phoenix Hearts were rumored to be connected to resurrection, but this was a Gloom Phoenix. Would it even work?

He quickly examined the item, snatching it up, and his loot scanning ability kicked in:

	[Item Acquired: Corrupted Phoenix Heart]

	Description: Apply the blood of the deceased before it dries to trigger rebirth. Effects may vary due to corruption.




Ethan’s own heart was so loud in his chest that he felt like he could hear it echo off the walls. He didn’t have time to purify the corruption, which meant there may be some manner of side effect, but it was infinitely better than Lily dying permanently, and would resurrect her at full health—much preferable compared to the one HP Revivify would give her.

This could work, but he’d have to act fast just in case he had to execute his back-up plan. He sprinted to Lily’s body, trying to ignore the way his stomach turned at the sight of her pale, lifeless form. Gently, he lifted her off the stalagmite, laying her on the ground. God, the fucking sound it made to remove her…

With trembling hands, he pressed the heart against her chest. It was massive, covering half her entire torso. For a moment, nothing even happened. Then, a faint pulse of crimson energy emanated from the heart.

Ethan held his breath, waiting for something, anything to happen. But as the seconds ticked by, dread settled in his stomach.

The heart wasn’t working.

“No, no, no,” he muttered, checking the timer again. Twenty seconds left.

He couldn’t take the chance. With a frustrated growl, Ethan made his decision. He accessed his skill tree, selecting the Revivify ability and spending his remaining skill points on it. He’d been saving for a more powerful resurrection spell, but there was no time for second guessing, and he wasn’t about to rack up another regret.

	[Skill Acquired: Revivify]

	Effect: Resurrects a recently deceased ally with 1 HP.

	You have 0 remaining skill points.




The mana cost would be just about every last drop Ethan still had available to him, with only a tiny morsel left for normal, safe healing spells. Ethan placed his hands on Lily’s chest, channeling every last bit of his mana into the spell. Golden light erupted from his palms, enveloping Lily’s body. For a heart-stopping moment, nothing happened.

“Come on, come on, come on…”

Then, with a violent gasp, Lily’s eyes flew open.

“Ha!” He let out a triumphant barking laugh at his success. Relief flooded through Ethan, quickly followed by panic as he realized the state she was in. Revivify had brought her back, but with only one hit point. She was alive, but barely.

Lily’s eyes were filled with pain and terror, her body shaking with violent coughs that brought up blood. She tried to speak, but only managed choked, garbled sounds.

“Shh, it’s okay,” Ethan murmured, gathering her into his arms. He cradled her against his chest, immediately channeling what little mana he had left into the most basic healing spell he had. “I’ve got you, Lily. You’re going to be okay.”

As the healing energy began to close the gaping wound in her chest, Lily’s breathing eased slightly. It was still ragged, but less panicked—at least that was progress.

Ethan knew he needed to keep her conscious, keep her distracted from the pain while the spell did its thing. He cleared his throat, trying to focus her.

“Hey,” he said softly as he continued to pour healing energy into her. “I’ve got a confession to make.”

Lily’s eyes, glassy with pain, focused on his face. A trickle of blood ran from the corner of her mouth, and Ethan gently wiped it away with his thumb.

“I’ve always liked you, Lily,” he went on. He could feel his own embarrassment setting in, but he had to say something that would keep her conscious, keep her focused on him and not her pain. “Since the day you moved in next door. I kind of... well, I kind of worshiped you, if I’m being honest. Built you up to this goddess-level in my mind.”

He let out a self-deprecating chuckle, remembering all the times he’d stumbled over his words around her and fumbled most of their interactions. “I’m not expecting anything from you, okay? But I think... I think maybe you’re starting to notice me too. And that makes me really happy.”

Ethan’s mana hit low, so he only had one option left. As he spoke, he quietly, secretly began siphoning his own hit points into Lily. He could feel his own strength waning, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was keeping her alive and getting her out of here.

	[Skill Activated: Life Transfer]




“You know, finding out that Lily Chen used to be Mei-Ling from school? That just made me like you more,” Ethan admitted with a shy smile. “I thought you were cute back then, even if you were a bit shy and awkward. You didn’t look like the drop-dead gorgeous chick you are now, but you were still adorable in your own way.”

He chuckled to himself as he recalled the short, quiet girl with the oversized hoodie, always hunched over her books. How different she seemed now, and yet, at her core, still the same Lily he’d admired from afar all this time.

Lily’s eyes widened, and for a moment, Ethan feared he’d said too much and freaked her out. But then she weakly raised a hand, touching his cheek with shaky fingers. The simple gesture almost seemed to set his insides on fire, and he had to resist the urge to lean into her touch.

“You’d probably think I was creepy if you knew just how into you I’ve been since we became neighbors,” Ethan continued, his voice barely above a whisper. “I think about you pretty much all the time. So when you said you seriously wanted our doctor date to be a real date... Lily, that was about the happiest I’ve been in months.”

He paused, and his voice grew softer when he finally went on. “And you know what? I actually do think we have more chemistry than Zoe and I ever could. I hope we can work together as often as possible from now on.”

As he finished speaking, Ethan noticed Lily’s smile vanish. Her eyes locked onto his face, widening in horror. Before he could react, she shoved him hard with both hands, freeing herself from his arms and rolling onto the ground. She pointed at him, shaking her hand in fury.

“You’re hurting yourself to help me heal!” she accused, her voice hoarse but filled with anger. “I won’t let you do that!”

Ethan smiled weakly, feeling lightheaded from the Life Transfer. By now, he must be showing all kinds of new wounds on his body—her wounds. “Too late,” he said. “But we should be alright now. We’re both in good enough shape to make it back to the portal.”

He looked down at himself, checking out the bruises forming on his arms and the small cuts that had opened up across his body. But seeing Lily alive enough to yell at him was worth every bit of pain.

	[Status Update: Ethan Harper]

	HP: 404/3,200

	Status Effect: Exhaustion (All stats -20% for 1 hour)




Lily’s anger didn’t fully subside. She apparently had another bone to pick with him. “However much you think you like me, Ethan Harper,” she said fiercely, “I like you one hundred times more!”

Ethan’s smile widened. “That’s cute, Lily Chen, but literally impossible.”

Lily blinked a few times, as if considering saying something more. In the end, she shook her head and said, “I promise you, it’s not.”

“Well,” he chuckled with a grin that seemed odd considering how close to death he felt, “then that’s great news.” He pushed himself to his feet, offering Lily a hand. “Come on, Berserker, let’s catalog the rest of the loot for the Retrieval Squad and get the fuckaroo out of here.”

Lily concurred with that sentiment, at least.

As they went over the gear, Ethan explained about the Phoenix Heart he’d tried to use first. Lily agreed it was weird that it failed, but seemed too preoccupied with their earlier conversation to dwell on it, other than to make one suggestion.

“You should keep it,” she said.

He laughed at that. “You think I can get away with it?”

“It’ll read as already used up by their scanners based on what you told me. Should be fine. Call it a little souvenir.” She winked at him, and that wink was all the convincing he needed.

They made their way out the dungeon the way they came, avoiding new paths that might have more monsters to defeat. As they finally approached the entrance, Lily suddenly stopped him. “Wait,” she said, her voice as shy as he remembered her from high school. “Does this mean... are we boyfriend and girlfriend now?”

Ethan’s brow arched at the question. Normally he wouldn’t be so quick to put labels on anything, but this was the girl of his dreams, and he didn’t want to accidentally upset her. Besides—might as well lock it down if he was being given the chance, right? “Well,” he said slowly, “if you’re serious, I wouldn’t mind trying that out. If our feelings really are mutual, and neither of us is angling for anyone else—”

His words were cut off as Lily suddenly doubled over, retching violently.

“Lily!” Ethan cried, rushing to her side and helping her stay balanced. “What’s wrong? Is your sickness acting up again?”

Lily shook her head, wiping her mouth. “No,” she said weakly. “I just got nauseous imagining us with other people.”

Ethan laughed, certain she was joking but finding it endearing anyway. “If you’re still feeling uncomfortable,” he offered, “I can carry you out.”

Lily’s eyes lit up at the suggestion. “Only if you explicitly confirm that I’m your girlfriend.”

Ethan’s smile softened. “Sure,” he said. “Girlfriend it is.”

With that, he scooped Lily into his arms and headed for the portal, leaving the nightmarish dungeon behind them.

As they emerged onto the Portal Deck, Ethan was acutely aware of the eyes on them. Zoe approached cautiously, forcing a smile that was obviously hiding complicated feelings he wasn’t in the headspace to wonder about. “Ethan, Lily,” she said, “we’re glad you’re alright.” She sounded a bit less sincere when she mentioned Lily’s name, for whatever reason.

Zoe, Blaze, Elaine, and Ms. Lyle bombarded them with questions that neither Ethan nor Lily really were in the mood for. Ethan tried to set Lily onto the ground, but her whimper of protest made him reconsider.

“Is Lily still badly injured?” Ms. Lyle asked, eyeing them with concern. “Why are you carrying her?”

“It was definitely touch and go for a while in there, but we’re alright now. Lily had some nausea on our way out, so I carried her out and she’s not quite ready to be on her feet,” he explained.

Blaze nodded, tapping his chin. “Not going to lie, I haven’t come out of a dungeon looking as roughed up as you two since I got eaten by a worm that one time.”

Elaine giggled and put an arm around him. “That was so fucking funny.”

“It really wasn’t,” Blaze muttered, looking sideways and frowning at his girlfriend.

Ms. Lyle stared intensely at Lily, and Ethan could tell that she was trying to work something out. He was about to make an excuse for her when Lily blurted out the truth on her own. “I died,” she said. “A Gloom Phoenix—the boss. It killed me, and Ethan had to take Revivify as a new skill just to resurrect me.”

“Well, good thing he had a skill point, or this would be a very different sort of story,” Ms. Lyle said, her eyes widening.

The rest of the group’s impressed murmurs made Ethan uncomfortable, though. He cleared his throat, adjusting Lily in his arms as he looked at Ms. Lyle pointedly. “Lily and I should really get to the doctor,” he said. “We both need some proper healing, and we each had other reasons to go even before that became a factor. So, like, the sooner the better. The loot’s ready for retrieval, so have at it.”

Ms. Lyle held up a hand. “Not so fast. Your rooms in the new apartment are ready now. Stop by the apartment complex and sign for them first. The Slayer floor will be floor nine, just so you remember, between the technician floor and the custodian floor.”

Lily’s next words shocked everyone present, including Ethan. “Actually, Ethan and I will just share a room from now on. We’re together now.”

Drake spat out his gum. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered in shock.

Blaze and Elaine high fived each other and said, “Nice!” in unison.

Ethan felt his face heat up as Zoe’s jaw dropped and Ms. Lyle stared in disbelief. “Dating?” Zoe sputtered, her eyes darting between Ethan and Lily. “Since when? Like, casually? You can’t be serious, Ethan.”

“No, it’s true, but—” Ethan started, but Ms. Lyle cut him off with a sharp wave of her hand.

“Absolutely not,” she said, her usual perkiness replaced by stern professionalism. “SlayerCorp policy is clear on this matter. All rooms are single-occupancy, no exceptions. What you do with your rooms is your business, provided that you obey the rules of the building, but officially what you’re asking for is a non-starter.”

“Believe me, Lily, we tried,” Blaze said, patting Elaine’s shoulder.

Elaine rolled her eyes. “He tried. I was against it.”

Lily’s grip on Ethan tightened. “But we just went through a life-or-death situation together,” she protested. “We’re bonded forever now. Surely there’s some leeway—”

“I’m afraid not, Ms. Chen,” Ms. Lyle interrupted. “Rules are rules, regardless of personal circumstances or... recent developments.” She eyed them cautiously, eyes darting from Lily, with her arms around Ethan’s neck, to Ethan, how he was holding Lily like a princess.

Drake, who had been quiet until now, chimed in with a smirk. “Hey, if we do start handing out hot roommates, let me know.”

This earned him a glare from Lily that could have melted steel. Ethan felt her tense in his arms and quickly intervened.

“It’s fine, really,” he said, trying to diffuse the situation. “We understand, Ms. Lyle. Separate rooms it is. Besides, there’s no rules about couples spending the night in each other’s rooms, right?”

“S-spending the night in her room?!” Zoe protested. “Ethan—”

“That is true,” Ms. Lyle sighed. “If it were up to me, you’d all be on separate floors, and they’d sterilize all the boys before allowing them to set foot in a girl’s room.”

“Well, good fucking thing it isn’t up to you,” Blaze muttered.

Sensing it was about time to get going, Ethan tried to set Lily down once more. When she resisted with a cute little growl and the tightening of her arms around his neck, he resigned himself to carrying her a bit longer.

As they headed for the exit, Ethan couldn’t shake a certain feeling. It was…a good feeling. Lily’s clinginess was more than a little alarming, sure—but if he was honest with himself, it was also kind of awesome.


Chapter 14



Lily - Doctor’s Orders

Lily didn’t like to cuss when it wasn’t necessary, but holy fucking shit! She could barely contain herself as she walked hand-in-hand with Ethan back to their apartment building. True, it was a sizable downgrade from being carried in his strong arms, but she would take it.

She grinned at his profile, looking over at him with a big, dumb, ditzy smile. She must look like such an airhead, she thought, but she just couldn’t help herself. Just look at that blood on his cheek. Was it her blood? Or his? Either way, it was deliciously sexy to think about. She wanted to lick it off of him and—

“You alright?” he asked, arching a brow at her. “Your face just got really unfocused and intense-looking for a second.”

Lily blinked and straightened up. “Oh—s-sorry! Yeah, I’m fine! I’m great!”

Ethan looked at her doubtfully but nodded anyway as they continued to walk together.

Fuck fuck fuck fuck… Her heart felt like it might explode from sheer joy at any moment. She had him. She finally, truly had him. Ethan Harper was her actual boyfriend. She owned him, and thanks to that STUPID FUCKING WHORE ZOE, soon all the female Slayers would know, and they would keep their slutty tits, twats, and tongues off of him.

She made it—her lifelong dream had been realized. The thought made her want to squeal with delight, but she bit her lip to keep the sound trapped inside her throat. She didn’t want to seem too eager, even though every fiber of her being was begging her to just fucking ravage him in the middle of the parking lot like an animal.

But soon they had arrived—the corporate, bleached white, overly modern apartment building jutted out of the ground in front of them like a robot’s dick. Home sweet home.

But really, it was home. Her home. With Ethan. Next door neighbors once again…but with a big twist. A twist that meant that they might never spend another night apart from each other. Maybe not even a second apart. A giddy giggle escaped her lips before she could stop it. I will fuck this boy so hard that he breaks, she privately daydreamed.

“Listen to that innocent little laugh. You’re so fucking cute,” Ethan said, his eyes homing in on her as a grin crinkled their corners.

Lily felt her cheeks heat up, and she lowered her head, unable to contain her smile. “Th-thanks,” she stammered, cursing herself for sounding so nervous. Why be nervous? She won. This was her happily ever after. Realizing that, she instantly felt a little better.

“Can I ask you something?” Ethan said as they entered the lobby.

“Of course!” Lily chirped, perhaps a bit too enthusiastically.

“Have you done much dating before? I mean, I know we went to high school together, but I don’t remember you ever mentioning a boyfriend.”

Lily’s heart pounded in her chest. She couldn’t exactly say that she’d been saving herself for him all these years, right? Right. Bad idea. “Oh, um, actually... you’re my first boyfriend,” she admitted softly. And last, and only, forever and ever and ever, she added silently to herself.

Ethan’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Really? A girl as cute, tough, and gorgeous as you managed to get through life without dating? I find that hard to believe.”

Lily shrugged, blushing at the compliment. “Well, I didn’t always look like this, remember? Back in high school, I was just—”

“Still pretty,” Ethan interrupted, giving her hand a squeeze. “To be honest, I always thought you were girlfriend material, even back then. Only reason I never asked was because of how busy I was.”

Lily’s brain popped and sizzled in her skull. Ethan thought she was cute in high school? He’d almost asked her out? When she had braces and acne and that awful haircut? She opened her mouth to respond, but no words came out. Instead, she just clung tighter to his arm as they walked toward the front desk and registered their apartments. When that was done, it was straight into the elevator.

“Good morning, sir and madam. Which floor today?” the elevator’s voice asked.

“Ninth,” Ethan replied.

“Understood. Ninth floor it is. Enjoy the ride and this delightful soft jazz from the Pre-War Era.”

As the doors closed, Lily became acutely aware of how close they were standing. In the confined space of the elevator, Ethan’s scent enveloped her. Holy frick, he smelled good. Blood and sweat and manly musk—plus whatever surviving hints of cologne and body wash still clung to him from his morning shower. She wished she could suck every little thing that gave off a piece of that scent from his naked body.

“You okay?” Ethan asked, likely noticing her dazed expression.

Lily nodded quickly, doing her best to recover. “Y-yeah, just... thinkin’ about stuff,” she managed to say, unable to stop herself from licking her lips at the last second. “Normal stuff. You know how it is.”

The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open. “SlayerCorp hopes you have a wonderful day,” the automated voice said, making Lily roll her eyes.

“Sure they do,” Ethan muttered, which made her giggle as they stepped out into the hallway.

But then, disaster struck. As they approached their rooms, Lily felt a wave of putrid despair wash over her. She’d have to let go of Ethan’s hand. She’d have to be apart from him, even if just for a little while, as he went into his room and she went into hers. The thought was almost unbearable.

Ethan must have noticed the pained look on her face because he squeezed her hand reassuringly. “Hey, I know it’s already been a long-ass day. Why don’t you unpack and get settled, then come knock on my door when you’re done?”

Lily nodded, trying to hide her disappointment. “Okay,” she said softly.

She watched as Ethan entered his room, the door closing behind him with a soft click. For a moment, she just stood there, staring at the space where he’d been, trying to manifest him once more. Then, with a sigh, she turned to her own door and stepped inside.

The corner by the door was stacked with boxes—all of her belongings, neatly packed and waiting to be arranged in her new space. Her eyes landed on the box she last stuffed her pink backpack into, and a jolt of panic shot through her.

Oh God. The Ethan Shrine.

She couldn’t put it up anymore, could she? Ethan was going to be spending time in here now. He was her boyfriend. But... she needed that shrine! How else was she supposed to fall asleep at night without Ethan’s stolen underwear to cuddle?

Well, maybe with him to cuddle—but still, this was a big change. Her best shot was to spend all her evenings in Ethan’s room and keep him out of hers for now. The shrine had to go up, no matter what. In fact, she’d set it up just as soon as—

A whiny meow interrupted her spiraling thoughts. Lily’s head snapped towards the sound, spotting a kitty kennel in the corner of the studio apartment.

“Tony Montana!” she exclaimed, rushing over to free her feline companion.

The moment she opened the kennel door, Tony Montana burst out, immediately climbing all over her and rubbing against her legs. Lily couldn’t help but smile as she scratched behind his ears.

“I can’t believe they just left you in there,” she muttered, heading to the kitchen area to fetch him some food and water. “It’s ridiculous. The least they could’ve done was feed you. I’m just glad they found you in the room and knew where you belonged. I was prepared to call pet holding and activate your microchip if you weren’t here.”

Tony Montana meowed in what Lily chose to interpret as participation in the conversation.

As her cat munched happily on his canned fish, Lily turned her attention back to the task at hand. She began unpacking her boxes, carefully arranging her belongings around the room. Everything found its place—except for the pink backpack, which she shoved deep, deep under her bed. She’d have to figure out what to do with its contents later. Maybe take out a safety deposit box.

The chemical smell of the freshly cleaned room tickled her nose, but Lily knew it wouldn’t be long before the scent of her favorite perfumes and cleaning products took over. She took a deep breath, trying to imagine how it would smell once she was fully settled in. All she could smell was the ghost of that intoxicating Ethan scent, though.

Finally satisfied with her unpacking, Lily turned to examine herself in the full-length mirror on the back of her door. She was aware enough of her injuries, but actually seeing them made her want to scream.

Her hair was a matted mess of blood and sweat. One eye was nearly swollen shut, and her body was covered in a treasure map of cuts and bruises. This was not how she wanted to look for her first real date with Ethan. She imagined him looking down at this while he thrust into her, missionary style.

“Frick on a stick,” she muttered, running a hand through her tangled hair. She was out of healing potions after the Nightmare Level quest, which meant she’d have to make do with what she had.

Determined to make the best of the situation, Lily headed for the shower. At least these new apartments also had private bathrooms—a significant upgrade from the shared facilities in the temporary dormitory. Compared to the last apartment she had next to Ethan, though? It was just fine; not much better, but not worse. Ms. Lyle promised a step up in her pitch, but it turned out to be an exaggeration.

But at least she could take showers by herself again. She really didn’t want to have to beat up a bunch of bitchy sluts again. Unless the situation called for it.

“Oh, God,” Lily moaned. The hot water felt heavenly on her battered body. Lily took her time, scrubbing away the grime and dried blood, wincing as the soap stung her open cuts. By the time she stepped out, wrapped in a fluffy towel, she felt marginally more human.

Back in front of the mirror, Lily critically examined her naked reflection. Well, she was hot. That was still true. The shower had also helped, but she still looked like she’d…well, died terribly and come back to life with one hit point. With a sigh, she set about doing what she could to make herself presentable for her one true love.

Lily blow-dried her hair, styling it into her signature pigtails. Then came the task of choosing an outfit. After much deliberation, she settled on a cute pink summer dress that hugged her sinful curves tightly and covered most of her worst bruises and cuts. It wasn’t ideal, but it was better and more appropriate than the crop top and shorts she’d been wearing under her limited armor earlier.

Makeup was the final challenge—and it was indeed a challenge. Lily applied concealer with the precision of a master painter, carefully covering the worst of her bruises. She touched it up with lavender perfume that went well with her shampoo. By the time she was done, she looked... well, not great, but at least not like she’d just crawled out of the trenches of The Great AI War.

“It’ll have to do,” she muttered to her reflection. They really did need to stop by a pharmacy at least to pick up some health potions, so it was a good thing they just so happened to make this plan.

Speaking of Ethan...

Lily’s heart rate sped up as she thought about seeing him again. She struck a few poses in front of the mirror, wondering which one Ethan would find most attractive. Should she go for cute and innocent? Sexy and alluring? Maybe a mix of both?

As she was in the middle of what she hoped was a seductive hair flip, a knock at the door made her jump. Lily froze, her eyes darting to the clock. Had that much time passed already?

The cooldown for her Nerves of Steel skill had reset, but Lily decided to hold onto it. Just in case. What if Ethan tried to kiss her? The thought alone was enough to make her knees weak.

Taking a deep breath, Lily opened the door. There stood Ethan, looking unfairly handsome in a fresh change of clothes. His face still bore the marks of their earlier battle with the Gloom Phoenix—scabs and bruises from the injuries he’d siphoned into himself to save her. The sight made Lily’s heart swell with a mixture of guilt and adoration. It also made her moist enough to be glad she went with a dress and not tight shorts or leggings.

“You look great,” Ethan said, his eyes roaming over her appreciatively. “Like, absurdly great.”

Lily felt her cheeks start cooking, growing incandescent with heat. “Thanks,” she mumbled. “You look very handsome.”

An awkward silence stretched between them for a moment before Ethan finally grabbed her hand, sending a horny little whimper like “Ooohhh!” shooting out of her.

“So,” he said with a grin, graciously ignoring that. “Doctor date?”

Lily couldn’t help but match his smile despite her mortification. “Yep!”

As they made their way down to the lobby and out to Ethan’s streetspeeder, Lily’s mind went over everything again. This was really happening. She was going on a date with Ethan Harper. Her boyfriend. Her soulmate.

When they reached the vehicle, Ethan swung his leg over and patted the seat behind him. Lily didn’t hesitate to climb on, wrapping her arms tightly around his waist. She pressed herself against his back, feeling more comfortable there than she ever did in her own bed.

As they zipped through the neon-lit streets of Neo Elysium, Lily’s face was frozen with a stupid smile. The wind whipped through her pigtails, and the city blurred around them, but all she could think about was how happy she was.

Too soon, they arrived at their destination—a sleek, modern building with “HealthCore Solutions” emblazoned across the front in glowing blue letters. It looked impressive enough, but it was just another SlayerCorp owned company when you got right down to it.

“Welcome to HealthCore Solutions,” a monotone robotic voice greeted them as they entered. “Please remain calm.”

Ethan snorted. “You know, I always found that to be the worst possible greeting.”

Lily giggled, squeezing his hand. “Maybe that’s the point. Reverse psychology or something.”

“I’m not sure that’s how it works,” Ethan laughed.

They approached the registration desk, manned by another humanoid robot. After providing their information and Slayer credentials, they were directed to take a seat in the waiting area.

“Two hours?” Ethan groaned, looking at the estimated wait time they broadcasted to his comm-link. “That is obnoxious.”

Lily just shrugged. She was secretly thrilled at the prospect of spending more time with Ethan doing nothing at all other than being his. They settled into adjacent chairs, and Lily immediately snuggled up against Ethan’s side, surreptitiously bending the metal armrest between them to make it easier. To her delight, Ethan looked impressed and certainly made no move to push her away. Instead, he wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer.

As the minutes ticked by, Lily found herself growing drowsy. The events of the day—dying, being resurrected, confessing her feelings to Ethan, registering their new apartments, unpacking—had taken their toll. Before she knew it, her eyes were drifting shut, her head nestled comfortably on Ethan’s shoulder.

When Lily next opened her eyes, the first thing she noticed was a warm weight on top of her head. She blinked sleepily, realizing with a start that Ethan had fallen asleep too, with his cheek resting against her hair, right between her pigtails.

A giddy warmth spread through her chest. This was perfect. This was everything she’d ever wanted.

“Mei-Ling Chen-Volkova?” a robotic voice called out, startling Lily from her reverie. “Is that you, ma’am?”

Ethan stirred beside her, stretching as he woke up. His arm, still draped over her shoulders, tightened slightly, and Lily had to resist the urge to purr with contentment.

For a moment, Lily considered pretending she hadn’t heard. She didn’t want this moment to end just yet. Or ever. But then Ethan gently nudged her, and she knew she couldn’t delay any longer.

“Yep, that’s me,” she yawned, reluctantly standing up.

Ethan winked at her as she glanced back at him. “I’ll see you on the other side. I think I’m up next.”

The robot nurse confirmed his assessment. “Mr. Harper, you’re scheduled for a firmware update, bloodwork, and basic healing services. You should be finished around the same time as Ms. Chen-Volkova.”

Lily nodded, nervous about being separated from Ethan. What if his doctor was a female? What if she tried to seduce him? But that was unreasonable of her—of course it would happen, but she had to trust Ethan not to give in. She squared her shoulders and followed the nurse into the examination room.

Inside, a female cyborg doctor was waiting, her eyes scanning a holographic display of what Lily assumed was her medical file.

“Good afternoon, Ms. Chen-Volkova,” the doctor said, her voice warm despite the slight mechanical undertone. “I’m Dr. Nakamura. What seems to be the problem today?”

Lily fidgeted with the hem of her summer dress. “Um, well... there isn’t really a problem, exactly.”

Dr. Nakamura raised an eyebrow. “I see. Well, let’s start with a basic examination, shall we? Please stick out your tongue.”

As the doctor pressed a tongue depressor into her mouth, Lily couldn’t help but feel a bit silly. Here she was, a powerful A-Tier Slayer with no medical affliction whatsoever, being examined like a child with the flu. “Ahhh,” she said anyway.

“All looks good. Now,” Dr. Nakamura said as she tied a tourniquet on Lily’s bicep and prepared to draw blood, “what did you mean when you said there isn’t really a problem?”

Lily winced as the needle pierced her skin. “Is this really necessary? I just said there’s nothing wrong.”

The doctor chuckled. “For Slayers, we have to perform the same sequence of tests every time. You should know this by now. Now, about that non-existent problem?”

Lily sighed, resigning herself to the embarrassment. “Well, you see... I just started dating this boy. And I like him so much that I get nervous around him. I may have... told him I was sick to avoid embarrassing myself.”

Dr. Nakamura burst out laughing, nearly dropping the vial of blood she’d just collected. Lily felt a growl rising in her throat but managed to swallow it down. She had to admit, it was kind of funny when she thought about it.

“I’m sorry,” the doctor said, composing herself. “That’s just... well, it’s not what I expected to hear. Is it the boy you came in with?”

Lily nodded as she smiled despite her embarrassment.

“Interesting,” Dr. Nakamura mused. “It’s not often I see a Slayer girl dating below her Tier.”

Lily’s brow furrowed in annoyance. “You wouldn’t understand,” she muttered.

To her surprise, the doctor’s expression softened. “I bet I would. My husband is a plumber—one of the few jobs robots and AI have trouble replacing. Even my job is more at risk than his if I’m honest with myself. But mine certainly earns more.”

Lily’s irritation faded, replaced by curiosity. She pointed at the chrome plating and tubing lining the doctor’s head. “What about your cybernetic implants? Do they give you an edge in your field?”

As Dr. Nakamura checked Lily’s reflexes, she explained, “What you’re pointing at is actually the result of reconstructive surgery that hasn’t been finished. I actually do have a neural chip, though. It’s a risky treatment—you have to upload your consciousness to a supercomputer to get the chip calibrated to your brain. A lot of people are paranoid about what happens to the uploaded consciousness when the procedure is done. Between you and me? I think the chip fries part of our brains, and the implant simply reimposes our memories and personalities.”

Lily gasped. “That’s horrifying!”

“A little. But once it’s in place, it vastly improves memory and cognition.”

“Well, I hope you found it worth the risk,” Lily said, her eyes wide.

“It has its downsides,” the doctor admitted. “If the chip malfunctions or needs a reset, which does happen, I feel lethargic and, well, comparatively dumb while I wait for the issue to correct itself.”

“Do you actually get dumber, or does it just feel that way?” Lily asked, leaning forward in fascination.

Dr. Nakamura smiled. “It’s more the latter, thankfully. But it’s still an unsettling experience.”

As the doctor grabbed a health potion from a nearby rack, Lily found herself pondering the implications of such technology. “How does the procedure work, exactly?”

For the next twenty minutes, Lily listened intently as Dr. Nakamura explained the intricacies of neural implants, cybernetic enhancements, and the ethical implications of enhancing human consciousness and reaction times. By the time the examination was complete, Lily’s head was swimming with new information and possibilities that she’d never considered before.

It’s not like she needed a neural implant for her job, but as someone with a Slayer class, she knew just how appealing and powerful it was to maximize one’s potential every way you could.

As she took her hospital-grade healing potion and exited the doctor’s office, Lily’s eyes immediately sought out Ethan in the waiting room. There he was, looking much better than when they’d arrived. His bruises had faded, and the cuts on his face had healed to faint pink lines. Within a day, they’d be gone. What a relief. Not that she minded him having a few sexy scars.

Lily waved excitedly, grinning as she approached. Ethan stood up, returning her smile, and Lily’s heart danced in her chest.

“How’d it go?” Ethan asked as she reached him.

“Great!” Lily chirped, grabbing his hand without hesitation. “Feeling better than ever. And my doctor was really interesting. We talked about neural implants and stuff. How about you?”

Ethan shrugged. “Pretty standard. Firmware update for my Slayer HUD, some bloodwork, and a few health potions to top me off. I feel much better now.”

Lily nodded, suddenly very aware of how much better she felt too. The aches and pains from their earlier battle had faded to nearly nothing. Her face was so much better she had to redo her makeup before heading back out to Ethan just to get rid of all the concealer. She squeezed his hand in hers the second she reached him, reveling in the simple pleasure of touching him without either of them secretly wincing in pain.

“So,” Ethan said with a mischievous eyebrow shimmy. “What’s next on our doctor date agenda?”

Lily’s stomach chose that moment to let out an embarrassingly loud growl. She felt her cheeks heat up, but Ethan just laughed.

“I guess that answers that question,” he said. “How about we grab a bite to eat, then?”

“That sounds perfect,” Lily agreed, letting her embarrassment fade in the face of Ethan’s charming laugh.

They exited the clinic hand in hand, and Lily felt a thrill run through her needy little body at the casual intimacy of it. As they stepped out onto the bustling street, the scent of something delicious wafted past them.

“Oh man,” Ethan said, his nose twitching. “Do you smell that? I think it’s coming from that Chinese place next door.”

Lily nodded eagerly. “It smells amazing. Wanna check it out?”

“Absolutely,” Ethan replied, already leading her towards the restaurant.

As they approached the entrance, Ethan suddenly stopped. “Hey, this meal is on me, okay?”

Lily frowned. “That’s silly. I make more money than you do as an A-Tier. I should pay.”

“It’s probably not as big a gap as you think,” Ethan said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Healers get bonuses now based on their healing efficiency. Besides, I asked you out for lunch, so I should pay.”

Lily opened her mouth to argue more, but the determined look in Ethan’s eyes made her pause. She wished she could just lick his eyes right now.

Anyway, she could tell this was important to his male ego, and she didn’t want to hurt his pride, so that was that. “Okay,” she conceded. “But I’m getting the next one.”

Ethan’s face lit up, and Lily felt her heart skip a beat at the quiet implication. He wanted there to be a next time. Many next times.

They entered the restaurant, and Ethan gestured to a waiter to be seated. As they settled into a cozy booth, Lily couldn’t help but reflect on how surreal this all felt. Here she was, on a date with Ethan Harper. Her boyfriend. It was almost too good to be true.

After they placed their orders, a comfortable silence fell between them. Lily found herself studying Ethan’s face, committing every detail to memory. The way his eyes crinkled when he smiled, the small scar on his chin from a childhood accident, the stubble starting to darken his jaw… Oh, God, that handsome, rideable face.

“So,” Ethan said, breaking her out of her fantasy. “Tell me something about yourself that I don’t know yet.”

Lily blinked, caught off guard by the question. “Um... like what?”

“Anything,” Ethan shrugged. “What’s your favorite color? Do you have any hobbies? What’s the craziest thing you’ve ever done on a Quest?”

Lily’s mind raced. She wanted to impress him, to show him how interesting and cool she could be. But at the same time, she didn’t want to reveal too much. What if she said something that scared him off?

“Well,” she started hesitantly, “my favorite color is pink. I know it’s kind of cliché, but I just love how bright and feminine it is.”

Ethan nodded encouragingly. “Nothing wrong with that. Pink suits you.”

Emboldened by his response, Lily continued. “As for hobbies... I actually really enjoy cooking. It helps me relax after tough Quests.”

“Cooking?” Ethan repeated, his eyebrows raised in surprise. “That’s not what I expected from a badass Berserker.”

Lily giggled. “What can I say? I contain multitudes.”

Their food arrived shortly after that, steaming plates of dumplings, noodles, and fragrant stir-fry dishes. Lily got to show off her Chinese to the waiter, too, and Ethan made a big show of being impressed. He was so cute.

As they dug in, the conversation flowed more easily. They swapped stories from high school, laughing at shared memories and filling in gaps in each other’s recollections.

“Oh man,” Ethan said between bites of lo mein, “do you remember that time in chemistry class when I accidentally set my textbook on fire?”

Lily nearly choked on her water. “How could I forget? You looked so panicked, and then I just dumped the entire emergency shower on you without thinking.”

“Yeah, thanks for that,” Ethan chuckled. “I spent the rest of the day completely soaked.”

As they continued to reminisce, Lily felt herself relaxing more and more. This was easy. This was fun. Being with Ethan felt as natural as breathing. It wasn’t just as good as she’d hoped—it was better.

Eventually, the conversation turned to their experiences as Slayers. Ethan recounted a particularly harrowing mission where he’d had to heal an entire party while helping fend off a horde of demons.

“Not bad,” Lily said with a grin. “Last month, I took down an entire nest of dragon whelps with a spin attack. The mama dragon was not happy about that.”

Ethan whistled, clearly impressed. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

As the conversation died down, Ethan’s expression turned more serious. “Can I ask you something?”

Lily’s heart rate picked up. “Of course,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady.

“When did you know you liked me?”

The question hit Lily like a punch to the coochie. She felt her cheeks flush as she stammered, trying to find an answer that wouldn’t make her seem completely insane.

“I, uh... well, you see...” she floundered, desperately wishing for some kind of distraction.

As if answering her silent prayer, the waiter chose that moment to approach their table with the check. Lily seized the opportunity to change the subject.

“Oh, do you think you could let me leave the tip at least?” she asked, perhaps a bit too enthusiastically. “I think that would be fair, right?”

Ethan smirked, clearly not fooled by her obvious deflection. “You didn’t answer my question,” he pointed out as he paid the bill. “And, no. I’ve got the tip.”

Lily sighed, realizing she couldn’t avoid this forever. “It’s... hard to answer,” she admitted softly. “Because I can’t remember a time when I didn’t like you.”

Ethan’s eyes widened at her confession, and Lily felt her face burning with embarrassment. She lowered her head, unable to meet his gaze.

“Hey,” Ethan said gently, reaching across the table to take her hand. “That’s... wow. I’m flattered, really.”

Lily peeked up at him through her lashes. “Really? You don’t think it’s weird or creepy?”

Ethan shook his head, smiling softly at her. “Not at all. Actually, it’s kind of adorable.”

Relief washed over Lily, and she felt herself relaxing again. “So, you should understand… being your girlfriend,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper, “makes this the happiest day of my life.”

“Even though you died earlier?” Ethan asked with a skeptical look on his absurdly sexy face.

Lily nodded without hesitation. “Worth it.”

Ethan laughed, shaking his head in disbelief. “If you say so.”

They stayed at the restaurant for another hour, talking and laughing until the staff politely but firmly asked them to leave. As they stepped outside, Lily felt a sense of contentment she’d never experienced before.

The ride back to their apartment building was quiet but comfortable. Lily clung to Ethan’s back, breathing in his scent and marveling at how perfectly she fit against him. When they finally arrived, she felt a pang of disappointment at having to let go.

As they walked to their rooms, Ethan turned to her. “I want to get my workout in and take another shower,” he said. “Maybe examine that dungeon loot a bit more closely. I still want to figure out what happened with that phoenix heart.”

Lily nodded, trying not to show her disappointment at having to part ways yet again. Multiple times in one day, too. “That’s fine. Will we get together later?”

“Of course,” Ethan replied immediately. “If you’re up for it. I’ll let you know when I’m done, and you can just wander over. Maybe we can order pizza tonight and watch a movie?”

Lily couldn’t contain her excitement at the suggestion. She bounced on her feet, giggling happily. “That sounds great!”

They reached Ethan’s door, and Lily was about to step back and head to her own room when suddenly, Ethan’s hand was on her chin, gently tilting her face up towards his.

Oh. My. God.

Time seemed to slow as Ethan leaned in. Lily’s heart pounded in her chest, and she quickly activated her Nerves of Steel skill to keep from collapsing on the spot. Thank God for that motherfricking skill.

And then his lips were on hers, soft and warm and perfect. Lily melted into the kiss, wrapping her arms around Ethan’s neck as she returned it with all the passion she’d been holding back for so long. She kissed him, behaving her best for as long as she could, but eventually her hunger for him overtook her and she slipped her tongue deep into his mouth, trying to suck the spit out of him. He seemed shocked, but not turned off by her assault.

They stood there in the hallway, making out, totally lost in each other, oblivious to the possibility of being caught. Lily didn’t care if Zoe or anyone else saw them. Let them see. Let them all know that Ethan was hers.

When they finally parted, both slightly breathless, Ethan grinned down at her. “I hope you didn’t mind me taking the initiative there.”

“N-no,” Lily stammered, her Nerves of Steel skill keeping her upright. “I d-didn’t m-mind at all.”

“Good,” Ethan chuckled, his voice low and warm. “See you in a bit.”

With a final wink, he disappeared into his room, leaving Lily standing in the hallway, dazed and euphoric.

She somehow managed to make it back to her own room before her legs gave out. As soon as the door closed behind her, Lily collapsed to the floor, happy tears streaming down her face.

This was real life. Ethan Harper was her boyfriend, and he kissed her.

As Lily lay on the floor, crying and laughing and feeling like her heart might burst from sheer joy, she knew one thing for certain:

She would never, ever let him go.


Chapter 15



Ethan - The Plot Thickens

Ethan’s muscles burned as he finished his final set of push-ups, sweat dripping onto the floor beneath him. He shrugged off the sandbags stacked on his back, letting them hit the linoleum floor of his new apartment with a thud.

The familiar ache of a good workout settled into his body as he rose. He kind of marveled at himself. Even today of all days—the day on which he watched his crush die, brought her back to the land of the living, then promptly smooched her, he still had the will to work out a second time. “Not bad, Harper,” he chuckled to himself, checking out his bulging triceps in the standing mirror.

Ethan grabbed a towel, letting the rough fabric scrape against his skin as he wiped his face and neck. The sweat came off easily enough, but he was sure he stank to hell and back. It was high time for a shower.

The bathroom mirror reflected a mess of a man back at him—hair plastered to his forehead, cheeks flushed with exertion. Ethan grinned at his rugged reflection, feeling that post-workout high coursing through his veins. As he stepped into the shower, the hot water hit his skin like a thousand hot needles, melting away the tension in his muscles.

Steam filled the small bathroom, and Ethan’s mind drifted to Lily. What a fucking day. Her soft lips, the way she’d blushed when he kissed her, how perfectly she fit in his arms—it was hard not to relive all those moments with her in his head. He smiled as he remembered how cute she was all day. It was hard to believe this adorable, bashful girl was the same badass Berserker who he watched regularly carve through hordes of monsters.

After drying off, Ethan threw on a comfortable pair of gray sweatpants and a loose t-shirt that still smelled faintly of fabric softener. He activated his comm-link and started composing a message.

“Hey, just got out of the shower,” he typed. “Gonna take a quick nap before we meet up. Totally wiped after today.”

Lily’s response came almost instantly—a string of heart emojis that made him laugh. Fucking adorable. Lily was so sweet and adorable, it was kind of mind-blowing. It should be illegal considering how drop-dead gorgeous she was.

Flopping onto his new bed, a marginal upgrade from his last one, Ethan sank into the tough but comfy mattress with a contented sigh. The cool sheets felt heavenly against his skin as his thoughts wandered back to their insane day.

The Nightmare Level. Aptly named, he granted it, if a bit cringey and on-the-nose. That was SlayerCorp’s doing, of course, but it wasn’t always clear just what part of things was up to them and which was up to the System itself. They didn’t give long talks on the subject, but his basic understanding was that Slayer System Implants existed primarily to interpret the System, but over the years, SlayerCorp’s technicians had gained some upper-level access to it, able to rename things, tweak descriptions, obscure details they wanted to hide, and so on.

He wondered, then, what Divers saw when they used their gear. He’d probably never know.

But that mental tangent didn’t last long. His thoughts flew back to that cursed dungeon again soon enough. So much happened in that place. It was hard to process it all, even now. Even harder to process was that his days as a bachelor had come to a rather eventful end.

But Lily…

Thinking of his new girlfriend’s death, he pulled the Phoenix Heart out of his bag and set it down. His eyes focused on it, brows furrowing. Its dull, dried-up appearance now confused him even more. Just what happened with this thing?

Ethan frowned, the sight of it niggling at the back of his mind like an itch he couldn’t scratch. “Might as well give it another look,” he muttered, reaching for the strange object.

The heart felt unnaturally cold in his hands, like that weird Japanese convenience store ice cream that refused to melt. Ethan turned it over and traced his fingers over every curve and crevice, searching for some hidden switch or marking that might give him a clue as to why the thing didn’t work. But of course it had no such switch. It was a fucking heart.

“Figures,” he sighed, setting the inert magical item back down on the mattress beside him. It looked more like stone than anything organic. A blackness seemed to drip off of it, but whatever that was dissipated in the air before connecting with anything.

He turned on his side to better stare at it. “Stupid piece of junk. Made me take Revivify. I was saving up skill points for True Resurrection.” Ugh. That really was a doozy of a sacrifice. But Lily was more than worth it.

Closing his eyes, Ethan let the exhaustion of the day claim him. The rattling hum of the cheap air conditioning unit and the muffled sounds of the city outside was good enough for white noise. He drifted off to sleep, a bit too easily and deeply for his liking.
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Ethan stirred a while later, his mind sluggishly pulling back to the waking world. Something was... off. There was a warm weight on his arm. A distinctly feminine scent filled his nostrils—a scent he spent all day familiarizing himself with. He could feel bare skin and light fabric pressing into his own. And big, round boobs.

His eyes shot open at that epiphany, confusion giving way to shock as he turned his head down. There, curled up against him, was Lily. She was wearing the same crop top and short shorts from their dungeon run, though in much better shape than he remembered it being. Her hair was pristinely up in those adorable pigtails, leaving a few loose strands to fall across her perfect face.

“Lily?” he muttered, disbelief coloring his voice. How the hell did she get in here? He definitely locked the door. At least he thought he did.

Gently, he shook her shoulder, his hand lingering perhaps a moment longer than necessary. He brushed a stray pigtail from her face, his fingers ghosting over her cheek. Her skin felt so inviting to his touch that he almost said, “Fuck it,” and gave into the cuddly atmosphere.

Lily’s eyes opened slowly, and Ethan added another source of surprise to his growing list. Instead of their usual deep brown, her eyes were a vibrant red, like twin pools of fire. Colored contacts, he figured. It wasn’t unusual for her. She’d tried out various colors both back in high school and since becoming a Slayer, having recently settled on light brown or amber. But why did she try a new color today of all days?

Lily smiled up at him, her sleepy grin just a touch too wide. She snuggled closer, letting her body press against his in a way that made Ethan harder than a diamond in the Arctic Ocean. He could feel the soft swell of her surprisingly huge breasts smooshed against his chest, her leg thrown casually over his.

Just where was this confidence suddenly coming from? Not that he minded. But that wasn’t the most important question at the moment.

“How did you get in here?” he asked, trying to keep his voice calm and non-accusatory even as his heart raced.

She yawned. “I don’t remember,” she replied, her voice a touch deeper and sultrier than he had ever heard it before. Her breath was warm against his neck.

She didn’t remember? Ethan’s brow furrowed. That was... not good, probably. He glanced at the door—still locked, with no signs of forced entry. “Did someone let you in?” Welp, that was a fucking dumb question.

Lily shook her head, her pigtails brushing against his shoulder. Without warning, she began trailing kisses along his neck, licking and sucking little spots along his skin here and there. At this point, Ethan’s erection was alarmingly evident in his loose-fitting gray sweatpants, but so far Lily hadn’t noticed.

“I told you,” she murmured between kisses, “I don’t remember.”

As much as Ethan wanted to lose himself in the sensation of Lily’s lips on his skin, alarm bells were ringing in his head. “Hang on,” he said, gently pushing her back. His hands rested on her shoulders, and he could feel the warmth of her body through the thin fabric of her top. “Seriously, what’s the last thing you do remember?”

Lily pouted, her lower lip jutting out in a way that was entirely too tempting. “We were fighting the Gloom Phoenix in the Nightmare Level,” she said, her fingers tracing idle patterns on his chest. “Then I woke up here. I figured I got knocked out and you nursed me back to health.”

Ethan felt a chill run down his spine. “No, that’s... that’s not what happened at all.” Carefully, he recounted the events of their day from Lily’s death all the way up to the present moment. As he spoke, he watched her face carefully, searching for any sign of recognition. She looked more bored than anything.

Lily’s face scrunched up a little as she listened. “None of that sounds familiar,” she admitted as her hand absently played with the chest hair peeking out from the top of his shirt. “Oh well.”

“Oh well? We need to get you back to the doctor’s office right away,” Ethan said, trying to sit up.

But Lily had other ideas. She easily pushed him back down, straddling his waist and climbing on top of him in one fluid motion. “No,” she said simply. She rested her hand over his collarbone—just below his throat.

“No?” Ethan asked. His voice suddenly was as shaky as Lily’s usually was.

Lily ground her crotch against his, and Ethan had to stifle a groan. “It can wait,” she purred. “I have something I need to tell you first.”

Against his better judgment, Ethan nodded. He could at least hear her out.

“The truth is I like you, Ethan,” she said. “And I think we should date.”

Ethan was speechless for a moment. “Lily,” he said gently, his hands resting on her hips, “we already exchanged confessions today. We’re dating now, remember?”

A predatory grin spread across Lily’s face, her red eyes gleaming. “Well then,” she said, leaning in close enough that Ethan could feel her breath on his lips, “what are we waiting for?”

Before Ethan could protest, Lily’s lips were on his. She kissed him just as fiercely as before, but this time it was almost violent in a way. Her nails raked his chest, and she spent more time biting his lips than sucking them. It was still her in every way, but there was just a little extra darkness as a cherry on top.

Yet, it felt… fucking good. Her body pressed against his in all the places that counted most, soft curves meeting hard planes. She ground her groin more brazenly against him, and he was sure that if she got up, he’d spot a wet patch soaking into his sweats.

Still, this was weird.

A part of Ethan’s brain screamed that something was wrong, that this was way more forward than he was used to Lily being. And yet, for some odd, if obvious, reason, a much louder part of his brain was very interested in where this was going.

Ethan’s hands moved of their own accord, sliding up Lily’s back and tangling in a pigtail. Every nerve in his body seemed to be on fire as Lily’s nails dug into his skin, her moans growing out of control.

Time seemed to lose all meaning as the world disappeared down to the points where their bodies met. Next thing Ethan knew, her hands were going for his waistband, and his hands were resting on the massive and soft mounds of her breasts.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked as he looked up into her red eyes. “I don’t want you to feel pressured. This is, after all, really fast.”

“Shut the frick up,” Lily groaned as she pulled his pants and boxers down, freeing his hardened immensity to the open air. To his amusement, confusion, and arousal, Lily brought her face so close to his cock that the tip of her nose touched it. She licked her lips like a lion licking its chops at the sight of a morbidly obese gazelle. Her eyes, so close to the pillar of his manhood, crossed as they tried to take it in.

She definitely sniffed it, too, which was a bit weird. In any case, he didn’t have time to process that before her lips were wrapped so tightly around his tumescence that he actually let out a harsh gasp of surprise. She was fucking going for it.

Ethan propped himself up against the headboard for a better look, he was about to say something, but was cut off by the “Mmm, mmmf,” moans Lily made as she savored the taste of him in a way no woman ever had. Maribelle Connors and Chika Takahashi were good at giving head, but it wasn’t like this. It wasn’t… worshipful. The way Lily went to town on him, staring into his eyes as she gobbled up his length, leaving more and more trails of spit and precum dripping down his shaft with every bob of her head—nothing had ever approached the eroticism this moment held.

Her lips briefly broke their seal on his cock with a lewd, wet popping sound. “How’s that, baby?” she asked.

“Uh—it’s g-good,” he dumbly replied, overwhelmed as she continued to pump the base of his member like she knew it better than she knew the back of her own hand.

“You’re fricking right it is,” she moaned as she blessed the side of his pillar with a long, sloppy lick. “Mmm, better than candy, baby. You have no idea how badly I’ve wanted this.”

That was news to him, and he wasn’t quite sure how to respond.

“Mua!” she said, placing a playful kiss on his swollen tip, and then a bunch more. “Mua, mua, mua!”

Ethan blinked in awe, but then his mouth opened in something like a silent scream when she sucked him into her mouth again. “W-wait!” he blurted out suddenly, in desperate need of buying some time.

“Oh, baby, you can just cum anytime,” she cooed, gripping his base and pumping with the gusto to back up her words. “You don’t have to try and impress me with your endurance. We’ve got the rest of our lives for me to milk as much cum from this big fricking cock as you want.”

Embarrassed, and feeling not in control for the first time in his sexual career, he decided to make up another excuse that would also work to his benefit. “No, not that,” he sputtered. “I want you to take off that top.”

Her eyes narrowed to slits as she grinned, then got up on her knees right between his legs. Her arms crossed over her chest as she reached down to grab the bottom of her sporty, midriff-baring top. She peeled it slowly upward at first, just hinting at the volume of her prodigious rack with the teasing of her underboob. And then, just like she knew his search engine history by heart, she executed a flawless titty drop.

“Holy fucking shit,” he breathed raggedly as her breasts bounced in front of his undeserving eyes. She removed the rest of her top, twirling it around her fingers, before tossing it onto his face.

Like a total deviant, he inhaled deeply, taking in the surprisingly sweet scent. Still, he pushed the garment aside. He wasn’t about to cover his eyes, nose, or mouth under these circumstances, no sir.

“Wanna see my pussy, too?” she cooed, snapping the drawstring of her skin tight athletic shorts.

“Yes, ma’am,” he muttered.

She giggled at him, then stood on the bed right between his open thighs, his erect cock still upright like it was saluting her. Even as she prepared to peel off her shorts, his eyes couldn’t stop darting up to watch the sway and jiggle of her breasts.

“I am a blessed man,” he remarked, eyes widening. He could feel his throat drying out from all the open-mouthed breathing he was doing, staring at her goddess-like perfection.

She bit her lip and pulled down her shorts and panties one at a time. When the black, lacy thong came down, and he saw the waxed mound of her slit, his jaw actually dropped. In a few short moments, his cock would be inside that thing. It was about the prettiest, most perfectly groomed pussy he’d ever seen—not that he was a snob when it came to such things, but damn.

“I want us to make love,” she said as she got back down on her knees and both hands renewed their grip on his cock. She pumped with impressive zeal, but they were careful, calculated pumps. She wasn’t trying to make him cum right now—just keep him good and hard.

Well, that wasn’t going to be a problem.

Ethan responded without words, sitting up, grabbing her wrists. He forced her hands away from his cock, and her eyes widened at his display of strength, but he wasn’t done. He pushed her onto her back, locking her wrists above her head, He was between her legs now.

Ethan’s cock found her entrance, hands-free. Lily’s eyes rolled back when his tip so much as touched her cunt, suddenly squealing with bliss so loudly that it startled him into stopping for a moment. Just like that—just a touch, and her back started arching, her thighs started clenching, and her pussy started leaking.

“Oh—Ethan, I’m cumming!” she moaned out loud, further confusing him.

“I haven’t even started yet,” he protested, not that he was really complaining. As she writhed in unexpected bliss, he got a front row ticket to the way her perfect tits jiggled beneath him. “Can I—”

“Yes, you can fricking put it inside me, baby!” she gasped. “Put it inside now, please, I’m begging you! I’m begging you, baby, just put it in already!”

Well, since she basically rolled out the red carpet for him, he wouldn’t say no. He pushed his tip inside—or did his best—but the size difference between them was pronounced enough that he met some resistance along the way. She moaned like a wanton harlot on Pleasure Road as she endured her ongoing orgasm, even as he tried his best to merely start fucking her.

It was all so confusing.

“It’s a little too tight, Lily,” he warned her, leaning forward to press a conciliatory kiss on her forehead. “I think we should call it here and work our way up to—”

“If you don’t stick it in me right now I’ll fucking kill myself,” she growled, and for a moment he swore her red eyes were practically glowing.

Welp, so much for that. Ethan bucked inside her as hard as he felt that particular response merited, and her response was loud moans and nails raking down his back, drawing a little blood. Still—he was inside, and it was only going to get better from here.

Ethan rocked his body into hers, and she pushed back against him with just as much ferocity, despite still recovering from her own climax. He had barely gotten five pumps in when she started to show certain warning signs again.

“Nng—Ethan! Baby! I’m—I’m gonna cum for you, okay?” she whimpered as her hips drew circles in the air, stirring his cock in her nethers. “Memorize my face when I—gyah!—when I do it, okay, baby? I want you to see how lewd I can be for you! No other girl will be like this for you, baby!”

“Uh—okay,” Ethan shyly muttered as he continued to buck away inside her. For such a sweet and innocent girl, she was really getting into this. That wasn’t a complaint. Good freaking Lord, that was not a complaint.

Ethan followed her orders and watched with wide, unblinking eyes as Lily’s flushed cheeks grew even redder, her eyes so heavy-lidded she seemed to be warring with herself to maintain eye contact. Her tongue was out now, whether or not she was aware, and the wildest, horniest sounds he’d ever heard in his goddamn life were coming out of the girl of his dreams, right beneath him.

Was this heaven?

“I’m getting close too, Lily,” he muttered as he felt himself teeter on the brink.

“Do it inside me,” she groaned.

Ethan nodded. “You’re on birth control then?” he gasped, still bucking away like a stallion.

Lily’s raucous moans continued, but she did not offer an answer to that question.

“Lily, are you on some kind of birth control?”

She pouted. “I’m ready, baby. Just let go.”

Ethan’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “But—yeah, no, I’m going to pull out.”

Though Lily seemed less than enthused by the decision, she did play along. When Ethan withdrew from her, she forced him off of her and pinned him back down, hastily sealing her lips around his length as though the prospect of drinking his jizz was the hottest thing she could think of.

Ethan’s eyes closed tight as he felt his release coming, and he spilled down his new girlfriend’s throat in several warm, intense waves. She moaned the whole time, unwilling to break the seal for anything until she swallowed down every last drop.

“Good God,” he said, panting. “You really know what you’re doing.”

She licked her lips and climbed on top of him, using his body like a mattress. “Not really,” she sighed. “But nothing makes me happier than knowing you enjoyed yourself. That was my first time, after all.”

A while later, Ethan lay in bed, still reeling from the best goddamned sex of his life or anyone’s life, as far as he was concerned. But Lily was a virgin—that much was obvious due to certain anatomical details that he noticed. So…how? How was it so good? How did she know how to act like that, like, exactly the way he’d find the sexiest?

He stretched, grinning. The sheets were tangled around his legs, and the room smelled of sweat and sex. He couldn’t believe what had just happened. It was amazing, yeah, but so fast, and so unlike the shy, blushing Lily he’d known that he had mixed feelings about it all. Not that he was complaining, exactly, but...

“I’m gonna order pizza,” he called out as he made his way to the bathroom on slightly shaky legs. “What kind do you want?”

“I’ll take literally anything you want to put in my mouth,” Lily cooed back.

Ethan chuckled, shaking his head as he relieved himself. After washing his hands, he splashed cold water on his face. The shock of it helped clear his mind a bit, which had the added effect of bringing some of his earlier concerns back to the forefront of his mind.

He was just about to dial the pizza place when his comm-link pinged with a new message. The screen lit up, illuminating the darkened bathroom.

From Lily: “Is now a good time? I’m ready to come over.”

Ethan felt his stomach drop as a cold weight settled in his gut. Was this some kind of joke? “Hey, did you just text me?” he called out to Lily. His voice echoed slightly in the tiled bathroom.

“No,” came the reply, slightly muffled through the door. “Why do you ask?”

Ethan’s brow furrowed as he stared at the message.

What the fuck…

After a long pause, Lily’s voice drifted in from the bedroom again. “Why did you ask me that, baby?”

“It... might be nothing,” Ethan replied as his fingers hovered over the projected display hovering over his wrist. He typed out a response. The soft tapping of his fingers sounded unnaturally loud in the quiet bathroom. “Who is this? Lily’s here with me now.”

The next reply came almost instantly. “What? But I’m right next door to you!”

Ethan’s heart began to race, the pounding in his chest almost drowning out the sound of his increasingly rapid breathing. He walked back into the bedroom and locked eyes with Lily, who was now doing some stretches on the bed. It was definitely her—same face, same body, same adorable pigtails. The only weird thing was the colored contacts. He sent another message: “Is this some kind of prank? I’m looking right at you.”

“No, it’s me!” came the reply, each word seeming to pulse on the screen. “Who’s in there with you?! Who is she?!”

Ethan swallowed hard and felt his mouth going dry. He needed to be sure. Turning to the Lily on his bed, who was now stretching, arching her back in a way that momentarily distracted him from the situation at hand, he asked, “Hey, what do you remember about me from high school?”

Lily smiled up at him, her eyes narrowed sleepily. “Everything. Remember that first time you stood up to my bullies? You got detention for a week, but you told me it was worth it to see the look on their faces. That’s when I decided we’d be together.”

Ethan nodded slowly as a chill ran down his spine. He remembered that incident clearly. So this was really Lily, or at least someone with her memories. But then who...?

A loud pounding on the door made them both jump, the sudden noise shattering the tense silence. Lily quickly pulled on her clothes with wide eyes. “Who could that be?” she asked, her voice tinged with curiosity rather than fear.

Ethan didn’t answer. He approached the door cautiously. His heart hammered so hard he was sure Lily must have been able to hear it. His hand trembled as he leaned in to peer through the peephole.

What he saw nearly made him gag in shock.

There, on the other side of the door, stood Lily. She was wearing the exact same summer dress she’d had on during their date. Her gorgeous eyes were definitely their usual color, so that was another point in her favor. This was, without a doubt, the Lily he’d revived and carried through the portal, the one he’d spent the entire day with, and the one he’d kissed goodbye not long ago.

Ethan turned back to the room, his movements slow and deliberate as if he was moving through a swamp. His eyes locked onto the Lily by his bed, taking her in, looking her over for any more clues as to what the hell was going on. She cocked her head at him. It was a quizzical expression that was both achingly familiar yet somehow wrong.

“Who’s at the door?” she asked as the pounding resumed.

“It’s Lily,” Ethan said, his voice barely above a whisper. “So who the fuck are you?”


Chapter 16



Lily - Double Trouble

Lily’s heart pounded against her ribcage as she pummeled Ethan’s door with her fist. A cocktail of confusion, jealousy, and primal fear churned in her gut. Something was wrong. Very wrong. Her super-special Ethan senses were tingling, and she could no longer simply ignore them.

“Ethan, baby, let me in!” she cried as her voice cracked with desperation. “Let me in!”

“Just... wait a moment,” came Ethan’s muffled reply through the door. His voice sounded strained, uncertain. “Things got weird.”

Weird? What did he mean by that? Her heart throbbed as she feared her greatest fear waited behind that door. After this amazing, blessed day (minus her death), did some other woman slip in for the kill? His voice had a certain... guilty edge to it.

After what felt like an eternity—but was probably closer to ten seconds—the door creaked open. Ethan’s face appeared in the gap, and Lily’s breath caught in her throat. He looked disheveled, his hair a mess, wearing nothing but sweatpants. Sweet God above, now that was almost enough to turn her frown upside down and make her desert into a rainforest.

But there was something about his expression that made her stomach churn, and not in a ‘happy butterflies’ sort of way.

“Stay right where you are,” he said softly but firmly. “Bear with me here.”

Lily nodded but felt her lower lip quiver. “O-okay,” she whimpered, fighting the urge to throw herself at him and just gnash his adorable nose between her teeth as she gave him the embrace of his life. Something was definitely wrong. She needed her Ethan back, the one who carried her, kissed her, called her cute...

Ethan took a deep breath, then spoke in a carefully measured tone. “So, there’s kind of a situation here,” he began. “You might want to brace yourself for this, but...”

Lily mentally prepared to summon her axe, her brow furrowing. “Is there another woman?”

Ethan winced. “There’s another you. In my room. Right now.”

That wasn’t one of the possible answers that Lily had been mentally prepared for. Her eyes widened as she processed his words.

Another her? What the frick did that even mean? Well, he didn’t make her wait to figure it out. He stepped slightly out of the way, so she peered around Ethan’s shoulder, and her blood instantly ran cold.

There, perched on the edge of his bed, was... her. Same face, same body, same pigtails—but something was off. The other Lily’s eyes glowed an unnatural red, like embers in an old school fireplace.

“That’s not me,” both Lilys said in perfect unison, pointing at one another.

The red-eyed Lily stood up, and Lily noticed with growing alarm that she was wearing the same outfit Lily had on from the dungeon run earlier. “She’s an impostor,” Red Eyes declared, pointing an accusatory finger. “Some desperate slut using Slayer abilities to look like me. She’s trying to steal you away from me, Ethan. I’m the real Lily.”

“Like hell you are,” Lily spat, her hands clenching into fists. “I’m the real Lily Chen. I’m the one who went on a date with Ethan today. I’m the one he kissed in the hallway!”

Red Eyes Lily growled in a very familiar way at that, and even Lily had to admit it sounded just like her.

Ethan ran a hand through his hair, looking completely overwhelmed. “This is... this is so far beyond what I can process right now,” he muttered, shaking his head in exasperation. “Look, we need some way to verify who’s who. There is an easy answer. Can you both just share your Slayer sheets?”

Red Eyes Lily nodded immediately. “Of course, baby.”

Lily bristled at the casual way this impostor used such an intimate term with her boyfriend/soulmate/future husband/future father of her children, but she nodded as well. Better to prove herself the real deal than start a fight. For now.

A holographic display materialized in front of their faces as Red Eyes Lily shared her stats. Lily’s eyes narrowed as she scanned the information:

	Name: Lily Chen

	Tier: A

	Class: Gloom Rager

	HP: 9400/9400

	MP: 3800/3800




“What the actual frick?” Lily muttered. “Gloom Rager? I’ve never even heard of that class! I’m a Berserker—everyone knows that!”

The impostor, in her defense, looked genuinely confused. “What are you talking about? W-wait. What the hell is this?! I’ve always been a Berserker.”

“Liar!” Lily hissed.

“But, it does say Lily Chen, and that can’t be faked without going through SlayerCorp directly,” Ethan pointed out with a groan. “You’d better share your sheet too,” he gently but firmly said to Lily. “Let’s see everything side by side.”

Lily complied readily, bringing up her own Slayer sheet. At first glance, everything looked normal:

	Name: Lily Chen

	Tier: S

	Class: Berserker

	HP: 12600/12600

	MP: 3800/3800




But then Ethan muttered something that made her blood run cold. “Lily,” he said quietly. “Look at your Tier.”

Lily’s eyes darted to where he was pointing, and she felt her knees go weak. Where it had always said “A” before, now it clearly displayed:

	Tier: S




“That’s impossible,” Lily whispered. “I... I’ve never been S-Tier.”

“See?” Red Eyes Lily crowed triumphantly. “She’s the fake! The real Lily Chen is A-Tier!”

“Shut up before I cut your fucking head off, you FILTHY WHORE!” Lily shouted.

With eyes wide and shoulders tense, Ethan held up his hands, silencing them both. “Hang on. I... might have a theory,” he said slowly. “And it’s going to sound crazy, but honestly, what about this situation isn’t?”

Well, he was right about that, Lily internally agreed. She’d hear him out.

He paused, collecting his thoughts, then let out a big sigh. “I think... I think you’re both Lily.”

Both Lilys stared at him. If Lily had to guess, Gloom Rager Lily was probably thinking the same thing she was.

“Think about it,” he continued. “In the dungeon, I tried to use the Gloom Phoenix Heart to resurrect you, but it didn’t seem to work, so I had to use the way riskier Revivify instead, bringing you back with one hit point. Then later, after my shower, I brought the heart out to examine it and fell asleep with it on the bed.” He turned to the impostor. “When I woke up, you were there.”

Ethan turned his head back and pointed to Lily, who was having a mini panic attack at the idea of another woman on Ethan’s bed. “And you—you’re the one I resurrected with Revivify. That’s why you remember our date and everything that happened afterward. In a way, I... I guess I resurrected you both and carried you out.”

“So she’s just a clone,” Lily said, glaring at Red Eyes. “A copy made from that corrupted heart and my blood.”

“I’m just as real as you are,” Red Eyes shot back. “I have all our memories, all our feelings. And he didn’t have to waste a precious skill point to save me! And what about your convenient little promotion to S-Tier? Talk about suspicious.”

Ethan cleared his throat. “Actually, there are documented cases of Slayers getting their rank reassigned after resurrection. It’s rare, but it happens. Usually, it’s just D-Tiers going to C-Tier, or C-Tiers falling to D-Tier. Bs, As, and Ss don’t tend to die much anyway. As far as I know, this is... unprecedented. But not impossible.”

The two Lilys locked eyes, and Lily felt a surge of murderous intent that she was pretty sure was mutual. Her fingers twitched, itching to summon her axe. From the way Red Eyes was tensing, she clearly had the same idea.

“Both of you need to calm down,” Ethan said quickly, probably sensing the imminent violence. “We should report this to SlayerCorp. Let them figure out what to do.”

“No!” both Lilys shouted, then glared at each other for the jinx.

Red Eyes spoke next. “What if they want to experiment on me? What if they try to separate us, baby?”

“She’s out of line, but she’s right,” Lily admitted reluctantly, jaw clenching. “If they find out I’m S-Tier now, they’ll reassign me for sure. I’ll never see you again, Ethan.”

Ethan blinked, looking somewhat baffled that this was their primary concern. She was disappointed by that reaction, but she understood it. He hadn’t had time to become as in love with her as she was with him. He’d get there.

Still, he nodded patiently. “Let me think for a minute,” he said, turning to face the wall.

The moment his back was turned, both Lilys summoned their axes and lunged at each other, silent screams on each of their faces.

“Don’t do it,” Ethan called out without even turning around. “I heard that. Your axe summoning, I mean.”

They ground to a halt mere inches from their weapons clashing. Lily couldn’t help but notice that Red Eyes’ axe looked different from hers—darker, with veins of black running through the metal.

After what felt like an awkwardly long time, Ethan turned back around. “I have an idea,” he said at last. “One of you can stay in my apartment for now, and the other in Lily’s. That way, if anyone checks either place looking for Lily, she’ll be there. You can take turns doing portal runs to avoid suspicion, though that means your level progression will slow down.”

“I’ll be the one to live with you!” both Lilys shouted in perfect sync, putting the other issue from their minds entirely.

Ethan actually laughed, though there was a slightly hysterical edge to it. “This has been the craziest day of my life,” he said, shaking his head. “We can take turns with living arrangements. But you’ll have to be patient with me—the only real difference I can see between you is the eye color.”

Red Eyes frowned. “Her eyes look right... so my eyes are different?”

“They’re red,” Ethan explained. “Like blood. We’ll need to figure out how to deal with that.”

“You know who else had red eyes?” Lily couldn’t resist pointing out. “The Gloom Phoenix.”

Red Eyes snarled at her, and Lily snarled right back. The sound of Ethan’s exasperated sigh barely registered as they squared off again, each silently plotting the other’s demise.

What a frickin’ mess.

Several hours and three pizzas later, Lily sat cross-legged on Ethan’s bed, trying her best not to murder her doppelganger. Red Eyes—or Gloomy, as Ethan had taken to calling her—lounged in his desk chair, occasionally shooting murderous looks right back at her.

“Why does she get a cute nickname?” Lily huffed to herself, grinding her knees together.

“What’s that?” Ethan asked, briefly glancing her way.

“Nothing.”

After all this time, Ethan still hadn’t put on more than a tank top, and all the exposed shoulder action was starting to take its toll on her. A part of her thought about asking him to put some fricking clothes on, but she didn’t want him to misinterpret the request as one made out of disgust. So she just accepted her fate and imagined every inch of his exposed skin covered in her bite marks. That helped a bit.

Judging by the look on Gloomy’s face, she was waging war in a similar internal conflict.

The entertainment array droned on in the background. It was some mindless reality show about people trying to survive in harmless, mostly cleared-out dungeons for prize money. No one was really watching it. They’d spent the last few hours comparing notes, memories, and details about their shared life, with Ethan playing referee.

“Okay, here’s another one,” Ethan said, rubbing his temples. “Tell me about the first time we met in high school.”

“Chemistry class, first day of sophomore year,” both Lilys said in perfect unison. “You sat next to me because there weren’t any other seats left. I was so nervous I knocked my textbook off the desk, and you picked it up for me. You smiled and said ‘Don’t worry about it, Mei’.”

Ethan’s eyes widened as the two Lilys spoke the exact same words with the exact same inflections, their voices comically deepening when it came time to imitate him. “That’s... uncanny,” he muttered. “And kind of freaking me out, if I’m honest.”

Lily watched as he slumped back in his chair, looking utterly exhausted. Her heart ached seeing him like this. This should be an evening of celebration between them. They were on the path to marriage at last, after all. She should be naked in his lap, hugging him so tight that his ribs cracked, not fretting over his nerves.

A quick glance at Gloomy confirmed she felt the same way—the other girl’s red eyes were filled with obvious concern. Fucking bitch.

“Man, I’m thirsty,” Ethan said, standing up with a stretch that made his abs peek out from under his tank top. Both Lilys tilted their heads to enjoy the view. “I’m gonna run down to the store and grab some drinks. Can I trust you two not to fight each other while I’m gone?” he added, eyeing them both suspiciously. “Or destroy my new apartment with your axes, for that matter?”

“Of course, baby,” they both answered sweetly, though Lily had to admit even she didn’t find her own tone very convincing.

“Actually, I’ll go with you,” Lily offered quickly, not wanting to be without him any longer today. Besides, what if his chastity had to be protected from some slutty convenience store clerk? There was a redhead with huge... personality at the Rite Quik down the block. She trusted Ethan not to be tempted, but what if she drugged him or knocked him out? Lily had to assume that every woman was as willing to go to the same lengths as her, if necessary.

Ethan shook his head, though. “No, it’s fine. I think you two need a minute to talk alone anyway.” He ran a hand through his hair, stopping to scratch his scalp. His eyes grew weary and he looked suddenly five years older. “And to be honest, today has been pretty wild. I could use a second to myself.”

As in... without her? Lily felt like someone had stabbed her in the heart. She caught Gloomy’s eye and saw the same pain reflected in those creepy red irises. They’d worn him out. They’d made their perfect boy uncomfortable.

“Don’t be bad influences on each other,” he said with a weak smile.

“Okay,” they chorused.

Before he could leave, both Lilys stood up and each planted a kiss on one of his cheeks. Ethan looked bewildered by the synchronized affection but didn’t protest. They watched him go, their eyes following his every movement until the door clicked shut behind him.

The moment he was gone, they turned to face each other.

“This is all your fault,” Lily snapped.

“My fault?” Gloomy scoffed. “You had your chance and you died. Ethan had to waste a skill point on a shitty resurrection substitute just to save your worthless ass. You’re nothing but a burden on him.” Her red eyes flashed dangerously. “If you really loved him, you would have just stayed dead and let me take over.”

Lily summoned her axe with a flash of light as rage burned in her chest. Gloomy did the same, her darker weapon appearing in her hands with wisps of black smoke.

They growled at each other, muscles tensing for combat, when suddenly Lily felt her anger fade. “No, wait,” she said, lowering her weapon slightly.

“What?” Gloomy snarled. “I really do want you to die, you know.”

“I know, right?” Lily nodded emphatically. “But maybe we can—”

“—make this work to our advantage!” they finished together.

Gloomy’s expression shifted from murderous to contemplative. “Think about it,” she said, twirling a pigtail around her finger. “This way, one of us will almost always be with him.”

“It’ll be so much easier to live the double life of following him everywhere he goes and scaring off women who try to steal him away,” Lily agreed eagerly. “With a double who can be where people expect me to be at all times...”

“Exactly,” Gloomy grinned, her sharp teeth glinting in the light. “And between the two of us, we can keep him completely satisfied. He’ll never even think about looking elsewhere for love! Why would he?! We could do twin roleplay if he wanted!”

“Let’s see that FUCKING WHORE Zoe pull that off!” they both said together, then broke out into matching giggles.

They reached out and shook hands, though Lily noticed they both squeezed harder than necessary.

“We’ll need to work out a system,” Lily said thoughtfully. “A schedule. And some ground rules about romance while the other isn’t present.”

“It won’t be easy dealing with our jealousy,” Gloomy admitted. “Just remember we’re the same person in the end.”

Lily raised an eyebrow. “You seem awfully quick to accept that,” she noted suspiciously. “A little too quick, maybe.”

Gloomy’s pale cheeks flushed pink. “Well,” she said, looking away with a bit of... not guilt, but something like it. “Ethan and I kind of already had sex.”

The world went red. Lily’s axe materialized in her hands before she even realized she was summoning it. She raised it high, ready to split this slutty impostor’s skull—

“Think of Ethan’s new room!” Gloomy shouted, holding up her hands.

Lily froze mid-swing, grinding her teeth. “You’re lucky I love Ethan more than I hate you,” she growled, “or you’d be painting these walls.”

“Doubtful,” Gloomy muttered, lowering her hands. “Besides, I love Ethan more.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Technically we probably love him exactly the same amount.”

“I can’t accept that.”

“Neither can I.”

They glared at each other for a long moment before Lily finally dismissed her weapon.

“We have to make this work,” Lily sighed in acceptance. “For Ethan.”

“For Ethan,” Gloomy agreed.

They spent the next few minutes hammering out basic ground rules. By the time they heard Ethan’s key in the lock, they’d managed to achieve something resembling civility and collaboration.

Ethan stepped inside, arms full of drinks and snacks. He stopped short when he saw them sitting together on his bed, apparently deep in conversation. “Did you two actually manage to work something out?” he asked, looking pleasantly surprised. “I won’t lie, I was kind of mentally prepared to walk into a fight.”

The Lilys exchanged devious grins. “We came to an understanding,” they said in perfect unison.

Poor Ethan had no idea what he was in for.


Chapter 17



Ethan - Conflicted

Ethan lay flat on his back with eyes wide open and bleary from exhaustion. The sun wasn’t even up yet, but light pollution from Neo Elysium’s endless light made his room bright enough to see clearly anyway. Though this was only his first night in this room, that boded poorly. It meant that it would likely be the same every night. Thankfully at least the windows were relatively soundproof.

But that was hardly the main thing on his mind. Even now, not one but two nearly identical Lily Chens were snuggled up against him—one on each side. The brown-eyed Lily, which he’d taken to calling “Lily Prime” in his head, had one pigtail flopped over his lips. He could still smell the shampoo in her hair.

How the fuck did I get into this specific fucking situation? he grumbled in his head—not that he was necessarily complaining. After all, you can’t have too much of a great thing, right? But deep down, he was a bit resentful of the circumstances.

This wasn’t what he signed up for. He didn’t ask to date two Lilys and be burdened with record-breaking levels of clinginess coming at him from each side. If it were just the one, it wouldn’t have been so bad. Moderately obsessive behavior could be endearing, even sexy. After all, what guy didn’t enjoy the thrill of finding out the girl of his fantasies was even more into him than he was into her? That’d turn a frown upside down on any occasion.

But two of them? It was… too much. As he looked back on recent developments, he realized that two Lilys was possibly more than he could handle, if he was being totally true to his gut. He wondered how much of her ‘sickness’ earlier was just her playing things up to keep him physically close. After all, Lily still kicked ass in the dungeons every day. So both Lilys were probably willing to lie to him just to keep him on a short leash, right?

Not that he suddenly stopped being into her—them—whatever. If anything, the trauma bond from the Nightmare Level made him even more emotionally invested in keeping her close—and finally made her act less cold and jittery around him, which was absolutely a positive thing. Though maybe that was finally coming to an end just because she had him locked down and finally felt secure in their relationship? He could only guess. She did say she had liked him way more than he liked her, and she seemed to mean it.

But how long would Ethan’s initial romantic high with the Lilys endure? He was a rational enough guy. He knew that romances that started with a bang tended to end with one, too. He didn’t want that for him and Lily. And… other Lily.

God, this was so fucking exhausting just to think about. But damned if it didn’t feel good having their warm bodies pressed into his side. Damn lizard brain, he scolded himself.

Each Lily wore one of his t-shirts as sleepwear. That exact same lizard brain enjoyed seeing these powerful women proudly wearing his clothes like it was their honor to do so. It was like he was marking his territory by letting them sleep in it. Or maybe the Lilys were marking theirs.

He breathed in the mix of scents that always seemed to follow Lily around, now doubled in intensity. One of the Lilys, with her face crammed into the crook of his neck, started cutely mumbling something in her sleep, and her lips tickled his skin as a result.

How the hell was he supposed to face this level of temptation and walk away? Assuming that’s what he wanted to do. It would take a stronger man than him to fight off Lily Chen—but two of them? How could he realistically say no to the awesomeness that that clearly entailed?

But Cyber Jesus, but this motherfucking secret was going to be a pain in the ass to deal with…

Lily Prime’s lips continued to idly tease the flesh of his neck. Her leg was thrown over his, the smooth skin of her thigh pressed against him in a way that made it really hard to think straight at all. He could feel the lacy fabric of her panties pressed warmly against him. Her breasts, too, smooshed against his arm, and the hardness of her nipples was impossible to ignore.

Gloomy’s hand, meanwhile, rested on his chest, her fingers twitching now and then while she slept, occasionally brushing against his skin through the thin fabric of his tank top. She was also mashed into him in a similarly intimate way. The result of this was that Ethan was one erect son of a gun.

Sleep had been impossible for him. How could he rest? His brain wouldn’t shut up, trying to process the insanity of the last two days. He’d gone from being single and hopelessly crushing on his neighbor to dating her. Both of her. And they were both currently in his bed, wearing his clothes. Based on recent displays of affection toward him, they’d probably both go down on him at the same time, then thank him for the opportunity. Talk about your dream scenarios.

But Blaze’s words from the other day kept coming back to haunt him—about finding Lily’s notebook filled with “Lily Harper” written over and over. Ethan had told himself she was crushing on that famous S-Tier, Harper Alistor. But after everything he’d seen... The possessiveness, the intensity, the way both versions of her looked at him like he was their entire world. Maybe he should have paid more attention to the signs.

But had there been any signs? Why were guys so bad at catching those?

He glanced down at the sleeping beauties and smirked in spite of himself. They looked peaceful, sure, but he’d seen what lay beneath those adorable faces. The way they glared at each other with murder in their eyes. The possessive way they talked about him. How casually they discussed violence. He’d always been able to separate Berserker Lily from neighbor Lily, but he was finally starting to realize that she wasn’t as… multifaceted as he may originally have thought.

So, now what? Should he be worried? Probably. Was he? Kind of. But damn if it wasn’t kind of hot being wanted that badly by someone like Lily Chen, even if this particular twist on that situation was scary as fuck.

The familiar blue glow of a Quest notification appeared in front of him, casting everything in an ethereal light that made both Lilys’ skin look almost translucent, but only he could see. Ethan didn’t even blink. He’d been waiting for something to break up his spiral of overthinking. This would do.

	[QUEST ALERT]

	Portal Moniker: Generic Dungeon

	Priority: Medium

	Threat Level: C+

	Team Size: 2

	Reward: 800 Credits,

	2000 XP Accept? [Y/N]




“Hey,” he muttered, giving each Lily a gentle nudge. Their skin was warm under his touch, soft in a way that made his fingers tingle. “A two-person Quest just popped up.”

They stirred in perfect sync—which was still creepy as hell—and rolled toward him for what he assumed would be good morning kisses. Their heads cracked together with a solid thunk that echoed in the quiet room as the both made an attempt on his lips.

“Ow!” they yelped together, then started growling at each other like angry Pomeranians. The sound was somehow both terrifying and adorable, especially coming from two girls who barely came up to his chest when standing.

“Listen up,” Ethan said quickly before they could start fighting. He didn’t particularly want to clean blood off his new sheets already. “We need to figure out who’s taking this Quest.

“I’ll go with you,” Lily Prime offered, grinning.

Gloomy frowned darkly. “Frick that! I’m going!”

“Rock paper scissors?” Ethan suggested. It was a silly suggestion, but it would work. Thank God, they both nodded, though neither looked particularly happy about leaving it to chance.

They faced off, wearing matching determined expressions that made his heart skip a beat. Their movements mirrored each other almost perfectly as they raised their fists, and their t-shirts rode up just enough to show flashes of lacy fabric.

“Rock... paper... scissors!”

After twelve perfect ties, Gloomy’s paper finally covered Lily Prime’s rock. Her red eyes flashed with triumph while the original Lily’s face fell into a pout.

“That’s settled, then. I’m gonna grab a shower,” Ethan announced, carefully extracting himself from between them. The loss of their warmth against him was immediately noticeable and gave him half a mind to slink right back into the sheets, but he resisted that urge. “You two should head back to your place and get ready for the day.”

The Lilys shared a look as some silent communication passed between them. Ethan’s buttcheeks clenched as his survival instincts flared, but then they turned to him with identical devious grins that made his heart rate accelerate from “Normal” levels all the way up to “Decidedly Not Very Chill”.

But he didn’t hate the plan that they came up with. “Why not shower together?” they asked in perfect sync.

For some reason, he hadn’t been ready for that. Ethan stared at them as he tried to make sense of what was happening. Had the world just gone mad?

No, wait. The world went mad when his girlfriend came back from the dead to give him the Buy One Get One deal of a lifetime.

Ethan watched almost helplessly as the two Lilys pulled themselves out of the sheets and started the short walk toward him. Their eyes—amber and crimson—were locked on his with almost evil gleams. He might have been intimidated if they hadn’t just suggested they all shower together. He had a feeling it was not just to get clean, either—in fact he imagined that things could get a bit dirty.

“Well?” Prime bit her lip. Her eyes were big, full of anticipation as she stared at him. “You already made love to her, right?”

“And it was fricking great,” Gloomy added, giving him a sly grin and a wink.

Ethan blinked. “Yeah, that’s true. That did happen.”

“So, I deserve it too.” Prime’s voice shook a little. Her face was flushed, her body already leaning toward him. It wasn’t like she was entirely confident, but she wasn’t backing down either. Still, it was huge progress from the jittery, ice-cold Lily he’d known her to be until very recently. “I deserve to lose my virginity to my boyfriend too, don’t I?”

Heat surged through Ethan as he looked between them. Most of the time, they were two parts of the same whole—finishing each other’s sentences, even moving in sync. But in moments like this, their demeanor was a little distinct. Gloomy looked bold by comparison, smirking like she knew exactly what was going to happen and was rarin’ to go. Lily Prime was shyly pressing her fingertips together, but the need in her eyes was clear enough that Ethan knew she had no reservations.

Since Gloomy showed up, Lily Prime had been warmer around him, maybe a bit less anxious. He figured it was something deep, maybe even something they weren’t aware of that had bound them all together in some metaphysical way.. Ever since the Nightmare Level, since Gloomy emerged from the Phoenix Heart, he, too, had felt a certain pull toward both of them. It wasn’t just his dick pulling him, either.

Anyway, for those reasons, he knew there was no way he could say no to them, nor would he be able to look himself in the mirror if he did. His heart was pounding in his chest, but he couldn’t walk away from this.

“Alright,” he said, his voice rougher now. He stepped forward, staring them both down. “But last time Gloomy rocked my shit because I was caught off guard by how weirdly good she was. This time, let me take control for a bit.”

Gloomy’s grin widened as her eyes glinted red. “Yes, baby. You’re the boss.”

Lily Prime nodded quickly, her breath hitching. Her lips parted a little, and she licked them as sweat beaded along her neck. “Anything you want. Forever. Always.”

“Good.” Ethan stepped back, taking them both in. “Let’s start by losing the shirts.”

They moved without hesitating. In a manner of seconds, their oversized shirts—his shirts—hit the floor, leaving Gloomy bare from head to toe and Lily in red lace panties. Their tits were absolutely perfect—round, perky, with tiny pink nipples already stiff and ready.

Lily Prime fidgeted like she might want to cover herself, but she forced her arms down to make sure Ethan got the look he craved. He’d reward her for that kindness soon. Gloomy didn’t even hesitate, however. In fact, she started fondling her breasts as she waited for her next order, then darted a hand between her legs.

“Remember this pussy?” Gloomy cooed, her fingers trailing down his chest. “She misses you.”

Ethan grabbed her wrist away from her cunt, pulling her against him roughly. Her tits crushed into his chest, and she gasped as her eyes flickered from sultry to something needier. “Oh!” she whimpered.

Ethan leaned down, pressing his lips right into her ear. “Your pussy and my cock are definitely getting reacquainted, so don’t worry,” he growled.

Gloomy shivered as her eyes went half-lidded, her voice trembling as she stared up at him with obvious desire. “Yeah?” she whispered. “I’m ready when you are.”

Well, Ethan wasn’t ready yet—not for Gloomy. He had a duty to tend to first. He turned to Lily Prime and reached out to wrap an arm around her waist and pull her close. She was trembling, but her eyes stayed locked on him all the same.

Ethan tipped her chin up, making her look right at him. “You ready?” he asked, voice low.

“Yes.” It was almost a whisper, her breath shaky. She swallowed hard as her cheeks pinkened. “I’ve always been ready to lose my virginity to you.”

That made him grin. Satisfied with that answer, he leaned down and kissed her hard. She whimpered, but it didn’t stop her from making full use of her tongue, nor did it stop her nails from digging deep into his shoulders. He responded in kind by deepening the kiss, biting her lip until she gasped. Her body’s entire weight fell forward, pressing into him like she was unable to stay on her own two feet.

“Stop teasing me,” she whimpered.

He chuckled at that. “Wasn’t my intention to tease, I promise.” He turned to Gloomy, looking her up and down. She was watching, lips parted, both hands now between her legs. “Enjoying yourself?”

“It’s so hot watching myself get spoiled by you, baby,” she whimpered as her knuckle disappeared inside her sex. “Fricking Heck! Guhh!”

“Come on,” he said, leading them to the bathroom. “Both of you.”

They followed, watching him shuck off his own clothes. They remained silent for the duration of the very short journey, but their hands pawed at him the whole time.

Ethan couldn’t understand their need for him. It was beyond him, how badly they seemed to just want nothing but to touch and be touched by him. It worked out in his favor, but a part of him had trouble trusting something so… great, for lack of a better word. Why did he deserve this? Why did he get this? There must be some kind of catch.

But maybe there wasn’t. Maybe they were just this perfect for him. Maybe he was just this lucky. Maybe he did somehow deserve this. It could be karma, he guessed. He certainly spent more weekends volunteering than the average Slayer… but boy oh boy was it going to be hard to justify ever leaving his room on a day off again if he had these two willing to dote on him.

The bathroom was a tight squeeze—his SlayerCorp-issued shower was designed to fit one person, not three. He didn’t care. He twisted the water on, letting it heat up, steam filling the air.

Gloomy pressed against him from the front, her tits sliding against his chest. Her hand moved down to his waist, but he grabbed her wrist, yanking it away and pushing her against the wall. Her back hit the cold tile, nipples hardening instantly as she gasped.

“Patience,” he growled, feeling more in control this time as he returned one of the predatory grins he was starting to associate with her. She stared up at him, breathing fast, her eyes wide but clearly thrilled.

Ethan turned to Lily Prime. She stood there waiting for him, her naked chest rising and falling. He softly cupped her cheek, thumb brushing her lips. “Do you trust me?” he asked.

“Yes,” she breathed. “I’d die for you. I’d kill for you. I’d do anything you asked.”

“That’s a bit intense, but cool.” He kissed her, rougher now, pushing his tongue deeper into her mouth. She moaned as her body went slack against him, hands holding onto his shoulders. He could feel how soaked her pussy was as he pressed her back against the wall.

“Take off the panties,” he said, his voice low. “Time to get even wetter.”

Lily nodded, slipped her thumbs into her waistband, and pushed her panties down her legs. She stepped out of them, completely bare now, and chucked the flimsy strip of fabric aside. Her whole body trembled as she looked up at him. “I need you inside me so badly,” she whimpered. “Please, don’t make me wait forever.”

Ethan turned on the hot water and let it start to soak them. “You’re being a very good girl, so waiting time is over.” He grabbed her thighs, lifting her up, pressing her back into the tiled wall. She squeaked as her legs locked automatically around his waist. Her hard nipples jutted against his chest, her breath coming hot and fast against his neck. All the while, Gloomy fingered herself behind Ethan, grinding her naked form against his back.

He glanced back at the red-eyed girl. She stared wide-eyed, mouth open, with her gaze locked on Ethan, full of hunger. It was like she was ready to take a bite out of him. “Don’t forget about me,” she moaned, her voice a squeaky whisper. “I need you, too.”

Ethan grinned. “I haven’t forgotten.” He adjusted his hold on Lily, pushing her higher. He could feel her wet pussy against the tip of his cock. He’d been rock hard for a while now, absolutely aching to take her. It was time.

With a quiet grunt, he buried himself inside her, her tightness wrapping around him, doing her best to accommodate. Lily Prime let out a loud cry between pleasure and pain as her nails dug into his shoulders. “Ohh—shit! It hurts!”

Ethan kissed her neck, rocking into her nice and slow from here. “If you want me to stop, just say the word.”

“If you pull out, I’ll scream,” she warned him. “Don’t you fricking dare. Oh—Gosh, Ethan!” she gasped, her head falling back, her back arching against the shower stall’s wall.

He started moving, hard but slow, pounding into her. Her body rocked with every thrust, tits bouncing the entire time, at least whenever she arched her back away from him to let out a cry of bliss or pain. Soon those cries filled the small space, and her pussy possessively gripped him, slick and hot. Behind him, Gloomy pressed close, breathing on his neck, letting out reedy moans as she no doubt fingerfucked herself halfway to oblivion.

“Cum for us,” Gloomy whispered as her other hand slid down his side and reached in front. She started pumping his cock’s thick base—the part that simply couldn’t fit inside—essentially jerking him off while he was still rutting Lily.

Ethan growled as his thrusts started coming in faster, harder. Lily’s legs squeezed tight around him, her voice turning to screams. “Fuck—Ethan, I’m going to cum!” she announced. “Can you do it with me baby?!”

“You’re not on birth control, so no.”

“...Maybe I am.”

Gloomy sighed behind him. “No, he knows. I already tried.”

Prime stiffened anyway, her body going tight, her pussy clamping down on his turgid length in a pulsating rhythm. She screamed as her nails scraped down his back, crying out, “Oh my fucking God!” and other, crasser things Ethan never thought he’d live to hear her say. He felt her tight cunt squeezing him, begging him to make his own contribution.

Ethan pulled out at the last second, and Lily dropped to her knees to take his tip between her lips while Gloomy reached around from behind and jerked him off with both hands. Soon he was cumming down Lily Prime’s eager, moaning throat, watching with awe as she never broke eye contact, drinking down every drop like it was the greatest gift she’d ever been given.

“My turn,” Gloomy cooed as she kept working his base.

Ethan frowned. “Give me, like, ten minutes, though, please.”
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Sometime later, after a very long actual shower, the under-construction Portal Deck hummed as Ethan arrived with Gloomy holding his hand. He didn’t particularly like public displays of affection, but somehow the prospect of trying to share that with either of the Lilys made him a bit nervous. He’d have to work up to that.

Gloomy’s black hoodie was too big for her tiny frame, but the size worked to their advantage because it was easy to keep the large hood pulled over her glowing red eyes most of the time.

The portal platforms stretched out before them, some of the portals already up and open. Other Slayers milled about, checking their Quest notifications for the details of their dungeons and donning their gear, but Ethan couldn’t help noticing how some of them seemed to give him and Lily a wide berth.

“Well, looky who it is,” Blaze called out as they approached. He stood with Drake and Elaine, all three of them geared up for their own Quests. The Pyromancer was covered in a combination of leather and metal plating, while Elaine wore the traditional robes of her class—something that always felt really anachronistic to Ethan on something as high tech as a portal deck. Blaze eyed their linked hands. “You two seem pretty cozy these days.”

Elaine rolled her eyes, adjusting the staff strapped to her back. “Don’t worry, the honeymoon phase wears off eventually.”

“Ouch,” Blaze laughed, scratching the back of his neck. “I still feel like we’re in our honeymoon phase.”

“Oh, really? Is that why you refused to give me a foot rub last night?” Elaine shot back, but there was a bit of affection in her voice, Ethan noted.

He chuckled at that. This was the kind of couple he hoped to become with Lily—but he didn’t know how that was going to work now. He wasn’t much like Blaze, and Lily sure as hell didn’t have a damn thing in common with Elaine.

Neither Lily.

Drake wasn’t joining in the banter, in any case. His eyes were fixed on Lily, though, narrowed in concentration as it continued. The shadows under his eyes seemed darker than usual, like he hadn’t been sleeping all that well himself. “Not to be weird,” he said slowly when a pause arrived in the midst of the conversation, “but there’s something different about you today, Lily. Can’t quite put my finger on it.”

Lily pulled her hood down lower and shrank behind Ethan’s shoulder, her grip on his arm tightening. “I don’t know what you mean,” she mumbled.

“We don’t have time to chat,” Ethan cut in quickly, already steering them toward their assigned Quests. “Our portal’s already open, and we’ve got plans afterward. Good to see you, though, guys!”

But he wasn’t able to make his escape that easily. “Not so fast.” Ms. Lyle’s crisp, perky voice cut through the conversation as she approached, her heels clicking against the metal floor. Her tablet cast a blue glow on her face as she consulted it. “I wanted to check in with Lily after yesterday’s incident. Death and resurrection can be quite traumatic in the best scenarios. Did the doctor notice anything unusual?”

“No,” Lily said quietly, pressing closer to Ethan.

“Which doctor did you see?” Ms. Lyle asked, tapping her screen. The sound seemed unnaturally loud in the sudden quiet.

Ethan’s heart skipped a beat. Shit. This Lily hadn’t been to the doctor. She was still just a black, stony monster heart in his bag when all that happened. “Dr. Reynolds,” he blurted out, giving his own doctor’s name.

Ms. Lyle cocked her head but nodded as her fingers continued moving across her tablet screen. The mechanical whir of nearby portal machinery filled the awkward silence well enough. “I see. Well, there’s a party forming for a larger portal run tomorrow. They need a strong A-Tier melee user. I’d like to assign you, Lily.”

“No,” Lily said immediately, her grip on Ethan’s arm tightening enough to make him wince. Despite her small size, her Berserker strength was no joke. “I only do missions with Ethan now.”

“That’s not how this works,” Ms. Lyle said, frowning. Her long red nails tapped against her tablet screen in irritation. “You’ll go where you’re needed. That’s that. I’ll put you down for—”

“Not happening,” Gloomy insisted coldly. The temperature around them seemed to drop several degrees.

“Look,” Ethan jumped in, thinking fast. His heart pounded as he tried to navigate this minefield. “She’s still shaken up from yesterday. Doesn’t feel safe being out of my healing range. It’ll pass with time. Could you maybe show her some mercy for now?”

Ms. Lyle sighed, her shoulders dropping slightly. “It’s really quite inconvenient, but I suppose... Although, it may be for the best, as Chika and Zoe are already on the team and you don’t exactly get along with them, Lily.”

Gloomy growled at their names.

“Then that request is straight up inappropriate,” Ethan said firmly. “After what she’s just been through, you really want to put her on a team with the girls who bullied her?” Though after the Lilys’ recent shows of aggression toward each other, a part of him wondered who had actually bullied whom.

To that point, Blaze and Elaine exchanged an uncomfortable look, which Ethan just barely caught. It was the kind of look that said they knew way more than they were letting on. Behind him, Lily’s fingers dug into his arm hard enough to bruise a normal person.

Ms. Lyle let it go from there. Before long, the familiar vertigo of portal transit washed over them as they stepped through their assigned gate. The sensation always reminded Ethan of that weird falling feeling you get right before falling asleep.

When his vision cleared, he found himself in a normal-looking dungeon antechamber. No writhing walls or floors this time—just plain stone and a single corridor stretching ahead, wooden doors lining stone walls at regular intervals like some kind of medieval office building. The air was stale but not rancid, and torches cast steady yellow light rather than that creepy purple glow from yesterday.

“Perfect,” Ethan muttered, his boots scuffing against the dusty floor. The sound echoed off the stone walls. “Quick and easy. A much-needed change of pace after yesterday, right, babe?”

He glanced at Gloomy, who had pushed her hood back now that they were away from prying eyes. The torchlight cast some shadows across her face, making those red eyes seem to glow almost sinisterly. Her pigtails had gotten slightly messed up from wearing her hood for so long, but somehow that just made her look cuter.

She beamed at him, looking way too happy for someone about to murder their way through a dungeon. Her teeth seemed sharper than usual in the flickering light. “Of course! I’m so happy to be here with you!”

“Alright then,” he sighed with a small smile. She made it sound like they were on a date at an amusement park or something, with how giddy she was. He couldn’t decide if she was more of a golden retriever or rottweiler girlfriend. “Welp, this is your first time with this class, yeah? Let’s see what you can do. We’ve got company up ahead.”

The sound of hooves on stone echoed down the corridor as a group of pigmen rounded the corner, snuffling and grunting. Their rusty weapons scraped against the walls as they charged. Steam curled from their snouts in the cool dungeon air.

Gloomy rushed to meet them, and soon her dark axe swept through the air in a graceful arc. The attack was effective enough, cleaving through the first pigman in a spray of blood.

She jumped back suddenly, nearly bumping into him as her eyes went distant—that telltale look of someone reading their HUD display. It still blew his mind that all Lily’s clothes and implants she had at the time of death also got caught up in the Phoenix Heart’s duplicating effect.

Ethan watched her with interest, rolling his shoulders a bit to stay limber. A thin sheen of sweat made her skin glow in the torchlight as the startled pigmen seemed to work out that they were in mortal peril. “I don’t know any of my skills,” Gloomy admitted, sounding understandably frustrated. “This new class really replaced everything. None of my old abilities are there except for the most generic stuff.”

“Take your time,” Ethan said, stepping forward to effortlessly dispatch the remaining pigmen with quick, efficient strikes. Blood splashed across the stone floor as he worked, and his sword glowed with healing energy that found no target since neither he nor Gloomy had taken any damage just yet. “Read through what you’ve got. I’ve got this covered, I think.”

Gloomy nodded, clearly studying her new abilities on her own HUD while Ethan finished off the small horde. His blade sang through the air, each strike precise and calculated. The last pigman fell with a wet thud against the wall, dissolving into XP particles. After a minute, she straightened up. “Okay, got it—”

A thunderous crash cut her off as something massive kicked down the first door in the corridor. Splinters of wood flew everywhere, forcing them both to shield their eyes. A massive lizardman, easily ten feet tall, stomped through the wreckage. Its amber scales scraped against the doorframe as it advanced, yellow eyes fixed on them with predatory intent. The creature’s breath smelled like rotting meat and old copper.

Gloomy raised her axe, studying the creature for a moment, then hurled it with all her might. The weapon seemed to blur into a shadow as it left her hand.

	[Skill Observed: Gloomerang]

	User: Lily Chen

	Effect: Thrown weapon returns to user after striking




The dark axe spun through the air, trailing wisps of black smoke that curled in its wake. The weapon seemed to gain mass as it traveled, leaving distortions in the air behind it. It carved clean through the lizardman’s waist, bisecting him in a spray of gore that painted the walls. After that, the weapon curved gracefully back through the carnage, returning to Gloomy’s waiting hand like it was being pulled by an invisible string.

“Not bad!” Ethan whistled, genuinely impressed.

Gloomy preened under his praise, and her red eyes sparkled like rubies as she eyed him back. Before Ethan could react, she tackled him to the ground with surprising power. Her lips forcefully found his as her fingers worked at the buttons of his armored jacket.

“Whoa, hey,” he laughed, gently catching her hands as she tried to strip him. Her skin was fever-hot against his, and cheeks were as red as apples. “Not exactly the time or place, babe.”

“I don’t care,” she purred, trying to continue anyway. Her pigtails brushed against his face as she leaned in for another kiss and made a bit more progress on his buttons.

For some reason, this felt a little dangerous to Ethan. There was an edge to it that he simultaneously liked and feared. But, in any case, he couldn’t let this happen now. “There’ll be plenty of time for that after we clear this place.” He nodded past her to another door down the corridor, which had started to rattle ominously. The sound of claws scraping against wood made his point for him.

“Hmmph.” Lily whimpered in frustration but stood up, readying her axe. Ethan got to his feet, adjusting his pants to accommodate a hard new reality therein. He also took a moment to refasten his jacket, then gripped his Lifeblade in a ready stance.

The deeper they went inside the dungeon, the more fascinating Gloomy’s combat style became. It was clear that her new class, Gloom Rager, was a variant from the Barbarian and Berserker family of classes, but the corruption and darkness that Gloomy wielded became more powerful and visible the more she gave into her own fury.

Every time she came back to his side between fights, she’d give him this look that sent shivers down his spine. It was primal, almost bestial, and he knew what it meant.

The monsters got tougher as they progressed. Skeletal warriors with rusted armor and glowing eyes. Gelatinous cubes that tried to absorb them. Even a mini-boss—some kind of demon that Lily turned into black mist with the second blow of her axe. Each kill made her more confident with her new abilities, more graceful in her movements. It was kind of hypnotic, watching her pigtails whip through the air as she did her thing.

Finally, they reached the boss chamber. The corridor opened into a massive pentagonal room, easily fifty feet across. Ancient-looking columns lined the walls, and a throne of bones sat empty at the far end.

It was all fake, of course. No one knew just how or why, but the realms within portals weren’t manmade, even though they had the very clear appearance of being so. Even more surprisingly, this portal and everything inside it had only existed from the approximately the same minute SlayerCorp sent the Quest alert to him this morning around sunrise.

There were theories about it all, of course. Many believed that portal domains were echoes of other worlds—dead worlds. These dungeons were their ghosts, for lack of a better word, come to Earth to be put to rest, maybe.

Well, it was time to put this one to rest. The familiar alert popped up:

	[Boss Encounter: Nightmare King]

	Threat Level: High

	Recommended Action: Proceed with caution




After yesterday’s ordeal with the Gloom Phoenix, Ethan felt oddly calm. This dungeon was no sweat by comparison. The air grew thick with darkness as the boss emerged—a towering humanoid figure wearing a crown of thorns, its body wrapped in chains that rattled with each step forward. Pale green eyes glowed down upon them as they readied their attacks.

Gloomy moved first, throwing her axe in a wide arc that the Nightmare King barely dodged. The weapon carved through several columns before returning to her hand. Ethan kept his distance, channeling healing energy whenever needed and throwing in offensive spells when he saw an opening.

The fight was intense enough to pump up his heart rate, but nothing like yesterday’s desperate struggle. When the Nightmare King summoned shadow clones, Ethan easily took them out. When it tried to trap them in nightmares, Ethan’s support magic drove the shadows away.

Finally, Gloomy landed the killing blow, with her axe taking the boss’s head clean off. The crown clattered to the ground as the twisted body dissolved into Skill XP. Loot materialized where the boss fell—mostly generic stuff that didn’t catch his eye, but Ethan noticed a few interesting minor pieces they might get away with hanging onto.

As he bent to examine the drops, he felt Lily’s presence behind him. He turned to find her biting her lip, reaching up to adjust her slightly disheveled pigtails. Her skin was flushed from the fight, her chest rising and falling with each breath as she walked toward him with clear intent.

“Now,” she cooed, red eyes glowing in the dim light, “we have plenty of time.”


Chapter 18



Lily Prime - Recon

Lily pressed herself against the wall of the maintenance corridor, practically drowning in the oversized fabric of Ethan’s hoodie as she watched him and her duplicate talking to Ms. Lyle. She chose to keep wearing it for two reasons—firstly, it would be harder to identify her in unfamiliar clothes if she was spotted, and secondly, because she really liked wearing his clothes.

She watched the scene, conflicted. She really shouldn’t have followed them, but of course she was going to. Her heart raced with envy every time Gloomy touched him, which was basically constantly since the bitch couldn’t keep her hands to herself for two freaking seconds. At least she had enough sense to keep her hood up, hiding those creepy red eyes.

But trying to focus was hard enough now that she was living in Ethan’s scent. She’d grabbed this particular hoodie from his dirty laundry bin in his bathroom.

The smell of his sweat was so good that she was almost sick with love, but she needed to focus. She’d thrown the clothes on in a panic when she realized she couldn’t bear to let him out of her sight, even if she’d agreed to this stupid arrangement.

A group of Slayers fresh from their morning runs passed nearby, still covered in dungeon grime and chattering about their rewards. Lily pressed herself into an alcove as her enhanced senses picked up every word of their conversation. It wasn’t that interesting. Something about the boss loot being unimpressive today. She didn’t care. All that mattered was staying hidden, staying as close to Ethan as she could.

But then Ethan was cornered by Ms. Lyle, and she asked about which doctor Lily saw yesterday. “Dr. Reynolds,” she heard Ethan lie, and her stomach dropped. That wasn’t the doctor she’d seen yesterday—it was his. Of course he didn’t know hers.

Frick. She watched Ms. Lyle cock her head at that, obviously suspicious. But she let it go unchallenged—or at least, she seemed to. When Ethan and Gloomy finally disappeared through their assigned portal, Lily’s enhanced hearing picked up Ms. Lyle tapping her wrist, activating her comm-link.

The sound of the resulting beeps seemed deafening to Lily’s new S-Tier senses. Each digit Ms. Lyle dialed made Lily’s heart skip a beat. She could hear the slight tap of the woman’s manicured nail against the subdermal implant, the soft whir of nearby portal machinery, even the hum of the building’s old-ass air conditioning system.

“Dr. Reynolds? Yes, this is Gloria Lyle from Portal Deck Seven, calling on behalf of SlayerCorp. I’m checking in about a patient you saw yesterday—Lily Chen?”

Lily held her breath, pressing closer to the wall. A security drone whirred past overhead, its sensors sweeping the corridor. Thanks to her new abilities, she could track its exact scanning pattern, finding the perfect spot to avoid detection—but that wouldn’t work forever.

The conversation continued. Thank fricking God, Ms. Lyle put the doctor on speaker phone.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Lyle, but I didn’t see Ms. Chen yesterday. Are you sure you have the right information?”

Ms. Lyle’s nails tapped against her tablet. “I see. Could you verify if she had an appointment at all?”

“One moment.” The sound of typing filtered through the office phone. “Oh. That’s... interesting.”

“What is it?”

“According to our records, Lily Chen saw a Dr. Nakamura. And… her most recent scan shows her as... S-Tier? That can’t be right. She’s registered as A-Tier in our system. It looks like it went unnoticed in the appointment, but it’s plain as day in front of me right now.”

The silence that followed felt like it lasted an eternity. Lily’s hands started to shake as she watched Ms. Lyle’s face transform from confusion to shock. Sweat beaded on her forehead despite the building’s aggressive—and noisy—climate control systems.

“S-Tier?!” Ms. Lyle gasped. “Lily Chen is absolutely A-Tier. There has to be a mistake.”

Lily slumped against the maintenance corridor wall, her throat closing up as she fought back panic-induced nausea. The sleeve of Ethan’s hoodie brushed against her nose. Rather than comfort her, it just reminded her of everything she stood to lose because of this.

Her enhanced senses picked up every detail of her surroundings—the whir of security cameras adjusting their angles, the soft beeping of ID scanners at every doorway, the measured footsteps of guards doing their rounds two floors up. By now, she was sure that she’d been seen on the cams. No one had noticed or cared because she wasn’t in any restricted area, but there was a record of her being here, of eavesdropping on this call, if anyone ever bothered to check.

This was bad. This was so, so fricking bad. SlayerCorp didn’t just let stuff like this slide. They’d investigate. They’d dig. They’d find inconsistencies. They’d discover Gloomy. And then...

Her mind raced through the inevitable consequences, each possibility worse than the last. They’d take her away—both of her. She’d heard enough stories to know what happened to “anomalies” like her. White rooms. Tests. Dissection, maybe. They’d try to reverse engineer her duplication, to determine if it was something special about her or not.

More likely they’d treat her like most S-Tier slayers and give her a big party to lead and do all the most dangerous dungeons across the country. They’d inevitably separate her from Ethan forever. He’d get in trouble too. He might be reassigned and forbidden from contacting her, probably sent to another city entirely.

Some other woman would comfort him when he got there, help him get over his crazy ex—her. Frick, it might even be that FUCKING WHORE Zoe. Zoe, with her perfect hair and her stupid combat synergy with Ethan’s abilities. Zoe, with her face made for the pavement.

The thought of Ethan with another woman made her vision blur with rage. Her fingers dug into the sleeves of his hoodie as she tried to ground herself in his smell. No. That future wasn’t acceptable. She had to do something. Had to stop this before it got out of hand.

She had to kill Ms. Lyle.

The thought came with shocking clarity, cutting through her panic like a knife. She’d never killed for him before, but she’d come close. Oh, yes, she’d come close a few times.

But this would be different. This would be a real murder, in the real world, with real consequences if she got caught. And she would definitely get caught. Ms. Lyle was too high profile to just disappear, and aside from that, the situation at hand didn’t exactly lend itself to killing her.

Lily’s mind began analyzing the problems, sorting through them with cold certainty. Neo Elysium was a technological nightmare for would-be criminals these days, especially in high tech neighborhoods like this one. Cameras everywhere, their feeds monitored by algorithms that could detect suspicious behavior patterns. Biometric sensors that logged every citizen’s movements through public spaces. DNA scanners hidden throughout the city.

A pair of C-Tier Slayers walked past her hiding spot, arguing about who was going to cash in for the sweet shield they unlocked for retrieval in their dungeon today. Lily pressed deeper into the shadows.

The only places that maintained privacy were basically bathrooms, shower rooms, and private residences—and even then, every path to those locations was monitored. Even if she managed to corner Ms. Lyle in a bathroom, the footage would show them both entering around the time of Ms. Lyle’s death, and then eventually it would show Lily leaving after having done the deed. SlayerCorp’s private security agents would have everything they needed in minutes. Hell, a human wouldn’t even have to analyze it. Their facial recognition algorithms would be enough.

And modern forensic science? Forget about it. Some district security forces even had their own Slayers now, ones specifically kitted out for investigation and tracking. Their abilities let them reconstruct crime scenes with supernatural accuracy. The days of getting away with murder through careful planning were pretty much over unless you were incredibly lucky or incredibly connected.

Seeing as how Lily died yesterday and already her doppelganger made love to her new boyfriend, and how Lily basically wasn’t in touch with a single family member or friend from her past, she didn’t feel particularly lucky or connected. True, she could use her new duplicate as the perfect alibi, but that would get more heat on them all in the end, not less.

The Berserker observed as Ms. Lyle ended her call. Each click of her heels against the floor echoed in Lily’s hearing like a countdown. Her heart rate picked up as Ms. Lyle headed for her office, tablet tucked under one arm.

Another security drone buzzed past, and Lily had to time her movements perfectly to stay in its blind spots—not that it mattered. Her new S-Tier abilities made this almost trivially easy—but she had absolutely no faith that she hadn’t been seen by now. Her best bet was that her face was obscured and she wasn’t leaving behind enough DNA for her identity to be discovered.

It didn’t matter either way. What mattered was her Ethan. Everything was always about her precious, perfect, beautiful Ethan. She could practically feel him moving through the dungeon right now with her duplicate, fighting who knows what kinds of monsters. Her stomach churned at the thought of Gloomy’s hands on him. Lily knew she’d try and seduce him because she would do the same thing.

But she pushed the jealousy down. Focus. Deal with the immediate threat first.

Sometimes the best way to deal with a problem wasn’t to keep it hidden. Sometimes you had to be bold. Do the unexpected. Walk right through the front door while everyone was looking for someone sneaking through the back.

She tracked Ms. Lyle through the building, noting each camera, each sensor, each potential witness. The woman’s heels clicked against the floor as she walked, each step like a timestamp being recorded in SlayerCorp’s vast database. Finally, Ms. Lyle unlocked her office door and stepped inside.

Lily counted to ten, took a deep breath, and knocked.

Ms. Lyle opened the door, and her eyebrows instantly rose in surprise at the sight of her. The faint scent of her expensive perfume and some coffee on her breath wafted into the hallway. “Lily? I didn’t get an alert that your portal had closed—”

Lily pushed forward, forcing Ms. Lyle back into the office. She quickly cataloged everything—the slight widening of Ms. Lyle’s pupils, the uptick in her heart rate, the way her hand twitched toward her desk. The door closed behind them with a soft click that felt very final. “We need to talk.”


Chapter 19



Zoe - Desperate Times

Zoe stirred her very specific Strawberry Frappuccino, watching the whipped cream slowly dissolve into a pinkish-brownish slush. This Slow Drip branch, nearer to their new portal deck, was currently packed with the after-work crowd. It was mostly corporate chuckleheads talking shop over overpriced coffee.

Her ribs ached with phantom pain where Lily had struck her so very recently. The healing potions had done their work since then of course, but some memories lived in the muscles. It was always daunting to get a reminder of the real gap between A-Tiers and C-Tiers.

Which made her worry for Ethan even more.

“Did you see the news? A new portal deck just opened in our neighborhood,” some random dude in a suit at the next table said to his colleague or friend. “They say that more portals equals bad news.”

“I don’t know anything about that, to be honest,” his friend replied. “Seems fine enough. New portals open up every once in a while, right? As long as we’ve got enough Slayers, it’s no biggie.”

Technically, Zoe noted in her head, that wasn’t strictly true. Ms. Lyle downplayed the significance of the new Portal Deck, but when you got right down to it, portals were tears in our reality that bled into remnants of others. Tears had a way of worsening over time, and there were plenty of scientists who had dark theories about just what might happen when enough portals appeared.

Zoe took another sip of her drink, letting the sugary sweetness wash away the bitter taste of this morning’s Quest. It was a Quest that would have gone smoother with an A-Tier Berserker, if someone hadn’t refused to join the team. Not that she particularly wanted to work with Lily anytime soon after the shit she pulled on them. Zoe doubted she’d ever see public showers the same way ever again.

“There’s our mighty Shield-Maiden,” Chika called out, sliding into the booth across from her. Monika followed close behind, her priest’s robes traded for sporty civilian-wear. “How are you holding up after the run?”

“Not great,” Zoe sighed. “But I’ll manage. How’re you two doing?”

“Better now that the healing’s all done,” Monika said, signaling for a server. “Though I keep thinking back to the deck today. Did Lily’s eyes seem weird to you?”

Zoe shrugged. “I wasn’t there when she was this time. Drake said she was wearing red contacts or something? She’s a vain little thing, so that doesn’t surprise me.”

“I guess,” Monika sighed as she brushed some hair back behind her ear. “I only saw them for a second, but it sure seemed like she was trying to hide something to me. Never saw her show up in a hoodie before.”

“Yeah, well, she was gloating,” Chika chuckled. “That was definitely Ethan’s hoodie. I wouldn’t read too much into that. But I did catch a glimpse of her eyes. They were a little… inhuman. But, again—they could just be teched out contacts or something.”

That was the right word, wasn’t it? Inhuman. Lily Chen was kind of inhuman at the best of times. There was just something different about her—something off. Always had been a little off, if she was thinking back carefully. Zoe had been happy to give her the benefit of the doubt before since she was a beast in the dungeons, but recent events were changing her perspective… to put it lightly.

“Speaking of our resident psychopath,” Chika muttered, pulling her purple hair into a messy bun, “she and Ethan did a two-person run again this morning. They’re practically glued together. Blaze said it was some B-Tier dungeon, nothing special, but...” She trailed off, stirring her chai latte.

“But what?” Zoe leaned forward, her drink forgotten.

“He said Ethan seems nervous around her. Like he’s walking on eggshells.”

Zoe frowned. “That doesn’t sound very surprising to me.”

The café’s ambient chatter seemed to fade as they processed this. Everyone took an accidentally synchronized sip of their drinks and exchanged eye contact.

“Should we… do something about her?” Monika asked, her voice dropping lower. “I mean—look. Ethan’s a catch, but this isn’t about that. I don’t give a shit who he dates. But that shower incident—”

Zoe smirked. “To be fair, we kind of started it.”

“We had our reasons!” Chika growled back, slamming down her paper cup to wag her finger in Zoe’s face. “Don’t make excuses for her. She escalated first.”

Monika frowned. “Opening up the way you did, though… I don’t know what you thought was going to happen, though. Cornering her like that in the shower, calling her a psycho—”

“But she really is a psycho,” Zoe finished. “You’re right though. That was dumb of us, but at least we saw just how fucked up she is for ourselves. And if she’s this violent with us, what happens when Ethan inevitably disappoints her somehow? When he talks to another female Slayer during a mission? When he doesn’t answer her texts fast enough? Not that he can’t handle himself, but—”

“He can’t handle himself against her,” Chika finished for her. “I know exactly what you’re getting at. I wouldn’t put anything past Lily either.”

A news alert flashed across the café’s wall screen—something about yet another portal deck opening somewhere in the outer districts. The image showed SlayerCorp crews setting up containment fields around a new portal to stop it from bleeding into the surrounding air like oil in water.

But Zoe and the other girls paid little attention to that.

“We could report her,” Chika suggested, but her tone made it clear she didn’t believe in the viability of this option. “Tell Ms. Lyle the full truth about the shower incident.”

“With what proof?” Zoe shook her head. “Besides, she’s an A-Tier. They’ll take her word over ours by default.

Chika sighed. “Yeah. Either way, we all used healing potions. The injuries are gone, and none of us thought to document the evidence at the time. And you know how SlayerCorp handles these things even if they do believe us—they’ll just separate us all, send us to different decks, and we’ll have to fit in with new groups.”

“We could tell Ethan our side of the story directly,” Monika suggested, absently touching the spot where her broken nose had been. “Show him the kind of person she really is.”

Zoe watched steam rise from Monika’s forgotten green tea. “Would he believe us? He’s completely under her spell as far as I can tell. He’s anxious around her, but you saw them—she’s practically grafted onto his arm.”

“And if we try and fail,” Chika added, “she’ll know we tried to turn him against her. Look what she did to us just for confronting her. Imagine what she’d do if we actually threatened her relationship behind her back.”

Zoe frowned. “We don’t have to imagine. She threatened our lives and our families after the shower incident.”

A delivery drone buzzed past the café window, its warning lights reflecting off the rain-slick street. The evening crowd was starting to thin out, replaced by the night shift workers. It felt so wrong knowing that the world just kept on turning while someone like Lily Chen was breathing free air.

“So what do we do?” Monika asked. “Just wait until something horrible happens?”

Zoe sat up straighter and folded her hands together. “No. We build a case. Document everything from now on. Get testimony from other Slayers she’s threatened. Create a record so thorough that even Ethan can’t ignore it. If we have enough evidence, maybe we can arrange to have Lily moved to another deck in another city or something.”

“I can check the Quest logs,” Chika offered. “Look for patterns, incidents, anomalies in her performance records.”

“And I’m still on good terms with just about everybody on our decks, new and old,” Monika added. “I’ll poke around again and see if anyone has any other stories to tell, but last time I tried I didn’t get much.”

“I’ll keep eyes on her whenever we’re on the Portal Deck together,” Zoe said. “Hopefully she’ll eventually loosen her death grip on Ethan and we can do some missions with her and observe her up close.”

The others nodded, and Zoe felt something settle in her chest. This was better than worrying alone. Better than letting fear keep them silent.

“Remember when she first moved into his building?” Chika asked, stirring her chai. “Before that, she was so quiet. Shy, even. Always wearing those frumpy outfits, trying not to be noticed. She even had those thick-ass glasses.”

“Yep,” Monika chuckled. “Then she’s next door to him, and suddenly she’s in full makeup, perfect hair, and designer workout clothes that pushed up her annoyingly huge tits.”

“And the pigtails,” Zoe muttered. “God, the fucking pigtails. Like she’s trying to look as innocent as possible for him while plotting all our murders.”

They sat in silence for a moment after that. It was meant to be a joke but Zoe could tell they all wondered how true it was. The café’s evening playlist had shifted to something more mellow, matching the darkening sky outside. A pair of security drones drifted past the window, their sensor arrays scanning the street, casting a green light grid over everything as they passed.

“It’s getting late,” Chika said finally, checking her comm-link. “I should head to the records office before it closes. Evening shift’s the best time to do some digging without anyone asking questions. You know, just before the portal decks close.”

Monika nodded. “I’m trying to start up a prayer group in the new apartment building. How do you girls like the new digs?”

“My room is right next to Ethan’s,” Zoe said, standing. “In another, less fucked up life, that might be pretty awesome, but I think I’m going to be forced to listen to him banging my arch-nemesis every night pretty damn soon.”

They said their goodbyes, each heading off in different directions. Zoe pulled her jacket tighter against the evening chill as she walked off alone. The streets were quieter now, filled with the usual night people—partiers heading to Pleasure Road, maintenance workers fixing broken hologram displays, tired office drones trudging home from late shifts.

She was waiting to cross at a busy intersection when something caught her eye—a reflection in the window of a hovering delivery vehicle. For just a second, she could have sworn she saw Lily standing right behind her, those pigtails unmistakable. And her eyes... they were glowing red like hot coals.

Zoe spun around, heart racing, but there was nothing there but a strange black mist dispersing in the evening air, like someone had thrown a handful of dark sand into the wind.

Must be more tired than I thought, she told herself. But she walked a little faster after that, and she didn’t look at any more reflections on her way home.


Chapter 20



Ethan - Pumping Iron

“So, I’m gonna grab another shower and maybe do some cleaning,” Ethan said, leaning against his doorframe as he watched Gloomy’s red eyes sparkle hungrily in the fluorescent hallway light. “It’s been kind of a day.”

“Oh!” She perked up immediately, bouncing on her toes. Her pigtails swayed and chest bounced with the movement, drawing his eyes. When he looked back up at her face, she was grinning so sweetly at him that his resolve wavered. It double-wavered at her next words. “No problem, baby. I can help with that shower. And the cleaning. And anything else you need. Forever.”

Ethan laughed nervously and scratched his head, but he knew she wasn’t joking. How did he deal with this kind of situation? It seemed like it was going to come up pretty fucking regularly from now on, so he needed to get this right.

The best approach, probably, was to be direct.

Ethan rubbed the back of his neck, watching her expression carefully. Living with two violent Slayer girlfriends with rage-based classes was probably going to improve his ability to read micro-expressions in a short time. “To be honest, I could use some time alone. Not that I don’t enjoy being with you—seriously, today was amazing—but we’ve been practically stitched together since this morning. I need to catch up on some guy stuff, maybe work out, tidy up a bit. Then I can reconnect with you and Lily Prime later?”

Gloomy’s nose twitched. Her left eye followed suit. But she maintained her smile, even if it looked slightly strained around the edges, a lot like plastic starting to crack. “That sounds... reasonable.”

Something about the way she said ‘reasonable’ made him nervous. It was like she was forcing the word out with all her strength.

Still, a win was a win. He had a bit of time to himself. “Great, thanks for understanding.”

“Just one tiny favor?” She touched his arm, her fingers surprisingly hot through his shirt. Not fever-hot, but definitely a bit on the warm side. “Could you please not go anywhere without letting me know?”

He beamed at her and playfully caressed her cheek, pulling a strand of loose hair from her face. “Sure, that’s fine. I’m not planning on bailing on you or anything.”

Gloomy laughed, the sound like wind chimes in a hurricane. “You better not, mister.” Despite her cutesy tone, there was something in her voice that felt a bit too real, like she wasn’t so much playfully warning him as explaining what reality was supposed to look like from now on.

The moment she went into her own room next door, Ethan closed and locked his door. He made it three steps before face-planting onto his bed with a bestial groan that came from somewhere deep in his soul. What a day. What a fucking week this was turning out to be. He couldn’t decide if he was happy, overwhelmed, terrified for his life, or what. Probably all of the above with a side order of ‘what the actual fuck.’

The bed still smelled like his ladies. And something else—a darker scent he couldn’t quite place, but definitely reminded him of the Gloom Phoenix for some reason. Maybe just because he expected it to? The smell wasn’t unpleasant on any level. But it was, besides the eyes, the first obvious difference he’d pegged between the two versions of Lily.

In spite of his mind telling him that he was in an uncomfortably complex romantic situation right now, the smell of the Lilys on his bed did fulfill a sort of primal, masculine need inside him. They were beautiful. And they were his. He never was particularly possessive, but seeing both of those Lilys get so handsy and needy with him was starting to do things to his lizard brain again.

“What even is my life right now?” he muttered into his pillow. A week ago his biggest problem was working up the courage to talk to his cute neighbor. Now he had two of her, both apparently determined to merge with him on a cellular level. And the scary part? He kind of liked it. Sure, they were a bit more… unhinged than he originally thought, but they were also smart, funny, gorgeous, strong, and completely devoted to him. Plus, the sex was—

A knock at the door made him jump out of bed. He looked around his room—clothes everywhere, weapon maintenance kit spilled across his desk, and was that...? Yep. A pair of Lily’s panties from last night were definitely visible beside his pillow. He fought the urge to sniff them and instead stuffed them underneath his sheets and shouted, “Coming! Give me a second!”

When he opened the door, he found Blaze and Elaine standing there. The Pyromancer had changed out of his combat gear into street clothes and had on a big dumb grin, but he still had that intensity about him that all higher-tier Slayers seemed to radiate. It was like he could burst into flames at any moment and was kind of looking forward to being given an excuse to do so.

“You alone?” Blaze asked, peering past him into the apartment. His eyes lingered on the mess visible through the doorway.

“Yeah, for the moment. Meeting up with Lily later though.” He didn’t specify which one, of course.

“Perfect,” Elaine said, hooking her arm through Blaze’s. “If you’re not busy, you should join us. We were thinking—how about a double date? It’s been forever since we hung out with another couple, and now we’re all jammed up on the same apartment floor, there’s pretty much no excuse to not do it.”

“Double date?” Ethan leaned against his doorframe, trying to look casual while blocking their view of his disaster zone apartment. A sock that definitely wasn’t his was hanging off his lamp. “Where would we even go? I’m pretty beat from the dungeon run.”

“We’ll wait for dark,” Blaze said with a grin that reminded Ethan of Gloomy’s predatory smiles, making him sweat. “Ever heard of Portal Rats?”

“Uh—is that the underground fight club?”

“Do I detect some nerves in your voice, Harper?” Elaine teased as she leaned against her boyfriend, resting her cheek on his arm.

“What a pussy,” Blaze said in faked disgust, shaking his head.

Ethan chuckled and rolled his eyes. “Make your fucking pitch.”

Blaze laughed. “Alright, alright. Tonight’s a big fight night, anyone can sign up on the spot. Word is they splurged for healing potions, too, so you don’t have to burn your own. If you’ve got any leftover injuries from your run today, you can get a free heal after your match. I’m thinking about having a go tonight—it’s the easiest way for Slayers to make some extra scratch.”

Ethan blinked. The image of the golden retriever man known as Blaze participating in underground fights was almost harder to process than having two identical girlfriends. Almost. “You participate in that stuff? Isn’t it kind of... sketchy?”

“It’s not banned.” Blaze shrugged. “The corpos don’t give a shit what we do with our free time as long as we show up to work in the morning. Honestly, us Slayers have it better than most jobs in that way. Besides, the free potions mean no lasting damage. Just some quick cash and a good time.”

“I mean...” Ethan gestured at his sweat-stained clothes. “I haven’t even had a chance to shower yet. And Lily’s kind of a homebody.” It wasn’t a lie exactly. He had a real feeling that Lily’s favorite activity would indeed be spending all evening pampering him in one of their apartments. Still, calling her a homebody felt awkward on his tongue.

Oh well. It beat trying to explain that he couldn’t take one Lily out while leaving the other at home to stew in her intense jealousy.

“It’s super chill,” Elaine insisted. “She’ll feel right at home. We don’t know any other couples in this building. Just give it a chance?”

Ethan sighed, but he honestly was curious. If he was still single, he’d have said yes in a heartbeat. Maybe it was worth asking? “No promises,” he sighed at last. “I’ve got to do some cleaning, get a bite to eat, but I’ll mention it to her and see what she says. Best I can do for now.”

As if summoned by her name—and honestly, given what he now knew about her, maybe she was—Lily Prime appeared from down the hall. She practically bounced toward them, her pigtails swaying with each step. The movement reminded him of a cat pretending to be playful while stalking a bird.

“Hi Blaze! Hi Elaine!” she chirped, putting on a friendly face as she pushed past them to cling to Ethan’s arm. Her eyes locked onto Elaine for a split second with a glare that made him nervous. He’d seen that look before—right before she’d nearly decapitated that lizardman. And now that he was thinking about it… maybe when she saw him talking to Zoe?

“We were just telling Ethan about Portal Rats,” Blaze said, either oblivious to, or choosing to ignore the death stare his girlfriend just received. “Fight night. Thought maybe you two would want to join us?”

To Ethan’s surprise, Lily’s face lit up. “That sounds fun! I’d love to see Ethan kick some ass.”

“Yeah, no. Sorry, babe, I’m a C-Tier healer,” Ethan reminded her, hoping to temper her bloodlust.

“So compete against other C-Tiers,” Blaze said. “It’s not a big deal. Just issue an open challenge to C and D-Tiers. Knowing you, you’ll be fine.”

After a few more minutes of discussion, during which Lily’s grip on his arm only ever grew tighter, Ethan reluctantly agreed. Once Blaze and Elaine left, he closed the door and turned to find Lily grinning at him mischievously.

“Do you know which Lily I am?” she asked, batting her eyelashes adorably. He couldn’t help but grin at her in spite of every reservation he felt.

Shit. He was still so fucking into her.

“The eyes and clothes are kind of a dead giveaway,” he chuckled as he bent forward to kiss her forehead.

Lily luxuriated in his doting kiss for just a moment, but quickly grew impatient. She went for his lips then, her hands going for his belt with shocking efficiency, but he caught them. “Wait. I told Gloomy I needed time to myself, and now I’m telling you.”

The gasp and look of betrayal on her face was so exaggerated he almost laughed. It was like he’d just told her kittens were now illegal, and to be shot on sight. Instead of laughing, he grabbed her shoulders gently. “Try to see things from my point of view. I’ve been with the other you all day long, just got separated from her, and now here you are. A man needs breathing room sometimes.”

“So breathe me in. What’s wrong with me?” She pouted, lower lip trembling. “What’s wrong with us? Don’t you like being with us?”

He found himself slipping into a series of half-truths immediately. “Nothing! Of course nothing is wrong with you. You’re amazing, the girl of my dreams—both of you are—but I really need a minute to myself every once in a while. It’s just the kind of person I am. It’s not about you.”

“That’s not fair,” she whined. “If it were up to me, I’d spend all day with you, every day. I’d live inside your skin if I could.”

“What about when you need to pee?” Ethan asked, trying to be lighthearted despite the wackiness of that proclamation.

Lily frowned, considering this with adorable seriousness. “That... is an exception,” she admitted grudgingly.

“Anyway, you just agreed to a double date with Blaze and Elaine,” he pointed out. “So now it’s on you to explain that to Gloomy.”

She sighed, shoulders slumping. “I wish we could both be there. That’d be the easiest. But I guess the world isn’t ready for that.”

“I’m barely proving ready for it myself,” Ethan chuckled.

Lily finally agreed to leave, but not before making the same request as her counterpart. “Don’t go anywhere without telling me?”

“Yep, already covered that with your duplicate,” he laughed. “You two really are eerily similar.”

The moment she was gone, Ethan practically sprinted to the shower. The hot water felt amazing on his muscles, which were... different, somehow. Restless. Like they needed to move. After drying off, he knocked out a quick workout, showered again, then demolished two whole roast chickens he’d been saving for meal prep.

But the restlessness wouldn’t go away. If anything, it was getting worse. His body felt charged, like he’d chugged ten energy drinks and maybe also stuck his tongue in an electrical socket. On a whim, he started another workout. Then another. Before he knew it, he’d been powerlifting for the better part of two hours, and the weights felt lighter than ever.

What the hell? He examined himself in the mirror. His muscles looked more defined, sure, but this was something else. He didn’t feel tired at all. In fact, he felt like he could bench press a car. Maybe stack his streetspeeder on top of that car, too. Where was this coming from all of a sudden?

Before he could investigate it further, his wrist display exploded with floating texts.

Heading back into the bathroom with his comm-link open, he saw they were all from Lily. He quickly typed back that he’d just finished working out and was almost ready to go. Did she eat? Is her cat adjusting to the new apartment alright?

“Yes,” came the reply. “Can I come over?”

“Actually, I’m about to shower,” he texted back.

There was a pause. Then:

“We’ll be right there.”


Chapter 21



Ethan - Portal Rats

The entrance to Portal Rats wasn’t marked on any map. You either knew where it was or you didn’t belong there, so they said. Ethan followed Blaze down a set of stairs that might have led to a canceled construction site for a new subway station that never took off. The air got thicker as they descended.

Lily clung to his arm, wearing a cute red summer dress that made her look deceptively innocent even as it pushed up her boobs in a way that surely activated Ethan’s neurons. The fabric rustled against his skin with each step. She’d been pretty quiet since they left the apartment, but he caught her scanning the shadows. It was a habit Slayers developed from spending so much time in combat situations. Some of them really couldn’t turn the instinct off.

“Home sweet home,” Blaze announced as they reached the bottom of the stairs. The underground space opened up into what had definitely been intended as a subway platform once, confirming that theory. Now it was a maze of tables, makeshift bars, and a fighting cage made of repurposed portal containment fields. Blue energy crackled between the bars, strong enough to keep fighters in but not enough to do real damage to a human body. It was preferable to steel, that was for sure.

“First round’s on me,” Elaine declared, heading for the nearest bar. “What’s everyone drinking?”

“Something with a fricking umbrella,” Lily giggled musically as her eyes fixed on a particularly colorful cocktail passing by.

“Beer,” Ethan and Blaze said together. “No homo,” Blaze added.

The crowd was an interesting mix. Legit Slayers were easy to spot—they carried themselves differently, moved with more purpose. But there were others too, people who’d harnessed their System access through less legal channels. Divers, they called themselves. They were the kind of people SlayerCorp and other megacorps that hired System-enabled individuals pretended didn’t exist, but they served a purpose too.

The fact of the matter was the temporary portals were a reality, but SlayerCorp’s business model emphasized the stability of permanent portal decks. However, temporary portals were the ones that were likely to spill over. In fact, it was usually monster sightings that alerted Divers to the presence of temporary portals to begin with.

These Divers, more often than Slayers like Ethan, addressed those portals. They took out the threats and sold the loot, harvested the crystals for themselves, and so on. If SlayerCorp wanted to, it could definitely put a stop to this practice, but the fact was that things worked just fine the way they were right now, and it was easier to let sleeping dogs lie than to wage war on the growing Diver community.

“Registration’s over there,” Blaze pointed to a desk near the cage. “They use cryptokens instead of credits. Keeps everything untraceable.”

“Smart,” Ethan nodded. “You signing up?”

“Hell yeah. Might as well get my ass kicked early so I can enjoy my drinks after.”

A cheer went up from the crowd as two fighters squared off in the cage. One was clearly a tank class of some kind, but Ethan missed the announcement. There was a certain build that tanks tended to have that made them more or less identifiable at a glance, especially the male ones.

The other fighter looked like some kind of Monk variant. It wasn’t his appearance that gave him away but the way he moved. His fists blurred as they engaged, but the tank absorbed most of the blows with admirable poise as he gave back just as good as he got.

Ethan found himself analyzing their movements with unexpected clarity. He could see openings he was sure he would have missed before, patterns in their footwork that seemed obvious now.

“Your usual table’s open,” the bartender called out to Blaze. “Want me to start you a tab?”

“I’ve got a tab already, so we’ll use mine,” Elaine said. “Put everyone at this table on it.”

“I’m her arm candy, sir,” Blaze said with a laugh as he put his arm around his girl. “I’ll thank you to remember that. Elaine wears the pants in this relationship.”

The bartender laughed. “My mistake.”

They settled into a booth with a good view of the cage. Lily immediately pressed herself against Ethan’s side and rested her hand possessively on his thigh. The first round of drinks arrived—two dark beers, one fancy cocktail with no fewer than three umbrellas, and something that looked kind of radioactive that Ethan assumed was for Elaine.

“So,” Elaine grinned over her glowing drink, “who’s ready to make some creds?”

“I’ll watch first,” Ethan said, sipping his beer. Above the cage, holograms displayed fighter stats and betting odds. Only people with System chips of some kind or another could see it, and you could instantly tell when you looked around the room who had them and who didn’t. Most of the people here definitely had them. A few posers at the bar didn’t.

In any case, the Tank was favored three to one. “See how it works?” Blaze asked, gesturing overhead.

“I’m not new to the concept of gambling on fights,” Ethan said.

“Are you gonna fight for me?” Lily teased. Her eyes never left him as she sipped her cocktail through a crazy straw. The way she watched him drink his beer was cute, but also kind of scary. She was like a kitten watching a mouse. She seemed adorable enough, but her intentions for him were decidedly not innocent.

“Not just yet, babe,” Ethan chuckled as he put an arm around her, which made her practically purr with delight. “Let me feel things out.”

“Feel whatever you want, baby,” Lily giggled.

“That’s smart, honestly,” Blaze noted. “Unlike me. I’m going to get my ass handed to me by that guy.” He pointed to a burly fighter signing up at the registration desk. “But hey, gotta give the people what they want.”

“You just like getting your ass kicked,” Elaine said fondly, patting his hand.

Blaze leaned in and pecked her on the cheek. “Only by you, honey bunny.”

The current fight ended with the tank’s victory, though the Monk had put up a good showing. Sure enough, the very first thing that happened was the referee handing them a pair of healing potions, which the tank walked out of the cage with, and the Monk downed instantly. As the two fighters cleared the cage, Blaze stood up. “My turn. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck, handsome,” Elaine said, slapping him on the butt. “Give him hell.”

“Yeah, kick his fricking ass!” Lily called out cheerfully, already halfway through her drink. Her cheeks were bright red already.

Ethan laughed and rubbed her back. “Slow down there, little tiger.”

“You slow down,” Lily giggled, poking him in the cheek. “Hicc!”

“Was that a hiccup?”

“Maaaybe.”

Blaze’s fight went about as well as he’d predicted. His opponent, a massive Shield Bearer, sort of the male counterpart to Zoe’s class, absorbed just about everything Blaze threw at him before simply charging forward and crushing him against the containment field. The crowd winced collectively at the impact.

“He’s going to feel that tomorrow,” Ethan muttered.

“Nah, he’s fine,” Elaine said, standing up. “He got his ass whooped in the dungeon today, too. He’s just doing this for the healing potion. See, look.”

Sure enough, no sooner had Blaze taken the potion from the referee than did he unscrew the cap and chug the thing all at once. Ethan smirked as he watched him exit the cage.

Elaine and Blaze barely had time to exchange words before an announcement appeared in the holoscreen overhead.

Elaine cracked her knuckles and stood. “My turn. Watch and learn, boys and girl.”

Her fight was something else entirely. Where Blaze had gone in blasting from the word “Go”, Elaine was way more tactical. She kept her distance, using her opponent’s aggression against them until they tired themselves out. Then she finished them with a single, perfectly timed magic missile spell that left them twitching on the ground.

“Now that’s how it’s done,” she declared, sliding back into the booth, one potion and a few hundred credits richer. “Your turn, healer boy.”

“I don’t know...” Ethan started, but Blaze cut him off.

He pointed at the screen. “No, really. It’s your turn. I registered you. If you don’t go up, then I’ll have to go again and get my shit pushed in a second time.”

“This feels like that peer pressure thing they told me about in school,” Ethan chuckled, but he was already rising.

Lily bit her lip as she tugged on his sleeve. “Baby?” she whispered, pressing closer. “I’ll make it worth your while if you win for me.”

“Oh?” Elaine raised an eyebrow. “What kind of incentive are we talking about?”

“Full day of pampering on our next day off,” Lily offered immediately. “Whatever you want. Massages, breakfast in bed, anything you want. No limits.” Her eyebrows shimmied with those last two words, making it very clear she knew exactly what she was promising.

Truth was, he kind of expected she would do anything for him even if he lost, but seeing her acting like this was getting him pumped up. He looked down at her eager, red-cheeked face, then at his half-empty beer. His muscles still had that strange restless energy from earlier. And, honestly? He kind of wanted to test some of that new strength he was noticing earlier.

“Fine,” he sighed, but he was smiling. “Watch me.”

Lily squealed and hugged him almost tight enough to crack ribs. As he withdrew himself and headed for the registration desk, he could have sworn he saw something move in the shadows near the stairs. A familiar silhouette with glowing red eyes. But when he looked again, it was gone.

Honestly, it didn’t surprise him that she followed them here, but it did kind of make him worry.

The referee/promoter guy looked bored as he clarified his information. “Name, Class and Tier?”

“Ethan. Lifeblade. C-Tier.”

He slapped a button on the pylon outside the containment field, creating an opening for him to go through. “Heads up, best I’ve got is a B-Tier Assassin willing to fight. I know it’s a bit unfair, but it’ll pay double if you win somehow.”

Ethan started to refuse, but then he heard Lily cheering his name from their table. What the hell. He’d survived worse this week.

“Sure,” he said. “Why not?”

The cage felt different from the inside. Rather than feeling like he was imprisoned in something, he felt more like a lion, menacingly pacing as the zookeepers tossed him some meat to chew on. The containment field hummed against his skin as he leaned against the outer wall, making his hair stand on end.

His opponent materialized from the shadowy entrance on the opposite side—a lean man with obvious enhancements glinting along his arms. A Diver, for sure. Not a Slayer. Slayers didn’t often fuck with obvious external cybernetics because the old tech interacted weirdly with the System, but Divers gave way fewer fucks about those things. Anyway, even the cybernetics were standard black-market stuff, nothing too fancy, but it would make him slightly more of a threat.

“Alright folks,” the announcer’s voice boomed through hidden speakers. “We’ve got an interesting matchup. B-Tier Assassin versus C-tier Lifeblade. Place your bets!”

From his position, Ethan could see Lily had stood up and carried herself right up to the cage to watch up close. She’d ordered another drink, this one with only a single umbrella. He wasn’t sure that meant the alcoholic content was any less.

Behind her, other patrons were placing bets, most of them against him. Smart money, really. A C-Tier had no business fighting up a rank. Especially a healer of any kind versus an Assassin.

But something felt different today. His muscles thrummed with that strange new strength, and he thought he noticed dark veins occasionally visible under his skin when he flexed. That was something that probably should have concerned him, but at the moment he couldn’t be bothered to see it as a bad thing. Maybe it was because he could see everything with crystal clarity, more so than ever before—the slight favoring of his opponent’s left leg, the way the containment field created blind spots in certain corners, even the beads of sweat on Lily’s neck as she cheered for him just outside the containment field.

“Begin!”

The Assassin moved first, vanishing into stealth mode. But Ethan could hear him—really hear him, like his senses had been dialed up to eleven. He stepped left just as a blade whispered past his ear. If that had been a direct hit to a normal human, it’d be an instant kill for sure. For him as a Slayer, it would be a brutal, surefire critical hit that might nearly have the same effect.

“Not bad,” the Assassin materialized briefly before disappearing again. “Most C-Tiers couldn’t dodge that, let alone healers.”

Instead of responding, Ethan channeled healing energy into his blade for an uncommon tactic that he’d learned on the job. The golden glow of his weapon filled the cage, making it harder for his opponent to maintain stealth.

They traded blows on way more even footing than they should be. Ethan was moving faster than he thought his body capable of. He found himself anticipating attacks, responding with impossible speed.

The crowd’s cheering grew louder as the fight continued. The Assassin was good—really good, especially for a Diver—but Ethan matched him move for move. When a kick caught him in the ribs, he turned the pain into energy, channeling it back as a healing wave that also knocked his opponent off balance.

“The fuck?” the Assassin grunted. “Since when do healers hit this hard?”

Ethan didn’t know the answer to that himself. His sword was practically featherlight in his hands today. But when the Assassin tried his finishing move—a leap over Ethan’s head, leading to a ricochet off the cage, finishing with a backstab—Ethan’s hand shot out impossibly fast. His fingers closed around the other man’s throat in mid-air, and with strength he definitely didn’t possess yesterday, he slammed him into the ground.

The impact cracked the concrete floor. Dark veins pulsed along Ethan’s arm as he pressed his boot against the Assassin’s throat. The other man’s eyes went wide, cybernetics whirring as he processed what just happened.

He tapped out.

The crowd erupted. Ethan took the potion and his initial winnings as he walked out of the cage in a daze, the adrenaline making his head feel like it was floating. Above the general chaos, Lily’s scream of triumph was unmistakable. She wasn’t just cheering—she was cackling with vindictive glee.

He found her face almost instantly when he stepped out of the cage, grinning at him, her eyes only for him. Seeing her like that, on a fighter’s high with senses soaring and heart pounding—it did a number on his reservations about their relationship. She was so, truly excited for him, in love with him. She felt his victory even more proudly than he did. How could he ever have doubted her? Most men would kill for a partner like that.

“Holy shit,” Blaze shouted as Ethan returned to their table. “That was insane! Since when can you move like that?”

Before Ethan could even answer, Lily launched herself into his lap, kissing him with enough passion to make nearby patrons whistle and cheer. She tasted like fruity booze and victory.

“Damn, girl!” Elaine laughed. “Let the man breathe!”

Ethan opted to save the healing potion and started channeling regenerative energy into his bruised ribs, but honestly, he felt better than he should. The dark veins under his skin pulsed once more before fading away. He wasn’t sure just what those were—maybe just a new quirk of his healing magic. Such changes weren’t that uncommon as one leveled up. In any case, he barely registered any pain.

“Baby,” Lily purred against his neck, still perched in his lap, “that was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen. The way you grabbed him out of the air like that?” She shivered dramatically. “I’m going to love you so hard tomorrow.”

Blaze looked over at Elaine and bounced his eyebrows. “Do you want to maybe love me hard tomorrow?”

“If you clean your room, maybe I’ll love you a little harder than usual,” she said.

He scoffed. “You’re not my mom.”

“Exactly.”

A news alert flashed across the screens above the bar, catching Ethan’s attention. The sound was muted, but the headline was clear: “NEW PERMANENT PORTALS OPEN IN DISTRICT BETA—EVACUATION ORDERED.”

“Fuckin’ knew it,” a drunk Slayer at the next table shouted. “This shit is just getting worse.”

“Soon they’ll have to contract us Divers officially,” another guy said.

“That’ll be the day.”

“You hear about Capital City?” his friend slurred back. “Harper Alistor himself told SlayerCorp to go fuck themselves. Said the new portals feel wrong.”

Lily’s lips brushed Ethan’s ear, making him shiver. She apparently wasn’t interested in their chatter at all. “Gloomy’s here,” she whispered. “Keeping an eye on us. I bet she’s very impressed with your performance, too.”

Ethan scanned the crowd, looking for those telltale red eyes. Movement near the stairs caught his attention—someone in a hooded jacket slipping out. But it wasn’t Gloomy. The figure turned slightly, and he caught Ms. Lyle’s unmistakable profile. Honestly, it was the nails and the glasses that gave her away. She spotted him spotting her and winked before disappearing up the stairs.

“You okay?” Lily asked, noticing his tension. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Not far off,” he muttered. Above them, the news continued silently playing footage of portal containment crews trying to control whatever bullshit was happening in District Beta. The images showed tears in reality that looked bigger than anything he’d seen before.

That wasn’t good.

But his mind was on Ms. Lyle, too. If she was here, it begged the question of why. If she watched him fight, that also meant she’d seen what he could do now, what he was apparently becoming. The question was: what would she do with that information?

Lily nipped his ear, dragging his attention back to her. “Stop thinking so hard,” she commanded. “You won. We’re celebrating. Everything else can wait until tomorrow.”

He wanted to protest, but she was already kissing him again, and he had to admit—she made a compelling argument.


Chapter 22



Ms. Lyle - The Plan

Gloria Lyle’s office always felt like a den, a place where shadows leaned in, muting the sterile gleam of SlayerCorp’s countless displays, some virtual, some on old-fashioned monitors embedded along the walls. Alone in the cold blue glow of it all, she watched the surveillance feed projected in three dimensions on her desk with the casual detachment of someone watching a pet play in its cage.

While most of Neo Elysium slept, Ms. Lyle reviewed the surveillance footage for the dozenth time that night. On one screen, Lily Chen entered Ethan’s apartment. Minutes later, on another feed, a second Lily Chen—identical down to the smallest detail—followed the same path. Not a glitch. Not a time stamp error. Two versions of the same person, existing simultaneously. She’d seen all kinds of anomalies during her several years on this job.

But this? This was something else entirely.

A red notification pulsed in the corner of her main display: “Portal Frequency: Extreme. Event Merge Projection: 3-5 Years.” She’d been seeing these warnings more frequently lately, each one a reminder of her precarious position. The portals were multiplying faster than predicted, with their influence spreading through reality like cracks in thin ice. Soon, the barriers between Earth and the dungeon realms would collapse entirely.

For most of Neo Elysium’s citizens, the merge would be catastrophic. For someone like her—unawakened, System-blind, trapped in mundane flesh—it would be a death sentence.

Ms. Lyle’s hand drifted to the base of her skull where the Diver gear lay dormant beneath her skin. She’d had it installed in a back-alley clinic, paying more than a year’s salary for tech that SlayerCorp would have her arrested for possessing if she were anyone else.

It was all in the vain hope that something would click that hadn’t before. The illegal implants were meant to do the job of SlayerCorp gear on a budget, but still, without natural System access, they offered little more than expensive headaches.

She still remembered the day the world changed. She’d been an intern then, serving coffee in that fateful board meeting where SlayerCorp was born. She’d christened this company with its name, in a sense. She’d been there when the first portals appeared, as the System began awakening chosen individuals seemingly at random. She’d waited her turn, certain that someone of her caliber would be selected.

But the System had passed her by.

The memory of her first compatibility test still burned. She recalled sitting in the sterile white lab, electrodes plastered to her skull, waiting for the System to recognize her. The screen had flashed those dreaded words: “No System Aptitude.” She’d demanded they try again. And again. And again.

Years passed. She climbed SlayerCorp’s corporate ladder through cunning and determination. Still she considered it something of a sick joke that her job involved overseeing Slayers who couldn’t match her intelligence or ambition, but who had the gift that she deserved. She tried everything to force an awakening—black market mana integration procedures that left her feverish for weeks, implant-enhanced meditation techniques that nearly drove her mad, and experimental spinal surgeries that littered her back with scars.

Nothing worked.

But the latest research, buried in classified files she wasn’t supposed to access, suggested why. System compatibility wasn’t random at all—it was neurological. Something in certain people’s brains allowed them to sync with the System’s frequencies. The chosen ones weren’t chosen at all. They were just... compatible.

Ms. Lyle pulled up another file, this one heavily encrypted. Project Lazarus: R&D’s attempts to understand post-resurrection System phenomena. Ninety-seven percent of Slayers who died came back the same, and the handful of documented reawakenings showed wildly unpredictable results—some returned weaker, others stronger, one actually straight up died again within a few days.

But Lily’s case was unique. Not only had she returned, she’d ascended all the way to S-Tier. It was a first for any resurrection, suggesting a System compatibility so fundamentally strong that even death could only enhance it.

Her fingers found the drawer where she kept her insurance policy—a modified neural chip, standard medical tech reprogrammed for a purpose far beyond its intended use. Neural chips were commonplace enough, used in everything from System interface optimization to basic health monitoring. But what she planned to do with this one was something else entirely: consciousness transfer. Not the simple data backups SlayerCorp used, but a complete neural pattern transfer between active minds.

The risks were enormous. Neural chips weren’t designed for this kind of operation—trying to use one this way could fry both participants’ brains or worse. But Ms. Lyle had seen the potential. If System compatibility was neurological, then perhaps...

She pulled up Lily’s post-resurrection scans from mere hours ago, comparing them to earlier data. The changes were dramatic. Not just enhanced power levels or new abilities—her entire neural architecture had shifted. It was like death had rebuilt her from the ground up, creating something new. Something that could exist in multiple states simultaneously.

The implications were staggering. If Ms. Lyle could transfer her consciousness into Lily’s System-compatible brain, or even merge their neural patterns enough to force compatibility...

But she needed to act fast. Something this dramatic wouldn’t stay hidden for long.

The surveillance feeds shifted to show new angles of Lily’s movements since her resurrection. In most footage, she seemed normal enough—a talented young Slayer with an obvious crush on her neighbor. Sometimes, though, Ms. Lyle would catch a glare like the one Lily tossed her the day they moved into their new apartment building. Something fierce. Hateful.

In any case, it was time to make her move.

She activated a private comm line, setting it to contact Lily directly. When the girl answered, her voice was cold, suspicious.

“I thought we were done. What do you want?”

No fake cheer, no pretense. Ms. Lyle allowed herself a small smile. “We need to discuss what I’ve seen, Lily. Your... unique situation.”

The girl growled like an angsty chihuahua. “Are you blackmailing me?”

“Think of it as a mutual opportunity. Your neural scans since your resurrection show concerning anomalies. The kind that might interest people higher up than me.” She kept her voice neutral, professional. “I’d like to run some private tests. Help you understand what’s happening to you.”

“And if I refuse?”

“You already agreed, as per our previous conversation, to humor me at least a little. If you can’t make good on your part of the bargain, I’ll have to report everything I’ve seen. For your own safety, of course.” The lie came easily. She knew that’d be a death sentence—but if Lily went as far as killing her, the girl had to know it’d be the end of her life with Ethan, too. “All I’m saying is we both know SlayerCorp won’t let a special situation like yours go unstudied. If you let me do the research, I can at least pull some strings to keep it anonymous.”

A long pause filled the line. Ms. Lyle could practically hear the girl’s mind racing, analyzing intent, weighing options. When Lily spoke again, her voice was tight with barely contained rage.

“What does it entail?”

“Nothing invasive. Just some neural mapping, maybe a few extra blood tests and scans. Things that might help us understand your unique situation.” Ms. Lyle glanced at the neural chip. “I just want to help you, Lily. And in return, maybe you can help me understand how you’ve achieved what you have.”

The silence stretched longer this time. Finally: “When?”

“Tomorrow morning. My office. Bring Ethan.” Ms. Lyle allowed a hint of threat to enter her voice. “Don’t make me send anyone looking for you.”

The line went dead and cold. Ms. Lyle leaned back, satisfaction warming her chest. Lily would come—she had no choice. And once she did...

Her fingers moved to another console, typing in her six-digit passcode. A red light emitted to scan her retinas, then a needle emerged, which she pricked herself with. The reprogrammed neural chip’s interface sprang to life before her eyes. Everything was ready. She’d planned for tomorrow for so very long, and now the day was finally arriving.

Best case scenario: complete consciousness transfer. She would simply take over Lily’s System-compatible brain, gaining not only Slayer abilities but also the girl’s unique talents. Worst case: neural pattern merger, forcing both minds to coexist in one framework. Messy, but potentially functional. It would probably get the job done.

And if it didn’t, she’d kill herself.

She refused to face the coming apocalypse with nothing but dead tech in her skull while undeserving Slayers like Lily held all the power. Some risks were worth taking.

Ms. Lyle activated the final testing sequence, watching as diagnostic data scrolled across her screen. The chip glowed, coming to life. Tomorrow she would either gain everything she’d ever wanted... or lose what little she had left.

She thought back to that first board meeting, all those years ago, when she’d suggested the name “Slayers” with calculated innocence. She’d known even then that the System would change everything. She just hadn’t expected to be left behind.

Well, no more waiting. No more watching from the shadows while others claimed the power she deserved. She would take what she needed, even if it meant taking everything Lily had.

After all, the girl had a spare.


Chapter 23



Gloomy - After Midnight

Gloomy snuggled up against Ethan’s back, breathing him in, grazing the tip of her nose against his bare skin. Her Gloom Rager senses were sharper than her old Berserker ones, or maybe just different in some way. She could smell his sweat, blood, and mana mixing together into something so unfairly delicious that she wanted to devour him right here and now.

But she loved him too much to hurt him. Her precious boy—like she’d come this far after so fricking long only to throw it all away for a single taste. She wanted him, forever and ever.

But, technically, it wasn’t her that had come this far. She was a brand-new entity unto herself. Sure, she had all of Lily’s memories, all of her feelings, her quirks, and her unshakeable, absolute certainty about her place in the world: namely, her place between Ethan’s arms—and legs. But she wasn’t really Lily Chen. She was ‘Gloomy’.

Lily Prime was on his other side, propped up on one elbow and admiring their boy’s sleeping face like a total creep. Well, Gloomy couldn’t judge without being a massive hypocrite, considering she was basically welded to his back while harboring thoughts that would make even her other self blush.

“Frick, this is so perfect,” she whispered, unable to help herself. If she was going to blip into existence on one particular day in Lily’s lifetime, she would definitely choose the day that Ethan and her became a couple.

Dark veins pulsed subtly under both her skin and his where they touched, but she knew it was a harmless development. Whatever her gloom-touched body did to enhance him, it wasn’t anything bad. It just made him more of what he already was—perfect.

Her tongue darted out and licked a droplet of sweat off his back, making her shiver with bliss as a heat between her legs started to throb. Her tongue licked her teeth to find them slightly sharper and more jagged than they used to be. Another new development, and one that Ethan hadn’t yet commented on. If he hadn’t noticed, he’d notice soon because it seemed like they were somehow getting more vicious by the hour.

It made her wonder where the changes in her body would end. Was she secretly a trojan horse for the Gloom Phoenix itself? Would she gradually turn into a monster? The rest of her body felt exactly the same. Her smooth skin, toned muscles—the way her breasts mashed against Ethan’s back, just like they did that first time Lily rode his streetspeeder with him.

This close, Gloomy could also smell something on him that no normal person could detect—some taint in his blood from resurrecting her with the Phoenix Heart. But Ethan wasn’t changing. At least not outwardly. She took solace in that. Even if she turned into a big evil bird, she would love him. But she didn’t want him to change. Not from his perfect, beautiful, gentle self.

She still didn’t understand how they got here, though. When he tried to save Lily with that corrupted organ, it must have marked him in some way, too, even though he hadn’t needed resurrection himself. He’d been bloodied enough during the fight with the Gloom Phoenix. Maybe his blood mixed with it before it linked to her? Or maybe it was just the power of love.

That had to be it.

In any case, corruption was an unfamiliar mechanic to her. It was rare, something that only popped up in higher level dungeons, which were themselves uncommon. Whatever the cause of Ethan’s new strength, she’d seen the result during his fight at Portal Rats—seen how their new connection let him tap into abilities way beyond his supposed tier.

If the other Lily—Lily Prime as Ethan referred to her—knew about this connection, she’d be jealous of it. It was for the best that they didn’t bring it up for now.

Gloomy looked over Ethan’s shoulder to see her counterpart on the other side of the crammed bed. Lily Prime foolishly smiled at Ethan like she’d lost her mind. It was a strange mirror. She knew that, however silly the other Lily looked, Gloomy must have looked exactly the same when she stared at their loverboy with longing.

Lily Prime stared at Ethan like a woman who was ready to marry him and bear him a dozen children. Gloomy felt that love and pride, too. She had to resist the urge to lean over Ethan and high five herself. They’d done it—they had him. All they had to do was not fuck this up.

And not let Ms. Lyle fuck it up for them, either. Whatever that call from her was really about, she had a bad feeling.

A strand of Ethan’s hair had fallen across his face. Gloomy reached over to brush it away, her fingertips barely grazing his skin. The contact sent a jolt through her body, making her shiver and lick her lips. Her warm, wet center throbbed as dark veins spider-webbed out from where she touched him, spreading across his cheek before rapidly fading.

“Oops.” She yanked her hand back, but couldn’t resist dragging her newly sharpened nails ever so lightly across his perfect skin on the way. A thin red line appeared, and before she could stop herself, her tongue darted out to taste the tiny droplet of blood that welled up. The flavor hit her like like a gut punch, making her whole-body shudder with need.

The cut healed almost instantly thanks to his passive regeneration while at rest, but the taste lingered on her tongue. She had to physically bite down on her own hand to keep from taking another sample for herself. The metallic tang of her own blood helped ground her, but only barely. Her thighs pressed wetly together as she fought back the urge to wake him up and beg him to spoil her with love until the hunger went away.

But when Ethan stirred slightly in his sleep, she froze. His hand found hers, fingers intertwining as he pulled her arm tighter around him. The simple gesture made her heart flutter in her chest and her eyes tear up. A sudden wave of possessive hunger hit her so hard that she bared her teeth without meaning to.

She was diverging from Lily. It wouldn’t be long before they stopped finishing each other’s sentences—or speaking in perfect unison. Indeed, day by day, hour by hour, she was starting to accept that she wasn’t Lily anymore. But that didn’t change her endgame.

Hungry shadows seemed to caress her in the darkness, cast by blaring city lights just outside the window. She licked her lips as she pressed her skin against her lover’s, rubbing her cheek against his. Compared to the other Lily, her love for Ethan... it wasn’t exactly darker, but it was definitely more intense. More primal. At least, in her opinion.

Lily Prime finally settled down to sleep, one arm draped possessively over Ethan’s chest. Gloomy fought back a surge of jealousy. They’d agreed to share, and that was that. Besides, they were the same person. Mostly. Sort of.

“I’ll kill anyone who tries to take you from us,” she whispered into his shoulder. “Cut them into such tiny pieces that they’ll need tweezers to collect DNA.”

She wasn’t being hyperbolic. Those were just the facts. Like how she and her other self had already started compiling a list of every female Slayer who’d ever been with him, just in case any of them got ideas about rekindling old flames or causing drama.

Speaking of which... they really needed to do something about that FUCKING WHORE Zoe soon. Just thinking about her made Gloomy’s mouth open, baring sharp teeth for only the air to see. But that was a problem for another night. Right now was for cuddling.

But she couldn’t resist one more tiny lick of his shoulder. His skin was just so good, so yummy, better than anything she’d ever tasted. The shadows in the room seemed to deepen and twist as her tongue traced the dimples of his absurdly defined muscles, and she had to fight back a whimper when her oversized shirt—his shirt—rode up and his body unconsciously pressed back against her naked pussy.

Gloomy’s hands slid over his chest, feeling his heartbeat through his skin. Her breasts pressed harder against his back as dark veins spread wherever they touched. The thin sheet between them was torture. She nuzzled into his neck, breathing in his scent while her fingers traced the hard lines of his abs. Every inch of her skin blazed against his, but she was somehow desperate for more contact.

No. Bad Gloomy. Control yourself.

But her body had other ideas. Her hips moved of their own accord, grinding slowly against him as her sharp teeth grazed his shoulder. Just enough pressure to make him shudder a little, not enough to break skin. Not yet. Maybe never yet. But the heat between her legs was becoming unbearable.

Lily Prime stirred on his other side, and Gloomy froze. Her other self’s eyes opened, catching her in the act. For a moment, they just stared at each other over Ethan’s sleeping form. Then Lily offered her a knowing smirk and pressed closer to him too, her own leg sliding over his hip. The movement made the sheet slip lower, and Gloomy had to bite her lip to keep from moaning as she felt her bare slit warm against his freshly exposed skin.

They were the same person after all. They wanted the same thing.

Lily Prime’s hand found Gloomy’s hip in the darkness, fingers digging in just enough to encourage her movements. Together they created an indecent, writhing rhythm against his sleeping form, their bodies moving in perfect synchronization. With each grinding motion, the streak of lust they left along his hips grew wetter, hotter, and more pronounced.

This was their shared covenant. As Lilys, they were entitled to Ethan’s body, to use it for their release and gratification—the only ones who were.

His skin was so warm, and every tiny unconscious sound he made sent electricity through them both. Gloomy’s sharp teeth found his earlobe, drawing another soft, clueless moan from him. Lily Prime buried her face in his neck on the other side, her long hair, down from their usual pigtails, brushing against his chest as she moved.

When Ethan shifted between them, both Lilys froze, making wide eye contact. But he just mumbled something unintelligible and pulled them both closer, still deep in dreams. The heat of his body against their skin was maddening. Gloomy’s red eyes met Lily’s darker ones over his shoulder, and they shared a look of desperate need.

Just a little longer, they seemed to agree. Just a little more of this sweet torture.

The city lights streaming through the window painted patterns across their tangled bodies as they moved together. Three hearts beating in sync, three sets of breaths growing ragged. The sheet had slipped completely away now, their shirts ridden so far up that their breasts had spilled out, but they were too far gone to care. In fact, they relished the new sensation of their hard, identical nipples rubbing against either side of him.

Finally, when it became too much, when Gloomy’s corruption started leaving visible smoke-like traces in the air and Lily’s fingers were digging hard enough into Ethan’s hip to leave indentations, they came in perfect unison, squirting out their feminine cum until it dripped down his leg and into the sheets.

Gloomy, panting hard, forced herself to settle down, pressing her face into the crook of his neck and inhaling deeply one last time.

She closed her eyes, letting sleep take her while dreaming of all the ways she and Lily could keep Ethan safe and happy and exclusively theirs forever and ever and ever.

…They should probably just wake him up for this kind of thing next time, though.


Chapter 24



Ethan - This is Just a Test

The morning air hit differently when you were walking toward what felt an awful lot like a trap. Ethan couldn’t shake an overwhelming sense of wrongness as he and Lily made their way to SlayerCorp headquarters, even as her delicate fingers intertwined with his. The usual cacophony of Neo Elysium—hover cars, shouting vendors, the endless drone of corporate propaganda on bleached, ghost-white buildings—felt muted somehow, like the city itself was holding its breath.

He glanced down at Lily, who looked deceptively innocent in a soft yellow sundress that made his heart pound against his ribcage. Looking down into the absurdly nice cleavage the angle afforded him, he felt happy for Lily that, as an S-Tier Berserker, she was probably strong enough that her impressive rack wouldn’t give her back issues when they were older.

Lily’s brown eyes were fixed ahead with an intensity that didn’t match her pretty outfit at all. The contrast between her cute exterior and the predatory grace of her movements was striking. But she’d always been this way. Even before he realized just how intense she was after dating her, he’d seen that tigerlike grace at work in the dungeons plenty of times.

“So,” he said, breaking their tense silence, “want to tell me exactly what Ms. Lyle knows?”

Lily’s grip tightened painfully. For such a tiny thing, she had the grip strength of a powerlifter and then some. “She knows about Gloomy,” she admitted after a long pause, which made Ethan’s buttcheeks tighten together in alarm. “But she claims she wants to help us keep our secret. Says she just wants to run some tests is all.”

He cocked a brow at her dubiously, squeezing her hand right back. “And you believe her?”

“Frick no,” Lily muttered, her nose scrunching up adorably even as her voice dripped venom. “But we made a deal. She helps us, we help her with some research thing she seems eager to keep out of corporate’s line of sight. It seemed better than the alternative for now.”

That explained why Gloomy had stayed behind at least. Walking into SlayerCorp with both versions of Lily would have been a bit on the nose. Still, something about this felt deeply wrong. Ms. Lyle was efficient, sure, but she’d never struck him as particularly altruistic. Everything she did served some purpose, even if that purpose wasn’t immediately obvious.

As they walked, Lily pressed closer to him, her warmth seeping through his clothes. Where their skin touched, he felt that familiar heat spreading through his body. His muscles bulged with unnatural strength, like he could pick up a truck if he wanted. The fact that Lily Prime also seemed to have this kind of effect on him threw a whole-ass wrench in his understanding of his changes, but there was no time to reflect on that now.

That fight. Jesus. He’d moved in ways that should have been impossible for a C-Tier, taken down an opponent who should have wiped the floor with him. The memory of that raw power flowing through him made his fingers twitch. Part of him wanted to embrace it, to see just how far these new abilities could take him. The rest of him was terrified of what that might mean.

“You okay?” Lily asked, her voice unnaturally soft. When he looked down, her eyes were wide with concern that bordered on desperate intensity. “We could just... not go. Run away together, maybe?” Her face lit up at that suggestion, like she’d just proposed the most romantic and reasonable solution in the world. “We could take Gloomy and just... disappear. The three of us.”

The scary part was how tempting that sounded. Just grab both Lilys and vanish into the endless sprawl of Neo Elysium’s outer districts—or maybe further out. Find some backwater portal town where SlayerCorp’s influence was weaker. Shed some of their implants and build a life together as off-grid Divers, weird as it might be.

But that was crazy talk. Right?

“Pretty sure that would just make things worse,” he said, though his voice lacked conviction. “We’d be easy to track. Hell, just about everyone is easy to track with DNA and face recognition tech sprinkled all over the coast. Let’s see what she wants first.”

They reached SlayerCorp’s towering local office—a monument to corporate excess that screamed “we have more money than God” in architectural form. The lobby was its usual self, full of silver chrome and azure holograms, with that new portal deck smell still lingering in the air. But today it felt more like walking into a slaughterhouse than clocking in at work.

Ms. Lyle’s office was on the executive floor, because of course it was. The elevator ride up gave Ethan too much time to think. About how quickly his life had changed. About how he’d gone from pining after his cute neighbor to somehow dating two versions of her. About how, despite the obvious insanity of the situation, he couldn’t bring himself to walk away.

The thing was, he was starting to notice things. Little things. The way both Lilys watched him when they thought he wasn’t looking. Their possessive touches, their intensity, the barely contained violence that lurked behind their adorable facades. He’d written it off as her Berserker temperament at first, but it was more than that. Sometimes when they spoke in unison or moved in perfect sync, it felt less cute and more... unsettling.

And not because they were speaking or moving in unison, per se. It acted like a magnifier to her oddness. It put a spotlight on Lily’s edge whenever she said or did something strange—or even if she said something mundane in a strange way. She wasn’t normal. She might not be mentally sound.

And yet… And yet he couldn’t deny how drawn he was to them. Both of them. The way Lily Prime’s eyes lit up when she saw him. How Gloomy’s touch sent electricity through his veins. Their absolute devotion to him was intoxicating, even if it set off alarm bells in the back of his mind.

“Come in!” Ms. Lyle’s voice called out before they could knock. Her usual perkiness seemed forced today, like someone badly imitating human emotion.

The office was dimmer than usual. Multiple screens cast an eerie blue glow that made Ms. Lyle look almost ghostly as she sat behind her desk. Her smile was picture perfect as always, but something about it didn’t quite reach her eyes. There was a hunger there that made Ethan’s skin crawl.

“Thank you both for coming,” she said, gesturing to the chairs in front of her desk. “I hope you don’t mind, but I wanted to discuss something interesting I observed last night.”

Ethan’s stomach dropped. He knew what this was about. Here we go, he thought. “Last night, Ms. Lyle?”

Ms. Lyle’s smile widened as she tapped her tablet. A hologram sprang to life on the desk between them, showing footage from Portal Rats that he guessed was taken by the camera in her glasses. There he was, moving with impossible speed and strength as he took down that B-Tier Assassin. Even watching it now, he could hardly believe that was him.

“Fascinating performance,” she said, freezing the footage on a frame that showed dark veins spider-webbing across his arms. “Especially for a C-Tier healer. Tell me, Ethan, have you noticed any other changes lately? Increased strength? Enhanced senses? Unusual energy readings?”

“You were spying on us?” Lily growled as her cute facade cracked to reveal something decidedly more feral underneath.

“Let’s call it... maintaining awareness of my charges.” Ms. Lyle waved her hand dismissively. “I’m not trying to cause trouble. I just want to run some routine tests. For your own safety, of course.”

There it was again. For your own safety. It was starting to sound less like concern and more like a threat with each repetition.

“What kind of tests?” Ethan asked carefully, noticing how Lily’s fingers were twitching like she wanted to summon her axe.

“Nothing invasive. Just some basic physical evaluations, maybe a few neural scans.” Ms. Lyle stood, smoothing her immaculate skirt. “Our medical research wing is fully equipped for all manner of analysis. After all, these changes you’re experiencing... they’re unprecedented. Don’t you want to understand what’s happening to you?”

The way she said “unprecedented” made it sound like she’d been waiting for something like this. Like she’d been watching, planning, preparing for who knows how long.

It wasn’t really a question. They followed her through pristine white corridors to the medical wing, where several staff members were already waiting. Everything looked legitimate enough—standard testing equipment, proper medical personnel, the works. But there was an underlying tension in the air, like the calm before a storm.

The first round of tests seemed simple enough. Strength evaluations, reflex tests, basic medical scans. Ethan performed well above C-Tier standards, but nowhere near what he’d managed last night at Portal Rats. It was like his body knew something was missing—something that couldn’t unlock his full potential.

“Fascinating,” Ms. Lyle muttered as she reviewed the results. Her fingers tapped her tablet with almost manic energy. “Your baseline abilities have definitely increased, but these readings suggest there might be some kind of... trigger for the more dramatic enhancements. Perhaps stress-induced? Or...” Her eyes flickered to Lily. “Something else entirely.”

While Ethan continued with the tests, Ms. Lyle pulled Lily aside for what she called a “private consultation.” He couldn’t hear what they were discussing, but he could see Lily’s face growing increasingly tense. Her hands kept clenching and unclenching at her sides, and he swore he could feel waves of killing intent radiating off her.

He was in the middle of an endurance test when both of their comm-links beeped simultaneously. The message was from Gloomy:

INTRUDERS IN THE APARTMENT. GET BACK HERE NOW.

His eyes went wide at the message, then darted to Lily. “Sorry,” Ethan said, immediately stepping off the treadmill. “We’ve got an emergency.”

Ms. Lyle’s perfect smile cracked slightly. Something dark and desperate flashed across her face. “Surely it can wait. We’re not quite finished here—”

“It really can’t,” Lily cut in, already moving toward the door and Ethan. Her voice was polite but her eyes flashed a warning, and Ms. Lyle definitely took note. “We’ll reschedule.”

“This is important,” Ms. Lyle insisted, smoothing her suit jacket. Her voice took on an edge Ethan had never heard before. She was irritated, which wasn’t new, but behind the annoyance was… desperation. Impatience. All pretense of professional courtesy was gone now. “The science lab is already prepared for the neural mapping procedure. If we don’t complete the tests now—”

Gloomy’s text aside, Ethan couldn’t get out of there soon enough. “Thanks for understanding!” he called back as they hurried out defiantly. He caught a glimpse of Ms. Lyle’s face as they left. Her prim and proper, if tense, usual facade had been replaced by something that looked an awful lot like pure, unfiltered rage.

They didn’t slow down until they were well clear of the building, dashing to the elevators, then through the lobby and out the front door. “Okay,” Ethan said as they power-walked through the morning crowd, “what aren’t you telling me about your deal with Ms. Lyle? What the fuck was that about?”

Lily bit her lip. “I think... I have no idea what she wants. Maybe to try and figure out why I ascended to S-Tier?” She shuddered. “But then why keep it secret from the big bosses? Why strike a deal with me? Something’s wrong.”

“Yeah, no shit.” Ethan picked up their pace, and Lily easily matched him. “But we’ve got bigger problems right now. Why would someone break into your apartment? Do you have any idea who it could be?”

“No,” Lily growled, her cute exterior fully giving way to the predator beneath. “But whoever it is, they’re going to regret it.”

The hatred in her voice should have worried him. Instead, he felt a surge of strength, like his body was preparing for a fight.

They hopped on his streetspeeder, then made a mockery of the speed limit the rest of the way back. Ethan had all but accepted there’d be a ticket waiting for him in the morning.

Both Lily and Ethan repeatedly checked for more messages from Gloomy. But there was only silence, which somehow felt worse than any warning could have been.

As they approached their building, Ethan couldn’t shake the feeling that they were about to walk into something way more complicated than a simple break-in.

Then again, nothing in his life was simple anymore. Not since the day Lily Chen died and came back in stereo. Not since he started falling for both versions of her, despite every rational part of his brain screaming that something was deeply wrong with this whole situation.

But that was a problem for later.

As they reached their building, Lily’s hand found his again. Where their skin touched, those familiar dark veins appeared but rapidly faded. He’d noticed these before—exclusively from Gloomy, which made some sense. Why now was it coming from Lily Prime, too? Her touch sent that very same intoxicating warmth through his body, and he found himself wondering if maybe he wasn’t the only one changing.

And the scariest part? He wasn’t sure he wanted to stop it.


Chapter 25



Chika - Breaking and Entering

Sweat dripped into Chika’s eyes as she unleashed another barrage of arcane missiles at the dungeon boss. Her mana reserves were running dangerously low, forcing her to dip into her emergency potions for the first time in weeks. The Demonlord roared as her spell hit home, its twisted form writhing in the magical barrage.

	[Skill Activated: Arcane Barrage]

	Duration: 5 seconds




This particular dungeon wasn’t especially challenging—standard B-Tier fare with a mid-tier Demonlord as the final boss—but something felt off about the whole run. Maybe it was the nervous energy coursing through all of them, or the way they’d rushed through earlier encounters after agreeing on just what they’d do once they finished their run. Either way, Chika’s usual calculated approach had given way to reckless aggression.

“Cover me!” she shouted as her magic fizzled out. Zoe’s shield expanded just in time to catch the Demonlord’s counterattack, but the barrier looked thin, flickering like bad neon.

	[Skill Observed: Aegis Barrier]

	User: Zoe Anderson

	Effect: 80% damage reduction to allies within range

	Duration: 30 seconds




“Watch the left flank!” Monika called out, her healing magic barely keeping up with the chip damage they were taking. Holy light pulsed from her staff as she channeled another group heal. “That thing’s got some tricks left!”

	[Skill Observed: Divine Restoration]

	User: Monika Williams

	Effect: Restores HP to all allies




The Demonlord’s massive form towered over them as its skin crackled with blasphemous energy. Six eyes blazed with hellfire as it gathered power for another assault. But Chika was ready. She’d been saving her strongest spell for this moment.

	[Skill Activated: Spellweaver’s Gambit]

	Effect: Next spell deals 300% damage

	Cooldown: One hour




“Take this, you ugly bastard,” she growled, channeling everything she had left into one final blast. The spell caught the boss square in the chest, and for a moment the chamber was filled with blinding light. When it faded, only a cloud of XP particles remained.

	[Boss Defeated: Hellfire Demonlord]

	Skill XP Gained: 2500

	Reward Unlocked: Infernal Core




Notifications for additional loot and XP flashed across her HUD, but she dismissed them without reading. For the first time in her Slayer career, the rewards didn’t matter. They had bigger prey in mind.

“Let’s move,” Zoe said, already heading for the exit portal. Her shield looked battered. Magical energy crackled around its edges like a faulty circuit. “We’ve got work to do.”

“I still think this is a bad idea,” Monika said as they hustled through the portal, back into the deck. Her priest robes were singed from a too-close call with a fire elemental earlier in the run. “If we get caught breaking into another Slayer’s apartment...”

“Better than letting her keep torturing Ethan,” Chika cut in. She flexed her fingers, still tingling with residual magic. “You saw how they were missing on the deck this morning. Heard the rumors about what happened at Portal Rats last night. Something’s wrong with him—with both of them.”

“I bet they got caught,” Zoe said. “It’s not against the rules, but I bet Lily did something and got them in trouble. That’s why they didn’t show. They were too busy getting reprimanded. All the better for us.”

They all lived on the same floor of the same building now, so no one batted an eye as the girls piled into the elevator together en route to Lily’s room. When they got into the hallway, it was still early enough in the day that Neo Elysium’s ceaseless neon lights barely penetrated the natural light streaming through the hallway windows.

“Remember,” Zoe whispered as they approached Lily’s door, “get in, document everything, get out. No lingering.”

“Sending the override code now,” Monika muttered, her wrist-implanted comm unit blinking under her skin as she interfaced with the door’s security panel. “Thank god for maintenance supervisors who don’t change their passwords.”

The panel blinked green. They held their breath as the door clicked open, expecting... something. But the apartment was silent.

“She’s definitely at SlayerCorp,” Chika said, checking the Quest roster on her comm. “Some kind of meeting with the higher-ups.”

They moved cautiously into the apartment. It looked normal enough at first—neat, organized, and it smelled nice. Definitely a Type-A girl’s place. Sunlight streamed through the windows, casting cheerful shadows across pastel walls. A cat that looked like it didn’t give half a fuck about their presence dozed on the windowsill.

But something felt wrong. The air itself seemed heavier here, like the atmosphere in a dungeon right before a boss fight. They spread out, documenting everything with their comm units’ cameras.

The hallway was deserted. Monika’s code worked again on Lily’s door. They held their breath as it clicked open, expecting... something. But the apartment was silent.

“She’s definitely at SlayerCorp,” Chika said, checking the Quest roster on her comm. “Some kind of meeting with the higher-ups.”

They moved cautiously into the apartment. It looked normal enough at first—neat, organized, and it smelled nice. Definitely a Type-A girl’s place. Sunlight streamed through the windows, casting cheerful shadows across pastel walls. A cat that looked like it didn’t give half a fuck about their presence dozed on the windowsill.

But something felt wrong. The air itself seemed heavier here, like the atmosphere in a dungeon right before a boss fight. They spread out, documenting everything with their comm units’ cameras.

“Check this out,” Monika called from the kitchen. She held up a cucumber with what looked like Ethan’s old SlayerCorp ID laminated to it. “What the actual...”

“Over here,” Zoe’s voice shook slightly. “You need to see this.”

Chika gasped at the big reveal. “Who the fuck still prints photos?!”

“Psychos, apparently,” Zoe said.

The entire wall of Lily’s bedroom was covered in photos of Ethan. Dozens of them. Some were from dungeon runs or SlayerCorp events—normal enough. But others... Others were clearly taken without his knowledge. Ethan walking down the street. Working out in the park. Hanging with friends. Even sleeping, with those photos clearly taken through his window.

“Look at the dates,” Monika pointed to tiny numbers written under each photo. “Some of these are from before she even moved in next door. Waaay before. She’s been stalking him for years.”

“These weren’t all taken by her,” Chika said, moving closer. Her hands trembled as she examined the collection. “Look—these are stolen. Family photos, old school pictures...” She trailed off, her face going pale. “Oh God.”

A shelf below the photos held dozens of small vials, each neatly labeled with dates. Blood samples. Hair clippings. Used bandages preserved like precious artifacts. A piece of bloody gauze from some long-ago injury was framed like a work of art.

Zoe gagged, catching a little vomit in her throat. “She’s insane,” she muttered, hand to her mouth, cataloging everything with her comm unit. “And that’s not a cute turn of phrase. This bitch is actually really clinically insane.”

The more they looked, the worse it got. A diary filled with increasingly unhinged entries about destiny and soulmates. A drawer of stolen clothes, some still carrying tags from when they were discarded. Half-eaten food preserved in resin, labeled as “DNA samples.”

Chika’s throat went dry as she read one diary entry: “Dear Diary. Tonight was a good night. I touched myself as I watched him sleep. Before I left, I caressed his lip with my moistened finger. He smiled at my touch. He’s so beautiful when he dreams. Sometimes I press my ear against the wall and pretend I can hear his heartbeat. One day we’ll be together for real. No more hiding. No more pretending. Just us. Only us. I’ll burn the rest of the world down if anyone tries to stop us.”

“Wait,” Monika said suddenly. “Do you hear that?”

The apartment had gone silent. Not just quiet—silent. Even the constant hum of Neo Elysium’s machinery seemed muted, like something was actively suppressing sound. Even more ominous, the temperature had dropped noticeably to the point where their breath began to fog in the air.

They turned slowly, somehow already knowing what they’d find. But nothing could have prepared them for what they saw.

Lily stood in the doorway. But not the Lily they knew—this was something else. Her eyes glowed red like hot coals buried in a blazing fire with pupils contracted to blackened pinpoints. A dark essence dripped from her body like spectral napalm, each drop hissing where it hit the floor. Her pigtails swayed in a nonexistent wind.

Zoe’s jaw dropped. “What the fu—”

When Lily opened her mouth to speak, her teeth were sharp as broken glass, arranged in too many rows. “What are you doing in my room, you FUCKING WHORES?”

“Oh,” Chika whispered. “I think we’re in trouble.”

Lily—or whatever she was—took a step forward. The darkness around her pulsed like a heartbeat. Where her bare feet touched the floor, black frost spread in spiraling patterns.

“Run,” Zoe said quietly.

The thing wearing Lily’s face cocked its head at an odd angle. Its red eyes fixed on Monika’s raised comm unit, still recording.

“RUN!” She said it much louder that time.

They bolted for the window. Behind them came a sound like reality tearing—the screech of metal and shattering glass. Something grabbed Zoe as she dove through the window. Looking back, she saw Lily’s hand wrapped around her ankle, those sharp nails drawing blood.

The grip tightened, and suddenly Zoe was airborne. She had just enough time to think “Well, this is going to hurt” before she hit the fire escape full force. Metal shrieked as the impact bent safety rails.

Through blurry vision, she saw Chika and Monika scrambling down the steel stairs. Above her, Lily emerged from the window like smoke solidifying. Her feet barely touched the metal grating as she moved, that black essence leaving trails in the air.

	[Skill Observed: Gloom Step]

	User: Lily Chen

	Effect: Enhanced movement speed and stealth




“What?” Zoe gasped, forcing herself up. “It really is her! But how?!” Her shield spell flickered to life just as Lily’s axe materialized and came down. But this wasn’t her usual weapon—the metal was slightly distorted and coursed with corrupted energy, trailing that now familiar black essence like wisps of vapor.

	[Skill Observed: Shadow Slash]

	User: Lily Chen

	Effect: Weapon damage enhanced by darkness




The impact sent shockwaves through Zoe’s arms. Chika briefly saw her looking into those hellfire eyes through her barrier. Her expression was easy to read. She knew with certainty—despite what the System was telling them—that this wasn’t their Lily. This was something else entirely. Something worse.

Or maybe just as bad, actually.

Chika’s spell hit Lily from below as a burst of pure force that should have launched her off the fire escape. Instead, the black essence around her simply absorbed the impact. She turned to stare at Chika with those burning eyes.

“Nope nope nope.” Monika grabbed Chika’s arm and yanked her down the stairs.

Zoe seized the opportunity to roll past Lily, her shield sparking against that corrosive darkness. She half-ran, half-fell down the fire escape after her friends. Above them, Lily simply vaulted over the railing, landing ahead of them with impossible grace.

They hit the alley running. Zoe’s ribs screamed in protest, but adrenaline kept her moving. Behind them, Lily’s axe embedded itself in the wall beside Zoe’s head, the corrupted metal eating into the brick like acid.

Morning traffic screeched to a halt as they darted between cars. Even the first layer of hovercars was affected by the chaos. Horns blared. Someone screamed. A security cruiser’s lights flashed up ahead. SlayerCorp was not going to like them being the center of all this attention—assuming they survived.

“GIVE BACK WHATEVER YOU TOOK!”

The roar shook windows and set off car alarms. They risked a glance back to see Lily standing in the middle of the street, darkness boiling around her like a storm. Her mouth was open too wide, full of too many teeth, as she screamed again:

“GIVE IT BAAAACK!”

But she didn’t follow. The armed security’s presence and gathering crowd had frozen her in place. For a moment, she simply stood there, radiating otherworldly menace. Then the darkness pulled in on itself, and she was gone.

They didn’t stop running until they reached the local branch of The Slow Drip. The rush hadn’t started yet, leaving the café mostly empty. They collapsed into their usual booth, gasping for air.

“What,” Monika panted, “the actual fuck was that?”

“There’s two of them,” Chika said, her hands shaking as she pulled up the footage on her comm. “Has to be. The real Lily is with Ethan at SlayerCorp. That was... something else.”

“Corruption,” Zoe said quietly. They looked at her. “I’ve seen it before in some of the tougher dungeons with ‘Nightmare’ tags. Gloom. Corruption. Whatever you want to call it, that’s what it was. Do you think she’ll follow us here?”

Monika shook her head. “I don’t think so. I don’t know. She avoided making a scene in public, but who knows? In any case, she’ll be able to track us whenever she wants to. She’s good at that. More importantly, and before that happens, we have to warn Ethan,” Monika said. “Tell him everything.”

Zoe looked at her incredulously. “Are we sure that’s our priority still?”

Monika let out a heavy sigh and planted her cheek against the table. “No, I guess not. He’ll never believe us without proof anyway.”

Chika pulled up her comm’s storage. “Which is why I grabbed these.”

On the screen were clear photos of the shrine wall, the collected “samples,” the diary entries. Hard evidence of Lily’s obsession. And at the bottom of her bag, carefully wrapped in cloth, sat three vials of Ethan’s blood with their little handwritten labels in Lily’s elegant script.

“She’ll kill us,” Monika whispered.

“She’ll kill him if we don’t do something,” Zoe countered. “Whatever she’s becoming, whatever that other thing is—they’re both dangerous. We have to stop this.”

They sat in silence for a moment, processing what they’d seen. The image of those glowing red eyes and too-sharp teeth would likely haunt their nightmares for years to come unless they dealt with this threat themselves.

“Okay,” Chika said finally. “We need a plan. A real one this time. No more sneaking around.”

“First, we need backup.” Zoe pulled up her contacts on her comm. “I’m calling Ms. Lyle. She needs to know about this.”

“And then?”

“And then we save our friend.” Zoe’s hands stopped shaking as determination set in. “Whether he wants to be saved or not.”


Chapter 26



Ethan - The Truth Comes Out

There was no parking. They had to abandon Ethan’s streetspeeder a few blocks away and continue the rest of the way on foot. What a fucking nightmare.

“Come on!” Lily yanked Ethan through Neo Elysium’s morning crowds, her grip tight enough to bruise. Her yellow sundress fluttered as she ran, a weirdly sweet and sexy sight given the raw panic in her eyes. That alert from Gloomy had them both on edge after barely escaping Ms. Lyle’s weird tests.

They pushed through the electric heartbeat of the city, where street-level grime met high-tech excess. Beneath the pristine white towers and their endless streams of hovering traffic, back-alley merchants peddled everything from synthesized barbecued meat to dehydrated fruit cubes. Normally the food stalls made his mouth water, but now? He was sick with worry, and any aroma only added to that effect.

They’d made it about halfway home when movement caught his eye. A figure emerged from an alley ahead, and Ethan’s steps faltered as his brain tried to process what he was seeing.

Gloomy stood there, but she wasn’t... right. Her eyes blazed like hot coals in a dead fire, casting red light that shouldn’t exist in broad daylight. Darkness pooled around her feet like oil, seeping through the concrete wherever it touched. Her pigtails writhed in a nonexistent wind, and when she moved toward them, reality seemed to bend around her, distorting the air like heat waves off hot pavement on the hottest day of summer.

“Jesus fuck,” Ethan breathed. “What happened to you?”

“They were in our room.” Gloomy’s voice echoed wrongly, like she was speaking from the bottom of a cavernous well filled with broken mirrors. Black essence dripped between sharp teeth that hadn’t been quite so pointed yesterday. “Those bitches touched your things, Prime.”

Lily Prime’s hand tightened on Ethan’s arm as she saw the jagged, elongated rows of teeth in her counterpart’s mouth. “What did they take?” she managed.

Black essence dripped from Gloomy’s clenched fists, sizzling where it hit the ground. A nearby pigeon took one look at her and promptly died of what appeared to be pure terror. Ethan had to respect the decision.

Gloomy growled. “Evidence. Photos. The vials. Maybe your diary, I didn’t see for sure.”

“Vials? Evidence?” Ethan muttered in confusion. “What are we talking about?”

“I’ll fucking kill them,” both Lilys said in perfect unison, their voices harmonizing in a way that made a few nearby pedestrians stumble to hurry away from them.

“Hold up,” Ethan cut in, trying to process what he was hearing. “Who did this? And what did they do, exactly?”

“Zoe and her slutty friends,” Gloomy spat the words like poison. “They broke in while we were gone. They’ve been bullying me, and now they’re trying to turn you against me.”

Anger flared in Ethan’s chest, hot and sharp. He couldn’t tell if it was because he believed the claim that Lily was being bullied or because he didn’t. It seemed hard to fathom at this point. Whatever the truth was, breaking into his girlfriend’s apartment crossed a fucking line, so he decided to direct his indignation against the obvious aggressors in this particular situation. “Where are they now?”

“I’m going to guess they’re hiding out at The Slow Drip.” Gloomy’s lips peeled back to reveal her teeth arranged in rows like a shark’s mouth. “I can smell their fear. I almost had them.”

	[Skill Observed: Gloom Sense]

	User: Lily Chen

	Effect: Enhanced tracking abilities

	Duration: Passive




“Handy trick,” Ethan noted. “I’m kind of glad you didn’t get them, though. Seems like things would have escalated too far. You wouldn’t want to actually become murderers, you know, right?”

The two Lilys made awkward eye contact.

“R-Right?” Ethan repeated, a bit more hoarsely.

“You should go home,” Lily said quickly, touching his arm. Her fingers trembled against his skin. “Let us handle this.”

“Like hell.” The words came out harder than he intended, but he meant them, especially after that non-answer. “I’m not letting anyone hurt you anymore. And I’d prefer we not hurt them.”

The Lilys exchanged another look that sent chills down his spine and made his stomach twist like it had a blender inside it. There was something hungry in their eyes that made his combat instincts scream danger. But they didn’t argue as they headed toward the cafe just as soon as Gloomy’s rather disastrously conspicuous aura started to die down.

Even so, they stood out in a bad way. The morning crowd parted for them like the sea for a prophet.

The Slow Drip’s next rush hadn’t started yet. Through the window, they spotted Zoe and the others huddled in their usual booth, heads together as they examined something on their comm units. They looked like they’d been through hell—clothes torn, bruises forming, dried blood on their skin. It said a lot about Neo Elysium that people mostly just ignored their state.

The bell above the door chimed as they entered. As Gloomy passed under the sound system grafted to the wall, the cafe’s ambient music warped and died, replaced by an unsettling static.

“Oh shit,” Chika whispered as they approached, her face going pale. “There really are two of them.”

“Give it back,” Lily’s voice could have frozen hell itself. The temperature in the room actually dropped, frost spreading across nearby windows.

“All we took is photos,” Monika said, holding up her hands. “We didn’t steal shit. All the damage in that apartment was done by Short, Dark, and Busty here.” She pointed an accusatory finger at Gloomy, who bared her teeth in reply.

Ethan sighed, raising his hands to hold both Lilys back. “See? This could be a misunderstanding. They didn’t steal anything. Though it really was messed up of you girls to break in like that. Just look at the chaos that resulted from putting a rage-based A-Tier on the defensive. Look at yourselves, for God’s sake.” He gestured at them, and two of the three girls rolled their eyes in apparent disgust at his continued cluelessness.

“Ethan,” Zoe said carefully, “Shut the fuck up. You need to see this.”

“Don’t you do it,” both Lilys said together.

“I’ll fucking kill you.” Gloomy added that extra bonus.

Zoe’s shaky hand held up her comm unit’s holo-display. The image it projected on the booth behind Chika punched the air from his lungs. It was an image of—well an image. Of photos. There were shots of Lily’s room, he guessed, but the walls... the walls were covered in photos. Hundreds of them. All of him. Some he recognized—mission shots, SlayerCorp events. But others...

“When was this taken?” His voice cracked as he swiped through more images. Him sleeping. Working out. Walking down the street. Posing with friends. He recognized some of the pictures. All of them were private moments he’d never known were being observed—or stolen. Some dated all the way back to high school, around the time he met Lily as Mei-Ling.

“That’s—you have no right! That’s private!” Lily said through clenched teeth. Gloomy growled, apparently in agreement with the sentiment. The lights flickered ominously.

“Private?” Monika’s voice shook as she reached into her bag. “It’s psychotic! Look at this! You’re sick, you bitch!”

“Ethan,” Zoe began, “it turns out that for years, Lily’s been threatening us girls whenever she noticed us getting close to you. Monika, Chika, and Tara, who to her credit wanted no part in this, have their own stories. Stories like the time Lily told me off for talking to you.”

Ethan’s jaw flapped a little as he shook his head in disbelief. He knew that Lily had a dark side, maybe some unforeseen layers of complexity—but this? This was beyond anything he could have ever dreamt of. How could she be this crazy? This devoted? This committed?

What exactly had he done to attract this unhinged degree of attention? It made no sense. “W-why—what?! What?!”

Zoe pulled out a vial that contained dark liquid. “Remember when we said I didn’t take anything? Well, we lied. We did take this.” The label, written in Lily’s neat handwriting, read: ‘Ethan’s blood - Sample #17 (Feb 14).’ The date was from over a year ago.

“You FUCKING WHORE!” Lily shouted so loudly that what chatter remained in the cafe instantly died. At this rate, Ethan thought it might not be long before someone called SlayerCorp district security.

Bile rose in his throat. “What...”

“Please,” Zoe pleaded, “can we not do this here? There are civilians.”

“Let’s just not do this at—”

“The portal deck,” Ethan cut in, barely recognizing his own voice. “It’s just a block away. We can talk there, and if there has to be a fight, better there than here.”

After a prolonged silence, and a considerable wait for Gloomy and Lily to calm down, they walked the short walk together.

Short as it was, the walk felt endless. Neither Lily spoke, but Gloomy’s darkness started to make a resurgence, leaving holes in the concrete that smoked and bubbled.

The portal deck was deserted—not unusual for this time of day since SlayerCorp did its best to schedule most runs for the morning each and every day. They found an empty training room, sealed the door, and faced each other across the mat.

“Show him everything,” Zoe said quietly.

“Don’t you da—” Lily started to warn her, but Ethan raised a hand and scowled at her, and she and Gloomy both withered at the look.

One by one, they laid out their evidence. The photo wall, documented in horrifying detail. Stolen items carefully preserved and labeled. Diary entries that made Ethan’s skin crawl with their obsessive detail about his daily routines, his preferences, his most private moments. Pages and pages of “Lily Harper” written over and over, getting more frantic with each repetition. The fucking cucumber. Lily and Gloomy both wiggled their fingers like they were about to summon their axes when that image came out.

“You don’t understand, baby,” Lily insisted, pawing at Ethan’s chest, but he couldn’t look at her. Desperation started to creep into her voice, her eyes wide, panicked, pupils dilated. “I love you. We love you. Everything I did was for us!”

“You have to understand!” Gloomy whined, her hands going for his shoulder, but he shrugged them away as he continued to look at the so-called evidence.

“This isn’t love, Ethan,” Chika said. “It’s obsession. It’s even worse than obsession. You’re sick, Lily. And… other Lily. You both need help.”

A guttural growl not unlike that of a feisty corgi rang out, and a paradoxically dark flash ignited out of Ethan’s periphery. “I’ll show you sick.”

	[Skill Activated: Weapon Summon]

	Effect: Corrupted Battle Axe manifested




Gloomy’s axe materialized in her hands, dripping that black corruption. Ethan felt himself reacting to Gloomy’s flaring power, but there was no time to think of that or try to interpret the facts surrounding that phenomenon.

“No!” Ethan stepped between the Lilys and the other girls. “We can talk about this—”

Ethan felt strong but small arms grab him from behind, restraining him. “You shouldn’t see this next part, baby,” Lily said sweetly. “Close your eyes.”

“Oh shit, it’s getting real!” Chika said. “Lily! And Lily! Stop! There are cameras in here!”

“I don’t fricking care!” the pair of them shouted in unison.

	[Skill Observed: Aegis Barrier]

	User: Zoe Anderson

	Effect: 80% damage reduction




Ethan tried to break free, but Lily hugged him tighter, pressing her breasts into his back. Try as he might, the S-Tier Berserker was still so much more powerful than him when she really exerted herself. “Lily, let me go,” he said. “Think this through. This isn’t going to end well for anyone—you and me included.”

Zoe’s shield sprang up just as Gloomy’s axe came down. The impact cratered the floor, sending spiderweb cracks through reinforced concrete. Chika’s spell caught Gloomy in the chest—magic that should have launched her across the room. She shrugged it off like a gentle breeze.

Ethan had seen Zoe and her pals work together before. This short fight was some of their best teamwork. Zoe and Monika worked in perfect sync, with their shield and healing magic combining to keep them alive against an overpowered foe, while Chika’s spells filled the air with deadly force. But they were exhausted from their earlier dungeon run, and Gloomy…

She was a monster, toying with them. Not even breaking a sweat.

	[Skill Observed: Gloom Strike]

	User: Lily Chen

	Effect: Weapon attacks inflict corruption damage




Gloomy moved like a living shadow as her corrupted weapon tore through magical barriers like tissue paper. Each swing left trails of darkness that dissipated slowly in the air, leaving a pitch-black afterimage of every swipe.

Ethan tried to stand, tried to intervene, but his healing magic flickered weakly. The familiar rush of power he usually got from the Lilys’ touch was gone, replaced by a cold emptiness in his chest. His body knew what his heart was struggling to accept—these weren’t the girls he thought he knew.

The fight ended when Gloomy’s axe connected with Monika’s ankle, taking off her foot. The girl let out a horrible scream, and Ethan shouted out for her, too, trying his best to wrench himself from Lily’s clutches. But shortly after that point, Lily let him go on her own. “Gloomy, stop,” she said.

The darker Lily obeyed without looking back. She had been ready to deliver a killing blow, stopping a hair’s breadth from Monika’s face. She didn’t question Lily’s order, even as Ethan wordlessly rushed over, lifted up the severed appendage, and reconnected it to Monika’s ankle, letting healing magic do the rest.

“The fact that we’re letting him touch you is the last generosity we’ll ever show to a whore like you,” Lily said coldly.

“W-what?!” Zoe blurted, her shield back up in a selfish act of self-preservation.

“Leave,” Lily commanded, and her voice held none of the sweetness Ethan was used to. “Leave here and never look at him or me ever again. Whatever happens next, things are about to change for me. Wherever we all are tomorrow, I don’t want you to be a part of it. Never let me see you look into my eyes, her eyes, or his ever again. Understood?”

They ran. Zoe had to help Monika limp out while Chika covered their retreat with what little magic she had left. The door slammed behind them, leaving Ethan alone with his so-called girlfriends, his hands still soaked with Monika’s blood.

Both Lilys turned to him, their faces mirroring each other’s worried expressions. The darkness around Gloomy receded slightly, and Lily’s axe vanished in a shower of subtle sparks. They looked almost normal again. Almost calm.

“Baby,” they said together, reaching for him with perfect synchronization, still several feet away., “we can explain.”

But Ethan wasn’t sure he wanted to hear it. As he looked at them—really looked at them—he felt something inside him come loose at the seams. The sweet, shy girl he’d fallen for, the one he thought he knew so well... she’d never existed at all.

The girl he loved had been a lie since the beginning. So what was he supposed to do with the truth?


Chapter 27



Lily Prime - Unconditional

There was no time to explain because a security gate slammed down between Lily and her soulmate with a sound like the world ending. Through the reinforced steel bars, laced with veins of mana-enriched mithril, she could just make out Ethan’s silhouette, his form distorted by the barrier’s surface. His posture was all wrong—shoulders hunched, body angled away from her. From them. Like he was afraid.

No. Not afraid. He just didn’t understand yet. He couldn’t comprehend the depth of their love, how perfect they were together. Those stupid fucking whores had poisoned his mind with their distorted, gross take on reality, showing him things they had no right to see themselves, let alone share. Her private collection. Her shrine. The physical manifestations of a love so pure it had literally brought her back from death itself—twice in one go, both versions of her stronger than ever before.

This fricking security gate would not keep her from him, or him from the truth of their destiny together.

“Baby!” she screamed, summoning her axe and bringing it down on the barrier. Golden sparks flew as S-Tier steel met SlayerCorp’s peerless engineering. The metal didn’t even dent—it barely showed a scratch. “Stay right there! I’m coming!”

She couldn’t make out his reaction, didn’t have time to.

	[Skill Activated: Berserker’s Rage]

	Effect: Attack Power +200%

	Duration: Until calmed




Her next strike hit harder, charged with desperate energy. The axe’s golden glow intensified until it hurt to look at directly. The weapon sang in her hands, resonating with her fury. Still, the door held firm against her clanging assault.

“Attention all personnel.” That FUCKING BITCH Ms. Lyle’s voice purred through hidden speakers, dripping with false concern. “Containment protocols are now in effect. Please remain calm and proceed to your designated safe zones. Security, await further orders.”

Through the barrier, Lily watched as green gas began pouring from ceiling vents on the other side. Unbelievable. She would go this far? Abuse her power to this extreme? Ethan wasn’t unreasonable to suggest this spot for a fight. It happened all the time that Slayers scheduled after hours meetings and battles here—usually just sparring, but still. There was no reason that Ms. Lyle should have been keeping this tight of a leash on them.

Of course, that was naive of her to even think.

Lily’s enhanced hearing picked up Ms. Lyle’s voice, closer now, speaking to Ethan and Gloomy, but she couldn’t hear the words through the sounds of alarms and distant shouting. The sound of combat erupted—her corrupted copy’s otherworldly snarls mixing with the crack of strange weapons. She couldn’t see anything through bars and green fog anymore.

“Get away from him!”

Lily’s axe bit into the door again and again, each impact sending shockwaves up her arms. Blood vessels burst beneath her skin, creating spreading bruises that her S-Tier healing barely kept up with. Her bones creaked with each strike, but she ignored the pain. More security barriers dropped, trying to herd her away from the training room. Red emergency lights strobed across chrome walls as klaxons wailed their annoying song.

She had to get back to him. Had to explain. He’d understand if she could just make him see how perfect they were together. How long she’d loved him. How she’d shaped her entire existence around making him happy.

The photos didn’t matter. He needed to understand. The samples were just ways to feel close to him that she took at a time in her life when she didn’t yet possess him—it was a way to have a piece of him. Did she stalk him? Maybe, sure, but it wasn’t an invasion of privacy because there wasn’t anything she could ever see that would change the way she felt about him.

She loved him unconditionally. Even if he attacked her there, that wouldn’t change. He was her everything. Her love for him was her entire identity. He was her God, her Jesus Christ, forever and ever, Amen. She’d literally pray to him if he let her.

And really, was it so wrong to want to preserve little pieces of someone you loved, or always be close to them? To document every precious moment? She’d been so careful about collecting them, always making sure he never noticed when she retrieved something he’d discarded, and somehow it turned out like this anyway.

Frick on a stick.

There was a thud from the other side of the barrier. Ethan’s voice crying out in pain. The sound, unmistakable, instantly brought tears of rage and grief to her eyes.

“NO!”

	[Skill Activated: Berserker’s Ultimate - Worldbreaker]

	Effect: All physical damage multiplied by 5 for ten seconds

	Cost: 50% max HP

	Duration: 10 seconds

	Cooldown: Once a week




Her axe swung faster, harder, all her power crackling around the blade like lightning. Each strike carved deeper gouges in the metal, but SlayerCorp didn’t cheap out on their security measures. The door actually seemed to be growing stronger, absorbing and redistributing the force of her attacks.

It was… hopeless.

She coughed from all the putrid gas, but she clung to her consciousness in spite of it. Blood ran from her nose, dripped from her ears. Hairline fractures throbbed with sharp agony up and down her arms. The feedback from Worldbreaker was trying to tear her apart from the inside. Her vision blurred as capillaries burst in her eyes, but she didn’t care. Nothing mattered except getting to him.

Another door slammed shut, pushing her toward the old wing. Fine. She knew another way around. She’d memorized every inch of this building’s layout years ago, back when she started her training here. Oh yes, the recent move wasn’t her first rodeo in SlayerCorp HQ. Every Slayer in Districts Gamma, Epsilon, and Beta did some time at this location before getting assigned to a district.

The sound of fighting died away, replaced by the screech of wheels on polished floors—they were moving him somewhere. Taking him away from her. But it was hard for her to lose him entirely. She had an ace up her sleeve, something which made the so-called “Stalking” a hell of a lot easier.

	[Skill Activated: Hunter’s Prey]

	Effect: Track specific target’s movement across vast distances

	Target: Ethan Harper




His presence registered like a beacon in her mind, moving deeper into the building. Toward the science wing, where that bitch Ms. Lyle no doubt did her off-the-books experiments. Where she had who knows what kind of equipment waiting.

“I’m coming, baby,” Lily whispered, already plotting her route through the building’s maze-like corridors. “Just hold on.” She could do this. After all, she had one more move in her arsenal.

	[Skill Activated: Nerves of Steel]




She took off running, pigtails bouncing as she pushed her speed to its limits, navigating the corridors the best she could. Several times she lost her sense of his location, but she didn’t give up. Not every part of this building had security gates, so she was mostly unimpeded. In fact, it was only the major rooms, like the training rooms, the portal decks, and the most important offices that had them.

She could do this. Should could do this. She would make the long way around and…

The world blurred around her as she hit velocities that would have been impossible for a normal human. But she wasn’t normal. She was special. All this was possible because she was his.

She wouldn’t even be a Berserker without him. After all, she had her belated awakening in a moment of rage after watching him have his very first kiss.

A security team rounded the corner ahead, weapons raised. “Stand down, Slayer Chen!”

	[Skill Activated: Blade Dance]

	Effect: Precision strikes at maximum speed

	Duration: 5 seconds




Lily didn’t even break stride. Her axe carved through their guns and guts like butter. Splashes of blood and sparks ripped through the air as the men, now behind her, came to terms with their inevitable deaths.

“He’s mine,” she growled as she passed their shaking forms. “No one can keep me from him.”

More barriers dropped, more security teams tried to slow her down. She left a trail of blood in her wake—broken weapons, broken bodies. But the building’s lockdown protocols were too efficient. She had underestimated the number of security gates.

Yet she couldn’t give up. Through whatever bond she shared with Gloomy, she felt something wrong happening in the science wing. Neural feedback that made her jaw ache and her reddening vision swim. Ms. Lyle was doing something to her other self—like someone was raping her mind.

Finally, she hit a dead end. The corridor terminated in a solid wall of security gates, each one reinforced with enough steel to stop even an S-Tier cold. So much for Nerves of Steel—Lily screamed in frustration, her axe cutting glowing arcs through the air as she vented her rage on the nearest barrier, expecting nothing.

“It’s not right!” she shouted, not sure who she was even talking to anymore. “He needs me! I’m the only one who really knows him! He’s mine!”

Memories flooded her mind as she attacked the door. The first time she saw him in high school, how gorgeous and cool he looked defending her from those bullies. The way he smiled when he gave her his jacket. She still had it, carefully preserved in an airtight container. Then there was the umbrella. She’d spent countless nights holding it, breathing in the lingering traces of his scent until they faded completely.

She remembered watching him graduate, hiding in the crowd because she wasn’t brave enough to approach him yet. Following him to college orientation, making sure he got settled safely. The pride she felt when he dropped out to become a Slayer—just like she knew he would. Just like she’d planned ever since she had her own awakening.

Every moment she shared with him was precious. Every detail cataloged in her mind, her diary, her collection. She had journals filled with his daily routines, his preferences, his habits. She knew which shampoo he used, what foods he liked, how he took his coffee, his favorite movies, shows, books, games, songs… His taste in women.

She’d spent years learning him, becoming the perfect partner—the girl he deserved.

They were supposed to get married. They were supposed to have sooo many babies. They were supposed to live happily ever after. It was a phrase people only said ironically in Neo Elysium, but not her. She meant it.

And now those fucking sluts had exposed everything. Contaminated her shrine with their presence. Touched his things with their dirty hands. She should have killed them when she had the chance. Should have painted the shower room with their blood that night.

But it wasn’t Zoe and the Cunt Squad who were her problem now.

Her comm unit buzzed—a message from her old Slayer Girls group chat. It was already happening; Zoe and the others were warning everyone about her. About them. Telling everyone what they’d found in her apartment. Soon the whole building would know. They’d all try to keep her from him. They’d poison his mind.

Another buzz. This one from Gloomy: “Ms. Lyle has me! She’s trying to—”

The message was cut off mid-sentence. The wrongness in Lily’s head intensified, like someone was trying to practice their signature on her brain. She needed a new plan. Needed to think.

Even if they tried to separate them, Ethan would go after Gloomy if he sensed she was in trouble. Of course he would—that’s who he was. Always trying to help. It’s part of why she loved him so much. Which meant SlayerCorp would have him too, soon enough, if they didn’t already. There was no way Ethan would abandon Gloomy to save himself, even if Ms. Lyle gave him a free pass to leave.

Unless...

Lily activated her comm unit and sent Ethan a message asking where he was. Just as she suspected, there was no response. She wasn’t even sure the message would consistently go through when the building was in lockdown, so she tried again. And again. And again. One of them had to make it through. Each second of silence felt like an eternity of torture.

Finally, after what felt like ages, his reply came through: “Where are you?”

Her heart beat like the wings of a hummingbird on street crystal. He wanted to see her. Even after everything, he wanted to come to her. It would be okay. She could explain everything. Make him understand that every photo, every sample, every diary entry was just proof of how much she loved him.

She looked around, her brows knitting as she tried to understand her surroundings. “The old combat training arena,” she typed back. “Please hurry. Before SlayerCorp accesses our messages!”

She knew a way there through the maintenance tunnels. They’d have privacy. Time to talk. Time to remind him how perfect they were together.

Time to make him remember that they belonged to each other.

As she made her way through the bowels of SlayerCorp headquarters, Lily’s mind raced with everything she needed to tell him. How she’d loved him for so long. How she’d spent years working to become the kind of girl worthy of him. How everything she did—every single breath—was dedicated to him.

She’d tell him about all the times she’d protected him without his knowledge. The “random” accidents that befell girls who got too close to him. The careful manipulation of his social circle to keep away anyone who might hurt him. The way she’d subtly guided his career, his living situation, his whole life toward her.

The abandoned combat arena was dark when she arrived, defunct simulation equipment looming like ancient monoliths in the shadows. They’d decommissioned this place years ago after newer training facilities were built with better safety features. Now it was just an empty space, filled with dead tech.

Perfect for what she needed to do.

Her comm unit buzzed again—a message from Gloomy this time: “Free. Coming with him.”

Something felt different through their connection. Changed. Like something else was trying to ride along in their shared consciousness. But that didn’t matter now. Nothing mattered except making him understand.

The main door’s hinges creaked. Lily’s heart stopped as familiar footsteps approached through the darkness. Her enhanced hearing picked up two sets of breathing—Ethan’s, slightly elevated, and Gloomy’s comparatively quiet breaths.

This was it. The moment everything would change back to normal. The moment he finally understood just how much she loved him. Just how far she’d go to keep him.

Just how completely he belonged to her.

“Baby?” she called out softly, stepping from the shadows. The darkness seemed to part around her like a curtain, revealing the gore of SlayerCorp security guards that covered her body. “I can explain everything.”


Chapter 28



Ethan - Away Together

Ethan walked into the abandoned combat arena with Gloomy at his side. What was left of her corrupted aura leaked into the air around them, but he barely noticed it anymore. Not only had it lessened a while ago, but he was more or less used to it now. The emergency lights cast everything in red, making the old training equipment look more ominous than it deserved.

He heard Lily before he saw her. She was crying in a noisy, careless way that made him think she probably didn’t even realize it anymore. When she stepped into view, his chest tightened. She looked exactly like always, cute in her sundress with those perfect pigtails, but covered in a layer or two of blood he was sure wasn’t hers. His stomach turned at the sight, but it changed nothing. He understood her now, so that didn’t surprise him. He’d tried for so long to avoid understanding her, but now he did.

“Hi baby,” she said, taking a step forward. Her hands shook as she reached for him. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Don’t.” His voice was rough from screaming at Ms. Lyle’s people. “Just... don’t.”

“But I need to explain—”

“Explain what?” He laughed, but there was no humor in it. “The shrine? The blood samples? The fucking diary entries about watching me sleep? And what the fuck was the deal with that cucumber?”

The shrine. He couldn’t get it out of his head. All those photos, all those moments he never knew he was being watched. His whole life was documented by someone he thought he knew—thought he had a crush on. But was that crush custom built by her, too?

“I love you.” Lily said calmly, her voice shaking. “Everything I did was because I love you.”

“You’re insane.” But he didn’t back away. Something inside him still wanted her. Still needed them both. “Zoe and the others were right. You’re sick.”

“We’re devoted,” Gloomy said as her voice echoed in that creepy way it now apparently did. That definitely wasn’t Ethan’s favorite new development today, but then again, there were a lot of equally horrifying contenders.

Lily nodded so hard her pigtails bounced. “Yes! We’d do anything for you. Kill anyone. Die for you. Live for you. In fact—I’ve been living for you since the day we met!” She couldn’t seem to stop talking, even though Ethan wished she would. “I’ve loved you since that first day in chemistry class. I’ve been working my way toward our relationship since then.”

“Jesus Christ.” Had she been planning this even back then? Had everything between them been calculated?

“I made myself perfect for you.” The words spilled out faster. “I worked so hard. Exercise. Clothes. Making myself cute. Liking the things you like. Being the kind of person you’d admire. I studied you. Learned you. Became what you felt was missing, deep down. I am your perfect soulmate in a way that no one else will ever experience.”

“I never asked for that!” He backed up but hit the sealed door. Probably part of her plan, too, the way she started closing in. “I never wanted any of this, Lily!”

“But you do want it,” Gloomy argued. Something in his blood responded to it. “We feel it when you touch us. The power it gives you. How much stronger you’re getting.”

“That’s not—”

“We know what you really need,” Lily cut in. He could see it now—the crazy in her eyes. The obsession. “Better than you do. Better than anyone. We’ve watched you for so long. Protected you. Kept you safe.”

“Protected me?” He couldn’t stop laughing. “By stalking me? Collecting my blood? Driving away anyone who tried to get close?”

“They didn’t deserve you!” Lily’s scream made dust fall from the ceiling. “None of them understood you like we do! None of them loved you enough, or were even capable of it!”

“Love isn’t this.” His hands clenched, making the veins in his forearms bulge. Gloomy leaned in, and dark veins spread under his skin. “Love isn’t ownership. It isn’t control. It isn’t corruption, either.”

“Then what is it?” Gloomy asked softly. “Because we’ll do that for you, too. We’ve already given you everything else. Our lives. Our souls. Our whole existence is about you, and we have no regrets.”

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better about our relationship?” Those were the words he said, but something in him understood. Something accepted. Something dark and hungry that had been growing since this all started. “You’re both completely unhinged.”

“We’re yours.” Lily reached for him again. “Completely. Forever. No matter what. Even if you walk away without us, the rest of our lives will be spent adoring you.”

“Even if you hurt us,” Gloomy added. Her darkness curled around his feet. “Even if you cheat, or lie, or betray us. We’ll never stop loving you.”

His shoulders dropped. “I know. That’s what scares me.”

“Don’t be scared.” Lily touched his chest. It wasn’t real, but it felt like mana or something flooded through him, making him stronger. Making him more. But it wasn’t any of that. It was just… Lily. “Be ours, baby. Like you’re meant to be.”

“We’ll pamper you every morning when you wake up,” Gloomy cooed.

Lily Prime giggled, stroking his cheek. “We’ll pleasure you every night until you fall asleep.”

“Anything you want.”

“Anything.

“Forever.” That last word was in unison again, and he felt chills run down his spine at the bell-like sound of their pretty voices.

But he didn’t pull away. Couldn’t. Should have, but couldn’t. “This is so fucked up,” he muttered.

Both Lilys stroked his chest and face, and Ethan shook his head, trying to figure out how to say no, but nothing remotely close to “No” was about to come out.

After a while, the Lilys looked at each other, their fingers still caressing him, their bodies going in to hold him tight. “What happened to you?” Lily Prime asked her counterpart.

“A hell of a lot. Long story short, we found you because we were allowed to. Ms. Lyle tranqed me and put a neural chip in my head—and I think one in her own.”

Ethan nodded, his eyes glazing with a faraway look. “Yep, she definitely chipped herself, too. I saw that part.”

Lily frowned. “But why? Why would she do that?”

“I don’t know,” Gloomy grunted, frowning. “Whatever she tried to do to me, it didn’t seem to work, and she was left in a much worse state than I was. She was weak, writhing in pain, so I told her I’d kill her if she didn’t let us go to you.”

“What about the other security?” Lily muttered, shaking her head in disbelief.

Ethan looked down at the floor. “I don’t think she wanted them to see what she was doing to Gloomy.” His eyes drifted to the blood covering Lily’s clothes. “Seems like she sent at least some of them after you.”

“I think… A piece of Ms. Lyle is inside my head now,” Gloomy said. Her red eyes flickered. “She tried to take over, but something went wrong. I won.”

“This is insane,” Ethan said. But his arms went around them anyway. Their bodies fit warmly against him—perfect. “Completely fucking insane. You killed those men, didn’t you? This is such a fucking problem.”

Lily giggled impishly. “But we’re your problem.”

A sound cut through the moment—boots on metal, a weapon being readied.

“Freeze!” A guard stepped out from behind some equipment, rifle raised. “Turn around and put your hands up!”

Ethan moved without thinking, bursting through the narrow space between the Lilys. His Lifeblade appeared in his hands, glowing gold but threaded with subtle lines of corruption. He got between the guard and his own girls just as the trigger started to squeeze.

Two strikes. The first split the rifle. The second opened the guard from shoulder to hip.

	[Critical Hit!]

	Target Status: Dying




Blood sprayed across dead machinery. Ethan didn’t hesitate.

The notification was actually meaningless. This guard had no System access—he didn’t operate on the HP principle in any meaningful way. It was just a powerful attack.

	[Skill Activated: Revivify]

	Target: Security Guard

	Effect: Resurrect your target, restoring only 1 HP

	Note: Target stabilized but incapacitated




The guard gasped as just enough healing magic kept him alive. Ethan’s blade came down one more time, destroying what was left of the rifle.

Lily stared at him with unbridled glee. Had he just done that to… protect them? In spite of everything?

But that was stupid. Even if he hated her, he would have protected her. But he wouldn’t have killed a guy and revived him at Death’s door.

Ethan realized that he was giving in at last. True love, so they kept saying. So they wanted to spoil him? Maybe he would let them. Why shouldn’t he? What had this world ever given him that could compete with two perfectly devoted, perfectly perfect girlfriends? The pair of them shared grins with one another, realizing what was going on in his head, but Ethan was all business.

“We can’t stay in Neo Elysium at this point,” he said. “They’ll never stop hunting us now.”

“Then we’ll run together.” Lily’s face lit up at the ‘we.’ “We’ll just become Divers in some small city where it’s legal. We can go wherever we want. Just—don’t leave us.”

“Like I could.” He actually smiled, hardly believing it himself. “I don’t like much of this, but like it or not, you’re both part of me now, and we’ve all fucked things up together. We might as well see it through. Besides, you’d just follow me anyway.”

“Forever,” Gloomy said. “No matter where you go.”

“No matter what you do,” Lily added. “You can’t run. You can’t hide.”

“No matter who tries to stop us,” they finished together.

Ethan looked at them—both completely insane, both utterly devoted to him. Both his, whether he wanted them or not. But some part of him still did want them. Maybe it was the link between them all, which he still hadn’t fully explored. But more likely, Lily was right. She crafted herselves into the perfect girl for him. And now he had two of her.

How could he walk away from that? How could he deny a love like hers?

Maybe he was just as crazy as they were. Maybe that’s what love really was—a perfect, affectionate madness shared between two-to-three broken people.

“Okay,” he said. “Then let’s fight our way out of this building before they put out job ads for more security. Then we’ll grab your furball of a cat and ride off into the sunset. What do you say to that?”

The Lilys giggled in unison as they licked their lips. “Whatever you want.”


Epilogue



Ms. Lyle - Awake At Last

The antiseptic hospital smell was starting to give Gloria Lyle a headache. She’d been awake for several hours now, enduring an endless parade of doctors and their useless tests. Her private room at SlayerCorp HQ’s Medical Research wing had the best equipment money could buy, but none of it could tell these idiots what they really wanted to know.

The neural implant at the base of her skull throbbed with phantom feedback that made her teeth ache. Too many thoughts tried to occupy the same space in her head, crowding against each other like angry wasps in a jar. The failed consciousness transfer had left her mind fragmented, pieces of herself mixed with... something else.

“Ms. Lyle?” Another doctor appeared at her bedside, tablet in hand. He was the fourth one today. Or maybe the fifth. They all blurred together. “I’d like to run a few more cognitive tests—”

“Get out.” The words came out as a growl that surprised even her. She’d always prided herself on maintaining a professional demeanor, but three days of unconsciousness followed by hours of prodding had worn her patience thin.

“But the neural patterns we’re detecting—”

“I said GET THE FRICK OUT!”

The force of her shout sent monitors screaming as her vital signs spiked. The doctor stumbled backward, eyes wide. She could smell his fear—actually smell it, like copper and spoiled meat. That was new.

When had she last lost control like this? Never. Not once in her entire career at SlayerCorp. She’d worked too hard, climbed too high to let rage rule her actions. But now...

Her comm unit buzzed—a call she couldn’t ignore. Marcus Sterling’s ID flashed across her retinal display, making her head throb harder. The CEO himself, de facto ruler of the entire East Coast, probably wondering why everything had gone to hell on her watch.

“Sir,” she managed through clenched teeth.

“What the hell is happening down there, Gloria?” Sterling’s voice dripped acid through the connection. “I’m getting some very interesting reports crossing my desk. Rogue Slayers slaughtering security guards? Unauthorized neural experiments? Something about some Slayer girls and photos of a cucumber? And let’s not forget the fucking property damage.”

“The situation is under control.” Even to her own ears, the lie sounded pathetic.

“Really?” She could practically hear his eyebrows rising. “Because from where I’m sitting, it looks like you lost not one but two high-tier assets. Along with that C-Tier healer everyone’s been talking about.” There was a pause heavy with implications. “The one who, according to your notes, somehow took down a B-Tier Assassin at Portal Rats. The one who’s been showing some very interesting changes lately.”

Gloria’s fingers dug into her sheets hard enough to tear the fabric. “We’re tracking their movements. They won’t get far.”

“You’re in a hospital bed with scrambled brains, Gloria. They’re already gone.” Sterling sighed, and the sound held years of disappointment. “Whatever you were trying to do with that neural tech—”

“It worked!” The words burst from her before she could stop them. Fury rose in her chest like magma. “Sir, it actually worked. The transfer was partial, but—”

“I don’t want to hear it. I’ve got the board breathing down my neck, my border guys asking questions I can’t answer, and now rumors that some of our Slayers have gone rogue with unknown abilities. Fix this, Gloria. Find them. Bring them in. Or don’t bother coming back to work at all. And put out a classified ad for new security guards down there, for Christ’s sake.”

“Yes, sir,” she growled, but he was already hanging up.

The silence that followed felt oppressive. Gloria screamed as years of carefully maintained professionalism shattered like cheap glass. The sound held echoes of something else—something wild and unhinged that had taken up residence in her psyche.

Pain exploded behind her eyes. The implant at the base of her skull burned like molten metal as something vast and strange poured into her mind. Her back arched off the bed as power coursed through her body, reality bending around her.

	[System Access Granted]

	[Class Assignment: Ravager]

	[Tier: A]

	Summary: Unarmed combat specialist. Rage abilities enhanced by neural interface.




Gloria’s scream of pain transformed into laughter. Tears streamed down her face as she kept laughing, the sound bouncing off sterile walls. It worked. Maybe not exactly as planned, but it had worked. After all these years, all these failures, she finally had what she wanted.

She ripped the monitors from her body, ignoring the shrieking alarms. Her legs shook as she stood, but strength flowed through her with each passing second. The bootleg Diver tech in her skull hummed with real power now, interfacing seamlessly with her newly awoken System access.

	[Skill Acquired: Ravager’s Fury]

	Effect: Enhanced strength and speed

	Duration: 10 seconds




Her fist went through the wall like it was paper, leaving a perfect circular hole. Fascinating. She pulled her hand back, watching as her knuckles healed instantly. The doctors would want to study her, of course. Run their tests and take their readings. But she had more important things to do.

The Diver interface sparked to life, showing her enhanced vision of the world. Stats and metrics scrolled past as her implant helped her make sense of the System now coursing through her. Not quite the advanced setup that sanctioned Slayers had, but close enough. More than close enough.

She accessed the security footage again, watching the escape play out from multiple angles. Ethan’s impossible speed as he ran back to Lily with the Dark Lily at his side. The way the three of them reunited, then Ethan dispatched a security guard, only to revive him again.

Of course, the guard didn’t have any System access, so he bled out anyway. But hey, Ethan got to feel good about himself as he and his psychotic girlfriends vanished into the night, leaving Neo Elysium—and Ms. Lyle—behind.

	[Skill Acquired: Enhanced Perception]

	Always Active

	Effect: Improved sensory processing




Gloria’s fingers traced the holographic playback, focusing on Ethan’s face. Something stirred in her fragmented mind—memories that weren’t hers, feelings she’d never felt. The failed consciousness transfer had left more than just power behind.

She moved to the window, staring out at the city sprawl. Neo Elysium’s endless neon painted the night in fascinating new colors that her enhanced senses could finally appreciate. Somewhere out there, a boy ran with his monsters, unaware that he’d left one behind.

	[Skill Acquired: Hunter’s Prey]

	Effect: Track designated target across vast distances

	Target Set - Ethan Harper




Her reflection showed a woman transformed—not just by power, but by purpose. The neural implant’s lights pulsed beneath her skin as she accessed her new abilities. Her eyes stared into the glass, and for a moment she saw someone else staring back at her.

No. Those weren’t Lily’s eyes. They were hers. Just like these feelings were hers now. The devotion. The passion. The love. The pure, unrelenting need to possess him completely.

“I’ll find you,” she whispered as she grabbed a pair of rubber bands from the bedside table and started putting her hair up in pigtails. When she listened to herself, her voice held no trace of its former professional detachment when she thought about Ethan—but that was fine. There was nothing professional about what she planned to do to him, anyway. “No matter how far you run, baby. No matter how long it takes.”

After all, he was her soulmate.
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